
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    In The Wings:  
 
    An Anthology of Four Horsemen Universe Secondary Characters 
 
      
 
    Book Seven of the Four Horsemen Sagas 
 
      
 
    Edited by 
 
      
 
    Chris Kennedy & Mark Wandrey 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    In The Wings 
 
    Edited by Chris Kennedy & Mark Wandrey  
 
    Published by Seventh Seal Press
Coinjock, NC, USA
www.chriskennedypublishing.com 
 
    This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by United States’ copyright law. 
 
      
 
    The stories in this collection are works of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination and are used in a fictitious manner. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    Cover Art: Ricky Ryan  
 
    Cover Design: Brenda Mihalko 
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2021 by Chris Kennedy & Mark Wandrey
All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
    The stories contained herein have never been previously published and are copyrighted as follows:

“A Night on the Town” by Kevin Ikenberry © 2021 by Kevin Ikenberry 
 
    “Alive and Well” by Kevin Steverson © 2021 by Kevin Steverson 
 
    “Barn Find” by Richard Alan Chandler © 2021 by Richard Alan Chandler 
 
    “Embrace the Void” by Marisa Wolf © 2021 by Marisa Wolf 
 
    “Field Promotion” by Nick Steverson © 2021 by Nick Steverson 
 
    “Lucky Beginnings” by Zachary Ritz © 2021 by Zachary Ritz 
 
    “Monster at the Gate” by Tim C. Taylor © 2021 by Tim C. Taylor 
 
    “Oogars, Guns, and Credits” by William Alan Webb © 2021 by William Alan Webb 
 
    “Playing the Game” by David Shadoin © 2021 by David Shadoin 
 
    “Second Fiddle Carries the Tune” by Jon R. Osborne © 2021 by Jon R. Osborne 
 
    “Sugar and Spice” by Terry Mixon © 2021 by Terry Mixon 
 
    “The Audition” by Casey Moores © 2021 by Casey Moores 
 
    “The Price of Pride” by Chris Kennedy © 2021 by Chris Kennedy 
 
    “Friends with Benefits” by Mark Wandrey and Kacey Ezell © 2021 by Mark Wandrey and Kacey Ezell 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Get the free Four Horsemen prelude story “Shattered Crucible” 
 
      
 
    and discover other titles by Seventh Seal Press at: 
 
      
 
    http://chriskennedypublishing.com/  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Do you have what it takes to be a Merc? 
 
      
 
    Take your VOWs and join the Merc Guild on Facebook! 
 
      
 
    Meet us at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/536506813392912/  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    For a suggested reading order guide to the Four Horsemen universe, go to: 
 
      
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/the-four-horsemen-books/4hu-suggested-reading-order/  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    For a listing of all the Four Horsemen books, go to: 
 
      
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/the-four-horsemen-books/  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    This book, the 10th anthology in the Four Horsemen universe, is only possible because of our great readers. This one is for you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Contents 
 
    A Night on the Town by Kevin Ikenberry 
 
    Alive and Well by Kevin Steverson 
 
    Barn Find by Richard Alan Chandler 
 
    Embrace the Void by Marisa Wolf 
 
    Field Promotion by Nick Steverson 
 
    Lucky Beginnings by Zachary Ritz 
 
    Monster at the Gate by Tim C. Taylor 
 
    Oogars, Guns, and Credits by William Alan Webb 
 
    Playing the Game by David Shadoin 
 
    Second Fiddle Carries the Tune by Jon R. Osborne 
 
    Sugar and Spice by Terry Mixon 
 
    The Audition by Casey Moores 
 
    The Price of Pride by Chris Kennedy 
 
    Friends with Benefits by Mark Wandrey and Kacey Ezell 
 
    About Chris Kennedy 
 
    About Mark Wandrey 
 
    Connect with Chris Kennedy Online 
 
    Connect with Mark Wandrey Online 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Chimera Company 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of Murphy’s Lawless 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Singularity War 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Mako Saga 
 
    
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    A Night on the Town by Kevin Ikenberry 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Seeley!” 
 
    The bathroom door, thankfully locked, reverberated from a series of heavy knocks. “Seeley, come on. Let’s go! We’re gonna be late!” 
 
    The interruption didn’t surprise or scare her. She’d somehow known her friend would be early, so she’d left the front door open. Old habits died hard. She reached down and shut off the shower, then she grabbed a light blue terrycloth towel. Seeley wrapped the towel around herself and opened the door. Her best friend, Johanna Jones, was standing there with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Late for what?” Seeley drawled. “The movie doesn’t start for another hour and a half.” 
 
    Johanna grinned. It was the type of grin that meant her friend wasn’t thinking about the movies. The kind of grin Seeley had seen all too often in the last 18 months since they’d graduated from Blairsville High School and trained, side by side, for their VOWs. Something was up. Johanna didn’t say a word, she just grinned wider and shook her head. 
 
    “There’s a party out at the McCoys’ tonight,” Johanna said. “Everybody’s celebrating their VOWs test.” 
 
    Seeley rubbed another towel over her wet, brown hair. “I thought we agreed to a movie and dinner, or something like that—something low key? We knew we were gonna pass, Jo. We wanted to do something where we wouldn’t be looking at our slates waiting for the offers to come in. You know? Distraction?” 
 
    Johanna nodded. “If we’re out partying, we won’t be watching our slates.” 
 
    “You know full well we will,” Seeley said, laughing. “Everybody’s gonna be watching their slates as soon as the scores post in two hours.” 
 
    “One hour and fifty-eight minutes!” Johanna grinned. “You excited?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Seeley let the word draw out as noncommittally as she could. “I mean, it’s just waiting to see what offers might come in and all.” 
 
    “Might?” Johanna laughed. “You were the top female, and third overall! Holy crap, Seeley! You know your top three are going to come through.” 
 
    “The Cavaliers ain’t gonna call me.” Seeley shook her head and continued drying her hair. “I mean, they could and all, but…” 
 
    “But you know the Tigers are.” Johanna nudged her with a pointy elbow. “They’re your number two choice.” 
 
    Seeley curled one side of her mouth under in a smirk. “Number one.” 
 
    “You’d really turn down the Cavaliers if they called?” 
 
    “I hate Houston. The traffic around the city sucks, and you know it. I’m a country girl, Jo. The Bayou Tigers are my kind of unit and in my kind of place.” 
 
    “What about the Ridge Runners? You know they’re going to make you an offer. No hometown love?” 
 
    “Oh, please.” Seeley grunted. “I know they’re gonna ask, and I know I could get a solid contract with them, too, but why not reach a little higher?” 
 
    Johanna’s smile faded. “You never do anything but reach higher.” 
 
    “That’s where the best hang out, Johanna Jones. Now let me get my hair done, and we’ll go to the movies.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, they were in Johanna’s restored 2075 Jeep Wrangler driving down Highway 76 East into Blairsville, passing the airport as the sun set. The night air was warm and humid, and, with the top removed, the Jeep was comfortable—save for Johanna’s choice of music. Seeley wasn’t paying attention, though. Her eyes drifted over the runway running roughly west to east, paralleling the highway. Her father was an intercontinental cargo pilot and was somewhere on the other side of the planet for another week or so. He’d sent her daffodils the day before, for luck on her VOWs, with a note that he’d be home soon.  
 
    Tomorrow, honey. There’s always tomorrow. See you then. 
 
    Love you so much, 
 
    Dad 
 
    Her mother, the intensive care unit charge nurse at Union General Hospital in town, was in the middle of a four-on, four-off work schedule and hadn’t even been able to make Seeley breakfast before her VOWs. She’d added a note, some money, and a gift card to Seeley’s favorite restaurant as a celebration of her successful test and a promise for a day together. 
 
    Seeley relaxed against the seat and let the wind blow her hair around her face without a care. Dressed in a vintage reproduction of a Rush tour shirt from 1984, a baseball jersey with black sleeves, cutoff jean shorts, and sandals, she kicked back in the seat and enjoyed the breeze. 
 
    In downtown Blairsville, the lighted streets were crowded for a Friday night. With the regional VOWs having been conducted at the high school football stadium, there was a host of strangers in the central square. Johanna cruised through, and they waved at the friends they knew, like Van and Willie flirting with a couple of girls from New York, of all places. 
 
    More than a few people she didn’t know waved at her. Several mercenary units had set up recruiting tables in the square, and there were a couple of Mark 4 CASPer static displays that tempted her to stop. Johanna was already turning north, heading out of town toward the hospital and the golf course. Once away from the square, the traffic cleared, and they accelerated north. 
 
    As they passed Union General, Seeley waved at the hospital, as if her mother could see her, and laughed to herself. She felt good. The VOWs had unsettled her, though she’d done her level best to ensure no one saw her insecurity. She’d worked on her physical fitness since the age of 12. She was fast and strong, on land and in the water. Rock climbing in the Appalachians wasn’t as technically challenging as some pitches out west, but she’d trained hard with Jimmy Weemes and his sister Tiffany a couple weekends a month. She’d learned to shoot and hunt as a toddler, but over the last few years, she’d worked with Milton Gene McCoy. Though only a few years older than her, everyone called him Pops, and he was the best marksman in the area. Under his tutelage, she’d learned enough to easily best everyone in the VOWs, regardless of gender. Her only stumble, at least to her, was missing one point of ten on the orienteering course. She’d missed two points. The perfect orienteering score she’d wanted went to a guy from Dalton named Jimmy Francis. She’d been flawless at everything else. 
 
    Oh, well. 
 
    Nobody’s perfect, Seeley, her father would’ve said and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. You did the best you could, and you did well. That’s enough, even for you. 
 
    But it wasn’t, and she knew it. Her parents weren’t exactly thrilled with her choice of profession, given their own successes. College wasn’t something she wanted to do, either, mostly due to the expense of the effort and the relatively low return on investment. With a good VOWs performance, she knew there were more than a few companies willing to give her a signing bonus on top of their contract. All she had to do was choose the right one. 
 
    At the junction of Highway 129, Johanna turned right, and they roared toward McCoy’s. The road crossed over the far southern tip of Nottely Lake. As they passed the green and white sign marking the bridge, Seeley snorted. As part of her senior class project a few years before, they’d attempted to have the spelling changed to match its supposed namesake. An ancient Native American village named Naduhli had been the intent of the name, and its meaning—“daring horseman”—seemed appropriate, given the successful mercenary companies of Earth. But the Tennessee Valley Authority’s reach, even a couple centuries after its inception, was real and strong. Nottely Lake, Nottely Dam, and Nottely River would remain spelled the way they were. 
 
    In the darkness, she saw there was only one other vehicle ahead of them, moving north into the forest. Seeley looked at Johanna. “You sure there’s a party out there?” 
 
    Johanna stopped singing with the radio. “Yeah. It’s a very private event.” 
 
    “Very private event?” She laughed. “Says who?” 
 
    “Pops. He said it was just for a select few this time. A special celebration.” 
 
    Seeley frowned. “I don’t want to sit around a campfire with a few of our friends from high school and reminisce about the glory days.” 
 
    Johanna grinned. “You wanted a night on the town, not one in the country. Time’s coming you’ll be wishing for home, Seeley. Why don’t you try to enjoy it for a change?” 
 
    She gave in and tapped the display on the Jeep’s console to play some of her favorite classic country music, much to Johanna’s displeasure. She sang along with Patsy Cline, Reba McEntire, and Suzy Bogguss as they sped north along the lakeshore and through the deep forests. They gained on the vehicle in front of them, a sleek Tobishi Dauntless, only to have the exotic, gasoline-powered vehicle roar away from them into the night. 
 
    “Asshole,” Johanna grumbled. 
 
    Seeley wagged a finger at her friend. “I think you meant rich asshole.” 
 
    “Not too many of them types around here.” Johanna wiggled in her seat. Seeley was about to say something when her friend applied the brakes and downshifted. “That Dauntless is turning onto Nottely Dam Road. Unless it can hover or plow through mud, it’s not gonna make it very far.” 
 
    Seeley squinted. “Are they headed to Pops’ place?” 
 
    “Maybe. If they’re goin’ that way, they’re gonna get stuck. There’s been too much rain in the past few days. I bet there’s water over the road before they get a half mile toward the dam,” Johanna said. The look on her face and the instinctual movement of her feet and hands to engage the clutch and downshift to slow the Jeep said it all. They were going to do the right thing—follow the rich asshole and pull them out when they got stuck. 
 
    At the intersection, the Dauntless made the left turn onto Nottely Dam Road and immediately shut off its headlights. 
 
    “What the hell?” Johanna blurted. “Why would they turn off their lights?” 
 
    “Doesn’t make any sense,” Seeley said. She straightened in her seat and put her hands on the “oh shit” bar adorning the dashboard in front of her. Things didn’t seem right. “Unless they’re up to something. You gonna follow them?” 
 
    “Hell, yes, I am,” Johanna replied. 
 
    Seeley nodded. As much as a part of her, the one groomed by her parents, would’ve said it was best to let someone do whatever it was they wanted to do and deal with their own consequences, she knew enough about the McCoys to worry. She wasn’t worried about Pops and the others; they could take care of themselves. She was worried about the rich asshole, if that was truly what they were. Turning down Nottely Dam Road into the reclaimed forests owned by the McCoy family for the last two generations and turning off their headlights looked more like an incursion than a friendly visit. That kind of thing wouldn’t be tolerated—it would be met by force. 
 
    “Should I call ahead? Warn Pops?” Seeley asked. As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she laughed. “Yeah, never mind. He’s thought of everything, hasn’t he?” 
 
    “He don’t call it Copperhead Road for nothing.” Johanna grinned as she reached up and turned off her headlights a good quarter mile before the turn. “Two can play that game, asshole.” 
 
    It took a moment for her eyes to adjust, but the nearly full moon and starlight were enough that she could make out the road and the upcoming intersection with ease. Seeley grinned and sat up even straighter in her seat. “Where’s your weapon? Glove box or under the seat?” 
 
    In the near darkness, Johanna’s face was barely visible in the starlight as they approached the left turn. “Dad took it again.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “He says I threatened Tommy Archer. Little shit had it coming,” Johanna replied. “Where’s yours?” 
 
    “At home.” Seeley sighed. “We were supposed to be going to the movies.” 
 
    “And now you’re all pumped up for action.” Johanna chuckled. “Just like a merc.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Johanna glanced dramatically at her watch. “Thirty-eight minutes until the first offers.” 
 
    Seeley said nothing. They turned onto Nottely Dam Road. Johanna pushed the Jeep slightly faster than its idle speed. Given its fully electric motor, the vehicle moved silently through the night. The other vehicle was nowhere in sight. Seeley reached out to the display control on the central-mounted screen and turned off the instrument panel lighting. 
 
    “Hey!” Johanna protested. 
 
    “Hush,” Seeley snapped. “We can’t let them see anything.” 
 
    Johanna’s face screwed up with doubt. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “They’re moving fast,” Seeley said. “Either they can see in the dark, or they’re running IR lights to do it for them.” 
 
    “Them Dauntless come with IR as an option, don’t they?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” Seeley shrugged. “Something ain’t right, Jo.” 
 
    “No shit. Only someone stupid or really damned brave would mess with the McCoys.” 
 
    Seeley whispered. “You need sensors on this thing.” 
 
    “This ain’t a damned CASPer, Seeley.” 
 
    I wish like hell it was. 
 
    With the Jeep rolling forward as silently as it could, the chattering of insects in the forest easily hid the rest of their noise, but the cacophony didn’t hide the sudden thump off to their right in one of the McCoys’ fields. Johanna stopped the Jeep in the shadow of a large sycamore tree. The Jeep disappeared from view. Seeley could barely make out Johanna’s shape next to her in the darkness. Her friend didn’t move her hands from the steering wheel. 
 
    I ain’t gonna just sit here. 
 
    Seeley ran her hands down the seatbelt to the latch mechanism and slowly pressed the release button. A barely audible click sounded as she released her belt, then gingerly guided the belt back to its retracted position with minimal noise. She felt Johanna’s eyes on her but said nothing as she turned and reached into the floorboard behind Johanna’s seat. She might not have her Glock, but there was always a softball bat in the backseat. Seeley found it with ease and slowly brought it into the front seat. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Johanna hissed. 
 
    Seeley passed the bat from her left hand to her right and started out the open doorframe. Thankfully, Johanna didn’t use the Jeep’s removable doors during the summer months. Their absence made a silent egress possible. 
 
    “I’m going to take a look. You’ve got Pops’ number, right? Call him and let him know what’s going on here. I’m gonna see what they’re up to.” 
 
    “Seeley?” Johanna dragged out her name with a pitch of concern. 
 
    “I’m not gonna get close, Jo. Call Pops.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
    Seeley worked herself off the seat and extended her right leg to the ground with her toe pointed. On contact, she stood slowly and shifted her body, and her makeshift weapon, out of the vehicle without a sound. Without looking back at Johanna, Seeley held the bat at the handle and roughly its midpoint and moved into the night. 
 
    Every step was an arduous process, but not from strain. Walking silently just took patience and skill. Placing a foot down heavily, heel first, was something too many people did. It came from a lifetime of wearing shoes built to take those stresses. Pops had shown her how to walk quietly a few years back, and she’d done it so much, it was second nature now to shift her balance and step softly. She carefully rolled her foot like a wave to meet the ground with each step. The soggy ground made her sandals feel too slippery, so she kicked them off on a craggy stump. 
 
    As she walked, Seeley glanced from side to side to identify where the shadows fell. The full moon’s illumination clearly delineated anything in its exposure. She’d need to find a way to keep to the shadows as much as possible. A flash of light, especially against her mostly white shirt, would tip off someone covering their tracks. She crossed from the road into the ring of wood guarding the field without difficulty. Inside the 15-meter-wide strip of trees and shrubs, the darkness enveloped her completely. 
 
    As she crept forward, Seeley kept her eyes as unfocused as she could. She’d learned in Human anatomy and physiology courses—the ones required by reputable mercenary companies—that vision depended upon structures in the eye known as rods and cones. Cones typically worked best in more illuminated situations. Rods were the primary night vision component, yet because they didn’t discern light very well, everything was washed out into grayscale. 
 
    Seeley didn’t mind. She’d walked and patrolled all sorts of countryside in the middle of the night in all kinds of illumination and weather conditions. Bat in hand, she moved through the night, looking ahead for any sign of the interlopers. Every nerve ending seemed to fire. Her ears and eyes took in everything around her. 
 
    Despite the danger, Seeley caught herself smiling. First real excitement today. 
 
    A blur of movement appeared to her right, and she felt something pressed against her neck. In a split second, she caught the powerful scent of tobacco sap. While no longer a cash crop, the McCoys had always grown tobacco on their land, along with corn, milo, sunflowers, and a host of vegetables. The awful stench reminded Seeley of summers from her pre-teen years when she’d helped the McCoys, the Daniels, and the Shields harvest the sticky plants. 
 
    Seeley froze as a voice, clearly from a translator pendant, asked, “What do you think you’re doing, young one?” 
 
    “You’re trespassing on private property,” she replied. Because of her combat training, she kept her head and eyes facing forward. The idea was to have the assailant either move into her field of view or move behind her. From either position, she had options, as long as she held her weapon. 
 
    “Drop the bat. Toss it away from you.” 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    Seeley tossed the bat into the darkness to her right. 
 
    From that direction, a whitish gray Buma stepped in front of her. She couldn’t be sure of the color with her night vision, but that didn’t really matter. In one taloned hand it held a long, thin pistol of a type she’d never seen before. 
 
    They can see in the dark, I guess. 
 
    “Is this your property? I am sure we could come to some arrangement.” 
 
    “Not mine; a friend’s.” Seeley met the owl-like creature’s steady gaze. 
 
    The Buma tilted its head and continued to stare at her. “If it is not your property, why are you sneaking in the dark carrying a weapon to defend it?” 
 
    Seeley swallowed. “Out here, people look out for each other.” 
 
    “Why?” The Buma slow blinked but didn’t move. 
 
    “It’s just something we do,” Seeley said. She shrugged and tried to see around the Buma. The Dauntless wasn’t anywhere she could see it. Around her, the insects continued to chirp and chitter, but there was no other sound. If the Buma had an accomplice, she couldn’t see or hear them. Likewise, as long as Johanna was quiet, the Buma would have no idea she was on the road and calling for help. 
 
    “I am curious. Why would you risk your own personal harm for someone else?” 
 
    “They’re friends. More like family.” 
 
    “I am familiar with this term, family, but the owner of this property is a friend and not of blood relation. You still feel a need to assist them?” 
 
    “That’s right.” She laughed. “I thought you might be lost or in trouble. Turning an expensive vehicle down a country road without your lights on seemed dangerous.” 
 
    “I can see in your darkness far better than your night vision devices enable you to.” The Buma blinked again and peered closer at her. Seeley felt like she was being scanned by a radar. “I have seen you before. You completed your VOWs testing today. You were the top female candidate, if memory serves me correctly.” 
 
    Seeley tried not to flush with pride. “That was me.” 
 
    “I thought so. You are a formidable opponent. You have extraordinary potential. A mercenary candidate like you would be of value to almost any unit. If you walk away from here now, I can assist with your candidacy. Market your…abilities. I can get your file in front of the best mercenary companies in the business.” 
 
    “The Four Horsemen?” Seeley asked. 
 
    The Buma gurgled and its heavy brow rose. The translator pendant made it sound like laughter. “No, not the Four Horsemen. A real mercenary company, one with hundreds of years of experience and well suited for your particular skill set.” 
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” The Buma’s voice took on a jocular tone. “Your scores are available for consideration in 43 minutes and 42 seconds.” 
 
    That’s pretty precise. Who is this guy? 
 
    “I don’t remember seeing you at the VOWs.” 
 
    “Oh, you weren’t supposed to see me. I did my work in the portable transports.” 
 
    Seeley blinked. “The medical area? You’re a doctor?” 
 
    “Human titles annoy me. I am a scientist. Your medical doctors are little more than practitioners who study and provide medical treatment. Those who do actual medical research for application should have the appropriate respect.” The Buma chuckled. “But we digress. I believe you have an offer on the table, Miss…” 
 
    “Seeley.” 
 
    “Your first name or surname?” 
 
    Neither, asshole. “Just Seeley.” 
 
    “Right.” The Buma spun its head hard to the left to look past her into the darkness. “You are not alone.” 
 
    Seeley didn’t reply. Her eyes on the Buma’s weapon when it turned its body to the left, she saw when the barrel wavered from her chest, and she made her move. As it half-stepped forward, Seeley swung her right fist at the Buma’s head. Its arm came up to defend, but she was already ducking and kicking out with her legs. She swept the Buma’s unstable legs out from under it and was up and running toward the field in a heartbeat. 
 
    “Jo! Get out of here!” she called over her shoulder as she emerged from the tree line into the tobacco field. In the moonlight, the chest-high plants looked alien as she cut into the rows and ran for the north end of the field by the river. As she ran, Seeley looked back over her shoulder, expecting to see the Jeep’s headlights come to life and Johanna tearing down the road toward the McCoy compound. But save for the constant chatter of insects, there was silence and stillness in the forest. 
 
    Dammit, Jo! 
 
    Seeley juked right and doubled back toward the wood line to the east. Another glance behind her confirmed that not only was there no activity around the Jeep, the Buma hadn’t followed her flight. She sprinted as hard as she could, arms and legs pumping. The dirt was soft and moist underfoot. Seeley focused on running lightly, on her toes, to minimize the effect of the wet ground. In a matter of seconds, she dashed into the trees and turned again to make for the Nottely Dam Road, which ran east-west. 
 
    In the relative darkness, Seeley stopped at the base of a tree and squatted to peer into the forest. Breathing hard, she attempted to keep quiet. Above the shrill call of cicada and crickets, she heard muted voices to her right, where she’d come from. Seeley rose and dashed through the trees, resuming her rolling steps to minimize noise. 
 
    The voices grew louder, and Seeley slowed down. She sought to cover as much distance as she could. Darting from one tree to the next took more time, but it would be necessary for her to close on the Buma, especially if he had found and cornered Johanna. 
 
    “I said, I don’t know where she went. Go find her yourself!” 
 
    Well, that answers that question. 
 
    The Buma said something Seeley couldn’t hear. She moved forward, and, in the distance, she caught sight of it holding its pistol on Johanna. As she knelt against the gnarled roots of a sycamore tree, Seeley glanced around in the darkness for a weapon or something she could use to distract the Buma, even for a couple of heartbeats. 
 
    It hasn’t used the pistol yet. Why not? 
 
    Probably trying to avoid attention. He might know Pops after all. 
 
    She found a stick as thick as her wrist, but it was too long for her to use. If she tried to break it into something useful, the Buma would hear her. Her left hand danced across the roots, finding nothing. She let go of the stick with her right hand and dropped her hand to the ground. Underfoot were several small rocks. She dug her fingertips into the soft earth, under the curved edge of one, and pulled it up. The smooth, oblong rock fit neatly into her palm. 
 
    Seeley turned to throw the pebble as hard as she could toward the tree line on the other side of the Buma. She reared back and froze as thunderous diesel engines roared to life in the distance. 
 
    Still clutching a bundle of cut tobacco leaves, the Buma ran into the woods. 
 
    Seeley took off like a sprinter and followed. 
 
    Out of the tree line, Seeley locked eyes with Johanna. “Get the Jeep! Cut off the Dauntless!” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a reply. Invisible spiderwebs draped across her face as she charged into the trees. Seeley pawed at them and tried to clear her face but had to slow down. Ahead of her, through what breaks in the trees there were, she saw the ghostly form of the Buma rapidly increasing its distance from her. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    Seeley frantically wiped at her face and kept running. Ahead of her, the Buma appeared to slow and stop as if unsure where it was in the unfamiliar woods. She used its momentary pause to accelerate in its direction. Alerted to her pursuit, the Buma sprinted deeper into the woods at a speed she couldn’t match. To her surprise, the Buma was running away from the road where it must have parked the Dauntless. She tried to push herself faster, but promptly hooked her left foot on a fallen tree she hadn’t seen, and sprawled hard onto the forest floor. The impact jarred her. Her knees and hands scraped across sticks and rocks on the ground. The flash of pain cleared her mind.  
 
    Get up! He’s gonna get away! 
 
    More engine noises came from the nearby roads. She couldn’t see any headlights, but the reassurance they were there, and coming closer, moved her into action. Seeley scrambled to her knees and gave chase again as the Buma darted into the moonlight, across the opposite end of the tobacco field. At that moment, Seeley realized both where she was and what the Buma had done. He’d driven across the open end of the field and parked on the opposite side on a gravel boat ramp to the river below. His sprint into the forest was meant to trick her, and she’d fallen for it, hook, line, and sinker, even getting Johanna and the Jeep out of the way. 
 
    The Buma activated the Dauntless from a distance, and the expensive vehicle roared to life. Headlights flashed across the field, nearly blinding her. Seeley slowed and stumbled around a tobacco plant before falling into the dirt. 
 
    Screeeee! 
 
    The report of a pistol firing echoed off the trees, and Seeley knew her ungraceful pursuit had actually saved her life. As the Dauntless rolled forward, Seeley saw another set of headlights on the opposite side of the field, from the road, as Johanna’s Jeep tore into the field and raced toward the Dauntless. Its escape route cut off, the Dauntless did the only thing it could, it turned out of the ramp and headed straight for Seeley. 
 
    She turned and ran. 
 
    Screeeee! 
 
    Another round whizzed past her head. Seeley sprinted toward the river at the end of the field. More lights swept across the field from the road. Engines roared, and there were voices in the surrounding darkness. She didn’t care; the Dauntless was accelerating behind her. There was a crushing sound, and the light wavered, but it kept coming. She didn’t dare risk a glance behind her. Feet flying, Seeley reached the end of the field and made for the fire break, intending to leap from the two-meter-high bank into the river below and take her chances in the water. 
 
    Lights snapped on across the narrow river and froze her in place. Seeley raised a hand to cover her eyes and saw lights on both sides of her. Her side of the river had come to life. She turned and saw the Dauntless creeping toward her. One headlight and a portion of the front end were smashed in, so the headlight shone almost straight up into the night. The Dauntless slowed and stopped. Behind it, she barely made out Johanna turning the Jeep in the muddy field to pursue. The front end of the Wrangler was damaged, but nothing like the Dauntless. 
 
    With a whine, the Dauntless’ powerful engine shut down, and the driver’s door opened. The Buma, filthier than Seeley had seen before, stepped into the light. With an all-too-Human gesture, it raised its hands and opened its claws to show it possessed no weapons. Its head swiveled right and then left to take in the scene, then it gave a slow blink before looking to Seeley and then, abruptly, to her right. 
 
    She caught movement in her peripheral vision. Several Humans came out of the trees on either side of the firebreak. All of them were carrying weapons, from shotguns to combat rifles. She didn’t recognize any of them, but that didn’t matter. Johanna was visible on the far side of the Dauntless behind the wheel of her Jeep, positioned to block the Dauntless from reversing. The Buma wasn’t going anywhere any time soon. 
 
    In the silence, Seeley wondered who was going to speak first. The Buma lowered its hands and clasped them in front of its body. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    A voice to Seeley’s right replied, “You’re trespassing.” 
 
    “I am obviously lost. Would you be willing to accept my apologies and provide me with directions to—” 
 
    “No. You turned off the highway onto the main road and turned off your headlights. Then you drove a third of a mile in total darkness, through a tobacco field, and parked so you had an escape route. After that, you exited the vehicle and cut several samples of tobacco from four different plants. You’d best be telling us what you were doing, Mister…” 
 
    “My name is Cael Rennae Hoontal. I am deputy to the assistant secretary for Human Matters of the Science Guild, and I possess what you call…diplomatic immunity.” 
 
    “Which means shit out here,” the voice said. The male stepped forward, and Seeley was able to see who it was. She recognized him from the VOWs testing earlier that day. Jimmy Francis, the one with the perfect orienteering score, cradled a semi-automatic 12-gauge shotgun in his arms with the barrel safely pointed at the ground. “You’re trespassing. You mind telling us why you collected tobacco leaves from a cash crop you don’t own? That’s a misdemeanor crime here in Union County.” 
 
    The Buma’s mouth opened and then closed audibly. “I did no such thing.” 
 
    “Mister…Cael, whatever,” Francis said. “You’re standing there with tobacco sap all over you. We have you on infrared video camera cutting leaves and stowing them in your car. All that before you attempted to murder this young woman.” 
 
    “I did no such thing!” 
 
    “You said that before, and you’ve been full of horseshit both times,” Francis replied. “I’m sure this young woman will testify you shot at her not once, but twice. Thankfully, you’re as bad a shot as you are a thief.” 
 
    Seeley snorted but held in the laugh that threatened to erupt. Francis was funny, but there was nothing jovial about his tone or his demeanor. She could see others now. At least two dozen men and women surrounded her, all carrying weapons. Many of them she recognized from the VOWs as some of the better performers. 
 
    A small get together. Damn you, Pops. 
 
    Silence fell again. After a long pause, the Buma asked, “What would you have me do?” 
 
    Seeley saw Francis turn to look over the narrow river. On the far bank, illuminated by light bars from several trucks, she saw Pops McCoy standing with his arms crossed. 
 
    “What do you wanna do, Pops?” Francis yelled. 
 
    Before McCoy could answer, the sound of an approaching shuttle rose over the wind. Trees rustled on the far side of the field near the dam. External lights flashed on and painted the entire field with bright white light. The shuttle hovered above the Dauntless, and Seeley watched several smaller beings leap out and rappel the 10 meters to the field. 
 
    Veetanho. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Francis yelled to those around them. When no one engaged, Francis called over his shoulder, “Pops?” 
 
    The armed squad of Veetanho rushed forward and circled the Buma, whose expression turned from one of concern and contrition to smug victory. 
 
    Seeley turned away from the Buma and looked across the river. Pops McCoy stood with his arms crossed in fury. The light wasn’t good enough where she could see his face, but she knew the pose. She glanced back to the armed Veetanho and Humans facing each other with weapons at the ready. They were heartbeats from disaster. 
 
    “Let ‘em go,” McCoy yelled across the river. “There’ll be another time and place, Jimmy.” 
 
    The Buma nodded. “A wise course of action. We will certainly address such things in the future, should the players return to the table, so to speak.” 
 
    “You can count on it, Cael Rennae,” Francis said. “You’ve done enough tonight.” 
 
    “And my vehicle?” 
 
    “Field loss,” Francis said. “Think of it as payment for your damages.” 
 
    “A fair proposition.” The Buma motioned to the Veetanho, and they withdrew to the center of the field. “We will meet again. I am sure of this.” 
 
    “It’s best you never come back here and try anything like this again.” 
 
    The Buma didn’t argue. Instead, it stared wordlessly at Seeley for several seconds before following its Veetanho security team to the shuttle hovering in the center of the field. They were aboard in seconds, and the shuttle powered up and climbed away from the field. 
 
    “Get back,” Francis yelled to the group. 
 
    Seeley was about to ask why when she heard it—a high-pitched whine coming from the Dauntless. A half second later, she saw a spark of bright, purple-white flame. She recognized it as magnesium, and then she was running back toward the river’s edge, as far away from the vehicle as she could. There was no explosion, but within a moment the entire vehicle was consumed with fire. As they watched, the expensive Dauntless melted to slag. 
 
    Damned shame. Hell of an end for a car. 
 
    As fast as the flames had grown, they extinguished. The surrounding plants, singed and smoking, were not at risk for flaming up. Given the recent almost daily rains, there was little chance of a forest fire. No one moved toward what remained of the Dauntless. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she heard a voice behind her say. There were murmurs from the group, and their collective voices seemed to return. She cleared her throat to join them. 
 
    “Thanks for being there.” Seeley turned to Francis, but he was already gone. He’d returned to one of the trucks she hadn’t seen in the wood line and climbed aboard. Following everyone else, she went to a nearby truck and climbed aboard. There was no celebration or high spirits. Mostly, she recognized her own feeling of relief: it had been a deadly situation. She’d been shot at, yes, and there would undoubtedly be some reckoning she’d have to deal with in the pale, dark nights ahead, but for the moment, it was relief. 
 
    Seeley held onto the roll cage of the pickup truck as it rumbled deeper into the McCoys’ land. 
 
    “You okay?” A girl with blonde hair pulled across into a braided ponytail over her left shoulder climbed up next to Seeley. “He get you?” 
 
    “No. I’m fine,” Seeley replied. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I think we all need a drink. Don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At first, the mood around the campfire was subdued. Someone produced a guitar, strumming some Garth Brooks before conversation started again. Coolers of beer were opened, and ice-cold longnecks passed around. A jar of apple pie moonshine made its way around the collected group, and relief turned to muted celebration. Everyone kept one eye turned toward the sky, but, ever-so-gradually, they relaxed. 
 
    Seeley sat on a bench near the fire by herself until Johanna appeared, carrying a couple beers. Without stopping, Johanna passed her a beer, and Seeley took a deep swig from the bottle. Moonshine was good, as long as it was sipped carefully. Her thirst needed something different, and, while it wasn’t her first choice of hydration, a beer wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    Across the fire, Pops McCoy sat, surrounded by a crowd of folks she didn’t know, except for Johanna. Cigars were smoked and jars tilted as the conversation turned emphatic and emotional. Pops sat with a cigar clenched in his teeth and a smile on his face. He might have only been thirty, but the man seemed to know something no one else did. He took in the words of the excited soon-to-be mercenaries around him and barely said a word. Seeley watched him for a long moment, and then he locked eyes with her across the campfire. 
 
    He nodded. It was slight and with a respectful wink. She smiled and raised her beer to him in an invisible toast. There would always be those she trusted within seconds of meeting, based on who they were and what they embodied. 
 
    Good people. 
 
    Gods, we always know who they are, don’t we? 
 
    “May I join you?” 
 
    Seeley looked up into the face of Jimmy Francis. His bright blue eyes studied her, but there was a hint of a smile on his lips. “As long as you tell me how you found Point Six.” 
 
    “I’m Jimmy Francis.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know who you are. How did you find Point Six when nobody else did?” 
 
    He laughed. “The map was off by a couple hundred meters. The draw where they said it was actually had a swale. If you’d followed it back toward the mountain another 200 meters, you’d have found Point Six instead of Point Thirteen. I learned a long time ago, these guild observers want to see just how far we’ll go. They hide shit. Sometimes it’s obvious; other times it’s not. I don’t trust any of them.” 
 
    Seeley smiled up at him. “I guess that’s a good enough answer. Have a seat.” 
 
    “Much obliged,” Francis said. “Watch that jar of moonshine over there. The one Sandra has?” 
 
    He pointed to the blonde Seeley had spoken to in the truck. 
 
    “That jar is rocket fuel. I’m just sayin’. You have more than a sip of that, and you’ll wake up two days from now.” 
 
    Seeley laughed. “Might take the edge off tonight’s festivities.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Francis chuckled. He shook his head. When he spoke again, his voice was softer. “Seems like there’s something new every day. The more we learn about the Galactic Union and all, the more events like tonight can happen. I don’t trust ‘em.” 
 
    She thought about it for a moment, and a question popped up. “Did Pops know the Buma was coming? I mean, how well do you know him?” 
 
    “I’ve been here a couple of times to shoot and train. Much like you, I reckon.” 
 
    Seeley nodded. “But you’re not like…” 
 
    “He’s a loner. Nothing against him, he’s a friend and all, but he takes care of his own business. He didn’t know the Buma was coming, but he was ready. As soon as the guy turned off his lights on the main road, Pops was out of his chair and sending us into the forest. He really had it together. Guy would be a helluva a mercenary commander. He’s got a plan for everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, he does.” Seeley sipped her beer. As she did, her eyes lingered on the display of her wrist slate. There was no indication of messages or traffic yet. It was one minute until the contracting period opened. 
 
    She saw Francis watching her. He pointed at her wrist slate. “You nervous?” 
 
    “A little,” she said. It felt good to say it. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You’re gonna have your pick of units and contracts. A performance like you gave today? In a minute or two, your service is going to be full of requests and offers. You ain’t got a thing to worry about.” 
 
    Seeley smiled. “Neither do you.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Francis drawled. His eyes turned away from her and lingered on the fire for a moment. “I mean, I probably don’t, but I’m not taking any of them. I’ve already got a job if I want it.” 
 
    “What do you mean, if you want it?” Seeley squinted at him. He was cute, but there was something different about him. “What kind of job is it?” 
 
    “Pilot. Long haul freighters.” 
 
    “But you aced your VOWs. You don’t want to be a mercenary?” 
 
    Francis smiled, but his eyes were still far away. “I never said that. I’m just not interested in being cannon fodder. CASPer or no, infantry isn’t my thing. I’m more interested in flying and making it to my 30s than combat pay and glory.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Seeley replied. Francis turned to look at her with a question written all over his face. “I think you’d be good at it.” 
 
    Francis’ face softened and he smiled. As he brought the jar up to his lips for another sip, he said, “Thanks.” 
 
    PING! 
 
    Her wrist slate vibrated to the point she thought it was going to come apart on her arm. She brought up the display and saw her mail counter go from none to 32 messages in the space of a few seconds. Her eyes flashed through the list, picking out her options and her top choices. All of them had reached out to her. More would come, she figured. Instead of watching, she silenced her slate and blanked the screen. 
 
    “Got an offer?” Francis asked with a sly smile on his face. 
 
    “A few,” Seeley replied. She laughed and brushed her hair back from her face. “Thirty-two.” 
 
    “That’s just in the first minute. Not bad.” 
 
    Seeley wasn’t listening. It was her turn to stare into the fire. Her aspirations were about to come true. The life she’d trained and prepared for since she’d turned 13 was a few moments from reality. Yet she hesitated. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Francis asked. “Who’s your top choice?” 
 
    “The Bayou Tigers.” 
 
    Francis nodded. “Impressive. They’re as good as they come. I figured you for a Horsemen unit, like the Cavaliers.” 
 
    Seeley laughed. “Maybe. They made an offer, too. I’ll read it later.” 
 
    “Making them wait?” Francis asked. “See if they’ll sweeten the deal?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not going to haul off and make this decision lightly. Yes, my top choices all sent offers. They’re probably pretty good ones, but I’ll read them tomorrow morning. Between now and then, if they really want to talk, they might change the terms in a way that could benefit me.” 
 
    “Could be risky. Some might take your silence for disapproval.” 
 
    “They’d be the wrong choice for me, then.” 
 
    Francis nodded and looked away. After a second or two, he snorted and shook his head. “You’re dangerous, Seeley. I mean that in the nicest way possible. I think you’ve hung around Pops too much. You’ve got a plan for everything, too.” 
 
    Seeley beamed and cocked her head to one side. While any of the other men at the party might look at her with romantic interest, Jimmy Francis didn’t appear to have any such inclination. She leaned forward. “And you’re sitting here talking to me because you have plans, too. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Care to share any of them?” Seeley reached for his jar of moonshine and took a small sip. 
 
    Francis studied her face for a moment. “I like you, but you’re not getting any of my plans. At least, not yet. When I’m ready to share, though, I’d be happy to look you up. Gonna need some smart and dangerous people, if my hunch is right. Might even be something of value in it for us all.” 
 
    “That sounds like a plan. When you’re ready, send me a note.” 
 
    He laughed. “To Seeley in care of the Bayou Tigers, right?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” She grinned. “That’s just what everyone calls me. My name is Lucille.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Crestview, North Florida 
 
      
 
    “This ain’t good,” Staff Sergeant Crowderall said. He pushed the keyboard away from him. 
 
    “What’s that, Sergeant?” Specialist Haney asked. He leaned against the doorframe of the side entrance to the big hanger. His hair hung at a slight angle on his forehead. It was technically within the unit’s regulations, off his ears and neck. The top was questionable, but he usually kept it combed back with a little product to help hold it steady. Tony Haney was a Dapper Dan Man and swore by it. 
 
    “We got two weeks until we deploy off planet, and Three-One is still deadlined. I can’t find a damn fuel pump anywhere. Top ain’t gonna be happy.” 
 
    Specialist Haney looked past Crowderall and saw the power compartment deck was off one of the unit’s hover tanks. It, like the other five in third platoon, was an old Zuul design, old being the key word in its description. He wasn’t assigned to one—first and second were leg platoons. He’d finished his first enlistment in the US Army and then moved on to become a mercenary. Haney wasn’t a mechanic; he was an infantry soldier, but vehicles inoperable because of scarce parts were nothing new to him. 
 
    He’d been a member of Winfield Defense for close to three years now and had concluded its commander, Colonel Leonard Winfield, would never spring for newer models. Ever. It wasn’t that he was cheap or a credit miser or anything. In fact, it was just the opposite.  
 
    Most of the profit from contracts was spent or donated within the local community in the Florida panhandle. The area near the Alabama border, away from the beaches, never had much in the way of economic growth. Those towns and counties were even poorer these days. 
 
    Every teenager who could hope to pass their VOWs high-tailed it out of there as soon as they graduated high school, much like the past, when no one knew there was life elsewhere in the galaxy, and they joined one of the normal branches of service to get away and earn a living. Others, more education minded, did the same and rarely looked back when they started careers elsewhere. 
 
    Colonel Winfield and his mercenary company, Winfield Defense—known locally as the Dubya-Dee—were a Godsend to many in the area. The government made sure to get their share of taxes, but it never trickled down to the local level, so the Old Man made sure his profits were put to use locally, through churches of every denomination and size, along with other reputable organizations. Haney knew his commander had made a powerful commitment; he just wished the man would spend a little more to update the equipment used to gain the credits. 
 
    It was bad enough mercenary companies were running into all kinds of issues these days. Bad contracts. Ambushes. Exorbitant gate fees. Haney suspected the only reason Winfield was able to find contracts and complete them without a lot of the issues others had was because the unit didn’t use CASPers at all, so they weren’t considered a threat by those behind everything happening to the other merc units. It was always simple jobs, making them little more than glorified security guards. It didn’t pay a lot compared to other contracts, but it paid enough. 
 
    Haney pursed his lips, nodded to himself, and said, “If you cover for me, I’ll find you a fuel pump.” 
 
    “What?” the maintenance sergeant asked, his voice incredulous. “How’re you gonna do that? I contacted every company and used alien parts and equipment dealer in the Southeast. There ain’t even one on Earth.” 
 
    “The planet? Really?” 
 
    “That’s what they’re telling me,” Staff Sergeant Crowderall said. He threw the dirty rag he’d been wiping his hands on across the desk. It landed in an old plastic barrel with dozens more like it. 
 
    Crowderall leaned back in his squeaky chair, put his grease-stained boots up on the corner of his desk, and continued, “A good Z-2370 double pump to push fuel equally to both turbine engines is a rare beast on Earth. The only others are in the other five hover tanks right here in Dubya-Dee. Hell, for all I know, in this sector of the galaxy. Nobody, and I mean nobody, uses that model hover tank anymore, not even the Zuul. Haven’t for decades. It’s no wonder the ol’ man got them on the cheap.” 
 
    “Look,” Haney said, “you just cover for me. Today is Friday, so today and the weekend should give me enough time. If my squad leader comes looking for me, tell her you think I might have said I had a dental appointment. If my LT comes looking for me, say it’s with a doctor. Ringing in my ears.” 
 
    “What if the first sergeant comes looking for you?” 
 
    “Tell him I might be at the shrink’s, but you’re not sure what day those appointments are, but it’s good to talk things out sometimes. He won’t ask any questions. Trust me.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Crowderall asked. 
 
    Specialist Haney didn’t answer, he just gave the staff sergeant a look that said Crowderall really didn’t want to know. 
 
    “Never mind,” Crowderall said. “Forget I asked. I know you have your ways, and some of the things you know or show up with surprise the hell out of me and others. But this time…this time I don’t think the mafia is going to come through.” 
 
    Haney had an innocent look on his face. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re referring to, Sergeant. I doubt organized crime syndicates are down here on the Florida-’Bama border.” He turned and left. 
 
    Staff Sergeant Crowderall called out to his back, “You know damned good and well what ‘mafia’ I’m talking about, and it ain’t the mob. I was once in the Regular Army. I know things, too!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Haney locked the door to his cabin and set his alarm. It wouldn’t do for someone to find his stash. In a hidden cellar he had weapons, gear, ammunition, and blocks of C-8…A few things he’d picked up along the way came in handy when he was looking to make a trade. 
 
    He checked the time. It was still early in the morning, and he had plenty. He drove to a civilian warehouse 20 minutes from his home. He sat in the parking lot until he saw who he was looking for. 
 
    “Jim!” Haney called out as he walked toward the big delivery truck. 
 
    The driver turned and recognized him. “Tony. What’s up, man?” 
 
    “Hey brother, I need a favor.” 
 
    Jim Watkins grinned and took off his hat. He wiped his forehead with a long sleeve. Haney noticed the long scar extending from his hairline through a brow. He knew where it came from. He’d once held the man’s head still and demanded Jim keep talking to him and not go to sleep while a medic worked on him. Watkins was no longer in the US Army because of it. Neither was Haney, after his initial three-year enlistment, but for different reasons. 
 
    “Whatever it is, I got you, man,” Jim said. 
 
    “I need a case of some good stuff.” 
 
    “I can get it. You just tell me what you need.” 
 
    “Surprise me,” Haney said. “I’m looking to do a little trading.” 
 
    Jim stared off for a moment. He snapped his fingers. “I got it. In a back closet of the manager’s office are cases of old stuff. Some of it’s covered with old display tablecloths, from back when they did tastings or some bullshit. Hell, some of it’s more than a hundred years old. We’ll need to move it to a new box so the one it’s in doesn’t fall apart.” 
 
    “Can you get to it without getting caught?” Haney asked. 
 
    “Why, hell yeah. I got the only key. About two years ago, several people in the company moved up. Before their replacements were transferred in, I swiped it and put a small sign on the door that says, ‘Internal Plumbing Access.’” 
 
    Haney laughed. “I bet a shiny silver dollar, ain’t nobody asked about unlocking it since.” 
 
    “Nope,” Jim answered. “That’s a sucker bet. You know the bigwigs don’t want anything to do with sewage. I can get to it; management is out of town this weekend for a big corporate meeting.” 
 
    “Really? Who’s in charge?” 
 
    “Me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Eglin Air Force Base 
 
      
 
    Haney walked past the guardhouse on the edge of the fenced-off tarmac without giving it a glance. He had already conned his way past two vehicle gates coming on base. He was not quite through the pedestrian gate to the airfield itself when he heard a voice say, “Hey! Stop right there.” 
 
    He turned and waited for the military police officer to walk up to him. The man had his hand on the grip of his pistol, though he hadn’t quite pulled it. Haney noticed the flap on the holster was unfastened. After careful observation, Haney realized he didn’t know him, and that could be a problem. 
 
    “Unless you’re willing to carry this to the pilot’s breakroom, I’d suggest you make it fast, Senior Airman,” Haney quickly read the man’s name off his uniform and said it with little hesitation, “Wallace.” He shifted the heavy case in his hands. 
 
    Wallace hesitated and withdrew his hand. “I, uh. Sir? Um. You didn’t show an ID and…well, you’re in civilian clothes.” 
 
    “Of course I’m in civilian clothes,” Haney said. “I’m on leave. The wife gave birth to the twins a week early. Look, I gotta get this to the breakroom and get ready for this evening. Like I said, unless you want to carry it?” 
 
    “Uh, no sir,” the security force specialist said. “I would, but I can’t. It’s just me on the gate until 1200. Airman Jones is on her lunch break. That’s another 20 minutes.” 
 
    “You wanna hold it while I dig out my card?” Haney asked. 
 
    “No, sir. I can see your hands are full. You’re good to go. Oh, and congratulations.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Haney said and turned to go to the operations hanger on the airfield. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Haney!” Senior Airman Jeanton exclaimed. “How the hell did you get past all the gates? You didn’t even put on an old uniform—which, come to think of it, would have stood out anyway. Army, Air Force, you know. What are you doing in civies? Wait, aren’t you supposed to be going to the Fyligga System?” 
 
    “Jean, what’s happening, man?” Haney said. “Good to see you still wearing the rank. Wait, how do you know Dubya-Dee is headed out on a contract in the Fyligga System?” 
 
    He put the case down on the counter where Jeanton was working on a part for one of the Air Force’s new F-99 fighters. Using alien technology combined with their own, Lockheed had come up with a fighter/bomber design capable of exiting Earth’s atmosphere for a brief time and reentering on the other side of the world. Not that it was necessary these days. There was no conflict with China or Russia, and the Third World skirmishes didn’t warrant the capability. Nonetheless, incapable of actual space travel, the fighters were now a part of the much-reduced US Air Force’s inventory. 
 
    “I hear things,” Jeanton answered. He leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Same ol’ bullshit. Different day,” Jeanton continued. “I get promoted; I get busted back down.” He shrugged like it was no big deal. 
 
    “I’m here on a Friday, of all days, trying to get a fighter back on status. It’s a three-day weekend for most of us, too. I’m all about goofing off with the best of them, but not when it really matters. That’s my bird,” he nodded toward the closest plane, “and my shit’s gonna fly. Lockheed takes forever, so I got a part in from Nevada late last night.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Haney said. “You got an in out there?” 
 
    “I got one at Fort Rucker,” Jeanton said. “A whirlybird mechanic. Army. She has a couple at Moody. They knew a Navy guy in Norfolk, and he knew someone in Nevada. A reservist. You know how it goes.” 
 
    “Yep. Gotta know folks when you need something in a hurry.” 
 
    “Speaking of that, what’s up?” Jeanton asked. 
 
    “I need a ride.” 
 
    “Where to? I’m almost done here.” He pointed to the small panel and wiring he was reconnecting. “Then I just need to put this into the instrument panel, and it’s good to go.” 
 
    “You gonna check ride it?” Haney asked. He turned a rolling chair around backward and sat down. 
 
    “Not me. I mean, I can fly it,” he explained. “Had a captain teach me how a while back. He owed me. I have my civilian license, so it wasn’t that much of a leap. I run ‘em up all the time, working on them; I just don’t move ‘em. Captain Flourney and his navigator are taking it up tomorrow. They don’t get the full weekend, either. Not that they care.” 
 
    “Well, I need a ride to Sydney,” Haney said. “Can you help a fella out?” 
 
    “Damn. Australia? I thought you meant a ride in my truck,” Jeanton explained. “Shit…Maybe. Kinda hard to avoid our own radar. Others are not a big deal. Well, Human systems, anyway.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” Haney asked, looking around for the pilots. 
 
    “In their quarters, I guess. Over in the bachelor officer housing. Both of ‘em are single guys.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Haney asked, brightening. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, it figures. They’re kind of awkward. You know the type. Real intelligent but no walking around sense. They probably plan to stay in and play video games.” 
 
    “On a Friday night?” Haney shook his head. “Come on. I’ll give you a hand. When we’re done, we’ll go see the Tomisson sisters.” 
 
    “Nice! It’s been a while since I saw Trina…or Tracey. Who you want?” 
 
    “They’re not for us,” Haney explained. “We’re going to hook up a couple of pilots.” 
 
    “I hear ya,” Jeanton agreed. His face lit up. “That should do it. They’ll owe me, too. I like it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Fort Walton Beach 
 
      
 
    Haney stood inside the doorway to the Sand’s Edge, a bar located a couple blocks off the beach. It was one of those places only the locals really knew about, and not for tourists. The light brightened behind him as Jean followed him in. From what Haney could see, it was going to be a good night for the place. All three pool tables were in use, as were two of the antique pinball machines. Well, not really antiques. Pinball machines had made a sort of comeback. The computers inside the old cases were the size of a handheld comm. Haney thought they still looked cool, though. 
 
    Almost every table was occupied by folks enjoying their beer or mixed drink. There were a few others beside Humans standing at the bar, but they were now considered locals, too. Haney didn’t know what race they were; he only knew they were in the place nearly every weekend and were quick to buy a round or two for the house. That was probably why none of the regulars minded them being in the establishment. 
 
    They were strange, long multi-legged beings who ran a taxi service in their boxy wheeled vehicles, capable of short flight hops. Tourists loved to fly over the beach and paid ridiculous prices for the thrill. 
 
    Haney waved to the nearest one. He didn’t know their race, but he knew their names. It didn’t hurt to remain friendly in case he ever needed them. After Squeegle waved back, Haney looked around for the two pilots and the Tomisson twins. He spotted them in the back corner. His eyes widened when he realized what was about to happen. 
 
    “Jean!” Haney shout over his shoulder. “On me!” 
 
    Haney broke into a sprint and ran by several surprised people. He jostled the drink out of a man’s hand in his haste as he went by. He never slowed as his fist connected with a large man who had his hands in the collar of Captain Flourney. The frightened pilot dropped from where he’d been held up on his tiptoes and nearly fell over. The man Haney hit did fall, and he was out like a bad taillight. 
 
    An even bigger man shouted and reared back to take a swing at Haney, but Jean hit him waist high in a classic rugby tackle. They both went flying into a pile in the corner. The Tomisson girls were yelling in high-pitched voices for the two strangers to stop.  
 
    The man managed to catch Jean with an elbow, disorienting him. He stood up and advanced on Haney. With no shame whatsoever, Haney picked up a chair and threw it at the man. The chair struck his upraised hands as he protected his head. Haney kicked him in the chest, shoving him back. The man tripped over Jean and hit the wall with the back of his head. He went down for the count, like his partner. 
 
    Haney grabbed both pilots by their elbows and dragged them toward the front door. Jean had the sisters by theirs as he continued to shake the cobwebs out, following Haney. Tracey did her best to keep her skirt from riding up with her other hand. 
 
    “Sorry, Alice,” Haney said as they walked by the bar and the place’s angry owner. 
 
    When he passed his friend at the end, he asked, “Squeegle, would you mind?” 
 
    The translator on Squeegle’s chest answered back, “Certainly, my friend. You helped us get our license to do business in this fine town; it is the least I may do for you.” 
 
    Squeegle turned to the proprietor. “Alice, I will gladly pay for the damages. I am quite sure those men deserved it. After all, they are not regulars like Tavirkle and me.” He nodded to someone who looked almost like him. He held up his beer can with a straw in it. “And we will…BUY A ROUND!” Everyone in the place cheered, and Alice simply shook her head. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Haney pulled up behind the officers and the twins on base. Jean had gone home to put ice on his cheek, after telling everyone goodbye in the parking lot of the bar. He lived between the beach and the base, so it made no sense to backtrack. 
 
    “All right,” Haney said as the others got out of the small SUV. “What the hell was that all about?” 
 
    “We dated those guys a few times,” Tracey volunteered. “When they’re in town, anyway.” 
 
    “In town?” Haney asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Trina said. “They drive transports to the West Coast. They’re not like our boyfriends or anything. They just think they are.” 
 
    Captain Flourney reached out his hand to shake Haney’s. “Thanks. I thought I was going to get hurt when he grabbed me. Really, thanks.” 
 
    “No problem, sir,” Haney said. “When I set you two up with my…friends, I didn’t know it would be dangerous for you.” Haney glanced toward the sisters. 
 
    “I’ll tell them we called the law on ‘em,” Tracey said. “They won’t come around us anymore. One of them has a record. Besides, I never dated an officer.” She smiled at Flourney. “These two are nice guys. I want to go out with them again.” 
 
    Flourney turned red. “Would you two like to come inside and see our place?” 
 
    “Sure,” Trina said. She looped her arm in the captain’s, leaned close, and whispered, “I got something to show you, too.” 
 
    “I mean it, Specialist,” Captain Flourney said. “If you ever need anything, just let me know. Anything.” 
 
    “Well, sir,” Haney said, “now that you mention it…” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Sydney, Australia 
 
      
 
    Haney looked around to see if anyone was watching. No one was. It was 0300 in Sydney, Australia. He slipped out of the navigator’s flight suit, then tossed it up to Captain Flourney. 
 
    “Hey, sir,” he said. “Will you hand me that case?” 
 
    “Sure. How long will you be gone?” Flourney asked. “I mean, it’s not that unusual for us to land here. Coming to the base here is just a hop these days, but they’ll expect us to be gone by tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “I can meet you here at 1300 local,” Haney answered. “That’ll give me 10 hours to do what I need to do.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” the pilot said. “I’m going to get some sleep in the guest officers’ quarters. I didn’t sleep much last night.” 
 
    “I imagine not,” Haney said. He smiled a conspirator’s grin and laughed at Flourney’s response. He headed toward the closest gate and the one waiting for him outside it. 
 
    As he walked past the guard shack, he stopped for a moment. “Hey, I’m going into Sydney. You work tomorrow?” 
 
    “Not me, sir,” the airman said. “1800 to 0600. I’ll be on tomorrow night. My roommate does. Why?” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be back around 1300 and still in my civies. You think that’ll be a problem?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Kyle is a senior airman, but he’s a chill dude.” 
 
    “An E-4 huh?” Haney asked. He shifted the case in his hands. “One of those guys who knows everyone and always knows where to find stuff?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s Kyle. How did you know, sir?” 
 
    “Oh, I know the type. Let him know I’ll be coming through. I’d like to meet him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Haney walked out to the parking area and the boxy craft idling in a pick-up spot. The skinny alien opened the door for him, and he slid in after the case. Once the door shut, he settled back. 
 
    “Baylik,” Haney said. “Glad to meet you. Squeegle says good things about you.” 
 
    “Hello, Haney. He does the same for you,” the driver said though his translator. “Where would you like to go?” 
 
    “There’s a weapons dealer down near the beach. The Galaxy’s Finest. Do you know the place?” 
 
    “I do,” Baylik answered. “In Brookvale. It is run by a one-winged Otoo name Canlo. I do not know him personally, but I know of him. His business deals mainly with mercenary units and the Australian Armed Forces.” 
 
    “Yeah? What do you hear? What’s he like?” 
 
    “Very shrewd. Never tips. Or so I’ve heard. I very much like the Human tipping. Speaking of which, it is rather late.” 
 
    “I got you,” Haney said. He pulled a bottle out of the case and passed it over the back of the seat. 
 
    “This…this is far more than required,” Baylik said after scanning it with his handheld computer. It told him everything he needed to know. “This bottle of Human alcohol is unbelievably valuable. I may consider selling it instead of drinking it.” 
 
    “It’s yours. Call it a tip.” 
 
    “Thank you. You may call me anytime you are in Sydney. Now, let us find an open establishment for a meal. I will buy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Haney walked toward the alien cab. The case in his hands was lighter than when he’d entered the dealership once it opened. Behind him, Canlo stood in the doorway to his showroom. The owl-like being reached up and rubbed the side of his head absentmindedly with his only wingtip. If anyone nearby understood the facial expressions of an Otoo, they would have seen the alien wasn’t quite sure what had just happened. 
 
    Haney grinned to himself. Canlo had never stood a chance in the negotiations. He’d talked the weapons dealer into dead-lining one of his hover tanks, cannibalizing it for a fuel pump in trade for almost every bottle in the case. Now, the Otoo couldn’t sell the tank until he replaced the part. 
 
    Haney settled back for the ride to the part of the air base occupied by the US Air Force. Baylik pointed out interesting sights on the way back, places Haney might like to visit when he returned with more time. In the parking area outside the gate, they said their goodbyes, and Haney watched his new friend drive off. After about a hundred meters, the cab shot upward. Haney considered requesting flight instead of ground use next time. 
 
    A senior airman stepped out of the small booth and waited for Haney. He looked Haney up and down and asked for his ID. Haney gave him a look that said, Really? The man tilted his head slightly and gave a half grin. He nodded to his guard shack. Haney followed him in. 
 
    Haney noticed the chair in the small building was nice. Real nice. One that should never have been issued anywhere but for, at minimum, a field grade officer. The coffee maker was top of the line as well. He reached out a hand and introduced himself. “Specialist Tony Haney.” 
 
    “Kyle Zornel,” the fellow E-4 said. “Army, huh? I haven’t seen you around. What’s up?” 
 
    “Ah, you know,” Haney answered. “I had to acquire a part. We got a vehicle down, and it needs to be up.” 
 
    “Gotcha. How’d you come in? On the fighter?” 
 
    “Yeah. I played navigator. Mostly, I napped.” 
 
    “Nice! What Army unit are you with?” 
 
    “I’m out. I’m with a merc unit based out of North Florida these days.” 
 
    Kyle shook his head. “A merc unit based out of North Florida! When my roomie told me about you, I figured you were in. I thought you might at least have a government ID, in case anyone asked questions. Shit.” 
 
    “We’re outta here today,” Haney reassured him. “That reminds me. I have one bottle left. I don’t want it rattling around with the fuel pump.” He reached into the case, pulled it out, and put it on the desk. 
 
    “Is that…?” 
 
    Haney held his hands up shoulder high with his palms to the air as if he’d just completed a magic trick. “Yep. A genuine bottle of Crown Apple. It’s over a hundred years old.” 
 
    “Oh, my God…” 
 
    “It’s yours,” Haney said. “‘Preciate ya letting me onto the airfield, being technically a civilian and all.” 
 
    “Brother, I’ll escort you anywhere you want to go on this base, even the Aussie side. Well, it all belongs to them, but you know what I mean. The bottle itself is worth money, forget the whisky.” 
 
    “I guess you could dump it out,” Haney suggested. He knew better. 
 
    “You lost your damn mind. I’m drinking this…or trading it.” 
 
    A short time later, Haney settled into the navigator’s seat and took a nap while waiting on Captain Flourney. He knew it wouldn’t be long. The pilot had a new girlfriend he wanted to get back to. 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Crestview, North Florida 
 
      
 
    “Haney!” First Sergeant Mathis yelled. “Where the hell were you Friday?” 
 
    “I had an appointment, First Sergeant,” Haney answered with a straight face. 
 
    “Bullshit. Crowderall says you found him a fuel pump. You were out galivanting around. Where did you find it, anyway?” 
 
    “Down by the beach, First Sergeant.” 
 
    “Lay off, Top,” Colonel Winfield said. “We need that hover tank, and Haney got us the part we couldn’t locate—again. Cut him some slack.” He turned to his favorite soldier. “Haney, get with your platoon sergeant. He has the info on the briefing you missed Friday. We got us a contract to fulfill, and the timeline’s moved up.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Haney answered and left. 
 
    “Hey, sir, you gotta quit being so easy on that troop,” Mathis complained. 
 
    “You know as well as I do, he’s saved our hide several times,” Winfield said, “both by getting us the part or supplies we needed, and in combat on contracts. He took out that fortified position by himself last year.” 
 
    “I know, sir, but I don’t gotta like it. There’s just something…I don’t know, sneaky about him. Hell, that’s how he took out that bunker. He took off through the trees and snuck around the backside, without his squad leader or platoon sergeant knowing he left his position on the flank. It coulda been bad, leaving that side open. He’s always sneakin’ around. This time he snuck off to the beach. Probably spent the entire day staring at bikinis or some shit.” He threw his hands in the air. “I bet he didn’t spend 10 minutes getting the damn fuel pump.” 
 
    “But he did get it,” Winfield said. “Let it go, First Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fyligga System 
 
    Planet Fyligga 
 
      
 
    Two months later, Haney and the rest of Dubya-Dee were in the fight of their lives on Fyligga. What was supposed to be a simple contract to provide security to a large mining operation had turned into a situation where every combat bonus written in was triggered. A few days prior, another mining conglomeration had hired a company of Besquith to complete a hostile takeover, and they weren’t negotiating. 
 
    “Let it go,” First Sergeant Mathis said. “You can’t repair it, and not even Haney can find the parts you’ll need to fix it.” 
 
    Staff Sergeant Crowderall threw his wrench in frustration. He wiped the grime and soot off his face. “You’re right. I thought between the three wrecks, I could get another running. I can’t. Two are burned beyond salvage. We can’t even extract the bodies yet. That leaves us with only two tanks.” 
 
    “Not much we can do about it,” Mathis said. “The ol’ man is in contact with the mine supervisor. I don’t know what kind of deal they’ll reach, but they better come to one quick, before we have to surrender or get wiped out.” 
 
    “Speaking of that,” Crowderall said, “Doc says the nanites weren’t enough to save either Pendlap or Brewer. With those two crossing over into the Green, we’ve lost 20% of the troops.” 
 
    “I know. It ain’t looking good.” 
 
    “Three full tank crews and a squad of grunts,” Colonel Winfield said as he walked over to them. “All good men and women. The client won’t budge. Their position is, either we fulfill the contract and ensure the mine is secure, or we forfeit the credits owed for it. They’re not going to give a single credit of partial payment. It’s complete the contract or nothing.” 
 
    “Shit,” Mathis said. “Sir, we’ll be digging deep into the reserves to pay for a ride back to Earth.” 
 
    “I know. I calculated it into the bid. Without it, I don’t know if we can afford to get home. The price for gate use keeps going up, and any ship owner worth his salt will pass it on to us.” He turned to the squad leader doubling as the unit wrench. “Crowderall, you keep quiet about it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “The Besquith have taken losses, too, but they still have nearly the numbers we do,” Mathis said. “From what I can determine from the recon drones, anyway.” 
 
    “The hover tanks don’t do us any good when they have those shoulder-fired missiles,” Crowderall complained. “They don’t need as many troops.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the first sergeant agreed. “When they take out the last two tanks—when, not if—they’ll come in on the armored sleds and mop us up.” 
 
    “I agree,” Winfield said. “Our position is tenuous at best. I suspect they’ll assault with their version of infantry and those sleds.” 
 
    “Probably tomorrow night,” Mathis agreed. “They don’t even need night vision to fight in the dark.” 
 
    “I agree,” Winfield said. “Right now, they’re tending to their wounded and damaged equipment like we are.” 
 
    “Sir, I think we were set up,” Crowderall said. “This wasn’t a simple security hitch. We may not have the CASPers other merc units have, but this is exactly the kind of thing that’s been happening all over.” 
 
    “It just took whoever’s behind all this a while to get to us low-budget units,” Mathis added. “No offense, sir.” 
 
    “None taken, Top,” Winfield said. “You’re both right. They came here with personal missile launchers like they knew we had a platoon of tanks. It was just what they needed.” He sat down. “I can’t afford combat assets like CASPers and take care of the community back home. It’s a double-edged sword. It looks like this time we’re overmatched, and we’re going to pay for those decisions. We may have no choice but to cut and run.” 
 
    “Surrender?” Mathis said. “Not only does it turn my stomach, there’s the issues with breach of contract, the Merc Guild, and everything else.” 
 
    “I don’t like it, either,” Winfield assured him, “but if something doesn’t change, I’ll have no choice. We’re losing good people. I think we’ll be all right with the guild. The inevitable outcome will override the breach accusations if it comes to that. We were beaten. What else could I do?” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone could do any different in the situation we’re in,” First Sergeant Mathis agreed. 
 
    “Ain’t nobody gonna swoop in and save us,” Crowderall said, “that’s for sure. Well, I guess I need to stop playing mechanic and go be a platoon sergeant.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mathis agreed. “You gotta take a platoon. We’re short a platoon sergeant and three squad leaders. Your platoon leader is injured and out of action, too.” He looked to the commander for confirmation and got it. “If we get outa this, you’ll see another stripe.” 
 
    Crowderall shook his head. “Hell of a way to get promoted, Top.” He walked off to check on his new platoon. 
 
    Winfield sighed, took off his helmet, and ran dirty fingers through his thinning hair. “Tomorrow afternoon I’ll contact the Besquith company before they attack us again.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Haney slipped away as soon as darkness came over their part of Fyligga. He made his way over to Glontal’s place. It hadn’t taken him long to meet some of the locals in his downtime. Miners were hard workers, the kind who enjoyed their time off at a local bar. 
 
    The Caroon was surprised to see him but invited him in. Haney did his best to stomp his feet to clean his boots before entering the miner’s home. He stood close to the entrance and didn’t sit down. He hadn’t had a chance to change his uniform in days. 
 
    “Tony, I am surprised to see you here,” Glontal said. “It is not like before, when you came over for a drink and a game of Tumble Gambit when you were off duty, my friend.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Haney agreed. “There hasn’t been any time off since the Besquith company arrived.” 
 
    “I am aware,” Glontal said. The anteater-like being raised his long snout in emphasis. “Last night and this morning, we heard the weapons firing and explosions from the next valley over.” 
 
    “Just be glad they don’t want this valley, too.” 
 
    “They do not,” Glontal explained. “This valley consists of individual mine claims. The valley your company was hired to protect is owned by one corporation and subject to hostile takeover. The Mining Guild would not stand for so many members here to be forced from claims. A corporate affair is completely different.” 
 
    “I guess,” Haney said. “A lot of stuff in the Union can be confusing. This guild, that guild, the other guild.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Do not misunderstand me,” Glontal said, “I enjoy your company and our games, but why are you here now? Your unit is engaged. Are you not under contract? To break the terms of your contract would be dishonorable. I am afraid I cannot condone such an act.” 
 
    Haney raised his hands as if warding off an attack. “Whoa! Hold on there. I’m not doing any of that. I came to see if you could help me out. Besides, technically, my contract with the company expired two days ago. I just haven’t reminded anyone. I’m sure the colonel will extend another to me. Been kinda busy, you know.” 
 
    “I see,” Glontal said. “Help in what way? I am a miner. I do not have experience in war. I am afraid I cannot be of assistance.” 
 
    “Sure, you can,” Haney assured him. “You could let me borrow your hover skiff. Didn’t you tell me there’s a Human mining claim two valleys over? An ex-merc?” 
 
    “Why, yes,” Glontal answered. “He employs a family of my kin. Giles is a good being. He is the reason I did not hesitate to speak to you the day we met. I have found Humans to be hardworking and honest. The few I know, anyway. One is Giles, and the others are the individual you asked to fix my skiff for me last month and a mated couple on Fyligga Station. They own a restaurant.” 
 
    “Really? That’s good to know. Oh, and Crowderall owed me a favor. He can fix most anything if he has the parts. Anyway, I want to talk to the guy, and I don’t have time to hike over there. May I borrow your skiff? It would be a lot faster.” 
 
    “Certainly. You know where it is kept.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Haney said. “I may ask…Giles, did you say? Anyway, I may ask this Giles guy to bring it back to you.” 
 
    “You will? Why?” 
 
    “Well, you told me of his hobby. I used to do the same thing in a place called Lookout Mountain on my planet.” Haney swapped his rifle to his other hand, reached back, and shifted the pack on his back. “I’m going to see if I can trade him out of it.” 
 
    “I see,” Glontal said. He shook his head sadly, his long snout swaying. “Well, my friend. I will trust you to see he brings it back to me. I will contact him and let him know to expect you. I will not tell him the purpose of your visit.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “If you are planning what I think you are, I will say it now; it has been good knowing you. What you are attempting is a foolishly dangerous pastime. To do it in combat will surely be the end of you. I will raise a drink in your memory.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Haney followed the map on the screen of the control panel in the small skiff. Glontal had showed him how to bring up Giles’ valley and mining site. Two hours later, he rounded a bend and saw lights in the distance. He drove toward them, relieved to see something other than the small area in front of the craft lit by its operating lights. 
 
    Giles stood outside the prefabricated domicile. The home looked nearly identical to Glontal’s. There was an extra building and a small shuttle off to the side. Haney couldn’t help but notice the rifle in the man’s hands, the light battle armor, and helmet with night vision goggles tilted up away from his face. The gear was at least two generations better than his own. 
 
    Haney turned off the skiff and it settled to the ground. He held his hands chest high, away from his own rifle on its sling. “Giles?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Giles answered. “You Haney? Glontal said you’d be coming around in his skiff.” 
 
    “That’s me. Look, I understand you taking precautions and all, but could you point that thing another direction?” 
 
    “Just making sure you’re not planning anything stupid.” 
 
    “Not me, man,” Haney assured him. “I mean, yeah, I have something stupid kinda planned, but nothing that would cause you to draw down on me.” 
 
    Haney waited for Giles to decide. Giles looked past Haney, then eased up, switched his rifle to safe, and let it hang on its sling. Haney turned to see what had made Giles decide, but he didn’t see anything or anybody. He shrugged and let the question go.  
 
    “Come on in,” Giles said. He stepped back and opened the door. He left it open a moment, and then went inside. Haney followed him. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Giles said. He indicated a chair at his table. “Don’t worry about the dirt. It’ll wipe off. I employ a family of Caroons. Their youngest is not quite old enough to go deep in the mines. She cleans up for me.” He shrugged. “It gives me a reason to pay them a little more without hurting their pride.” 
 
    Haney sat down, took his helmet off, and put it on the table. He looked across and said, “I hate to jump right to the subject, but I need your help.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” Giles said. He got up, walked over to a small refrigerator, and took out two cans. He gave one to Giles. 
 
    “Hurray,” Haney said, impressed. “Beer. You have Red Stripe all the way out here. This is kind of a backwoods system, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Giles answered. “A slow developing mining system. Kind of like Trindlark System or maybe Asparra.” He cracked his can and grinned. “But I know a guy who knows a guy. I get ‘em every now and then.” 
 
    Haney squinted an eye, tilted his head, pointed at him knowingly, and cracked his own can open. He took a sip. “Damn, that’s good. A little sweeter than Guinness.” He took another. “So, I hear you’re a merc.” 
 
    “Part time,” Giles admitted. “My cousin has a company. Brentale’s Barnstormers. When credits gets tight, I do single-mission contracts. I don’t have to sign for years. Family and all. You know how it is.” 
 
    “Don’t think I’ve heard of them,” Haney said. “Where they based out of? Saint Thomas? Saint Croix? You have sort of an island accent or something. I got it, the Bahamas.” 
 
    “Never heard of Saint Thomas or Saint Croix,” Giles answered. “The Bahamas, I have heard of. It’s on Earth, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Haney said. “Earth. Where you from?”  
 
    “Krifay. Born and raised,” Giles said. “I’ve never been to Earth.” 
 
    “No shit!” 
 
    “True story. But you did get the island part right. The whole planet is made up of islands. The largest is maybe a third of your planet’s Australia.” 
 
    “Been there,” Haney said. “Anyway, back to what I was going to ask you. I hear you have a hang glider.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Giles said, letting the word stretch out. “I grew up on them. Everybody back home does it. There are cliffs on the north end of Snapper Isle and some great updrafts off some of the bays and beaches. Most other islands have good spots.” 
 
    “I do some gliding in Tennessee, off a mountain,” Haney explained. “You looking to sell it? Maybe trade it?” 
 
    “What? Sell it? What would you trade? I mean, I can’t get another one until I make the trip home. Then it’ll cost to bring it back.” 
 
    “You going home any time soon?” Haney asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Giles answered. “I plan on it. Credits are a little tight, and I need some stuff.” 
 
    “Stuff?” Haney asked. 
 
    “I need to buy a larger cutter. We hit a spot the small drill I have won’t punch through.” He stared off. “If I could just get through that wall, I know the good stuff is on the other side. I can feel it.” He shook off the thought and turned back to Haney. 
 
    “You got any detonators?” Haney asked. 
 
    “Detonators, I have. Explosive, not so much. I need some of that, too. Maybe some Jivool stuff. Or…well, I know someone else who can get something.” 
 
    Haney stood up and slipped the pack off his shoulders. “Look, I need a glider, and you need to punch through a wall. I think we can make a deal.” 
 
    He reached into his bag and pulled out three blocks of C-8. “I’ve been saving these. Got ‘em off a Marine. She knows a Seabee who had some. Traded her a pool table I got from a guy in the Guard. Anyway, you think two of these would do what you need them to?” 
 
    Giles stared at the explosive compound on his table. Haney knew he was calculating in his mind whether he could punch through the wall deep in his mine. “Yeah, I think it would. I can drill deep, fill the holes, and blow them. Maybe do it three times with this much compound. One question, though.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “What’s a Seabee? Never mind. You want to see my glider? It’s a pretty good one. Carries more weight than a normal one. My cousin’s unit uses them while wearing a full combat load.” 
 
    “Great,” Haney said. “I was worried about doing this with no body armor at all. I mean, I was planning to keep my helmet, but I didn’t know about the rest.” 
 
    “What do you plan on doing? Dropping in on that Besquith unit or making a dive on them and lighting them up? I know the perfect spot to launch from. I take off from the mountain above us for long flights. I catch the updrafts from the valley on the other side of the one you guys are fighting over to get enough height to make it back here.” He made a slow spiraling motion upward with his hand. “You can glide over them, then catch the draft to get away. The rocks and cliffs radiate heat by noon time. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “You mean you’re not shocked I want to glide over them?” Haney asked, thinking he might have run into a Made Man who was as reckless as he was. 
 
    “What? No. Remember, my cousin’s company is called Brentale’s Barnstormers. I’ve got two combat glides under my belt. Nothin’ to it.” He went outside, opened the sliding door on the large shed, and turned on a light to reveal his hang glider in three pieces. “We can connect the wings once we get up top. I’ll take you in the skiff. A road runs all the way up.” 
 
    “Nice. Can you help me mold my block of C-8 around these grenades? I have six of them.” 
 
    “Six?” Giles asked as Haney handed one to him. 
 
    “Yeah, four is the normal load, but I swapped a pair of boots for the other two on our last mission.” He shrugged. “I know this stuff is stable without a detonator, but the grenade itself should do it.” 
 
    “I’d say!” Giles laughed. “The Besquith won’t know what hit them.” 
 
    “I hope they don’t even look up. I can set the timer on these. How low do I need to be for them to go off near the ground? Let me rephrase that. How high can I be?” 
 
    Giles looked to the side. There was nothing there. A minute later he pulled out his small slate and typed in some numbers. “Gravity is nearly that of Earth and Krifay. Taking in how it affects what we know of the acceleration…we’ll have to guess your speed and the trajectory of the falling grenades.” He read his screen. “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The next day at mid-morning, Giles watched Haney soar off. When the glider was far enough away, he turned to the empty seat beside him. “Well, there he goes. You think he has a chance?” 
 
    A yellow-striped cat appeared, but not in the seat. It was behind him. One ear had been torn long ago and an eye was permanently shut. “He has about a 60% chance of success, attacking the Besquith, my Giles,” the Depik said. 
 
    Giles jumped in his seat and looked over his shoulder. “Son of a…I hate it when you do that!” 
 
    Tahmlok chuffed in his race’s version of laughter. He calmly inspected a claw. He looked up. “And a 15% chance of surviving it.” 
 
    “It’s better than nothing, Tahm.” Giles turned the skiff back toward the trail. “Will you help me set the charges? I think I can blow through the wall now. Speaking of blowing up, thanks for sending me the message. I had no idea how to calculate the altitude he needed to be at to drop those grenades.” 
 
    “It was simple math, my friend. Simple math.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Haney said to himself. Keeping one hand on the control bar, he checked his wrist to verify his height. Careful not to shift his weight, he pulled a grenade out of the pack strapped to the bar. He raised his forefinger on the hand controlling the glider, slid the pin over it, and pulled it away. He aimed for the stack of missiles and let go. He shifted and banked around while pulling out another. 
 
    The first grenade blew but was swallowed by the much larger explosion of the C-8 wrapped around it. It was close enough to set off several of the missiles. As Haney came back around, he saw Besquith on the ground. He dropped the next one and turned. There were several armored skiffs parked near a make-shift shelter. He dropped the others one by one. 
 
    On his last pass, he saw one of the remaining Besquith with a missile in its launcher aiming up. Oh, shit. Before he could turn away, it flew up, passed through the material that made up the wing, and kept going, leaving a smoking hole. Haney flew toward the rock face Giles had told him about. The smoking wing made him nervous. The glider was harder to control. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You look like shit, Private Martin,” First Sergeant Mathis said. “You get any shuteye last night?” 
 
    “Negative, First Sergeant,” she answered. “I had to pull watch the whole night.” 
 
    “What? Haney was supposed to relieve you on the flank at 0200.” 
 
    “He never showed,” she answered. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell someone?” Mathis demanded. 
 
    “It’s Haney.” The answer came as if no explanation was needed. 
 
    “Did he tell you to…” 
 
    “No, First Sergeant,” she interrupted, “but if he’s not here, that means he’s about to do something to save our asses.” 
 
    First Sergeant Mathis sputtered, he was so angry. “Th…That son of a…” 
 
    “Top,” Colonel Winfield warned as he walked over. “If Haney’s left the AO, you know good and well he…” 
 
    The commander didn’t get to finish his sentence as the explosion from the direction of the enemy camp was loud enough it caused them all to duck. It was followed shortly after by another, and then four more. 
 
    “Top, have everyone man their positions,” Winfield said. “Something tells me I won’t have to contact their commander to surrender after all.” 
 
    Minutes later, a call came over the unit net. “Sir,” Crowderall said, “we see an aircraft or something headed this way. Permission to take it down?” 
 
    “I see it, Staff Sergeant,” Winfield said. “Can’t quite make it out yet, but it’s getting lower. Go ahead and…Wait! Hold fire.” 
 
    “Sir? Are you sure? It’s coming right at us.” 
 
    “Hold fire. Everyone, hold your fire! It’s smoking and…it’s wobbling.” 
 
    “Haney,” Mathis said, resignation in his voice. “Of course it’s Haney.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They paid in full,” Winfield said. “Once the Besquith surrendered, they had no choice but to honor the contract. We got all the bonuses, too.” 
 
    “Then we’re ready to get off this rock,” Mathis said. 
 
    “And we can afford to,” Winfield added, “thanks to Sergeant Haney. Speaking of which, where is he?” 
 
    “Who knows, sir. It’s Haney,” Mathis said. 
 
    “Well, find him,” Winfield said. “I have his new contract right here. His obligation has been expired for several days, you know.” 
 
    “I’ll find Sergeant Haney,” the first sergeant assured him. He pivoted to walk away, thought better of it, and turned back. “You know, sir, when you promoted him to sergeant, I didn’t like it one bit. Seeing the look of misery on his face when you pinned the stripes on him almost made it worth it.” 
 
    “He deserved the field promotion,” Winfield said. “Now, go find him so I can make him a Dubya Dee again.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two Months Later… 
 
      
 
    Brentale’s Barnstormers Headquarters 
 
    Snapper Isle 
 
    Krifay 
 
      
 
    “My cousin gave you a good recommendation,” Colonel Brentale said. “I’m going with it.” He put his feet up on his desk and leaned back. “Says you know how to handle a glider. That’s an unusual skill for a merc from Earth. What rank did you hold?” 
 
    “I’m just a specialist, sir,” Haney answered. “Just a specialist.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Staff Sergeant Wilson said. “I just met the new troop, Haney. That’s his name, right?” 
 
    “Yep. Haney.” 
 
    “Sir, you realize he’s a specialist.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. I wasn’t going to sign him up as a private. He has some experience.” 
 
    “But, sir,” she said. “I don’t just mean his rank, though that says it all. That guy is a Made Man.” 
 
    “Please,” Brentale said. He laughed. “Don’t tell me you believe that old myth. Those rumors have been around since what? The 1980s? The next thing you know, you’ll believe in Depiks like my crazy cousin, Giles.” 
 
    “Trust me sir. Depiks may not be real, but it’s real, and you just gave one a contract.” She shook her head. “I once knew another. He carried himself just like Haney.” 
 
    “Even if there was something to it,” Brentale dismissed, “whatever it was, died off a long time ago.” 
 
    “No sir,” she assured him. “It is the E-4 Mafia, and it’s alive and well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Barn Find by Richard Alan Chandler 
 
      
 
      
 
    Michael Peterson pushed his way through the crowd at the Huntsville Knife and Militaria show like a man on a mission—which he was. In years past, this might have been called a “gun show,” but now, only mercenaries could legally own them. He pushed past the group watching the demonstration at the “Authentic Goka Fighting Knives” table, and snorted to himself. “Yeah, made in Goka, China.” The real thing couldn’t be held properly in Human hands, although if you replaced the grip, you had a kitchen knife that literally never needed to be sharpened. His had been in the family for generations. 
 
    The booth selling jerky was hard to pass by. Most people never escaped one of these events without buying a bag or two. “Maybe on the way out,” Michael promised himself, but his goal was near. There, just past the tables stacked high with surplus, next to the conspiracy book dealer… 
 
    “Ian!” Michael shouted to his friend. 
 
    “Michael! So glad you could make it!” They bumped fists over the table. 
 
    “So, you have the new volume out, I see.”  
 
    “Yeah, here, take one. I kinda knew this one wouldn’t be quite so popular, but I had to do it for completeness. It’s actually really fascinating, in a traffic accident kind of way.” 
 
    Michael looked at the volume in his hands. As advanced as slates were, there was something about physical books that could never be replaced, especially lushly printed coffee table books like Ian’s The Complete History of the CASPer series. He’d been working his way backward, and this latest volume was titled Mark 2: The Walking Coffin. Michael flipped through the pages. “Wow, I’m amazed you were able to find so much material. I don’t think I’ve ever seen most of these photos.” 
 
    “I’ve got some good contacts at Binnig these days. Their archivist managed to dig up all the files they inherited from Mitsubishi. Most of it had never been digitized or put online, especially in light of what happened. Oh, yeah, check this out. He sent me one of their latest promo videos.” Ian turned his slate around so Michael could see it. 
 
    As the narrator spoke about the advances of technology, familiar images faded into each other across the screen, from the Wright Flyer through to the suborbital Boeing 929; so too, the narrator said, Binnig had been advancing CASPer technology over the last 100 years. “Eighty,” Ian corrected. There was footage of various models of CASPer marching and firing, then jumping in on jets. Ian pointed out how rare any Mark 2 footage was. The video finished with all the models of CASPers lined up in silhouette under a shining Binnig “Speeding Bullet” logo, and the slogan “For the Future” underneath. 
 
    “Since when are there nine?” Michael asked, pointing to the edge of the still frame from the end of the video. 
 
    “What?” Ian turned the slate around. He poked and prodded at the screen, trying to magnify it. “Huh, it’s only an outline. Maybe it’s a placeholder or something. I mean, the Mark 8 only came out recently.” 
 
    “Oooh, you’d better not let anyone see that; you could get in trouble,” the conspiracy book seller intoned with a gleeful smile as he peered over his unsold stacks of The Aliens’ Plans for Earth. 
 
    “Shut up, Carl, we weren’t talking to you.” 
 
    “The Aliens aren’t going to let us make a 9. They’re gonna take us down. They've been trying to take us down since the Alpha Contracts. And, when we turned it around and started kicking their asses, they couldn't let that stand. So they found other ways to take us down. Look at the numbers! Mercs are getting creamed left and right. Even the Horsemen are all in rough shape. It’s all in my book!” Carl waved a copy at Michael. 
 
    Michael put up his palm and demurred. Turning back to Ian, he said, “Anyway, I just wanted to tell you, uh, you know my Aunt Agatha’s will got out of probate last month, and I got the farm. Well, I was poking around, trying to clean up the mess, and I found something really, really interesting.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Michael cast a sideways look at Carl, who turned away, “Let’s just say it’ll help with your next book.” 
 
    “Okay, you’ve got my interest. You know, the show’s gonna close down in another couple of hours. If you hang around, I can go with you.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Besides, there’s some jalapeño jerky over there with my name on it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Michael wandered the show for a while, checking out the various booths, nibbling on a bag of ghost pepper–infused jerky that seemed rather mild after the torture he’d gotten from trying a sample that used a pepper analogue imported from Te’Warri. They offered a free bag to anyone who could chew it for 30 seconds without spitting it out. There was still quite a stack of it on the table; apparently Michael was the first person who’d “won.” As he browsed, he came across a collector’s gold mine, a table stocked with patches and insignia from various mercenary companies, most marked as defunct. It struck him that there were an awful lot of them. He briefly entertained the idea that perhaps Carl was onto something before dismissing it. 
 
    Soon enough, the show was wrapping up, and Michael headed back to Ian’s table. “How’d it go?” 
 
    “Surprisingly well. I had a retired merc come by and buy the whole set. He paid me with this and said, ‘Keep the change.’” Ian held up a single ten-credit chit, with its tiny fleck of red diamond embedded in the center. “I promised to send him the next one when it’s done.” 
 
    “Damn. That’s a lot of money, but where are you gonna spend it? FedMart only takes dollars.” 
 
    “There’s more to life than just FedMart, even if some people don’t realize it.” 
 
    “FedMart is just Soma for the masses!” Carl grunted as he loaded his copious piles of books back into their boxes. “Cheap alien Tri-Vs that have chips in them to spy on you. It’s in my book.” 
 
    “Hey, Carl, need an extra box?” Ian asked. “I’ve got a couple of empties now, and yours are looking kinda worn out.” 
 
    Carl just shot him a dirty look and said nothing, but, as Michael and Ian left, Michael saw him take the boxes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ian McRowe followed along behind Michael in his Ford Jeroba, the tiny, aging electric car still humming along well, having soaked up a full charge in the bright Texas sun while parked in the lot at the fairgrounds. It was a long drive to the farm. In all the time he’d known Michael—since before high school—he’d never been out this way. He’d heard of his Aunt Agatha, of course. She was a recluse who owned a huge farm and leased the land out to a corporate agricultural concern, and basically never left the house. Michael had visited a few times, mostly out of family obligations, and he’d never mentioned it as a pleasant experience. 
 
    The road might have been the most direct route from Huntsville, but it was little used and poorly maintained. Some stretches of asphalt had leeched out and broken down into the equivalent of cobblestones, and only the lack of heavy traffic had prevented it from turning into huge potholes. The Jeroba’s tires buzzed as the car passed over the spiderweb of cracks. The wealthy could afford flyers, the poor couldn’t afford to travel, and rail served the mechanized farms that stretched as far as the eye could see. Those who could afford to travel certainly wouldn’t be headed out here. 
 
    The setting sun was in Ian’s eyes, and he almost missed it as Michael signaled a turn, although it should have been obvious since the house was one of the few structures in evidence after miles of fields and power poles. The mailbox—an anachronism if ever there was one—said “Branson,” which itched at his memory for a moment. Of course that’s what Michael’s aunt’s last name was, but there was something else. He’d remember it soon enough. 
 
    Michael had just gotten out of his car and was plugging into the charging station under the carport, which oddly didn’t appear to have a solar roof. Ian pulled up, and, after he parked, he said, “I didn’t realize you were so far away from civilization. Good thing we got my stuff from the motel first.” 
 
    “We’re not that far out. There’s a Lawson-Tesco about three miles further down the road, and Buffalo is about 10 minutes more past that. Anyway, you’re welcome to stay for as long as you want. I’ve got room; that’s for sure.” He waved in the direction of the “farmhouse.” While built in a style that resembled a traditional farmhouse, with a covered porch around three sides, the building was enormous. There was a second-floor sun deck above the porch roof on the south side, and numerous dormers peeped through the gabled roof from third-floor bedrooms. There were several other large outbuildings visible beyond it as well—a large shop building, and what could easily have been a bunkhouse or barracks for farmhands. While the farmhouse itself was well-maintained, the outbuildings clearly needed a little work. “And anyway, when I show you what I’ve brought you here to see, you’re gonna want to hang out for sure.” 
 
    “Well, stop teasing it out. Show me!” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to get something to eat first?” 
 
    “Mike…” 
 
    “Okay, okay. It’s this way.” 
 
    Michael led Ian down the drive, past the main house and the outbuildings, to a dirt track through the brush. “I had to clear a lot of this path. The farm has its own natural gas well that feeds into a fuel cell bank, so we’ve got basically free power, but I had to figure out how the whole system was set up to get everything else up and running, and that’s how I found the thing I want to show you. I was tracing the power lines, and one of them led past that berm up ahead.” 
 
    “That’s not a natural hillside.” 
 
    “Nope, it used to be part of a shooting range my great uncle had set up. He used to run some kind of merc school or something back in the ‘30s and ‘40s.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    The two rounded the berm and came upon yet another outbuilding. The nearest wall was covered with tall steel roll-up garage doors, with one normal entry door at the end. A large concrete pad covered the ground in front of the doors. As they approached the door, Michael fished a key out of his pocket, a high security-style key with a plus-sign shaped cross section and differently angled facets ground in each rib. 
 
    “I found the key in my great uncle Kenny’s desk. Aunt Agatha apparently never touched it after he died.” When he opened the door, a gust of cool, dry air came out. “Even with most of the power shut off, this building was climate controlled the whole time.” 
 
    “Spooky,” Ian remarked. 
 
    They entered a small office, and Michael shut the door then turned on the lighting. The whole garage was illuminated and could be seen through the plate glass window in the office. The floor was covered with various shapes under cloth. As they stepped through the door from the office into the garage, Ian could see a few of the tarps had been pulled back, presumably by Michael when he first came through the space. “Okay, so your great uncle was a classic car collector. Cool, but I assume that’s not what we’re here for.” 
 
    “You’re right, although there is a 200-year-old Model A in here, which I think is pretty damn awesome. No, what we’ve got here is even more rare. Right here in this crate.” 
 
    In the back corner of the garage was a steel shipping container that must have been at least 10 feet tall, and about as deep and wide. The remains of a padlock and a pair of bolt cutters had been pushed across the floor against the wall. Near the back, a thick power cable attached to an interconnect in the side of the crate. 
 
    “So, you gonna open it?” 
 
    “Okay, stand back, I want you to get the full effect.” Michael flipped open the clasps and pulled the doors open. 
 
    Inside was a matte gray shape, roughly humanoid, nine feet tall, and instantly recognizable to any person born in the last hundred years, even if few of them had ever seen one in person. 
 
    “My God, that’s an actual Mark 1 CASPer!” Ian exclaimed. 
 
    “Oh, it’s even better than that. Take a closer look.” 
 
    Michael didn’t have to ask twice; Ian was inside the crate in an instant. There were various supply crates stacked inside the container, and he was able to stand on a few as he examined the machine. 
 
    “This thing is like, brand new, or as brand new as something this old can be. I’ve seen the one at the Cavaliers’ Museum, and it’s not nearly this nice. This guy has never been in combat; that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Oh, it gets better. Look closer.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s see. Standard .50 caliber Brownings on each arm mount, twin blades, left shoulder mount minigun…and what the hell is that? No CASPer ever shipped with a 40mm grenade launcher, what’s that doing up there?” 
 
    Michael just grinned. “Pop the canopy.” 
 
    Ian opened the front of the torso, exposing the pilot’s compartment, and the first thing he looked for was the serial number plate. Michael was ready to hand him a flashlight before he even asked. 
 
    “That can’t be real. It says Block 3, but the plate doesn’t say MHI Defense Systems Division. Block 3 didn’t come out until long after they took over production. And there were only two prototypes, both scrapped.” Ian kept reading, “Wait, this date, this was built just before they shut down the CASPer Lab in Houston…The records from back then are a total cluster. What is this, some kind of lost prototype?” 
 
    Michael chuckled a little. 
 
    Then, for Ian, the penny dropped. “Great Uncle Kenny…Kenneth…Branson. The first CASPer test pilot, the first independent CASPer training academy, consultant to Binnig on the Marks 3 through 5. Mike, you and I are the two biggest CASPer geeks on the planet, and you never told me this?” 
 
    “I thought you knew. Besides, he died like, 40 years ago. I never knew him. We only came here a few times when I was a kid, and crazy Aunt Agatha wouldn’t let us play in the fields. I certainly didn’t know about this thing. Which is a problem, by the way, because I now apparently own three illegal, unregistered machine guns and a couple crates of illegal, unregistered grenades. That’s why you’re the only person I’ve shown this to. The launcher, oddly enough, is legal.” 
 
    Ian thought for a moment. “If the academy is still incorporated…that might cover it.” 
 
    Michael sighed. “I’m gonna have to talk to my lawyer again.” 
 
    Ian looked back up at the pristine relic. “So, does it work?” 
 
    “It’s been on a battery maintainer for God knows how long. The power cells are probably shot. I’m afraid to find out.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not doing anything, and you’re not doing anything. I think we’ve got a summer project.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Peepo’s Pit, Karma Station 
 
      
 
    “He’s back,” the Veetanho behind the bar said to her boss. 
 
    “Good, send him to me. I’ll be in my office.” Peepo left before she could see the incredulous look on her distant cousin’s face. 
 
    Meepo looked again at the disheveled wreck of a Besquith at the door. He really shouldn’t be here, she thought, he’s a merchant, not a merc, and he has no company since his clan got wiped out. All he does is mope in here once a week or so and ask… 
 
    “Have you got any contracts where I can kill Humans?” The voice emerged from a maw full of rows of razor-sharp teeth, large enough to comfortably bite Meepo off from the waist up. Meepo was not cowed. Indeed, at a basal level, her body was preparing to attack. Veetanho were one of the oldest merc races, after all, but their capacity for violence was tempered by a certain strategic and tactical genius. 
 
    She repressed her instinct easily. “Actually, the boss has been waiting for you. Office is that way.” 
 
    Meepo watched the shaggy, unkempt, and surprisingly thin Besquith drag himself toward the back. He’d clearly been sleeping in the corridors. He should have been able to find any merc or security job he wanted, but his monomania about killing Humans had left him destitute and without enough credits to even catch a shuttle to the surface. I hope she’s telling him to stay out, Meepo thought. I don’t know if that’s more pitiful or disgusting. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Chuyuu-koh, have a seat,” Peepo said, mostly for the Besquith’s safety. Her office, and especially the desk she sat behind, contained a number of defensive systems in case negotiations went poorly. It would be unfortunate if the creature accidentally triggered one of them. 
 
    “It’s just Chuyuu,” he said morosely as he crouched down into a chair far too small for his frame. “I no longer have a clan.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, my cousin was just telling me all about your sad little story. I’ve heard so many like it. Merchant ship, contracted to transport some mercs, and the blasted Humans treat you as combatants and blow you out of the sky. Very tragic. I can understand why you want revenge.” 
 
    Chuyuu vacillated between sorrow at the memory of the past, and anger at it being treated so casually. 
 
    “My question is, how bad do you want it?” 
 
    “It is the only thing I have to live for.” 
 
    “Well, I have to say, looking at the sorry state you’re in, I have doubts you could even kill one Human, let alone the number I have in mind.” 
 
    “There is a contract?” Chuyuu didn’t even register the insult. 
 
    “I have a very old contract. The last agent I gave it to never reported back. But I have an opportunity to reinitiate the program, coming up in about six months.” 
 
    The look on Chuyuu’s face told Peepo the destitute Besquith probably couldn’t last another six months on the station. She smiled. “In the meantime, I can let you work security here in the Pit. You can concentrate the rest of your time on becoming fit for the task ahead.” 
 
    “I’ll do it!” he said. Then he thought for a moment. “This contract, what does it pay?” 
 
    Peepo grinned malevolently. “All you can eat.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Michael and Ian stayed up late discussing plans for what they were going to do with the CASPer. Ian was going to email his contacts at Binnig, see what they could send him about Mark 1 maintenance, and if they knew anything about unreleased prototypes from the original CASPer Lab days at MHI Cargo Handling Systems—part of the request he already had in for research materials for his next book.  
 
    Michael offered access to all the documents on the estate. Aunt Agatha had preserved Kenneth Branson’s office—indeed the whole house—like a shrine to him. While he had doubts about whether the old computers could be accessed, there was a mountain of paper records that could be gone through. And he encouraged Ian to stay as long as he liked, which was definitely a step up from his Fed housing in Dallas. 
 
    Even though it was late, Michael found he was too excited to sleep. He pulled out Ian’s new book and started to read…. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nagoya, Japan, 87 Years Ago 
 
      
 
    When Akira Moto came into the conference room, he was there to put his foot down. The CEO and the board had put him in charge of the Defense Systems Division to shake things up, and, after the last month of digging through the division’s records, he was ready to go Godzilla on the whole lot of them. How this gang and his predecessor had taken the corporation’s biggest cash cow, squandered its profits, and allowed it to stagnate was beyond belief. 
 
    After the first hour of eviscerating the project directors over their failures—shuttles with barely the lift capacity to get themselves out of Earth’s orbit, dropships incompatible with galactic technology, and a fighter jet for the JDF that had been rejected as behind the times—he pulled up a slide showing a Mark 1 CASPer. 
 
    He glared at the assembled men around the table and watched them sweat and squirm. In a more enlightened age, half of them would be planning their seppuku ceremonies. These men were far too used to the gravy-train the CASPer represented, and the fortunes it brought in that they could lavish on their pet projects and on bonuses for themselves. They could see the doom Moto represented, and they knew they had no dirt on him they could use to get rid of him—and not for want of searching. 
 
    “For 10 years now, we have been sending the best Humanity has to offer to other worlds, to fight and die in a glorified forklift. This machine has seen no further development since you snatched it from that criminal in Texas. Yoshimoto may have cost this company millions of credits with his graft, but at least the forklift company managed to come out with a new improvement every year. The amount your incompetence and lack of innovation has cost this company is incalculable. I have seen the correspondence from our mercenary customers, the features and improvements they have pleaded with us, begged us to make, and this division’s response is to take the profits and waste them on petty indulgences. Yes, we have sold immense numbers of these machines, and they have made a difference, but without advancement, you have left the door open to competition. There are many smaller concerns attempting to enter this market, and we cannot afford to just buy them all out.” 
 
    A tiny voice muttered, “It’s not true.” 
 
    Moto heard it and fixated on the voice’s owner. “What?” 
 
    Finding a brief spark of courage under fire, Director Takayama straightened in his chair and said, “We have made improvements!” 
 
    “The cockpit fan,” his assistant chimed in, “is a very popular option.” 
 
    “We’re considering making it standard equipment,” Takayama added. 
 
    “A…fan. In all this time, you have added a fan.” Moto picked up a large sheaf of papers and slammed it down on the table. “In all the requests we have gotten from our customers, not once have I seen a request for a fan. Rocket-assisted jumping. Self-contained environments so mercs don’t have to fight wearing space suits inside their machines. Laser-proof armor. Improved battery life. Bigger guns. Better sensors. The ability to manage their own stores without support personnel. End effectors. And you gave them…a fan.” 
 
    Takayama shrank back in his chair under the barrage. 
 
    “Have you made progress on any of these improvements?” 
 
    “They’re very difficult…” 
 
    “Especially when you don’t try. I know to the last yen exactly how much you have been spending on R&D, and how little you have to show for it.” 
 
    Moto straightened and addressed the whole room. “As of right now, all your projects are canceled. The Defense Systems Division will now be focusing all its efforts on the CASPer.” He gestured, and his assistant went around the room, handing folders to the various directors. “We will be taking a two-pronged approach. Half of you will address the immediate need for a Block 3 CASPer Mark 1. The rest of you will design and develop a new version, a CASPer Mark 2. And I expect all this—” he patted the sheaf of papers, “—to be in it.” 
 
    “Where’s mine?” Takayama asked. “You didn’t give me a folder.” 
 
    “Your assignment is to take your very generous retirement offer and pray I never see your face again.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So Jurgen says, even if the battery’s shot, we should be able to get it out of the crate with the umbilical connected,” Ian said, looking up from his slate. 
 
    Michael sat in the cockpit of the Mark 1, bewildered by the array of knobs and switches. Actual knobs and switches—the machine was closer to the antiques in the garage than a modern mech. “Easy for him to say. Has he dug up a manual yet?” 
 
    “I doubt there’s a manual for a machine that might not have even officially existed. He says check the documentation pouch on the back of the seat. Even a Block 2 manual should be pretty close.” 
 
    “Later. First we have to get it out of this crate.” 
 
    They’d opened one of the garage doors and pushed the Chevy Bel Air out to make room. Michael scanned the panel again. “Okay, this one’s power. And this one next to it is ‘Mode.’ Let’s see, park, stand, walk, run, manual. I’m not ready to walk or run, so let’s try to move this manually.” He twisted the knob to “Manual” and pulled up the power button. The panel beeped, all the warning lights briefly turned on, and then most went out, but nothing more happened after that. Michael looked over the lights that remained on. “Okay, this one means external power. This one says ‘Battery Error.’ ‘Mode Error?’” 
 
    “I bet it has to start up in park. Probably some kind of safety feature.” Ian had climbed up onto the ammo boxes to peer at the control panel. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll try it again. Stand back in case it moves suddenly.” Ian hopped off the crates and stood to the side, while Michael pressed down on the big red power button. He turned the mode to park, then pulled the power on again. This time he was rewarded with three beeps, then a loud whir from the hydraulic pumps building up pressure in the system, which stopped as another green light lit on the board. “Pressure is good. Hmm, this one says fluid is low. Add that to the list. We’ll have to check for leaks.” 
 
    He regarded the mode switch again. “I guess we have to stand before we can walk. Here goes.” When the knob clicked into Stand, the Mark 1 straightened its legs with a hiss. The open canopy contacted the top of the crate and was pushed down about halfway with a scraping sound. “Ah, shit! Well, there goes the paint.” He reached forward and pulled the canopy the rest of the way closed. 
 
    Ian peeked around the door of the crate. “Looks fine from here. You’ve probably got about six inches of clearance now.” 
 
    “Okay, stand back, I’m gonna try walking.” Michael pulled his feet up in the stirrups, but nothing happened. Then he reached for the Mode switch, clicked it to Walk, and the legs of the mech suddenly relaxed, and the tension on his feet from the stirrups disappeared. Unlike he’d feared, the machine didn’t start walking of its own accord. Tentatively, Michael lifted his right foot. Not only did the leg come up with almost no resistance, the mech automatically shifted its weight onto its left foot. He swung his foot forward a little bit, and the machine counterbalanced itself. When he put the foot back down, barely five inches further forward, it shifted again to distribute its weight evenly. “This is frigging weird.” He took another baby step with the left foot. Then another, and soon he was at the edge of the crate. It was a pretty good step down from the reinforced floor of the crate, perhaps eight inches—trivial for a Human, but daunting for someone driving a two-ton mech for the first time, especially when he couldn’t really see where its feet were. 
 
    Michael lifted his right foot, stuck it out further than he’d previously dared, and pulled up on the left foot to try to step down. The right heel contacted the edge of the crate, and the Mark 1 started to shift weight on to it. The unbidden movement made it feel like the mech was going to tip. Michael grabbed for anything he could to steady himself. He grabbed the joysticks. 
 
    Budda-budda-budda-budda! The twin Browning machine guns sprang to life as Michael unknowingly gripped the triggers. The sound was deafening in the confined space of the garage, and the air was filled with gun smoke. Michael let go of the joysticks like they were red hot. The Mark 1 was still perfectly balanced. Its right ankle joint had pivoted so the heel was on the threshold of the shipping crate, and the toe was on the garage floor. It was, after all, designed to walk on all terrains. 
 
    “What the fuck!” Ian screamed. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fucking deaf! What the hell was that?” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was loaded!” 
 
    Ian looked up at the shoulder of the mech with icy fear at what might have happened had the grenade launcher fired. Then he looked out the open garage door. 
 
    The Bel Air was a total loss. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After they got the Mark 1 into the middle of the garage, the first order of business was to figure out how to unload the guns, which was not easy, as neither of them had ever touched one before. Fortunately, there was indeed a Mark 1, Block 2 manual, still wrapped in a plastic zipper bag, in the compartment on the back of the seat, along with some other papers. Michael laid the packet down on the workbench, but Ian interrupted. 
 
    “Before you tear into that, let me take pictures,” Ian said, raising his slate. “I doubt there’s another of those in existence today.” 
 
    “Should I get some white gloves?” Michael said sarcastically. 
 
    Ian rolled his eyes. “Well, it might be a good idea to wash your hands.” 
 
    “And change your shorts.” 
 
    Michael did wash his hands. Their long years of friendship had evolved a few patterns of banter, and this was one of them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey, check this out, there’s an appendix. And a note.” 
 
    Michael stopped fiddling with the loose .50 caliber rounds and the belt links from clearing the guns, which he had been trying to reassemble, and came over to the bench to look. 
 
    “‘Ken, thought you’d like a sneak peek at the next version. I added those interlocks you suggested for the control rules, and we managed a 10% improvement in the jump accumulators. Please work with the new grenade launcher; we have some rough figures programmed into the ballistic calculator, but we really don’t have the room to fully test them. Just keep this one under your hat. Things have been getting a little weird around here. —M.’ It’s dated two days before they shut down the lab.” 
 
    Michael whistled a low note. “Well, there’s your authentication.” 
 
    “Lost prototype. Man, what are the chances? This thing probably belongs in a museum.” 
 
    “I dunno,” Michael said as he walked back to the ammo boxes. “At this point it’s just a curiosity. It didn’t belong to anyone famous or participate in any notable battles. Or any, for that matter. Best we could do is stand it up at the shows when you finish the book and put out a box for upkeep donations.” 
 
    “On the other hand, we could just have a lot of fun with it, make videos, and blow shit up.” 
 
    “Hell, now you’re talking. Just not anymore classics.” He glanced at the ruined Chevy. Michael dropped the loose rounds in one of the ammo crates, picked up another small item, and tossed it at Ian, shouting, “Think fast!” 
 
    Ian caught the small blue object, and then realized what it was, dropped it on the table, and jumped back. “Jesus Christ! You trying to blow us up?!” 
 
    “Chalk rounds, non-explosive. They were set up to test the launcher; guess they never did it.” 
 
    “So they just hit the ground and go puff, eh?” 
 
    “Exactly. Although there is a box of real ones over there.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s save those for never.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few nights later, the two were sitting around the dining room table, each working on his own research, when Michael said, “Huh, The Whitney Zone actually has batteries that’ll fit the form factor of the Mark 1, and at three times the power density. You could run all day on a single charge.” 
 
    Ian looked up, he’d been idly tying and retying his long brown hair in its typical ponytail while reading through some rather obscure old reports. “If only they’d had that kind of endurance when they were new. Probably would have made a real difference. You’re getting them, of course.” 
 
    “Already ordered. Too heavy for drone service, so they’re coming by autotruck. Oh, hey, you want one of those stuffed cats you hook up to your turn signals?” 
 
    “They still make Winkey the Blinking Cat? Man, I haven’t looked through that site in decades.” 
 
    “I don’t know if they’re still making them, but they’re still trying to sell them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A short while later, it was Ian’s turn. He’d been tugging his goatee thoughtfully while cross-referencing biographical notes. “Mike, tell me again how your Uncle Kenny died.” They’d dropped the “Great” after a couple of days. 
 
    Michael groaned. “Officially, he got his throat cut fighting a burglar. Which is pretty badass, considering he had to be about 80 at the time. Of course, Aunt Agatha had a different and much crazier story. She used to tell me the Cheshire Cat came and sat down to tea with him, talked about CASPers, then slit his throat. When it caught her watching, it put a finger in front of its mouth like it was shushing her and vanished.” 
 
    Ian’s jaw literally dropped. 
 
    “I know, crazy, right? She was already pretty nuts. She married my uncle when he was training here, and he got killed on his first mission, which was a pretty hard blow, but losing Uncle Kenny pretty much drove her around the bend.” 
 
    Ian shook his head. “Not so crazy. Remember the documentary we watched about the anniversary of the CASPer?” 
 
    “We watched that one so many times, I know it by heart.” 
 
    “So you remember how Paul Mauser died, right?” 
 
    Michael eyed Ian suspiciously. “His supply ship showed up, and they found the airlocks open. He had them rigged to his health monitors so that when he died, he ‘wouldn’t stink up the place for the next crew.’” 
 
    “Yeah, but what did he die of?” 
 
    “I dunno, he was in his 90s and lived most of his life in space. Could have been any number of things…but you’ve found something, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, the report from the supply ship crew. Dunno why it was in Binnig’s archives, but look right here. His throat was slit.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    “And I compared the dates—it was about a month after Kenneth Branson, and a week before that, it was Akira Moto. Plus the supply crew found this 20-kilo blob on the station. They figured it might have been some kind of alien, but its DNA was completely scrambled, so they have no idea what it was. I think I know, and that ‘Cheshire Cat’ comment seals the deal. I think somebody hired a Depik to kill anyone involved with the invention of the CASPer.” 
 
    Michael looked a bit confused. “But Moto didn’t come along until a lot later. Yashimoto would have been a better target.” 
 
    “Except he was killed a lot earlier. Apparently it’s not wise to go into space with millions of credits in cash, and no yack.” 
 
    “You solved that one, too?” 
 
    Ian nodded. “Surveillance report had him boarding a Maki freighter, with no report of him ever getting off of it when they arrived at Karma. The captain retired almost immediately after.” 
 
    “Talk about karma.” 
 
    Ian chuckled. “Still, as for Moto, we can’t say for sure what the assassin’s orders were, but if it was for anyone having anything to do with the initial development of the CASPer, by the time they got to the 60th anniversary year, it was a really short list. Maybe five others, but now I know what I’m looking for.” 
 
    “Maybe Depik are just bad with Japanese names.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nagoya, Japan, 83 Years Ago 
 
      
 
    “How did this happen? A CASPer is supposed to protect the pilot, not injure him.” Akira Moto was not a happy man. He hadn’t been happy once in the five years since he took over the Defense Systems Division. 
 
    “We have determined there was an error in the wiring harness. The left and right limit switches on the waist traverse were swapped, and when he hit the right one, the system thought he was turned too far to the left and applied more right traverse control…” 
 
    “And nearly twisted our test pilot in half. Mori-san will likely never walk again, if he survives his internal injuries. Why are there no longer hard stops on the articulation?” 
 
    “All the articulation has been redesigned for weight reduction. The jump assist thruster package we’re co-developing with the Mark 2 requires we shave off at least another hundred kilos. And since you said we could not sacrifice armor for weight, we have had to come up with other solutions.” 
 
    Moto put his hand to his forehead, massaging his throbbing temples. The Block 3 program was in retrograde. Every “improvement” had led to two more problems. The Mark 2 was likely to finish first, which was just as well, since sales of the Mark 1 were declining rapidly. Word had gotten out about Mark 2 development, mercenary companies were holding off on purchases on the rumor of a new model, and the used equipment market was deep enough to keep them supplied in the interim. That was putting a huge squeeze on revenue, and the Board was getting nervous. Jim Cartwright himself had come to see him last month to ask him how things were going. That had been an extremely uncomfortable meeting. 
 
    In desperation, Moto had found himself reaching out to the original inventor of the CASPer, and Dr. Mauser’s reply had arrived this morning. It read, briefly, “Thank you for your interest, but as you know, since my accident, gravity wells and I no longer get along very well, and I have moved on to bigger and much more profitable things. So I will leave you with the same words your predecessor left me with when we last parted company: Good luck in your future endeavors. —M.” 
 
    If they could just hold on until the Mark 2 was ready. It was a technological marvel. No more tank periscopes and laser injuries to the pilot’s eyes. The interior of the cockpit was a smooth white shell, and the exterior view was projected on it. Augmented reality superimposed sensor readings and aiming reticles on the projection. Instead of joysticks, the pilot’s arms were encapsulated within the mech’s arms, moving much like the legs in response to the contact pads all over the interior. All this was made possible by the new Carbon Nanobond armor they’d learned how to make with Galactic technology. 
 
    But it was costing them a fortune to develop. If it worked, it would save the division from looming bankruptcy. If it didn’t, he would indeed need good luck in his future endeavors. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The summer flew by. Michael was slowly mastering the Mark 1. Fortunately, he’d discovered his uncle’s training materials, and working through the drills was really helping. The Block 3 prototype had additional features that took some getting used to, like the dual rate button on the joysticks that allowed fine adjustment of the point of aim with the guns. The wreck of the Chevy had been pulled in front of the berm as a target, and even Ian was surprised at how stable the aim was as Michael practiced a walking fire drill. The Mark 1 was nowhere near as agile as a modern CASPer, but its stability was unmatched, thanks to its cargo handling roots. 
 
    Ian was still digging up information for his final volume. The chaos of the surviving records from the Houston CASPer Lab was daunting. No one had looked at them since they’d been boxed up, until one of Binnig’s archivists brought them to Texas to spend a week at the farm. He was also getting plenty of footage of the prototype as Michael put it through its paces. 
 
    Michael advanced on the wreck, blasting it with short bursts from the .50 calibers, alternating each side with each step. When he was finally upon it, he raised the right arm, popped the blade, and with a shout of, “Hassan, Chop!” brought it down on the roof of the destroyed car. They’d been watching a collection of banned cartoons earlier that week, and the phrase amused him silly. Ian came running up as Michael released the canopy. 
 
    “That was awesome!” 
 
    Michael wiped the sweat from his face. “You know, I think they were actually right about the cockpit fan; it gets really hot in here. This sun is killer.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hyperspace, En Route to Earth 
 
      
 
    Chuyuu was happier than he could ever remember being. Happier even—although it was a close thing—than when Kohchi brought him into her merchant clan and helped him become a Beta. The invasion fleet was crowded, and he’d had to find space among a company of mercenary Besquith. Surprisingly, he fit right in. All of them were looking forward to the chance to kill Humans, and in the last six months, when he wasn’t working security at the Pit, he’d been training relentlessly. Physically, he was on par with any of them. Indeed, he was leaner and more defined, simply because he’d started with less body fat than these mercs. 
 
    In the meantime, he’d done his research on the list of targets, and when he’d brought it to Peepo’s attention that Human lifespans argued against any of them still being alive, she’d modified the mission to include punishing the families of those who’d dared create the hated CASPers. Chuyuu agreed; that meant more Humans to kill. In a few more days they would emerge from hyperspace, the siege of Earth would begin, and he would have his small role to play in bringing the Humans to heel. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe they just…left,” Ian said. He and Michael had been glued to the Tri-V all day as soon as they heard about the Mercenary Guild’s invasion of Earth. 
 
    “They’ll be back, I’m sure of it.” Michael was trying to remain optimistic, but it was hard. “They had us out-gunned, but nobody can afford to keep a fleet like that around forever. When the time is right, they’ll be back.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. I really do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chuyuu grumbled as he pulled the large van he’d “requisitioned” for his mission to the side of the road. He could never have anticipated that navigation to his intended targets would be the most difficult part. The invasion had taken out the planet’s location satellite network, and he simply couldn’t read the blasted road signs without stopping and waiting for the slate to translate them. Even their stupid numbers were confusing, using the same symbol for two different values, only inverted. 
 
    At least he had already made his first kill, and he reflected on that memory warmly… 
 
    He really hadn’t had much of a plan. He just walked up to the door of the house and pounded on it. An elderly Human opened the door. The look of shock on his face was very gratifying. “Are you Captain Joe Buckley of the Cavaliers?” he’d shouted. His translator couldn’t quite match the volume. 
 
    The Human, to his credit, collected himself before answering, “He died over 40 years ago.” 
 
    “Then who are you?” 
 
    “I’m his son.” 
 
    “Close enough,” Chuyuu muttered before lunging at the man, tackling him to the floor, and eviscerating him. Too easy. But there were others in the house, and eventually he sampled them all. Humans were tasty. 
 
    His next target was supposed to be close by, but he’d driven for hours, and the sun was setting. It was obvious he’d made a huge mistake, but he’d been too angry to admit it until now. He finally got out his slate and focused the camera at some signposts. By supreme effort of will he didn’t smash the device when he discovered he’d gone hundreds of “miles” in the wrong direction. He would sleep here and turn back in the morning. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There was a knock on the door of the farmhouse, and Michael answered it. Standing in the porch light was the Leon County sheriff, and his brass nametag read “McMurtrie.” 
 
    He got right to the point. “We’re just warning people in the area. There was an attack by an alien this afternoon at the old Buckley place just down the road. Unfortunately the occupation is limiting our authority on matters involving non-Humans, so we’re advising people to shelter in place and not answer their doors to any aliens.” 
 
    “My God! What happened?” 
 
    “Based on what I saw, it was a Besquith. Decided to have himself a little snack. Why he attacked Joe Jr. and his granddaughters, I’ll never know. They were good people.” 
 
    At this point, Ian had joined Michael at the door. 
 
    “Say, you fellers are the ones messing around with that old CASPer, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You know about the CASPer?” 
 
    “Everybody in the county knows about the CASPer. They’re kinda wondering if you’re gonna re-open the school. It brought the town some good money. Although it’s kind of a moot point, with mercs being banned. Still, if that Besquith shows up and you happen to take care of him with that thing, well, don’t contact me in any official capacity, and I’d be much obliged.” 
 
    The thought of being stalked by a rogue Besquith left Michael feeling uneasy. Unable to sleep, he decided to finish Ian’s book. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nagoya, Japan, 80 Years Ago 
 
      
 
    Akira Moto studied the reports on his desk intently. He was being called before the board in a few hours, and he had to be prepared, although he already had an idea of what he faced. The reports were bleak. The Mark 2 CASPer was a failure by any measure. The lighter armor designed to make jump jets possible was a liability because the jump system was still not working. The sensor array at the top of the canopy was extremely vulnerable, and one shot could leave the pilot with no targeting information at all. Even worse, the cameras providing the augmented reality display were located in places that, while fine in a canned demo, were often obscured by the arms of the mech in combat, blocking out huge sectors of the display, and with the sensors out, the pilot was blind as a bat. It also lagged terribly in the chaos of combat. The initial sales boom with the announcement of the new model dropped off the cliff when the after action reports began coming in. Some merc companies were even demanding refunds. If there was any consolation, it was that this disaster would be over by the end of the day. 
 
    In the conference room were all the familiar faces, and all the familiar expressions of disapproval on those faces. The one surprise was the presence of Jim Cartwright. He was not surprised to see that there was no open chair for him to sit in. He bowed deeply and waited for the axe to fall. 
 
    The president did not beat around the bush. “As of this moment, all work in your division will cease. Colonel Cartwright and the other Horsemen have made a very generous offer to purchase the designs, intellectual property, tooling, and supplies, et cetera. You are to ensure their new company, Binnig, gets everything, and complete the transfer by the end of the month. That is all.” 
 
    At the end of that month, Akira Moto retired to a modest estate in a rural area outside Akida, Honshu, and refused all interviews. He was in his 80s when it’s believed he committed ritual suicide, shortly before the 60th anniversary of the invention of the CASPer, and the 40th of the failure of his career. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon, and Michael had the prototype parked in the shade of the shop building. He’d loaded it up with the last of the .50 cal—they’d run out of .308 for the minigun a long time ago, but what a fun time that was. He cursed himself for not looking seriously into how to buy more, but there was no civilian market and he wasn’t sure, even with the Branson Academy’s dormant credentials, if he could access the merc/military market. All that was moot at this point with the occupation on. 
 
    Still, if there was a rogue Besquith out there taking advantage of the chaos, the chances of him striking twice in the same place seemed infinitesimal. Michael had just about convinced himself that the whole exercise was silly and climbed into the CASPer to put it away, when the white van screeched to a halt on the road and nearly put itself in the ditch. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Finally,” Chuyuu growled, remembering to set the parking brake this time. Stupid machine. He looked at the enormous farmhouse and imagined it must hold dozens of Humans. Surely, this merc household would be much larger than the last. Then he spotted the mech. It looked kind of like a CASPer, only far more primitive. Maybe it was a farm implement. But no, he saw the guns mounted atop the arms. Yes, this would be the kind of challenge he was looking for. A real fight to bring honor to his revenge. He kicked open the door of the van and started bounding for the CASPer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” Michael grabbed at the joysticks, crushing the triggers under his fingers. The two Brownings boomed in syncopated rhythm, and of course the first dozen rounds went wild. Tracking a moving target wasn’t something he’d practiced, and one juking and swerving, and coming at him so fast, so terrifyingly fast, was almost beyond the Mark 1’s ability to keep up. He’d just about zeroed in on the charging monster when the guns clicked empty. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chuyuu was ecstatic. It was true, there was nothing more exhilarating than to be fired upon to no effect. The guns stopped just as he leapt to tackle the hated machine. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Michael winced away from the periscope as the nightmare beast threw itself through the air at him. The crash bar and padding protected him as the CASPer slammed backward onto the ground. The Besquith was on him in an instant. The canopy rang like a gong as the creature pounded on the armor with its claws. He tried to move the joysticks, but the monster was inside his reach, and the Mark 1 honestly only had the range of motion of a mime pretending to be a robot. 
 
    Then there was a different sound—the sound of teeth. The canopy visibly dented before his eyes as the monster bit where the CASPer’s head would be, if it had one, and where his head actually was. Michael was in a state of pure panic and started mashing all the buttons. The Besquith ceased gnawing for a bit, pounded on the canopy some more, and then roared in his face. 
 
    Thoont! 
 
    The roar was instantly silenced. The beast stumbled off the CASPer’s chest. Michael righted the machine, planning to see how fast he could run, but then he saw the alien hunched over, silently gagging, clutching at his throat, and he seized his chance. Raising the arm, he popped the blade and pushed the stick down as hard as he could, slicing the monster’s head clean off. 
 
    Michael sat in the cockpit, cold and shivering with shock. It was Ian shouting at him that brought him halfway back to his senses. Almost by reflex, he parked the CASPer and released the canopy. It opened most of the way. 
 
    “Dude, are you all right?” 
 
    “I don’t ever want to be a merc.” 
 
    Ian helped steady Michael as he climbed from the cockpit, then helped him lean against the machine while he pulled out his slate and snapped pictures of the slain Besquith. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you were filming that!” 
 
    “What else was I going to do? Poke him with a stick? Besides, you were awesome!” 
 
    “I was getting my ass kicked.” 
 
    “But that last second move, that was brilliant.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look, right here, you can see it!” And there it was, in the severed neck of the beast, the tail end of the chalk grenade, lodged inextricably in his trachea. It hadn’t even burst, though if it had, the result would have been just as fatal. 
 
    “I’m going to go throw up now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    One Year Later, Huntsville, TX 
 
      
 
    The crowd was pretty amazing at the Huntsville Knife and Gun show. With the “Omega War” over, as they were calling the occupation, many changes had been left in its wake, including Texas and a good portion of the world splitting from the Republic. A lot of laws were changed in the process, hence the renaming of the show. Where all the guns that were suddenly on display had come from, no one was telling—at least not yet. 
 
    Michael and Ian had to get in particularly early to set up their display. They’d arranged for extra space to park the Mark 1, with a sign proclaiming it the only Mark 1 to fight in the defense of Earth. Perhaps a little overblown, but true if you squinted hard enough. Ian was displaying the latest volume of The Complete History of the CASPer, called Mark 1: The Secret History Revealed. The presence of the prototype was definitely piquing interest. Plus, the fact that the complete series was finally available brought out those who’d been waiting. 
 
    Not everyone was excited. The conspiracy book dealer at the next table suddenly had a lot less stock on hand. Events had overtaken his predictions and made most of his books obsolete. He still had a stack of The Aliens’ Plan for Earth, under a small sign declaring, “See, I was right!” but most people wanted to put the war behind them. 
 
    Still, out of courtesy, Ian had given him a copy—it gave him something to read as the crowd passed him by. But when he finished it, he put it back down on Ian’s table. 
 
    “Really? A conspiracy to assassinate the developers of the CASPer, 60 years after they invented it? You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    In unison, they said, “Shut up, Carl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Embrace the Void by Marisa Wolf 
 
      
 
      
 
    Krifsahn Station, Above Ja, Six Years Ago 
 
    Veska bared bloodied teeth and curved her hands into claws. Iron grated against her nose, and she shook her head sharply as she crouched, balancing in her unfamiliar boots. 
 
    Nillab watched from above, anchored against the curve where the walls of the cargo bay met.  
 
    You must know pain. Her teacher’s voice thrummed through her, though Nillab had been silent for hours as this exercise had played out. Too many pups think they are ready until the first hit to their nose. What good do you do your clan if you whimper on the battlefield, and your flinch allows the line to break? Never, under my watch. 
 
    “Never,” Veska murmured to herself, then launched forward with muscles honed by countless rounds of Eshtoo and long months under her formidable relative’s training. No Zuul youngling began training without understanding pain. Pups played Eshtoo with abandon, first in Ja’s friendly gravity, and then in the many zero-g gyms studding their orbit. Any injury done to a peer was leveled back on the one responsible, no matter how accidental.  
 
    A bone breaking under the onnogo’s baton while teammates waited for the game to resume hurt, Coshke knew, but this… 
 
    Veska collided hard with the next set of haphazard crates, the recklessness of her move enough to keep the enemy from catching her in their sights. The sharp pain in her side intensified, and she panted until her eyes cleared, then spat out the blood and saliva pooling in her mouth, and reengaged the magnets on her boots.  
 
    The cargo bay echoed with howls and shouts, the conglomeration of shots and impacts muddying direction. Her nose burned with whatever chemical had been released to block her enemy’s location.  
 
    With her two strongest senses muffled, she had little choice but to keep moving. At least four of her enemy were down, but she wasn’t sure how many of her fellows were still active. Comms had been blocked for the last hour. Her objective, as far as she knew, remained clear. Get behind enemy lines, retrieve the package, present it to Nillab.  
 
    Failure was only acceptable if she were beaten into unconsciousness, and despite her ribcage’s protests, that wasn’t her path.  
 
    Coshke moves in all things, Veska thought, then propped her rifle into the small space between the tumbled crates of her cover. She couldn’t shoot through it, but the motion would tell her if a sniper had her in their sights…hopefully.  
 
    No one shot at her, which meant her enemy was inattentive—or smart. Retreat is not an option. Die if you must, but do so with progress for your clan. As though she needed her trainer’s voice to tell her that. There was no honor in retreat. She lived, and she would die, for the benefit of Insho’Ze.  
 
    So be it. Veska unhooked her harness and wrapped it tightly in her free hand as she eased her rifle back. In Eshtoo, she’d excelled in corner shots, using the momentum of a full body throw to bounce herself and the ball in precisely angled directions against the walls of the arena. A knotted harness was not the same as a ball, but then being shot at made this far different than a melee game.  
 
    Her stolen boots held her lower body to the floor as she dug her fingers into the crate and pulled herself into a reclined position. Her eyes tracked for motion, but with the consistent covering fire, no one was attempting an attack from above. She twisted, tensed, and threw her entire strength into the one-armed throw. The harness launched around the side of her crate-pile, bouncing scattershot off the wall and other crates. She rode her momentum around, and stretching backward, the weight of the boots pulling her body into an uncomfortable curve. Something in her midsection popped, and in that breathless moment before pain flared in its wake, she released the magnets. She flew low and nearly perpendicular to the floor and kept her arms tight to hold to her path.  
 
    Her fingers itched to draw her rifle, but shooting would ruin her trajectory, and call unnecessary attention, besides.  
 
    She’d almost made it to her chosen cubby when a white blur crashed into her. Her body and the interloper’s flew up and over the broken line of cover, and they tumbled so fast, she lost all sense of direction.  
 
    Dark and light flashed past, and her side screamed something so high-pitched she couldn’t quite identify it as pain. Their motion arrested hard enough to gray her vision, but she grabbed for her knife and swung before a hand clamped over her arm.  
 
    “Fire and entropy, same side!” 
 
    Makori. A hint of his familiar scent wove through the bitter tang in her nose, but she tightened her hand on her knife and blinked her eyes back into focus. They were on the same side this time, but the larger male had no business getting in her— 
 
    She regained her balance, clicked her boots against the floor, and realized where they were. “You knocked us across the plane?” 
 
    “Saw that curveball take off and took a risk. No one bounces like you, Veska.” 
 
    She lifted a lip at him but put no heat in the snarl.  
 
    A ragged howl chorused behind them, and the angle of fire changed.  
 
    “Are they closing in on our side?” Makori’s ears snapped back, but he knew enough not to turn, keeping his eyes toward the enemy.  
 
    “Our objective is forward.” The rest didn’t matter. They won, or their enemy did. No middle ground. “Their reload pattern is getting ragged. We go high, you cover, I get the package.” 
 
    “It could be a trap,” he warned, tapping his chest. “Their count’s gone off before, but they rally at a charge.” 
 
    “If they’re clever enough to sell that, they deserve to win.” Trying to outthink the enemy became an exhausting circle of buts and ifs and whens. “Make a plan with the best information you have—” 
 
    “And commit until you succeed or die.” Makori completed Nillab’s frequent phrase with a rumble of laughter. “So I cover, you get the glory?” 
 
    “You cover, I absorb the shots to get to the package,” she corrected, tightening her jaw to keep from panting. “Worst case, I pass it to you, and you get it to Nillab.” 
 
    He cocked his head, but she knew she had him. They’d played enough Eshtoo to know each other’s strengths, and what was the point of the game if it didn’t help them here?  
 
    “Ready?” He flicked his tail, and for the first time she noticed his bright fur was streaked with blood. Neither of them was at their best, but so be it. Succeed or die.  
 
    She steadied herself on the darker crate of the enemy, strapped her rifle down in favor of her smaller gun, and disengaged her magnets. At her ear flick, he grabbed her belt closer to her unbroken side. They counted silently, crouched in tandem, and shoved off as Veska shot to the side to add to their momentum.  
 
    They rocketed toward the top of the cargo hold, the angle of their spin a practiced motion. Veska shot again to speed their rotation, then shoved off from Makori as hard as she could.  
 
    The motion exploded every nerve in her midsection, but she blocked that out and kicked to correct her approach. 
 
    Faces turned below her. She couldn’t make herself a smaller target without sacrificing speed, but the spin of her body spread out the possible points of impact.  
 
    A lance of pain in her shoulder, through her calf, but Makori’s covering fire had emboldened their team, and the enemy couldn’t focus their fire on her.  
 
    Blood pooled in her mouth, but she was nearly there. Nearly… 
 
    The package gleamed, and she reached for it. Her fingers brushed its rounded edge, then jerked up as a projectile slammed into her palm. Her hand went numb.  
 
    No. 
 
    She swung her arm, breaking her smooth spin, losing her gun from the other hand, and her limbs jerked as her tail spun. Veska turned just enough to kick the projectile loose, and in a desperate stretch that moved bones throughout her center, she caught it.  
 
    Mine. 
 
    If she could ricochet off the back wall, she could catch the angle back toward Nillab. Or she could click the magnets on and off to get to a clomping run, use the weight to…or maybe… 
 
    One of the options that flashed through her mind might have worked if she hadn’t lost half the structural integrity of her rib cage and been in the middle of enemy fire.  
 
    My success doesn’t matter, she chanted, forcing abused muscles to clench and turn so she could reverse her orientation. Something hit her in the flank, and her side spasmed, but she had clear line of sight to Makori.  
 
    She howled, and he heard. He threw himself from above, shooting downward all the while, and her eyes tracked his potential path. Coshke send that our trainer didn’t put explosives in this, she thought, hurling the package ahead. Three ricochets, and then smooth sailing to Makori.  
 
    So she told herself, as her vision grayed for a third and final time. She didn’t see it happen, as no amount of blinking could hold back the black.  
 
    Waking up in moderately less pain was a welcome surprise, though she still floated in the same nondescript cargo bay. The air no longer burned her nose, smelling instead of sharp disinfectant and too many Zuul bodies to immediately parse individual scents. Firing had ceased, so someone had won.  
 
    She tensed and relaxed each part of her body, only her left side twinging in faint echo of its previous screams. One more deep breath brought a scent so clear, her eyes snapped open.  
 
    Nillab’s face loomed above her, jagged scar dark against grayed-white fur. The older trainer’s dark eyes held hers, then her jaw dropped enough to show the gleam of her metal-coated teeth.  
 
    Warmth flooded Veska, the lingering ache of her healing injuries forgotten in its wake.  
 
    The faded cream tips of Nillab’s ears flicked toward her, then back to their neutral position, then Nillab stepped back and managed to straighten even further.  
 
    “On your feet, Veska, Fi-Fe of Insho’Ze.” 
 
    Her limbs moved like a new pup’s, and she flattened her ears at the effort it took to straighten with any modicum of grace. Her boots clicked firmly to the floor, and her tail waved, realizing they were hers to keep.  
 
    “Insho’Ze, formation aitze.” Nillab’s eyes focused on a point far beyond Veska, her voice sharp and carrying.  
 
    Makori clanked toward her, and Veska wobbled as her fellow trainees fell into line around her. Her. They’d won, she knew it when she woke with her stolen boots still on, which meant, presumably, her gambit with Makori had worked. Which meant the formation, by all rights, should form on him, but he’d turned his attention on her, giving her the credit.  
 
    Only right, she told herself, aiming for steadiness even as her tail waved again and again, beyond any attempt to hold it still. It was my plan.  
 
    “Group aitze, you have won the exercise. You will each receive my personal recommendation to the Kal’Shin and should expect assignments off world accordingly. Group shize, despite great effort, you lost.”  
 
    A shiver moved through the formation. The other group had been Veska’s enemy for the last week, but they were still her fellow trainees. Many of them would be her clan, at some point in the future.  
 
    But not today.  
 
    “I will speak with each of you individually after the meal, to discuss which path you move toward from here. 
 
    “Kobo Ask’sha, Insho’Ze. May your battles bring honor to our clan, and to the Zuul. For the Songs.” 
 
    “For the Songs!” The members of group aitze, now full members of the clan, shouted back in unison. Twenty fists crashed against twenty chests.  
 
    Veska threw her head back and howled. Her path ahead became so clear, she could taste it.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Venging Claw, Transit to Earth 
 
    Veska trusted in Coshke. It was one of the immutable facts that formed her foundation. Veska was Zuul, from the Zuul homeworld of Ja, and she trusted in her gods.  
 
    Even when she could not fathom their choices.  
 
    A sei, one of the Zuul who chose to walk the holy path, would say trust is evident when one does not understand. Veska, though, walked the path of fi, the soldiers and mercenaries, and she had done so long enough to admit the possibility that her gods were gassed-out crazy.  
 
    Still, she trusted in Coshke. Even now, as she pondered how terrible it would be to dig her jaws into one of his sei. A sei of one of the three great clans of the Zuul, no less.  
 
    The doing of it probably meant blasphemy, but a Zuul could wonder.  
 
    Veska breathed deeply and forced stillness through her body. She did it three more times, but Isgono continued to talk until the long muscles in her legs twitched.  
 
    “The air moves whether we will it or no, ninpana.” Isgono tilted his head at her, and his nose twitched a single time.  
 
    Her lip lifted, and she snapped her jaw in an attempt to cover it. All sei moved in accordance with the gods’ wishes and were closer to understanding them than such as she. She had no business being irritated that Isgono—and Shadow—had known of the changes in her body before she’d chosen to share them. Her scent hadn’t shifted when Shadow had turned those knowing eyes her way.  
 
    She breathed deeply again, parsing the many bitter smells of the ship’s atmosphere, and stroked her hand over her harness to keep from clenching it.  
 
    “And I go where it sends me, Sei Isgono.” 
 
    “As Coshke wills it.” 
 
    “As Night Song asks.” The words pushed out of her throat before she could call them back, but so be it. Isgono had spent the endless hours of their voyage talking at her, no matter how little she responded. 
 
    She longed for the warm dark of her bunk and the scents she’d collected to keep her company. The small boxes of chosen memories gave her relief from the stink of the ship and the length of their trip. Veska had asked for the battle and been given the quiet journey. So be it. Weeks in, all she wanted was to sink into the empty time, but Isgono drew her out to the small common room allotted them over and over again.  
 
    “The Songs ask much of us, and Coshke requires more, even asking a fi to do work befitting the K’lak.” 
 
    The K’lak, the governing body of the Zuul’s fighting force, had been known to dispatch all manner of Zuul to investigate a matter, negotiate some manner of diplomacy, or provide clarity to a disputed contract. Shadow, newly Kal’Shin of one of the Zuul’s oldest clans, could have asked them to do so in this matter. He hadn’t, and despite her best efforts, she itched under her current reality. 
 
    “Asking a fighter to fetch because she’s breeding,” Veska murmured, then realized her mistake as Isgono’s ears snapped forward.  
 
    “Is that what you think this is?” 
 
    “No,” she replied as the ‘yes’ crowded in her chest. “I know the Human mother of Night Song cannot be left undefended or unescorted. The Zuul have many enemies, and our new fortune will only make it worse. We cannot leave a pressure point open for the taking.” 
 
    “Veska.” His tail twitched, then dropped. “That is a truth, yes, but it is not why Shadow sent you.” 
 
    Her lip lifted again, and she curled her fingers around the strap of her harness.  
 
    “He could not send a fleet, and I am the next best thing.” The words had warmed her in the moment, and Shadow’s unnervingly bright blue eyes fixed on hers. He trusted her to save his mother. She knew he wouldn’t play her false, and she knew as well Coshke’s will moved in this, as in all things.  
 
    Weeks into the voyage, the reeking air of an old Pushtal ship had taken her patience. If only Isgono would leave her with her memories and the dark. Surely Coshke needed little else of her on this stinking ship, this interminable journey that took her far from where she was most needed.  
 
    “Do you doubt?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” She’d held her peace with Sei Isgono across the stretching weeks and star systems. She was tired, and he wouldn’t let her simply rest.  
 
    She trusted Coshke, but gods didn’t understand exhaustion.  
 
    “Why have I not left you to simply sleep in the dark of your bunk?” Isgono asked, speaking the words of her heart so clearly, she barked a laugh before she could control herself. “Why do I spend my time beating your thick mercenary head against Coshke’s will?” 
 
    “I listen to the gods,” she snapped, ears flattened and tail bristled. “The path I walk doesn’t mean I—” 
 
    “Listen, ninpana. To my words. To the signs. Why does it matter? Why do you matter?” 
 
    “Because I carry—” 
 
    His growl sawed across the space between them so forcefully, she pushed herself back from the table and floated before catching herself. She caught the bench with her foot and towed herself back, tucked her legs under the table again, and considered belting herself down. He’d made no move to attack her—it seemed impossible he would do such a thing—but she chose not to fasten herself.  
 
    “You do not wish to understand, I think. You who were Insho’Ze, who would be Krif’Hosh, you must do better.” His ears flicked toward her and away, and the sting of dismissal crawled down her spine. “Go to your den, then. Perhaps the dark will teach you what I cannot.” 
 
    Veska’s mouth hung open with questions she couldn’t form into words. He offered her the only thing she’d wanted since they’d boarded this shambling Pushtal boat, and she gaped at him like a youngling accepting leveling in Eshtoo for the first time.  
 
    Still, no need to punish herself when presented with an unexpected gift. Though her stomach squirmed toward her throat, she swallowed it back and shoved out of the room before he could change his mind.  
 
    Neither Coshke nor sei were fully understandable, and this was not her moment to dig sense from their enigmas. The warm comfort of her scent boxes in the close walls of her quarters awaited.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    E’cop’k System: Last Month 
 
    “We’re leaving the system to go to Ja,” Shadow said, his hands folded behind his back. He stared at the holoscreen to the side of them, leaving Veska free to study him. The smallest of Rex’s siblings stood straight, limbs loose, tail at ease. Authority coated his scent, and it was all she could do to keep from baring her neck whenever he glanced at her. Everything in Rex’s scent had brought forth the challenge in her, driving her to challenge him constantly and ultimately mate, but Shadow’s… 
 
    Shadow’s told her to hold, to listen, to do as he said.  
 
    Nillab’s scent shimmered past her nose, and she jerked her head sharply. This wasn’t the time for memories. Krif’Hosh had returned, the Songs were reunited, and she needed to focus on what that future meant for Zuul everywhere.  
 
    “I know Cho’Hosh has spoken of that for weeks. Ja will run out in welcome to greet you.” 
 
    “Yes.” Shadow rocked forward, his ears twisting back toward her, though he kept his muzzle turned toward the screen. “Do you miss Ja?” 
 
    “It is home.” She twisted her shoulders and brushed her hands over her harness. “But walking the path of fi, I knew I would not see it often, if ever again.” 
 
    “Then you won’t mind waiting a bit longer to return?” He turned slightly toward her, enough for her to read relief in one of his burningly blue eyes.  
 
    “Do you need me to stay here?” Veska cocked her head, breathing deeply. There was no hint in the air of his intentions. E’cop’k held more ill than good for her, losses outweighing the joy, but such was the life of a mercenary. If he needed her to stay, she would bear as much more as ordered.  
 
    “No.” His tail drooped as he took in a breath, then he turned toward her. “The Hosh are clear that Ripley, Sonya, Drake, and I all need to attend to Ja. But…” Shadow reached toward her, the gesture more Human than Zuul. For a moment, she saw Rex, then cleared her vision as Shadow continued to speak. “I would send a fleet if I could. Barring that, you are my best option.” 
 
    Warmth stirred through her chest, and she stood straighter as he continued. 
 
    “Enough time has gone by that word of what we’ve done here is out.” His tail moved once, sharply, before stilling. “There is little any enemies can use to leverage against us, but I cannot leave anything to chance, in case there are Vergola or Zuparti out there who choose to move against us. I will not have us be the cause of harm to the other Hosh because we left a flank unguarded.” 
 
    She snapped her jaw in approval as her mind leapt to his meaning. 
 
    “You need to get your Human mother.” Veska considered, ears pricked forward. “And whomever remains of your company. Families.” Unlike many Humans, the ones who’d raised Rex, Shadow, Ripley, Sonya, and Drake understood mercenary companies were clan, not just isolated fighters. Leaving those additional members shoddily protected on Earth would do no honor to them, and to Shadow’s point, could easily be used against him.  
 
    “Sending a fleet would only draw attention to your circumstances.” As Krif’Hosh, Shadow could call on any Zuul ship currently not contracted—and several that were, given their prior obligations to the Songs.  
 
    “There shouldn’t be trouble, if we stay ahead of the Zuparti, but I don’t know…” He crossed his arms and tilted his muzzle up to the ceiling. “Even the Aku can’t reliably track all the communications that went out during the battles.  
 
    “I need to send a fighter, in case a fight is needed, but I cannot send a company, which will draw far too much attention. I need you. Besides…” He sniffed the air, his eyes intent on hers.  
 
    Did he…how could he…? She was barely sure, and so confident her scent had yet to change. Her Kal’Shin, as ever, knew too much. 
 
    “That is no reason to send me or not,” she said, ears flattened even as she tried to hide the defensiveness in her tone. If pressed, she couldn’t have said whether she wanted him to change his mind or not—she would go where he asked, regardless. Her gut twisted, and she ignored that, too. “Nor is it yet clan business.” 
 
    Shadow’s tail dropped, and his chin dipped to the side. He didn’t bare his neck, but the gesture checked the argument rising up her throat.  
 
    “Not clan business, Veska. I would not presume. But…” His ears pricked forward, and he leaned toward her. “It is good news. And our mother…” Everything drooped, and for an instant, her Kal’Shin was the barely-grown pup she’d met some months before. “If you’d care to share it, I think the news would bring some gladness to my mother’s heart. Gladness she will surely need.” 
 
    Veska dropped her head in shame. What right had she to be possessive of loss? The Zuul had won a great victory in E’cop’k. Night Song restored to their kind, the Engineering Guild and all its countless credits brought fully under their control, powerful new allies in the Aku, Lumar, Humans, and—perhaps—the Pushtal as well.  
 
    In return, they’d lost little enough. Nillab, a great warrior who would only ever have wanted to die in battle. A part of Insho’Ze. The Human mercenary commander who had rescued Night Song and kept them alive all these years. Rex. 
 
    It was not so much against all they had gained for the Zuul, but to the Human who waited at home, who had lost her mate and a son, and what she understood to be her livelihood…What was Veska’s tightly held secret to that? 
 
    “Shadow…I am honored by your trust. I will bring your mother home or die securing her safety.” She saluted, eyes low.  
 
    “Veska.” He crossed the room on silent feet, and she snapped her head up when he clapped a hand on her shoulder. “You are not to die. That is an order.” 
 
    “Even Night Song cannot order impossible things,” she murmured, waving her tail in an attempt to lighten the burden he carried.  
 
    “I stand by it,” he replied, dropping his jaw in answer. “I hope my message got to my mother…” He stepped back to his holoscreen, but the heavy notes of sadness twined through his scent even as he held his body at the ready.  
 
    With the Vergola in control of the gates outside E’cop’k, they couldn’t trust the usual message or communications delivery, and the Aku had done much tweaking and planning that Veska didn’t bother to understand. Though no one wanted to tell their clan of death in a message, that had been their only option at the time, to keep from revealing the truth of their situation before they had enough firepower to protect it.  
 
    “If she does not know of the deaths, I will sit with her in her loss and her triumph, Kal’Shin. Where will I bring her back?” 
 
    A weight settled more firmly in her heart, one she wished she was lifting from her leader. Instead she knew it was one they shared, in various portions, and they would carry it the rest of their days.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Brisbane, Australia, Earth 
 
    Veska kept herself fastened to her bunk as landing protocol went on throughout the ship. She ran her hands over the small scent boxes she’d embedded in her harness where her contract pins used to be, eyes closed as she remembered.  
 
    Nillab, sister to her granddam, ferocious warrior of Insho’Ze. The smell captured in her box conjured the closeness of the den and the blood of training. I should have been there when she fought, Veska thought, not for the first time.  
 
    The next box held a recreation of Makori’s scent. Clanbrother, onnogo, peer. Her competition, always making her better. I should have been there when he fought.  
 
    The third, her fingers rested on the longest. Rex. A deeper scent than his siblings. A warrior. A mate. Mates weren’t forever, but his strength, his ferocity…should have lasted longer. I wasn’t there at his end.  
 
    So many paths, cut off so soon. Veska had been a mercenary long enough to know no path’s length was certain. One walked what they were given for as long as they had, and then they returned to Coshke. Nillab had been a venerable warrior, well-lived. Makori had brought honor to his clan. Rex had been returned to his people, learned the truth of his clan, and fought against impossible odds without faltering.  
 
    Coshke knew what he was doing. Veska believed that in her heart.  
 
    But she was not a god, and her path would be brighter, were they to walk alongside her still. She breathed their scents in by turn, over and over in the darkness of her bunk, hoping they would penetrate deep inside her, where new life grew.  
 
    Let these scents, these lives well-lived, regardless of their length, form the foundation for her pups. Rex’s pups, whom he’d never know.  
 
    The all-clear sounded, and she unfastened herself from her bed.  
 
    Now to face Rex’s mother, who might not even know he was dead.  
 
    Isgono didn’t wait outside her quarters, but his scent lingered. She smoothed the fur around her cheeks and arms and shook herself into alertness. Veska hadn’t spoken to the sei in days, nor any of the Pushtal crewing the ship. She’d hoped to break her voice on Isgono, remove the crust from it, before facing the Human who’d raised the remnants of Krif’Hosh.  
 
    Veska stretched as she walked, testing her muscles against the return of gravity. She took small breaths, the return to active Pushtal trails making her nostrils quiver. With effort, she kept her hand from reaching for the scent boxes again and readjusted her harness as she approached the main airlock.  
 
    “He just went out,” the shortest of the Pushtal said, staring outside the ship with his ears flickering. “Told us to wait while he talks to the Humans. Did you smell this place?” He turned toward her, nose wrinkled in such a mirror of her own, she forced her expression smooth. “Faugh. A whole planet of Humans.” 
 
    “Their smell will be in your ship soon enough,” she replied, hoping the translator helped her sound convincing, even as her voice creaked back into use. 
 
    “Guess we’ll all have to get used to it.” 
 
    She paused in passing him and, remembering Shadow, clapped her hand on his shoulder. These Pushtal were allies, like the Aku and Lumar. Like the Humans. She hadn’t made any effort to get to know them in their circuitous voyage to Earth, though they’d been the key to skating her past Vergola and Zuparti eyes. No one looked twice at yet another half-broken-down Pushtal ship bouncing from system to system.  
 
    “At least we’re all in it together.” Veska was neither diplomat nor leader, but she could do better. She huffed a laugh, and he responded in kind. It was enough of a start.  
 
    She squinted in the bright Earth sun, her eyes adjusting slower after her long sequestration in darkness. Isgono wasn’t far ahead, only paces off the tarmac of the landing field. He stood with one Human under the shade of a long, low building, with a cluster of Humans crowded around the corner of the structure.  
 
    The Human…a Human female, she realized, as her eyes found their balance. Veska couldn’t catch her scent, but it would be foolish to pretend she didn’t know who the woman was. Heat and salt coated Veska’s nose—the sea Drake spoke of so fondly, mixed against the remnants of their landing. Lighter traces she couldn’t yet identify, her mind half-heartedly attempting to sort them while she approached Rex’s—Shadow’s—Night Song’s Human mother.  
 
    “Captain Dana Porter of Silent Night, this is Veska, Insho’Ze, Fi to Krif’Hosh. Veska, Captain Porter received Shadow’s message some weeks ago. She has questions.” 
 
    Of course she does. Mate dead, son dead, remaining children not returning to her, ships gone. What else could she have? Veska lifted her muzzle and bared her neck to the Human, then blinked in surprise when Porter returned the gesture.  
 
    “Welcome, Veska.” Her voice scratched like Veska’s own, and the Zuul wondered if Porter, too, had held a silent vigil. “I—we were talking here while we waited for you. Would you both like to come inside?” 
 
    Veska’s stomach twisted, and her tail drooped low. Selfish, again, so selfish. Making this mother wait, because she…Veska shook her head and swallowed back the bile in the back of her throat.  
 
    “Yes, thank you, Captain Porter.” They walked silently around the building, the small pack of Humans splitting around them and exchanging looks. No one pressed close or demanded anything, and Veska was glad to see appropriate behavior from this Human branch of her leader’s family.  
 
    Porter took them to a simple room not far from the entrance to the building. One long table, chairs, screens on the three walls, and windows on the fourth. Every chair was made to accommodate tails, and Veska’s heartbeat staggered at the reminder. The survivors of Night Song had grown up here, from pup to lanky youngling to the young adults she’d met. Raised, and trained, and treated as family… 
 
    A howl built in her chest, and she cleared her throat to keep it from emerging.  
 
    “Please, make yourself comfortable. Is there anything you’d like to eat or drink? We have plenty that appeal to Zuul—that is, that my—our…” Porter straightened her shoulders and curved her lips into what Veska recognized as an attempt at a Human smile. “We have refreshments suitable to Zuul digestion.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Veska said in Human, ears attentively forward. “I don’t need anything.”  
 
    Isgono murmured the same, his translator following a moment after Veska. 
 
    Porter’s smile hitched, then broadened before fading as she sat across from them. 
 
     “As I said to the…Sei, we received a message from Shadow with the list of the dead.” Her voice remained steady, her eyes fixed on first Isgono, then Veska. “He provided no other context, but I assume from the inclusion of Captain Anderle’s team, you found the second company battalion.” 
 
    Isgono opened his mouth to answer her, but Veska turned her ears toward him and away. Cho’Hosh’s sei had been on the Paku throughout the events in E’cop’k. This was hers to share.  
 
    “The rest of Silent Night was in a sector of space long removed from the records.” Veska leaned forward, her arms on the table, as she returned to speaking her native tongue. “They had been pressed into a contract by Zuparti interests representing the Engineering Guild. We also found the Gheshu, which Kal’Shin A’kef had been searching for, in the same sector, representing the other side of the conflict on behalf of the Cartography Guild.” 
 
    Porter tensed but didn’t flinch away. Could Humans walk the paths of Zuul? Veska had seen much to approve of from the Humans in E’cop’k, and Porter…a Human woman who had raised Zuul into the powerful adults they were. Veska’s ears flicked, and she turned her hands upward on the table.  
 
    “There was a fight between our forces in the confusion. Rex…” Veska was sure she’d kept her tone neutral, but Porter sat forward, her own hands reaching across the table. Veska stared at them for a moment before dragging her gaze back to the Human’s. “Rex helped bring an end to the conflict by taking out a Zuul tank on his own.” 
 
    “Veska threw her body in front of his when he was injured,” Isgono interjected, and Veska’s ears swiveled in surprise. “This caused our commander to halt the conflict on the Zuul side, and your commander pulled back the forces on his.” 
 
    Porter closed her eyes for a breath longer than a blink, then nodded. “He didn’t die fighting you.” Her soft voice would have been unheard by Human ears, but Veska nodded.  
 
    “Shadow, with our new allies the Aku, found the law that made both Cartography and Engineering’s contracts void. Colonel Porter and Captain Nillab negotiated the cease fire, and then we were betrayed by Pushtal forces on the Vergola side.” 
 
    Porter’s gaze jerked over their heads toward the direction of the Pushtal ship. She had the discipline not to interrupt, and Veska finished the story. 
 
    The ambushes and explosions. The deaths. The bare edge of desperation. The heroism of Porter’s children. The alliances. Their new reality. 
 
    “The remaining mercenaries of Silent Night all agreed, and we have messages here for their families.” Veska removed the drive from her belt pouch and slid it across the table.  
 
    Porter took it and let her fingers rest against Veska’s for a moment longer than necessary.  
 
    “So you’re the Engineering Guild now?” 
 
    “We are.” Veska left her hands extended toward the Human. “We are Guild and clan. Krif’Hosh is a…fundamental part of the Zuul. You, and the families, are a part of that.” 
 
    “I…suppose I knew they wouldn’t come home again.” Porter’s eyes had lost their unwavering focus. Veska wasn’t sure if the Human was talking to her, or not entirely.  
 
    “We’re here to bring you to a new home.” Veska made the words gentle. Then, because the translator would not convey tone, she added in Human, “A new home. Together.” 
 
    “We can’t just pick up and leave everything,” Porter answered, but her tilted head indicated her question. 
 
    “Once you are safely away, we can begin the process to sell all this, or put it in a conservatorship, if you choose. As with any victory, we have made enemies. Doing anything before you are reunited with the clan would be unwise.” 
 
    “Enemies? But our company is gone.” 
 
    “Not gone. Become. Your company is greater now, and you take on both our strength and enemies.” Isgono spoke with a weight that sent a shiver down Veska’s arms.  
 
    “And we’re a liability, if left here.” Porter shook her head slightly, then nodded and refocused on Veska. “You saved Rex’s life.” She put her hands on Veska’s. “Be-before. When you were on opposing contracts. Why?” 
 
    Veska breathed in through her nose sharply. She’d known the question would come. Hadn’t Shadow told her? That was why she’d tried to avoid telling that part of the story, but of course Isgono had seen through her and ensured she must speak it. 
 
    “I…” Why hadn’t she prepared herself for her answer, all those long hours in her quarters? “Rex is…your son was bold. Strong. A warrior to his bones. He was entirely Zuul, and yet something…” She couldn’t explain his scent, not to his Human mother. The strangeness of it. The draw. The challenge he brought forth in her. “I found him…” 
 
    “Say the words, ninpana.” Isgono touched her shoulder, and for once Veska felt no urge to bite him. 
 
    “Ninpana?” Porter asked, as the translator failed on the word. 
 
    “He was Krif’Hosh, and so I was bound to protect him.” This was true, though Veska offered the words because they were easiest. Porter’s hands tightened on hers, and she knew easy, as ever, would not be enough. “I thought I might love him. Ninpana…it is a term, not formal, but a casual address for…expectant. Carrier. Ah…pregnant.” 
 
    Porter’s grip tightened until Veska’s bones creaked. She hadn’t known Humans had such strength.  
 
    “You…Rex’s?” 
 
    At Veska’s nod, Porter came alight. Veska couldn’t read Human expressions with the skill necessary to parse the range of emotions reflected. She did so well enough to know, whatever details might remain to be worked out, Porter would come with them.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Venging Claw, Karma 
 
    The transit to Karma was unremarkable. With so many additional passengers, Veska no longer had quarters to herself, and she spent most of her time in the galley space. 
 
    Isgono shared stories of the Hosh with the Humans and Pushtal who gathered around the food, and she found him far less frustrating with his attention diverted. Even the smell of the ship seemed…not pleasant, but lighter than on their voyage to Earth. The combination of Human, Pushtal, and Zuul made for a less overwhelming atmosphere. 
 
    Porter—Dana, as she preferred to be called—had run logistics for the Silent Night Mercenary Company, and Veska quickly came to appreciate the Human’s skill. With access to the false accounts the Aku had set up, Dana efficiently booked passage for pairs and smaller groups of Humans from Karma to various stations where different Zuul ships would retrieve them.  
 
    Shadow’s hope was, by making everything anonymous and unconnected to Silent Night, nothing would flag the Cartography’s Guild’s notice, and they could gather everyone together without leading enemies to their threshold.  
 
    No plan could account for all contingencies—but make a plan with the best information you have, and commit until you succeed or die. They would do the best they could, and in Coshke’s hands be it.  
 
    “We will resupply at Karma,” Arkeesh said as the Venging Claw docked at the station. His striped tail curved idly behind him as he inclined his head to Dana. The smallest of the Pushtal had also been the most frequent addition to their gallery conversations. “Thank you for updating the lists, again. It has been a long while since we had a cargo master.” 
 
    “Good logistics keep a company running,” Dana said, then looked down and cleared her throat.  
 
    Veska wanted to assure her even perfection in supply lines couldn’t keep a mercenary company afloat when Coshke had other plans, but neither she nor Isgono had mentioned the will of the gods to any of the Humans or Pushtal. No non-Zuul knew of them, and Veska wouldn’t be the one to change that, not even for Dana. Let Shadow make that decision—the Hosh could change the worlds; it was not for the likes of her.  
 
    “You will need to stay on the ship,” she reminded Dana instead.  
 
    “And you?” Dana replied, her tone indicating it was not truly a question.  
 
    “I will be where I am needed.” Veska was also meant to stay on the ship, but Karma was what it was, and most of these Humans weren’t mercenary trained. She would walk the docks as each grouping of Humans boarded their new ships to ensure as much of their safety as she could.  
 
    Dana gripped Veska’s arm and leaned forward to speak, but Isgono pushed away from the table.  
 
    “Ninpana, may we speak before we disembark?” 
 
    She nodded before considering, and then it was too late. The fire or the void, she thought, ears flattened at her belated realization. So much for all my training to beware. 
 
    Isgono waited until they were in the hall, door closed behind them, before speaking, and Veska pushed off the wall to face him properly.  
 
    “Have you decided?” 
 
    “Yes, Sei Isgono. I will keep watch until—” 
 
    “Not what you will do in Karma.” His tail waved slowly behind him; his ears remained forward on her. “What we discussed before.” 
 
    “I trust in Coshke…” She ducked her head, not wanting to see his reaction. She had made great effort not to think on the last conversation they’d had alone.  
 
    “I believe you, Veska.” The growl underneath his words would have made her flinch, in earlier days. “And what if that is not enough?” 
 
    Her tail snapped straight behind her, and she jerked her head back. Trusting in Coshke not enough? From a sei? The words burned in her mind, erasing her ability to respond.  
 
    “Do you trust in yourself? In your path?” 
 
    She opened her mouth, panting instead of speaking, as her thoughts circled wildly.  
 
    “Why does it matter? Why do you matter?” 
 
    “I do not!” The words twisted out of her, and for the first time in her life, she wanted to flee. “Only Coshke. Only what Krif’Hosh needs, to do what is right for our people.” 
 
    “No.” His eyes burned into her, his ears completely still, fur raised along his shoulders. “Coshke guides us, yes. Coshke holds a path for us, but we walk it. We choose. If you do not feel the importance of those steps, your steps, you do not serve him. You do not serve Zuul.” 
 
    “It is not for me to understand the will of—” 
 
    “It is not the understanding, Veska.” His tail curled as he cocked his head. “It is the doing. Why you?” 
 
    “The Kal’Shin trusts me.” Her voice emerged small, uncertain. Her tail curled close against her leg. “Because of his brother—” 
 
    “Because of you. Not what you carry. What you did. You brought the battle to a halt, because—” 
 
    “I surrendered,” she spat, and the word tore her throat. No Zuul retreated, no Zuul surrendered. They fought unto the last, but she…she had been right, she knew that, but also she had… 
 
    “You did.” He snapped his jaw, as though she’d pleased him somehow. “You surrendered to Coshke. You found a path to preserve our honor by being willing to sacrifice your own. You choose, Veska. That is why our Krif’Hosh Kal’Shin trusts you. You think of the bigger need.” 
 
    “All of us serve Zuul, not ourselves.” She shivered and smoothed the fur of her arms.  
 
    “No. Sei serve the gods. Fi serve the contract. The Hosh anchor us to our souls. We strive to do our best, but we are limited. In that moment, in the battle, you did more.” 
 
    “For love?” she asked, trying for scorn but sounding like a pup staggering outside its birth den. 
 
    “That you answer for yourself, ninpana. You are fi. You are Insho’Ze. You bear Krif’Hosh. You decide what to do with the path given to you.” 
 
    Veska was a soldier. All she’d ever wanted was to fight for her clan and bring honor to her contracts. This—gods’ expectations and Hosh and seis talking in circles—twisted the world around her. Isgono stared at her for a long moment, then nodded and returned to the galley.  
 
     Veska stared down the hall and thought too many thoughts to make sense of any of them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Karma Station 
 
    Veska paced through various levels of the Karma docks as each pair and group of Humans made their way to their new ships. No one looked twice at them, no one shouted or shot or indicated any care for their passage at all.  
 
    Arkeesh sent a message that supplies were taking longer to load than expected, and the last thing she wanted was to return to Venging Claw. With only Isgono and Dana on board, the chances of having a conversation she didn’t want rose exponentially higher.  
 
    She considered going to the Zuul bar she’d visited after contracts in the past, but her restlessness kept her moving instead. She’d wandered through five levels before her nose twitched at a repeated set of scents. Karma was a riot of smells and sounds, beings of countless species going about their business, and so mostly she disregarded the details of the unrelenting pressure of information her senses provided. Still, the odds of catching the same scents across multiple levels of an enormous station seemed…unlikely, and she chided herself for not paying better attention. 
 
    She paused at a flickering advertisement and pretended interest in it while she parsed her surroundings. Less crowded here, shops closed. A Pushtal, not one of hers, leaned against a broken screen at an intersection ahead. Three Gokas scurried ahead to vanish around a corner, and two elSha twittered to each other as they bounded by. She tilted her head to better angle her peripheral vision, and then she knew how badly she’d erred. 
 
    Four more Pushtal, also unfamiliar, were strung along different points of the corridor behind her. They walked separately, but her nose—grown keen to Pushtal after so long on one of their ships—had caught on the repetition of their scents. No other beings in this out-of-the-way corridor.  
 
    If that one ahead was with the ones behind her, that meant one against five—she’d faced worse odds. She considered working her way back to a more populated part of the station to see what they’d do, but she couldn’t risk a too-public scene. Anything that might attract attention or lead potential enemies back to Venging Claw and Dana…no.  
 
    Her hand itched to reach for her gun, but she couldn’t start a shootout on a suspicion. Nor could she let this play out any longer if they had reinforcements coming. She turned her back on the advertisement, made direct eye contact with the closest of the Pushtal, and cocked her head.  
 
    After a long moment, he lifted his lip, and she dropped her crossed arms, letting one hand brush the gun on her belt.  
 
    “You came from Venging Claw,” he said, walking closer.  
 
    “Are you part of Valiant Revenge?” she asked, though the immediate focus of the other three Pushtal as the lead one spoke told her it was unlikely he was from her allied Pushtals.  
 
    “That piece of shit clan?” He made a noise deep in his throat, his long tail lashing.  
 
    Veska held her own tail straight out behind her, though her ears remained politely forward.  
 
    “They’ve been spending an awful lotta credits for such a shit clan. Where are they getting it all?” This from the Pushtal to her right, ahead in the corridor, as he turned fully toward her.  
 
    “We got a little note that told us to watch out for them. Said they had new friends with big accounts.” The first Pushtal put a hand on his own gun, and Veska readied herself. 
 
    “New friends little Valiant Revenge’s Arkeesh died to protect. So Zuul are the friends, huh? A bunch of pups who’ve outreached themselves.” 
 
    “Said we could get some credits, if we just—” 
 
    Veska wanted to know who’d talked, who’d put these putrid creatures on her path. How they’d found and killed Arkeesh. At the moment, though, the more pressing matter was surviving to be sure Dana was safe. It was enough to know someone was talking.  
 
    She had no cover, and nothing she did would change this into a protected area for a shootout. Let Coshke carry her luck. 
 
    The Pushtal on E’cop’k had been foolishly committed to hand-to-hand combat. She’d have to hope these were the same, and it would buy her time. Without breaking eye contact, she grabbed her gun, shot the speaker in the head, and lunged for the one who’d been leaning on the wall up ahead.  
 
    He reacted nearly as fast as she did, launching to meet her with claws spread, and she rolled under his reach. He caught the edge of her shoulder, and her nerves screamed in answer. She ignored them—the limb would still work, and that was all that mattered.  
 
    The remaining three behind her fired, a chorus of snarls confusing the translator. Perhaps they were calling for backup, or maybe the one she’d targeted was yelling for them to stop shooting, but she couldn’t focus enough to make sense of it. She needed to nullify this one as a threat and use his body as the cover she didn’t otherwise have. In the meantime, his friends were as likely to shoot him as her.  
 
    She leapt up from her roll and aimed, but he whipped around and slammed her hand back against the wall, knocking her gun loose. Veska growled and drove her head into his face. He stumbled back and she reached for her knife, but he swung wildly and sliced her forearm.  
 
    You must know pain. 
 
    She bared her teeth at him and snapped. He leapt back, and she pulled the knife from her harness, holding her hand higher to keep the blood from interfering with her grip.  
 
    Her teeth were no match for his claws, but the knife helped. He snarled, and she answered him as they grappled, both trying to face the other toward the three approaching Pushtal.  
 
    A shot zinged past, and he flinched. She used his hesitation to dive for her gun and got off a shot as he fell on top of her.  
 
    His claws in her shoulder pinned her gun hand, but she still had her knife in her other hand. She smashed her head into his again, but this time he was ready and managed to rend her forehead with his teeth. That distracted him enough for her to get her other arm up and slam the knife through his ear.  
 
    His roar blasted rank, hot air into her face, and she tore the knife free, then drove it through his eye. Even as he twitched and fought his death, she wriggled, trying to get clear before the other Pushtal arrived, blinking her eyes clear of their mingled blood.  
 
    She barely had her gun hand free when the first leapt into her field of vision, all teeth and claws. She fired, her aim terrible, but this one yowled and flinched back, and she kept wriggling, unwilling to let go of gun or knife to free a hand and improve her purchase.  
 
    Die if you must, but do so with progress for your clan. She couldn’t get word back to Venging Claw if she died here. Her movements tore the wound in her shoulder deeper, but she had most of her body out from under the dead Pushtal. She fired again at the loud one, and he ceased his caterwauling.  
 
    She didn’t have time to reload, so she dropped the gun and grabbed for her second, smaller knife. Odds were not good she could take out two Pushtal with two knives, but… 
 
    She could run. She could retreat, the way she’d once surrendered; she could save herself, get word back to Shadow.  
 
    She could save these pups growing inside her. Were she to fall, the last of Rex’s scent would be gone from the galaxy, his line ended. Veska could run, save something precious that would be lost otherwise, she could… 
 
    Sorry, Shadow.  
 
    She’d have to disobey his order after all. Arkeesh’s death, and her own, should be enough for Venging Claw to get out of Karma. Isgono would figure out someone was after them and pass that word back.  
 
    She was Zuul. She would not retreat. She would die on her feet, if one of those Pushtal remembered they had guns, or with one of their throats in her jaws if not. Veska shoved herself up, clearing her eyes of blood again. 
 
    She blinked—only one Pushtal remained standing in the otherwise cleared corridor. He approached more cautiously, but he trained his gun on her and didn’t seem tempted to toss it aside for hand to hand. 
 
    “You get me on Venging Claw, peaceful-like, I’ll let you go. I have friends, too, and they’re going to pay real well for whatever you have on that ship.” His tufted ears twitched as he spoke, and a laugh bubbled in her chest.  
 
    “Valiant Revenge has nothing on their ship for you,” she said, lifting her knives. “Shoot or fight.” 
 
    “Nah. Note was clear. We get what’s on the ship, we get a million credits.” He gestured with the gun. “Get me on the ship.” 
 
    “The day calls, and I see its light.” Veska crouched, dropping her jaw in a grin. “The night calls, and I sing its song.” She waved her larger knife, felt the blood drip from her torn forearm through her fingers. “Space opens, and I embrace the void.” She flicked her ears toward him and away, dismissing his threat, welcoming his shot. “I am a child of Zuul, and I have no fear.” 
 
    “All right then, bi—” 
 
    He paused, an unrecognizable expression on his face. His head bowed forward. 
 
    No, that wasn’t right.  
 
    His head toppled forward off his neck.  
 
    A smaller figure appeared on his shoulders and rode the much larger body almost down to the deck. 
 
    “Warrior, I greet you,” it said as it leapt gracefully free of the separated body. “Apologies if I interrupted a death you were welcoming.” 
 
    Veska’s jaw snapped shut, and she took a step back before she could still herself. The figure was pup-sized, shaped vaguely like the Pushtal, but sleeker and less than a third its size. It—she?—groomed itself as though unconcerned, though its eyes tracked her movement. 
 
    “Welcoming death is not the same as wanting it.” She swallowed before speaking to ensure her voice wouldn’t waver. Her chest tightened with conflicting urges, and she pushed herself to continue. “Thank you for your assistance.” 
 
    “Hm.” After smoothing perfectly shiny gray fur, the new figure rose back to two legs and adjusted its harness. “Well said. I sigiled a Zuul, years ago, who once provided me similar assistance.”  
 
    “I…do not know that term.” 
 
    “No,” the other being said, tilting its head, “I suppose you wouldn’t. I don’t know if more are coming, but I imagine someone will be this way before long. We should be on our way.” 
 
    The gods spoke where impossibilities accrued, as Veska well knew. This, at least, was a clear enough message. It was not yet time for Veska’s path to end. Still… 
 
    “Why…” She had enough information—Coshke’s hand was in this—but questions crowded through her. “Why did you help me?” 
 
    “The prayer, I suppose. I miss my Zuul, and hearing her words…” The other being shrugged, spread her claws, and sauntered closer. “Let us walk, warrior. I believe we both have places to be that are not here, and I also believe I have a way you can repay me for my assistance.” 
 
    Veska cleared blood from her eyes a third time and nodded, falling into step with the smaller creature.  
 
    She wouldn’t have to disobey her Kal’shin’s orders this day, after all, but it seemed she’d be returning far more than his mother to him after this. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Field Promotion by Nick Steverson 
 
      
 
      
 
    Part One 
 
      
 
     Raleigh Seamus Reilly slammed into the bulkhead and dropped to the floor with a grunt. Immediately, he felt himself lifted up roughly by his shirt collar. The back of his head exploded with pain, and he saw stars as he was slammed into the wall again. 
 
    “If you ever fire a MAC round toward my CASPer again,” Commander Terrance Alabaster screamed, “I swear to the gods, I’ll knock your teeth so far down your throat, you’ll have to shove CASPer candy up your ass to get rid of the headache! I’ll throw you out on your ass with a rap sheet so bad, the only job you’ll be able to get killing things will be as a bug exterminator! And I don’t mean the fucking Goka! Do you understand me, you snot-nosed little shit?” 
 
    Raleigh glared at Alabaster through hate-filled eyes. He wanted nothing more than to slug the bastard. As long as he could remember, the man had ridden his ass without any real reason Raleigh could think of other than to be a dick. This time, the commander had come at him from behind and hit him with a cheap shot to the kidney, then slung him across the barracks. 
 
    Alabaster was the commander and owner of Alabaster’s Disasters, the merc unit Raleigh was currently employed by. The commander stood at a solid six feet two inches, with salt and pepper hair and a matching well-groomed beard. He was much larger than Raleigh’s five feet nine inches and 160-pound fame. Not that his size had ever intimidated Raleigh. He’d dealt with bigger guys before. The bigger they are, the harder they fall. No, he didn’t retaliate because Alabaster was his boss and current means of a steady credit flow. He could deal with the asshole. What he couldn’t deal with was being broke and homeless. 
 
    “Understood, sir,” Raleigh answered through gritted teeth. “But I was aiming for the Oogar about to tear open your CASPer for a light snack, not you. The fact you’re still alive and that Oogar’s head is a puddle of jelly should tell you that much.” 
 
    “I don’t give a rat’s ass!” Alabaster roared back. “Don’t you ever aim another weapon in my direction again! Your antics are going to get someone killed, Reilly, and I’ll be goddamned if it’s going to be me or any of my men.” 
 
    Cameron Finsterbush, the executive officer, put a calming hand on Alabaster’s shoulder. “Sir, I think he’s got the point. He did save your life, after all.” 
 
    Alabaster turned his head to regard his XO for a second, then turned back to Raleigh. He pointed a long finger in Raleigh’s face and growled, “One more fuckup from you, and you’re done.” 
 
    “Got it, sir.” 
 
    Finsterbush stepped aside as the commander stormed off, then leaned in close to Raleigh. “That was a nice shot, kid. Stupid and reckless, but nice. The commander doesn’t like that cowboy shit. Next time, charge in with your blade or something, not a damned MAC round from across the battlefield.” He tussled Raleigh’s dark black hair before he went after the commander and added, “Get to medical and get checked out. Luke should have his CASPer docked by now and be ready for patients.” 
 
    Raleigh nodded and pulled a flask from his back pocket as he walked toward the med bay. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Little hard on the kid, weren’t you?” Finsterbush asked as he took his place in the chair next to Alabaster. “That was a great shot, and he did keep you from getting mauled to death.” 
 
    Alabaster rubbed his temple with one hand. “Jake, Tim, get us off the ground and out of here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the pilots answered in unison. 
 
    The bridge crew were the only members of Alabaster’s Disasters who weren’t CASPer pilots. Alabaster figured it was smarter to keep the people who flew the ship from getting killed in battle. He was a decent pilot, but not good enough. He sighed as he remembered that Raleigh could also pilot a ship. Just another talent wasted on a guy who would never have his shit together. 
 
    “It’s not his ability to fight or his aim that has me pissed off,” Alabaster said. “It’s his fly by the seat of his pants attitude. He may have made that shot, but was it the right decision? What if it had been a hostage situation and something smacked his CASPer right as he shot? Or the hostage moved, or the Oogar, or whatever. Then we would have a dead hostage and no payday. He’s got a horrible attitude, too. The kid can fight, no doubt about it. Hell, he can fly, too, but that’s not enough to make it in this business. You got to have smarts and tact. I just wish he would stop trying to be such a damned cowboy and listen for once. He’s got loads of potential and could be a great merc.” He harrumphed. “If he’d lay off the sauce, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Raleigh slung his locker open and refilled his flask from the bottle hidden under some old clothes in the back corner. He took a long pull from the bottle before he replaced it. “Bastard called me snot-nosed. Like I’m a godsdamned child or something. I’ve been doing this shit for 13 fucking years. I’m no fucking child.” He slammed the locker shut and bashed it with his fist for good measure. “I’ll show him who’s who around here.” He leaned back against his locker and glared at his reflection in the mirror across the room. “Audacity, audacity, audacity. Always audacity,” he chanted. The quote had been a favorite of his and stuck with him after passing his VOWs, or Voluntary Off-World assessments. “Go big or go home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Two 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Raleigh was working on his fourth drink in Peepo’s Pit when Commander Alabaster walked up to his table. As usual, he was drinking alone. Raleigh preferred not to become friends with his fellow mercs. They were likely to die anyway, so what was the point? 
 
    “Get your shit and let’s go,” Alabaster ordered. “We got a job, and we’re leaving.” 
 
    “Where we going?” 
 
    “None of your fucking business, Corporal,” Alabaster barked. “You just get your drunken ass to the ship and let me worry about the logistics. Get your CASPer ready for combat and sober the hell up. You’ve got 170 hours of hyperspace travel to get your act together. Even you should be able to accomplish that.” 
 
    Raleigh stood and downed his entire drink with a single gulp. He slammed the glass down on the table. “As you command, sir.” 
 
    Alabaster stepped closer and poked him in the chest. “And no more of that cowboy bullshit you pulled last time.” He held his thumb and forefinger close together. “You fuck up this much…I’m tossing you out on your ass.” 
 
    “Understood, Commander.” 
 
    “Settle your tab. If you die, I don’t want Peepo coming after me with your kilometer-long bill.” Alabaster shook his head and walked away. 
 
    Raleigh sneered at the man’s back as he maneuvered through the crowd. Suddenly, he realized someone else had walked up next to him. He turned and looked down to see Peepo staring up at him. Even Raleigh knew better than to be rude to Peepo. Getting banned from her establishment was almost like a death sentence for mercs. He nodded his head to her respectfully. “Peepo. It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    “And you, Corporal Reilly,” she replied. “I understand you would like to settle your tab before leaving this evening.” She regarded her slate. “It looks like you still have open bills from your last two visits.” 
 
    Raleigh nodded and pulled out his Universal Account Access Card, or yack, and handed it to her. “As a matter of fact, I would. My apologies for not settling up sooner.” 
 
    “The life expectancy of a merc isn’t usually a long one,” Peepo said. “You never know when you’ll die, and I would rather not be left holding the bill of a dead man.” She handed the yack back to him. “Thank you, Corporal Reilly. I look forward to your future business. If you return from your mission, that is.” 
 
    Raleigh grinned down at her. “Oh, I’ll be back. Can’t guarantee the same for the rest, though.” He dipped his head to her again. “Thank you for the hospitality.” She nodded back without another word and walked away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Raleigh gritted his teeth as the ship maneuvered to avoid the incoming fire from the MinSha compound. He was strapped into his Mk 6 CASPer, an eight-foot tall, 1,800-pound war-machine built for the sole purpose of kicking alien ass. Essentially, the CASPer was a large suit of weaponized armor originally designed to even the odds for Humans against aliens on the battlefield. Mankind had quickly learned they were unable to keep up with the more advanced races when they’d taken the first mercenary contracts. One hundred merc companies left Earth, and only four returned. Those four companies were Cartwright’s Cavaliers, The Winged Hussars, The Golden Horde, and Asbaran Solutions. They would later become known throughout the Galactic Union as The Four Horsemen. 
 
    Eyes squeezed shut, Raleigh prayed to whatever gods might have been listening that the pilots were good enough to make it to the ground with the ship still in one piece. Satisfaction wasn’t the newest model, but she’d been reliable in the past. The entire ship shuddered as the cannons fired at the anti-ship artillery on the ground. After a few minutes, the ship rocked with a thud as it landed on the planet’s surface. 
 
    “We’re on the ground!” Alabaster announced over the combat channel. “Get ready to move. We’re five klicks south of the target. We managed to take out the bugs’ heavy artillery, but our intelligence indicates there are still at least 50 of those nasty bastards in the compound. I don’t have to remind you all how dangerous MinSha are without weapons. We move in, take as many out as we can from a distance, then rush in for the cleanup. This is a cakewalk, gentlemen. Easy credits. Don’t fuck it up by getting dead. Oh, and try not to destroy too much of the compound. The Cochkala are offering us a 5% bonus if the structure isn’t too heavily damaged.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the other 18 pilots chorused. Raleigh remained silent. 
 
    The ramp dropped, and all 20 CASPers ran out. The ship sat 80 meters from the edge of a ravine with the ramp faced toward a jungle environment. The sun was high in the sky, an indication it was midday on whatever planet they were on. Alabaster had still not given them any information pertaining to their whereabouts. He claimed it was “need to know, and you don’t need to know.” 
 
    Raleigh groaned and took a drink from his flask through the rubber hose tucked under his chin. The liquid burned his throat as it went down. He hated trudging through the jungle. At least it was only five klicks. He’d had to do much worse in the past. 
 
    “I’ve got point!” Alabaster called over the comm. “Form up on me and move out!” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Three 
 
      
 
    The trek was as abysmal as Raleigh had anticipated, and, within minutes, his haptic suit was drenched in sweat. He piloted his CASPer through the mud, muck, roots, and vines. Every 50 yards, he fired his jump jets in unison with the rest of his unit. Suddenly, the CASPer ahead of him blew into pieces as it landed. 
 
    “Enemy ahead! Multiple targets!” Alabaster shouted over the comm. “Open fire!” 
 
    The air filled with the sound of MAC rounds and machine gun fire. Raleigh spotted a duo of MinSha reloading a surface-to-air missile launcher from behind the cover of large tree cluster. He ran forward and engaged his jump jets while he fired his arm-mounted minigun. The rounds impacted the trees and sent splinters flying everywhere. The over-sized praying mantis-looking aliens dropped their weapon and ducked for cover. They never saw him pull the K-bomb from his belt with his free hand and toss it at the apex of his jump. The K-bomb landed between them and exploded in a fantastic cloud of blue blood and bits of chitin. One of their blade-like forearms flew out and embedded itself in the chest of the nearest CASPer. 
 
    “Fuck!” Raleigh cursed as Thompson fell forward. Up ahead, he could see several more MinSha bodies strewn on the ground, and another CASPer face down. The gunfire ceased as Finsterbush stomped the head of the last MinSha into a puddle of blue goop. 
 
    “Regroup!” Alabaster shouted. “Raleigh! Shake it off! As much as I’d like to rip you a new asshole, I can’t. Shit happens. It was just Thompson’s time.” 
 
    Raleigh didn’t respond. He just clicked his mic twice as he approached. He wouldn’t give Alabaster the satisfaction of saying, “Thank you.” 
 
    “They must have been hauling ass, Commander,” Sergeant Bushnell said. “We’re already halfway there, and they were on foot.” 
 
    “Either that, or my intel was bad, and they’ve got bugs positioned beyond the compound,” Alabaster replied. “We’ll continue as planned, but keep your eyes open. I don’t want to lose anyone else.” 
 
    Two and a half klicks later, Raleigh zoomed in on his display as he surveyed the compound. He and the other CASPers were 20 meters behind in the tree line. The compound was positioned against a mountainside, with only three approachable avenues. The facility seemed to be slapped into place without any real tactical reasoning. The only thing he could come up with was it must have had something to do with mining whatever mineral might be in the mountain. That was probably “need to know,” too. 
 
    He counted the visible enemy targets. It was immediately evident their intel had been inaccurate. Way more than 50 MinSha were in that compound. There were that many alone positioned behind steel barricades, more manning laser turrets, and who knows how many more hidden behind the wall. Mangled body parts were strewn around smoldering heaps of rubble that had once been the anti-ship artillery. Satisfaction’s cannons had put an end to those. He shook his head. This is suicide. There’s no way 17 CASPers can take on 100 MinSha. The fool should have leveled this place from the air. Greedy bastard. 
 
    “All right everyone,” Alabaster called out, “listen up. Finsterbush, Rogers, Shallows, Monarch, and Nickson will circle around to the east and concentrate fire on the laser turrets mounted on that side. Reilly, Anderson, Marko, Peters, and Trembo, you move west and concentrate on those. The rest of you will move up the center with me to clean up the rest. It looks like we got some outdated information where their numbers are concerned, but that doesn’t change how we operate. If it moves, it dies. We’ll push through the tree line and open fire. We busted up their major defenses pretty good when we flew over, so I don’t think this is going to be that difficult.” 
 
    “All due respect, sir,” Reilly said, “but wouldn’t it be better to fly Satisfaction overhead and hammer them with the cannons again? Seventeen CASPers against all this seems a bit lopsided.” 
 
    “What part of ‘don’t mess up the compound and we get bonus pay’ did you not understand, Reilly?” Alabaster responded. “Just do as I fucking ordered, and it’ll be fine.” 
 
    “But sir…” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Reilly!” Alabaster shouted. “Aim your godsdamned MAC at that fucking turret and fire when I fucking say so, or I’ll shitcan you! Understood, soldier?” 
 
    Raleigh ground his teeth together as hard as he could. “Understood, sir.” He took another drink from his flask. 
 
    “Good!” Alabaster snapped. “Anyone else got a problem with my orders? No? Didn’t think so. Now move out!” 
 
    With a bitter taste in his mouth that didn’t come from the contents of his flask, Raleigh fell into formation with his group and pushed through the brush to the west side of the compound. They moved deeper into the trees as they went to avoid being detected—not that hiding a CASPer was an easy thing to do. They were as about as stealthy as a bright yellow building. As Raleigh walked, he scanned the trees and ground for any sign of traps, trip wires, or anything that could kill them all prematurely. After that first ambush, it wouldn’t have surprised him if the MinSha had more tricks up their chitin sleeves. 
 
    Sergeant Trey Anderson brought his CASPer to a halt and raised a fist in the air to signal an all-stop. He signaled each CASPer to its designated position. When Raleigh got into place, he heard Anderson call over the combat channel, “West team in position, Boss.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Alabaster replied. “Hold your position until I give the order.” 
 
    “Copy that. Out.”  
 
    Raleigh commed Anderson via laser link. “Hey, Sarge, got a sec?” 
 
    “What is it Reilly?” Anderson answered. “We don’t exactly have time for chit chat.” 
 
    “Don’t you think this is a horrible plan?” Raleigh asked. “I mean, Alabaster usually has his shit together, but this just seems half assed on his part. Lousy intel, going in against MinSha who outnumber us more than three to one…it just seems like suicide, or maybe desperation.” 
 
    Anderson was quiet for a long moment before he answered. “Look, Reilly, all I know is, he got this contract back in Peepo’s Pit, and he couldn’t be dissuaded. Even Finsterbush tried to talk him out of it, from what I heard. So either someone has something on Alabaster and is forcing him to do this job, or the payout is more than he can bear to walk away from. Truth is, I don’t know. I’m not an officer and don’t get to listen in on those big boy conversations. All I know is I was hired to do a job, and that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “That seems to be the general consensus around here lately,” Raleigh muttered. 
 
    Before Anderson could respond, Alabaster’s voice came over the combat channel again. “All teams are in position. On my mark, unleash hell. Three, two, one…” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Four 
 
      
 
    “Mark!” 
 
    Raleigh pushed forward and fired his MAC at the turret he was locked onto. The weapon exploded, and shrapnel tore through the MinSha troopers operating it. He repositioned and locked his aiming reticle on the next turret and promptly destroyed it as well. Two more turrets in Raleigh’s line of sight also erupted as his team’s MAC rounds shredded the compound’s western defensive wall. Alabaster’s team in the center turned the barricades into steel blocks of Swiss cheese. The MinSha troopers using them as cover were turned into paste before they were able to mount a proper defense. 
 
    The fight was over almost as fast as it had begun. Raleigh took a sip from his straw and checked his instruments. He hadn’t taken any damage, and it appeared none of the other CASPers had either. He spun side to side, looking around for any remaining threats, but there were none. Every MinSha trooper guarding the compound was down. They hadn’t even had to rush in and fight them in close quarters. It didn’t seem possible. They’d been vastly outnumbered. Even with the use of their CASPers, it should have been more than a challenge, but it hadn’t been. It was almost like the MinSha troopers hadn’t known what they were doing. 
 
    “Everyone, hold your fire,” Alabaster called over the comm. “Don’t waste the ammo. Let’s move in and make sure we got them all.” He let out a deep, rolling chuckle. “What’d I tell you boys? Easy credits.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Commander,” Raleigh said before he could stop himself. “It seemed a little too easy to me.” 
 
    Alabaster’s snort came through the comm loud and clear. “And what the fuck would you know, Reilly? You said in the beginning the odds were too heavily against us. Now you say it was too easy. Make up your fucking mind. You know, I thought there might be a great merc buried deep inside you somewhere that just needed a little bit more experience and coaching. But now, I’m starting to think you’re just a scared little boy. Just shut the hell up for the rest of the day, would ya? Everyone, move in and secure the area.” 
 
    Raleigh took another long drink from his straw and cursed when the liquid ran dry, and all he got was bubbly air. “Son of a bitch thinks he knows everything,” he grumbled to his CASPer’s display. “This shit ain’t right. Nobody slaughters MinSha like that. Not even the Four Horsemen.” 
 
    He moved forward and maintained awareness of his surroundings as he walked. As he got closer, the ground got more and more saturated with thick, blue blood. Soon, he was surrounded by a multitude of random body parts and gore. It still didn’t seem right. Raleigh could tell something was off, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He reached down and picked up one of the heads and turned it to face the cameras on the front of his CASPer. 
 
    Raleigh looked into the massive ruby red eyes as he desperately tried to discern what was so different about these particular MinSha. Then he noticed how small the head looked in his CASPer’s hand. He looked at the ground and compared it to a few other heads lying around. They were all about the same size. Funny, he thought. They seemed a lot bigger the last time I fought them. He twisted his wrist and the light green chitin shined brighter in the sunlight as he studied the severed head further. Wait a minute. Green? I thought MinSha were a bluish color. 
 
    “Hey, Commander,” Raleigh said over the comm. “Do you notice anything odd about these MinSha?” 
 
    “Other than the fact there isn’t one completely intact?” Alabaster replied. “No. Why? You getting the heebie-jeebies over there again?” 
 
    Raleigh gritted his teeth and did his best not to shout at the man. “No, sir, but these don’t look like regular MinSha. They’re smaller. They’re…oh shit! We gotta get the hell out of here!” 
 
    “What the fuck are you going on about? So what if they look a little different? A dead MinSha is a good MinSha.” 
 
    “They’re males!” Raleigh shouted as he dropped the head and started to back his CASPer away. His heart began to race, and he could feel his adrenaline kicking in. “Their warriors are female, and they’re way bigger than this. Males usually aren’t even trained for combat. That’s why this was so easy! They were using their drone males to lure us in! Everyone needs to fall ba…” 
 
    Before Raleigh could finish his sentence, eight steel boxes erupted from the earth behind the line of CASPers. Everyone immediately spun around in surprise with their weapons ready. After the dust settled, Raleigh was able to get a good look at the objects. The boxes were square in shape and approximately 10 meters long by 10 meters deep. 
 
    “What the fuck are those?” Corporal Carl Peters called out. “You all see this shit too, right? I’m not going crazy, am I?” 
 
    “Nope, we see it too,” Alabaster replied. “Everyone, stay alert. I don’t think they’re explosives, otherwise there wouldn’t have been any reason to pop them up like that. They would have just detonated.” 
 
    “Commander,” Finsterbush said, “I think we need to get the hell out of here. I’m starting to side with Reilly. This shit doesn’t smell right. Something’s off.” 
 
    Alabaster moved closer to examine the box closest to him, but before he could take more than a few steps, the steel panels facing the small contingent of CASPers dropped to the ground with a loud thud. Heavily armored, heavily armed, light blue, female MinSha warriors stood in perfect formation within the containers. 
 
    “Shit!” Raleigh screamed. “Alabaster, you fucking idiot! They used the males to lure us in close so they could flank us! I told you this was too fucking easy!” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Five 
 
      
 
    The MinSha surged forward from their containers. Raleigh fired his minigun on full auto into the rushing crowd before him and fired MAC rounds as fast as he could. He stepped forward, snapped out the blade on his CASPer’s right arm, and swung as one of the MinSha got too close for comfort. She raised one of her armored blade-like forearms and blocked the blow. She fired a laser pistol through Raleigh’s canopy with her other arm. The reflective coating on his CASPer did little to deflect laser fire from such a short distance. He screamed as his left shoulder burned with agonizing pain. Raleigh fought through the pain, rotated his MAC downward, and blew her head clean off. 
 
    He didn’t have time to recover, or even catch his breath, before another MinSha was on him. Raleigh stabbed his arm blade into the giant mantis’ thorax through the gap in her armor, then let off a blast of rounds from his minigun under her chin. At such a close range, her natural chitin armor was no match, and her head blew into bits. Unfortunately, that was the last of his minigun ammunition. He snatched his blade free and resumed firing his MAC into the crowd of MinSha. 
 
    All around him, CASPers fell. A shrill scream over the comm grabbed his attention, and he turned to see Cameron Finsterbush ripped out of his CASPer. One particularly large MinSha had pried his canopy open and impaled him with both of her blade-like forearms. She lifted him high into the air as he wailed and frantically tried to free himself. His screams stopped as the MinSha snatched her forearms in opposite directions and tore Cameron in half. His intestines spilled out onto the battlefield to mix with the gore of the previously slaughtered MinSha males. She slung the two halves of Cameron’s body in opposite directions and turned her attention to Raleigh. He triggered his MAC, but nothing happened. He checked his ammo count, but there were still rounds left. His heart sank when he checked his weapon status. He’d fired too many MAC rounds in too short a time. The barrel had overheated, warped, and cracked. The weapon was now nothing more than a cool shoulder decoration. 
 
    Raleigh sneered at her and activated his external speakers. “Come on, you bitch! Try that shit on me!” 
 
    “With pleasure, Human!” she snapped and reached around to remove a large spear from her back. She leapt through the air and whirled the spear around like Raleigh had seen people do in old martial arts Tri-V videos. 
 
    Raleigh yanked the CASPer-sized bowie knife from its sheath on his belt and crossed it with his arm blade to block her downward blow. Fire shot through his injured shoulder as the full weight of her attack landed. She hit him with so much force, he had to take a step back to keep from falling. He growled through gritted teeth and shoved her back with the augmented strength of his war machine. 
 
    Raleigh slashed at her with both blades, but she blocked each attack with her spear. She spun low to his left side. He tried to block her movement, but she was too fast and managed to get behind him. She rolled up between his legs, used her spear as a horizontal crossbar against the backs of his knee joints, and pulled hard. He felt himself fall backward uncontrollably. The wind was knocked out of him as he landed flat on his back. Instinctively, Raleigh dug his heels into the dirt and shoved back on his still bent legs as hard as he could. His CASPer slid backward on the ground as the MinSha drove her spear down at his canopy. The spear-tip pierced through the steel and would have been driven through his skull if he had moved any slower. Instead, the edge of the spear ripped through his haptic suit and sliced the skin open along his ribs. The blade was so sharp, he never even felt the cut. 
 
    Raleigh swiped his arm blade up and severed one of her main manipulator arms. She wailed in anger and pain as she stumbled back several steps. She pulled the laser rifle from over her shoulder, brought it up, and aimed at Raleigh. 
 
    Before she could fire, Raleigh raised both his CASPer’s legs as high as he could off the ground and fired his jump jets on their lowest setting. 
 
    The MinSha’s massive ruby-red eyes were instantaneously flash boiled by the extreme heat. She screamed in agony and dropped to her knees as she grasped at her scorched head with her remaining arm. 
 
    Raleigh rolled his CASPer to its side and used his right arm to push himself up to his knees, then stood. He looked over and past his fallen opponent as she continued to writhe on the ground. Alabaster and eight others were still holding their own, barely. He watched as several MinSha fired lasers through Vincint Marko’s CASPer until it collapsed to the ground. Raleigh looked down at the spear jammed through his own CASPer. 
 
    “To hell with this shit,” he said. “I’m out of here.” 
 
    He ran toward the tree line. He might have made it 50 meters when Alabaster’s voice rang over the combat channel. 
 
    “Reilly! Where the hell are you going? You fucking coward! Get your ass back here and help us, you son of a bitch!” 
 
    Raleigh didn’t answer. Instead, he flicked a finger and shut his comms off entirely. As far as he was concerned, Commander Alabaster was about to get what he had coming to him. If he’d listened to what Raleigh had to say in the first place, all the men in Alabaster’s Disasters would still be alive. Fuck Alabaster, Raleigh thought. This is exactly what the company name implies. A godsdamned disaster. He fired his jump jets and made for Satisfaction as fast as he possibly could. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Six 
 
      
 
    Raleigh’s jump juice ran dry not long after he’d made it into the jungle, and his power was critically low. A familiar scene formed before him as he came to the area where they’d previously been ambushed by the smaller MinSha team. Thompson’s CASPer lay on the ground with the forearm still stuck in the canopy. The ground beneath it was covered by a thick pool of blood, and small insects had begun to swarm over the numerous MinSha body parts. 
 
    The spear was still stuck in Raleigh’s CASPer as well. He knew he couldn’t open his canopy with it there, so he used the last of his remaining power and ripped it out. Everything went dark, and he had to feel around for the emergency ejection handles. He found them and popped the canopy. Hot, humid air rushed to greet him, as well as the putrid smell of dead bodies in the jungle heat. He gagged and dry heaved for several long seconds before he was able to get hold of himself. 
 
    Raleigh disconnected the leads from his machine to his haptic suit. He opened a small compartment and removed his emergency sidearm, a black, pearl-handled Smith and Wesson 1911 .45ACP, and its holster. It was a beast to carry, and a little big in his hand, but it was a badass piece, and he loved it. The gun had saved his ass on several occasions, and he’d be damned if he was going to leave it behind now. He also grabbed the emergency medical nanite injector from the med kit. Raleigh gritted his teeth and stuck the needle in his shoulder below the injury. He hissed as the nanites flowed like lava through his body and started repairing the damage. 
 
    He leapt to the ground and grabbed the spear. “Gotta keep moving,” he said to himself. “Those fuckers will be up my ass soon.” 
 
    He remembered this spot had been the halfway point from the ship to the compound. That was approximately two and a half klicks more to travel. He could run that on foot, no problem. The problem was he was on foot, wearing only a torn haptic suit, with a laser wound in his left shoulder, and an open cut on his ribs. He’d just taken a nanite shot, but he was still in no shape to fight a MinSha in hand-to-hand combat without the aid of his CASPer. He ran as best he could for the ship. 
 
    Twenty-eight minutes later, a very winded, sweaty, and all-around beat-up Raleigh came into view of Satisfaction. He heaved a sigh of relief at the welcome sight. Even better than seeing the ship was the sound of the engines already running and the ramp down. Alabaster must have called them to get the ship ready for evac. 
 
    He moved forward when a sudden motion in his peripheral vision caught his attention. A MinSha ran out from the jungle and approached the ship’s lowered ramp. The crew wouldn’t have seen her, and there was no way for Raleigh to warn them. He gripped the spear tight in both hands as he watched the MinSha disappear into the ship.  
 
    He rushed to the ship, up the ramp, and spun inside with the spear out and ready, but there was no one there. The MinSha had already exited that part of the ship, probably headed for the bridge. Raleigh pressed a command key on the ramp’s access panel, and it began to rise. Once it was moving, he headed toward the bridge in pursuit of the MinSha. He hoped he wouldn’t be too late, but his gut told him otherwise. 
 
    The booties to his haptic suit were soft and made no sound on the steel floor as he moved through the ship; he just had to be careful not to bang the spear on anything. He wished he could have stopped by the armory, but it was in the opposite direction of the bridge, and he needed to end this as fast as possible. The last thing he wanted was for the bug to set the ship on self-destruct or something. 
 
    Raleigh approached the bridge entryway in time to see the MinSha pull a bloody forearm from the back of the pilot’s chair. The copilot’s chair also had a matching bloodstain on the back with a slash through it. The other two bridge officers were missing their heads. Blood was everywhere. It looked like a murder scene. That’s because it is a murder scene, you idiot, Raleigh thought. 
 
    The MinSha leaned over the pilots to study the control panels as Raleigh snuck up behind her. He tightened his grip on the end of the spear’s shaft with his good arm and steadied it with his left. 
 
    “Hey, dumbass!” he yelled. “You missed one!” 
 
    The MinSha spun around at the sudden outburst. Raleigh thrust the spear up under her chin as hard as he could. The tip pierced her chitin and went all the way through to stick out the top of her head. She tried to slice at him with her forearms as she died, but Raleigh held her at a distance with the spear. After a few seconds, she fell to the floor and was still. 
 
    Raleigh let out his breath. “Fucking bugs.” He rubbed a hand over his face and looked at the mess around him. “I’m going to need a drink after this shit.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Seven 
 
      
 
    Satisfaction hovered over the complex as Raleigh sat at the helm and watched the view screen. The battle was still going. The ground was littered with the bodies of MinSha and the fallen CASPers of Alabaster’s Disasters. Three CASPers were still putting up a desperate, last-ditch effort and were down to using arm blades. One was using the severed forearms of a dead MinSha as dual swords.  
 
    One fell over with two MinSha on top of it firing down into the canopy. There were only two CASPers left. 
 
    Raleigh activated the comm. “Looks like you guys could use a hand down there.” 
 
    “Reilly!” Alabaster answered. He was out of breath and sounded like he was going to give out any second. “You little bastard! I thought you’d abandoned us!” 
 
    “Nope, still here. You guys might want to duck, though,” Raleigh replied, firing the ship’s cannons and lasers. 
 
    He saw Alabaster dive into one of the steel containers, and the other CASPer was lost in the smoke and flying debris. Wherever he saw movement, he fired the cannons. He took down the wall that surrounded the compound, too. There could have been additional troops hiding back there, and he didn’t want to take the risk of any of them surviving. Raleigh fired until he was sure every single MinSha out there was dead. Then he fired some more—just to be sure. 
 
    When the smoke and dust settled, Raleigh tried the comms again. “You guys still with me?” 
 
    Alabaster answered, “Holy shit, Reilly! I tell you never to fire a MAC round in my direction again, and then you go and fire my own fucking ship’s cannons at me!” 
 
    “I see you made it, Boss,” Raleigh deadpanned. 
 
    “Yeah, I made it,” Alabaster said. “Barely. But Rogers is gone. Right after you opened fire, one of those bastards pulled the pin on his last K-bomb. Took him out as well as themselves. Damned shame. I knew his daddy. He was a good man. They both were.” 
 
    “They were all good men,” Raleigh said, his voice cold and hard as stone. “Now they’re all dead good men, and it’s your fault.” 
 
    Alabaster’s CASPer came out of the container and turned to face up at the ship. “What the hell do you mean it’s my fault? This shit isn’t my fucking fault. That damned Cochkala gave me bad information! That’s not my damned fault!” 
 
    “I tried to warn you this wasn’t right,” Raleigh responded, “but you wouldn’t listen to me. You let credits make your decision for you and got your whole damned company killed for it. Even Jon, Terry, Keith, and Brett are dead. Yeah, a fucking MinSha got to the ship before I could and killed them. I got the bitch back, but it was too late. You forgot the most important rule of being a merc.” 
 
    “And that is?” Alabaster asked. 
 
    Raleigh narrowed his eyes at the image of his commander’s CASPer on the viewing screen. “Always honor the threat.” His voice was low and solemn. 
 
    “Shit,” Alabaster said. His voice was heavy and full of regret. “I never meant for any of this to happen. I never wanted anyone to die. This was supposed to be an easy job, kid. I tell you what, though. That son of a bitch Cochkala is going to pay for this. I’m going to take every credit that little fucker has. You have my word on that. We’ll make sure all these guys’ families are taken care of.” 
 
    Raleigh laughed at the man. 
 
    “What the hell is so funny, Reilly? You find something humorous in all this?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” Raleigh answered. “The fact you think credits will make this all better is absolutely hilarious. You’re literally standing in the midst of your dead mercs, and the first solution you come up with is getting more credits for the job? Are you fucking kidding me?” He shook his head. “You’re a real piece of shit, you know that, Alabaster? I always thought you were an asshole. But this? This is some next level kind of shit. You don’t even deserve to command a merc company. You don’t have what it takes anymore. You’ve gotten stupid and reckless.” 
 
    “Now you listen here, you piss-ant little shit,” Alabaster snarled. “I do what has to be done to finish the fucking job. You aren’t half the merc I am! If it weren’t for me, you’d be washing dishes in a pizza joint back on Earth and living off my taxes like the rest of the freeloaders! You’ll never even come close to commanding your own merc company. You’re just a deadbeat drunk with a short shelf-life.” 
 
    Raleigh sat back in the pilot’s chair and rubbed his chin in thought. “My own merc company, huh? That does have a nice ring to it. Maybe call it Reilly’s Raiders, or something catchy like that.” 
 
    “Keep dreaming, puss bucket,” Alabaster retorted. “Your career is finished. When I get done with you, no merc in the galaxy would dare to sign up with you. Not the sort any respectable company would hire, anyway. Now land my ship so I can get the hell off this rock and get paid.” 
 
    Raleigh didn’t respond. After a long moment, Alabaster said, “What the hell are you doing, Reilly? I said to land my ship.” 
 
    “Thinking,” Raleigh replied. 
 
    “There’s nothing to think about. My decision’s made.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Raleigh said. He leaned up to the console and entered some commands. “I think I deserve a well-earned field promotion.” 
 
    “Field promotion?” Alabaster repeated with a chuckle. “I’m not promoting you to shit!” 
 
    Raleigh grinned savagely. “Oh, I never said you were going to promote me, Commander. I’ll leave that to the sole surviving, highest ranking member of Alabaster’s Disasters still alive.” 
 
    “That’s me, you dumbass.” 
 
    “Is it, though?” Raleigh asked and fired the cannons one last time. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Eight 
 
      
 
    The drink burned as it went down Raleigh’s throat. He was sitting at a booth in Peepo’s Pit going over the list of names of those who’d applied for his new mercenary company. The list was long, and he wondered if he’d bitten off more than he could chew. Then he remembered how many people it took to run a mercenary company properly and that he was lucky to have such a long list of names to choose from. It would all be worth the frustration in the end. 
 
    It had taken a while to clean up the mess on Satisfaction’s bridge, but he’d had plenty of time while he waited his turn for the gate. It had taken even longer to crack the security code on Alabaster’s personal slate to access the contract with the Cochkala. He’d been shocked to find out what sector of the galaxy they’d been in. He wouldn’t be sharing that information with anyone any time soon. Or ever, for that matter. The Cochkala had been a pain in the ass to deal with, but Raleigh had finally managed to get him to pay up when he’d mentioned contacting the Mercenary Guild about a breach of contract. The little badger-looking alien had been more than willing to comply then. 
 
    Raleigh had made sure the families of every single one of the fallen men of Alabaster’s Disasters had received the proper amount of death benefit pay. He’d even thrown a little extra in there. Afterward, he’d traveled to Karma to hire a new crew under a new company. The problem was, he didn’t meet the requirements to start a new company yet, so he figured he’d operate under Alabaster’s Disasters until he met the guidelines. Then he’d change the name with the Mercenary Guild. Technically it was his company now so he could call it whatever he wanted to. 
 
    One relief in Reilly’s life as the new owner of Alabaster’s Disasters was he could now afford to pay for his daughter’s school tuition. Raley Shea Reilly was a gifted young girl with raven black hair, icy blue eyes, and the only person he truly cared for. Her intelligence was beyond public school so he’d placed her in a private academy. The annual tuition was more than most people made in a year, but Reilly had always managed to pay it. Now the tuition would be nothing more than a monthly overhead expense. 
 
    He grinned as he recalled the last time he saw her. The academy had requested a meeting with him prior to picking her up for mid-term break. They were concerned about her behavior in the previous weeks. Twice she’d been caught swindling the more fortunate students out of credits and other valuables by acquiring items not allowed on campus and charging them a 50% surplus, or by threatening to divulge certain secrets each student held. Raley showed great promise in his eyes, but he hadn’t been able to express that to the academy heads. Instead, he assured them he’d have a conversation with her while on break, and they wouldn’t have to worry about catching her participating in such activities again. 
 
    Once they’d exited the academy property, Reilly asked his daughter to explain her schemes to him in fine detail. She did so without hesitation. When she was finished, he didn’t scold her for her actions. Instead, he explained to her where she’d gone wrong in her plans and how to correct the issues in the future. He ended the lesson by saying, “It’s only against the rules if you get caught, Rae.” 
 
    The memory warmed him more thoroughly than the finest whiskey ever could. He thought about her future and wondered if it was too soon to begin CASPer training. It couldn’t hurt to get a head start, after all. A moment later, he decided he would get her started on basic simulations and maintenance during her summer break. If she was going to become the merc he knew she could, he would give her every advantage possible.  
 
    “Mr. Reilly,” a familiar voice said from his side. “So nice to see you still alive.” 
 
    Raleigh turned his head to see Peepo staring at him from behind her tinted goggles. “It’s nice to still be alive, Peepo. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have the absolute pleasure to visit Peepo’s Pit anymore. That would be a real shame.” 
 
    Peepo nodded to him. “I thank you for your patronage, Commander Reilly. I understand you got an unexpected promotion. Congratulations. Though it was such a dreadful waste of lives, in my opinion. I thought Alabaster was a better commander than that. So disappointing.” 
 
    “That makes two of us, Peepo. That makes two of us.” 
 
    “I wish you good fortune on your future endeavors, Commander Reilly. I’m sure you have quite the interesting career ahead of you.” She folded her arms behind her back as she continued to speak. “But I offer you a word of caution. You have a reputation for being careless in battle and acting irrationally. The Peacemaker Guild tends to frown upon, and keep a close eye on, individuals of such a nature. I would advise you to learn a bit of self-control and stay off their radar.” 
 
    Raleigh smiled and leaned back in his seat. “Thank you very much for the advice, Peepo. I’ll certainly take it into consideration. But there’s a Human phrase I’m reminded of.” His smile turned into a grin. “What they don’t know won’t hurt them.” 
 
    Peepo lowered her head and slid her tinted goggles down just enough that she could look over them. She studied him intently for a long moment, then she slid them back up into their proper place, gave him a single nod, and walked away. 
 
    Raleigh continued to grin, raised his glass to her back, then downed the entire thing. He returned his attention to the list of names. A moment later, a shadow covered his entire table. He looked up to see a large man looking down at him. To call him intimidating would be a vast understatement. “Can I help you?” Raleigh asked. 
 
    The man held out his hand. “Heard you were looking for a crew. I’m looking for a job. Name’s Mike. Call sign’s Mike 77.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Nick Steverson Bio 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nick Steverson is your everyday, blue-collar liquor vendor. He’s been in the alcohol industry for 15 years now. Using his Class-A CDL he delivers wine and liquor from Pensacola to Tallahassee, sometimes even all the way down into Apalachicola. He takes as many opportunities as possible to write what the voices in his head are saying to him. Since he was young, he has always wanted to write a book, but never took the time to actually sit down and do it. His wife and children were always the first priority, leaving little time for much else. Inspiration to make the time to do so came from his father one night after sending a text about an idea he had for a race of characters for his books. The last answer he expected to get was, “Write it,” but that’s exactly what he got. So, he did.  
 
    Sometimes all it takes is a little nudge in the right direction, and the story writes itself. He has numerous publications in the Salvage Title Universe. “A Small Problem,” a short story in “Through The Gate,” “Test Your Mettle,” a novella in “The Long And Short Of It,” and two full length novels, “Hesitation” and “Action.” “Consequences,” his third novel in the Salvage Universe, is currently underway. Look for his upcoming stories in the Four Horsemen Universe and Starflight Universe anthologies. 
 
    You can find him on Facebook by searching Nick Steverson-Author, on MeWe as Nick Steverson, on Goodreads as Nick Steverson, and on Amazon by searching Nick Steverson. You can also follow him on his website at https://www.nicksteverson.com.  
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    Lucky Beginnings by Zachary Ritz 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Northern Jungles 
 
    Khatash 
 
    Criuch studied the docile Sensa herd on the floor of the lush jungle from his vantage point in the canopy and tried to envision likely resting spots for something with the mass of a Dukal. He chewed his last bite of fresh creeper meat, having supplemented the rations he brought by hunting the animals Yirrush told him about. Although he wore a synthetic equipment harness, there was only so much room for his blades and food, so he’d prepared himself by hunting a small number of creepers and pireens; he’d already eaten all the sweet pireen meat as that was a personal favorite of his.  
 
    He’d been watching, waiting, and trying to find a Dukal for four long nights. He knew if one didn’t show itself tonight, he would have to call for pick up. The deadline Mowdis had imposed on his jungle foray was quickly approaching.  
 
    Criuch had been assigned one final test of his abilities as a Hunter of Hurts by his mentor. Only after successfully completing it would Mowdis allow him to return to the Stalking Blade clan with Mowdis’ blessing as a fully qualified Hunter of Hurts. His test was to create something new and extraordinary that would be put to use for the betterment of the Stalking Blade clan.  
 
    Although Criuch was from another clan, it was apparent to him that Mowdis still took a distinct pleasure in teaching him. Criuch was fortunate that the two clans had been close allies for so long. After the unexpected loss of Stalking Blade’s Hunter of Hurts, the clan was at a severe disadvantage, with no one to train its next healer. This unfortunate circumstance, combined with Mowdis taking a secondary role when Choking Vine’s new Hunter of Hurts took over for Mowdis’ clan, left him in the perfect position to mentor young Criuch. 
 
    Criuch had thought deeply and decided to go after the venom of the rare Dukal, which was located in its tail stinger. His choice of target had added to the test’s difficulty significantly, as he only had five nights to find and extract the venom it held in its tail. Following his extraction of the venom, he had at most two seasons, or eighteen nine-nights, to develop his compound for Mowdis’ final approval.  
 
    Although the Dukal was a ferocious fighter, its favored tactic was ambush. Hard to find within the triple-canopy jungle due to its mottled black and green fur, the Dukal was somewhat of an oddity as a predatory animal, as it was essentially a migratory predator, following the patterns of the Sensa. It led a solitary life, except during mating and gestation. A predator, it was uncommon for them to be hunted, but it was not unheard of for a few brash Hunters, eager to prove themselves, to go after them. The fact that the Dukal believed it was the apex predator on Khatash played into its downfall during the hunt.  
 
    Criuch had chosen this difficult task for himself, knowing that few species on Khatash had abilities that involved the use of quintessence. All living creatures wrapped quintessence around themselves simply by being alive. He had a theory that the Sensa were able to feel this wrapping of quintessence as a defense mechanism. He believed the Dukal in turn had developed a venom that negated this sixth sense, leaving a stung Sensa effectively blind. He hoped he could use this interaction to boost the natural control Hunters had of quintessence. That would give the Hunters of his clan an advantage when on contract and when controlling their personal vessels. 
 
    Criuch had reasoned the more Sensa that were around, the more likely there would be a Dukal or two preying upon them, and he’d been able to locate a large herd of Sensa in the northern jungles.  
 
    “If I were a Dukal, where would I hide,” he muttered to himself. With his growing comfort in the jungle, he no longer felt the need to stay silent and invisible, wrapped in quintessence. As much as he thirsted for the thrill of hunting a hungry Dukal, he planned to go after one recently fed. The point of this expedition wasn’t fun, after all.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure I felt you with quintessence yesterday,” he murmured in frustration. The presence had seemed muted somehow, which led him to think the Dukal may have developed a sort of natural shielding in addition to their hide’s camouflage that assisted with their ambush attacks against the Sensa.  
 
    That made sense. Shielding helped ambush the Sensa and camouflage helped hide from everything else in the jungle, because on Khatash, everything wanted to take a bite out of you.  
 
    Criuch wrapped himself in quintessence and dropped to the decaying forest floor to see if he could find an old ambush site. Maybe I can track one from its ambush site to its lair. He filtered out the lowing of the Sensa and any rustle of the flora he thought was caused by the breeze, then he moved forward, unseen and as silent as any off-world Hunter.  
 
    He never learned what triggered the Dukal; maybe it saw a Sensa close to his position, or maybe he brushed against a sleeper vine, causing it to reflexively grasp about for prey. In the end, it didn’t matter. The next thing he saw was a mottled black and green blur that burst into sight, then jerked to a sudden, confused stop when it failed to find its prey. Criuch only avoided contact with the Dukal through a desperate twist and leap onto a nearby moss-covered deadfall.  
 
    Criuch studied its quadrupedal form for a brief second, finding the best angle of attack, then dove for its black-furred underbelly. On his way to its other side, he reached out with his claws and severed the tendons that ran down the back of the Dukal’s forelegs with surgical precision. Although not completely opposable like his, the Dukal’s forepaws were much nimbler and more dangerous than they appeared.  
 
    The Dukal bellowed in pain and rage as it realized it was under attack, sinking to its elbows as it lost control of its forelegs. Criuch watched the Dukal as it sought its attacker, and its stinger thrashed about for a target. You thought you ruled this jungle, didn’t you? Only one of us is a true hunter, a mistake you will never make again.  
 
    Rolling out to the other side of the Dukal’s underbelly, Criuch used a handspring to launch himself to a low hanging branch. Using the branch as a springboard, he soared past the Dukal’s face and raked his claws over its eyes. The Dukal screamed its pain and fury again as it widened the range of its tail’s lightning attacks. Now came the tricky part; with the Dukal disabled and blinded, its wild thrashing increased the chances of a lucky strike if Criuch wasn’t careful. Having destroyed the creature’s sight, Criuch felt it safe enough to drop his hold on his quintessence and became visible again.  
 
    Being a young Hunter, Criuch leapt fearlessly for the Dukal’s throat to rend open the arteries there. The Dukal sensed the movement, however, and stabbed its tail where it perceived its assailant. Criuch was forced to abort his leap, and, even with the acrobatic escape, he felt the tip of the stinger just barely part the hairs over his shoulder. Criuch belatedly realized the Dukal’s sight must not be as ruined as he’d thought.  
 
    Pulling quintessence before moving again, he grabbed a rock then cautiously picked his way from stone to stone to the beast’s opposite side. He closed to just out of range of the deadly Dukal, then threw the rock at a hollow log. The beast reflexively looked in that direction. Criuch immediately danced in and sliced open the exposed neck from one side to the other, then jumped back out of range. As the predator’s lifeblood soaked the detritus scattered across the decomposing forest floor, it gave a strangled gurgle. 
 
    The Dukal foundered and sank heavily to the forest floor. Not wanting to make the same mistake twice, Criuch waited patiently until the beast breathed its last. Opening a pouch on his form-fitting harness, he removed a sharp knife and the set of forceps he had packed for this moment. Reminding himself of the Dukal’s rarity, and not wanting to have to fight a second so soon, he took special care in the removal of the stinger and venom sac located in the tail.  
 
    His mission complete, he transmitted his location to Mowdis for pickup. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    One Season Later 
 
    En Route to Stalking Blade Den 
 
    Khatash 
 
    Vibrating with excitement, Criuch waited for Mowdis to break the silence as they flew to his familial home. The shuttle was a small, two-person affair, built more for utility than comfort. As an elder deo and former Hunter of Hurts in the Choking Vine clan, Mowdis had access to all his clan’s shuttles and had chosen this plainer one for its simple controls and intimate cabin space.  
 
    “It may be better to be lucky than good sometimes, young one, but don’t sell yourself too short. There was no small amount of skill involved in the kill,” Mowdis told Criuch, “and it was due to hard work and perseverance that you were able to transform that venom into something that will greatly assist your clan.” 
 
    Criuch slow blinked—the Hunter version of a smile—at Mowdis. “You honor me, Deo. Thank you for your kind words, although I couldn’t have done it without your help. Without your introduction to, and guidance through, all the different proteins and peptides, and how to isolate then manipulate them, it would have taken me longer than just one season to create the stimperium.”  
 
    “Yes, well, we can take another look at the venom and see if we can isolate anything else from it. Also, it would be a good idea to experiment on your own and see if you can get rid of the negative side effect. While pairing the stimperium with nanites does mitigate the severe crash that follows, it would be much better if they weren’t needed.  
 
    “And with that, your time with me has come to an end,” Mowdis said with feeling. He couldn’t quite control the flick his ear made.  
 
    Criuch knew better than to comment on the elder’s slip, but he also knew there must be intense emotions within the older Hunter for it to slip through Mowdis’ control.  
 
    “You know I sent word ahead to Dama Avur so she will be expecting us, but this is the perfect time to bring you fully into the fold. Although junior, you are now a Hunter of Hurts, along with all that entails.” Criuch listened with bated breath. “You’ve grown much during your training, although you started out quite headstrong. Some of that can be forgiven as a kit’s enthusiasm. Also, as irritating as it can be sometimes, always continue to ask ‘why.’ This can be crucial at times, like when trying to find the cause of a patient’s symptoms.  
 
    “You have been taught a library’s worth of knowledge, and it’s up to you to guard the secrets of our biology jealously from all outsiders.”  
 
    With some trepidation, Criuch used his tongue to feel the smooth capsule permanently secreted within the roof of his mouth. A mixture of native enzymes and nanites, if he was ever incapacitated, it was his duty to break the capsule and release the potent mixture that would melt his body and leave his DNA unreadable. This was known as “scrambling,” and it was a Hunter’s last resort.  
 
    Just before the landing sequence started, Criuch noticed a muted gleam in Mowdis’ eyes. He wondered what thoughts spurred this visible change in his mentor, who’d been stoic during his tutelage.  
 
    After landing and shutting down the shuttle, Mowdis looked at Criuch. “You’re not a student anymore, Criuch. It will be my pleasure to treat you as a peer from now on. Welcome to the fold.” 
 
    “As much as I enjoyed my time with your clan, Mowdis, and my studies there, it is good to return home once again. You made me feel welcome, and for that I am grateful. I have a huge task ahead of me, however, in organizing Mehre’s lab and establishing myself among the clan. I’m a little nervous about it, but I know the sooner I start, the sooner I’ll be done.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, we had better get out of here. We don’t want them to have to send a search party out for two lost healers, do we?” Mowdis chuckled. He went to the rear of the ship and lowered the ramp.  
 
    “Age before looks, honored one,” Criuch declared with a slow blink. Mowdis’ paw shot out to bat Criuch about the forehead. 
 
    “Many seasons I may have on you, but I still have plenty of quickness left in these bones, and my claws are just as sharp as they’ve always been,” Mowdis scolded Criuch, followed by a muttered, “although maybe not as quick and sharp as I like to think.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Nothing. Now get down the ramp, and lead the way to the den.” Mowdis shoved Criuch’s shoulders. Criuch chuckled and moved with the gentle blow to start down the ramp. No sooner had he put a second paw down the ramp when a sudden blow to his side launched him into the air. With a startled yowl, he attempted to right himself before landing, but his maneuvering was blocked by another furred form. With a heavy thud, he crashed awkwardly on the dusty landing field and felt an invisible claw prick his throat.  
 
    “Dead,” the invisible Hunter proclaimed.  
 
    “Ugh, get off me, Aryss!” Criuch yelled in disgust.  
 
    “You know, you really must learn to be more aware of your surroundings. And who says I’m your sister-kita?” 
 
    “Quintessence hides your visible shape and heat signature, Aryss, not your voice.” 
 
    “You take the fun out of everything, you know that?” 
 
    “Well, forgive me for thinking that being attacked as soon as I return home contains any semblance of fun. Now get off.” 
 
    Mowdis sat and observed them, then he slow blinked at the two from the top of the ramp. As Aryss finally released Criuch, he called down, “Is anyone going to invite this old bag of bones inside the den?” 
 
    “Forgive the delay, Deo, I thought my brother-kit could use a gentle reminder of the way things work outside a laboratory.” 
 
    “Gentle!” Criuch snapped. 
 
    “Please, I didn’t even break the skin. You’ve grown soft in the last few seasons.” 
 
    “Not so soft as you might think. I took a Dukal down in the northern jungles.”  
 
    “Yes, hunting dumb beasts can be such a challenge. Honored Deo, if you would please follow me, we may retire to the den,” Aryss said. 
 
    “The honor would be mine, young one. It is good for someone to remember their manners.”  
 
    Aryss leapt in front of Criuch to take the lead into the den. “Dama is expecting us, Criuch; let’s not keep her waiting.”  
 
    “I know, I know. I just want to stop by and say hello to Dok’Nahkoma really quick. It’s been too long since I saw our Sirra’Kan molly.” 
 
    “Dama won’t be happy…” Aryss warned. 
 
    “I’m sure Dama will understand if I make a quick initial inspection of the healer’s area, since that’s where I’ll be spending so much of my time,” Criuch said.  
 
    “Yes, well, I’ll meet you there, then,” Mowdis said. “I’m too old to be playing kit and kita games and keep damas waiting.” 
 
    Criuch bounded away from his companions and through a cleverly concealed door barely large enough for him to squeeze through. He jumped lithely from the floor to a niche halfway up the wall. This led to the Hunter-sized tunnels that wound throughout the den. He breathed deeply and luxuriated in the smell of home as his feet found their way along remembered paths. He’d always been more interested than he should’ve been in Mehre’s hunting of hurts, often neglecting other subjects his molly tried to teach him. As such, he’d walked the many paths to the healer’s area countless times, despite his youth. As welcoming as Choking Vine and Mowdis had tried to make him feel, it had never quite felt like home.  
 
    As he moved closer to the healer’s lab, he pulled quintessence and started stalking. He carefully exited the tunnels onto a ledge near the ceiling, where he spied Dok’Nahkoma’s larger feline form. Having been a Hunter molly for several generations, she was well accustomed to their tricks and the mischievous nature of kits.  
 
    She stood just to the side of the main entry, no doubt hoping to catch him unawares, as Aryss had done. Criuch waited patiently for the main doors of the lab to open, as he knew Aryss was approaching. The moment the doors opened, Dok’Nahkoma pounced toward them, and a split second later Criuch sprang down one ledge, then onto Dok’Nahkoma’s shoulders, where he batted at her pointed ears.  
 
    Dok’Nahkoma spun, knocking Criuch off her shoulders, simultaneously holding out her arms, giving him a place to land. “Don’t you dare, little kit. I may be no Hunter, but I have the strength of nine times five,” she growled threateningly, even though her cradling of him belied the threat.  
 
    “It is not my fault, molly of my heart, that you chose to watch the wrong entrance.” 
 
    Dok’Nahkoma glared at Criuch a moment longer, then softened and hugged him to her larger frame. “It is good to see you again, little one.” 
 
    “Yes, I imagine it is. It appears you’ve kept the lab in serviceable condition.” 
 
    “Someone had to keep the clan in good health while you were learning how to hunt hurts. Now, be off with you. Dama is waiting for you in the meeting chamber, as you well know.” 
 
    Criuch rubbed his cheek along Dok’Nahkoma’s, mingling their scents, then leapt out of her arms and to the floor, where he led Aryss to the meeting chamber. Mowdis waited for them outside.  
 
    Upon entering, he saw Dama Avur waiting in her customary position near the center of the room. While strict, she’d been fair in his upbringing and made it clear that family came first. It was this severity he saw now in the curve of her tail and how her ears pointed directly at him.  
 
    Criuch gathered himself, then he said, “Greetings, Dama, it is good to be home and with the clan once again.” 
 
    “Hello, my kit. It is good to see you and to have you finally grace us with your presence. Tell me, what have you learned in the time you spent with Choking Vine? It clearly was not punctuality.” 
 
    Criuch had the sense to look slightly embarrassed at his detour. “I learned how to hunt my chosen prey, Dama. I have learned how to monitor a Hunter throughout the mrurs of the day, the best ways to repair rent flesh, when to let the body fight for itself and when to administer medication, how our baryonic and non-baryonic nervous systems interact, how to care for a damita during and after gestation—but most importantly, Dama, I have learned that a Hunter of Hurts must never stop learning so that he may heal any injury his clan incurs in the pursuit of their prey. There are many facets to this continual study, and I hope to continue my professional association with Deo Mowdis so I may serve the clan to the absolute best of my abilities.”  
 
    Avur looked to Mowdis to judge the truth of the young Hunter’s words and received a subtle nod in return. “Well said. And you, Mowdis, believe Criuch to be ready, not merely to play at spreading balms, but to practice this time-honored craft on his own?” 
 
    “I do, Dama of the Stalking Blade clan. It saddened me to hear of Mehre’s passing, but Criuch has proven equal to the training and tasks I’ve set before him to prepare him for his service to the clan. He has spoken true and well. He learns quickly and doesn’t give up easily, both hallmarks of a great Hunter. To prove this, I set before him one final trial. This was to create something unique that would be used for the betterment of his clan. I believe he has created something that will be both of immediate benefit for Stalking Blade and of much use far into the future. Criuch, show Dama Avur the vial.” 
 
    Criuch reached into the harness containing the tools of his trade and withdrew a standard autoinjector used throughout the Galactic Union. With a twist, he separated the needle and reservoir portions. He held the milky fluid up for Dama’s inspection. “I call it stimperium, Dama, and its effect is two-fold. It magnifies a Hunter’s control over their own quintessence and drastically increases their neural processing speed. When combined with the dedication to the control of quintessence Hunters already have, and the increased processing capabilities pinplants give us, a Hunter who injects himself will display a marked advantage in stealth and critical thinking for a time. It has to be paired with specially programmed nanites that act as scrubbers, however, because as the stimperium is metabolized, a mild toxin builds within the body’s muscle fibers and causes a severe depletion in energy levels—a “crash,” if you will. This will be something special to our clan and will give us an edge in contracts over the other clans.”  
 
    “Very good, my kit; that does sound like quite a boon to the clan. It is good to have you home. Dok’Nahkoma did her best while you were in training, but she has never been formally instructed in our physiology. Unfortunately, however, she will need to serve as the clan healer for a little while longer. The complete surprise your sister gave you upon disembarking showed me that you need to go on an off-world contract in order to fully develop the rest of your skills so you will fully understand that which is the birthright of all Hunters. Your sister, while still young, has several off-world contracts to her credit, and you will accompany her on her upcoming contract.” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure to instruct my brother-kit, Dama.” Aryss slow blinked.  
 
    “Do not think you are escaping so easily, kita,” Dama Avur rebuked. “You tend toward recklessness while on contract. You will use this as an opportunity to work on your planning and preparation before striking. I expect a clean kill, no collateral damage, and not a hair out of place on either of you. One might almost say I expect your completion of this contract to be…surgical in nature.”  
 
    “I will ensure that everything goes according to plan,” Aryss responded playfully. 
 
    “It will be so, Dama.” Criuch bowed his head. 
 
    “Good. Now, with that out of the way, we can sit down as a family once more and have a meal. Criuch, I hear you had a fair amount of luck come your way during Mowdis’ final trial.” Dama Avur favored her son with a slow blink. “Deo Mowdis, would you do us the honor of staying and eating with us?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With their bellies full of khava, spiced creeper, and other family favorites, they lounged together in one of the more dimly lit and comfortable rooms. “How are your preparations coming for this next contract?” Avur inquired of Aryss. 
 
    “As well as can be expected.” Aryss flicked her ear in indifference. “There wasn’t a large amount of data given by the client.” 
 
    “Oh, my kita—yes, I will continue to call you that until you learn better—this is where you must learn to look beyond what the client is telling you and research on your own. You should also learn to see what the client is not telling you while you are in negotiation. This will help you identify if a contract is even worthy in the first place. And you, Criuch, how long do you think your own preparations will take?” 
 
    “Not long, Dama. Mehre kept the lab in excellent condition, and Nahkoma ensured it stayed well supplied; I’ll be able to draw most of the routine items from there. Then, as soon as Aryss tells me what we’ll be doing, it shouldn’t take me long to gather any specialized equipment I might need. I’ll be analyzing what injuries are the most likely and studying any target species’ anatomy during our time in hyperspace.” 
 
    Aryss’ eyes unfocused as she accessed her pinplants, followed by, “You should learn to check more thoroughly brother; you already have the file.” 
 
    “And you should learn to use your pinplants better, sister. I clearly saw you just send me the file.” Criuch started to groom himself.  
 
    “Maybe there’s hope for you yet, young one.” Mowdis slow blinked and let out a chuff of extreme amusement. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Hyperspace 
 
    En Route to the Coltaric System 
 
    Criuch sprawled lazily on a secondary acceleration couch within his sister’s personal ship and continued to research the strengths and weaknesses of the werewolf-like Besquith race. Not all Hunter ships were big enough for multiple acceleration couches, but, having completed a few off-world contracts already, Aryss had consolidated her resources, and, with a bit of help from Dama Avur, she had purchased a slightly larger than average ship. On contract, even Criuch knew that a Hunter could never let their guard down, so he hoarded stolen moments like this jealously and took advantage when he could. He was grateful for the faux gravity the ship experienced as the larger vessel it was attached to spun. It was a common practice for smaller ships without hyperspace shunts to act as “riders” on larger ships.  
 
    Once Criuch was satisfied by his study of the Besquith for the time being, he switched over to familiarizing himself with Zuparti anatomy. One never knew when a contract might go sour, and the client need to be taught a lesson.  
 
    “So what’s your plan, Aryss? You sent me the contract basics—greedy Zuparti wants Besquith merchant alpha dead—but that’s really all I’ve got to go on. I mean, why did you take this contract?” 
 
    “Oh, Criuch, there’s so much you missed.” Aryss sighed. “Yes, the Zuparti client desires the death of Roskar, the “Besquith merchant alpha” as you so eloquently put it, but you clearly didn’t read the full details of the contract and all information the client provided. That’s where you would have found the interesting bits and why I took the contract. You would have seen the complexity of the contract, and therein the challenge and potential for excitement. Since Dama wanted you to learn more about off-world hunting and Hunter culture in general, why do you think we hunt?” 
 
    “Well, we hunt because we are Hunters, Aryss. We hunt because it is our birthright to do so, and we are the best fighters in the galaxy.” 
 
    “That is a very simple-minded view of it, brother; our molly would not approve. Looking at it from the lens of experience, we hunt because we have always hunted prey to survive. It is built into our genes and wends its way throughout our culture. We hunt because it is part of what defines us as a race. The more worthy the opponent, the more challenging the battle and the more rewarding the kill. Those who are worthy deserve our respect; however, they are not Hunters, and so their lives mean little to most from Khatash. And yes, we hunt because we are the best at it in the galaxy. Hunters, not fighters; leave that for the mercenaries.” Aryss added the last with no small amount of youthful brashness in her tone.  
 
    “Among the intel the client provided was a fairly detailed layout of Roskar’s compound and the security forces she uses. She runs a tight ship, as any good alpha would, so it will be tricky. Add that to the high quality and ever alert state of the security, and there’s almost guaranteed to be a bit of a bloody mess before reaching Roskar.  
 
    “Then there’s Roskar, herself, whom you should have at least read about, if you read anything. She is the target, after all. She ran a successful merc company for a great many seasons before taking over leadership of her clan and its businesses, so she has the potential to be a very worthy opponent, even if Besquith do reek and are much too slow. Lucky for us, the client doesn’t care about the level of mess we leave behind. Due to the violent nature of Besquith society, nobody will look very hard into Roskar’s death, and any security that is slain won’t be cause for worry, either; they were just being good gammas and betas, and protecting their alpha.”  
 
    “Well, that does simplify things, I guess. In that case, I’m assuming you’ll be using a more straightforward approach and methods to deal with the security forces and Roskar herself. And for your information, sister, I have done a bit of GalNet research on Roskar and familiarized myself with Besquith anatomy. I am acquainted with her success in leading Claw Tactics mercenary company and some of her more recent business dealings, as well as some of the best ways to neutralize Besquith. As Besquith tend to also favor straightforward weapons and strategies, any injuries sustained will most likely follow the standard injury patterns of penetration, blast, or laser. That will make treatment of any injuries sustained in the field marginally easier. I advise you to familiarize yourself with proper trauma nanite usage and the dosing information I’ve provided you for stimperium. Dama is expecting you to curb some of your own recklessness, after all.”  
 
    As the ship neared the end of its 170-hour journey through hyperspace, the two young Hunters continued to offer each other unsolicited advice in what each thought of as their area of expertise. Finally, after enduring what seemed like being locked back in the womb together, they heard the nine-mrur alarm sound. Their journey to the Coltaric system neared its end.  
 
    “All right, Criuch, as soon as we come out of hyperspace, the second half of the rider fee will be paid automatically, and I’ll detach us, then execute a steady burn for the planet. What can you tell me about Coltaric?”  
 
    “It sits in a different area of this solar system’s habitable zone than Khatash does, so its climate is very different than we’re used to—” 
 
    “Than you’re used to.” 
 
    “—so we’ll need to ensure that we take proper environmental precautions when we exit the ship. The planet has a variety of climates and large landmasses, but Roskar’s base of operations is located in one of the more temperate zones, so we actually shouldn’t need much in the way of life-support gear. There’s a sizable space station in orbit that’s used by various officials from the guilds as a base of operations for this sector of the Galactic Union. Notably, the Mercenary Guild maintains a permanent suite of offices there.” 
 
    “Not bad, brother; there’s hope for you yet. You’ll just need your goggles and equipment harness. Keep a nondescript cloak at hand for those times we need to blend in but don’t want to pull quintessence. Many races use them, and there can be value in learning how different beings react to the presence of another.”  
 
    Over the intervening day, from emergence point to planet, Criuch and Aryss conducted pre-mission checks of their gear and finalized their actions upon making planetfall. The client hadn’t been specific on the timeline for completion of the contract, merely stipulating completion within the next several financial cycles of his company. As a result, they had plenty of time for planning and recon of the complex before preparing themselves for the final strike.  
 
    Upon securing a berth for Aryss’ ship and landing, the two grabbed their gear, exited the ship, and breathed in the dry, regulated starport air. After exiting, Aryss used her pinplants to arm the ship’s Hunter-made security systems, and they entered the starport proper. Upon leaving their ship’s berth, they were immediately accosted by a hairy Cochkala with an accompanying Lumar guard.  
 
    “Docking and maintenance service fee,” the Cochkala said. Aryss stood and gazed impassively at the Cochkala and his guard. Taking his cue from her, Criuch stood as still as possible, which proved unnerving to the Cochkala, given the pairs’ obvious natural and manufactured weapons. “Docking and maintenance service fee. Please,” the Cochkala tried again. After the feline duo continued to stonewall, the Cochkala asked, “Excuse me, what race are you? Perhaps my translator pendant is malfunctioning.” 
 
    “Finally, a civilized question; we are Sirra’Kan. I am Kom’Nahdok, and this is my cousin. Welcome to our negotiation,” Aryss answered with a teeth-baring grin. “Your translator is working just fine. However, starting a negotiation off in such a rude manner often leads to…unpleasantness, in my experience. Perhaps you would like to rephrase your request?”  
 
    “Uhm, well, aren’t you a little short to be Sirra’Kan? Ahem, my associate and I are here to collect the routine docking and maintenance service fee charged to all who exit and use the starport’s facilities—” 
 
    “No, you are not. You and your Lumar heavy are here to extort honest, young Sirra’Kan travelers such as ourselves out of our hard-earned credits. There is no such fee, and you will not be collecting one from us. I believe our negotiation is concluded.” 
 
    “Now wait just a minute,” the Cochkala sputtered. “I am a duly appointed representative of a major Coltaric starport executing his duties in a lawful manner.” He pointed one claw at them in an attempt to drive his point home. “The service fee will be paid, or there will be consequences.” 
 
    At this Aryss raised a paw and admired her razor-sharp claws as she unsheathed them one by one. “Let us count the errors in your argument, shall we? One: you are not a representative of this starport, duly appointed or otherwise. Two: nothing about this is lawful; this is extortion, and, while not illegal by Union standards, most races at the very least heavily frown upon it. Interestingly enough, a notable exception to this would be the Besquith, who run much of the area surrounding this starport.” Aryss tapped her two exposed claw tips thoughtfully against her cheek and added a third. “Three: there will be no service fee paid, but you are right about one thing—there will be consequences.” Aryss unsheathed the last two claws on her paw so all five gleamed, as if in invitation to the Cochkala and heavily armed Lumar. Continuing to follow her lead, Criuch drew two of his favorite knives in a blur of motion. “Now, this negotiation is over. You may either continue on this fruitless endeavor and reap the consequences, or you can continue on out of my sight and live another day.” The Cochkala couldn’t leave fast enough, with his Lumar in tow. 
 
    “Because, cousin, if we’d killed them outright, it would have attracted unwanted attention, and we are clearly in disguise, hence the Sirra’Kan masquerade,” Aryss answered Criuch’s unspoken question. “I find it enjoyable to pretend to be a juvenile Sirra’Kan, and most within the Union are more familiar with them than they are us, so it usually isn’t questioned. Remember when I said it can be beneficial to see how beings react to your physical presence? Case in point. The fact that those two so brazenly attempted to extort us within the starport says what?” 
 
    “It tells us, cousin, that they didn’t fear reprisal from those who run the starport. Which speaks either to corruption within starport management or that being the norm for business conducted within the area. Given the loose regulations at most starports, I would assume the latter, which means this is a rough and tumble place, indeed.” Lesson learned, sister. Analyze every interaction with other beings for underlying motives and meaning, Criuch sent via pinplant.  
 
    Criuch internalized the lesson as they set off into the night for a bar not too far from Roskar’s complex to see if they could overhear anything useful that the security forces might let slip. On the way, he couldn’t help thinking that most beings were smarter than Aryss gave them credit for, and of the disparity in size between Hunters and Sirra’Kan. I hope this isn’t one of those times Dama mentioned where her recklessness causes injury. Although if it will help her learn, at least I’ll be there to take care of her.  
 
    Upon reaching the Desert Draught, they found a table near a shadowy back corner. Accessing the menu through their pinplants, they ordered something palatable, then settled down to watch and find a way. Luck was on their side, and, after a short time, a group of off-duty Besquith found a table and threw back the first of many drinks.  
 
    Before the group had arrived, Criuch and Aryss had heard a few scattered mutterings and gripes about a so-called elite squad that guarded Roskar herself when she was on world, then lorded it over all others when she was away, as she currently was. After everyone in the group of Besquith had several drinks, they spoke more freely. The group bragged and spoke about the things they did and places they went on duty.  
 
    From their stories, and the intel provided by Aryss’ client, patterns emerged of how the patrols worked and potential gaps between them. The duo also overheard information about several key members of the elite squad. Most, if not all, were Besquith Roskar had handpicked to surround herself; they all came from merc units that saw high levels of missions that included assault, search and destroy, raid, and, in a couple select cases, guarding high value targets.  
 
    Aryss twitched her ears at Criuch. “We have enough to plan from; let’s leave.” They left a handful of small denomination credits on the table and headed down a hallway toward the smaller side exit. A few steps from the door, it was punched open, and a large, older Besquith barged through it. Narrowly avoiding collision, the Besquith snarled at them, then paused and stiffened as he took a closer look at the small felines. 
 
    “What are you doing here, assassins?” the Besquith asked warily. 
 
    “What did you call us?” Aryss asked. 
 
    “I’ve come across your kind before. What business have you here?” 
 
    “Our kind left the path of violence behind long ago. We are Sirra’Kan traders, though we will kill your clan’s business if you cross us.” 
 
    “My…mistake, little one.” The Besquith continued on past them toward the group already deep into their binge drinking. Criuch and Aryss left the Desert Draught behind quickly. 
 
    “What was that, Aryss? You really think he bought that?” Criuch demanded. 
 
    “Relax. It’s rare that we’re recognized, but it does happen. We can’t take the chance that he bought our ruse, though. He must be a senior beta who’s encountered a Hunter before. We have to assume he knows we’re here on contract. We’ll have to kill a decoy so Roskar doesn’t get spooked. Go, I’ll meet you back at the ship.” 
 
    On his way back to the ship, Criuch pulled quintessence in the first deep shadow he found. Once at the ship, he stowed his equipment and went over everything he’d heard in the bar until, at last, Aryss arrived.  
 
    Aryss sounded slightly chagrined when she said, “So maybe it’s best if we continue on this contract using quintessence instead of hiding in plain sight. Still, we’ll use this as an opportunity to try your skills out in the real world, and this will be done so that any suspicion passes quickly. That means not much surveillance or preparation, but you should be able to handle it without too much difficulty, since there won’t be any contractual restrictions or expectations. I’ve already found your target. He’s a Jivool and a big crime boss, but his operations are limited to this system, so Roskar won’t be able to miss his death due to the power vacuum it’ll cause. You’ll do two nights of surveillance and come up with a plan, then I’ll take a third night to confirm everything you find.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After spending much of the next two nights building his quintessence control and the length of time he could stay invisible, Criuch felt his plan to get to Barvik and kill him was solid. Though purely a local crime boss, if there was illicit activity within the Coltaric star system, the bear-like crime boss had at least one clawed finger in it.  
 
    After her night of quintessence-wrapped surveillance, Aryss made a few minor tweaks to Criuch’s plan, then set him loose on the unsuspecting crime boss.  
 
    Criuch made steady progress through Barvik’s stronghold from the shadows. He thought his journey seemed a little too easy, but, as he disarmed a couple traps and skirted various guard strongpoints, he chalked it up to planning. At last, Criuch reached Barvik’s office. He made a brief, but thorough inspection of Barvik’s office for traps or sensors and leaped silently onto his desktop. “Welcome to our negotiation, Barvik.” Criuch held a curved scalpel to Barvik’s furred neck.  
 
    Barvik looked nervously from the blade resting on his neck to the deadly assassin holding it. “Uh, thanks? Although I’m not sure what exactly I’ve done to warrant what I assume is a Depik tracking me down. I mean, I know I’m a bad guy, but I don’t think I’ve done anything that special.” Barvik paused then murmured, “Or that my enemies could afford to hire anyone so expensive.”  
 
    “Quite astute, actually, my ursine friend. Unfortunately, that doesn’t help you in this specific moment. I find myself requiring that you cease to be, and, as your security was woefully inadequate, your life is now forfeit. Although I do feel somewhat badly about this as your death was not specifically contracted for, hence my explanation.” 
 
    Barvik gulped. “Wait, mighty one! If, as you say, my death was not specifically contracted, then I might have a proposition that could end this negotiation in a more favorable manner…for both of us.”  
 
    “Please, continue.” 
 
    “Simply put, I would like to hire you. As payment for consulting and improvements on my security, I will fairly compensate you, in hard credits, of course, but, more importantly, I will disappear until the conclusion of your current contract. I will be, for all immediate intents and purposes, dead. So, you make some unexpected credits and still achieve whatever effect it is you want, while I receive improvements to my evidently lacking security detail from an expert and my throat stays intact. I believe we both win, yes?” 
 
    “Hmmm. I believe I find this agreeable, Barvik.” Criuch put away his blade. “You have yourself a deal. I will send you the security improvements I believe should be made in return for…500,000 credits. I find that a reasonable amount.”  
 
    “Of course, perilous one. Would that my life was worth more, but alas. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll gather a couple trusted associates and exit through my personal emergency escape.” Barvik stuffed a few files and a small pouch of red diamonds into a bag, then hit a series of buttons on his slate. “I just sent payment instructions and a means to contact me when your contract is complete, and, of course, if you need any help, please don’t hesitate to let me know; I will provide whatever support my organization is able.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With the mission complete, Aryss revealed her assistance to Criuch back at their ship. “I’m disappointed, brother. You need to work on your situational awareness. Not once did you sense me shadowing you the entire way. More importantly, I had to disarm a couple of Barvik’s more deadly traps before you tripped them. The negotiation, however, was quite skillfully done. You did well to turn the situation into an unexpected payment and establish a potentially useful contact for the future.” Aryss continued to think while Criuch put together Barvik’s security improvements. “Maybe it’s worth it to put a little more thought into all aspects of the plan, even for a thing as small as a ruse.” With some chagrin, and not a small amount of pride, Criuch sent the file to Barvik, and they settled in to determine Roskar’s forces’ routines.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A ninenight later, Roskar returned to Coltaric, and they were able to add her movements to the patterns they were building. When Roskar was on planet, the squad lived and stayed within the complex itself. Finally, Aryss was confident they had enough intel and familiarity with the complex to proceed. 
 
    Aryss led Criuch through final preparations for the infiltration and fulfillment of their contract. She made sure to bring a few of the special ultra-hard and poisoned blades she bought from Fip the merchant; she didn’t have many of them as he charged a steep price. The duo left their ship for Roskar’s complex, this time wrapping themselves in quintessence from the start. Aryss led the way, with Criuch close behind so he could feel the ripple her presence made. She led him across one courtyard while avoiding pressure sensors, through a wide reception chamber, past three sensor grids, and danced around eight security patrols until they were deep within the complex.  
 
    Continuing their stealthy journey, they reached a closed door guarded by two Besquith. They could have gone around, but they didn’t want the delay. Luckily, this was a contingency they’d planned for during their rehearsals.  
 
    Criuch launched himself onto the shoulder of the one to his right, and he quickly sliced through the Besquith’s throat, while Aryss dispatched the left Besquith by going low, slashing through its Achilles tendon, then jumping up to meet it with a blade through an eye. “You need to have more fun with it,” Aryss admonished Criuch. 
 
    The pair continued until they reached the final security checkpoint, which had four Besquith they’d previously identified as belonging to the elite squad. The room had one entrance and one exit. Following their pattern from before, Criuch attacked the two on the right-hand side of the room as they entered, and Aryss pounced upon the two on the left-hand side.  
 
    Aryss climbed to the top of a computer console, drawing a dart gun and a thin blade. Jumping for the shoulder of her primary target, she shot her secondary target in the neck mid-air. Before the Besquith could blink, the poison spread through his nervous system, sending the massive body twitching frantically to the floor with a crash.  
 
    Pirouetting after the mid-air shot, she landed perfectly positioned on the primary Besquith’s shoulder and stabbed her blade down the Besquith’s huge, hairy ear canal into its skull cavity, dispatching it with one strike.  
 
    Criuch, attempting to take his sister’s advice, went low this time. He dove through his first target’s legs, opening both the beast’s femoral arteries with his claws. He then spun, slipping a blade free of its sheath, and neatly severed the Besquith’s cervical spine as it fell. These were members of the elite squad, though, and Cruich turned to find his second target prepared to defend himself, even though it had only taken a split second for Criuch to kill his first target.  
 
    “Come out of hiding, little Depik, and fight like real warriors.” A deep growl emanated from within the lone Besquith’s chest as he backed toward the far door, claws extended and held in a high ready position. “Yes, I know you’re there. I’m not one of the old vor’sradem weaklings, but I know the stories of your kind. I heard from Crug-Ros about you two skulking about in the Desert Draught. Evidently Barvik’s death wasn’t all we thought it to be.”  
 
    Aryss became visible with disdain on her face. “I may as well fight you on even terms. This won’t last long, and you won’t be leaving here alive.” Aryss circled the Besquith, flickering in and out of visibility. While circling, she whirled in and out of range, inflicting small but telling injuries, while avoiding the Besquith’s wild counterattacks. She continued to toy with him and avoid his increasingly desperate strikes until she drew close for another attack and was met with a massive fist that blasted her into a wall.  
 
    Criuch calmly drew a Hunter-sized laser pistol and shot the heavily bleeding Besquith through the head. “You grew too predictable, sister. You’re lucky he lost too much blood to properly strike you. Are you injured badly?” 
 
    It took Aryss a moment to regain her breath. “I’ll be all right,” she wheezed. “It just feels like a few cracked ribs. Nothing I won’t heal from.”  
 
    “I’ll make sure you get some nanites back at the ship to speed the healing.”  
 
    “Let’s go on, then. I’ll stay visible, with you as concealed backup.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With the checkpoint a bloody, lifeless mess, they proceeded down the corridor to Roskar’s den, where their progress was interrupted as a shadowy figure stepped from a hidden alcove. “I’ve been waiting. I smelled you out and about, little one,” a velociraptor-like being said. “Although I did not realize it was the scent of a Depik, I knew it didn’t belong. You really should be more cautious when stalking.” Standing five feet tall at the shoulder, the Torokar had gleaming, advanced cybernetics and armored plates covering most of his body and tail. “My name is KanBracc, leader of Roskar’s personal security, which you have doubtless decimated. I will enjoy finally being able to prove that my kind are the superior hunters. There’s no need to wake the mistress for this; the stories of Depik are overrated.”  
 
    “I’ve always found your species arrogant to a fault, lizard.” Hampered by her ribs, Aryss sucked in a pained breath and let loose a slew of blades at KanBracc that clanged and clattered to the floor as he blocked them with his protected forearms. As the final blade arrowed directly toward his eyes, Aryss pulled quintessence, while KanBracc checked it with his forearm.  
 
    “Ahhh, so the stories are true; you do have some sort of natural camouflage. You better come out before I get bored and go hunting for the other Depik I smelled. I’m assuming, since you’re here, that he’s the weaker of you two. And I know he’s close…” 
 
    Aryss quietly circled behind, then struck at the base of KanBracc’s tail. To her dismay, her razor-sharp claws simply skated off his armor, unable to find a gap. Lightning quick, he put all the weight of his body into a rotation that ended with his tail slamming into Aryss’ blocking arm. Thrown into a spin, she came to rest, yet again, at the base of a wall.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hearing both impacts, and knowing his sister was most likely seriously injured, Criuch grabbed a vial of stimperium and injected himself. He ground his teeth against the slight burn he felt as time seemed to slow.  
 
    He analyzed the situation in a way he’d been unable to moments before. Unsure how much longer Aryss would stay conscious, he examined KanBracc’s armor for any weaknesses. The Hunter noticed a slight defect in the armor on KanBracc’s left side and a weakness in those limbs. One of Aryss’ special blades must have gotten lucky and penetrated the Torokar’s armor to prick the skin. The only opening Criuch saw was in KanBracc’s neck armor, where there were a few gaps that articulated just wide enough for two of his thin, scalpel-shaped knives.  
 
    Moving at the speed of thought, wrapping quintessence around himself tighter than ever before, Criuch dove into a roll between KanBracc and where Aryss had impacted the wall. Criuch waited for his moment as KanBracc bent over to search the impact area for his sister. He jumped as he saw his opening coming and jammed his knives into the back of his foe’s slick neck scales. KanBracc’s muscles provided sufficient resistance, giving him just enough time to jerk up, as a surprised expression flitted across KanBracc’s face. Criuch felt his knives bite deep and meet in the middle of KanBracc’s neck, releasing the strong tang of arterial blood; the Torokar dropped as if pummeled by a TriRusk. Criuch rode the body to the floor, ensuring his enemy was dead, then sprinted to Aryss as she dropped quintessence.  
 
    Criuch conducted a brief examination. “All the bones in your arm are broken, Aryss. When we get back, nanites will help rebuild them, but it will take time.”  
 
    Aryss’ face twisted with pain. “It doesn’t matter right now. You can finish the contract.” She was only partially successful in pulling quintessence. Criuch put Aryss’ arm over his shoulder and, with his increased control, was able to manipulate both their quintessence fields to cover them. Together they slowly crept into Roskar’s den, where they found her still asleep. Criuch was more concerned with Aryss’ injuries than with providing Roskar a good death. Clinically analyzing the situation, he maneuvered within their shared invisibility for a clear shot. With one hand he dialed the intensity up on his laser pistol and took aim at the precise location of a Besquith’s heart.  
 
    A single shot snapped into the quiet of the dark room as Criuch fired. 
 
    “Well, that’s done,” Criuch murmured. “Lucky for us, she slept through your bout with that arrogant Torokar. She would have posed a challenge, given her history. Hopefully, we’ve both learned something on this contract, hmm?” 
 
    “Shut up and get me back to the ship, worthless brother of mine. We can debate the lessons of this contract later.” Aryss gave a pained grunt. “For now, you’ve got a patient to treat. Time for you to begin your Hunting of Hurts. Although I’ll admit, you’re not too bad at the hunting of real prey either.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They pulled quintessence together and made their way back to the ship, taking pains to avoid further security. When they arrived, Criuch started Aryss’ nanite treatment. Wanting to report the contract’s completion, Aryss went to the cockpit’s communications console, where she noticed a special indicator was lit, signifying that a quintessentially encoded message waited for her with high priority. In the middle of viewing it, the pain in her arm went away. She froze. Criuch found her there a short time later with the message on repeat.  
 
    “It’s a good thing the Mercenary Guild occupies a large portion of the space station above, my brother. I think I might know where we can find some Veetanho.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Monster at the Gate by Tim C. Taylor 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chem clouds rolled in across the valley, outlining the ruins with a sickly amber glow, filling craters with a poisonous broth. 
 
    Leticia Loh watched the smothering mist approach the camp. Sometimes it stopped abruptly at the twist in the valley, just beyond the old temple. It was as if the old gods still had the power to hold back the evils of this world. 
 
    If so, their divine strength was lacking this morning. The cloud front roiled around the bend and came for the camp. 
 
    Leticia took two incense candles from her ruck and lit them on the floor of the observation box overlooking the east wall. They called it the pulpit. 
 
    The sweet smell of the candles was concentrated by the double layer of plastic strips fringing the pulpit. Their scent reminded Leticia of hope, of a better time, when people on this world still made nice things, not realizing what was to come. 
 
    Better still, after one of the roving salvage teams had discovered an intact warehouse last month, the candles were cheap and plentiful. 
 
    Something loomed out of the chem clouds, and Leticia forgot all thoughts of hope and sweetness. No matter how much she squinted through the scope she’d taken from an old laser rifle, she couldn’t decide on what she was seeing, not even whether it was one large object or many smaller ones—or her mind was seeing something that wasn’t there at all.  
 
    The sunlight scattered through dusty skies before being unevenly filtered by the chem mist. This unnatural setting played tricks with the mind. Bandits had used the clouds as cover more than once, but she didn’t think these were bandits. 
 
    The shape came closer, but her mind couldn’t resolve it. She ground her jaws, staring at the telephone mounted on the wall. If there were dangers out there, the camp needed to know. She was a watchwoman, dammit! But she knew the consequences if she roused the teams of Carver Extraction, Inc., and set them to arms for nothing more than dark patterns in the tainted mist.  
 
    She had been warned about false alarms, but the shape wasn’t going away. 
 
    “Holy freaking entropy!” she yelled because she had to know what was out there. She thrust her head through the plastic strips and looked down from her pulpit. Ignoring the fetid air passing through the layers of scarf and into her lungs, she squinted into the orange mist. 
 
    She had no need to. The clouds rolled back a little to reveal a monster at the gate. It was a giant spider the size of a tank. Behind its head was a lump. A tiny rider. 
 
    Leticia drew her head back into the pulpit and made the horror real by whispering its name. “Tortantula.” 
 
    There was a freaking Tort out there, and that thing on its back was a Flatar. Nasty, violent buggers, as bad in their own way as the monsters they rode. 
 
    Her hand was on the alarm bell lanyard. She hesitated. 
 
    The Tort was acting strangely. Hesitating. She’d seen footage of Tortantulas in action, and hesitation wasn’t something that came naturally to them. For that matter, they came in swarms, but this one was alone. 
 
    Instead of ringing the alarm, she grabbed the telephone receiver off the wall.  
 
    “Yes?” queried a man’s voice. It was Al-Fasi, the security chief himself. Her boss. 
 
    She sucked in an incense-laden breath, suddenly unsure what to say. 
 
    “East gate, if you’re wasting my time, I’ll have you lashed. I’m currently conducting—” 
 
    “Tortantula.” 
 
    “Say again.” 
 
    “Tortantula. Here, at the east gate.” 
 
    “What the…? Holy shit! Ring the alarm. Bar the gate. Open fire on them with everything you’ve got.” 
 
    “That’s the thing, boss. It’s not them. It’s a lone Tortantula. Well, it has its Flatar. I’m thinking…maybe if we give it what it wants, it might go away. But if we anger it—” 
 
    “It will eat us all. Or if not all of us, it will do enough damage that Carver will never recover what he paid for this franchise. Good call…it’s Loh, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Leticia Loh.” 
 
    “Leave defense of the settlement to me. Your job, Loh, is to ask that Tortantula what it wants.” 
 
    “What if it wants to eat me?” 
 
    “Tortantulas always want to eat you. Quit stalling and do your job.” 
 
    Al-Fasi left the channel and left her alone with the monster. 
 
    She pushed her head back through the strips. The Tortantula wasn’t moving. From what she knew of them, the Flatar should be doing the talking, but it said nothing. In fact, by the slumped way it sat behind the Tortantula’s head, she began to think the rider might be wounded. 
 
    Now things were starting to make sense. There’d been a Merc operation. This pair had been wounded. Cut off. Seeking help to get back to their people. 
 
    She cursed herself for such idiotic thoughts. Who the hell would mount a merc operation on a world so worthless that scavengers like her were picking it over for scrap? 
 
    Oh, hell! I’ll have to talk to it. 
 
    Figuring her remaining lifespan might be measured in seconds, she reached into her jacket and brought out the cigar she’d been saving for a day of good news. The tube claimed it was from Hispaniola, Earth, but the spicy tobacco scent suggested it came from one of the Human colony worlds. Hurriedly, she cut and lit it. 
 
    Cigar clamped between her teeth, she grabbed the edge of her little wooden pulpit and peered down below. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked. 
 
    The alien tilted back and regarded her through its many eyes. 
 
    The Flatar didn’t sit right with the motion. Because it was…it was fake! Nothing more than rags tied into a roughly humanoid shape and mounted onto a saddle. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” she asked the weird Tortantula. 
 
    Her heart hammered in her rib cage. She hadn’t meant to be rude. 
 
    “I mean,” she added hurriedly, “you don’t have to say, but if you let us know who you are, maybe we can put you in touch with your friends. Do you even have friends?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. What a dumb thing to say. 
 
    The Tortantula made a brief rumble. Leticia’s translator pendant said, “I.” 
 
    In the camp behind her, she heard people moving and the sound of motor engines. They would be the trucks with machine guns mounted in the back. They were meant to drive off other scavengers. Not Tortantulas. 
 
    The conversation with the monster had stopped at ‘I.’ 
 
    “I what?” Leticia suggested when the Tort’s silence grew too terrifying. “I want to come in? I want to…” She was going to say I want to eat you, but there was no point planting bad ideas. “I am lost?” 
 
    The beast hissed and clicked its fangs. 
 
    The pendant didn’t offer a translation. Didn’t need to. Leticia had to squeeze hard to stop from peeing herself. 
 
    “I.” 
 
    This time, Leticia shut up and let the thing speak for itself. 
 
    “Am.” 
 
    Leticia sucked on her cigar. The big reveal was coming. She could taste it stronger than the spiced tobacco. 
 
    “Betty.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Betty? 
 
    Leticia felt herself being drawn into the two largest eyes in the scarred creature’s head. “You gotta be…” 
 
    Her mind broke free of her fear, and she shut the hell up. Hope burst in her chest, because the creature’s own translator had rendered its clicks as a Human name. Translators were configurable and trainable. They had to be, to allow names and specialized vocabulary to be shared. All that pointed to this Betty having interacted with Humans enough for her to be given a Human name, and for her translator to be configured to use it.  
 
    Her? 
 
    Leticia realized she was thinking of the terrifying monster as her. It was astonishing what sharing a name could do. 
 
    “I am Leticia Loh,” she told Betty, hoping to make a similar connection. Then she felt ridiculous for thinking there could be value in humanizing herself to a Tortantula. “I think you’ve worked with Humans before. Am I right?” 
 
    “Before. Yes. Betty has experience in many specialties. Very wise. I have learned there is more to Humans than meat and juice.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.” 
 
    “And the bone crunch that releases your sweet marrow.” 
 
    Leticia swallowed hard. 
 
    “Humans.” Betty hissed. “Such soft little meat berries.” 
 
    “That’s, err, nice. Betty, if you tell us what you want, we might be able to help.” 
 
    “Yes, you have to help me. We have exchanged names, Leticia Loh. I know Humans. Know this means we are now friends. And friends help each other. You will help me hunt.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Big Kick is defense specialist outfit,” Storv pointed out. “I am not clear who we defend against.” 
 
    Carver rolled his eyes. Out of habit, he reached for the drawer and the bottle of bourbon within.  
 
    He stayed his hand. Ever since that shower-of-pus dribble had shown up six miles away at Yorbik, he’d had to keep his mind sharp around the clock. The rival salvage team was the reason he was killing the operation’s bottom line by hiring these Lumar, even though they came so cheap, they were scarcely costing more than his salvagers. Getting the op back into the black would take all his wits. 
 
    Carver smiled at the dumb Lumar filling half his office and tried a different tack. 
 
    “You’re my deterrent, Storv. Hopefully, when those nonks at Yorbik hear you’re guarding the interests of Carver Extraction, they’ll keep their distance. Maybe they’ll pack up and find another site to salvage.” 
 
    “I thought your people and these nonks at Yorbik work for same boss. All dig through dead planet Toloph3. Steal from graves.”  
 
    Storv scratched his chin with his lower-right arm. Either it was a nervous habit, or the damned alien had fleas. Carver laughed. Fleas would understand what he was saying better than the merc they lived on.  
 
    “The leaseholder of Toloph-3 sold planetary salvage rights to Galactic Recovery in a deal covered by the Merchant’s Guild. Remember the orbital you docked with when you came in? Galactic Recovery runs the salvage op from there.” 
 
    “And you work for Galactic Recovery?” 
 
    “Not directly. Carver Extraction bought a franchise from Recovery Salvage Corporation, one of the agents licensed by Galactic Recovery. Yes, it’s complicated and messy. All those arrangements were sorted out with lawyers hundreds of light-years away. Once you get in the Toloph system, nothing here is a neat contract with guilds, licenses, and rules. Galactic Recovery doesn’t pay scavenger outfits like mine to pick over the ruined planet. They pay whoever manages to bring good salvage back to the orbital. The people offering the goods could have dragged it out of the ground with their bare bleeding hands, or they might have murdered rival scavengers and stolen their hard-won salvage. Galactic Recov doesn’t care.” 
 
    “You are wrong. Big Kick is here in Toloph, and we belong to Merc Guild. We have proper license.” 
 
    “Yes, very good. God help us, but you’re about the most legitimate organization on this planet.” 
 
    “Yes. Fuck, yes.” Storv thumped his broad chest with four fists. “Big Kick is respectable. Maybe you should pay more.” 
 
    “Don’t push it. Big Kick! Hah! Little Kick, more like.” 
 
    “Big Kick just starting out.” 
 
    “Which is why you’re so cheap, and you were available without delay. You need my credits and the boost to your rep.” 
 
    The Lumar fell silent. He looked crestfallen. 
 
    “What a mess, eh?” Carver said, reasoning that even a dumb four-armed ape like Storv would fight better with a little enthusiasm inside him. “Toloph-3 is what you get when people don’t kill each other using mercs.” 
 
    “Storv does not understand.” 
 
    “Established mercs are expensive, but for any society, they’re a small fraction of the cost of taking your productive citizens out of your economy and training them as soldiers for a regular military. If your neighbors and rivals have their own militaries, you’re sucked into a cripplingly expensive arms race.” 
 
    “Toloph had big armies?” 
 
    “Now you’re catching on. Apparently the planet split into rival factions decades ago. That’s more common than most people realize. Disagreements got nasty over ideology or religion, or some cultural shit. I can’t remember the specifics for this planet, but for the people who used to live here, it wasn’t enough for them to be right and the outsiders wrong. Anyone who wasn’t like them had to be destroyed. Of course, the other side thought exactly the same way.” 
 
    “Everyone on planet died?” 
 
    “Oh, there were refugees. Probably tens of millions of them, scattered around the galaxy. But this world is dead, sold for scrap.” 
 
    “I wonder where those refugees are now?” 
 
    Carver frowned at the merc leader, surprised by the question. He hadn’t thought Lumar were capable of anything more cerebral than grunting and following simple instructions. 
 
    “I can tell you where some of them are, Storv. Right here at Carver Extraction. Who better to join the salvage teams than the rats who were born here? So if you want to help me help them, you need to patrol the place while looking strong. Then bad people like those at Yorbik won’t dare hurt us and steal our salvage. Got it?” 
 
    “Big Kick are strong. This will not be a problem.” 
 
    A knock at the door, and a breathless runner entered. 
 
    “News from the east gate.” 
 
    “Thank God. I thought this conversation was going to kill me.” 
 
    “Tortantula.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s a Tort at the gate. Security’s calling everyone to arms. The watchwoman’s stalling it.” 
 
    “Wait. There’s one Tort, and it’s just sitting there listening while a Human talks to it?” 
 
    “I don’t understand either, Mr. Carver, sir.” 
 
    “Well, I do. This is the Yorbik crew trying to scare us off our site. Good for us I anticipated this might happen. Storv, you’re up. Defend the east gate.”  
 
    The Lumar drew himself tall and thumped his chest. The mad creature appeared eager to close with a Tortantula. 
 
    “Everyone, hold your fire until I say so, or the Tort attacks. Understood?” 
 
    “We defend, not attack,” Storv confirmed. 
 
    “Good. Now, do your jobs.” 
 
    The radioactive dust in the air played havoc with radio comms, but Carver had a special link to the orbital for just such an emergency. He unhooked the slab of a device from its cradle on his desk and selected the channel for his agent. 
 
    “Go for Ventor,” the Zuparti answered without delay. 
 
    “Ventor, we have a problem.” 
 
    “We? Or you?” 
 
    “It’s those bottom-sucking scoundrels at Yorbik. They’re trying to shake us down with Tortantulas.” 
 
    “That’s most unfortunate. For you.” 
 
    “No, for all of us. I’ve already splashed out on some cheap Lumar muscle. Now Yorbik’s got their hands on Torts. Where will it end? I’ll tell you, with the salvage team assets ruined across the planet, and all the credits sucked out of the operations by the Merc Guild. We’ve all had to cut costs savagely to make this profitable. You know this. If there’s an arms race, the entire Galactic Recovery operation is dead in the water.” 
 
    “And you’re telling me this after you hired a Lumar company.” 
 
    “They’re just insurance. Hiring Torts crosses a line.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I believe you, Carver.” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “You’re still alive, for one thing. Tortantula companies have a rep for not leaving much behind, not even bones, and I’m quite sure if a swarm of Tortantulas passed through there, someone would have noticed.” 
 
    “There is a Tort here, damn you. If you want images, genetic samples, I can get that.” 
 
    “Wait, you said a Tort. A single, lone Tortantula.” 
 
    “Yeah. Walked in out the chem clouds.” 
 
    “Is it missing its Flatar rider?” 
 
    Was it? The runner hadn’t mentioned a Flatar one way or the other, but Carver guessed this was important. “That’s right. No Flatar.” 
 
    Ventor purred. “Now, that is interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m filled with freaking wonderment. Hey, do you know something about this monster?” 
 
    “I received a recent intelligence report about Tortantulas. Not this particular example, but it seems an unlikely coincidence.” 
 
    “What do you know?” 
 
    “Maybe enough for you to survive this encounter. The price will be steep, mind you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why do we wait?” 
 
    Leticia winced as the impatient Tortantula stamped two forelegs to add weight to her question. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Leticia admitted. “Mr. Carver is a clever and resourceful person. If anyone can find a way to help you, he can.” 
 
    While her words didn’t exactly calm the Tort, Betty’s impatience didn’t escalate into extreme violence, either. Leticia took that as a win. 
 
    Her words had even been true, after a fashion, though rather than ‘clever and resourceful,’ a more accurate term for Carver would be ‘devious.’ 
 
    They’d gathered in the base’s central bubble, where the air was largely free of chemical toxins and radioactive dust, courtesy of the multi-layer dome, with its filters and reverse osmosis purifier, although it was rumored the latter had never been switched on to save costs. 
 
    Betty snapped her fangs. “I don’t like the way that Lumar is looking at me.” 
 
    The huge alien had so many eyes, Leticia had no idea which of the 16 Lumar standing guard had annoyed her. 
 
    To be fair to the beast, Leticia didn’t like the way the Lumar were looking, either. They seemed disappointed not to be fighting Betty. 
 
    “I think I’ll eat one,” Betty said. “No one will notice if I suck the juice from one. Can I eat it, Leticia?” 
 
    A Tortantula asking permission? That was one more to add to the list of bizarre things that had happened to Leticia Loh that day. It also fit in with the idea that Betty had worked with Humans before. Leticia wondered if she reminded the Tort of a woman in authority from Betty’s past. 
 
    “No,” she told Betty in a firm voice. “No eating the Lumar. Not until we hear what Mr. Carver has to say.” 
 
    “Perhaps another shower while we wait?” 
 
    Leticia sucked in a breath, but she didn’t know how to say no to a Tortantula. 
 
    Outside the bubble, the camp was rigged with showers for the unending task of washing away contamination from salvage rats and their equipment. 
 
    At Betty’s request, Leticia and ten deeply reluctant volunteers had led the Tort to a vehicle cleaning bay and washed her down with brushes. The massive alien seemed to enjoy the scrub. Her body changed color from mottled ochre to void black. Close up, Leticia noticed Betty had nine legs, the tenth ending in a brief stump. What she had initially taken for a Flatar rider had turned out to be tightly bound sheets tied onto her saddle with rope. The rags were still dripping onto the ground. 
 
    Leticia was spared another Tortantula scrubdown by Carver’s emergence from his office, flanked by her direct boss, Security Chief Al-Fasi. 
 
    “I have good news,” Carver told Betty. “Having made enquiries on your behalf, I am in a position to help you.” 
 
    “You are in contact with the one I hunt?” 
 
    Carver’s smile faltered momentarily. “Not as such, but I know of the place you seek. The haven world for your kind.” 
 
    Leticia couldn’t believe it. She was actually gonna live.  
 
    “This is good,” said Betty. “Tell me its location.” 
 
    “The world is called Shangri-La.” 
 
    Leticia’s blood froze. You’ve gotta be kidding. 
 
    “Shangri-La. Good. Give me a GalNet connection, and I will look it up.” 
 
    “It’s not so simple. This is a hidden world, and Shangri-La is a secret name. You won’t find it on GalNet.” 
 
    Betty snapped her fangs. The sound cut through Leticia’s nerves like a pistol shot. “Can you tell me how to reach Shangri-La?” 
 
    “Yes,” Carver replied coolly, “but before I tell you its coordinates, there’s something I want you to do for me.” 
 
    “This had better be a task to Betty’s liking, or I will suck the information out of your bones.” 
 
    Leticia had to hand it to Carver. The jerk was tying up the enormous Tortantula in a web of lies, but he looked as cool as polished ice. 
 
    “I think you’ll find it very much to your liking, Betty. A rival salvage team has set up in the city a few miles west of here. I want you to go there and smash, kill, and eat them all.” 
 
    “And then I come back here, and you tell me the coordinates to Shangri-La?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “I agree to this deal.” 
 
    “Perfect. Our enemies will be lightly armed, but possibly alert. Nothing you can’t handle with a little help. I’ll give you a guide to show you the camp and point out its weak points. Loh, you’ll accompany our friend here and help her carry out her task.” 
 
    “Yes,” Betty said. “Leticia Loh. She is my friend. Let us go.” 
 
    “We’ll get a truck ready for her. You move out in five minutes.” 
 
    That was enough for Betty. As far as she was concerned, the negotiation was complete. She sat on the ground and waited. 
 
    Leticia didn’t accept her fate quite so calmly. 
 
    Carver had retreated to his office with Al-Fasi. Leticia stormed after them. 
 
    “You’re insane!” she yelled at Carver. “Shangri-fucking-La? How long before Betty sees through your bullshit? What’s going to happen when she finds out?” 
 
    “She? Smash. Boom. Devour. That’s about the limit of a Tortantula’s philosophy. A monster isn’t a she. A monster is an it. And by the time this one learns the truth, it will no longer be a problem. 
 
    “But Betty will remember me!” 
 
    “Listen, you’re a salvage rat. Your life isn’t worth the fuel to lift you off this craphole of a planet. You’ll do as you’re told, or you can join the sea of corpses under our feet. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Carver.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Carver rested his head on steepled fingers, contemplating the annoying woman who’d just walked out his door. 
 
    His head was in a spin as it was. He could do without her bad attitude on top. 
 
    He had to face facts. This salvage op was going to be the death of Carver Extraction unless he pivoted fast and thought big. 
 
    First there’d been the expense of the Lumar. Then the information on the Tort had delivered such a hit to cash flow that he couldn’t pay all his rats at the end of the month. Then the game would be up—unless he changed the rules. 
 
    He would steal assets from Yorbik and sell them. He’d be in too much of a hurry to get a good price, but that would solve the immediate cash flow precipice. To make a profit, he’d have to raid other camps. All this would only work if he released every budget contingency. 
 
    “I assume you want us to follow the Tort and kill it,” Al-Fasi said. 
 
    “Yeah. But first, tell me about Loh.” 
 
    “Leticia Loh. Jittery. Raised the alarm twice for seeing shapes in the mist that turned out to be nothing.” 
 
    “I remember. These people have no idea how disruptive that is to the schedule. Is she loyal?” 
 
    “No one’s really loyal. More a question of whether they have the means and motive to cause trouble. Loh could be a problem. She was part of the Human enclave on this world before it destroyed itself. She was only a girl then, but here she is still, robbing her own grave so to speak. I know you recruited people like her on the cheap, but they can be unstable.” 
 
    “I see. I’ve decided Loh’s employment has become problematic. See that it’s terminated.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Carver.” 
 
    “About the other matter.” 
 
    “Even with the Lumar, killing the Tort will be tricky. The Lumar came with laser rifles, but they aren’t effective against the Torts’ exoskeleton. We’ll have to arm them with slug throwers, and they’ll be only a little better.” 
 
    Carver handed over a security fob. “This will unlock container 02-Alpha. Inside are 10 magnetic accelerator cannons, with half a million rounds of ammunition. Some missiles and a few other toys, too.” 
 
    “MACs. Jeez! We had MACs all this time? Why have my people been walking around armed with rifles?” 
 
    “Because MACs are expensive. They were a contingency, to be used in dire emergency to protect the assets of this company so we can cut our losses and live to earn profits another day. Between the MACs, the Lumar, and other recent unforeseen expenses, this project is deep in the red. We have to change our corporate remit. We can’t afford to be just a salvage operation. We need to become mobile asset strippers.” 
 
    “Starting with Yorbik.” 
 
    “Right. And once that Tort’s torn up the place, stripping Yorbik should be child’s play. Consider it training in the field, because Yorbik won’t be the last salvage site you’re going to pay a visit, and I doubt it will be the easiest, either.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good work.”  
 
    Al-Fasi was impressed with the technicians attaching MACs to the back of the gun trucks. This wouldn’t take long. The vehicles had already been armed with machine guns, and these MACs accepted the same mount. 
 
    He returned to the security office and, once he’d ordered everyone out, took his radio from a locked cabinet. Radio comms were next to useless on Toloph-3, but inside the relatively clean bubble was a different matter. He connected through to Carver’s office and the device on his desk Carver thought no one else recognized for what it was. 
 
    Through it, Al-Fasi established a comm link to the orbital. His heart raced when he got an answer. 
 
    “Yes? Who is this?” 
 
    “I work for Carver Extraction.” 
 
    “Oh. You’re at the Alloll Valley tech campus. Near our Yorbik operation.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “You’re in our way. My advice is to get your affairs in order while you still can.” 
 
    “Thank you for your constructive threatening, sir. I’m calling you because I have information of vital interest to your Yorbik operation. Valuable information.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Leticia had spent the last seven months extracting salvage from a technology campus set a short distance from Yorbik, the provincial capital. 
 
    The city was far too big to throw a wall around it the way Carver had, but the entrance on this side was through a valley pass narrow enough to be defensible. 
 
    She observed the city perimeter through her detached scope. It was raining again. The constant fall of drips from her heavily waxed hat brim made it difficult to see, but she counted seven watchtowers standing high above the urban ruins. They were wrapped in transparent plastic sheeting to ward off the toxic elements, which made it impossible to get a clear view inside. Nonetheless, she had no doubt they housed observers with weapons. The towers were set in a crescent around the main road into Yorbik. It made the flanks look weak. Too weak. 
 
    “I’m not buying it,” she told Betty, who was standing beside her in the dead and dying trees that were hopefully shielding them from view, and from the chem rain, too. “My guess is they mined the approach to those isolated watchtowers on the flanks, but if you go straight down the middle, they’ll catch you in their crossfire. You should double back and then climb the mountainside. Hit them from a less defended approach.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, little morsel. If they had big enough guns to worry me, the barrels would stick out of those boxes on stilts. Whatever they have will only sting me. Then I’ll be through into the city to smash and suck warm juices.” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “Betty is tired of waiting. She is hungry. I shall wait after I have eaten everyone in Yorbik.” 
 
    “Carver’s going to betray you. Shangri-La. I don’t know exactly what he’s planning, but Shangri-La is a made-up name from Earth.” 
 
    “Yes, Leticia. A secret name. Carver explained this.” 
 
    “No, Betty. Carver’s a poisonous worm. I think he’s playing you.” 
 
    “I shall think on what you have told me,” Betty said, “after I have eaten.” 
 
    The Tort set off, her heavy legs pounding sprays of toxic mud from the dead ground as she charged directly at the center of the watchtowers. 
 
    From inside of her plastic duster, Leticia drew out her half-smoked cigar and relit it. The glowing tip would be a beacon to any thermal sights in the watchtowers, but she was beyond caring. 
 
    A gust of wind pushed her from behind. It carried the sound of engines, the same kind that powered the truck she’d parked up in the trees.  
 
    Friend or foe? 
 
    “Who am I kidding?” Cigar clamped between her teeth, she jumped in her truck and sped off after Betty. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Leticia planned to enter the city by tailgating in the wake of Betty’s destruction, but there was no need to shelter behind the Tort. No one was shooting. 
 
    At first, she thought the watchtower guards were too scared to fire upon the Tort. Who could blame them? 
 
    However, when she drove beneath the towers, she could see no motion within then. No screams came from inside the city, only an eerie silence. 
 
    The rival salvage team wasn’t here. They had gone. Had they known Betty was coming? They must have. 
 
    Explosions ripped through the road behind, throwing up clouds of chips and poisoned slush. A chorus of popping noises followed the rounds up the valley. Whatever was firing at her was more powerful than anything she’d ever seen. 
 
    Leticia rammed forward the drive control and sent her truck roaring into the city, zigzagging in the hope that it would throw off the gunners’ aim. She laughed like the heroine she’d seen do this in a Tri-V recently, but the tobacco smoke set her coughing.  
 
    The swerving was probably Tri-V bullshit, but the impacts lighting up the street failed to deliver a fatal blow to truck or driver. 
 
    A few hundred yards beyond the watchtowers, she turned sharply into a side street and parked in a puddle, just beyond a pile of rubble.  
 
    “Now we’re talking,” she said as she jumped in the back and lifted the machine gun mounted on the bed. She’d positioned her truck like a pro. Completely by accident, of course. The gun was mounted just right, so the barrel could fire over the rubble onto the main street, but the truck and her body below the shoulders were under cover. 
 
    She wasn’t going to live through this, but if she was going to die today, she would make damned sure to take someone down with her. 
 
    Her ears told her the trucks were approaching slowly. Damn. She didn’t want them cautious. 
 
    Remembering the cigar secured between her teeth, she sucked in the smoke and rolled its bite around her lungs. Compared to the air she’d been breathing here, tobacco smoke was a cleansing tonic for her airways. 
 
    Trying to act like she knew what the hell she was doing, she checked the gun’s belt feed, took it off safe, and rested her finger on the trigger.  
 
    Problem was, she’d never fired a machine gun like this before. If she hadn’t readied it correctly, there would be no second chance.  
 
    Did she dare risk a test fire? 
 
    As she pondered, an enormous projectile descended from on high and crashed into the rubble in front of her face. 
 
    There was so much dust and chem haze, it took her a few moments to realize it was Betty. 
 
    The Tort’s weight spread the rubble beneath her feet, lifting the back wheels of the truck slightly. 
 
    Human and Tortantula stared at each other, inches apart. 
 
    Leticia’s knuckles were white where they gripped the machine gun. Her cigar slipped from her lips. 
 
    Betty’s front eyes focused on her. Peripheral eyes were looking out for threats coming from the side. Probably to the rear, too. 
 
    “Good,” Betty said. “You’re still alive.” 
 
    She jumped over the truck. 
 
    “Betty, they’ve come to kill you. There are vehicles coming up the road. With big guns.” 
 
    “MACs. I heard. MACs can hurt bad.” The Tortantula fell silent. The trucks sped up, closing fast now. 
 
    “You kill them from here,” Betty instructed. “That will distract them. Then I will smash and suck their bones.” 
 
    Movement caught Leticia’s eye from the mountainside behind the city, two twisting tunnels rapidly snaking their way through the orange haze. 
 
    “Missiles!” 
 
    She jumped in the driver seat, turned her head, and shrugged. Betty had run off into another street, but it was too late for Leticia. Wishing she hadn’t dropped the cigar, she watched her doom streak in, then saw the missiles change tack and follow Betty around the corner. The Tort had gone down a service road that led to the back of a temple.  
 
    At the last moment, Betty jumped onto the temple’s outer wall. The missiles slammed into its base. The explosion rocked the ground and battered Leticia’s ears. It seemed impossible that anyone could survive that, but Betty emerged unscathed from the dust.  
 
    Cracks spread through the parts of the wall that remained upright. They spread through the road, too. 
 
    The Tort hissed. “Can’t. Kill. Betty.” The Tort sounded seriously angry. 
 
    Leticia froze in terror of her ally as Betty ran off with murder in her many eyes. 
 
    A deep grinding noise hammered the inside of Leticia’s skull. Any sounds of truck engines, missile launches, and MAC fire were drowned out. It was as if the city was wailing, in mourning for itself. Across the city block, the ground collapsed into powder. Leticia and her truck were swallowed by a subterranean abyss.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tangy stink. A chill dust in her nose. Hurt. Lots of hurt. 
 
    “I’m not dead, then,” Leticia muttered. She tried wrenching her eyes open, but they were gummed up. 
 
    “No, not dead,” her translator said in response to a monstrous series of clicks and grinds. 
 
    She screamed, wrenched open her eyelids, and saw her image reflected in the black wells of Betty’s eyes. Even in reflection, she looked like death. Her gaze lowered to Betty’s fangs. She didn’t think Betty was about to eat her, but she’d heard Tort fangs dripped neurotoxins. 
 
    To the sides of Betty’s mouth were stunted limbs that she’d been rubbing together. She reached one out to Leticia. The Human scooted back on her haunches and got to her feet, assessing her injuries. 
 
    Bruises covered her body. Her protective plastic duster was shredded, and the shirt and pants beneath were torn and soaked in blood. Pulling back her clothes, she saw deep puncture wounds to her sides and her thigh. A gash to her head had wept the blood that had gummed up her eyes. Despite the pain and the blood, nothing appeared broken. 
 
    She’d woken in an underground shelter. Shelves lined the walls, but they’d already been looted. The lights were working, though. If there was a hole high above where she’d fallen, any tainted sunlight it cast was too dim to see against the strip lights mounted high on the walls. 
 
    The area around major cities was riddled with bunker systems. She’d helped clear out a rich vein of salvage in tunnels beneath the tech campus where Carver had his base, but this was much more extensive. Probably deeper, too. 
 
    “How the hell did I survive that fall?” 
 
    “How do you think?” Betty said. “I caught you as I fell. Unfortunately, your soft, pulpy flesh was pierced by my hairs. You Humans are a silly species.” 
 
    “Well, thank you. I think.” 
 
    Leticia coughed. Her mouth felt wet and sticky. When she inspected the hand she’d used to catch the cough, it was spattered with her blood. 
 
    “That would be the radiation,” Betty said. “There’s enough here to make me itch on the inside of my exoskeleton.” 
 
    “It’s a rad pit. Fallout concentrated here and was never blown away on the wind.”  
 
    “Yes. I’ve seen places like this on other worlds. These tunnels would have been cracked open by bunker busters. The city’s foundations are compromised. It will collapse and crush us.” 
 
    “Okay,” Leticia said, “let’s recap. I’m tired, hungry, thirsty, my people are trying to kill me, and if I don’t die from radiation first, the city will fall on my head. I am not having a good day.” 
 
    The Tort stamped a leg. 
 
    “What? Is that meant to mean something? Are you angry with me?” 
 
    “Disappointed. The Humans I used to know would not give up so easily. It was their persistence that sustained me through…bad times. I wanted you to be like them.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint.” A wave of dizzy nausea hit. She tumbled onto her ass. “Reckon you might as well eat me now.”  
 
    “Why would I want to do that?” 
 
    “I thought…” Leticia laughed bitterly. “Of course. I’m too poisonous for a Tort to eat. Well, shit. That would have looked awesome written on my tombstone.” 
 
    “Silly Leticia Loh. I can eat you safely, although you would be better washed first. Why would I want to eat you when we are best friends?” 
 
    Because you’re ravenously hungry? Leticia decided not to share that thought. 
 
    “We haven’t helped you much with your hunt, Betty. I’ll tell you something useful for once. It’s a sure bet the tunnel we’re in links up to the one underneath Carver’s camp. Go find that camp, leap out of the ground, and eat the backstabbing bastards.” 
 
    “Good plan. I will do it now.” 
 
    “Even better, if you wait for me, maybe I can distract them first. Draw the fire of the MACs so you know where the dangers are.” 
 
    “Even better. Hurry up. I am very hungry.” 
 
    Leticia took two paces and sat back down hard. “If you want me, you’ll have to wait until I’ve had a chance to rest. I need more sleep.” 
 
    “No. You are dying. People who are dying don’t wake up. Betty has seen this many times.” 
 
    “You’re a tough friend, but you’re probably right.”  
 
    She meant to get up again, but she pivoted to the side and vomited blood. It was only a few miles to Carver’s camp, but that suddenly felt like an impossibly long trek. 
 
    “Let’s take a quick look around first. Food, water, meds, weapons. Anything that could be handy.” 
 
    Betty was impatient to be off, but she allowed Leticia a brief hunt for supplies. She discovered crates filled with bottled water, and ultra-long-life food packets that didn’t list Humans on the species-suitability panel. The place had been ransacked, but food and drink contaminated by radiation was unprofitable salvage. Leticia, on the other hand, couldn’t care less about what she put in her body at this stage, just so long as it kept her going a little longer. 
 
    Flashlights were plentiful, too, and they came in handy when they pushed beyond the lit zone and into more damaged tunnels. 
 
    There were blast doors off to the side of the transit tunnels, but many were crushed under the weight of the ground collapsing about them. Leticia wondered whether they still housed the skeletons of people who’d been trapped inside. 
 
    After less than an hour, they reached a node in the tunnel network with one branch clearly labeled ‘Alloll Valley Technology Campus’ in several languages. 
 
    There was just one problem. The route was blocked by fallen debris. Actually, two problems. The moment Leticia saw the blockage, her strength evaporated. 
 
    “I can’t take another step,” she said. “There will be a way out, but not for me. Good hunting, Betty.” 
 
    The monster who insisted she was Leticia’s friend narrowed the largest of her front eyes and rubbed her mouth legs together. 
 
    “What a way to die,” Leticia muttered and closed her eyes. 
 
    Darkness claimed her.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    That she woke at all was the first of Leticia’s surprises.  
 
    Lit by a jumble of flashlights, she sat up on fresh sheets that were at the heart of a nest constructed from heaps of bottled water and food packs still in their wrapping. Laid beside her on the sheets was a machine gun and two boxes of ammo belts. They looked identical to what she’d left up top in her truck. 
 
    The truck wasn’t here, but close by was a smaller vehicle she didn’t recognize. It was parked in the tunnel where the blockage had been the day before. The rubble had been tossed out of the way, opening up a way through. 
 
    Betty wasn’t there. Perhaps she was scouting for more supplies, or more likely, she’d headed down the tunnels alone.  
 
    A fearsome thirst overcame Leticia. She swigged down water but had to slow down because it made her feel so sick. Sickness. That was her biggest worry. 
 
    The wounds she could see hurt like hell, but they’d heal, if they didn’t get infected. It was those she couldn’t see that would kill her. Her body felt as if it were rotting from the inside. 
 
    Her hat was gone, and the protective outer layers shredded, but the chem rains they shielded her from didn’t reach this underground place. It must be the radiation Betty had spoken of that was eating her away. 
 
    Entropy! That was not a good way to die. 
 
    She checked over the other items in the nest. A few cannisters of fuel oil, a box of wrenches, sealed packs of clothing, and drugs. 
 
    Drugs! 
 
    “Betty, you beauty!” 
 
    The hope that the Tort had left her with anti-rad drugs soon drained away. She could read enough of the alien script to tell that Betty had left anti-fungal skin cream, a range of contraceptives for several alien species, and painkillers.  
 
    Pain meds would help.  
 
    Humans weren’t mentioned on the packaging, but the list of suitable species included Zuul and Blevin. They were all humanoids, right? She mouthed three pills and washed them down with bottled water. 
 
    After a meal of warmed packet sludge, a bottled water shower, and clean utility overalls with a hazmat suit over the top, she put the gun and a few other supplies into the vehicle and hopped into the driver’s seat.  
 
    She was ready for revenge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Betty had left her an electric buggy fitted with six balloon tires and a robust suspension. It took the debris-strewn tunnel floor in its stride. 
 
    Leticia thanked whoever had the foresight to provide off-road capability to a vehicle that should have been driving along smooth tunnel floors. She was less appreciative of the route layout. Instead of the single thoroughfare to the tech campus she’d expected, the tunnel branched repeatedly, and there were many blockages. Some of the latter were due to discarded salvage, where teams had abandoned low-value items. The tunnels here had been thoroughly looted. 
 
     In the end, she had to turn around so many times that she became totally lost. There was a map display in the driver control panel, but it needed a signal or satellites or something that no longer functioned. Useless. A compass would have been good. 
 
    She took the next exit ramp she could find and circled up into a hardened surface structure akin to a heavily reinforced parking garage.  
 
    Recognition struck home. She’d been here before, a few months ago. She’d helped to stack the haul they’d made from raiding the tunnels. She was close to home. 
 
    Now what? 
 
    Betty had left her the gun and transport. The last they’d spoken of on the matter was Leticia’s wild idea that she would be a distraction while Betty assaulted the campus base. Everything fit with Betty taking that seriously. 
 
    A bout of coughing interrupted her planning. She didn’t think painkillers and alien contraceptives were going to fix her sickness. It wasn’t just Betty who needed a distraction. 
 
    She cranked the handle to lift the folding door between her and the outside world. Then she drove for Carver’s base. It wasn’t far, but driving was slow and exhausting. The ground was slick with caustic rain, and the balloon tires struggled for traction. Then they began to melt. 
 
    An aircraft in the distance cheered her. It was a sign of life, and there was precious little of that going around at the moment. 
 
    The whine of powerful ducted fans echoed off the valley sides as the aircraft headed her way, bleeding off altitude. The whine raised in pitch to a wail as it dove at the camp, dropping three objects before climbing sharply away. 
 
    Missiles streaked up from the camp. While they stretched for their prey, the three bombs exploded. One tore a chunk out of the east wall. She couldn’t see the effect of the other two, which had fallen inside the camp. 
 
    The aircraft belched defensive munitions and banked sharply, streaking away to the west. 
 
    She grabbed the binoculars that had been stored in the car and watched the attacker leave in safety after the missiles picked decoys to chase. It was only a tricked-out cargo shuttle, and its path suggested it was headed for Yorbik.  
 
    It looked like the neighbors were back. She thought a moment. Does that change anything? She shrugged. Not for me. 
 
    She continued to the camp, parking behind a ruined building that was about 300 yards from both the east gate and the breach in the…well, they’d always described it as a wall, but really, it was a stockade made from treated wood that was making a last stand against the toxic environment.  
 
    She lay prone with the gun’s bipod braced against the single course of bricks that was all that remained of this part of the wall. Vines gave her good concealment.  
 
    They’d claimed the building after its destruction but had died in turn from the corruption of air, soil, and rain. 
 
    She hesitated before taking the gun off safe. Was she ready to fire upon the people she’d lived and worked with this past year? She decided she wouldn’t be troubled if the people who’d betrayed her died, but killing them herself was another matter. It wasn’t that she had qualms, but she was so damned tired, and the morality of what she was about to do was too exhausting to work through. 
 
    Through the scope that had stayed with her despite her fall through the collapse of Yorbik, she observed her target. Someone was moving in the pulpit. A dull silhouette parted the plastic strips to get a better view of the outside world.  
 
    She wasn’t worried. The blind spots from the pulpit were well known to her, and she was confident she’d parked the buggy out of sight.  
 
    Who was in there? Carver? Probably not. Frank or possibly Dilishon were likely on watch. In their own respective ways, each had made her life a misery in recent weeks. 
 
    “Why are you not dead?” 
 
    “Hell!” Wide-mouthed, Leticia rolled away from her gun and stared up at the enormous Lumar looking down at her. Then her gaze lowered to the barrel of his MAC. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” she replied. 
 
    She couldn’t think of anything other than the gun. The Lumar held it in his lower pair of arms, the lengthy barrel wrapped in the characteristic concentric hoops of a linear accelerator. The merc’s upper arms supported a belt of ammunition that fed over his shoulder and into a huge ammunition drum held by another Lumar. Despite the MAC, the merc didn’t look aggressive. She remembered that he’d asked a question. 
 
    “Should I be dead?” she offered as a reply. 
 
    “Yes,” the Lumar said. “I shot at you. At Yorbik. There were missiles. Big bang. Then big hole.” 
 
    “Humans are tougher than we look.” 
 
    The burly humanoid narrowed his eyes, seemingly thinking hard at what she’d said. Seven feet of solid muscle, and with the hide underneath his light armor like thick boiled leather, nonetheless he took her seriously. 
 
    Another pair of MAC-armed Lumar approached, the one holding the ammunition drum tottering a little. Maybe it weighed more than the gun itself. 
 
    “Are you going to attack Carver base?” the first Lumar asked. 
 
    Leticia tried not to glance at the machine gun deployed ready to fire upon said base. “No,” she replied in a little voice. 
 
    “Good. Then we do not fight. Big Kick paid to defend Carver base. Not paid to shoot passersby.” 
 
    “Can I come in, then? Go back home?” 
 
    “If you like, but I would have to escort you to Mr. Carver.” 
 
    “Oh. In that case, I’ll stay outside. I’m still mad at Mr. Carver for trying to kill me.” 
 
    “That sounds sensible.” 
 
    The Lumar considered her for a few more seconds and then walked off without another word. 
 
    She laughed as the Lumar patrol headed away, making for the breach blown out of the wall by the bomb. Within moments, she regretted her laughter when it transformed into bloody coughing. 
 
    The Lumar were dopes, but she liked them more than Carver. Al-Fasi, too, since her security boss must have had a hand in shooting her up. In fact, insane as it sounded, although Carver’s outfit was 80% Human, she felt more affinity with the Lumar and the psychotic Tortantula who insisted she was Leticia’s friend. 
 
    As if the situation couldn’t get any crazier, while she watched the Lumar walk away, she spotted a dark nine-legged blob crouched atop the wall. Betty was tapping one foreleg against another, at the end of the limb, where a Human might have a wristwatch. 
 
    The monster was signaling to her to hurry the hell up. 
 
    “Sorry, guys,” she whispered, and opened fire on the Lumar. 
 
    Several went down, injured straightaway, and others found cover, from which they dashed out to rescue their fallen friends. 
 
    They returned fire. 
 
    The MAC gunners unleashed a hellstorm of heavy rounds, the ammo belts feeding through so quickly, they tore chunks of armor and hide off their shoulders. 
 
    All around her were muddy shell sprays and cratered ground, but the MAC fire was wild. Although the Lumar were massive, they struggled to control the recoil. 
 
    One slipped on the mound of sabots ejected by his MAC. 
 
    The dead vines concealing her came back to life as flames curled around their gnarled stems, birthed by an invisible cutting tool. 
 
    Laser rifles. 
 
    Leticia abandoned her gun and crawled away to the far side of the building’s shell. She risked poking her head around the wall. 
 
    Betty had joined in. Her jaws were sunk into the neck of one Lumar, and a leg impaled another through the chest. Three Lumar stood calmly firing a laser volley at Betty. Betty’s exoskeleton flashed and sizzled, but she didn’t seem bothered. Ignoring the laser gunners, she ran to the breach and into a hail of MAC fire that gashed great wound channels along one flank. She kept going. 
 
    When she emerged a few moments later to confront the mercs with the lasers, the MAC pops had ceased, and her jaws were thick with Lumar blood. Her own blue blood oozed from one flank of her abdomen. The surviving Lumar stood their ground and fired an ineffective laser volley. 
 
    Leticia hid behind the wall, unwilling to watch what came next. When she dared to peek out of cover again, the Lumar were dead, and the base that had been her home was filled with screams and rifle fire. 
 
    The east gate opened and prompted Leticia to race back to her gun. The sudden movement spun her head so hard that she sank to her knees, spewing bloody fluids onto the dead ground. 
 
    A truck sped away, thundering along the road. A Blevin was in the back, ready to use the MAC mounted there, but the truck’s occupants were all about escape, not antagonizing the Tortantula, and didn’t open fire. 
 
    More trucks followed. Some had machine guns in the back or passengers with rifles. No MACs, though. 
 
    As the panicked exodus continued, Leticia marshaled her failing strength and concentrated on identifying the people in the trucks. 
 
    She only had the heart to fire upon Al-Fasi or Carver, but she wanted them dead badly. 
 
    Then, there he was, Mr. Carver, leaving the carnage behind, speeding out of his salvage camp in the same kind of truck Leticia had driven to Yorbik. The truck he’d sent her in to die. 
 
    “Well, I’m not dead yet, sucker.” She aimed for his head. The gun bucked and chattered; she missed. The bullets sprayed the rear bed and shot out a back tire. 
 
    The truck slewed around and teetered on two wheels, threatening to roll. As Carver fought for control, Leticia stitched the vehicle with automatic fire. Still he escaped. Opening the cab door on the far side, he sprang out and sprinted back for the gate. 
 
    She breathed out, waited until he was clear of the truck, then she fired again. Calm this time, she gently eased back the trigger in a zen of retribution. 
 
    Nothing. Her ammo was dry. 
 
    “Crap!” 
 
    More trucks sped past the smoking ruin of Carver’s vehicle. He could be on board any of them. So could Al-Fasi. She watched the vehicles through the scope but saw neither man. Maybe they were lying in the footwell, she wondered, but by then it was too late. The trucks had stopped coming. 
 
    “I’m not finished with you yet, Carver.” She sighed and contemplated the 300 yards to the camp. In her state, it was a lengthy trek, but revenge was a powerful motivator. 
 
    Heading initially for the gate, she changed course for the breach after a short distance so she could take a laser rifle from one of the fallen Lumar. The laser felt heavier than she’d hoped. She gave it a quick test fire and was satisfied with the steaming scar she burned into the damp ground. She slung it over one shoulder, with two hands holding the strap, and passed through the breach. 
 
    Betty was waiting for her. “Carver?” the alien asked. “Where is Carver?” 
 
    “I want to know, too. He tried to escape, but I shot up his truck, and he ran back inside.” 
 
    “You did well. He has answers I need.” 
 
    That brought Leticia up short. She’d forgotten that in Betty’s deluded Tortantula mind, Carver still had the coordinates to ‘Shangri-La.’ If she’d killed him, Betty wouldn’t be happy. Despite all that had happened in the past day, the thought of an angry Tortantula terrified her more than everything. 
 
    “I think I know where he’ll be,” she told Betty. “In his office.” 
 
    Leticia didn’t think she had the strength to make it that far, but the sight of the corpses inside the camp distracted her from the pain. The bomb damage was the worst, she told herself, the way its victims were shredded and scattered, but she knew she was lying to herself. Betty had eaten people she’d once lived with. That was bad. 
 
    The filter dome was still intact, and once inside, the freshness of the air revitalized her a little. 
 
    The door to Carver’s office was open, but he wasn’t inside. 
 
    “This is not right,” Betty said. “I can smell him. Close.” 
 
    “Maybe you can. The camp here is really basic. Any bolt holes, secret caches, or safe rooms will be in here in his office. Hidden. Try tapping the floor.” 
 
    In silence, Betty regarded her through many inky black eyes. Then the alien grasped Leticia’s meaning, and the monster began to dance.  
 
    The idea of a Tortantula jig struck Leticia as ridiculous. Nonetheless, there was intricacy and rhythm to the manner in which Betty skipped her nine legs over the floorboards of Carver’s office, rapping every part of its surface with an even distribution of taps. For an alien killing machine the size and weight of a small armored fighting vehicle, this was surely as close as a Tort could get to a state of gracefulness. 
 
    When she tapped under Carver’s desk, Betty stopped. It hadn’t sounded hollow to Leticia, but Betty must have heard some change in resonance, because she tossed the desk against the wall, shattering it into scores of pieces. Then she stomped down with her forelegs, splintering the floorboards, and reaching underneath. 
 
    Carver’s miniature bunker was well designed. It took Betty ten minutes of digging before she dragged the screaming man out, bleeding and quaking with fear. 
 
    Leticia had taken in the show from Carver’s chair, enjoying the bourbon she’d pulled from the wreckage of his desk. The tumbler he kept with it had shattered, but that didn’t matter. It wasn’t as if she was in polite company here.  
 
    A desperate Carver stared at Leticia, his eyes sending a plea of mercy into hers, but there was no sympathy for him there.  
 
    Betty gave the man a shake. “Tell me where to find Shangri-La.” 
 
    “It’s not as simple as that.” 
 
    “Leticia says you are a poisonous worm. Does that mean you lied to me?” 
 
    “No. Well, maybe I embellished a little, but the intel is solid. I paid good money for it. There was a fuel tech on the orbital. Ventor will confirm it. He sold me the intel.” 
 
    “And this tech knows where I can find the lone Tort? What is this person’s name?” 
 
    “Let’s talk more to Ventor. You and me. The tech overheard the Veetanho who commanded the ship he was servicing. She was talking to someone else about a haven world for Torts. The tech got the impression that was why the Veetanho was here in this dead system. Chasing a lead. Look…ahh…Betty, I can hook you up with people up on the orbital. Together we can—” 
 
    Carver’s lips moved, but no sound came out. Betty had opened her fangs and positioned them to either side of his neck. Even though they weren’t touching him, his eyes bulged horribly. 
 
    “You need me,” he squeaked. 
 
    Betty’s jaws closed, slicing off his head. 
 
    “I do not need you,” she told his headless torso. “I have my friend, Leticia Loh.” 
 
    Betty sank her fangs into Carver’s body and sucked out his juices. 
 
    The sight should have been revolting, but Leticia was too tired to care. Constant nausea meant she was too drained to spew. 
 
    “Yeah, about that.” She sighed. “I’m seriously dying here, Betty. I’m not going to be much help.” 
 
    Betty lifted her head so she could finish sucking the cadaver dry at the same time she regarded Leticia through all her front eyes. 
 
    Leticia stared right back. “I’m gonna see if I can enjoy the rest of this nice bourbon without puking it up. Then, if I can find the courage, I’m going to shoot myself. Hey, here’s a thought. If you’re my friend, let me enjoy a little liquor, and then kill me. Make it quick. Make it sudden.” 
 
    “Betty made a mistake earlier. Back in the bunker, I said you gave up too easily. Here you are. You came. You fired your little gun. You made Carver run back to me. I need a friend who does not give up on me. We shall join together and hunt the lone Torts of Shangri-La.” 
 
    “Shangri-La. It’s not real.” 
 
    “It’s mythical. That is a special type of real. You do not know this, Leticia, but I did not come to this world by accident. The Veetanho Carver spoke of is known to me. She hunts the legend of the solo Tort. I hunt her. Betty is cunning like that. And though I don’t have coordinates, I have other leads, and this confirms the trail I’ve been following is good.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, but I’ve a few days left to me at best. I’ve seen people pulled out of rad pits. They didn’t die easily. I’m not waiting for the bitter end. So, like I said, once I’ve had a little more pleasure from this bottle—” 
 
    “You only see Betty as a simple killing machine. In fact, I am a surprising killing machine with many specialties. For one, I am a skilled negotiator. I have learned that when I ask people for things, they are eager to give them to me. I shall take you to the orbital, and I will ask for medicines and doctors. They will make you better, and then we shall hunt.” 
 
    Carver’s drained corpse dropped to the floor with a wet thud. The monster who’d eaten him stayed put, more interested in Leticia’s wellbeing than feasting on the banquet she’d laid out for herself across the camp. 
 
    Was that concern Leticia could see in the jet pearls of Betty’s eyes?  
 
    Steady, she told herself. Now you’re making shit up because you want to believe it. 
 
    But that didn’t mean Betty wasn’t concerned for her, and this was the best offer she’d had since the mad times and the wars had come to her world. 
 
    “Okay, Betty. It’s a deal. Let’s hunt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Oogars, Guns, and Credits by William Alan Webb 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guanabacoa Township, Havana, Cuba 
 
    Vicki Bloodworth ducked behind a derelict tractor as bullets sparked off the rusty metal in her wake. Sweat poured into her eyes, but all she could do was blink and run. Vicki knew her fate if she couldn’t find a hiding place before the Diablobos, as the Cubans called them, caught her. She’d seen with her own eyes how Besquith enjoyed devouring gamblers who couldn’t pay their debts. 
 
    A line of metal buildings formed an alley, with doors that rolled up or down, but she sprinted past open doors on both the left and right. Her pursuers would be forced to check those first, and maybe they’d lose interest if she got far enough down. Then shouts panicked her, and she ducked into an open doorway on the left. Facing other players across a poker table while holding a handful of nothing didn’t bother her, but getting eaten alive by a werewolf was a nightmare. 
 
    Dimly lit by shafts of sunlight pouring through jagged holes and separated seams, Vicki ran past rows of barrels, collapsed shelving, and various tractor attachments. No other exits offered escape, so she threw herself behind a row of wooden crates and tried to control her breathing. 
 
    The building’s deep shadows did nothing to ease the heat. Gulping deep breaths might alert her pursuers, but her lungs burned from oxygen starvation. Red stars filled her vision, and she momentarily passed out, only to awaken at the scuff of feet on gravel. 
 
    “¡Sal, sal, donde quiera que estés!” said the voice she’d dreaded hearing. Come out, come out, wherever you are. Although she was fluent in Spanish, Vicki had trouble understanding the words, since they came from a voice not designed for Human speech. 
 
    Dust particles swirled in the newly disturbed air, and Vicki felt a sneeze coming on. She suppressed it for the moment, but with her allergies, it would surely come back. Her only defense was an ancient .38 caliber revolver she’d won in a low-budget poker game two days earlier, a Smith & Wesson knockoff manufactured in Cuba. Maybe it worked, maybe it didn’t; maybe the rounds would fire, and maybe not. That was a lot of ‘maybes’ to bet her life on. 
 
    Something in her peripheral vision alerted her brain to a possible route of escape. On the far wall, framed by sunlight leaking around the edges, she could make out what appeared to be a waist-high slot or a chute of some kind, 25 or 30 feet away. If she broke cover and they heard her, Vicki would be Varcolac’s dinner…or worse. Vague rumors whispered in Havana’s darkest back-alleys said the Diablobos liked to eat the legs off those who didn’t cover their bets, then they used nanites to keep them alive until they got their money. 
 
    Low voices indicated men approaching the crates from either end. Taking two deep breaths, she ran doubled-over toward the slot, trying to be quiet. It worked. No one reacted to her faint footsteps. The slot measured three feet long and one foot high, too small for most people to slip through. Vicki was smaller than most. 
 
    Then her luck ran out. A sneeze erupted before she could stop it again.  
 
    “¡Por ahi!” someone yelled. Over there! 
 
    A bearded face poked around the end of the line of crates, saw her, and swung an old rifle in her direction. Vicki had one leg through the slot already. Bent forward at the waist, she twisted to grip the pistol in both hands. Forgetting all the firearms training her brother had drilled into her, Vicki jerked the trigger. 
 
    Click.  
 
    Misfire. 
 
    Apparently spooked at only being saved by defective ammo, the rifleman fired two rounds that punched through the sheet metal near her feet. Then her brother’s advice flashed through her mind from right after he’d become a mercenary. 
 
    “If anybody shoots at you, chances are they’re too excited to aim. Take your time and make your shots count.” 
 
    Blocking out all the yelling and other sounds, she gulped a deep breath, held it, sighted on the man’s chest, and gently squeezed the trigger. The report sounded like the ignition of low-grade gunpowder. The pistol kicked back and to the left. Had the distance been greater than 10 feet, she would have missed, or the bullet wouldn’t have had the velocity to inflict fatal damage. But the rifleman stood eight feet away. It struck under his sternum and drove him backward into a crate. 
 
    Another man ran into view on Vicki’s left. Seeing the collapsing gunman she’d shot, the second man pulled up short. Vicki used his second’s hesitation to slip outside. 
 
    “Julio!” The agonized cry followed her outside, followed by an enraged roar that could only be Varcolac. 
 
    “Find her, you idiots!” 
 
    Imagining a gun aimed between her shoulder blades, Vicki ducked her head and ran. Crushed rock 30 yards across led to a sudden drop into the old quarry, filled now with algae-covered water and buzzed by a cloud of mosquitoes. Without hesitation, she dropped onto her left hip and slid into the fetid water. Whatever death might lurk beneath the surface was less certain than the one chasing her. 
 
    Nothing bit her, though, and the water only came to her knees, so holding the pistol aloft, Vicki churned her legs and made for a dense wall of jungle bordering the other side. Splashes signaled her position, but at that point, it seemed irrelevant. 
 
    As her right foot sank into the mud on the far bank, rifle shots echoed off the quarry walls. Bullets kicked up dirt all around her. How so many shots could have missed was a mystery, but they did. Now driven by a new rush of adrenaline, Vicki pushed through a tangle of vines into the jungle’s dark interior. 
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    Rainbow Beach, St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands 
 
    Jimmy the bartender winked and nodded with his chin. 
 
    “Good times comin’, mon.” 
 
    Jesse Bloodworth didn’t need the convex mirror in the left corner near the ceiling to know what Jimmy meant. The ramshackle beach bar only had three stools, so it wasn’t surprising when two young women in bikinis sat on either side of him. He’d taken the middle one, hoping for just such good luck. Glancing both ways, he smiled at each in turn. Lifting a sweating glass, he toasted them with the best mojito he’d ever tasted. 
 
    “I’m Rony,” said the one to his left, “that’s Tamika. We’re new down here.” 
 
    “Vacation?” he asked. 
 
    Instead of answering, Tamika picked up his drink and sipped it without asking. “That’s really good. Bring us three more of these, please?” she said to Jimmy. 
 
    He expected an answer to his question from Tamika, but it was Rony who answered him, so Bloodworth turned her way. He began to think that maybe sitting in the middle wasn’t such a great idea after all. 
 
    “We needed some R & R, and friends said St. Croix was the best place to catch a tan and forget the world,” Rony said. She had the slightest overbite, a tiny flaw Bloodworth found incredibly sexy. Before he could answer, though, Tamika got his attention, so he again shifted to the right. 
 
    “I agreed to come with Rony, though my tan is already perfect,” she said, extending a slender, caramel-skinned arm toward his right shoulder. “A beautiful beach is never a bad idea.” 
 
    “That’s where the beautiful boys are,” Rony agreed. 
 
    The nail of her right index finger hovered an inch from the long scar that circled his right shoulder. A sleeveless blue shirt hid most of the old wound, leaving only a thick pink line visible. Tamika’s expression became serious when she saw it, as did her tone. 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t lose that arm.” 
 
    “I did,” he said. 
 
    “Nanites,” Rony said, and once again he had to turn his head. This is why I hate watching tennis, he thought.  
 
    “That’s right. Are you two nurses?” The only nurses he’d seen who looked like these two were in porn vids, but you could never tell. 
 
    Tamika waited for Jimmy to distribute the mojitos. “We’re EMTs at Houston Spaceport. You’re a merc.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged. I’m Jesse Bloodworth.” 
 
    “Cartwright’s?” 
 
    “Nope, Gurkha Rifles.” 
 
    “I think I’ve heard about them. New company, right? Over in India somewhere, made a big haul a few months ago.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    Rony took over the conversation. “Well, Jesse Bloodworth from the Gurkha Rifles, we’re here for a week…got any plans that don’t include us?” 
 
    He grinned. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Jimmy winked and scanned his UAAC—pronounced yack—to pay the tab. Bloodworth had just slid backward off his stool when a chirp through his pinplants alerted him to an incoming call. Gritting his teeth, he excused himself and moved a few feet away, taking his slate with him. Few people had his contact number, so he’d thought it must be Spokelse or Colonel Limbu calling on Gurkha business, but the caller ID didn’t make sense. Who did he know in Havana, Cuba? 
 
    “Identify yourself,” he said. 
 
    “Jesse, it’s me,” said a female voice he could barely hear. 
 
    “Vicki? Why are you whispering?” 
 
    “Ssshhh, don’t talk so loud. Everything’s fine with me, how are you? I need to borrow a few credits.” 
 
    “Not again, Vicki. Please tell me you aren’t running from the law again.” 
 
    “No, not the law, but I do need help, and I need it fast.” 
 
    “What kind of help?” 
 
    “Specifically, I need 50,000 credits. Well, not credits, chits.” 
 
    The amount didn’t shock him. Bloodworth’s older sister was a professional gambler, and usually a very successful one. She’d told him about poker games where the ante was 1,000,000 credits. But underneath her feigned nonchalance, even with her voice barely audible, he detected desperation. 
 
    “Chits? You need chits?” 
 
    “These guys like cash.” 
 
    “What the hell have you gotten yourself into now? I thought you were banned from gambling, anyway.” 
 
    “Only in most of the world.” 
 
    That’s when the importance of her location struck him. 
 
    “Cuba let you gamble there?” 
 
    “Not exactly; this casino is somewhat less…official.” 
 
    “Shit, Vicky. Blackjack?” 
 
    “Poker.” 
 
    “Same thing, but since when do you lose?” 
 
    “I took a little risk.” 
 
    “And 50,000 credits is a little risk?” 
 
    “All right, all right, not so little, then, but I was hot. I’d won four in a row, I could feel that the next card was a seven, I smelled it…” 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t try to draw to an inside straight.” 
 
    “Kinda.” 
 
    “For 50,000 credits!” 
 
    “Look, Jesse, you know how much I love chatting with you, but I’ve gotta go. I’ve already had to kill one of them, and now they’re pissed. Get down here, pronto, or you might end up an only child.” 
 
    “Vicki!” 
 
    The connection broke. 
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    Bloodworth hesitated to make the call he knew was inevitable, not because he was worried it wouldn’t be answered, but because he knew it would. Some people were friends you hoped never to need again, and Zarin Nesti topped that list. The fact they now worked together only made it worse. 
 
    Nesti answered on the first ring. “My friend Jesse! I just had you in my thoughts!” It took Bloodworth a moment to decipher Nesti’s thick accent. 
 
    “Bullshit, you’re probably tinkering with some CASPer servo and haven’t eaten in two days.” 
 
    “You can read minds now?” 
 
    “Speak Russian, Zarin, let my translator do its work. This will go faster.” 
 
    “Nonsense, my English is good—better than your Russian, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    “That’s because I don’t speak Russian.” 
 
    “You see, I am right!” 
 
    “Havana, you have contacts there, right?” 
 
    Nesti’s garrulous tone vanished, and he lapsed into Russian, as Bloodworth knew happened when Nesti grew suspicious. “Zachem?” Why? 
 
    “This is private business, Zarin; I’m not on the company’s time. I just need a favor.” 
 
    “No blowback on Zarin?” 
 
    “None,” Bloodworth said, trying to sound like he believed it. 
 
    Good humor came back into Nesti’s voice, and he went back to speaking English. “Of course, anything for friend Jesse!” 
 
    “I need a car, some kind of firearm, and 50,000 in chits.” 
 
    “So much? She is worth this?” 
 
    “How did you—” he started, and then realized Nesti’s reference was to a girlfriend, not his sister. “Oh, uh, yeah, yeah, she’s worth every chit.” 
 
    “She must be some woman, then.” 
 
    “She’s something.” 
 
    “I can do these things for you, my friend. Where and when do you need them?” 
 
    Bloodworth gave him the details. 
 
    “Do be careful, my friend,” Nesti said, “Havana is not a nice place.” 
 
    “I’ve been in bad spots before.” 
 
    “As you say…” 
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    “I hate Humans,” the young Besquith named Dinteascutit said, “but their cigars aren’t bad.” 
 
    The other three turned away in disgust, leaving it to Varcolac, their leader, to respond. 
 
    “Earth is a terrible planet without you filling our living space with noxious fumes. I share your disdain for Humans, though. As with all prey species, they are weak and miserable creatures.” 
 
    “Their blood is hot; their flesh is tasty,” a third answered. 
 
    “They’re useless. It shows the depth of corruption in the Galactic Union that they were ever allowed to join, much less as a mercenary race. Those fools at the quarry missed a female slowed by water at point blank range.” 
 
    “Let’s eat them,” chipped in a fourth Besquith, who studiously sharpened his claws on a whetstone. “I’m famished for fresh meat.” 
 
    Varcolac flicked his ears. “You know we can’t do that; they’re part of the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “I’m getting sick of all the Brotherhood’s rules,” Dinteascutit said. “Why should we obey them anyway?” 
 
    Rising, this time Varcolac showed his teeth and dropped into a fighting crouch. Dinteascutit also stood, but his head only came to Varcolac’s chin. 
 
    “Are you challenging my authority?” Varcolac said. 
 
    The three Besquith not involved scooted their chairs backward, eyes flitting from one combatant to another. Disappointment was evident when Dinteascutit broke eye contact with their leader. Puffing his cigar into a red tip, he sat back down. 
 
    Varcolac gave one nod. “None of you should ever doubt our good fortune in still being alive. Without the Brotherhood, we are fugitives without friends, but within the Brotherhood, we are members of a powerful and fast rising faction. Have you all forgotten you are Besquith? Nothing in the universe is more powerful than we are.” 
 
    That brought a clacking of teeth in agreement. 
 
    “The Brotherhood needs the revenue we’re generating here on Earth, so we endure what we must to help our leaders take over the Council. We will not be forgotten. The day of the Besquith is coming, but until then, we endure our mission on this ridiculous excuse for a world. Which is why we must hunt for the female named Vicki Bloodworth, who owes us 50,000 credits, and make an example of her so others will not attempt to cheat us.” 
 
    “Could that example include a bit of fresh meat?” Dinteascutit asked. 
 
    Now Varcolac could show good humor to the lesser member of his pack, without appearing weak. 
 
    “It could, and it will.” 
 
    “What about the Human the female killed today?” one of the others said. “Julio Martinez. He was a fat one.” 
 
    Varcolac pawed the ground. “No, you are all well acquainted with local Human customs. They bury their dead with many rituals.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that spoil the meat?” 
 
    That brought a silent laugh. Even Varcolac joined in. 
 
    “Besquith deserve something tastier. Once we find the female Vicki Bloodworth, you may each have a limb.” 
 
    “And what of you, Varcolac?” 
 
    “I am your leader. I get the heart and liver.” 
 
    “What if she pays up?” 
 
    “What difference would that make now?” Varcolac asked. 
 
    They all licked their chops to signal approval. 
 
      
 
    [image: Daco_4410753.png] 
 
      
 
    The shuttle pilot grumbled at flying so low over Rainbow Beach, but he didn’t refuse. Bloodworth’s scarred, heavily muscled body matched the visage of a man you wanted as a friend, and never as an enemy. Surreptitiously flying him into Cuba was the sort of dilemma that presented the average Earth-bound Human with a choice: obey the rules and risk pissing off someone dangerous like Bloodworth, or pocket the money and keep your mouth shut. Bloodworth had seen enough of the galaxy to know bribes were the most reliable way to get things done and, as expected, when combined with a substantial bonus for getting him into Havana without filing a flight plan, the pilot made his decision and took the credits. That didn’t stop him from complaining about it, though. 
 
    They skimmed over the sands at barely 200 feet, close enough that Bloodworth could see Jimmy, Rony, and Tamika waving. With the sun slanting west, white glare caused him to shade his eyes instead of waving back, not that they could have seen him behind the aircraft’s thick glass. With luck, he could pull his sister out of whatever trouble she’d gotten into and keep his promise to meet up with them again before their vacation ended. Cuba, though…there was a good reason most people avoided Cuba. You couldn’t get a drink of potable water in Havana without greasing somebody’s palm, and nobody took yacks. It was strictly a cash economy, with Cuban pesos the least desirable currency. 
 
    A refueling stop in Jamaica had Bloodworth wishing he’d brought a weapon. They touched down on a narrow concrete strip that must have begun life as a smuggler’s airfield. Hard-eyed men with rifles surrounded the aircraft. The pilot exited and yelled at them, which led to the gunmen yelling back until paper money changed hands. A few minutes later, a refueling truck showed up, then more yelling was followed by more money changing hands, and finally Bloodworth heard the clunk of the hose attaching to the fuel tank. Once the tanks had been topped off, there was even more screaming, this time with lots of arm-waving, and more cash being forked over, until the pilot finally climbed back inside and started the engines. The fuel truck pulled away, and the gunmen backed off, still surly, as Bloodworth held his breath; they could still open fire. Only when they were back over the Caribbean did he breathe easily again. 
 
    In-flight bribery of ground control personnel to ignore their entry into Cuban air space cost 500 credits, and a vector into the Havana metro area another 300. Bloodworth’s surprise wasn’t at the bribery itself, but at how little it cost. 
 
    “Ten credits is more than Cuban officials make in a month, mon,” the pilot explained, “even air traffic controllers.” 
 
    If the Cuban economy was that bad, where would Nesti find 50,000 chits to meet him when they landed? That was assuming Nesti’s contact didn’t abscond with the chits and leave Bloodworth hanging. 
 
    Flying aboard spacecraft didn’t bother him, despite there always being a controlled nuclear explosion within close proximity. Antique, gasoline-powered airplanes were different. On the first circle of the airfield, low-level winds buffeted the aircraft badly enough that Bloodworth wondered if they would crash. 
 
    The shuttle landed in an area that looked less like it was within the metropolitan borders of a capital city than a swamp. Two runways crossed at an oblique angle, with glass and metal buildings lining the tarmac on the west side. 
 
    “This place once belonged to the Cuban Air Force,” the pilot said. 
 
    Humans had long since abandoned the complex, and nature hadn’t been slow to begin reclamation. Bloodworth leaned over and assumed the crash position. Since weeds and trees grew through cracks in the concrete, he assumed they would either bottom out in a pothole or slam into a royal palm tree.  
 
    The first bounce of touchdown sent his heart racing. Once the shuttle settled, he was surprised at the smoothness of their coasting. Peering out the window, he saw where large cracks had been recently filled to avoid causing a crash, and in such a large complex, that would have required a lot of manpower. Somebody wanted the old military base to appear abandoned but remain useable. 
 
    A vehicle waited near a half-collapsed hangar. Both lumpy and angular, it could have started life as a Chevy pickup, circa 1960. A wide smokestack protruded from the top, suggesting violations of every clause in the worldwide climate accords. Heavy gauge, six-inch-long bolts welded to the front defied explanation. 
 
    Waves of wet heat washed over Bloodworth as the shuttle’s front bulkhead door cracked open. The retractable stairs had to be manually cranked into position, and, within a minute, Bloodworth’s shirt was soaked in sweat. Stepping out, he saw a balding man in threadbare camo hefting a huge rifle. The weapon tickled his memory: a .30-caliber Browning Automatic Rifle, with a 40 or 60-round magazine. 
 
    “You are Señor Jesse Bloodworth?” the man asked. 
 
    “I am,” Bloodworth answered, using the translator to say it in Spanish. “Does Cuba have an elephant problem?” 
 
    “I speak English, Señor,” the man said. “I am Eduardo. Cuba has a problem much worse than elephants.” The pilot had come up by now, and Eduardo eyed him before leaning in and dropping his voice. “Cuba has an hombrelobo problem.” 
 
    The pilot laughed. “Cubans do three things better than anybody else, mon. Dey make the best rum, roll the best cigars, and tell the best bullshit!” With that, he walked back to the plane. 
 
    Bloodworth also chuckled, until Eduardo’s serious expression stopped him. The man wasn’t joking and truly believed what he said, but werewolves? Everybody knew there was no such thing as werewolves…or was there? Eyebrows arching downward into a scowl, Bloodworth suddenly had a sinking feeling his sister had left out a small detail. 
 
    “What do these hombrelobos look like?” 
 
    “I have only heard the story from a dying man, Señor Jesse, a man whose legs had been chewed off by the hombrelobo. He said they were very tall, taller than you even, with thick fur, and terrible eyes. They laughed as they ate his legs, washing their muzzles in his blood, and then threw him onto the highway like discarded trash. It is what the Brotherhood does to those who cannot pay their debts.” 
 
    Bloodworth reeled as if physically struck. “Brotherhood? Do you mean the Brotherhood of the Free?” 
 
    “Yes, the Brotherhood runs much of Cuba. The government lets them do as they wish, in return for generous bribes. All gambling, drugs, rum-making, cigar rollers, all within Guanabacoa must pay allegiance to the Brotherhood of the Free.” 
 
    “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    Eduardo shrugged. “Not so long, but their power has grown in the past six months. That is when the hombrelobos came.” 
 
    Besquith! No doubt remained in Bloodworth’s mind about the true nature of the hombrelobos. 
 
    “How many of these hombrelobos are there, do you know?” 
 
    “No, but not so many, I think. It does not matter. The people, they are very scared of them.” 
 
    “They should be. Eduardo, I appreciate you being here, but this is over your pay grade. These hombrelobos are dangerous in the extreme, so you’re excused from whatever promise you made to Zarin to help me. I’ll need your truck, though.” 
 
    “No Señor, without Señor Nesti, my family and I would have died long ago. He rescued us when we had no one else to ask. I will stay by your side, whatever may come.” 
 
    “Zarin did that? Zarin Nesti?” 
 
    “Yes. He is a good man.” 
 
    Bloodworth had heard the Russian called many things, but ‘good man’ was a first. It almost made him want to buy Nesti a drink, just to hear the tale. 
 
    “Excuse me, Eduardo, I have to make a call.” 
 
    Stepping away, Bloodworth transferred the signal to his pinplants and called headquarters. Although just after 1400 in Havana, it was nearly midnight in Nepal. Nevertheless, someone answered on the first ring, a chirpy operator whose voice he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Gurkha Rifles, Specialist Third Koirala speaking. How may I direct your call?” 
 
    “This is Lieutenant Bloodworth, Spec Three Koirala. Who is officer of the watch?” 
 
    “Good evening, Lieutenant,” the young female said. “Captain Spokelse was delayed in Kathmandu, so the only officer currently on base is Lieutenant Nesti. Shall I put you through?” 
 
    “Yes, tell the lieutenant this is a Priority One call.” 
 
    Koirala’s tone snapped from one of relaxed courtesy to something more urgent. 
 
    “Yes, sir, routing your call now.” 
 
    Nesti picked up on the third ring, his voice little more than a mumble. 
 
    “Kto eto, chert voz’mi, i chego ty khochesh’?” 
 
    “Zarin, you’re OOW, and I need immediate reinforcement!” 
 
    “Wha—? Jesse? Do you not know the time?” 
 
    “Wake up, you Russian asshole, I need help. What deployable assets do we currently have on base?” 
 
    “Deployable assets? None, other than the security platoon, but they’re forbidden to leave the ground except by Colonel Limbu’s direct orders.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know…” Bloodworth rubbed his mouth. The entire company was on Verrat, building infrastructure and protecting the mines from a counterattack by the Brotherhood of the Free, without realizing the organization hadn’t been eradicated from Earth, as they’d thought. Even if he could somehow get his hands on a CASPer, who knew how many Besquith and their Human allies were on hand, or what weapons systems they possessed? 
 
    “There is one group that might help you,” Nesti said, finally sounding alert, “but I don’t know how Spokelse would feel about it.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for riddles, Zarin.” 
 
    “Three Oogar showed up looking for merc contracts, lately of Asbaran. We haven’t verified why they didn’t stick there, however. I personally wouldn’t trust an Oogar as far as I could throw him, which wouldn’t be far.” 
 
    Oogar? If anything could match the power and ferocity of a Besquith, it was an Oogar. 
 
    “Sign ‘em to a one-off contract and send ‘em, Zarin. If you can get a CASPer on the shuttle, do that too, but don’t wait for a big enough ship. Time is of the essence. Hang on a second.” Shifting the connection to hold, Bloodworth called out to Eduardo, “Do you have the credit chits?” 
 
    “No, I am sorry, but I do not think there are 50,000 credit chits on all of Cuba. I tried to tell that to Señor Nesti.” 
 
    Bloodworth nodded. “I’m also gonna need those 50,000 credit chits I told you about.” 
 
    “Jesse, my friend, that is highly irregular. I advise you not to do this.” 
 
    “I’ll eat the blowback, Zarin, but as chief recruitment officer, I’m within my rights to do this. Tell the Oogar this is a probationary mission to judge their competence, with standard entry-level wages. If we pay too much, they might get suspicious, but if they balk, don’t be chintzy. Whatever happens, I need them here in less than three hours.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts! Make that less than two hours. Send Oogars, guns, and credits, Zarin; the shit has hit the fan.” 
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    Three dozen Cubans surrounded Varcolac and two other Besquith on the edge of the quarry pit. The Humans tried to project the image of tough, fearless men turned into steel by living in the brutal Cuban underworld, but their feigned bravado didn’t fool the Besquith. Like all apex predators, once they’d acclimated to Human odors, their acute sense of smell recognized fear from 50 paces. Varcolac used a translator to make certain the Humans understood him. 
 
    “You are men of the Brotherhood, and out there is someone who owes you 50,000 credits! The Human named Vicki Bloodworth has already killed Julio Martinez, and now she laughs at you, but she is weak, and you are strong. There is nothing but swamp and jungle for 30 miles, and the only road in or out is that one over there.” He pointed to a narrow gravel strip 200 feet to their left. “The man who brings her to me will receive 1,000 credits…if she’s alive, there is a bonus of 1,000 more credits. Find her, my brothers, show what happens to those who would cheat the Brotherhood.” 
 
    The resulting cheer sounded more forced than enthusiastic, but Varcolac didn’t care about their approval; he cared about results. Once they’d forced the female Human to pay up the credits she’d lost, then he could show her what happened when you tried to cheat a Besquith. 
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    Modern weapons in Cuba were scarce and expensive. Eduardo didn’t have such resources, so the ones he’d brought were old and rebuilt. Once upon a time, however, they’d been rugged, lethal, American-built weapons of war. Along with the BAR, Eduardo brought Colt 1911 pistols for each of them, a Thompson, and an M14 rifle for Bloodworth. All showed signs of long and heavy use. 
 
    “I rebuilt them myself,” Eduardo said, “so I know they will work when fired.” 
 
    “What about the ammo?” Bloodworth asked. 
 
    “Of course that is the most important part, so I took it to a friend, who loaded each round as I watched. He used the best powder available.” 
 
    “You did that for me?” 
 
    “Not for you, Señor Jesse. In Cuba, one must always be ready for anything.” 
 
    “Good enough. Let’s go.” 
 
    Eduardo shoved several logs into the firebox in the pickup’s bed. Gray smoke trickled out of the funnel, leaving Bloodworth to wonder if the vehicle would even start. Once he’d settled into the passenger seat alongside Eduardo, he was surprised when the powerful engine rumbled to life the instant Eduardo turned the key. 
 
    “That’s an old V-8,” Bloodworth said in disbelief. 
 
    The stocky Cuban grinned. “Sí! In Cuba, nobody steals wood-burning vehicles, but those using gasoline bring mucho dinero. It is best to hide such things if you want to keep them. Where do I drive you now, Señor Jesse?” 
 
    Bloodworth brought up a map of Havana on his slate, then overlaid the GPS coordinates from his sister’s phone. Eduardo stared at the image for a few seconds before his face showed recognition of their destination. 
 
    “That is the casino.”  
 
    “So?” 
 
    “That belongs to the Brotherhood; it is where the hombrelobo are said to walk the night.” 
 
    “They walk the day, too, and they aren’t werewolves.” Bloodworth met Eduardo’s eyes and held them. “They’re something worse, and you don’t have to do this.” 
 
    Eduardo’s words defied the frightened tremor in his voice. “A man without honor is not a man. I will do as I told Señor Nesti I would.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Bloodworth said. “You’re a true man of honor, Eduardo, and those are rare these days. Now let’s go find my sister.” 
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    Shadows under the thick overhead canopy ranged from dim to impenetrable. The reek of fetid swamp water nauseated Vicki Bloodworth, so she leaned against a tree and retched several times. Her slate said Cuba had no venomous snakes, few crocodiles, and nothing beyond mosquito-borne viruses to worry about, which was reassuring, but as she sloshed deeper into the wetlands, that was of no comfort. The heat had already drained away most of her strength, and now, in the distance, she could hear shouts. They were coming for her. 
 
    The water wasn’t deep, coming up to her ankles in most places, but eons of rotted vegetable matter created a deep floor that had more than once sucked off her shoes. Each time she had to stop and fish around in the slime to pull them out. With signal and battery strength ebbing, she called her brother as she kept moving. He answered right away. 
 
    “So, Jesse, how’s your day going?” she said, trying to sound like people weren’t coming to kill her. “I’d love some company about now.” 
 
    “You’re heading east, Vicki; I need you to turn left and find a road to the north about 200 yards. Wait for me there.” 
 
    “You’re in Cuba?” 
 
    “I’m less than five miles from your location.” 
 
    “Damn. I’m sorry I picked on you all those years. They’re close, Jesse; if I turn, they might catch up.” 
 
    “No choice. Are you armed?” 
 
    “I’ve got an old revolver that’s misfired once already. I got lucky the second time, and it worked.” 
 
    “You shot somebody?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice; it was him or me!” 
 
    “Did you kill him?” 
 
    “Isn’t that the idea?” 
 
    “Get there, Vicki. Whatever happens, get to the road. We’re minutes out.” 
 
    “You’d better hurry.” 
 
    “Pedal to the metal, Sis. Today’s not the day you die.” 
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    Flanked by two other Besquith, Varcolac stood on the lip of the gravel pit, staring east into the jungle. 
 
    “I hate this planet,” he said. 
 
    “There is plenty of meat,” the Besquith to his right answered. Drool leaked out of his jaw, a signal of laughter among their pack. 
 
    Varcolac didn’t find it funny. “A true Besquith hunts flesh; he doesn’t raise it to be slaughtered at will. Think about pigs. The domesticated ones are soft, and their blood is sluggish with fat. But the wild ones…they are dangerous. Their blood spurts hot over your maw, as it should be.” 
 
    “If we do well here, won’t they move us some place better?” the Besquith on his left asked. “They said they would.” 
 
    “Believe nothing you are told by the Brotherhood unless it comes from a Besquith. Trust no one else. We are all members of the BOF for different reasons, and pirates are notoriously untrustworthy. After the debacle in the country Humans call Nepal, getting us off this planet would require a ship dedicated to that mission. Five Besquith are not worth the risk, so we must first rebuild the Brotherhood on Earth into a powerful force, then the Council of Equals will want us to do that elsewhere and will send a ship to fetch us.” 
 
    The Besquith on the left tilted his ears sideways in a sneering gesture. “Calling it the Council of Equals is an insult to free Besquith everywhere; it’s more like the Veetanho dictatorship—” 
 
    Varcolac’s right paw lashed out without him moving, his clawed fingers wrapping his subordinate’s neck tight enough to cut off his air. Although smaller than his leader, the choking Besquith was still a Besquith, with the powerful muscles of an apex predator stretched over a lean frame. Yet within seconds, he dropped to his knees, tongue lolling and eyes pleading for mercy. 
 
    “If you ever speak like that in public again, I will eat your eyes for breakfast.”  
 
    “Kuh, kuh,” was all the stricken Besquith could manage.  
 
    Varcolac lifted him from the ground, still using only his right arm, and drew him close enough for their muzzles to touch. “Have I made myself clear?” 
 
    “Kuh, kuh…” 
 
    “Unknown vehicle approaching,” Dinteascutit squawked in his earpiece. 
 
    Varcolac dropped the chastened Besquith and squinted into the early afternoon sun, where a small vehicle trailed boiling dust as it sped along the gravel road toward the swamp. 
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    Turning left at a fork, Bloodworth could see the red tile roof of what must have been the casino building, along with signs pointing that way. Several hundred yards ahead, the mining complex came into view, with metal buildings flanked by rusting machinery. The road rose no more than a foot above the surrounding land, with tangled jungle on the left, or northern side, and the compound on the right. 
 
    The pickup skidded on the gravel as Eduardo veered from side to side, avoiding potholes whenever possible. Bloodworth’s head had already hit the ceiling three times. He didn’t complain, though; Eduardo’s wide eyes showed how close he was to panic. 
 
    On a short straightaway that would take them past the water-filled pit into the swamp beyond, two Cubans stood with rifles angled downward and hands raised, apparently assuming the truck had taken a wrong turn. Wrestling with the BAR, Bloodworth tried to get the heavy weapon into firing position through the passenger window, but it was too big to handle in the cramped cabin. Laying it aside, he grabbed the Thompson, charged it, and prepared to fire if necessary. 
 
    Eduardo reacted to the men blocking the road like a professional driver. First, he slowed so as not to attract attention or warn them of danger. When the truck closed within 20 yards, he pushed the gas pedal to the floorboard. The V8 engine roared with a ferocity Bloodworth wouldn’t have thought possible from such an antique, and he zoomed straight at the men. Both dove for opposite ditches to avoid being run down. Simultaneously, two Besquith moved from behind a stand of banana plants to investigate the sudden grinding of rubber on loose stones. 
 
    “Madre Dios,” Eduardo said. “Diablobos!” 
 
    Bloodworth had heard his sister use the same term earlier, an obvious contraction for Diablo Lobo, or devil wolf. Eduardo kept accelerating, spraying stones and dust in their wake. For a fraction of a second, Bloodworth locked eyes with one of the Besquith. He couldn’t think of any insults specific to the aliens, so he did the only thing he could think of; he raised his middle finger. 
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    “They passed us at a high rate of speed,” Varcolac heard through his ear microphone, “and nearly killed two of our Humans.” 
 
    “Who cares about Humans? I heard no gunshots; did you kill the trespassers?” 
 
    Dinteascutit hesitated to reply, which told Varcolac all he needed to know even before the brash young Besquith responded. 
 
    “We are pursuing them now,” Dinteascutit said. 
 
    “Gruck’s Third Hand, use your brain for once!” Varcolac said. “That road ends in the swamp and is the only way out. Block the road with something, then prepare an ambush. The Humans already in the swamp are closing on the female, and I suspect they will see the intruders shortly.” 
 
    Dinteascutit finally came to the same conclusion Varcolac had moments earlier. “You think they are here to rescue the woman?” 
 
    “Nothing else makes sense. But this is good…our Humans won’t object to us eating their enemies, so now there will be plenty of meat to go around tonight.” 
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    Vicki Bloodworth heard the truck’s growling motor before she spotted the first flash of color through the trees. Ominously, she also heard splashes from close behind, followed by yells in Spanish, and then gunshots. Fortunately for her, clear lines of sight were rare in the dense greenery, and the bullets all missed, although one smacked the bole of a palm tree a few feet to her left. 
 
    Her sense of smell had long since been overwhelmed by the reek of rotting vegetation, and breathing through her nose didn’t satisfy her lungs’ burning need for oxygen. Vicki gulped down breaths, and while she barely smelled the swamp anymore, now she tasted it. She lost a shoe when the muck sucked it off her foot, but she kept going until bullets whizzed past her face from the left. A young Cuban in light clothing had cut her off. 
 
    She brought up the pistol to fire back, with only four rounds in the cylinder, but Vicki knew the distance was too great to hit the man. Where was Jesse? She could still hear the truck but couldn’t see it, and the Cubans behind her would catch her at any moment. At a snapping branch, she whirled, waving the pistol. More shots kicked green water onto her calves, and something burned her earlobe. 
 
    Distracted, her bare right foot snagged an underwater root, and she fell, face first into the muck. Glancing up, Vicki saw a man walking toward her with rifle raised, no more than 30 feet away. 
 
    “¡Vámonos, vámonos!” 
 
    Mouth open, she got to her knees and raised her hands, strings of grass entwined in her fingers. 
 
    “¡Mueve tu culo!” Move your ass! 
 
    The man was 20 feet away when a sound like an old-style jackhammer echoed through the trees. Splotches of red erupted from his body, and Vicki’s mind realized that bullets were knocking him sideways. Once down, he didn’t move again. 
 
    Ahead, toward the road, her brother pushed through a line of heavier foliage. Despite having a brother who was a mercenary, Vicki didn’t know much about guns, but even she knew the one propped against his shoulder, ready to fire, was big. 
 
    “What took you so long?” she said, moving toward him. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear the man, sis? ¡Mueve tu culo!” 
 
    Eduardo knelt in front of the pickup truck, bolting a sheet of steel plate onto the studs embedded in the frame. There wasn’t time to wonder how the older man had managed to wrangle such a heavy piece of metal into place in such a short time. He could do that later, assuming there was a later.  
 
    Bloodworth half lifted, half threw Vicki into the truck bed. 
 
    “Hold on!” 
 
    “To what?” she said. 
 
    “Keep your head down.” 
 
    Moving to enter the cab, he stopped at nearby shouts from the swamp. Half glimpsed figures in light clothing were too close, so Bloodworth rested the BAR on the railing of the bed and emptied his magazine at them. Vicki dropped flat as the hot shell casings clanked around her. One seared her forearm. 
 
    “Are you nuts?” she said. 
 
    Bloodworth ignored her. The truck was already moving when he slid into the cab and pointed at Eduardo, who pushed down on the gas pedal in a steady motion. Stomping it to the floor would have caused the vehicle to fishtail, so it took precious seconds for the truck to accelerate out of rifle range. Several shots rang out in their wake, and at least two pinged off the truck’s frame. 
 
    “You just happened to have armor plate?” Bloodworth asked. 
 
    “In Cuba, it is wise. There are companies who will install the studs for a small fee. It is the steel which is expensive.” 
 
    The road deteriorated the further they drove into the swampy jungle. In places, the dense foliage encroached on the road itself, but with no sunlight to bake the water out of the holes and ruts, standing water made them easier to spot. Driving back out was no easier, though, as vagrant shafts of sunlight created bright and dark spots along the surface. Jostling and bumping forward, they rounded a curve to see the road partially blocked ahead by a large trailer, around which stood a dozen armed men and five Besquith. Eduardo stopped and kept the truck idling. They’d pulled out of range of the men behind them, but that wouldn’t last more than a few minutes. 
 
    “This isn’t ideal,” Bloodworth said. 
 
    Eduardo was clearly terrified but kept his voice steady. “What do I do, Señor Jesse?” 
 
    Bloodworth used precious seconds to check the signal strength of his slate. It showed as average. Synched to his pinplants, he called Nesti’s direct number. 
 
    “You have something against me getting sleep?” the Russian mumbled. 
 
    “I have something against getting eaten by Besquith!” he snapped back. “Where’s the cavalry?” 
 
    “If you mean the Oogar, they just landed at the coordinates you provided.” 
 
    “Do they have transport?” 
 
    “No, you said to send Oogars, guns, and credits, so I sent Oogars, guns, and credits. You said nothing about transportation. Oh, and perhaps I sent you a little present of my own.” Zarin snickered, oblivious to the tension in Bloodworth’s voice. 
 
    “Damn. Tell them to gear up, Zarin, I’m comin’ in hot.” 
 
    The Russian’s humor disappeared. 
 
    “You are in danger?” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’re as sharp as always.” 
 
    He broke the connection. 
 
    “No help’s coming, Eduardo, it’s on us to get out of this alive.” 
 
    “Your friends have arrived, yes?” 
 
    “They have, and now all we have to do is get back to the air base.” 
 
    Eduardo crossed himself and mouthed a short prayer. Then he leaned forward so his chest nearly touched the steering wheel. 
 
    “Put the BAR behind me, Señor Jesse; brace it on the window. You can use the Thompson on the other side.” 
 
    Bloodworth complied without hesitation, knowing without asking that Eduardo had come to the identical conclusion he had. 
 
    “Can you pull this off?” 
 
    “With God’s help, all things are possible.” 
 
    “Then let’s hope He decides to help; otherwise, we’re Besquith chow.” 
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    Until Varcolac heard the report of a machine gun coming from the jungle, he’d never doubted his Cubans would grab the female and whoever had come to her rescue. Along with higher wages and the protection of a powerful galactic criminal organization, membership in the Brotherhood also brought with it certain responsibilities, like chasing down and punishing gamblers who couldn’t cover their bets. Nor were exceptions made if those gamblers had friends with big guns. But Varcolac roared in frustration when he heard the truck’s engine revving, still out of sight behind the dense wall of greenery. Damn the Cubans! Apparently, 40 of them weren’t enough to take out one female and her saviors. 
 
    “Bring up the RPGs!” he told one of the other Besquith, who relayed the order via radio. “Dinteascutit, they’re coming back; have you blocked the road yet?” 
 
    “Almost.” 
 
    Was everybody incompetent? 
 
    The Besquith race had developed on their home planet of Bestald as apex predators who relied on speed, claws, and teeth, as well as size and brute strength. Without hesitation, Varcolac now raced toward the road some 200 yards to the north, followed by the other two Besquith. Once close enough to make out details, he saw the Cubans struggling to push something onto the road. That was the moment the truck came into view to his right, and for some reason, stopped at the tree line. 
 
    The only obstacle close enough to block the road quickly was a wrecked, two-wheel trailer with an iron lattice bed. Both tires had long since rotted away, and corrosion had left the frame cracked in several places. It should slow the vehicle long enough for his men to riddle it, but it was only halfway onto the road when the truck lurched forward again, speeding toward them. 
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    Forty yards from a knot of Humans pushing a trailer to block their way, Eduardo veered to the road’s right shoulder and kept his foot on the accelerator. The road was too narrow to miss the trailer completely, but if they hit the front with enough speed, there was a chance they could push it aside and escape. 
 
    Bloodworth’s teeth clattered as they bounced on the pock-marked surface at more than 60 miles per hour. Seeing nobody ahead on the right, he set the Thompson aside, arranged three BAR magazines within easy reach on the seat, and steadied the rifle in both hands. 
 
    “The spent shell casings are gonna burn, Eduardo,” he said. 
 
    “Better a tiny burn than a big bite, Señor Jesse.” 
 
    Sweat rolled down his cheeks, but there was no time to wipe. At 20 yards, the Cubans pushing the trailer saw the barrel of the BAR and scattered, some diving to the ground, while others grabbed their guns. Bloodworth squeezed the trigger, and the big rifle hammered out .30-caliber bullets at 500 rounds per minute. 
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    There was nothing to hold onto, so Vicki bounced, slid, and twice nearly fell out of the speeding pickup truck’s bed. Her reputation as a hard-assed gambler was well earned, so she was damned glad nobody could hear her crying. The noise of gunshots, screams, hot lead bullets striking the hot metal truck, and the whining engine overwhelmed her senses to the point where she closed her eyes and covered her ears.  
 
    Then they struck something a glancing blow, which hurled her into the back of the cab. The truck half-spun to the right, back to the left, and then straightened out. The echoes of gunfire faded to the rear. 
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    Varcolac was nearing the road when a machine gun opened fire from within the truck, sending his Cubans running in all directions. He ducked behind a pile of 55-gallon drums seconds before several large projectiles zipped past. Dinteascutit and the other three Besquith joined him there. Most of their Humans were still in the swamp or coming up behind the truck, but the 12 on hand began to fire back. 
 
    “Where are those idiots with the rocket-propelled grenades?” he bellowed. Sharp claws bit into his palm as his fingers curled into a fist. 
 
    While the other Besquith crouched behind the old oil drums, Varcolac stood up to watch the scene unfold. Flashes lit the truck like a severed electric cable. Despite being untrained at using their rifles on full automatic, the Cubans put enough bullets downrange that some were bound to hit the target. But why weren’t they having any effect? 
 
    Then Varcolac saw the armor-plating attached to the truck and knew they didn’t have big enough guns to stop it. Dust and pebbles kicked up near the tires showed his Cubans had enough sense to try to disable it that way. Then the truck hit the trailer near the hitch, knocking it aside and crushing a man who’d tried to use it for cover. For the briefest moment, the pickup truck skidded sideways, and Varcolac thought it might flip—but the driver regained control, and the truck sped off. 
 
    He pointed at Dinteascutit, fangs bared in anger. 
 
    “This is your fault! I ordered you to stop it, and you didn’t!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Take the others and catch them! I’ll follow with the Humans.” 
 
    Dinteascutit dared not argue. He motioned to the other Besquith, and they ran to the line of trucks parked outside the nearest building and took off after the truck. Two panting Humans stopped beside Varcolac, each holding three RPGs. 
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    Eduardo’s armor plate protected the engine and acted as a battering ram against the trailer, but it couldn’t stop bullets from riddling the rest of the pickup truck. So many cracks webbed outward from so many bullet holes that neither could see through the windshield. The driver’s side window, although lowered, shattered inside the door from repeated hits. Worst of all, both left tires had been shredded. Flinging chunks of rubber in their wake, the truck leaned hard left as the rims gouged ruts in the concrete road outside the airbase. 
 
    “Can you hold it?” Bloodworth said. 
 
    Chain link gates marking a side entrance to the base hung askew less than 100 yards ahead. The hard-surfaced road didn’t kick up dust clouds, but he didn’t need that indicator to see their pursuers close behind. 
 
    “I get us there, Señor Jesse,” Eduardo said, “then it is your turn to keep us alive.” 
 
    Tunk, tunk. 
 
    Vicki pounded on the back window. 
 
    “They’re shooting again!” 
 
    Vibrations shook the truck as Eduardo fought to keep it from skewing left and spinning out which was a sure death sentence. With the end of the runway hidden behind a hangar, Bloodworth could only hope the shuttle pilot hadn’t abandoned him. Forty feet short of the first building, the front axle cracked, and the truck buried itself into the concrete. They’d made it just far enough for him to see the shuttle was gone. 
 
    Eduardo blinked and looked up in terror as they ground to a stop. Close behind wasn’t simply death, but horrible death at the jaws of a Diablobo, and Eduardo’s trembling lips betrayed his attempt to appear unafraid. 
 
    “Take this,” Bloodworth said, handing him the Thompson. “You and my sister run for the hangar over there. I’ll hold them off as long as I can.” 
 
    “No, Señor Jesse, I can—” 
 
    “Do it!” Bloodworth said, using the command tone which brooked no argument. Getting out, he braced the BAR across the truck and sighted on the leading vehicle. 
 
    As bullets zinged around them, Eduardo helped Vicki out of the bed and dragged her away. 
 
    “No!” she yelled. “Jesse, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Go! I’m just covering you, then I’m following.” 
 
    “You’d better.” 
 
    At 70 yards, he opened up on the lead vehicle, some sort of foreign sedan he didn’t recognize. He squeezed out three round bursts, and most of the rounds hit their target. It weaved twice, flipped, and rolled over three times. Having only two magazines left, Bloodworth didn’t stick around to see if anybody survived. Holding the BAR at port arms, he ran to catch up with Eduardo and his sister. 
 
    He rounded the corner of a small building to his left. The big hangar near the runway came into view across a wide space that had once been a parking lot for service vehicles. Facing him, the large doors were open to the cavernous interior. A lone figure waved him inside. 
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    Along with the Cubans who’d brought the RPGs, Varcolac drove the one piece of working military equipment he’d been able to scrounge so far, an eight-wheeled armored personnel carrier, armed with a turreted 30mm autocannon. Leading a convoy of smaller vehicles crammed with Cubans, the APC had nearly caught up with Dinteascutit when hits sparked across their car, and it rolled over. Edging past, Varcolac saw his fellow Besquith squirming out of the crushed wreck, some bleeding but not badly hurt. 
 
    “Get in,” he said. None of them met his eyes. Varcolac assigned one of the Besquith to handle the autocannon, and another to take over as driver. 
 
    The layout of the base meant if their quarry had moved to the right, they’d have needed to cross nearly a quarter mile of open space before coming to the next hangar. So the APC crept around the first building on their left, and, when Varcolac saw the hangar with the open door, he stopped the convoy and deployed his men. With a hydraulic whirr, the turret rotated so the cannon pointed into the darkness within. It was an affront to his honor that a simple situation like a Human unable to cover her bets had escalated to that point, and he vowed that now they would pay. The Humans might still have their machine gun, but this time it was him with the superior firepower. 
 
    Climbing down from the APC, he deployed the Cubans in a long semi-circle, with the RPGs distributed at equal intervals along the line. Anybody who fought back would be obliterated. Once satisfied, he stepped behind a heavy-set Human and called for those inside to surrender. He didn’t promise good treatment, since that would have been laughable, but he did promise a swift and clean death. 
 
    Within the darkness of the building, something moved. It was a shadow among shadows, and seemed too large to be a Human, too square. Then he made out three more shadows at its side, also large. Something within his brain triggered a warning, but it was too late. Two rocket trails zoomed outward. The first missed the APC’s turret by inches and shattered the building at their backs. The second hit two feet in front of it and cut down anyone within 30 feet with concrete shrapnel. 
 
    A chunk of concrete the size of his fist glanced off Varcolac’s skull. Dazed, he staggered as gunfire erupted in the plaza. The Cubans opened fire, RPGs raced into the hangar, and the autocannon fired a single round. Simultaneously, a third rocket struck between two Cubans and blasted them in half. Flinging blood droplets as he shook his head to clear it, Varcolac turned to speak to a nearby Cuban. 
 
    Then a laser lit up the area in front of the man’s chest. His mouth opened in a surprised O, and he toppled sideways. Half a second later, Varcolac’s combat veteran mind recognized that he’d seen a laser. Still addled, he only came back to reality when Dinteascutit shouted his name and pointed at the hangar. 
 
    A huge shape had materialized from the shadows of the hangar, backlit by the flames of a spreading fire. It was at least seven feet tall and glinted of metal. Three equally large figures flanked the machine, and while he couldn’t make out details, he knew instantly they were three of the only things that could outfight a Besquith. Stepping forward, the huge creatures’ body armor couldn’t hide their purple fur. 
 
    “Pull out!” he shouted to Dinteascutit. Something vaporized insects and dust particles inches from his face. Out of reflex, Varcolac threw himself to the concrete, rolled, and sprang up into a sprint. Glancing left as he ran, Varcolac felt his face go hot with rage. The CASPer had emerged into the open, and, even through the glare of reflected sunlight, he could make out the emblem on the machine’s breastplate. 
 
    Two curved knives with a skull over them. Now he knew for certain he was not just facing mercs, he was facing the damned Gurkha Rifles! 
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    Bloodworth felt at home inside his personal CASPer Mk 7. The first two rockets had missed, and before he could fire any more, six RPG rounds exploded all around him, including a direct hit on his left knee. Yellow lights flashed warnings. In response, he opened fire with the machine gun attached to his left arm, hosing the area the last rocket came from. Bullets ricocheted off the concrete and dropped men one after another. 
 
    When he stepped out from the shadows, the riflemen had a specific target and concentrated on him, so when the Oogar came into view, they had a few seconds unopposed to pick out targets and drop them. Bullets ricocheted off his armor, but a lucky hit could still do damage. Concentrating his fire on a knot of men to his right, one camera picked up a Besquith chased by lasers scrambling into the APC. By instinct, he saw the cannon tracking him and fired the CASPer’s jump jets. 
 
    Arcing high over the battle zone, Bloodworth aimed to block the road leading out of the base. If possible, he wanted to capture a Besquith to interrogate about the Brotherhood’s plans. While he was airborne, the APC spun around and sped for the exit gate. Firing the machine gun from a height of more than 200 feet, he missed behind. 
 
    Landing in front of the racing APC, he fired all his remaining rockets at the same instant the flash of a cannon round lit his view screen. Two Besquith dived out of the speeding vehicle as multiple rockets blew it into a tumbling hunk of flaming wreckage. He only remembered that later, however. The 30mm shell struck him directly in the breastplate, but the armor shrugged it off. It was the exploding mass of metal that struck at 40 miles per hour that blew the CASPer off its feet. 
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    Still bleeding from his earlier wound, Varcolac’s hands, knees, and elbows all had the fur scraped off as he and Dinteascutit jumped off the APC. One second longer, and they would be burning meat like their brethren, one of whom screamed from inside the cauldron of twisted steel. The smaller Besquith had lost several teeth, with streamers of blood hanging from his mouth. 
 
    Through the dense clouds of smoke rising skyward from the burning tires, Varcolac saw the CASPer roll over and push out from under the APC. Neither he nor Dinteascutit had had time to grab a weapon, so not only couldn’t they fight back, but trying to run past the CASPer would only get them shot in the back. That left rejoining their men as the only option. 
 
    As he half dragged Dinteascutit after him, Varcolac felt the fighting rage building within him. For too long he’d had to suppress his predatory instincts in favor of rebuilding the Brotherhood’s presence on Earth, but now he could let loose all that pent-up bloodlust. Oogar be damned, he still had a lot of armed Cubans, and before the day was over, he’d be drinking Oogar blood! 
 
    Rounding the first building, Varcolac caught a toe in a sewer grate. Dinteascutit stumbled forward, still dazed, stopped, and turned to wait on him. Cursing his bad luck, Varcolac caught up, expecting to see his Cubans still in a firefight with the Oogar. Only then did he realize the sounds of gunfire were gone. 
 
    All he could see of the surviving Cubans were their backs as they scattered in all directions. The Oogar, however, were all too close. No more than 30 feet away, two of them raised their laser rifles. 
 
    “No better meal than a Besquith!” one of them said through a speaker attached to his armor, filtered through a universal translator. Varcolac knew from experience that bared canines were how Oogar laughed. 
 
    With no time to dodge, Varcolac pulled Dinteascutit in front of him as a shield. The smaller Besquith screamed as lasers burned into his body. He fought to break free, but Varcolac was too strong. Dragging the dying Dinteascutit backward, Varcolac got close to the corner of the first building, threw the dying Besquith toward the Oogar, and ran, but not far. 
 
    Straight ahead was the CASPer, back on its feet and looking for targets. He was trapped. 
 
    Or maybe not. Without thinking, Varcolac jumped to the sewer grate, wrenched it free, and jumped into the black shaft feet first. Whatever was down there couldn’t be worse than dying with an Oogar’s teeth buried in his throat. And if he somehow survived, he would be more careful next time. The cursed Gurkha Rifles would never see him coming. 
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    Gurkha Rifles Compound, Gorkha, Nepal 
 
    Three Days Later 
 
    Hands clasped behind his back, Captain Spokelse paced back and forth across the auditorium stage in the Gurkha Rifles’ compound. On the floor below, standing at attention, were Bloodworth and Zarin Nesti. 
 
    “You said, ‘no blowback,’” Nesti whispered to Bloodworth. “This feels like blowback.” 
 
    “Be quiet, Lieutenant Nesti!” Spokelse said. Anger distorted his Norwegian-accented English worse than usual. “There is a procedure within High Mountain Hunters, and the Gurkha Rifles in particular, that you both are obviously not familiar with. It’s something called the chain of command.” 
 
    “C’mon, Spook, I know what—” 
 
    “That’s Captain Spokelse to you, Lieutenant Bloodworth!” 
 
    “Don’t be such hardass,” Nesti said. “You were away, I was Officer of Watch, mission was success.” 
 
    “Shut up, Zarin, I’ll deal with you in a minute. Bloodworth, you undertook an unauthorized mission that not only utilized company assets, without permission, and which were then damaged, but you granted access to those company assets to non-employees whose contract might or might not hold up to scrutiny.” 
 
    “I didn’t lose the company assets, Captain, they were damaged in battle.” 
 
    “Unauthorized is the operative word here, Bloodworth, unauthorized. Do I need to remind you what it means?”  
 
    “I identified and engaged a force known to be hostile to the Gurkha Rifles, Captain, per standing orders. I fail to see where either I or Lieutenant Nesti are at fault here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nesti said, nodding. “What he said.” 
 
    Spokelse stopped, curled a lip in what seemed to Bloodworth like an act, and then snarled. It was all Bloodworth could do not to laugh. 
 
    “Don’t ever do anything like this again, is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they answered in unison. 
 
    “Good. So you know, Colonel Limbu has just come through the gate and should be home soon. I left a message for him, and his response came a moment ago. He said to tell you both, ‘Well done.’” 
 
    “Then—” 
 
    Spokelse raised a hand to stop him. “He also said this Brotherhood business is much worse than we know, and to hire the Oogar if they checked out. I think we’re about to be into it.” 
 
    “Does that mean I get to go back into the line?” Bloodworth said. 
 
    “That means you’d better recruit your ass off while there’s still time.” 
 
    Waiting for him in the cool night air, Vicki Bloodworth hurried over when her brother emerged from the gym. His glum expression didn’t bode well. 
 
    “I feel terrible for getting you into trouble, Jesse. Was it bad?” 
 
    Ignoring her, he took two steps toward the barracks, stopped, and pivoted. 
 
    “If you ever try to draw to an inside straight again, you’re on your own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    William Alan Webb Bio 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite persistent rumors, Bill does not have Besquith ancestors, and he is not the result of a failed genetic experiment; he just looks that way. Born in the badlands of West Tennessee, he foraged for food and shelter in the perilous world of his parents’ home until age 21. They used the term ‘mooching;’ he saw it as wilderness survival.  
 
    Regardless of semantics, a lifetime of sloth and hedonism convinced his wife Kathy that he was a great catch, and by the time she realized her mistake, it was too late. There were kids and dogs and bills and a mortgage, and he had correctly calculated that she would decide that kicking him to the curb was too much trouble.  
 
    Having more time than brains, he attended the University of Memphis while majoring (more or less) in Creative Writing. (The university’s English Department would say ‘less.’) Ignoring the standard four-year schedule, he instead chose the more leisurely 38-year plan. This allowed him to be heavily involved in his children’s lives, which repeatedly embarrassed them in their teenage years. That, of course, was the point. 
 
    Then, in one fevered month year, 2014-2015, he wrote the two books that launched the writing career the world had successfully avoided until that moment. The rest, of course, is infamy. 
 
    Bill now lives in [REDACTED] with [REDACTED]. 
 
      
 
    Follow Bill on social media: 
 
    Twitter: @jointhebrigade1 
 
    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/TheLastBrigade/ 
 
    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/keepyouupallnightbooks/ 
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    Playing the Game by David Shadoin 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re looking a little tired there, Rurranach. Late night?” the Sidar sitting at the front desk of Theela Financial asked the new arrival walking through the silent, gliding front doors.  
 
    “When don’t we have late nights? And longer days?” Rurranach responded.  
 
    The Sidar behind the desk chuckled. “They’re waiting for you in the conference room, so use the executive lift.” He indicated a lift toward the back of the lobby.  
 
    “Thanks, Clenrach.” Rurranach rapped on the desk with his talons as he passed, an absentminded gesture of acknowledgment. He walked to the elevator, stepped in, and pushed the top of the four buttons on the panel. 
 
    Fifteen seasons. Longer than any Sidar would have waited with similar prospects and demonstrated skill. It’s time to take what’s mine. 
 
    Rurranach stared at his smudged reflection in the bronzed lift door. He was alone with his reflection, his thoughts, and a smooth electronic instrumental tune. Out the glass view behind him, the sun on his home world of Bracken continued to set, and an evening glow settled over the city. Beneath the fading light, the kaleidoscope of illumination was starting as the city transitioned from its daytime hustle and bustle to the mysterious shadows of the city’s nightlife and the vices it hid. 
 
    The door wasn’t a terrible mirror, as he could clearly see the wiry black fur that covered most of his torso. His cranial crest and beak, a glowing tawny color, betrayed his youth. His intelligent hazel eyes took in his full form, and he rolled back his shoulders, where his wings attached to his body, forcing himself to stand a little taller and more confidently. His talons, located halfway between his shoulders and wing tips, were razor sharp. Standing just under two meters tall, with a wingspan double that size, and weighing in at 60 kilos, he was a decent specimen of his species. He stretched his wings to their widest, touching either side of the lift. It helped ease the tension in his back and his sable wing membranes, the latter of which glistened as he shifted in the light. 
 
    Rurranach smoothed out a few remaining wrinkles from his sleeveless knee-length vest. His garment was an elegant turquoise and white and allowed his wings to fold to his side comfortably. While the Sidar typically covered their wings, as much out of courtesy as to hide their natural flight ability from prying eyes, only those wishing to present an image of higher class, sophistication, and standing wore fabrics on Bracken.  
 
    One did not simply face the board of directors of Theela Financial without first giving oneself a better perch. Showing off his impressive stature with his Sidarian-spun silk garment was as much a part of the game as his ability to produce substantial clients with deep pockets.  
 
    It was a game Rurranach intended to win.  
 
    The Lumar mercenary company he’d landed, known as the Proud Fists, promised to be a very lucrative account. He’d projected their earnings based on the probability of successful contracts—and the numbers were strong. Exponentially so, even. That growth wouldn’t last forever, but if they completed even a single contract, they would be a foundational base to the many smaller accounts his team already managed. A financier always needed a few leviathans to have any real sway in a banking branch.  
 
    The lift slowed to a stop, and a piercing bell tone interrupted the music. The doors slowly opened to reveal the top floor of Theela Financial. Rurranach stepped out onto the striped marble flooring and took in the antechamber. Two identical, sleek, L-shaped desks sat on either side of gigantic double wooden doors at the far end of the antechamber, only 30 paces away. 
 
    Behind the desks sat two Sidar, one female in a nice shade of tan, and the other a brighter goldenrod male. They both worked as aides to the board of directors. Typically, they sat one floor below, where each director and the CEO enjoyed private offices, but for the most important occasions, Theela’s top leadership began the cerebral strategy with the long ride to the top. Beyond those doors lies my destiny.  
 
    The lift bell rang again, signaling it had been called to service elsewhere, snapping him from his reverie. He nodded to both Sidar and stepped between the two desks, awaiting his instruction to enter. Silence reigned in the antechamber, broken only by the rapping and tapping of slates as the aides continued to work, apparently oblivious to the monumental meeting about to take place. The awkward silence continued, and Rurranach pretended to be interested in the design of the door while running through possible ways this meeting would go in his head. Finally, the female Sidar spoke.  
 
    “The Board is ready for you. Knock twice, then enter. They will instruct you once you are inside.” 
 
    “Wish me luck then, eh?” Rurranach replied, more to ease his own tension than to make actual conversation.  
 
    “If you say so…” she replied. She hadn’t even stopped to look up from her slate, Rurranach realized. Probably not meant as disrespectful, but he couldn’t keep his brows from furrowing and his eyes from the sidelong glance he gave her. He shrugged his shoulders to clear this unnecessary exchange from his mind, rapped his talons against the doors, and pushed them open. 
 
    He stepped into a glass cage, the floor to ceiling windows providing an almost 360-degree view of the city sprawled below. Even more intimidating, the immense granite table was a T-shape, putting the members of the board in a row at the far end. From there, they doled out as much judgment as the judicial inquisitions of bygone years. Very few chairs surrounded the chest-high table, which matched the Sidar custom of standing rather than risking injury to their wing membranes by sitting.  
 
    As Rurranach entered, he kept his posture confident and his regard on the five illustrious beings before him. Each board member wore a forest green and black-striped vest, similar to Rurranach’s, but each shaped to fit the individual. The garment itself was a symbol of their professional standing in Theela Financial. As he met each board member’s scrutinizing gaze, he called forth his knowledge of them in turn. 
 
    Standing right of center, Rurranach’s mentor and only friend on the board was a black-spotted, white Buma who went by Aurelia. Her feathered head and hooked black beak followed her golden-haloed eyes as they found her next prey. The Buma had evolved in their slice of the universe in a rather weird way, at least to a volant species like the Sidar. While the Buma’s forebears might have once had natural flight, the current generations had lost those beautiful gifts, and traded wings for appendages that resembled feathered arms tipped with sharp claws. That didn’t stop them from being successful traders, though.  
 
    Aurelia had originally spent time researching and then selling chemicals used to reinforce, reinvigorate, and increase maintenance intervals on structures that used any sort of metal or metal alloy bolts. Thanks to this popular endeavor, she found she had some spare change lying around and made the proper investments to become a board member. Known by many of the employees as “Flightless Fury,” she was not, by any means, a guaranteed ‘yes’ vote. If Rurranach didn’t show up to win, she wouldn’t hesitate to make the smarter business decision and leave him out in the cold to protect the bottom line. 
 
    Rurranach nodded to her, and she gave the barest hint of a nod back, her predatory eyes betraying that her mind was occupied, running potential outcomes and planning her next best move.  
 
    “Please come in, Rurranach, we’ve been so looking forward to this.” A graying black Sidar, Grint, spoke from Aurelia’s right. Grint and Krint, the so-called “Miracle Twins,” sat at either end of the table. They were famous for being the only known pair of litter siblings born to the species in the last hundred seasons. They also ran a successful manufacturing trade and several local construction businesses. They’d invested much of their net worth in Theela and had been on the board since its early days. They were fair in their judgment but didn’t often agree, leading to some very public disputes that always seemed to end in a compromise that made them both richer. 
 
    Rurranach made his way down the side of the long conference table. His slate sat on the table, probably placed there by one of the two aides sitting in the antechamber.  
 
    “This shouldn’t take too much of your time, Rurranach.” This was from a sleek, dark brown Cochkala. Brendalir looked down his muzzle at Rurranach, his whiskers and the small round ears atop his head twitching in greeting. A relative newcomer, he used to advise companies on the best way to take advantage of the Wathayat trade agreements. When he saw a new investment opportunity developing, he left for more fertile grounds. At least, that was the public story.  
 
    Rumor had it he was not well respected among the established Wathayat big leaguers and might have been the source of leaked information that dogged several failed banking deals. There was also some speculation that Brendalir saw opportunity for Theela to compete in the Centaur region of the galaxy—and his interest in that was as much personal as it was professional. At least his goals temporarily align with mine, Rurranach thought. Once I am named the chief operating officer, it will make garnering the votes for expanding business into the Centaur region that much easier.  
 
    In the dead center of the table, a Sidar of a deepening amber stood, awaiting Rurranach’s approach; Ptorleck, the CEO of Theela Financial. She would be the hardest sell since, if Rurranach’s sources were correct, she was already opposed to naming Rurranach COO. As CEO, she ran Theela’s administration activities on a day-to-day basis, made final personnel decisions for all but the directors and the COO’s team, and was responsible for the seasonal budget. She was also the tie-breaking vote on the board of directors, only voting should the others have a split…and she seemed to hold a particular disdain for Rurranach.  
 
    There was a vexing gap in Rurranach’s mental file because Ptorleck’s heritage was shrouded in mystery. The only common knowledge about her history was that she came from wealthy farmers, had made some lucrative deals in trading their goods for other investments, and then was plucked from obscurity by the former CEO of Theela to learn the business. Her rise to replace her mentor as CEO had been controversial and remained nearly as opaque as Ptorleck herself. 
 
    In times of turmoil, the CEO could be granted emergency power by the board to ensure the survival of the company. Likewise, the board could vote to remove a CEO or alter previous decisions if they saw a need to protect Theela’s investments or the investments of clients. As fate would have it, both of those powers had been used at the beginning of the current season. Theela had hit a rough spot, when the board had learned someone had leaked information about future investments, giving competitors a significant advantage. Initially, Brendalir was under fire from his fellow board members and investigated. The board voted to grant the CEO emergency power to eliminate the leaks. Over the course of a few months, a dozen employee contracts were terminated, and every slate, deal, and communique put under strict surveillance.  
 
    Then Ptorleck brought new evidence to light. She submitted “irrefutable proof” that the previous CEO had been the source of most of the leaks. According to her, he’d worked through several of the previously released employees to cover his tracks. She never revealed how she’d come by this proof, but the board voted to cease the emergency powers enactment and ousted the CEO. Rurranach found it interesting that Ptorleck was named the new CEO several days later, and no one had heard of anyone else being interviewed for the job. 
 
    And now here I am, ready to make my case to her and the others regarding why I deserve to be COO.  
 
    All five sets of eyes were on him; some seemed inquisitive, others stern, and the fifth set seemed…disinterested? Rurranach studied Ptorleck, chancing a few glances while keeping his crest still as he picked up his slate and prepared his presentation. While she seemed to be paying attention, her wings betrayed a relaxed posture, and her eyes were not quite focused on him. He thought about it only a moment more, and once his slate was ready, he turned his shoulders square to the group, presenting himself for their judgment. 
 
    Aurelia interlaced her taloned fingers in front of her and began. 
 
    “Rurranach, you stand before us as a candidate for the position of chief operating officer of Theela Financial. The board appreciates the time and effort you have put into our growth and continued success. It has not gone unnoticed. Tonight, the board will ask some questions of you, and your records, to decide on your candidacy. If there is any reason you wish to withdraw your name from contention, do so now, and there will be no negative consequences.”  
 
    “I am ready to proceed, Director,” Rurranach said, relaxing his wings and settling into his stance.  
 
    “If there are no further objections to proceeding, Director Krint, the floor is yours.” 
 
    The graying brown Sidar on the far left fidgeted with her slate a bit and then stated, “Rurranach, our records indicate that you recently signed the Proud Fist account to Theela. They are a company of mercenaries. Can you tell us how this business interest came about? It’s not exactly standard for mercs to outsource pecuniary matters.”  
 
    “Well, Director Krint, as you are no doubt aware, the Proud Fist are a Lumar company based on ‘Tlor. While they are a strong and industrious species, they tend to be simplistically minded and narrowly focused, and are often provided commanders by the guild or the Galactic Union for particular missions. As the Lumar are not as knowledgeable on bookkeeping, and no commander of the force has had a large enough team available to them to help audit the books, some parties with vested interests in this company have determined that this is not suitable. So, their current commander reached out through some mutual friends of ours and asked if we might handle their accounts.” At this, he gestured to his slate, and four pairs of inquisitive eyes peered at their own slates and the information displayed for them. Ptorleck continued to listen politely but made no move to look at her slate, maintaining the same relaxed and uninterested pose. 
 
     “As it turns out,” Rurranach went on, “my team did find some discrepancies: minor embezzlement, double charges, underpaid contracts, the usual lesser frauds that can go unnoticed when spread out over time. The commander is hoping to ensure he gets paid for his trouble once their current contract is up and feels pressured to deliver a solution. He doesn’t want to be the scapegoat in the eyes of the Mercenary Guild, should these discrepancies attract attention. It’s a unique opportunity with a comfortable profit margin, so long as we handle it appropriately.” He paused to let the board consider. “This particular Lumar company has been drawing considerable contracts with substantial payouts recently, meaning a sizable commission for us every time we ensure full, complete, fraud-less payment.” 
 
    “Yes, I think we all can see this contract is lucrative; however, it’s no more significant than any contribution anyone here has made and puts a lot of risk on the company. What’s different?” Director Grint tapped his screen a bit impatiently, obviously understanding the spreadsheet in front of him, but maybe not the plan being laid out.  
 
     “Director Grint, what’s different here is a question. How many merc companies have allowed any part of the Merchants’ Guild to touch their finances? As long as we can make Proud Fist a model, we can convince other merc companies in the Praf and Centaur regions to stop worrying about the ‘boring’ parts of administration by trusting in Theela’s institution, providing us a door to the most lucrative and stable profit in the galaxy. This will…”  
 
    “Enough of these charades, already. The board should cease giving Rurranach hope,” Ptorleck interrupted dryly. “We already know how this vote is going to go.” At this point, she finally picked up her slate and scrolled through. “Rurranach, you…” 
 
    “Ptorleck, you have not been recognized by the board, nor are you in charge of its proceedings.” Aurelia turned to face Ptorleck head on, inviting a challenge to her authority. “As much as tradition may disgust you, we will get to your time, and this complete abandonment of decency is not setting a good precedent.”  
 
    Ptorleck turned to face Krint, her jaw opening slightly in a smirk, her amber eyes confident. Krint seemed to debate something in her mind before speaking.  
 
    “You know Ptorleck is right, Aurelia. We have been discussing making these proceedings far less formal and more conversational, especially if it allows for faster resolution. But if you insist on doing this last interview per tradition, then I yield my time to Theela’s chief executive officer, Ptorleck.”  
 
    To her credit, Krint looked slightly guilty, as if she’d expected this outcome and knew it wasn’t quite right. Aurelia checked her exasperation with a wave of her feathered hand at both Krint and Ptorleck, turning her attention back to her slate. 
 
    “If that’s what the board wishes, then let’s start the fun. As there seem to be no objections, we can suspend the normal board rules,” Aurelia said. Grint shrugged his shoulders, and Brendalir placed his paws together in front of him, clearly intrigued by the current developments. 
 
    Rurranach had closed his beak, slightly perturbed, but not off-balance. He kept a professional silence, observing the board members, watching, learning, and waiting. Ptorleck had been giving off the vibe that she had already won this argument well before speaking up. Krint and Grint were both gliding along the thermal flow, neither seeing a reason to get between Aurelia and the CEO. Brendalir had originally been acting in accordance with tradition, but something in his fluid stance had changed…maybe he sensed a shift in the winds? He looked like he was preparing for something, not quite a natural flight or fight response, but…something.  
 
     “As I was saying,” Ptorleck said, focusing directly on Rurranach for the first time. “You have not proved yourself worthy of the title of chief of operations. As nice and idealistic as this new account may be, we, as the board, must hold all our leadership to the highest standard to lead Theela Financial into the future.” She nodded to Brendalir. 
 
    “As our esteemed CEO said, one good account with dreams is not enough.” Brendalir leaned forward as he spoke. “None of the other clients you manage net enough credits to offset their maintenance costs and pay your team. I understand when you came to Theela, you had it written into your contract that every employee who worked for you was also to be paid by you.” At this, Krint and Grint both looked over at the Cochkala, perplexed. Even Ptorleck couldn’t contain her reaction as her pupils widened slightly at this news. Only Aurelia failed to react, merely putting her slate back on the table, obviously content with whatever she’d found. Good, that means there’s plenty the board isn’t aware of yet. I can still make this work, Rurranach reasoned.  
 
    “While you had a good investment in networking capital, without a leviathan-type client, all your gains went directly to paying your team and left Theela with nothing more than small change in return. Our leadership would have found a way to pay your team the appropriate fees and released those costing us our earnings. On top of that, some of your gains are offset by your inability to control past members of your team. My investigators found several instances where fraud and theft hit clients in your earlier days as a team lead, and you merely fired them ‘for cause’ without recuperating our losses.” Brendalir had shifted his gaze back to Rurranach and set the slate on the table in front of him. He used a claw to tap the slate’s screen, emphasizing his next point. 
 
     “Further, there is evidence that you have sabotaged some of your peers by ensuring potential business ‘found’ preferable deals or hired independent contractors to ensure your track record shone spotlessly and entitled you to clients handed down from retiring superiors.” At this, all the board members shifted uncomfortably. Save Ptorleck, Rurranach noted and filed that for later. It was an almost unwritten standard that to get to where they were, you had to crack a few eggs on the way up. Either Brendalir was certain of the vote count, or he had not thought through the implications of making such an accusation. Another crack in the armor, Rurranach thought as he waited, amused, for the big shot he knew they were planning.  
 
    “Finally, I have it on good authority that you have had frequent contact with our former CEO and may have been one of his confidants in the information leaks that kept this institution from reaching the potential it should surely have already hit. We...” Brendalir gestured to the board, “are willing to overlook these transgressions so long as you withdraw your bid for chief operating officer.” There it was, the executioner’s blade they would hang over him to force his hand. Could’ve been worse, he reflected.  
 
    “No other comments?” Rurranach asked. “No further evidence to present?” Rurranach’s gaze swept the board members, pausing longer on the CEO and her now outed lackey. He was fiddling with his paws, his whiskers twitching erratically. The Cochkala expected a more immediate surrender, it seemed.  
 
    “Rurranach, with just this info…”  
 
    Rurranach spread his wings to subtly emphasize his size as he held up his talons to cut the CEO off. “Chief Executive Ptorleck, Director Brendalir, other esteemed board members…it seems your idea of changing the rules to make this more conversational was merely a ploy to catch me flat-footed.” His interruption surprised Ptorleck into silence, but she allowed him to continue.  
 
    “I confess, I did have and still do have communication with the previous chief executive. I confess that I have indeed punished my own team members whom I caught stealing from the company in my own way, partly in a vain attempt to keep my image untarnished in my youth, and mostly because I did not wish them complete ruin. I confess to playing the game as all of you have played it…and I confess that I was ready for these allegations before I walked through that door. So no, Director, I will not withdraw my name, as I am not the one who used Trintar as a scapegoat to bury clients.”  
 
    The Cochkala’s eyes widened at this final statement, and he looked to his leader to see how she would react. Ptorleck, to her credit, managed to still look entertained, but her wing muscles had tensed, causing a slight shift in her cloth. Krint and Grint were both locked onto Rurranach, hanging on his words, waiting to see what kind of riposte he would offer. Rurranach’s jaw dropped in amusement. Only Aurelia seemed to be unaffected, her stance more relaxed, her gaze focused steadily on the table, betraying little emotion. Each slate in front of them suddenly notified them of new information delivered from the GalNet. “Now if you all will check your slates for the substantiating documents, we can get down to business…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    One Day Earlier    
 
    “Rurranach, only two individuals on this planet know the information you seek. You can guess who they are. You will have to uncover the evidence to convince the four directors of its authenticity, as you cannot have learned this from me.” Rurranach’s slate carried the raspy, aged voice of Theela Financial’s former CEO, Trintar. The comm feed they were using was the only way they’d conversed since Trintar’s forced departure from Theela. “Ptorleck was the one leaking information and costing Theela millions of credits in investments, not me.” 
 
    “It’s one thing to claim it, Trintar, but what would explain your digital signature all over the messages?” Rurranach stood in a corner at a table in a dingy-looking day-drinking bar a good distance across town from his office and home. The greenish swill he’d ordered before sitting down seemed to be a local favorite, and while it took the edge off a long day, he couldn’t figure out how anyone considered it palatable. He extended his wings a bit, warning others that his section was by invitation only. 
 
    For his part, Rurranach kept his voice low, and the volume from the earpiece clipped on his crest was only faintly perceptible to his auditory canal. He was fairly certain no one from Theela would lower themselves to this kind of place, but that didn’t mean he could abandon all discretion. The bartender, a scarred and burly Zuul, was not a fan of strangers, and, while it had taken a few seasons to earn his trust, Rurranach had considered it an investment and time well spent. Places like this were essential to conducting the shadier side of business.  
 
    Currently, the bar stood empty, save himself, the bartender, and a Sidar who seemed down on his luck and was passed out drunk on a table across the room. He’d never seen it busier than this, which made Rurranach wonder exactly how the barkeep kept this place open. A mystery for another time, I suppose.  
 
    “There’s an email, only one, where she slipped up,” Trintar said. “Remember, it costs credits and favors, but when one plans a hostile takeover, one must spare no expense.” A clue and a lead. Rurranach dropped his lower beak slightly, feeling a bit better about his chances against the board. 
 
    “Why didn’t you defend yourself and turn Ptorleck in?” He was confident he knew the answer, but wanted to hear it from the old Sidar. 
 
    “Think about it, Rurranach; you’re smarter than that. First, at the time, even if I had known exactly how she had done it, I had no proof. I would be implicating my own protégé while trying to clear my name. No one would buy it. Second, she made me an offer I wasn’t willing to refuse. I’ve been in this game a long time, so it was nice to be guaranteed a decent retirement. She offered full benefits, assets, and pension intact for resigning. I just had to sign a non-disclosure agreement, take the fall, and enjoy my retirement. She also holds the only copies of the records that would implicate her. Third, I can’t blame her for beating me at my own game.” 
 
    “Doesn’t this violate the terms of the NDA?”  
 
    “Why, yes…yes it does, which is why you have to find this info on your own. Oh…and never mention we talked about it. The board might believe you talked to me, and they want to believe I’m innocent, but without proof, they will never give your tale credence, and Ptorleck will hold me for breach of contract. I will of course deny everything and ensure they bury you.” That last bit came out so matter-of-factly that Rurranach did a double take at his slate. He had no doubt Trintar had the means to force him out of Theela, but it still surprised him that the old Sidar would admit it. 
 
    “Harsh but understandable. Trintar, thanks for your help on this one. Oh, and thanks for your other gifts as well. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it seems you weren’t trading on empty promises.” 
 
    “Like I said, I will deny we ever talked about this, but I wasn’t considered the wiliest at Theela because of my rugged good looks. Good luck, Rurranach.” There was a short tone followed by silence. Trintar had ended the call. Time to get to work.  
 
    A couple of quick messages and a short flight later, Rurranach stood outside Theela Financial’s headquarters, walking himself through his plan. The building towered over him, a 30-story homage to construction development on Bracken in the last 200 seasons. Its sleek, metallic casing had removed the sharp edges of a typical rectangle, replaced them with soaring curves, and bowed out the center of the building, creating an ovoid. Hundreds of windows dotted the ellipsoidal, some lit and some not. It created a unique aesthetic that reminded Rurranach of pictures he’d seen of a luxury item the Humans called a Fabergé Egg. The top seven floors held the Theela offices and a legal firm that specialized in contracts; different guild regulators rented the next three floors down, and the remainder housed various businesses. Most of them were Theela clients.  
 
    Double sliding glass doors, controlled by the security officer’s desk, guarded the lobby. Rurranach knew that the desk itself was virtually connected to a security room located on the fifth floor. Behind the desk sat a familiar friendly face; Clenrach, the nightshift guard. A golden-brown Sidar, Clenrach was a little larger than Rurranach, as friendly a being as you could find in this building, but when he was in guard mode, Rurranach wondered if he might not be part Besquith or Jivool. “How are you this fine evening, Clenrach?” Rurranach asked as he approached. 
 
     “Feeling like I’m a day older and a credit shorter.” Clenrach shifted in his seat as he responded. “What are you up to ‘Nach? Don’t you have a big appointment tomorrow?”  
 
    “Preparing for the big appointment I have tomorrow,” he responded, careful not to grimace at the silly nickname Clenrach insisted on using. He rapped his talons on the desk as he passed, headed to the lift. “Have a good night. Don’t cause too much of a ruckus.” 
 
    “You as well. I’ll be watching,” Clenrach tapped a Tri-V in front of him. Rurranach clicked his beak in amusement and got into the lift.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Rurranach, what exactly are we doing again?”  
 
    “Just like I told you, Mertar. Look for starting documents on any clients that contain my name.” Rurranach kept his voice even as he explained—again—to the confused GenSha currently poring through the last 15 seasons’ worth of archived records related to Theela Financial. Mertar’s oversized, umber hairy bulk was punctuated by a pair of white backswept horns and two beady black eyes. His patience, or lack thereof, was balanced by his diligence to his craft.  
 
    “Didn’t we already do this? I mean, you already praised me for my work and paid me to boot.” 
 
    “Well, you did such a good job last time, now I am paying you to repeat the work and to tell the guard and whomever else comes up in a few minutes that I am in my office and request not to be disturbed.” Rurranach started to walk away but paused as a moment of pure intuition struck. “Also, look for any initial memoranda of intent in the last four seasons that contain the CEO or Director Brendalir’s team on them.”  
 
    “Whatever you say, boss. I’d rather be out with the rest of our team right now…” he grumbled a bit more but kept looking through the files. 
 
    Rurranach went back to his office and shut the door. He connected his slate to the GalNet and booted up a bot he’d commissioned to make his Tri-V look like it was reading through all his own files, scanning for mismatched data and calculating earnings as a pre-audit inspection. Rurranach and his team had already done this, so he was sure his files were squeaky clean, but the bot needed to be doing something that looked lawful. Once his slate was set, he reached into his desk and pulled out another slate. This one had been altered to spoof two sets of credentials, one of them being Trintar’s, but as of yet he hadn’t tested it.  
 
    He opened his window and took a deep breath of the evening air, catching scents of cooking fish, industrial burn off, and a hint of humidified vegetation on the wind. Then he gripped the tablet in one set of talons and launched himself out into the night. 
 
    It was considered a form of trespassing to arrive at businesses by flying direct to office floors, circumventing security and check-in protocol. This had been in place since the beginning of their membership in the Galactic Union: Respect and courtesy were the basis of a productive society, and when it came to dealing with dirt-bound species, it became important to recognize that most buildings were impossible to protect against a volant species like the Sidar, should there be an intent of espionage or sabotage. This meant the skies around many of the skyscrapers were “no fly zones.” One could travel to and from residential roosts however one pleased but must use a particular landing zone to get close to most businesses, or risk being considered hostile. Rurranach had never heard of anyone being arrested on trespassing charges for exiting and reentering the same building, but since he was aiming for two floors below—the legal firm offices—he doubted he would be able to talk himself out of a trespassing charge anyway. With this in mind, he kept his glide path as close to the building as he could without dragging his clawed feet on the metal siding.  
 
    His target was a window just around the corner from his own. A junior partner he knew was very big on keeping fresh air running through his office and had recently been convinced to keep a window open through the night. For the previous two nights, Rurranach had seen the window open. Third night’s the charm.  
 
    As he rounded the corner, his luck took a turn. The window was open just enough to get his claws into, but no wider. Due to the design of the building, the windows had been pushed to the outer edge of their frames, meaning there was no landing spot. Rurranach immediately leaned back from his dive, moved away from the building to give his wings some clearance and beat them in a quick tempo to slow his motion and stop at a height just about center on the open gap. Keeping the same quick tempo but making his motions smaller, he faced the building and slowly hovered himself closer, attempting to get both sets of claws into the gap to grip the window. He scraped the slate against the building, creating a hollow clang he thought the whole neighborhood might hear. Anxiety skittered through his nerves, causing him to overcorrect and hit the metal siding hard enough to bruise, but he hooked in. He sucked in several breaths and leaned back, increasing the power he put into staying airborne. Somehow, he managed, just barely, to get the window ajar enough that he could land and squeeze into the office beyond.  
 
    Just as he was sidling in, the slate caught the top of the window frame, jarring it loose from his talons, and Rurranach turned his crest just in time to see it fall over the side of the building. Without a second thought, he pulled himself back out of the window, folded his wings around him, and jumped into a headfirst dive. Below him, the slate bounced off the building once, twice, and on the third it started a flat spin, slowing itself down, but arcing out and away from the building. Rurranach spread his wings to give himself directional control and used his speed to veer away from the outward sloping building. The floors flashed by, and he hoped no one below or in nearby buildings had become nosy neighbors and noticed his nascent plight. 
 
    The flat spin helped Rurranach catch up as he accelerated toward the ground. He opened his beak as he passed it, and to ensure he wouldn’t lose it in the following level off, he shifted his wings to turn his stomach toward the target, waited until it was level with his throat, then used his jaw to snatch it out of the air. With the slate held tightly in his mouth, Rurranach rolled back over and recovered his dive somewhere in the vicinity of the 10th floor. He strained his shoulders as he stretched his wings back out to their fullest and glided through a parabolic recovery. With aching shoulders and a pounding in his crest, he fought his way back up the 15 floors he’d lost. Once he got back to the window, he noticed his forceful launch had pushed the glass open further, allowing him to alight on the sill, spit the slate into the room, fold his wings after he gripped the frame, and finally pull himself in. His chest heaved from the effort as he tried to slow his racing heart and get his bearings.  
 
    The dark room he found himself in had a metal desk with a Tri-V front and center atop it, a couple of faux leather chairs, and a globe in the corner. Rurranach was pretty sure the globe hid luxury liquors. Along both walls were two display cases, containing what he could only guess was a tribute to the partner’s many successes before and during his time here at the firm. The front of the office was all frosted glass with a split glass sliding door into what Rurranach knew was the hallway beyond. He leaned one shoulder against the frame around the sill, listening and feeling for any movement in the building that might tip him off to an alerted posture of security. It would be a major setback if he had to adjust his plan from here, and he hadn’t even started searching for the files he was chasing. He heard no immediate alarm, and the lifts seemed still and silent. He let out a weary sigh and bent to pick up his slate, his heart no longer thudding out of his chest.  
 
    Rurranach wasn’t entirely sure about the machinations he was going to unleash from this tablet, but he’d been given simple enough instructions. Step one: set it up next to a device he wanted to report as his location. Step two: run the first program on the right-hand side. Step three: once that program reported a good connection, run the second program using one of two keys. So long as he could tether to a system that connected to Theela Financial, he could back door his way into the company’s records disguised as one of the two credentials he had. Assuming they’d been programmed properly, and Theela hadn’t removed Trintar’s access yet—two pretty big ifs—he would have complete run of all things Theela Financial.  
 
    He placed the slate next to the Tri-V and started the first program. After about two minutes, the tablet pinged a successful connection, and the Tri-V’s display lit up. Rurranach reached out and tapped the second executable file and chose Trintar’s name when prompted. After about 30 seconds, the Tri-V flashed up an “ACCESS DENIED” warning.  
 
    That was not a good sign. As his skills at digital espionage were mediocre at best, he wasn’t sure what kind of warnings the system would send out with this denied attempt or if he tried to use the other set of credentials. It’s too late now, Rurranach chided himself, I’m committed, or I may as well not even show my crest tomorrow. He repeated step three and chose the other set. The Tri-V flashed up another message: “Welcome, Chief Executive Ptorleck.”  
 
    Just like that, he was in. 
 
    Rurranach didn’t waste any time, since he had no idea how much he might have, or if he’d tripped any alarms, digital or otherwise. He knew exactly where the CEO’s files were on the Theela servers but had never had the credentials to access them. Until now. This little backdoor also gave him access to their secure message traffic, he realized, as the data populated before his eyes.  
 
    “Search for documents, messages, and accounts that contain digital identifications of Director Brendalir, Chief Executive Ptorleck, and Chief Executive Trintar, or any combination thereof.”  
 
    The Tri-V displayed files immediately, starting with most recent first, but it seemed like this search was going to take a decent chunk of his precious time. Scrolling through the document titles, he saw several within the last few days related to the current CEO and member of the board. Upon review, he found that these were mundane day to day reports, updated spreadsheets, and a few messages to their “favored” employees or clients. One message in particular caught his eye. It included Brendalir, Ptorleck, and a few names not immediately recognizable as clients or employees.  
 
     “Open email titled ‘Next Steps’ on the slate, please,” he directed the program. The Tri-V continued to scan more files, but text now displayed in full on the slate next to it. Rurranach touched his talon gently to the screen and scrolled through. Here, he found a nugget of something he was looking for: Ptorleck promising the currently open COO spot to one of the recipients in exchange for a signed client contract in the name of a company called JTL Unlimited. A quick search of the GalNet revealed that this was a parent company for several small Caroon mining facilities in the Centaur region. They were gaining traction, amassing wealth, and Rurranach was willing to bet they had plans to extend to the Praf region. He would be surprised if they weren’t drawing attention from the Wathayat. They were prime candidates for an investment. However, it was ammo he was willing to use. Ptorleck was going to have to land them another way. He stored it on the slate to add to his growing opposition research files.  
 
    Turning back to the Tri-V, suspicion struck again. Trintar hadn’t told him what kind of proof he was finding, but the more Rurranach thought about it, the more he remembered that some of the ruined deals were up-and-coming mining industries based out of the Praf region. He was willing to bet he needed to focus on message traffic that involved the ruined deals.  
 
    “Cross-reference any messages, documents, or news involving JTL Unlimited, please. Priority given to any messages that have Chief Executive Trintar and any documents with Director Brendalir.” His previous results continued to shift up, but now he saw only another handful of results. “Display result ‘JTLU’. Save the last ten results to the slate.” Rurranach was about to analyze the result when the lift rang from somewhere down the hall.  
 
    He didn’t want to panic yet, but there were very few individuals with access this late at night who would buy that he had a reason to be here. Rurranach noted that his search progress had stopped with the last few saved results, so he began to disconnect the slate and power down the program that was giving the Tri-V access. While that was working, Rurranach poked his beak into the hallway and looked toward the front of the firm. He couldn’t see the front door from there, but he could see that two separate lights were coming his way. They were moving in a concentrated pattern, like a search party. 
 
    “We know you are in here. Come on out, and we can work this out without involving authorities.” It was Clenrach’s voice. His time was up.  
 
    If they knew someone was in here, they also knew which office had pinged the credentials, and the search they were doing was just to ensure they didn’t miss their mark hiding on the way in. Rurranach ducked back into the office, turned off the Tri V display, and climbed up on the sill. As he prepared to fly out the window, he hooked one set of claws around the sliding pane, so when he launched out for the second time that night, his weight pulled the window shut a bit more, making it less likely to appear as an entrance. Rurranach launched into another diving glide to gain speed, trying to get around the corner of the building without beating his wings before Clenrach, and whoever was with him, made it to the office.  
 
    Just as he was rounding the corner, Rurranach saw a light flash into the night sky, a warning beacon to any would-be miscreant that the law was close. He began a rhythmic wingbeat, trying to be as controlled as possible to keep from causing noise that his pursuers would be able to pinpoint and follow. He perched on his own windowsill, listening for any winged pursuit. When no wingbeats materialized, he proceeded into his office and closed his window. 
 
    As he stepped off the ledge and sat back down at his desk, he went to reach for the slate with the new data on it…only to realize he hadn’t grabbed it in his hurry to escape. He glanced sidelong at the window and hoped Clenrach wouldn’t shut his only viable option behind two sets of locks. Rurranach realized there was nothing he could do until the security team was safely back downstairs.  
 
    A few moments later, however, the lift chimed its arrival on his floor. He steadied his breathing, double checked that his window was latched shut, and listened for voices outside his office. Clenrach spoke from somewhere toward the center of the cubicle farm that littered most of the floor. Mertar harrumphed some sort of answer. It sounded like he was grumbling concerns about his late hours. It would’ve been the most believable bit of acting the guy had ever done, if it wasn’t for the fact that he wasn’t acting. Rurranach weighed his options and decided on a direct confrontation rather than pretending to ignore what was going on.  
 
    Rurranach stood, crossed his office, and stepped through his door before it finished opening. Out in the cubicles, Mertar stood behind his desk, watching as Clenrach wound his way toward Rurranach’s position. Close to the front of the room, near the lifts, he could see the long-nosed shape of Brendalir studying the whole floor, curiously checking if anyone else was around.  
 
    “To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?” Rurranach directed this at Clenrach but made sure he glanced at Brendalir a few times. The director didn’t often visit this floor, so he had to act accordingly.  
 
    “Some bad news, Rurranach. Apparently, someone may have been hacking Theela Financial from an office two floors below. Do you have a minute to talk? I know your secretary here says you’re not to be disturbed.” Mertar’s shoulders bunched up at this, and Rurranach had to talk over his protests.  
 
    “Why yes, of course, please come in. Anything I can do to help.” Rurranach retreated into his office and back behind his desk. Apparently, the alarm he’d tripped had reached out to certain members of the organization that he would rather not have sniffing around. Clenrach followed him in, but stood near the doorway, examining the room. Since he leaned against the door frame, the office door remained open. In one set of talons, he had a slate, and his other set rested on a holstered laser pistol. Rurranach hadn’t even known that security was armed here. This new development made this exchange a little riskier. 
 
    Clenrach appeared satisfied by the room and even gave a glance to the data running down the toiling Tri-V display before he spoke a little louder than strictly necessary.  
 
     “As I said, we seem to have had a nighttime visitor to the legal firm below. Of course, I will be filing a report to let them know someone has trespassed, however, I still need to follow up on the matter Director Brendalir brought to my attention in the first place. It seems the Tri-V in the office below was used to get into Theela’s databases. Can you think of anyone who might have access to that floor and want revenge against the company? I also noticed that the office window was unlatched and open. Possible point of entry. You didn’t happen to see anyone out for a night flight, did you?” 
 
    Clenrach finished his line of questions with a direct, penetrating stare into Rurranach, as if he might be trying to mentally force Rurranach tell him the truth, or he expected Rurranach to openly deny having any involvement. As Rurranach opened his beak to answer, his breath caught, and it clicked. Brendalir hadn’t approached the office. Clenrach was speaking loud enough to ensure he wouldn’t get curious and move closer.  
 
    He was hinting that Rurranach follow suit.  
 
    “I can’t say that I have noticed much around here,” Rurranach answered in the same overly loud tone. “I’ve been too busy going over the ledgers. Have a big interview tomorrow. As far as who it might be, I can’t think of any employee we’ve released recently who would still have access to the building and the motivation to risk that kind of revenge. It’s a shame someone might have tried to get in. Can’t imagine anyone leaving their office as an open invitation to trespass, though. Did you consider that the hacker might have remoted into the Tri-V and may not have been here at all?”  
 
    “Yes, the director and I think we may have to ask some of the day shift tech gurus to take a look and see if the Tri-V was logged in directly or remoted. One last question; can anyone besides Mertar speak of your whereabouts tonight, Rurranach?”  
 
    “No, sir. Only my credentials staying logged in here as I ran these subroutines can vouch for me. Mertar is your best witness.” 
 
    “Let me see your logs, then.” Clenrach finally left the doorframe and strode into the room as Rurranach pulled up the official logs on his Tri-V. Clenrach leaned his talons on the desk as he took his time reading through, looking for abnormalities. Eventually, he stood back up, his expression satisfied. 
 
    “Looks like it’s been running queries all night,” he said, heading back out of the office. “If you see or hear of anything unusual, be sure to let me or other members of the security team know.” Without so much as a backward glance or a courteous farewell, Clenrach departed. Rurranach heard another brief conversation, this time Brendalir’s voice answering, and then the lift chimed again.  
 
    Mertar appeared at the door. “Coast is clear, and the lift appears to be headed back to the lobby. Can I leave this wretched office now? Some of us like to sleep at home.” Rurranach, still reeling from the implications of what might have just occurred, turned his attention back to his employee.  
 
    “Ahh, sorry, Mertar. Yes. You’ve done splendidly this evening. In fact, take tomorrow off. And if I get the chief operator’s job, take the following day off as well.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Mertar said, his ears lifting and his big eyes brightening at the prospect. “And sorry, Rurranach. I don’t mean to be mulish. I know tomorrow is big for you and our team if it plays right.” Mertar’s eyebrows shot up, disappearing into the bit of mane that hung down his forehead, as if suddenly remembering something very important. “By the by, I sent you a message. Found an MOI that fit your criteria and might pique your interest. It’s got Director Brendalir and Chief Executive Ptorleck’s names on it, and it seems to be for a mining company in the Centaur region. Signed within the last season.” In a merrier mood than when he’d started the night, the big GenSha headed for the lifts, whistling a tune that sounded vaguely familiar.  
 
    Rurranach examined his slate to see a memorandum of intent, dated back during Trintar’s final month as chief executive. This particular MOI was made for JTL Unlimited almost 45 days prior to Trintar’s departure, but oddly it still had Ptorleck’s signature block listed as CEO. Brendalir was the cosigner from Theela. Trintar wasn’t wrong, there was very little proof of Ptorleck’s transgressions, but it did exist. Still circumstantial at best, and it could be argued that Trintar had known the writing was on the wall.  
 
    But it wasn’t nothing.  
 
    Rurranach suddenly felt luckier than he had any right to be. Now to get the other slate back. He had the MOI, he had the proof of his contracts, but he still needed the smoking gun the messages would provide, though he was unsure if his program had gotten him access to the right message Trintar had so pointedly indicated. As he was about to turn back to open the window, his eyes caught the glare of reflected light from something that hadn’t originally been on his desk. Rurranach checked again and noticed that Clenrach had left his slate.  
 
    He tapped the screen to wake up the device to find yet another surprise. The slate wasn’t Clenrach’s. Fate seemed to be smiling upon Rurranach tonight. It was the missing device he was about to risk another flight to retrieve. He scanned through the files he’d saved. The message promising the job to one of the recipients was there. A brief time spent perusing the remaining files revealed one lonely message sent from Trintar’s account. An initial deal proposed to the Caroons saying Theela would break other deals to keep their competitors from the advantages offered by having a financial team to protect investments. However, Trintar had never signed this memo. It was merely signed, P.  
 
    Don’t merely play the game…win it.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rurranach concluded the display of his fortunate discoveries with a flourish. 
 
    “You, Chief Executive Ptorleck, benefitted from the fruit of my labors when Trintar handed you my biggest clients to set you up. However, they also serve as a leash. If I walk, they will likely follow. It takes time to build those relationships. While this board might excuse your dirty deeds in an attempt to consolidate power while earning the company some money, they cannot ignore that I am a bigger threat than a failed deal with an up-and-coming mining company.” Rurranach defiantly gazed upon the board members. “Yet…we still need Chief Executive Ptorleck’s leadership, and if Director Brendalir can assist her in landing this mining venture, we may yet see the growth we need. We can’t oust another CEO, or we will lose credibility to all but our most faithful clients. Trintar accepted his fate readily, so it’s time we put that aside and look to the future. In fact, I already have.” He redirected their attention back to their slates. “As you can see, I seem to have complete operations control already. It’s merely a formality at this point that you approve my bid for an upgraded title.”  
 
    The conference room was silent. They’d seen the evidence, the paper trails, the one missed coverup, but Rurranach was right. Despite their transgressions, the CEO and a director should not be removed now; it was bad for business. That also meant the board was left with no choice but to confirm Rurranach and keep him around. They couldn’t afford to have him out competing with them, either. They were out of moves. Grint and Krint merely continued to pore over their slates, deep in thought about Theela’s future and their own investments in it. Aurelia remained unfazed, a steadfast observer, though a twinkle in her eye as she looked up at Rurranach was as big a public stamp of approval as he would ever get from her. Brendalir continued to fidget his paws, clearly distraught at having been caught in a bigger web than he’d remembered creating, but processing his own future endeavors. Ptorleck had surprisingly relaxed again, and her disturbingly amused gaze met Rurranach’s own. 
 
    Rurranach’s mother had once told him that a being’s eyes are a window into their true selves. Eyes can be deceptive in many things, but when locked in a gaze with another, they often mirror the character and personality of their owners. Rurranach saw something in those deep amber pools: a dark and relentless hunger for control, for wealth, for power. It felt unfathomable, insatiable. An icy shiver ran down his spine.  
 
    “It seems the board need only vote then, unless anyone else has any more tricks up their sleeves,” Ptorleck offered into the silence, but still held Rurranach’s gaze. There, hidden a little bit deeper, he saw respect. Ptorleck was recognizing him as an equal this night. She finally broke her own piercing inquiry away, and it left Rurranach wondering what she had seen in his mirrors.  
 
    “Will there be anyone voting in the negative tonight?” Aurelia asked softly, but not without a little bit of steel. This was also met with silence. “It would seem you have convinced us unanimously. Quite the accomplishment, Chief Operating Officer Rurranach. Congratulations.”  
 
    “I thank each of the esteemed members of the board for their time, as well as Chief Executive Ptorleck for allowing me this opportunity to apply.” Rurranach bowed deeply and was about to turn to go, when the Cochkala finally regained his voice. 
 
    “Rurranach, I know that you and I share a similar goal of expanding our investments into the Centaur region. Have you put any thought to where you would like to start?” 
 
    “Why yes, indeed I have. I am going to start working on a concept of operation for expansion tomorrow with my team, but I have heard some interesting rumors from Khatash.” 
 
    “The Depik homeworld? You would like us to knowingly back assassin business?” 
 
    “Why not? No one else has considered it, and if my information is correct, they have a lot of credits and not a lot of time to spare to handle their financials. It’s an untapped industry that carries significant upside, and a very real guarantee that those contracts are protected. I’m sure you will all approve the plan we come up with,” he stated with such a calm finality that Grint was already nodding his head in acceptance. Rurranach turned and strolled to the door. As he left, almost as an afterthought, he added, “And I hear they have gorgeous weather no matter what part of the season they are in…”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Second Fiddle Carries the Tune by Jon R. Osborne 
 
      
 
    A Bjorn’s Berserkers Story 
 
      
 
    Las Cruces, New Mexico 
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    The Omega War was over, and now it was time to pick up the pieces. Bjorn’s Berserkers had fought their way out of a trap set by a quisling Human mercenary company on a backwater world. No one cared because it wasn’t Earth. Never mind the Berserkers had bled and died to bring down the bastards who had built a career out of slaughtering other Earth merc outfits. 
 
    Bjorn Tovesson III, commander of Bjorn’s Berserkers, paused at the condominium door. The security guard at the gated community had recognized Bjorn and waved him through. Now he stood with a key card in front of the door of his best friend, Bill Hawkins. Bill was one of those sacrifices on Patoka. Bjorn didn’t even see him die—one minute he was on the tac channel, and the next, his icon winked out. 
 
    Aliens murdered Bjorn’s father during the occupation of Earth. They leveled Bear Town, the Berserkers’ base in New Mexico. They slaughtered half of Bjorn’s people trapped on Earth by the invasion. A Human killed Bill, and Bjorn didn’t know if the enemy had even survived, let alone their identity. He couldn’t get revenge; maybe he could find closure. Odin knew he sported enough open wounds. 
 
    Bjorn waved the key card over the lock. The reader blinked green, and the lock clicked. Bjorn pushed the door open. His pinplants recorded his view as he strode into the small but well-appointed apartment. Bjorn had visited a few times before, but he normally met Bill at the headquarters or in a bar. Now Bill would never set foot in the apartment again, and his will directed Bjorn to sweep the place for mementos before handing over the condo and its contents to an estate disposition firm. 
 
    Bjorn stood in the living room, the fading sun casting long shadows through the west windows. It took a second try before Bjorn choked out, “Lights.” The home assistant software obliged. 
 
    Most mercs kept a collection of keepsakes, and Bill had been no exception. There were no stuffed Besquith heads or company flags adorning the walls, but the setting sun glinted off a silver challenge coin on the mantle of the faux fireplace. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Houston, Texas 
 
    21 Years Ago 
 
      
 
    “Your VOWs are solid. Not spectacular, but solid across the board.” The placard on the desk read ‘Commander Tovesson.’ Gray streaked the burly mercenary commander’s beard. His ice blue eyes fell on the silver coin laying on the desk. He picked it up and ran a thumb across the rampant bear logo. “Who gave you this coin?” 
 
    “Sergeant Rachel Kjaer, the senior Mercenary Service Track Instructor at the Academy,” Bill Hawkins replied. He held his breath to keep from squirming when the commander scrutinized him. He had expected to interview with a recruiting sergeant, not the commander of the company. 
 
    “Kjaer is a tough bird, mean as a Besquith.” Tovesson slid the coin back across the desk to Bill and tapped his slate. “Welcome to Bjorn’s Berserkers. Cadre training starts at our base in New Mexico on Monday. A transport flies out from here at 1000 hours tomorrow. The pad location is in the e-mail I sent you. You miss your ride, you’re on your own to get to Bear Town. If you miss the beginning of cadre training, you’re fired. Any questions?” 
 
    “No sir, Colonel Tovesson.” Bill didn’t suppress his smile. 
 
    “Commander Tovesson. When my father founded the Berserkers with a single platoon, he couldn’t justify calling himself ‘colonel,’ and the tradition stuck.” 
 
    “Yes sir, Commander Tovesson.” Bill chided himself for missing the rank on the nameplate. 
 
    The commander nodded to the door. “Now get out of here, recruit. You’re my last interview, and I want to wrap up. We’ll see you bright and early Monday.” 
 
    Bill stifled his elation until the office door closed behind him, then he allowed himself a fist pump. 
 
    “I take it you got hired. Congratulations.” 
 
    Bill froze mid celebration. A young man the same age as Bill sat in the waiting area holding a slate. Broad shouldered and muscular, he could pose for a mercenary recruiting poster. “I hope you’re not here for an interview. The commander said he’s done for the day,” Bill said. 
 
    “It’s all good. I start cadre Monday. I’m guessing by the victory dance, so do you?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks. I’m stoked to join the Berserkers,” Bill replied. He judged the other man to stand taller than his 190 centimeters. Something struck him as familiar. “You must be a CASPer trooper, too.” 
 
    “Yup. Guys who enlist for unaugmented infantry have brass balls, but put me in a CASPer. If I’m going to face Besquith, I’d rather have a ton of metal wrapped around me.” The other cadre trooper stowed his slate. “You hungry? We’re going for Mongolian barbecue. You should join us.” 
 
    He must be waiting for other new hires for a celebratory dinner. Meeting some of his fellow cadre troopers would make the next twelve weeks easier. “I could eat. By the way, I’m Bill Hawkins.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Bill.” He clasped the offered hand in a steel grip. “I’m Bjorn Tovesson the Third.” 
 
    The door from the commander’s office opened. “Trip, you ready for dinner? Hawkins—you’re still here?” 
 
    “I invited him to dinner, Dad,” the younger Bjorn said. Of course he appeared familiar—he was the commander’s son. 
 
    “Generous of you with my credits, son,” the commander remarked. 
 
    Bill blushed. “I’m sorry, Commander—” 
 
    Commander Tovesson waved a meaty hand. “It’s fine, Hawkins. Maybe he’ll bitch to you about his girlfriend and leave me to eat in peace.” 
 
    “I don’t bitch about Grace,” the younger Tovesson protested. He turned to Bill. “My girlfriend is great.” 
 
    “Wait till Trip whines about how she’s going away to college.” Commander Tovesson opened the door leading to the stairs. 
 
    “Trip?” Bill followed the father and son. 
 
    “Trip as in triple. My mom coined it so we’d know who she was yelling at,” the son replied. 
 
    A quick autocab ride deposited them in front of Hunnu Mongolian Barbecue. Aliens comprised a quarter of the clientele flowing through the doors of the startown restaurant. 
 
    “This place is my favorite restaurant in the Houston startown.” The younger Tovesson froze and clenched his fist as two Khabar emerged from the door. 
 
    “Easy, Trip.” The commander placed a hand on his son’s shoulder. “You can’t pick a fight with every Khabar who crosses our path.” 
 
    “You mean those carnivorous goats?” Bill asked. Khabar weren’t common, but he recognized them from the alien recognition section of the VOWs. One of the creatures bleated a laugh, exposing sharp fangs. 
 
    “I hate those goat bastards,” the younger Bjorn muttered. The two aliens passed without noticing Bill and the Tovessons. 
 
    “I take it there’s a story,” Bill said. 
 
    “I’ll tell you over dinner.” 
 
    “At least he won’t be bitching about his girlfriend,” the commander added. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    A picture rested next to the coin. Taken the first day of cadre training, the young men and women stood proud and serious, but hope shone through their smiles. Bjorn picked out himself and Bill in the back row. His copy of the same picture remained packed in a moving crate on Vishall at the Berserkers’ new headquarters. Bjorn brushed away the dust, a reminder that no one had been to the apartment for weeks. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bear Town, New Mexico 
 
    21 Years Ago 
 
      
 
    “What’s the big idea, Baby Bear?” 
 
    Bill winced at Jaime Murillo’s use of the nickname. His new friend could have a quick temper, and the moniker sounded like a sure way to trip it. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Murillo?” Bjorn didn’t glance up as he finished making his bunk. They only had a few minutes before the drill instructor would arrive to criticize their uniforms, hygiene, and housekeeping. 
 
    “I saw you talking to my girlfriend last night,” Murillo replied, puffing up. A year older, Murillo fell a few centimeters short of Bjorn’s height, but matched him for bulk. 
 
    Bill peeked at the door while the rest of the cadre drifted toward the potential fight. 
 
    “I was being polite. I have a girlfriend.” Bjorn switched to the other side of the bunk. 
 
    “Where was this so-called girlfriend? All I saw was you chatting up Alicia.” Murillo shifted his weight and clenched a fist. A murmur rippled through the crowd. 
 
    Bjorn straightened and squared off. “Maybe you need to remind Alicia that she’s your girlfriend. She approached me.” A collective hiss ran through the onlookers. 
 
    “Guys, Sergeant Mthembu will step through the door any second.” Bill wedged himself between Bjorn and Murillo. “Simmer down. You can slug it out later—on your own time.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Hawkins? Afraid Baby Bear is going to get hurt?” Murillo jabbed a thick finger into Bill’s chest. 
 
    “Step aside, Bill.” Bjorn put a hand on Bill’s shoulder. “I’m going to whip his ass.” 
 
    Bill glared over his shoulder. “No, you’re both going to get us all in trouble.” Bill knew Bjorn would catch the worst of the fallout—his father had threatened as much. It wouldn’t spare the rest of the cadre platoon from punishment. 
 
    The door to the men’s cadre barrack slammed open, and Sergeant Mthembu stalked in. She glared at the three men encircled by the others. “Boys, do we have a problem?” she demanded in her clipped South African accent. 
 
    “No, Sergeant!” all three replied in unison as the room snapped to attention. 
 
    “Then why aren’t you in position?” the sergeant barked. “I’ve already finished the ladies’ side, but you boys are dicking around instead of preparing for inspection. Positions!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    Bjorn set the picture back in its spot. He and Murillo had ended up becoming friends. They never got around to trading punches over Alicia, who’d dumped Murillo by the time cadre training ended. The fight would have been pointless and could have gotten Bjorn kicked out of the Berserkers. The commander had watched for Bjorn to screw up during those 12 weeks. He’d threatened to make Bjorn work a stint in another merc outfit before joining the Berserkers for fear he couldn’t handle being the boss’ son. 
 
    Bill’s ribbon case leaned against the wall, occupying the center of the mantle. Many mercenary companies issued ribbons, the Berserkers included, but they rarely had the opportunity to wear them. Bill’s collection rivaled Bjorn’s—not surprising, since they joined at the same time. The CASPer qualification ribbon rested in the first spot—same as in Bjorn’s ribbon case packed somewhere on Vishall. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bear Town, New Mexico 
 
    21 Years Ago 
 
      
 
    “You can’t cut corners on the checklist,” Bill protested. 
 
    “I didn’t shortcut, I used my pinplants. You should get a set,” Bjorn said over their private channel. 
 
    Bill shuddered in his training CASPer. “I’m impressed by what you can do with those implants, but I’m not about to let an alien dig around in my skull and shove a computer into my brain. Give me 10 seconds.” 
 
    “Finish up, people. We’re marching in 20 seconds,” Corporal Barnes called over the squad channel. She occupied the position normally manned by a sergeant in the Berserkers’ six-man CASPer squads. Commander Tovesson used cadre qualification runs as training opportunities for corporals with the potential to make sergeant. 
 
    Bill’s last indicator winked green with 10 seconds to spare. For the exercise, he functioned as the squad’s corporal—a position everyone had expected to go to Bjorn. While Bjorn wouldn’t admit it, Bill knew it rankled. Nonetheless, Bjorn congratulated Bill with a smile. Perhaps he suspected his father’s hand at work to avoid accusations of nepotism. 
 
    All four squads of the cadre platoon would attempt the qualification course. Those who completed the course ‘intact’ graduated and would have the next few days off while they waited for the others to make subsequent runs against infantry and vehicles equipped with simulated weapons. Full squads rarely completed the course on the first try, and the dwindling number of repeat trainees were consolidated. After four attempts, instructors would evaluate the telemetry from the runs to judge whether a CASPer operator was competent—the successive courses became more challenging with fewer mechs trying to cross the course—and a victim of misfortune and dwindling odds, or if they needed to repeat CASPer training. The worse scores could get a trainee bucked to unaugmented infantry or dismissed. 
 
    “All right, cubs. Let’s be the first squad in two years to complete the course without losing a trooper,” Corporal Barnes said. The squad stepped free of their CASPer racks and assembled to march to the training course half a kilometer away. “McAllister, you’re with me, Morrey with Hawkins, and Tovesson with Coleman.” 
 
    On the go signal, 24 mechs lumbered into the course. Berms and movable obstacles broke up the 500-meter field, providing cover for infantry and vehicles waiting to tag the trainee CASPer troopers. 
 
    “Tovesson, don’t get out front,” Barnes called. “Getting cocky will get you killed.” 
 
    “Roger.” Bjorn hunkered behind an AFV he’d rendered inert, an older generation CASV. He’d taken out the Combat Assault System, Vehicular before the crew could draw a bead on him. “If we fall too far behind the other squads, we’ll be easy pickings.” 
 
    “Let me worry about keeping pace with the other squads,” Barnes retorted. Bill could hear her fuming over the comms. “Quit showing off. Not everyone here got to use a CASPer as day care.” 
 
    Three more berms yielded two infantry squads and a hidden weapon emplacement. Bill hated to admit it, but Bjorn had cause to be cocky. He anticipated threats faster than the corporal and maneuvered the CASPer as though second nature. A few ‘small arms’ hits had peppered their mechs, none deemed powerful enough by the computer systems to disable their CASPers. 
 
    The remaining four mechs of Alpha Squad broke cover for the final dash, followed quickly by three mechs from Charlie Squad. “Let them draw fire. Break for those cargo containers to the right,” Barnes ordered. The CASPers of Bravo squad loped toward a line of cargo containers that would block the fire directed at the leading two squads. 
 
    “There’s going to be a trap,” Bjorn remarked, firing on the run as an infantry fire team opened up. “Probably an emplaced weapon at the end of the line.” 
 
    “Shut up, Tovesson,” Barnes snapped. 
 
    “He might be right,” Bill said. It made no sense to build a path protected from the main opposition. It would get the trainees halfway to the finish line. He puffed his jumpjets enough to boost him a couple meters. An emplaced laser painted what would have been his flight path on a full power jump. “Yup, there’s a crew-served laser tucked next to a stray cargo container. It’s aimed right down this lane.” 
 
    “Shit. If we can take it out, we’ll have a good shot at the finish line.” Barnes paused to fire her training weapon at infantry peeking over the berm behind them. 
 
    “I’ve got this.” Bjorn tore open the closest cargo container and wrenched one of the doors off the hinges. “They’ll track me when I break cover. Someone knock out their laser, and we’ll mop up the troops.” 
 
    Before anyone could reply, Bjorn jogged across the lane between the cargo containers and a berm. The invisible low-powered beams registered in their Tri-V HUDs as splashing against the door. Bill shouldered his MAC around the corner and zeroed in on the emplaced weapon. To the crew’s credit, they were already swinging the laser back. Bill pulled the trigger. The emplaced weapon went dark, save for the blinking red light, showing it was in ‘killed’ mode. 
 
    Bjorn cast the door aside with a metallic crash and fired on the crew. The rest of the squad followed, and in a matter of seconds the entire crew registered as ‘dead.’ As Bill brought up the rear, the doors swung open on a cargo container to Bjorn’s right. As the trooper inside knelt to fire the rocket, Bill slammed his CASPer into Bjorn’s. The training projectile thumped into the back of Bill’s CASPer. His Tri-V glowed red with the word ‘KILLED’ blazing across his HUD. Someone else dispatched the hidden trooper—Bill couldn’t tell who in the moment of chaos. 
 
    “Shit, we lost Hawkins,” Barnes said. 
 
    “You should have let me take the hit,” Bjorn said over the private channel. “I bet my old man offered a bonus to whoever tags me on this course.” 
 
    “Finish the course and don’t give him the satisfaction,” Bill replied. 
 
    “Come on, Tovesson. There’s nothing we can do for Hawkins,” Barnes called. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    Bill had completed the course on the next run and received a commendation for meritorious conduct. They were assigned to the same squad, and Bill helped keep Bjorn’s ego in check, both on the battlefield and in the barroom. If that failed, he could count on Bill to have his back. 
 
    A shot glass from El Diablo Borracho collected dust next to the pin case. They dropped a lot of credits in the Paso-Juarez bar, most of them to bribe the owner to overlook the brawls. Las Cruces bars got twitchy about mercenaries, prompting the Berserkers to seek establishments farther afield. 
 
    Bjorn didn’t even remember how they’d stumbled across the bar. The first two hole-in-the-wall dives grew boring by the second beer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Paso-Juarez, Chihuahua 
 
    20 Years Ago 
 
      
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this.” Bill eyed the glowing neon sign depicting a drunken devil as the auto-cab ground to a halt. Dozens of vehicles crowded the gravel parking lot, while others cruised through blaring music and flashing lights. “Maybe we shouldn’t have worn our merc gear.” 
 
    “Come on, Bill. We’ve got to fly the Berserker flag,” Bjorn countered. “I didn’t get this custom vest made to wear it around the FedMart.” 
 
    Murillo laughed. “Like you’d set foot in a FedMart.”  
 
    “Odin knows enough of my tax money goes there.” Bjorn climbed out of the cab. 
 
    Bill braced for another diatribe against the public benefits system dependent on mercenary taxes. Every contract payout reminded him, as 50% went to fuel programs such as the government guaranteed income, but Bill remained prosaic about it. Mercenary troopers made more money than they could spend. That meant mercs played hard—drunken bulls in an expensive China shop hard. 
 
    “We are so getting in a fight,” Roger Hubbard muttered, eyeing the crowd. “We aren’t even to the door, and they’re sizing up our kidneys.” 
 
    “Four CASPer troopers against a bar full of chullos? I’ll take that bet.” Murillo laughed. “Relax, man. Everyone is here to have a good time. We don’t start no trouble, there won’t be no trouble.” 
 
    Bill shook his head. Bjorn was spoiling for a fight. His girlfriend had dumped him right before they left on contract, and he’d spent the last month stewing over it. They’d finally been released for leave, and Bjorn was ready to blow off some steam. Maybe a cute girl could distract Bjorn—preferably one without a boyfriend ready to step up. 
 
    Patrons loitering on the wide wooden porch paused their conversations to watch the mercenaries’ approach. Bill resisted the urge to check his sidearm. The four mercs were the ones openly armed, but Bill suspected at least a few of the onlookers had concealed guns. 
 
    “Hey, mercenaries, what unit are you with?” one of the locals called. 
 
    “Bjorn’s Berserkers.” Bjorn turned so they could see the logo dominating the back of his leather vest. “We’ve been killing aliens, and now we’re ready to do some serious drinking.” 
 
    “What do you think your chances are of leaving here with that vest?” another patron asked in Spanish. 
 
    Bjorn grinned and replied in Spanish, “You’re no werewolf, so better than average.” 
 
    Some of the other patrons laughed, and the mercs made their way through the large double doors. A palpable wall of noise greeted them. Smoke swirled in the dim lighting over a long bar and three dozen tables. Brighter lights illuminated a row of pool tables on the far end of the establishment. While several customers gauged the mercs, the din didn’t ebb. 
 
    Bjorn swept his arm across the vista. “This is what I’m talking about! No sad hole-in-the-wall with three drunks and a broken jukebox, and no fake Irish soccer pub in Las Cruces.” 
 
    Bill followed the big Berserkers’ logo as Bjorn waded through the crowd to find an open table. Once seated, he turned on the call beacon in the middle of the table, which speared a shaft of blue light through the smoke to the ceiling. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Bjorn’s generosity with rounds to draw in a table of coeds from a college on the El Paso side of the Rio Grande. The locals who’d been attempting to ply the young turistos glowered at the mercenaries from adjacent tables. 
 
    “How many?” Murillo asked Bill, leaning close to make himself heard over Bjorn’s roaring laugh. 
 
    “I figure a dozen with the stones to throw fists,” Bill replied. While Bjorn had regaled the women with a story of an embarrassing incident on the last world the Berserkers visited, Bill had watched the spurned tiberones who still circled. In their eyes, the mercs had stormed in and poached their game. Bill hoped they would lose interest. 
 
    At least Bjorn seemed happy. He’d spent the last month vacillating between sulking and fuming after Grace broke up with him. The only time he’d perked up the whole mission had been during the fights against the Khabar on Hwellan IV. Now he laughed and grinned as he lifted one of the women off the ground as she hung onto his bicep. 
 
    “Why aren’t you having fun?” one of the coeds asked Bill. What was her name—Mary? 
 
    “I’m doing fine,” Bill replied. “I’m watching my friend’s back.” 
 
    “Shellie has it covered,” Mary said with a smile. She placed a hand on Bill’s arm. “Loosen up. This place isn’t as bad as the stereotypes—at least as long as you’re not dumb about it.” 
 
    Bill took his untouched shot glass from the last round of tequila. Maybe she was right—he couldn’t spend all his time watching out for his friend. He downed the shot. 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Mary grabbed a lime wedge and stuck it in her mouth, raising an impish eyebrow. 
 
    “Who are you giving the stink-eye?” Bjorn demanded, his bass voice cutting through the music and buzz of the crowd. He glared at a man in gang attire who defiantly stared back. 
 
    “Shit. So much for stereotypes,” Bill muttered, rising to his feet. “Trip, let’s move this party somewhere more private. I bet we can get a suite at a hotel out by the airport.” 
 
    Shellie caught Bjorn’s eye and nodded encouragement. His stance eased, and the smile returned. “I bet we could run up one hell of a room service bill. What do you ladies think?” 
 
    “Good, get out of our bar, mercenary trash.” The man spat on the floor at Bjorn’s feet. 
 
    Bjorn rolled his shoulders and eased Shellie behind him. “Are you going to throw hands, or are you waiting to ask me to dance?” 
 
    Beer and tequila let the challenger land his first punch. Bjorn worked his jaw and grinned. “Gracias, amigo.” Pandemonium erupted as Bjorn grabbed the man by his jacket, hefted him off his feet, and tossed him into his friends. Murillo and Hubbard squared up on either side of Bjorn as the crowd withdrew. The coeds retreated to the opposite side of the table. Bill scanned the gathering throng. 
 
    A glint of metal drew Bill’s attention. Another tiburón in the same colors as the one who’d slugged Bjorn waited among the bystanders ringing the fight, his gaze focused squarely on Bjorn’s back. Since the other three mercs readily handled the half dozen men who rushed to the challenger’s aid, Bill watched the one with a knife. 
 
    At least Bjorn kept the kid gloves on, probably to keep from scaring off the women. He gave a good-natured laugh as another brawler landed a punch in the swirling melee. He didn’t hammer any of his opponents with his cybernetic left fist, content to use it to block, grab, and shove. Hubbard and Murillo followed Bjorn’s lead—with their training, physiques, and nanite hardening, the mercenaries could have easily hospitalized their foes, but they took it easy on them. 
 
    One of the gang members tried to tackle Bjorn and bowl him over. The knife-wielder made his move, surging from the crowd with the blade aimed at Bjorn’s back. Bill stepped forward and grabbed the attacker’s wrist, arresting the blade. Bill slammed his fist into the man’s elbow. Cartilage crunched as the joint bent the wrong way. The knife clattered to the floor, and the man staggered back, clutching his arm. 
 
    “I was afraid you were sitting out all the fun,” Bjorn called with a laugh. The other gang members retreated, many picking themselves off the floor. “Why don’t you call a couple cabs while I settle our tab and throw in some extra for damages?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    A chess piece sat at the end of the mantle—a black knight carved from obsidian. He and Bill often played chess, especially shipboard. At the base of the knight rested a gray and black sergeant first class rank patch. Bill had served as Bjorn’s platoon sergeant when Bjorn first reached lieutenant. Three years would pass before Bill accepted a promotion to lieutenant himself. Bill never elaborated on his reticence to ascend in the ranks—at least not to Bjorn. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bear Town, New Mexico 
 
    15 Years Ago 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get why you aren’t pissed,” Murillo said over his mug. He sat across from Bill in the ‘Mead Hall,’ which doubled as the mess hall during the day in Bjarnarsal. The huge building formed the core of the headquarters complex in Bear Town. 
 
    “I got promoted. Why should I be upset?” Bill asked, setting down his beer. Despite the name, few people drank mead in the Berserkers’ gathering hall. Bill disliked the stuff—to him it had an egg-like aftertaste and left him queasy if he had more than one. 
 
    “You should be a lieutenant, not babysitting Bjorn,” Murillo replied.  
 
    Marian Boggs nodded. “You have more experience than half the louies in the Berserkers. You stayed in Baby Bear’s shadow and saved his ass more than once while he commanded a squad. Do you want to do it again while he gets the glory for a platoon?” 
 
    “I make the same money as an E-7 as I would as an O-2,” Bill stated, swirling the beer in his half-empty mug. “It could be worse. I could be assigned to a LT who didn’t appreciate me.” 
 
    “Bjorn appreciates you because you keep his hide intact when he launches one of his hare-brained plans,” Murillo protested. “Don’t you get tired of playing second fiddle?” 
 
    “In a big band, second fiddle carries the tune,” Bill countered. 
 
    Murillo snorted. “You’re more loyal to him than any girlfriend has ever been.” 
 
    Bill scowled across the table. “Stow that shit. He’s still smarting from finding out Marissa latched onto him for his family fortune. I’m glad Trip rekindled an old flame, or we’d be in Paso-Juarez wrecking another bar.” 
 
    “It’s cute how you have a pet name for him,” Marian remarked. 
 
    “That’s what his family calls him,” Bill countered. “When I first met him—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we’ve heard the story,” Murillo interrupted. 
 
    “So you understand why I agreed when his father asked me to take the sergeant first class position rather than apply for one of the lieutenant spots,” Bill said. 
 
    “That’s some nepotism bullshit,” Murillo grumbled into his empty mug. “Shit, it’s my turn, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you already spent the pay from our last contract?” Boggs teased. 
 
    “I send most of my earnings home to the family, but it’s good; 10% of 10,000 credits buys a lot of beer.” Murillo collected the empty pitcher and made his way to the bar. 
 
    Once Murillo disappeared among the tables, Boggs leaned forward. “I know Bjorn is your best friend, but you can’t let your life revolve around him. You need to think about yourself. When was the last time you went on a date?” 
 
    Bill stiffened. “What difference does it make?” 
 
    “You worry if you get involved with someone, you won’t be there to pick up the pieces when his latest relationship falls apart. That’s not fair to you,” Marian said. 
 
    “Maybe I want to wait until I’m ready to wind down my career, so I don’t leave someone wondering if I’ll survive the latest contract—or, worse yet—hoping I don’t?” Bill protested. 
 
    Marian drained her mug. “Learning from his experiences?” 
 
    Bill shrugged. “This thing with Grace won’t last. She dumped him once because she couldn’t stand worrying about him every time he went off world. Once she figures out being an officer doesn’t make the job less dangerous, they’ll be back to square one—or, more appropriately—square none.” 
 
    “And same as firefights and bar brawls, you’ll have his back,” Marian said. 
 
    “That’s what best friends do.” Bill emptied his mug. 
 
    Murillo plunked a pitcher of beer on the table, splashing the wooden surface. “Don’t look now, but the big guy is here.” 
 
    Bill peered past Murillo. Bjorn stood framed in the doorway, scanning the room. His eyes met Bill’s, and he nodded. Bjorn threaded his way through the tables. 
 
    “You guys can’t tell him what I told you,” Bill implored. “Getting a platoon command is a big deal, and I don’t want him second guessing his promotion—or mine.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Hawkins. Your secret is safe with us,” Marian promised. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    Marian kept her promise for two years, a year longer than the rekindled relationship with Grace lasted. Boggs broke her promise over a bottle of Irish whisky and spilled everything to Bjorn before making a drunken pass at him. For good or for ill, Bjorn kept to his credo against getting involved with anyone in the Berserkers. 
 
    He never told Bill that Marian had let the cat out of the bag. He didn’t even confront his father over the revelation—partly because his father was right, and to keep the commander from finding out Bill had let slip their discussion. 
 
    Second fiddle carries the tune—an apt metaphor. While Bjorn led the charge, battle after battle, Bill tended to the details that kept the Berserkers running and never complained, no matter what Bjorn asked of him. More importantly, he’d been there for Bjorn himself—the brother he’d never had. 
 
    Photos of Bill with Bjorn outnumbered the family photos on the wall. Bill rarely talked about his own family, saying he’d chosen the Berserkers as his kin. The only member of Bill’s family Bjorn had met was Jim Hawkins, who served as the Berserkers’ chaplain. Bill recommended Jim when Bjorn broached the idea of bringing on a chaplain, and they got on well enough, but they never struck Bjorn as close. Granted, Bjorn had little experience, since he and his father were only children. Bjorn’s mother’s family lived on the East Coast and never visited. 
 
    Bjorn stopped at a picture of him, Bill, and Bjorn’s father. It was from his father’s retirement party, which also marked when Bjorn had become commander of the Berserkers. Dust in the air caused Bjorn to sniff and his eyes to water. His father had died while Bjorn was off world. Peepo had sent Besquith after the older Tovesson, and Bjorn’s father had fought them to buy Bjorn’s mother time to escape. Bjorn rubbed his eyes. The news of his father’s death arrived two weeks after Bill died on Patoka. The picture was from the last time the three of them were together. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bear Town, New Mexico 
 
    Five Years Ago 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t stop pacing, you’re going to wear a hole in the carpet,” Bill admonished. 
 
    Bjorn paused and looked at the door to his father’s office. “It can’t be good. The commander only calls me to his office if it’s bad news. You don’t know how many times I’ve been chewed out in that office. This has to be about the Zuul ammo dump.” 
 
    “Every time the old man chewed you out, I heard about it, so I can make an educated guess,” Bill said. Stefan, the staff secretary, gave a knowing wink from behind his desk. The white-haired administrator must already know. Good, Bill wasn’t the only one keeping a secret from Bjorn. “Would your father wait two weeks to yell at you for what happened on Pirux?” 
 
    “He didn’t wait. It was over half a million credits worth of munitions we could have salvaged. As soon as we hit hyperspace, he called me into his compartment and bawled me out.” Bjorn resumed pacing. “He must have stewed over it and decided taking out the Zuul’s headquarters and half a tank company wasn’t worth it.” 
 
    “If he’s mad about anything, it’s about the risk you took, not the damage you caused.” When Bjorn raised a bushy eyebrow, Bill added, “Okay, mostly not about the damage you caused.” 
 
    The intercom on Stefan’s desk chimed. “He’s ready for you,” Stefan lisped. 
 
    The door flung open. “Trip, get in here. Hawkins, you’re here? You might as well come in.” Bill followed Bjorn into the office. Bjorn’s father cracked open a bottle of whisky. “Have a seat, boys.” 
 
    Bjorn gave Bill a quizzical look before sitting. He’d expected a tongue-lashing, not whisky on the rocks. Commander Tovesson set tumblers in front of each man before sitting behind the desk. 
 
    “I’m guessing this isn’t about the ammo dump,” Bjorn said. 
 
    “What? No, I’ve already said my piece on your latest boneheaded stunt,” Bjorn’s father said. “This is more important. It affects the future of the Berserkers.” 
 
    Bjorn leaned forward. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m retiring, and you’re taking over.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. What’s really going on?” Bjorn asked. 
 
    “I’m not bullshitting you, son. I’m 65, and I want to retire while I’m still young enough to enjoy it.” Commander Tovesson flipped the nameplate on the desk over. The new name read, ‘Bjorn Tovesson III—Commander.’ “Congratulations. Now it’s your problem if someone destroys half a million credits worth of war materials.” 
 
    “Shit. Do you think I’m ready?” Bjorn stared at the name plate. 
 
    Bill clapped him on the shoulder. “Trip, you’ve been preparing the last 16 years for this day, probably longer.” 
 
    “I need you to be my second-in-command. You’ll take Bruin Company,” Bjorn said. 
 
    “What about Jonasson?” Bill asked. He assumed the long-standing second in command would remain in position, and Bill would fill Bjorn’s vacant spot in Ursus Company. The older merc wouldn’t take getting displaced with grace. 
 
    “I’ll keep his pay the same—we still need tenured officers—but I need someone who’ll have my back as my second,” Bjorn replied. “You can call me on making a stupid mistake without second guessing every decision. That’s what I need—because I will make mistakes.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Bjorn’s father said with a grin. 
 
    “Someday you’re going to have to move out of your comfort zone. I can’t be your wingman forever.” The same applied to Bill—sooner or later, he needed to stand on his own, rather than following Bjorn’s lead. 
 
    “Someday doesn’t have to be today.” Bjorn put his hand on Bill’s shoulder. “Come on, man. Tell me you’ll do it.” 
 
    The commander had already made the same request, but he hadn’t pressed Bill for an answer. Maybe because Bjorn’s father knew Bill couldn’t turn Bjorn down. “Fine. I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Congratulations on your promotions! Now let’s drink these before the ice melts.” Bjorn’s father collected one of the glass tumblers. Bill and Bjorn followed suit. “Valhalla Awaits!” 
 
    “Valhalla Awaits!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    Bjorn followed the wall to a bookcase loaded with more memorabilia than books. Physical books were antiques or indulgences by hardcore readers and collectors. Bulky tomes filled the bottom two shelves, reflecting Bill’s interest in military history. A pauldron from Jivool combat armor dominated the next shelf. Bjorn recognized the unit logo—Unbridled Rage.  
 
    The Jivool mercenaries had crashed the party on Moloq, where the Berserkers had been hired to relieve a besieged Eosogi facility. The Jivool arrived on the Berserkers’ heels, hired to reinforce the HecSha laying siege to the Eosogi. 
 
    Bjorn split their forces, sending half to assault the HecSha troops, while Bjorn led the other half to engage the Jivool. The Berserkers snatched victory from the jaws of defeat but got mauled in the process. It was Bjorn’s darkest day as a commander, until now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Berserker Field Camp, Moloq 
 
    Three Years Ago 
 
      
 
    Bjorn’s bloodshot eyes glanced up from his slate as Bill entered the command rumbler. A sling cradled Bill’s right arm, and a butterfly bandage covered an injury on his left cheek. 
 
    “What are you doing up and about?” Bjorn rumbled, his voice rough. 
 
    Bill tipped his head toward his left shoulder. “This isn’t so bad. The laser missed the bone—well, mostly—and the nanites are doing their job. We have too many wounded for me to take up space in the field infirmary tents, and I know you’ve got too much on your hands in the aftermath.” He didn’t mention that it still burned as though a piece of hot metal had replaced his shoulder joint—a side-effect of the nanites at work. 
 
    “You mean in the wake of this disaster? We still don’t know how many died.” Bjorn waved his slate. “Jonasson was right when he called it a meat grinder.” 
 
    “It could have been worse. No one could have foreseen the Jivool reinforcements,” Bill said. Three companies had faced 250 Jivool shock troopers. “Not to mention, their leader was cannier than most. If you hadn’t stayed a step ahead of him, we’d have been wiped out, and they would have rolled into the remaining companies engaged with the HecSha.” 
 
    “I knew those weaselly Eosogi were offering too much for it to be a straight up contract, but I took it anyway.” Bjorn dropped the slate onto the fold-out shelf that passed for a desk in the command vehicle. “You keep playing high stakes hands, sooner or later the cards will turn against you.” 
 
    Bill couldn’t argue the point. Bjorn had led the Berserkers on risky contract after risky contract. They’d amassed a fortune, and Bjorn had invested his and the firm’s shares into improving and expanding the Berserkers. Success had made Bjorn—no, made them all—overconfident. 
 
    “We all suspected the Eosogi weren’t on the level, especially with their rush premium, but none of us could point to a reason to refuse the contract,” Bill stated. “My job is to tell you when you’re making a mistake, and I couldn’t see one. Based on the intel we had, and your decision to bring all six companies instead of the usual four, this contract appeared solid. 
 
    “Imagine if you’d only brought four companies,” Bill continued. He couldn’t let Bjorn dwell over the aftermath. His friend sometimes obsessed over painful events, which benefited no one and distracted him from his job. “At best, we could have fought back to the dropships, still taking heavy casualties, and forfeited the contract. We could have as easily been wiped out to a man. You made the right call.” 
 
    Bjorn fidgeted with the Mjolnir pendant hanging on a string of bear claws, a sign he was deep in thought. “Tell it to the hundred or more men and women we lost.” 
 
    “They knew the job, and they knew the risks. You throwing a pity party and sulking won’t change things.” Bjorn glared at him with red-rimmed eyes. Bill asked, “How long has it been since you got any rack time?” 
 
    “I grabbed a few hours before emergence,” Bjorn replied. 
 
    “That was 34 hours ago. I’ve been on my back enough in the infirmary.” Granted, unconsciousness didn’t necessarily equal sleep, but he was in better shape than Bjorn. “There’s nothing going on I can’t manage, and you need to be on your game when we meet with the Eosogi.” 
 
    Bjorn sagged in his seat. “Fine. You’re right—I need to wring every credit out of those weasels. Right now, I want to wring their necks.” 
 
    “Do you want me to get started on the death notices?” Bill asked. Bjorn had always completed the letters to the next of kin of deceased Berserkers himself, but there would be dozens of them this time. 
 
    Bjorn shook his head as he stood. “No, I’ll handle those during the trip through hyperspace. Ping me if anything comes up.” He lumbered forward to the bunk compartment. He paused at the hatch. “Thanks, Bill.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    Bill had been right on all counts. The Eosogi had tried to squirm out of several clauses on the contract until Bjorn threatened them with legal action regarding their omission that the Gtandans had hired the Jivool reinforcements. While the Eosogi tried arguing they didn’t know about the Jivool, Bjorn promised a protracted legal battle, and the Eosogi would be on the hook for all legal fees. 
 
    The Berserkers took the huge payday to rebuild, and Bjorn accepted a cushy one-year garrison contract to give them breathing space. While decent pay for garrison duty, it didn’t compare to the assault contracts the Berserkers usually took. 
 
    In addition to giving the Berserkers time to hire and train cadre troops to replenish their ranks, Bjorn met his newlywed wife on Vishall. The bear-fur trimmed cloak hanging on a hook mirrored the one Bjorn wore to his wedding. Bill was supposed to be his best man. Instead, the spot had remained vacant during the ceremony and the reception. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bear Town, New Mexico 
 
    Four Months Ago 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to marry her?” Bill coughed on a mouthful of beer. He swore Bjorn had timed the declaration for when Bill took a drink. “You’ve only been together eight months.” 
 
    “I’ve known her a year longer,” Bjorn stated, wiping foam from his moustache with the back of his hand. 
 
    “Sure, if you count a year-long unrequited crush because you thought she was gay,” Bill countered. He’d helped Bjorn weather numerous breakups over the 20 years they’d been friends, but none had reached engagement. 
 
    “I’m not a schoolboy mooning over some girl in homeroom,” Bjorn protested. “More importantly, Talita accepts that I’m a merc and what comes with my job. Every other relationship has ended because my girlfriend couldn’t deal with me going into battle, or she turned out to be after my credits.” 
 
    “Talita didn’t worry when we took the Masheen contract?” Bill asked. He hadn’t voiced his initial concerns over the waitress because she made Bjorn happy, and happiness had been a scarce commodity for his friend after Moloq. Bill had predicted the fling would last a couple of months at best—Bjorn’s last serious relationship was over five years before. 
 
    “Of course she worried, but she didn’t get bent out of shape like Grace or Emma. It doesn’t hurt that we’re moving to Vishall, so she’ll have her family on hand,” Bjorn said. 
 
    “What do your parents think?” Bill took a drink, hoping for no more surprises. 
 
    “My mom hates the notion, but Dad understands the practicality, even if it’s a break from tradition,” Bjorn replied. 
 
    “Are we talking about the move or the marriage?” 
 
    Bjorn drained his beer and signaled for another round. Most troops in Bjarnarsal had to go to the bar to order beer, but rank had its privileges. “The move, of course. Mom is thrilled—I thought she was going to cry when I told her I wanted my grandmother’s ring to give Talita. My father and I nearly came to blows.” Bjorn lowered his voice and leaned forward. “The old man had the gall to ask if I’d knocked her up.” 
 
    Bill finished his beer and held his tongue, not wanting to admit he’d thought the same. It was uncharitable, but 20 years of merc life had jaded him. “So he turned you down?” 
 
    Bjorn waited while a server delivered two fresh mugs of beer. Once she left, Bjorn pulled a small velvet box out from under his vest. “There’s no way Mom was going to let him say no. Granted, she had to send us to our corners to cool off, but the old man relented.” 
 
    Bjorn gripped his mug but didn’t drink. “There’s something I need you to do.” 
 
    Bill nodded. “I’ll have the move schedule for the logistics corps ready by lunch tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about. I need you to be my best man,” Bjorn said. 
 
    “Of course. I’ve been your second going into battle, so I’ll be at your side for the next scariest thing,” Bill said. 
 
    “I’m more nervous about this than facing a company of Besquith.” 
 
    Would this change their friendship? Bill shoved the thought aside and hefted his mug. “Valhalla Awaits!” 
 
    “Valhalla Awaits!” chorused Bjorn and most of the hall. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    Bjorn spied a bottle sitting out on the small bar. It was the 18-year-old Isle of Skye Scotch Bill had promised to bring to the wedding reception. Bjorn collected it and plucked the shot glass from the mantle. He sank into a chair at the small dining table. 
 
    The shot glass clinked on the wooden table, and Bjorn broke the seal on the Scotch. He retrieved a file in his pinplants—the data from Bill’s CASPer on Patoka. Gizmo, the Berserkers’ top IT tech, had pulled the data from the black box and sent it to Bjorn this morning. He’d put off viewing it—between his father’s dying message, and everything else going on, it could be throwing fuel on an already raging fire. In Bill’s case, there was no one to get revenge on. Bjorn hadn’t even seen him die; they were on opposite sides of the battlefield in a 200-CASPer melee. 
 
    Worse yet, what if he was to blame? Had his orders gotten his best friend killed? Bjorn sighed, and his eyes lost focus. 
 
    Play loaded file, he ordered his pinplants. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bruin One, Patoka 
 
    Four Weeks Ago 
 
      
 
    We’re going to die, Bill thought. The Berserkers had been in tough fights, but they were outnumbered by troops in next-generation CASPers with their back against an enemy fortification surrounded by a minefield. Bjorn’s tactics couldn’t save them in a standoff fight out in the open. 
 
    “Bruin Actual to all—the Zuul in the outpost have surrendered. Hawkins, take the units marked green and flank north. The remaining units marked orange will swing south with me,” Bjorn called over the general channel. Icons blinked in Bill’s Tri-V display, along with projected movement orders. Sometimes the battlefield intelligence whispering into Bjorn’s brain creeped Bill out, but it let him issue orders at the speed of thought. 
 
    The maneuver would split their forces, but it didn’t solve the problem of the El Espejo Obscuro out-manning them. A set of icons changed to purple. The Casanova Armored Fighting Vehicles sent to assault the outpost roared across the snowy terrain toward the opening gap. The rumblers could pick apart the enemy CASPers—as long as the Berserkers could keep them from reaching the vehicles. Once that happened, the AFVs would be sitting ducks. 
 
    Bill updated his command net to the new units. “Move out! Let’s open a firing lane for the armor.” 
 
    Three platoons of CASPers followed him, lumbering north. They had to keep their distance as long as possible—once the two forces intermingled, the vehicles’ weapons would become useless. Lasers and tungsten MAC rounds flashed between the opposing CASPers, roughly equal numbers falling on both sides. Icons winked out on his command display. At this rate, both sides would die in mutually assured destruction. As if to punctuate the thought, a laser grazed past his ablative shield, scoring the armor protecting his left jumpjet. 
 
    A high-powered vehicle laser speared the black Mk 8 that had shot Bill. The enemy mech fell backward with a glowing hole in its armored canopy. Other Espejo CASPers met similar fates from the Casanova’s first volley. 
 
    The enemy commander must have realized their peril. The black CASPers charged forward, most among the flanking Berserker CASPers, but a contingent raced toward the vehicles. Bill sought the Berserker squads closest to the reversing Casanovas and dispatched them to harass the enemy pursuing the vehicles. 
 
    Bill flashed orders to the squad closest to him to close the void created; otherwise the enemy would have a clear shot at the backs of the moving squads. Bill triggered his jumpjets, and the left thruster sputtering at the apex of his flight caused him to lurch out of the path of a rocket. He throttled the remaining two jumpjets to full before he impacted the snow-covered ground. A small blizzard blossomed as he landed. 
 
    The Casanovas had turned the tide of the battle. Where the Berserkers had been outnumbered by 50%, the forces now stood close to even. Even at the current rate of attrition, though it would leave few Berserkers standing, and the enemy forced the vehicles to retreat while denying them further targets. 
 
    A black form lurched out of the swirling snow. Bill fired his remaining rocket—at this range, the target had no time for countermeasures. The Mk 8 sprawled back when the shaped-charged warhead punched through the hip armor and sheared off a leg. A laser pulse splashed above Bill’s canopy. His comms went offline, along with LIDAR. 
 
    “Bruin One, can anyone read me?” he asked after switching channels. No response. 
 
    He stumbled over a downed Berserker CASPer as he shuffled to his right, trying to find a target, any target. Another laser pulse incandesced against his shield, burning through the ablative coating, and melting the metal beneath. The snow parted, and Bill spotted the enemy, its shoulder-mounted laser tracking him. Bill eyeballed the shot with his MAC—if the laser recharged, it would fry him. 
 
    Crack! Crack! Crack! Two of the three supersonic sabots struck true. The enemy lurched, then crumpled. A chaotic melee swirled around Bill, with gray and black CASPers duking it out. Bill jettisoned his slagged shield and snapped out the molybdenum arm-blade. 
 
    A black CASPer aimed a laser rifle at a fallen gray Berserker mech. Bill lunged forward and lashed out with his blade, cracking the CASPer’s scaled laser. The Espejo spun and fired the weapon. The fractured lasing tube exploded, forcing both mechs back. 
 
    Bill blinked from the spots in front of his eyes. The right side of his Tri-V HUD flickered. Bill turned to bring his good cameras to bear in time to see a black shape eclipse them. Metal shrieked as a CASPer blade punched through Bill’s canopy, arrested only a few centimeters from his belly. Bill instinctively backhanded, his mech’s arm slamming into something. The blade vanished. 
 
    The black CASPer lunged again, thrusting its arm-blade. Bill twisted and grabbed his opponent’s wrist. The Berserkers drilled in hand-to-hand combat in and out of mechs. Despite the nimbler Mk 8, its pilot was unprepared. Bill planted his foot and jerked the seized appendage. The enemy tripped over his leg and fell canopy down in the snow. Bill put a three-round MAC burst into the fallen CASPer’s back. 
 
    He tried another comm circuit. “Can anyone read me?” 
 
    The crash of another mech slamming into his broke the silence. Bill fought the one-ton machine’s momentum and kept his feet. Three metallic digits pushed through the gash in his canopy. The hinges of the canopy creaked. Bill tried to raise his MAC, but his opponent pinned his right arm. Bill leaned his CASPer forward and triggered his jump jets. 
 
    His damaged left thruster exploded, and burning pain seared his back. The fingers disappeared in the tumult of the two war machines tumbling head over heels. Red and yellow indicators blossomed on his status display. The symbols for his power plant and jump jets flashed ominously. 
 
    “Warning! Eject!” flashed across his remaining HUD. 
 
    Bill yanked the yellow handle. Several loud pops resonated, but the canopy remained in place. Bill lurched his CASPer to its feet and grabbed the closest enemy mech in a bear hug. 
 
    Bill stared into the operator camera. “Dammit, Bjorn. You better win this.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    Bjorn sagged in the chair, the wood creaking with his shifting weight. They had won. In numbers, it had been the Berserkers’ second costliest victory under Bjorn’s command. To the depths of Bjorn’s soul, no battle could equal this loss. He’d ordered the Berserkers into a trap, and his best friend had been among those who paid the price for his hubris. 
 
    Bjorn popped out the corked cap and filled the shot glass with Scotch. He set the glass of amber liquid across from him and raised the bottle. 
 
    “The band won’t be the same without you, brother. Second fiddle carries the tune.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Sugar and Spice by Terry Mixon 
 
      
 
      
 
    Betha stood in the customs line and tried to think of anything other than the explosives hidden in her bag or the forged identification in her hand. Bringing explosives was a risk, but she couldn’t carry out her mission without them. 
 
    Leaper—more formally, Great Leaper of the Dark Claw Clan—the Depik assassin training Betha and her sister Stara, had assured her the explosives would pass all but the most stringent of examinations. 
 
    Well, she didn’t have his quintessence cloak to avoid notice, so her worry only grew as she approached the customs agent serving this line of new arrivals to Malka. 
 
    Perhaps this had been a mistake. 
 
    Stara poked her in the back. “Relax.” 
 
     “That’s easy for you to say,” she grumbled over her shoulder. “You’re not carrying—” 
 
    “Don’t use words that might cause anyone to pay more attention to us,” her sister interrupted softly. “Right now, we’re just tourists. We should keep it that way.” 
 
    That was true. Betha was letting her nerves get to her, and she needed to focus on the mission. In many ways, this entire venture was a test to see exactly what they were capable of. 
 
    With so few Depik remaining, the galaxy’s premier assassins were very much on the defensive, though they’d struck back at their enemies with everything they had. Still, their numbers were few, and that meant their companions had to be able to do more. 
 
    At least that’s what Betha thought needed to happen. 
 
    While the Depik were accepting no contracts at the moment, there would come a time when Leaper and the rest needed the extra income they had once brought. Betha intended to be ready to do her part, providing for the clan when that time came. 
 
    The line moved forward jerkily, but she eventually reached the customs desk, and a bored-looking alien who seemed to be half bird—the upper half—and half reptile stared at her with dark purple eyes perched over a hooked beak. 
 
    He was a Malkot, the same species as their target, and the dominant species on Malka. She’d never heard of them before Leaper had sent her and her sister on this trip, but she supposed that wasn’t unusual. The Galactic Union was huge. 
 
    She briefly wondered what the target had done to offend the Depik but then shrugged. It didn’t matter. He had, and now he was going to pay with his life for doing so. 
 
    “Welcome to Malka,” the customs agent said through his translation pendant. “What is the purpose of your visit?” 
 
    “Educational,” Betha said with a smile she didn’t really feel. “My sister and I want to see the sights of your world.” 
 
    “And try the food!” Stara enthused in a far too realistic tone. “That’s the best part of traveling!” 
 
    The pedestrian answers seemed to satisfy the customs agent, and he chirped slightly as he scanned Betha’s ID. “Do you have anything to declare? If not, place your bags on the scanner and walk through the arch to your right.” 
 
    Trying to keep her expression calm, Betha placed her bag on the scanner, stepped through the arch, and waited to see whether or not the scanner began screaming in alarm. Nothing happened for several seconds and then the device sounded a low tone. 
 
    The customs agent gestured for her to take her bag and inclined his head toward Stara. “Your bag and identification, please.” 
 
    Stara smiled at the man, handed him her identification, and placed her bag on the scanner without the slightest indication of concern—since she wasn’t carrying any bombs. 
 
    “Can you recommend any good restaurants?” her sister asked cheerily as she stepped through the arch. “Or perhaps some dishes we should try while we’re here?” 
 
    The question made the customs agent pause for a moment before he made that chirping noise again. “I’m not much for fancy food, but I’ve heard that there are several excellent restaurants serving areas in the center of the city. I’m sure if you ask around wherever you’re staying, someone will be able to direct you. If your metabolism will tolerate it, the lish el vast is a favorite with my people.” 
 
    Once again, the scanner sounded a low tone, and the customs agent inclined his head. “Enjoy your stay on Malka, gentle beings. Next.” 
 
    As soon as they’d gathered their bags, the two of them walked with studied casualness through the remainder of the customs area and out into the larger arrivals and departures zone of the spaceport. 
 
    “Food?” Betha asked as they walked. “That’s the only thing you could think of to ask about? You do realize, whatever they eat here, it’s probably vile, right?” 
 
    Her sister sighed. “You’re too picky. Gtandans have a high density of tastebuds, and so experience a wider range of flavors than most other species can appreciate.” 
 
    “What they tell me is how nasty most food truly is,” she retorted. “Most species are mouth blind.” 
 
    She’d never understood her sister’s desire to eat strange dishes. Stara insisted on trying new things and different spices all the time, and she made her sister sample them as well, no matter how much she resisted. 
 
    While Betha couldn’t escape that kind of nonsense at home, she had no intention of trying some strange alien concoction her sister insisted would be delicious. They had a mission to perform, and they needed to be about it. 
 
    They made their way out of the spaceport without anyone paying them the slightest bit of attention. The exit let them out into an area where taxis waited to take new arrivals to locations within the city itself. 
 
    The driver of the first vehicle in line—another local—put their bags in the trunk, climbed into the driver’s compartment, and turned up some kind of music with a heavy beat and wailing vocals until it threatened the vehicle’s integrity. The only thing saving Betha’s hearing was the safety partition between the two compartments. 
 
    It was immediately apparent that far too many intoxicated people had been transported in the taxi’s confines. People who’d been drunk enough to void the contents of their digestive tracts due to the overconsumption of alcohol and other substances. One of the curses of having an excellent sense of smell was that no terrible odor could escape her. 
 
    She forced herself to ignore the stench and hoped the ride would be a short one. 
 
    While Malka wasn’t the most advanced world they’d visited on their journey, it wasn’t the most primitive, either. The city was large and full of tall and surprisingly elegant buildings. The architecture was pleasing to the eye, and she found herself looking around with more curiosity than she’d expected. 
 
    Her sister’s head was outside the vehicle’s window, her eyes turned upward as she stared at the massive buildings they passed, using high-technology glasses to compensate for her poor eyesight. 
 
    If anyone looked like a tourist, it was her sister. 
 
    She wore a pair of glasses just like her sister’s, but she didn’t like using them. Her brain didn’t like processing visual data from distances like this. She was usually content to let her nose tell her what was going on around her. Keen eyesight seemed…unnatural. 
 
    She silently worried that her sister wasn’t cut out for their new life. They were companions to one of the master assassins that had terrorized the galaxy at their height, back before the Mercenary Guild had virtually exterminated them. 
 
    Now the survivors hid in obscurity, desperately trying to find ways to increase their ability to procreate. Yet that changed nothing of their personalities. Prickly and aloof, they had expectations for their companions, not all of which they vocalized. 
 
    The truth was, her cheerful sister didn’t fit into the new community all that well—not that she could say she did either—and she worried what would happen to Stara if Leaper decided she wasn’t helpful in the manner he needed her to be. 
 
    Or if the other Depik decided they weren’t worthy of being in their midst at all. 
 
    This mission was her sister’s chance to prove she could do the work Betha knew needed to be done. To prove she could be an assassin. Betha had already killed and shown that the work didn’t bother her. Now it was Stara’s turn. 
 
    The clear shield between the compartments and loud music vibrating her whole body made it safe enough to talk about their mission in low tones and generalities, so she poked her sister’s arm to get her attention. “Once we get to the hotel, what do you think the best method of approaching our new friend will be?” 
 
    They’d discussed this very issue multiple times on the way to Malka, but it never hurt to see if any new ideas had occurred to either of them. Killing someone was a dangerous task, and they couldn’t afford to make any mistakes. 
 
    “The diplomatic conference he’s attending lasts a week,” Stara said without taking her eyes off the buildings they were passing. “Access to the meeting areas will be heavily restricted, and his bodyguards will screen everyone who comes into contact with him, as well as guarding his suite, so approaching him directly is going to be problematic. 
 
    “We’re going to have to use the first few days to observe his behavior and find a weakness in his defenses to exploit. Only once we’ve fully mapped out his routine will we be able to find a method to get to him. Rushing is not the answer.” 
 
    Betha snorted—a truly epic sound with her large snout—and shook her head. “We don’t have to get that close to him. I have…my toys. If I need to, I can plant them on the ceiling and activate them after we leave.” 
 
    Betha had used the intelligence Leaper had provided to book the suite directly beneath the target’s. It had taken quite a bit of effort by an unknown third party to get the information on where the target would be staying, but the Depik still had some of the best contacts in the Galactic Union. 
 
    Both fear and money still spoke loudly enough, it seemed. 
 
    Her sister laughed. “That’s a bit over-the-top, even for you. We have to keep collateral damage to a minimum. Better yet, the target needs to pass without anyone knowing he had help, at least for a while.” 
 
    “With my toys? That’s not likely.” 
 
    “And that’s what scouting is for, dear sister,” Stara said with a smirk. “We need to see exactly what the situation looks like and map out all the variables before we come up with a final plan. This is one time where meticulous planning will make your work easier. Stop being so impulsive.” 
 
    Sadly, Betha did have a problem with impulsive behavior. It was a flaw she knew she needed to correct, or she’d be a liability to Leaper. So, as much as it annoyed her, she needed to listen to her sister. 
 
    “Fine. Once we settle into our suite, we can scout out the setup on the floor above ours. Once we know how things are laid out, we can formulate a plan to use as little of my toys as possible, incorporating them into something that might blow up in any case, and see about planting something in his rooms.” 
 
    “Do you really think he’s going to have something explosive right at hand?” Stara asked, pitching her voice even lower as she glanced at the oblivious driver. 
 
    “If he doesn’t, his bodyguards will,” Betha said confidently. “Even if they don’t, something can be left to make it look as if they did. As long as we can make it seem accidental, this will work.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The hotel they pulled up to was even more extravagant than Betha had expected. Two towers of glistening stone rose over them as a uniformed Malkot worked with their driver to get their bags. Betha entered her payment data into the taxi’s terminal, struggling not to stare upward in awe. 
 
    The walk to the expansive check-in desk took a subjective eternity. It was an imposing structure made of wood that sat in a sea of polished stone, behind which three clerks stood dealing with guests. All were Malkots, which wasn’t surprising, considering this was their homeworld. 
 
    Betha started to approach one of them, but he held up a hand, doing something with the computer interface on the desk in front of him. That struck her as rude, and she hoped he had to help clean up some of the mess she left behind once this was all over. 
 
    After about 10 seconds, he looked up and gestured for her to approach. “Welcome to The Rin. How may I assist you today?” 
 
    “We have a reservation under the name Renda,” Stara said before she could speak. Her tone was far nicer than Betha’s would have been. 
 
    The name was fictitious, but there was enough of an identity constructed around it that they could travel without raising any suspicions. Once again, the contacts the Depik had forged over the centuries were proving their worth. 
 
    Even though she wasn’t familiar with the range of expressions possible on the clerk’s face, his posture struck her as somewhat officious as he again consulted his computer interface. 
 
    “I have the reservation right here, but there is a problem. The suite you reserved is no longer available. I’m afraid I’m going to have to move you to alternate accommodations.” 
 
    “We requested that suite months ago, and it was confirmed,” Betha hissed. “We prefer you honor your commitment and give us the suite we reserved.” 
 
    They needed that suite because it was directly below the target’s suite. If push came to shove, she could kill him without ever coming near him. If they were moved elsewhere, that option was off the table. 
 
    “I regret that it’s not possible,” the clerk said, his tone conveying no regret whatsoever. “The suite you reserved is out of service. To compensate you for your trouble, I’ll upgrade you to a better one.” 
 
    Based on the sour tone that came out of the translator pendant, he hadn’t intended to fully compensate them for their trouble. Not that he could in this case. 
 
    “We understand,” Stara said placatingly as she shot Betha a warning glance. “I’m sure whatever you’ve found for us will be perfectly fine.” 
 
    As if he were in a hurry to get rid of them, the clerk gestured for the uniformed local with their bags to come over and handed him two key cards. “Please take our guests to tower two, suite 9A.” 
 
    The bellhop turned and headed for the elevators to the left. Betha knew the target was in tower one; this was an utter disaster. 
 
    Stara dragged Betha away from the desk and after the bellhop. She didn’t release her until they were inside the lift and the doors had closed. 
 
    The bellhop stopped the elevator on their floor and led them to their admittedly large and extravagant suite. He proceeded to show Stara all the suite’s features and accepted an undoubtedly hefty tip before he finally departed. 
 
    Once the door had been closed 10 seconds, Betha howled with rage. “This ruins everything!” 
 
    “Calm down,” her sister said soothingly, rubbing her shoulders. “This will alter our plans, but getting angry isn’t going to fix the problem.” 
 
    “Killing the desk clerk would make me feel better.” 
 
    “Not helpful.” 
 
    Rather than addressing the problem, her sister began exploring the expansive suite. While her sister was making appreciative noises from the bathroom, Betha went out onto the balcony and stared at the tower where the target was staying. 
 
    With the convention in progress, how were they going to explain their presence in the other tower? What if it was locked down in such a way that they couldn’t even gain access? They had some tools to bypass locks and security, but they weren’t experts in their use. 
 
    She was still staring across the gap when her sister came to stand beside her. Stara put her hand on Betha’s shoulder and squeezed gently. 
 
    “This problem isn’t insoluble. We’ve got an entire week to figure out exactly how to approach the target. He’s an important person on this world, so it’s not surprising to find a security cordon around him. 
 
    “That almost certainly explains why the suite below his isn’t available. I suspect the one above is also taken, as are the ones around his suite. After all, it would be too easy to place a bomb otherwise.” 
 
    She pointedly looked at Betha as she said that. 
 
    “That doesn’t make the situation any easier to deal with,” Betha grumbled with a sigh. “We need to conduct a reconnaissance of the other tower to see how difficult it’s going to be to gain access. If it truly is inaccessible, that may make this mission impossible, since his home will be impenetrable to us.” 
 
    Her sister turned to face her. “You do realize that Leaper might have sent you on this mission to teach you patience and caution, right? You’re impulsive, and planning isn’t your strong suit. He almost certainly realized you’d insist on eliminating the target. He also had to realize getting in wouldn’t be nearly as easy as you assumed it would be. 
 
    “The true test here isn’t killing the target, I think. It’s forcing you to realize the limitations we’re going to have because we don’t have quintessence cloaking like the Depik. People are going to see what we’re doing, and we’ll have to come up with ways to convince them we’re supposed to be where we are and doing what we’re doing.” 
 
    Betha sighed again. Her sister was probably right. While Stara might not be temperamentally suited to being a killer, she was a planner. Everything she did was thought out in advance, and the potential pitfalls were explored before they appeared. 
 
    If only the two of them were a single being, they’d make an excellent assassin. As it was, they’d have to learn to work together to accomplish this mission, and that meant she had to actually listen to what her sister was saying and heed her advice. 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled. “We can attempt to access the other tower, and then we’ll go get something to eat. I’m starving, and I’m sure you’ll want to try something awful.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As she’d feared, the tower where the target was staying was off-limits to them based on their card access. The elevator door opened, but it politely informed them they couldn’t go into the residential area because they didn’t have rooms there. 
 
    They might be able to figure a way around the security measures, but that was probably an unacceptable risk. The last thing they could afford to do was get caught. If anyone searched their suite, they’d discover Betha’s explosives, and that would be the end of them. 
 
    She really should explore other methods of killing people. 
 
    They were going to have to reconsider everything. If they couldn’t get at the target in his suite, they’d have to kill him while he was at the conference. It was being held in an underground area of the hotel designed to host such gatherings in comfort and security, so that wouldn’t be easy. 
 
    While she was still thinking, Stara pulled her toward the hotel restaurant on the ground floor. It was large, well-appointed, and luxurious. Unlike the various eateries they’d frequented on the way, only well-dressed sentients served the sparsely populated tables. 
 
    Rather than finding a table for themselves, a quadruped from a race she wasn’t familiar with led them to a table and saw them seated with menus. Thankfully, they were in tablet form, and she could select her own species and language from the choices. She suspected it would also screen the foods offered for things she couldn’t eat. 
 
    That was always a challenge in the Galactic Union. With so many different species commingling, what might be a spice for one being could be a deadly poison for another. 
 
    She quickly selected something from the menu but found no way to actually order it. Apparently, they’d have to wait for the server to return and pass along their desires in person. How inefficient. 
 
    Even though she’d finished selecting her food in short order, her sister was still scrolling through the menu. That made her frown. There weren’t that many dishes available for Gtandans. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” she asked, her tone annoyed. “Just pick something.” 
 
    Her sister quirked an eyebrow at her. “I’m looking through the entrées available to other species. You realize that you aren’t limited to what is considered normal Gtandan fare, right? You can pick anything you like off the menu, as long as it isn’t toxic.” 
 
    “Why would I want to do that? I can barely stand eating some of the things our people consider delicacies.” 
 
    “As the Humans say, you’re a Philistine,” Stara said with a sniff. “If you don’t try anything else, how will you know if you like it? I can select something compatible with our physiology that I think might be more to your taste than some pedestrian dish. If you don’t like it, you can always order something else.” 
 
    Betha considered that for a moment and then shrugged. “Surprise me, but not too much.” 
 
    “I’m your sister. Rest assured that I know your tastes as well as you do. Perhaps even better. The customs agent suggested lish el vast. If I just make a few tweaks, I think it’ll work for us and that you’ll like it.” 
 
    As if summoned by magic, the server reappeared at Stara’s elbow as if he’d teleported in, or as if he’d had a quintessence cloak of his own. Perhaps that was a superpower reserved for the highest echelons of servers. 
 
    “Have you made your selections, gentle beings?” he asked diffidently. 
 
    Stara ordered the lish el vast and an appetizer Betha actually recognized. The server paid close attention when her sister indicated the modifications that needed to be made. Once he’d repeated the order back to her, he wheeled around and headed for the kitchen at a trot. 
 
    “Exactly what changes did you make to the dish?” Betha asked as she took a sip of water. 
 
    “I altered the spices so we can appreciate it more. If it’s prepared correctly, it’s going to be absolutely delicious.” 
 
    Betha grimaced. “And what makes you think it’s going to be prepared well? If the cooking setup is automated, you can rest assured it’s going to mess up a complicated order.” 
 
    Her sister laughed. “A restaurant like this doesn’t use automation. All the chefs will be sentients, and they’ll be experienced in preparing these dishes. Because I’ve made an alteration, that probably means one of the senior chefs will oversee its preparation. That increases our odds of having an exceptional meal.” 
 
    “Somehow, that fills me with dread. If this goes badly, I’m never going to let you forget it.” 
 
    “You never let me forget anything,” her sister said with a chuckle. 
 
    They chatted about inconsequential things until the server returned, bringing the appetizer. It was well prepared, and Betha found herself enjoying the food almost against her will. 
 
    She was finally relaxing when she saw a group of Malkots enter the restaurant. At first, she thought they were businessmen, but the way they all seemed to cluster together set off an alarm in the back of her mind. 
 
    They seemed to be looking at the patrons on the other side of the restaurant with more than passing curiosity. If she didn’t know better, she’d have expected they were there to arrest someone. Perhaps they were with local law enforcement, though; if so, they were very well dressed. 
 
    A hot spark of excitement ran up her spine when another group came in behind them, and in their center, she saw that they were protecting someone. They weren’t police; they were bodyguards. 
 
    And ensconced in the center of the group was their target. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The target is right behind you,” Betha almost hissed at her sister. “He’s right there!” 
 
    For her part, Stara reacted in a more relaxed manner than Betha would’ve expected. She didn’t turn around and look. In fact, she barely acknowledged her sister had spoken. 
 
    “We’re staying in the same hotel, so it’s not unexpected that he might want to eat in the same restaurant as us. Don’t get too excited, or his guards will notice.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll eat here often? Maybe we can arrange to get at him here.” 
 
    Stara shook her head. “Probably not. They’re not going to let him eat at the same place multiple times. This is almost certainly a one-time affair, and an explosion in a public area will guarantee that the authorities will figure out what we look like before we get off Malka.” 
 
    Betha wanted to grind her wide teeth. Her sister was right. It didn’t matter how much she wanted to kill the target. He was just as out of reach as if he’d never come into the restaurant. It was infuriating. 
 
    “We’re sitting less than 30 meters from him,” she grumbled. “I understand that we can’t get to him with explosives, but there has to be something we can do.” 
 
    “Our options are limited,” her sister said in a low tone. “That means we can’t afford to act without thinking. Whatever we decide to do—if we decide to do anything—needs to be done in a manner that ensures there’s no link to us.” 
 
    Betha watched as their server went over to the new party and began taking an order from the target. It didn’t look as if the guards would be eating, though they’d be sitting at the tables around him and drinking water. 
 
    The target was somewhat loud, and she could almost make out what he was saying. Perhaps if he’d been speaking words she was familiar with, they would’ve made sense. 
 
    “If we could get to his meal as it’s being prepared, I could add something lethal to it in just a few seconds,” Stara said slowly. “Something tasteless, so it wouldn’t set him on guard.” 
 
    “And where would we get something like that?” Betha scoffed. “It’s not as if we can order a deadly poison up out of thin air.” 
 
    “I brought something with me,” her sister said matter-of-factly. “It always pays to have a backup plan.” 
 
    Betha stared at her sister with her mouth hanging open. “You what?” 
 
    “Don’t make me punch you. I don’t like the idea of killing someone in a showy way like you, but I’m not going to turn away from our responsibilities. Of course I came prepared.” 
 
    To say Betha was stunned was one of the largest understatements of her short life. The word didn’t do justice to how this rocked her world. Her sister wanted to be an assassin just like her. 
 
    The thought filled her with so much relief and joy she couldn’t put the feelings into words. 
 
    Her sister reached across the table and patted her hand. “You choose to serve the Dark Claw Clan in your way, and I choose mine. You’re a person of action, and I’m someone who fades into the background. Poisons make a much better weapon for someone like me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. I knew you’d support me in carrying out the mission—and I love you for that—but I didn’t expect you’d want to join me in doing the deed.” 
 
    “We’re sisters. No matter what you do, I’m with you.” 
 
    “Sadly, there won’t be time to go back to the room and get the poison before his food is ready,” Betha said. “It was a great idea, but we can’t make it work.” 
 
    Stara reached into her pocket, pulled out a small vial, and set it on the table. “It’s breakable, so I kept it on me. I have an idea, but it’s going to require you to cause a scene. I know you’re not overly dramatic, so this might be a stretch for you.” 
 
    Betha gave her sister a flat stare. “Don’t be insulting.” 
 
    Stara laughed and put the vial back into her pocket. “I need you to complain about the quality of the food and get it sent back to the kitchen. While the chef prepares the dish again, I can slip into the kitchen and dose the target’s food. I’m good at sneaking.” 
 
    Betha wasn’t sure that was a good idea, but she was willing to give it a shot. “Tell me what to say.” 
 
    They finished their appetizer over the next few minutes, and Betha watched the server bring their entrée out with a growing sense of apprehension. 
 
    This was absolutely not the style of attack she’d envisioned. She’d be stretching herself in ways she’d never done before, and it was uncomfortable. 
 
    Direct action was her forte. Poisoning? She’d never have considered that on her own. Food for thought. 
 
    Once their meal was laid out in front of them, she tried the main dish and was shocked at how good it was. Her sister was right. Apparently spices and preparation were everything. 
 
    It caused her almost physical pain to start raging about how badly prepared the food was. The server, for his part, stared at her in something akin to shock as she went down the list of things that were supposedly wrong with the dish, as documented by Stara earlier. 
 
    When Betha finished, she expected him to collect the dishes and leave in a huff, giving her sister a chance to slip into the kitchen after him. He surprised her by gathering the food, pausing, and smiling at her. 
 
    “Our master chef takes pride in seeing that every dish is prepared exactly to the specifications provided by the customer. Since you were displeased with his preparation, he wishes to speak with you personally. Would you care to accompany me into the kitchen so that he can discuss the issue with you in person?” 
 
    He’d obviously used a hidden communicator to pass her complaint on. For one long breath, she considered declining. Not only did she know nothing about food, her sister was the one who was supposed to be poisoning the target’s dish. She was just the distraction. 
 
    Well, she supposed she could best do that by keeping the chef’s eyes on her and letting her sister do whatever she needed to do in the background. 
 
    This was going to be interesting. 
 
    Betha rose imperiously to her feet. “Take me to him.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Unlike the dining room, the kitchen was modern, chaotic, and loud. An incredible array of scents assaulted Betha’s sensitive snout the moment she walked through the door and almost physically stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    There were so many different odors she couldn’t identify a fraction of them. Things cooking, spices in the air, and unidentifiable odors—both good and bad—hinted at either food or seasoning. 
 
    At that moment, she knew cooking was never going to be a hobby she enjoyed. If her sister took it up, she’d have to find somewhere else to be. Not that she suspected many of their companions would be particularly comfortable with a poisoner as their cook. 
 
    There were an improbable number of people doing indescribable things to unknown dishes. Some were cooking, some were chopping, some were cleaning, and others were doing things that defied comprehension, all seemingly calling out to one another with words and phrases that made absolutely no sense to her. 
 
    In the center of the maelstrom stood a K’kng, a furred being about the size of an adult Gtandan, with a long, prehensile tail that was busy moving a small pan from the stove behind him to a thin table. 
 
    The being glanced at her and scowled without slowing his work. His angry expression was far more intimidating than she’d expected, with his razor-sharp teeth, small eyes, and tall ears that twitched and lay flat. 
 
    “You don’t like my food?” he demanded. “You think I cooked it badly? You’re a fool.” 
 
    Finally, someone with an attitude she could deal with. 
 
    Betha put her hands on her hips and glared up at the being. “And you’re incompetent. You obviously over seasoned it, and it was burned as well. Are you incapable of determining the correct temperature to cook something? Is this your first week in the kitchen?” 
 
    Even though the being was utterly alien to her, he was obviously flabbergasted at her verbal assault. His scowl turned into a look of rage, and he beat his chest and howled his defiance back at her at a volume that almost made her flinch. 
 
    Then he hopped around the kitchen, seemingly grabbing cooking implements, knives, and random dishes to hurl against the walls and floor as he raged. Other than dodging the random detritus and sharp objects, no one seemed to pay his tantrum much mind, though they watched the confrontation closely. It was surreal. 
 
    The chef stopped in front of her and seemed as if he wanted to grab her by the throat as he snarled in her face. 
 
    “Add needing a breath mint to your failures,” she added in the same tone she’d used before, sniffing loudly. “And inadequate flossing.” 
 
    Every eye in the kitchen was now firmly on her, so this was the perfect opportunity to make sure she created an opening for her sister to do her magic with the target’s food. 
 
    Betha walked deeper into the kitchen, waving her arms for effect. “Just look at the condition of this place. Do you ever clean in here? Was that an insect I just saw run up the wall? Do I smell mold? 
 
    “Perhaps I should call an inspector to come look at this disaster. Is that what you want? Or maybe you could simply cook my food right the first time. Or go back to school and learn to cook for real.” 
 
    Her outrageous statements earned her another howl from the chef, and the rest of the staff now ducked in self-preservation as he threw larger things. She worried that he’d ruin the target’s food, but he started toward her, so the food was safe for the moment. 
 
    Though she couldn’t spare much attention, Betha saw that her sister had somehow made her way into the kitchen and stood over the unguarded food, pouring her vial into it, and stirring it in with almost profound reverence. 
 
    “You know nothing of cooking!” the chef shouted. “You probably don’t know anything about eating, either. Though you’d make a succulent dish if I were to roast you slowly enough. 
 
    “Maybe that’s what I should do. Take this knife—” he brandished a large blade, “—cut you open, stuff you, and put you into the oven. The Humans have a dish that looks much like you. Perhaps I can find an apple somewhere to put into your mouth.” 
 
    “You’d probably burn that, too,” she sneered. “Where did you get your cooking certificate, anyway? A box of cereal? Was there a toy with it?” 
 
    “Get out!” the chef snarled, hurling the knife to stick in the wall just over the head of another being who had ducked just in time. “I won’t serve the likes of you! Get out!” 
 
    Betha raised her snout into the air and stormed out of the kitchen, noting that her sister scurried through the door just as she turned toward it. Obviously that meant that she’d finished her work. 
 
    She certainly hoped so, as they were about to be unceremoniously thrown out of the restaurant. Possibly the hotel, too. 
 
    By the time she made it back to their table, her sister was looking up at her curiously. No, she was looking at the server who’d followed Betha out of the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m afraid the master chef has decided to eject you from the restaurant,” the ever-polite server said. “I regret that I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” 
 
    “Please forgive my sister,” Stara said apologetically. “She can be somewhat…opinionated.” 
 
     “I’m going to finish my appetizer,” Betha snarled. “If you can’t live with that, call security and have me thrown out. Please. I’d love to make an even bigger scene.” 
 
    She suited action to words by sitting down and making a show of eating more of the appetizer. 
 
    The server seemingly thought about saying something else but instead shrugged slightly before heading back into the kitchen. 
 
    Surprisingly, no one else seemed to be paying them any attention. The kitchen’s soundproofing had to be significantly better than she’d expected, which was to their ultimate benefit. 
 
    She more than half expected security to come for them, but they were able to finish the appetizer without being disturbed. Stara left more than enough to pay for the entire meal—as ordered—with a very generous tip. 
 
    Too generous by far. 
 
    The server brought the target’s meal and served it to him with soft words that were too indistinct to be overheard as they were finishing. The man dug into his plate and took a big bite. His face took on an expression of appreciation before he dug into his food. 
 
    His enjoyment made her angry that she’d had to forgo her meal. 
 
    “And you’re sure he won’t survive this?” Betha asked softly as they stood. 
 
    “Definitely not. He’s already consumed multiple lethal doses.” 
 
    “What about the chef? Please tell me he’ll die slowly if he tasted the food?” 
 
    “Thankfully, no. His species isn’t affected by this poison.” 
 
    Betha grunted in disappointment and sailed toward the exit, her head held high and her snout once again in the air. The target started coughing as they were about to exit, reaching for a glass of water. The water didn’t seem to help, and his hacking got worse. 
 
    Today was a great day. For her. 
 
    The target, on the other hand, was about to have a terminally unpleasant experience. 
 
    “Let’s go out on the town while all this settles itself out,” Betha said as they made their way into the lobby and headed for the main exit. 
 
    She stepped up to the curb outside and waved for a taxi. “Do you think they’re going to blame the chef? Please at least give me that.” 
 
    Stara shrugged. “Maybe. The poison is very subtle. We’ll be long gone before they even realize it was poison, I suspect. The chances of them connecting it to us are slim, even if they do. You were brilliant, and no one saw me tamper with the food.” 
 
    As a taxi pulled up, Betha pulled her sister into a hug. “I’m so proud of you. We make an excellent team.” 
 
    “I get to pick our code name!” her sister declared as they got into the taxi. “We’re Sugar and Spice. I’m the sweet one.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. Leaper is going to be exceptionally pleased with both of us, but you specifically. It seems I was wrong. You’re an assassin, born and bred.” 
 
    “Just like you, sister mine.” 
 
    “Where to?” the taxi driver asked as they climbed inside the taxi. 
 
    “Somewhere with good food,” Betha said. “We’re starving.” 
 
    The taxi pulled away from the hotel just as an ambulance with all its lights and sirens blaring screamed onto the street several blocks away. The two of them turned and watched the chaos erupt behind them, even as they drove away to have a celebratory night on the town. 
 
    Life was good, but death could be even better. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Pour Me 
 
      
 
    Drinking yourself to death is a lot harder than it sounds. For one thing, if you don’t intend to do so at the outset, you might accidentally adapt your body to it before you try in earnest. At that point, unless you’re independently wealthy, credits become a problem.  
 
    I mean, I could’ve asked Mom and Dad to send their daughter more money, but it just didn’t feel right asking them to support what I now call my alcoholic mess phase. Besides, even though small messages are free, I didn’t really have it in me to expend the effort. Furthermore, I was at least two or three jumps from Earth. There would’ve been such a delay between message sent, message received, and reply received that I really didn’t want to bother waiting that long. That argument made sense when I first found myself in that situation. 
 
    The situation, since I can tell you’re dying to know, was that I was stranded on Vega Station. It had a decent enough bar since Vega’s one of those spinning habitat stations. A pile of sad, empty bottles served as my only company. No unit, no job, no credits. Only a few miserable moments of sobriety here and there while I hunted for someone or something to buy me a drink. All too often, I found myself staring wistfully at an empty glass, willing it to refill itself. Thus far, it never had. 
 
    Worse yet, I found I’d run through all the beings who could be convinced to buy me a drink. All the bridges had been burned; all the doors had been closed. I’d finally arrived at rock bottom. Now, some Positive Polly’s out there might think that was a good thing.  
 
    “Sometimes, it’s only when you hit rock bottom,” they’d say, “that you can begin to pick yourself back up.” 
 
    Well, those Positive Polly’s can suck it, because I’d thought it through very extensively, and there didn’t seem to be any way up from where I was. 
 
    So I stared at that empty glass, and my mind slowly drifted off into a deep examination of the poor life choices I’d made to end up where I was. 
 
    Thankfully, salvation arrived before I went too far along that mood-killing path. 
 
    It arrived in the form of an answer to my meager prayers. The poor, lonely translucent chalice suddenly, and quite magically, filled itself with a glorious, beautiful caramel liquid. My bone-dry sinuses detected the sweet smell of whiskey. 
 
    Unfortunately, I glanced to one side and discovered that it had not been magic. The Jeha bartender had poured the delicious liquor at the behest of a Besquith who stood a few feet to my left. Its chest was puffed out, its nose was in the air, and it had bared its lower fangs. The expression was Besquith for smug, victorious, and self-satisfied.  
 
    I’m not one with a weak constitution, mind you, but the sight made me afraid I might spew the contents of my stomach all over him. Though doing so might have been the best way out of my predicament, I wasn’t about to waste what I’d bought with the very last credits I had to my name. 
 
    You see, the look in his eye told me he’d heard the Rumor. The Rumor was a nasty thing that had made it around the Galaxy in recent years and detailed a horrifying act Human women were capable of performing for various alien species. It’s physiologically impossible, to say the least, but that hasn’t stopped the more ruthless species from believing it. Should I ever learn who started the Rumor, I intend to give them the slowest, most painful death I can imagine. I’d had a lot of time to think about it of late. 
 
    “Human female, I have provided you with alcohol,” the Besquith said. “Per Human custom, you will now engage in acts of pleasuring me.” 
 
    Damn it all, but my father’s voice arrived unbidden in my head. 
 
    Daughter, you must always strive to recognize and avoid potentially dangerous situations. 
 
    Stuff it, old man, you do realize I became a merc, right?  
 
    However, in that particular moment, I had to concede there was truth to his words. 
 
    I’m not blaming the victim, I’m just saying, if you walk into a wolf’s den, they’re going to try to eat you. 
 
    Fair enough, Dad. 
 
    I stared at the Besquith with droopy eyes, unsure of the best way to respond. Lucky for me, a cartoon devil appeared on one shoulder and a cartoon angel appeared on the other. They delved into a nice, amicable discussion over the best way to resolve the proposition with the least amount of violence. A short way into the conversation, while the angel tilted its head up and looked thoughtfully into space, the devil kicked the poor thing in the face and won the argument. The devil then told me exactly what to do. 
 
    “Why, yes, that is indeed Human custom, my good…” There was an uncomfortable pause while I tried to remember whether they were canines or something else. Finally, I just skipped over the specifics of his race so I could continue. “…friend. However, that is just the initiation of the ritual. Next, you and I must watch each other consume alcohol. This is how males prove themselves worthy of mating in our culture.” 
 
    The Besquith roared with laughter. “I must drink to prove myself to a Human female!” He turned and raised his arms toward a group of his voyeuristic comrades, who joined him in laughter. 
 
    The revulsion I felt at the implications of what he wanted served to clear my head a great deal. I’m by no means naïve, and I’d had what one might call a xeno-curious phase. So I had more than passing knowledge of which alien parts are compatible with which Human parts. The Rumor went well beyond compatibility, sprinted past abnormality, and tumbled toward lethality. 
 
    Much as it killed me to do so, I switched from drinking to looking like I was drinking. It’s very simple to trick those unaccustomed to Human feminine wiles. You take the shot, hold it in your mouth, and backwash it into your chaser. It is highly important that you make the face. You know the one—the pathetic oh-my-god-that-tastes-horrible-but-I’m-drinking-it-anyway face. Done right, that alone usually sells it. 
 
    Making sure he drank copious amounts while only pretending to drink myself, I set to preparing the battlefield. 
 
    I used Red GenSha as a chaser—that’s what I call that magical energy elixir with the red striped GenSha with wings on the label. I know that’s not its real name, but who can pronounce that? 
 
    “But that does not have alcohol,” my space werewolf suitor said as I ordered the Red GenSha.  
 
    “Well, the whiskey shots make me compliant, but sleepy,” I said. Then, I pointed to the Red GenSha. “These make me energetic. You’ll want that later.” I winked, and I think he understood what that meant. 
 
    During the long, arduous process of setting things up, my mind wandered again to the chain of events that had led me to where I was. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Prodigal Daughter 
 
      
 
    Up until that last damn mission, which I’ll get to, there’s not much to tell. I’m really not that special. Some consider me martial arts royalty, as my parents ran the Laughing Coyote School of Xeno-centric Martial Arts, but I don’t feel that says much about who I am. It does tell you I grew up in Bartertown, which isn’t your average Human upbringing. On the other hand, it isn’t like I was raised in some backwater religious colony. Quite the opposite, now that I think about it.  
 
    Growing up in Bartertown, I got to see a wide range of strange and unusual species and cultures. I learned that Humans, as widely varied as we are, are just one small part of what’s out there. There are infinitely more ways to see things, experience things, and react to things than we Humans have ever come up with. I say with some pride that I’ve read the religious and philosophical texts of dozens of species. Some of them are just plain psychotic, and a good number are woefully naive, but taken together, they give one hell of a perspective on how the galaxy thinks. 
 
    Bartertown also taught me how incredibly brutal the galaxy was. Crime was something you got used to in Bartertown, so much so that each neighborhood formed into something resembling gangs or tiny city-states. Our little community was all merc families. I knew a lot of merc kids, and, all too often, this friend or that lost a parent.  
 
    Then there were the bullies. As the daughter of martial artists, street kids always had to prove they were bigger, badder, and tougher than that girl from the martial arts school. I was too embarrassed to tell my parents, but in my early teens, I stopped taking it. That’s when I started taking my parents’ school seriously. I trained harder and, well, I’m sure you’ve seen that Tri-V. By the time I took my VOWs, I was a champion in the fighting circuits, and bullying was in my distant past. Some agents told me I could be famous and begged me to stay, but the galaxy was calling. 
 
    Most said I should’ve been a CASPer driver based on my fighting skills—in fact, the Bushido Bandits gave me an offer before I’d even taken my VOWs—but those clunky machines felt too slow and made me claustrophobic. It was a bit of a fight to get into a good flight school, and I wasn’t top of my class, but I slogged through and got my dropship pilot certification. Deuces Wild picked me up, and off I went. 
 
    By the time the mission in question went down, I’d flown for the Deuces Wild for several contracts. I’ll be honest, at that time in my life, the concept of months or years had little meaning. Everything was just one job to the next. Don’t die on a mission and get paid. Drink and screw until the next job.  
 
    Not that I was horribly promiscuous, and not that it’s any of your business. You see, I got a Dear Jane letter from the nerdy little love of my life back in Bartertown a few months after I’d joined the Deuces. After that, well, I had physical needs, and I was in a career field with lots of willing participants. There was never any desire to turn anything into a relationship. For one thing, have you met mercs? For another, it’s hard to connect emotionally to someone who might not come back from the next mission. It’s far easier to take care of business and move on. 
 
    The Deuces were a decent-enough outfit to work for. They never took super hazardous jobs and had a large enough roster they could rotate who took the worst details. I had a lot of faith in their ability to handle the business side of things. They scrutinized contracts and always guaranteed passage to and from a job, regardless of the outcome. Death benefits were always a contractual obligation of the user.  
 
    That was what gave me a warm fuzzy about working for the Deuces. I got the impression that as long as us “pointy end of the spear” folks did our jobs, leadership would take care of their end, and things would all be fine. 
 
    I can’t believe I was so naive. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    The Infil 
 
      
 
    The briefing for the mission was no different from most others. We got details on the Dogs of War (the direct translation was Martial Canines, but I wasn’t going to correct intel), a combined arms Zuul company. The enemy, the mission, even the terrain were all pretty boilerplate. From the brief itself, there didn’t seem much reason to be concerned. Except, of course, for the questionable landing zone placement. 
 
    With the gift of hindsight, anyone with half a brain cell should’ve known it was a poor place to put the troops down. At the time, I figured the colonel and his brain trust had reasons for putting it where they did. I know he didn’t want to risk the losses that a HALD entailed, plus he wanted to keep the CASPers and the infantry together from the start. It was also, in theory, geographically removed enough from the known enemy positions that they would have time to form up and move to better cover. Even when you consider all that, it still felt like they’d put the LZ a little too far out on the open plains. However, seeing as I was just a dropship pilot, it didn’t seem like my place to argue the point. 
 
    My copilot, a fresh-faced kid named Tuan Nguyen, helped me preflight our Bullpup dropship. I say “fresh-faced” because he had that eager, excited attitude most newbies have. He wasn’t much younger than me, but I had a year and a half more time as a merc, and a dozen more combat drops by then. That sort of experience makes a world of difference. The loadmasters, Camacho and Smitty, piled in the CASPers and infantry. Preflight complete and passengers secure, we were ready to go. 
 
    The Bullpup was our unit’s name for an older Bakulu design that’d been refitted to accommodate Human pilots. The cargo compartment had been reworked as well, so we could carry CASPers, vehicles, and infantry in a variety of combinations. It handled okay—by which I mean it wasn’t a pig, but it wasn’t exactly a fighter either. Decent countermeasures, but no offensive weaponry at all. We had one job: put the troops on target, on time. Then we’d get the hell out. We weren’t assigned our own dropships, which meant I didn’t have my name on it like in the Tri-V’s. On that particular day, I had tail number 6709. She was a reliable one, and I was happy to have her. 
 
    When we received the go call, we kicked out from the Deuces Wild transport ship, the Wildcard. I flew as the dash two of the four ships going down to the LZ. The infil was unopposed, which was a nice switch from our usual flak-fest. I got that uneasy feeling one gets when things are going too well. 
 
    We roared in fast and kicked up a lot of dust, but we landed soft. The ramp locked into place a second after touch down. My copilot and I went straight into flipping switches and setting things up for departure. It was a textbook training scenario offload, as it should be when you’re not getting shot at. CASPers raced out and formed a perimeter. Infantry followed. Dash four offloaded several light skiffs to move the infantry. 
 
    “Offload complete, ramp coming up,” said Camacho, my senior loadmaster. He was a diminutive Pacific Islander who was built like a brick wall. He was big into weightlifting, and he never skipped leg day. 
 
    Per the checklist and our training, we closed up the ramps as soon as the last person, CASPer, or vehicle stepped off. I flipped a few final switches and reset my nav system for the departure. 
 
    “Two’s ready,” I said for the lead dropship’s benefit.  
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    The formation was ready to depart. Ground controllers gave us thumbs-up to indicate our burners were clear. Lead lifted off to the front and right of my ship. I put in power to lift off and eased the throttles to gain forward velocity, careful not to blast those we were leaving behind.  
 
    In moments, the formation was in the air and burning toward the designated loiter site, as ordered. It was only a few dozen klicks away, but well clear of any threats. 
 
    We weren’t 10 minutes out before things went to hell on the ground. As I said, I was concerned being out there on the plains would make them sitting ducks for tanks, artillery, and air assets. Intel had been convinced our Zuul antagonists had tanks but nothing else. They’d even discounted the effectiveness of any indirect fire those tanks could lay down. As the Zuul clearly knew their territory, the accuracy went well beyond what the pointy-headed intel folks had expected. Worse yet, they missed that the Zuul had subcontracted SleSha close air support. Our guys hadn’t exactly been put down straight into an ambush, but the result was the same. Tanks popped up a lot closer than intel expected. We’d unwittingly put them in a Zuul kill zone. 
 
    As our guys raced to get to their planned defensive position, indirect fire rained down on them. Before that let up, flyers burned in low to dump rockets, bombs, and lasers into our massed forces. I wasn’t required to have the primary ground frequency pulled up, but I always did. Some of what happened I pieced together from the radio calls. The rest I got from the after-action report when all was said and done. 
 
    Our guys returned fire on the flyers as best they could, and even took a couple down. However, the whole group stopped to do so while the flyers made several passes. They should’ve kept moving. It’s pretty clear now that delay cost them a great deal.  
 
    The hills, which our intel said were unoccupied, were defended by a sizable contingent of concealed Zuul infantry. Intel’s still not sure how they missed that. When the flyers broke off and the Deuces made a play for the hills, the unexpected infantry stopped them in their tracks again. 
 
    The Zuul tanks rolled up while the Deuces were hunkered down. As a result, our guys found themselves facing a wall of tanks on the open plains and not in the hills, where they should’ve been. The Zuul indirect fire created a wall between our guys and the hills. Then, the tanks closed that avenue off entirely. 
 
    While we sat on the ground as useless as a Thai massage on a MinSha, the radios were overcome with screams, requests for support, and demands for extraction. 
 
    “Deuces Six, request permission to exfil our forces,” I said over the command net. 
 
    “Dammit, Two, that’s my job not yours!” Lead said on the intership frequency. “If Six wants them extracted, he’ll direct it. Don’t gum things up making stupid requests.” 
 
    I double clicked the mic in response. After the admonishment, I’m sure he was expecting an apology or a “yes, sir” or something, but I sure as hell wasn’t giving that bastard the satisfaction. 
 
    “Negative, Wings, RTB this time,” the colonel said. “Intel really screwed it up on this one. We can’t risk those dropships in the current threat environment. We’ll reassess and determine our options after you’re back on board.” 
 
    “Copy, Six.” 
 
    The response lingered in silence through our formation for a few long, uncomfortable moments. 
 
    “Everyone got that?” Lead asked. 
 
    I told you they were stuck out in open plains, sitting ducks for everything the Zuul had to throw at them. The Deuces had nowhere to go. They’d be chewed up well before our birds refueled and our boss came up with a new plan. I also knew this particular Zuul merc company was the “leave no survivors” kind of unit. By refusing to go back and extract them, our leadership had just written all of them off. 
 
    “Three copies.” The fact that three responded before I did meant I’d delayed too long.  
 
    “Four copies.” 
 
    “Two?” Lead asked. “Do. You. Copy?” 
 
    No, I was not in an actual relationship with anyone down there. Yes, I considered more than a few my friends. No, I didn’t think they should die because the colonel didn’t want to have to buy more dropships. 
 
    Moreover, I wasn’t planning to get shot down.  
 
    I lifted off with the rest of the formation, knowing after a few thousand feet they’d commit to the burn for orbit. As they separated and lit up for a hard burn, I banked a touch left until I was clear of the formation. Then I rolled the ship over, cut the engines, and let her drop like a rock. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    The Exfil 
 
      
 
    “Two? Two! Lieutenant!” Lead called. 
 
    I punched the intership radio off. 
 
    “Ma’am?” Nguyen said. He was white as a sheet. “You sure about this?”  
 
    I locked eyes with him and tried to find the words, but they didn’t come to me. I was still trying to explain it to myself. 
 
    “Ma’am, do we have the fuel for this?” he asked. 
 
    “You tell me…and the answer is yes, but figure it out,” I answered. “Plan it with maximum payload.” 
 
    The copilot nodded and went head-down to tap away at the flight computer. 
 
    I made small inputs, trying to conserve fuel as much as possible on the way down, while still orienting the ship in the general direction of our forces. 
 
    “Loads, be ready to pick up as many CASPers and infantry as we can fit.” 
 
    “Lieutenant, you turn that ship around or—” It was the colonel’s voice. 
 
    I punched the command net off. The primary ground frequency, however, was still up. 
 
    “Deuces Actual, Bullpup Two. We’re inbound for exfil. Request location and suitable LZ.” 
 
    I know the colonel was listening, but he didn’t intrude on this frequency. I guess he didn’t want the troops to hear him order me off. 
 
    “Thank all that’s holy, Bullpup Two. Six isn’t even responding. Is it just you?” 
 
    “Affirm. We’ll have to cram in whoever we can.” 
 
    “At the rate we’re going, we may all fit by the time you get here. ETA?” 
 
    “Seven minutes.” It was an educated guess. To my copilot I said, “Forget fuel for a second and get me navigation back to our old LZ. That’ll be good enough for now.” 
 
    “I just loaded it, had to get a good fuel calculation. You can follow the route. As for fuel…” 
 
    “Just don’t say it’ll be tight, okay, I hate that expression.” 
 
    “Um, okay…fuel will be critical?” 
 
    “That’s not any better, but explain.” 
 
    “If you plan to keep us throttled back for maximum range, we’ll have about a minute of loiter time before we can’t make the Wildcard anymore. If we burn much more, we won’t be able to reach orbit.” 
 
    “Set me a Bingo so I know when we must head for space. Give it a little buffer, but not much.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He gave the flight computer another tap. “It’s set. Ma’am…why is it just us?” 
 
    I sighed, bit my lip, and glanced over at him. “Look, they’re not going to survive if we leave them there while the boss tries to work out the best course of action.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Boss said—” 
 
    “I’m pretty damn sure.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, why isn’t anyone coming to join us? Why are we the only ones disobeying orders to do this?” 
 
    “Well…it’s a hard thing to do. There’s all kinds of reasons not to. The other three ships are either afraid of the boss, afraid of the tanks and flyers, or both. It’s just easier to follow orders and blame someone else. ‘There’s nothing we coulda done,’ they’ll say.” 
 
    “But you’re not afraid?” 
 
    “Oh hell yeah, I’m afraid, but I’m a lot more afraid of having to live with myself afterward, knowing they died and I didn’t do anything about it.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    I let go of a deep breath and looked over at him again. “I’m sorry I’ve dragged you into it.” 
 
    “Don’t be. Let’s go pick up whoever we can.” 
 
    I smiled and redirected my attention to my altitude as it counted down. 
 
    “Bullpup Two, Deuces Actual. Got location for a pickup site, sending now by data. Please hurry the hell up.” 
 
    “Data received,” Nguyen said. To me, he said, “Plugging it in, updating your navigation.” 
 
    I checked the navigation data. “ETA 4 Mikes plus 20,” I told Deuces Actual. “Latest on flyers?” 
 
    “Haven’t seen them for a bit. Let’s hope they’re recycling.” 
 
    “Let’s,” I answered. 
 
    As the ground rushed up toward us, I lit a low burn to catch our descent. I leveled the ship a dozen meters up and jammed in the thrusters to rocket across the plains as low as I could handle. Though we trained for it in simulations, we seldom employed the tactic. It was usually better to drop straight into the LZ. I was hoping I’d stay unnoticed until we were too close to stop. 
 
    There was a lot of hope riding on my plan. A lot more than I preferred. 
 
    Grass, rocks, and some strange looking herbivores passed below us in a dizzying blur. 
 
    “Loads, we set up back there?” I asked. 
 
    “Well as can be,” Camacho replied.  
 
    “Make sure everyone suits up first thing, okay? Strong chance we’ll take some hits.” 
 
    “All over it, ma’am. We’ll be ready.” 
 
    I heard a distant shout off headset—probably Camacho shouting at Smitty to prep suits. 
 
    In the distance, tendrils of smoke reached up to the sky across the horizon. Flashes of laser and explosions became more frequent as we got closer to the fighting. Dots resolved into CASPers, and smaller dots, the infantry, became visible. Compared to the numbers we’d dropped off, there weren’t many. 
 
    They’d fanned out in a defensive arc, and the Zuul tanks were formed into their own arc in kind. It looked like the Zuul were happy enough to stand off and dump ordnance on our guys. 
 
    “Bullpup Two, ah, Deuces Actual, dammit!” In the background of his radio, sounds of laser and MAC fire were loud and constant. “Uh, we’re further southwest of what I passed. They’re full court press, and we can’t pull back fast enough.” 
 
    “Copy, we’ll make it work.” 
 
    “I’ll try to plug something in for you, ma’am,” Nguyen said. 
 
    “Don’t bother, I’ll eyeball it.” 
 
    “You sure?” he asked with heavy doubt in his voice. 
 
    “Loads, brace yourselves,” I said. I cut the forward thrust, watched the forces grow large in my screen, and judged my turn. On instinct, I yanked hard to the left to reverse my heading and eased in the lift thrusters to cushion my descent. “Loads, open up!” 
 
    Halfway around the turn, a loud pop sounded off to my right, followed by a loud rush of wind. With most of my brain focused on easing the ship down for the pickup, I took a quick glance. We’d sprung a big hole in the canopy on that side.  
 
    “Co, make sure we seal up the flight deck so they can stay pressurized back there. Then double check your suit.” 
 
    No response. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw he was slumped forward. 
 
    I countered all the yaw just before the ship touched down. I killed all thrust. The Bullpup slammed harder against the ground than I liked, but then settled. Everything went still and silent. 
 
    “Cleared onload,” I told the loads. I looked right to see why my copilot hadn’t answered. I gasped and my blood turned to ice. 
 
    He’d taken whatever round had punched through the canopy. There was a bloody, charred pulp where his chest had been. Lieutenant Tuan Nguyen was the first casualty of my decision to disobey orders and get our guys out. 
 
    “Co’s dead,” I said to the loads.  
 
    “What?” Smitty said. I heard the strain in his voice. 
 
    “Copy,” Camacho said in a calmer tone. 
 
    “I’m sealing up the flight deck so you guys can pressurize,” I said. I pushed the copilot out of my head and focused. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Stacking them like cordwood, but we just about got everyone,” Camacho said.  
 
    “Everyone?” I asked. Three of the Bullpups had dropped off 10 CASPers and 24 infantry each. The fourth had offloaded the skiffs, but we obviously weren’t trying to take any of those. 
 
    “Yeah, everyone. And that’s it. Onload complete, ramp’s up, you’re cleared to lift off.” 
 
    The moment he’d said the ramp was up, I’d fed in the lift thrusters. Considering we’d just picked up everything the Zuul tanks were shooting at, we’d become the only target. I didn’t want to linger. 
 
    Clods of dirt flew up as Zuul shells smacked into the ground around us. I heard shrapnel rattle the sides of the dropship but didn’t get any malfunction alerts. As soon as I was a few meters off the ground, I jammed in the forward thrusters and accelerated away as hard as I could. 
 
    “Keep it easy if you can, we’re still strapping people down back here,” Camacho said. 
 
    “Doing my best,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’ll take a head count when you’ve got the time. Make sure you get the infantry suits to the max extent, breathers beyond that. There’s a strong chance we’ll take some hits on the way out.” 
 
    Prophetic as ever, the ship shuddered and juked sideways. A dozen malfunctions populated on the systems display. Thankfully, they were all advisory. None were critical, and I assessed we could still make orbit. 
 
    My threat sensors lit up. Three of the SleSha flyers were tracking on us. 
 
    “We got 12 CASPers and 35 leg infantry,” Camacho said. 
 
    “Did Smitty double check that?” In our line of work, it was best not to trust anything until someone else verified it. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, count’s good,” Smitty said. “Pilot, can you porpoise? I can’t get the ramp closed.” 
 
    Being an older design, the dropships were warped in various places from the stresses they’d endured. One common problem was warped ramp struts, which could keep it from closing. That’d be a problem when we cleared the atmosphere. It had a standard mechanical fix where the pilot would yank the controls up and down until it closed. Under normal conditions, this would happen immediately after takeoff and was easily remedied. Once closed, the locks would engage, the seal would be verified, and there’d be no more problem.  
 
    I climbed up a little to get room to maneuver and then porpoised as hard and abruptly as I could. 
 
    “Well, that got the ramp closed, but it tossed our passengers all over the place,” Camacho said. “We’re doing our best to get them suited and strapped. How much time we got?”  
 
    Let me take a moment to explain that the Tri-V’s get it all wrong. They make it look like infantry always wear these armored suits that are equally effective in space or atmosphere. Those suits exist, but they suck to all hell to fight in on the ground. For atmosphere missions, infantry wear armor and uniforms that won’t fill up with sweat the moment they touch down. For transit, we have puffy, frumpy emergency exposure suits they can don to protect themselves from the elements. For infils, they rip those things off as soon as we hit the atmosphere. This is important, because it means that on the way back up, they have to put them back on. They’re trained to throw them on in less than two minutes, but that doesn’t account for them being in a big mess from the infil, nor does it account for a ship that’s jinking all over the place trying not to get shot down. 
 
    And I was jinking our ship all over the place trying not to get shot down. Moreover, my loadmasters had been delayed getting the suits distributed because of the problem with the ramp and the over-crowded conditions. We also didn’t have quite enough suits. 
 
    It’s hard to maneuver too much when you’re nap-of-the-Earth. If you overbank just a little, you hit the ground. Underbank without holding the nose down, and you climb up where you’re an easier target. I did what I could to complicate the flyers’ firing solutions and ran, but I also had to keep an eye on fuel. I didn’t have far to go before I’d have to make for orbit, per my late copilot’s calculations. 
 
    I was outpacing them, thank the goddess. Right about the time I hit my Bingo and had to pull hard up to climb for everything I was worth, they each popped off a missile in my direction and broke off their pursuit. I later learned I hadn’t picked up everybody, so I assume they were called back to hunt down stragglers. 
 
    Countermeasures beat one missile and the combination of countermeasures and maneuvering beat the second. The third got close enough that its proximity frag rattled the Bullpup pretty badly. The dropship kicked sideways and bounced hard enough to throw my dead copilot’s head up for a few seconds.  
 
    Another set of advisories populated in my feed, one of which indicated a damaged thruster. Flipping through the data feeds, I verified we still had enough power to escape the planet’s gravity. Pressurization held, which was my biggest concern.  
 
    “Two minutes ‘til we break orbit, guys, how’s it coming?” 
 
    “Doing our best, ma’am, stop asking,” Camacho said. 
 
    I stopped asking and worked on the navigation back to the Wildcard. We still had the thrust to make orbit, but with the fuel I had left, we wouldn’t have the Delta V to catch the Wildcard. The best I could do was set a trajectory toward it and hope they’d slow down for me. 
 
    The glow of the atmosphere faded, and darkness grew in front of me. I always thought of it as a beautiful sight for a variety of reasons. It meant that we’d left the battlefield and fulfilled another contract. Money and celebration would be forthcoming. On this particular day, it meant we’d escaped the battlefield, but there wouldn’t be any money. There might be celebrating among the survivors, but I wasn’t sure what sort of greeting I’d get, seeing as I’d disobeyed orders and all.  
 
    The scene itself was also just gorgeous on its own merits. However, on that day, I didn’t think about that at all. Part of my attention was stolen by the air on the flight deck getting sucked out through the hole in the canopy, along with a blood trail from my copilot. 
 
    After that, my sole concern was whether everyone was suited, and the pressurization would hold. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    About a minute after we broke out of the atmosphere, there was a loud bang from the back, and the Bullpup shuddered violently. It settled quickly, but then a warning flashed up on the newly frosted display that the ramp was open. 
 
    “Camacho, what happened? Everyone okay back there?” I don’t know why I asked it that way. I knew the answer. 
 
    “Ramp’s gone, ma’am, and quite a few with it,” he answered. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Smitty said. Then he repeated it. He said it over and over again in a steady rhythm, but every time he said it, his voice jumped. I could only imagine him scanning around the cargo compartment, discovering progressively worse horrors.  
 
    “Smitty,” I said in a soft, consoling voice. “I need you to focus on the ones who are still alive. Find someone who’s still breathing, someone who needs help, and do what you can to help them. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Oh my god,” he said again, this time slow and contemplative. 
 
    “Smitty! Snap the fuck out of it and tend to the survivors!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” 
 
    “Camacho, you good?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He didn’t sound all that good, but he wasn’t as spooked as Smitty. “We lost some CASPers, but we still got a handful, and those are fine. Well, two aren’t, but…well, you’ll see. Got 10 or so passengers still alive back here. One’s venting. Smitty, you patch him up. There’re some…meat popsicles. You want me to cut them loose, or should we bring them back so they can get funerals?” 
 
    It took me a long time to force my mouth to answer. At least, I think it did. Time didn’t really make sense right then. Nothing did. 
 
    “Uh…keep them. I guess. Funerals…yeah.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Gone 
 
      
 
    The colonel allowed the Wildcard to slow enough for us to catch it and dock. He did not, however, route us back to pick up the surviving CASPers who’d dumped out of my hold. They probably survived for hours out there, just floating in the black. I’ve spent a lot of time envisioning what that would be like. Is it better or worse than the way the others went? Less painful, sure, but you’d have all that time to think about it. All that time to see death wandering up to you, as casual as a bird sitting on your windowsill. 
 
    I eased us into the landing bay of the Wildcard, maneuvering with my last little bit of juice. Once we set down inside and got secured, I watched the bay doors close as if it was the last time I’d ever see a sunset. It was one thing when I was trying to save the remnants of our ground forces. It was another thing entirely now that I’d killed most of them. It’s hard to know how long I sat in that seat after I powered down.  
 
    The Wildcard resumed acceleration while I sat there. A maintenance technician found his way into the flight deck and discovered Nguyen before I unbuckled. The colonel was right there behind him, shouting obscenities and what I assume were threats and reprimands. I didn’t hear anything he said. 
 
    I stumbled through my hatch to take in the scene in the cargo compartment. Lifeless, swollen, half-suited figures laid in lumps all over the floor. Each one with blood-red eyes, sickly gray skin, and white frosted tips on noses, ears, and fingers. There was a mottled purple all over their mouths and tongues, with a deeper purple under the eyes. My mind kind of detached from it by imagining them as a collection of mannequins that had been painted funny colors for some kind of horror display. 
 
    The stench…even with my cast iron stomach, I wanted to retch. With atmosphere returned, there was a combination of voided bowels, vomit from both the living and the dead, and goddess knows what other gases lingering in the Bullpup’s cargo hold. I pulled my flight suit collar up over my mouth and nose, but it didn’t help much.  
 
    Pale-faced survivors were being escorted away. They’d been strapped down and watched friends and comrades die next to them. Camacho stepped lightly next to me, his eyes distant. 
 
    “I thought the CASPers would be able to handle themselves, but I guess we didn’t get them all secured. The explosive decompression carried a bunch out. Some of the unsecured ones took some secured ones with them. There were a few unintentional weapons discharges on the way out. I’m guessing they freaked out as they went. That’s what killed those two.” He pointed to a pair of CASPers. One had a hole torn through its center from what was probably a MAC round. The other had a laser burn through the canopy where the driver’s head would have been. Camacho continued, though I wish he hadn’t. “Should’ve been safed up, but I didn’t have time to ask. Some of the infantry weren’t suited up yet, obviously. And a few who were suited up weren’t strapped in because they were helping others. Some of the unsuited grabbed onto straps or handholds and…just…I can’t even describe it.” 
 
    He pointed as he spoke, but it was too much for me. The last thing I saw as I walked out was Smitty, curled up into a ball, rocking back and forth with tears streaming from his eyes. I found out sometime later that Smitty shot himself that night. That’s on me, too—I shouldn’t have left him alone after all that. 
 
    I wandered out of the landing bay, and, even though the ship was under a G of acceleration, it felt like I floated back to my quarters. The only times I left were when I was carried out to stand before the colonel and his team of sycophants. All in all, I learned that out of the dozen CASPers we picked up, we saved three. Out of 35 infantry, we saved 14. 
 
    They blamed each and every death on me, even the ones they left floating out there in the black. I know there’s a good deal of truth to that, but it’s also true that all of them would’ve died without me. I didn’t bother raising that defense, though. It didn’t seem like I’d ever get any praise for saving any of them. Nor did I want any. In the end, I didn’t speak at all. 
 
    They terminated my employment, of course, and read the scathing report they’d written on me. My future as a merc was burned to ash and stomped into the mud. They must have thought I was catatonic, because, before I left, they openly discussed that the contract stipulated the user would cover the death benefits and insurance would recoup most of the cost of the lost CASPers. It seems the only loss they couldn’t have recouped was that of the dropships, which was why I suppose they didn’t want to send them. CASPers and people you can write off, but dropships are expensive. 
 
    The other pilots wouldn’t even make eye contact with me the day they dropped me off at Vega Station. Who knows if that was guilt or shame, or maybe they’d even swallowed the party line and blamed me for all of it.  
 
    Seventeen people gathered in the halls to thank me and salute me as I walked off the Wildcard for the very last time. I nodded absently at them without making eye contact. I felt I should have given at least a smile in appreciation, but I just couldn’t. 
 
    On Vega Station, I got a cheap ass room, more like a custodial closet, where I dumped my stuff. Then I staggered to the bar, climbed into a bottle, and lived there until a Besquith wandered up and decided to verify the truth of the Rumor. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Fight 
 
      
 
    With the floor behind me slick with liquor and a few bottles and cans strewn around, I felt the battle space was pretty well prepared. Not a moment too soon, because at that moment, he got handsy. Clawsy, rather. 
 
    “I should have told you,” he said as he wrapped his claws around my ass, so tight that the tips curled into the space between, “Besquith don’t get drunk. We process alcohol so well that we never get inebriated. So if that’s your intent, you’ve made an error.” 
 
    I smiled a sweet, disarming smile while placing my right hand on his chest. My left hand slid over the top of his. Priority one was getting those damn claws out of my crack. 
 
    “As I said, it’s all just part of the process. Truth be told, I was just stalling until I was ready.” 
 
    The fingers of my left hand danced around his claws until I settled on the middle one. His gums peeled back, exposing that horrible, fang-filled mouth straight out of a horror story. 
 
    “And are you ready now?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    I grabbed that middle claw in a death grip and wrenched it with all the strength I could muster, tearing the paw away from my ass and outward as my arm came straight up like I was extending a wing. Though I had brief control of that arm, he didn’t react much to the pain. With a roar, he swiped at me with his other arm. If I hadn’t been ready for it, that one swipe would’ve ended me.  
 
    Instead, I spun under his right arm, swapped the claw from my left to my right hand, and threw my weight into his elbow. He didn’t budge, though it did keep the other arm from rending my belly open. 
 
    With a tug of my foot, I dragged my barstool closer. When he ripped his arm from my grip and turned to face me, the placement of the barstool forced him to step into the pool of alcohol—where I’d also left some bottles on their sides. I couldn’t have planned that part any better. The leg flew straight out as a bottle slipped on the liquid, and the foot slid on the bottle.  
 
    With beautiful timing, if I do say so myself, I buckled his other knee with my best stomp kick. As he went down, I gave him a touch of guidance with a hand on his closest shoulder. The back of his head cracked hard against the bar. I heard a collective gasp from the other patrons.  
 
    Before he had time to consider getting his feet under him, I grabbed the barstool and spun it overhead to smash down onto his face. It splintered apart, leaving one long stick in my hands. Which was weird—it’s not too often you find wooden barstools in a space station bar. I’d never really considered it until that moment. 
 
    His group of buddies, over at their table, stared with their jaws hanging open. I’ve never seen Besquith look that completely dumbfounded. I wish I could have gotten a picture of the looks for posterity, but I didn’t have time to take a picture just then. 
 
    The bastard was dazed, but not out. My hope for a quick victory evaporated as fast as if it’d been blown out an airlock. After I broke the barstool across his face and paused to notice his awestruck buddies, he kicked me hard in the gut and sent me flying across the room, where I crumpled to the floor.  
 
    We collected ourselves and stood staring at each other for half a second. He bared his teeth, and one of his buddies laughed. I was back in his world, as far as they knew. 
 
    If you’ve never had an angry Besquith charge you while you held nothing but a broken barstool leg, you should really try it. It’s quite the rush. Better than any of the drugs I’d tried while I was on Vega Station. 
 
    His claws reached out for me with fury. It was a good thing he was slowed by the blows to his head. I danced outside his reach until I found a good moment. Then I ducked his arm, swatting it with the barstool leg, and climbed up his back to squeeze the wooden bar against his neck. 
 
    On a Human, that’ll cut off air or blood flow, depending on how you do it. That’s not a thing with Besquith. Those necks are thick as oak trees. I knew that, and my mom would be pissed to know I tried it, but I didn’t have any better ideas. I was hoping he would get frustrated and try to back into the bar to crush me. That’s exactly what he did. 
 
    My would-be rapist staggered backward and tried to scratch at my arms. I shifted left and right to keep the claws from getting me. When we hit the bar, I pulled my legs up so I could crouch on top of it. One of my empty Red GenSha cans sat within reach, so I wrapped my legs around his chest and released my neck hold. I grabbed one of the cans and pounded it into his eyes. When he brought his arms up to defend his face, I jabbed the stick as hard as I could into the soft spot in his left armpit. As the left arm dropped to protect the soft spot, I switched the stick and the can in my hands and repeated the maneuver on the other side.  
 
    He straightened, and I let go completely to stay on the bar. I dropped the can and the stick. He spun around blindly and flailed his arms. I was ready. Lucky for me, one of his feet hit another of the bottles I’d left scattered on the floor. As some ancient Roman said: “Luck is what happens when preparation meets opportunity.” Then again, that guy was forced to kill himself. 
 
    I leapt over the Besquith’s lead arm as he swung. The leg went out from under him. I grabbed hold of his head. 
 
    I dredged up every ounce of pain, anger, and misery from my life: the orphans and bullies of Bartertown, the nerdy little love of my life who dumped me, the troops who died on the plains that day, the CASPers left floating in space, the poor bastards who got the air sucked out of their lungs just before they froze, Nguyen and Smitty, that fat fuck colonel who fired me for having a heart…and that worthless bastard who started the Rumor. With a primal scream, I poured every bit of it into slamming the beast’s head into the bar. The crack resounded through the entire establishment. The Besquith slumped and rolled back until he was laid out on the floor. Out like a light. 
 
    Everything went silent, and everyone froze.  
 
    As I caught my breath, I made the mistake of making eye contact with the remaining Besquith. They rose in slow motion and generated a low, collective growl that in another setting would’ve made a great musical recording. 
 
    I was 99.9% percent certain I was about to die. 
 
    To make my day even more unusual, they didn’t advance from their table. Their attention darted to a new arrival. A large, hairless man had just walked in. Crow’s feet betrayed decades of life experience. I’d never seen him before, which was strange, because Vega Station is not that big a place, and there aren’t too many Humans. Plus, there’s just the one bar, if I hadn’t mentioned it already. 
 
    He held up a single finger in silent warning to the Besquith.  
 
    I swear to the goddess, may she deprive me of all Earthly pleasures should I be lying, but the man stared down a table full of Besquith. 
 
    I realize I’d just beaten one hand-to-hand, but that’s different. I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to work out how he did that.  
 
    The man strolled up, offered me his hand, and helped me off the bar. 
 
    “I thought I might find you here,” he said. “Mind if we have a chat?” 
 
    “And you are?” Though mystified, I was still 100% defensive. I’d be damned if I’d just kicked a Besquith’s ass only to be lured off to some worse fate by an old, bald guy. 
 
    “Sorry, you’re right,” he said. “My name is Bull. Can I call you Archie?” 
 
    No one had called me that since I’d left my parents’ school. 
 
    “Uh, sure?” I said. The words came out on their own. The whole thing was too unexpected, and my blood was still up too much to think straight. His use of my childhood name, paired with his calm yet overpowering voice, broke through all my defenses. 
 
    He guided me out of the bar and, despite my better judgment—who am I kidding? I had no better judgment at that time in my life. Anyway, I went with him. 
 
    “I’ve had my eye on you,” he said. It was too ludicrous a statement to question, so I didn’t. “I run a…different kind of outfit than the ones you’ve worked with previously. Cutting to the chase, after this little display here, you seem exactly the sort of person I’m looking for. Would you like a job?” 
 
    Who the hell is this guy? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Yeah,” the Lyon said with a nod. “That’s it right there.” 
 
    “I don’t know, boss,” Lieutenant Alex Cardinal replied. His face looked as skeptical as his voice sounded. Perhaps more. “It’s going to take an awful lot to upgrade that building, and the neighborhood—” 
 
    “Is perfect,” the Lyon finished. He surveyed the building. Cardinal was right—the dilapidated building was pretty awful, and the neighborhood just outside the startown in southwestern Houston was pretty horrible—but the Lyon could see the facility as it would be, not what it currently was. 
 
    The rundown strip mall gave every indication of having been abandoned for years. It probably had. 
 
    “Well, I guess some new signage would help draw in customers…although the people around here would probably have it torn down within the first week.” 
 
    “Probably within hours of its installation,” the Lyon confirmed. “Which is why we’re not going to install new signage.” 
 
    “You’re at least going to tear down the existing structure, though, right? Maybe start fresh? You could up-armor it from the start, which would at least make it defensible…” 
 
    The Lyon smiled. “You don’t get it. Once we get a clientele, we’ll also get a reputation. There’ll probably be some growing pains, but I suspect they’ll work themselves out.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Trust me. Was I right about investing in maple syrup?” 
 
    “Yeah, boss. You wouldn’t have the funds to build this if you hadn’t been.” 
 
    “See, I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “I love you, boss—you know I do—but your judgment has been flawed since Turgor-5.” 
 
    The Lyon gave a small nod that wasn’t more than a twitch of his head. “Perhaps it was.” I got that wrong, and it’s cost me everything. But I can get it back. And I will get her back if it’s the last thing I do. “But I’m finally thinking clearly again. I made my name in logistics, and I’m returning to my roots. I may not have been the best merc company commander, but I know food and drink, and how to get it from one place to another efficiently. And I also know who on this planet has the money to afford the best.” 
 
    “The politicians?” 
 
    The Lyon snorted. “I’d like to see one of them try to get into the bar once we have it built. Hell, I’d love to see one of them try to get through this section of town on their own.” 
 
    Cardinal chuckled. “You’ll have to let me know if one decides to come. I want to watch him or her try.” He shrugged. “So, no new signage and no new building. What’s the plan?” 
 
    The Lyon pointed to the second door from the south end of the building. “We put a glass door there.” 
 
    “A glass door?” Cardinal’s jaw dropped as if he’d only though his boss was crazy earlier; now Cardinal was obviously sure he’d lost his mind. “That won’t last—” 
 
    “I know. It won’t be real glass, not at the start, anyway. Maybe transparent steel, or something else that looks like glass but isn’t. There’ll be time to install real glass once the neighborhood has learned to accept us.” 
 
    “About that, boss…” Cardinal looked nervously over the Lyon’s shoulder, and he turned to see a thug crossing the street toward him. The tough was probably middle management in the local gang. He was dressed fairly well, but he wasn’t leadership, he was an expendable asset the leadership had sent in to get a measure of the two Caucasians brave enough—or stupid enough—to venture into the gang’s part of town. 
 
    The Latino was dressed in a trench coat that was far too heavy for the warm spring day. He strode confidently across the street and crossed the parking lot as if he owned it. He used to, the Lyon thought as a smile ghosted across his face. 
 
    “There’s a toll for all vehicles in this zone,” the tough said, jerking his head toward the dropship, which sat popping as it cooled on the cracked asphalt. 
 
    The Lyon arched an eyebrow. “Oh? We must have missed the toll booth on our way in.” 
 
    “You’re a funny guy,” the tough said, “but obviously you ain’t from around here. The boss said to make you a one-time offer. If you walk off now, and leave the shuttle there, he won’t kill you.” 
 
    “I’d like to make a counteroffer.” 
 
    The tough spat on the blacktop near the Lyon’s feet. “Boss ain’t interested in no counteroffers. This is the last chance for you to get the hell out of here before somethin’ real bad happens to you.” 
 
    “Your boss may be tough, but obviously your recce and recognition skills aren’t so good.” 
 
    “My…what ain’t so good?” 
 
    “Your reconnaissance and identification skills.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, quite simply, that that isn’t a shuttle; that is a combat dropship, and it’s loaded as such.” 
 
    “The boss don’t give a shit what it is, puta,” the tough said. He nodded to a nearby building. “And he don’t play around, neither. If that dropship tries to take off again, there’s guys on the roof over there that’ll shoot it down, and you and anyone else inside will be a long time dyin’.” 
 
    “How far you going to let this go?” Cardinal asked. 
 
    “I think we’re to that point,” the Lyon said. He turned to the tough. “I have a message for your boss.” 
 
    “My boss don’t take messages, puta. He gives them.” 
 
    “Well, he’s going to take this one.” He switched to his pinlinks. “Cavaliers, lead the charge!” 
 
    Ten Mk 4 CASPers, still shiny from the assembly line, charged down the ramp and set up a perimeter around the dropship. The Mk 4 CASPer had longer arms on the nine-foot-tall mech than a Human of a similar size, giving it a slightly apelike appearance. One of the massive mechs strode toward the tough, and he turned and ran, leaving a wet trail behind him. “You’re fucked!” the gang member yelled over his shoulder. “You’re so fucked!” 
 
    “There really are two men with antiaircraft weapons on the building over there,” Sergeant Rodriguez said. “Would you gentlemen please get back in the dropship until we can secure the site?” 
 
    The Lyon and Cardinal strode purposefully up the ramp—the Lyon didn’t run from anyone—and arrived at the cockpit in time to watch the show on the Tri-V monitors there. As expected, one of the anti-aircraft gunners fired a rocket at the CASPers. A bonfire of flares erupted from the group and the missile roared off into the skies, chasing one after another. 
 
    That was also the pre-briefed signal for the squad to go “weapons hot,” and a next-generation MAC cannon rotated into position on each of the CASPers’ shoulders. I wish we’d had them at Turgor-5. The Lyon sighed. Probably wouldn’t have mattered. 
 
    “Fire!” Rodriguez roared, and the CASPers shredded the nearby buildings. The magnetic accelerator cannons were belt-fed from a drum on the mechs’ backs, and sustained fire knocked down the buildings on the three sides fronting the strip mall. Chain guns ripped off a few blasts here and there, and the Lyon imagined the tinkling noises the spent cartridges made as they fell to the asphalt. 
 
    The mechs stopped after a minute of sustained firing, and one jogged over to where the tough had thrown himself to the ground when the shooting started. The mech scooped the tough up and trotted back. 
 
    “We’re on,” the Lyon said, leading Cardinal from the cockpit and back to the parking lot. 
 
    The mech returned with the tough. 
 
    “Let me go!” the tough shouted as he struggled in the CASPer’s grasp. 
 
    The Lyon shrugged. “Do what he says. Drop him.” 
 
    The trooper did as requested and released the tough, who was currently upside down. He slammed into the broken pavement, barely breaking his fall with his arms before his head hit. Cardinal flipped him over; the man would have a nice strawberry on his forehead, and one eye was already closing. 
 
    “As I was saying,” the Lyon said, “I have a message for your boss.” 
 
    The tough’s hand went inside his trench coat, and Cardinal kicked him in the head. While the tough was stunned, Cardinal opened the tough’s coat, took his pistol, and threw it toward the strip mall. 
 
    “Nobody kicks me,” the tough said, glaring at Cardinal as he came back to his senses. “You’re dead, man.” 
 
    The Lyon took a knee next to the tough and looked him in his good eye. “There’s a new sheriff in town,” the Lyon said. “I want your boss to know that, while I have a live and let live policy, I’m a firm believer that an armed society is a polite society, and I am taking over this strip mall. Tell your boss if you leave me alone, I’ll return the favor. If, however, you, your boss, or anyone else causes harm to any of my customers or any of their property, your boss is going to find out that I watch out for those under my protection. Now, I don’t want to kill you guys, and you don’t want to be dead, so I’m going to give you a final warning: trust me, you don’t want to hear the Lyon roar.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Lyon was back the next day, with a full company of CASPers. Alpha Company’s First Platoon led the convoy of construction equipment and engineers, with Second Platoon in trail. They arrived at the strip mall with no incidents. 
 
    “You’re building a bar here?” Colonel Jim Cartwright, Senior, asked, looking at the strip mall. 
 
    The Lyon nodded. “It’s exactly what I’ve been looking for.” 
 
    “Umm…you only paid for a garrison contract for two weeks.” Jim looked around at the surrounding neighborhood. “What do you plan to do when we go home next week?” 
 
    “I have a feeling everything will take care of itself once we get enough mercs coming here.” 
 
    “A feeling?” Jim looked at him worriedly. “Is this like the one you had before—” 
 
    “Don’t say it.” Even though the merc commander didn’t say the name of the planet, icicles went down his spine. “No,” the Lyon said after he was in control of his body again. “This is nothing like that.” 
 
    Jim indicated the buildings that had been destroyed the day before. “We really can’t keep doing this, though. Eventually, even our government is going to come do something about it.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” The Lyon snorted. “We leveled three blocks yesterday, and they didn’t show up.” He smiled. “That also means they’re probably not going to be coming around here trying to collect taxes, either.” 
 
    “Well, there’s something to be said for that. Assuming the locals don’t wipe you out, that is.” 
 
    “I have a plan. Once enough mercs—” 
 
    “Are coming here, you’ll be safe,” Jim finished. “So you said. What happens until then? And—more importantly—how are you going to draw people to this location in the first place?” 
 
    “Trust me; I know food, beverage, and how to run a bar.” 
 
    “I have no doubt of that. My question is about your strategy and tactics. Those are the things that win battles…and the things you weren’t always so good at.” 
 
    “You think the locals are going to attack your men? Even with so many of them defending this place?” 
 
    “Sadly, I don’t think an attack can be avoided. In order for the criminals to learn their lesson, we’re going to have to show them we’re serious about holding this position…and we have the strength to deny them from it.” 
 
    “They’re thugs and delinquents. You should be able to handle them.” 
 
    “Even thugs and delinquents can get lucky.” He raised an eyebrow. “All it takes is one time…” 
 
    “Yeah, one win at the right time, and you can be a Horseman, right?” 
 
    Jim winked. “If you believe the rumors.” He looked around again, and the smile faded. “When they come, do you have any idea where they’ll come from?” 
 
    “They were kind of all over the place yesterday, but your guys did a good job providing obstacles they’ll have to go around.” 
 
    “You really need to stick to logistics,” Jim said, shaking his head. “That always was your strength.” He waved to the piles of rubble. “You see the debris as obstacles, but I see it as cover for your thugs and delinquents to hide behind. Unfortunately, my guys made an awful lot of it. It also blocks the line of sight to the buildings behind it. Right now, your thugs and criminals could be sneaking up to the cover we provided to start taking potshots at us. And the buildings are still standing on the other side of the mall.” 
 
    “Oh.” The Lyon looked at the debris across the street in a new light, and the feeling of security the company of CASPers gave him slipped away. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. What can we do about it?” 
 
    “If I can borrow a couple of your bulldozers and excavators, I’ll bring that rubble to our side of the street and turn it into a berm for us to fight behind. I’ll also knock the buildings down on the other side of the mall and do the same over there. I doubt they’ll try it today—they won’t be ready for this level of force, and it’ll take them some time to build up the nerve to hit us. They will try it, though. There’s no doubt about it. By coming here, you’ve put the local gang in a no-win position.” 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    “Yeah. The gangs around here are like a pack of dogs. When everybody’s got about the same level of power, the status quo reigns. When one gang appears weak, though, the rest will see it as their chance to make a power grab for themselves. The local gang can’t let you stay, or the other gangs around here will perceive them as weak. They’ll have to hit us, if for nothing else than to save face. Not only that, they’ll have to win and drive us off, so they’re going to be coming at us with everything they have.” 
 
    “No doubt about it?” 
 
    “None. They’ll probably bring friends, too.” 
 
    “Friends? I thought you said they were like a pack of dogs.” 
 
    “They are.” Jim cocked his head. “Ever seen a pack of wolves bring down an elk?” 
 
    “Oh,” the Lyon said again. 
 
    “Yeah. If the local gang leader can get the rest of the gangs to join him—whether that’s by promising them a share of the loot or by getting them to join together to drive out the newcomers—we’ll have to fight off more than just one gang.” He shrugged. “Each gang may not have more than one or two heavy weapons, but if you put four or five gangs together…” 
 
    “Then we could be looking at a real fight.” 
 
    “You’ve really fucked this up.” Jim sighed. “Any chance I can talk you into putting the bar in startown or somewhere closer to the starport?” 
 
    The Lyon shook his head. “This is where it needs to be.” 
 
    “Care to tell me why?”  
 
    “Because I want to be able to see any aliens coming. They won’t come here. Hell, even Humans—if they’re smart—won’t come here.” 
 
    “But mercs will.” 
 
    “They will. And I’ll make it worth their while to do so.” 
 
    “Shit.” Jim sighed. “I’m going to need more troops here. Some fixed defenses wouldn’t hurt, either. And some airborne assets.” 
 
    “Bring what you need,” the Lyon said. “I’ll pay for it.” He smiled. “The first Coke is on me, too.” 
 
    “Better make that a six-pack.” 
 
    “Whatever it takes. The Lyon aims to please.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “It’s time,” Cartwright said two days later. “They’re coming.” 
 
    “I had hoped for more time,” the Lyon said. 
 
    “Everyone since Napoleon has wanted more time, and no one has ever gotten it.” He shrugged. “It’s probably better they come sooner rather than later, in any event.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “The less time they spend gathering forces and planning strategy, the better for us.” His eyes lost focus for a couple seconds as a transmission came in. “Looks like we’ve still probably got 30 minutes before they hit us, but people are sneaking forward. You sure you want to do this?” he asked. 
 
    “I am. It’s my place. I need to help defend it.” 
 
    “Well, try to stay back out of the way, okay?” Cartwright said as he led the Lyon to the door. “The men get antsy if the guy who signs the checks gets hit.” 
 
    “I’ve got no intention of dying today.” 
 
    Cartwright stopped and turned around. “Nobody ever does. Don’t—” He sighed, then turned and walked outside. “Just try to stay out of the way, okay? You’re not qualified on Mk 4s, and it’s been a while since you were even in a Mk 3.” He nodded to a junior trooper standing nearby. “Private Willoby is going to get you suited up.” Cartwright turned and jogged off.  
 
    “If you’ll come with me, sir?” Willoby asked. He led the Lyon to a CASPer that was already running and motioned toward the open cockpit. “It’s all yours, once you get in this.” He handed the Lyon a haptic suit. 
 
    Accustomed to getting dressed around other mercs, he stripped down and put on the suit. “Good?” he asked. 
 
    The trooper gave him a once over then extended a thumb. “All set, sir. If you’d like to climb up?”  
 
    Old habits returned as the Lyon climbed the ladder, turned, and slid into the cockpit.  
 
    He started connecting the haptic leads, but Willoby gently pushed his hands away. “It’ll be quicker if I do it,” he said. “The positions are a little different from what you’re used to.” 
 
    In a handful of seconds, he’d connected all the leads. “So, you know what you’re doing?” 
 
    The Lyon nodded. “I do. I sat in one for a couple of hours yesterday.” 
 
    “Take it easy, then, as it takes a little time to get used to the walking motion. Kill anything with a laser first. Sally will shrug off bullets, but she doesn’t like lasers so much. Better than a Mk 3, but still not great.” 
 
    “Sally?” 
 
    “This is my mech, sir. Any commands you use need to be prefaced with ‘Sally.’ I’d be super happy if you’d bring her back in one piece.” 
 
    The Lyon chuckled. “I would, too. Sorry to kick you out of her.” 
 
    “All good, sir. I’m sniper qualled, so I’ll just go hang out on the roof and see what havoc I can cause.” The trooper climbed back down the ladder, and the Lyon closed the canopy. The Tri-V came on as it latched. In addition to the Tri-V—the first model to have them—the operator of a Mk 4 could also give some voice commands. 
 
    “Sally, forward,” the Lyon said, and the suit moved forward away from the strip mall building. “Don’t want to have people shoot at me and hit my new bar.” 
 
    “Command not recognized,” the suit replied. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you.” 
 
    “Command not recognized.”  
 
    He sighed. The CASPer is smarter, but still not smart enough. “Sally, stop.” The suit obediently ceased its forward motion. 
 
    With a burst of static, a voice came over the speakers. “Cartwright Actual to Lyons. Where are you headed?” 
 
    The Lyon looked at the Tri-V and realized with horror he’d walked halfway across the parking lot and was standing in the middle of No-Man’s-Land where everyone in the world could target him. 
 
    He toggled his radio switch. “Uh, just waiting for instructions. Where do you want me?” 
 
    “Inside the bar, out of the line of fire.” 
 
    The Lyon sighed. We’ve been over this. “Where do you want the suit?” 
 
    There was a pause as Cartwright probably sighed in turn. “Fifty meters forward and twenty meters to your left. Your job is to stop anyone who gets into the perimeter.” 
 
    It sounded like a busywork position to keep him out of the fight, but now wasn’t the time to disobey the ground commander…he was, after all, paying him a hefty salary to command this fight. 
 
    “Roger that,” he transmitted. He used the hand controls to advance to his position. Not surprisingly, it was behind the largest pile of debris in the berm. Once in place, he concentrated on the Tri-V display and flipped through the different displays before settling on the tactical plot. The view was from a drone overhead, and had everyone’s positions marked in blue, along with the thermal images of the advancing enemy forces in red. It didn’t matter whether they were mercs or criminals; tonight, they were the enemy. 
 
    Although he might not have been the best merc company commander, he still understood the concepts behind a positional defense, and he surveyed where Cartwright had stationed his troops. After his first day on site, he’d called in a second company of CASPers, as well as some support troops. Even with the extra forces, they still had a lot of area to cover, he saw. I was crazy to think one company would be enough. 
 
    He searched for his position and found he’d been labeled HVU. A couple of troopers were stationed closer to the ‘high value unit’ than anywhere else. He decided not to say anything. Cartwright knew what he was doing when he deployed his troops; maybe it had nothing to do with protecting him. Maybe. 
 
    The opposing forces continued to move forward, and the Lyon ran through his weapons controls. He rotated the MAC into position on his shoulder, then realized he’d probably be firing toward the strip mall if the enemy breached the walls. Throwing Mach 4 rounds toward his new establishment was contraindicated—every hole he put in the building would have to be repaired, adding time and money to his renovations. Not good. He left it deployed in case he needed it but looked at his other option. 
 
    With the Mk 4’s improved haptics, manipulative hands came standard for the first time, and, as he flexed his hands, he saw they actually worked well. A hell of a lot better than the Mk 3s, which were so bad that very few people used them. 
 
    He reached down and pulled the CASPer-sized laser rifle from its mount on his right leg. Although they weren’t operational yet—they’d come out with the next block—Cartwright had secured the first 100 off the production line. Being a prime investor in Binnig obviously had its perks.  
 
    He held it in both hands, turned on the targeting system, and moved it around to get the feel for it. He smiled. The reticle was pretty stable. Wish I’d had a bunch of these at— 
 
    “Hey, sir,” a voice came over a private lascom link. “I’d feel a lot better if you weren’t playing that laser over me. Accidents happen sometimes…and I don’t want to be one.” 
 
    Oops! He pointed the rifle at the night sky, shifting the reticles off the CASPer next to him. The display had him labeled as Corporal McMahon. “Sorry,” the Lyon transmitted back on the same link. “I wasn’t—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” McMahon said.  
 
    “Here they come!” a voice yelled. Almost as one, the enemy forces surged forward. At the same time, a new hotspot—one that was white hot—jumped from a nearby roof. He spun around and saw a missile streaking up. It detonated, and their drone-view blanked out. 
 
    “Launch a new drone!” Cartwright ordered. “Make that two. Willoby!” 
 
    “On it, sir,” the trooper said, far calmer than Cartwright. “One down,” he added. 
 
    “All positions, open fire!” Cartwright called. 
 
    Immediately, the stuttering fire of the CASPers’ MACs filled the air. Additional thumps came from the grenade launchers mounted on every fifth CASPer. After a few seconds, the high-power laser on the roof of the strip mall began servicing targets, too. It fired two bolts before going silent. 
 
    “Roof laser down!” 
 
    “Anyone see who got them?” 
 
    “There are at least three heavy lasers in the closest buildings in front!” 
 
    “I’ve got two more in the back!” 
 
    “Willoby!” 
 
    “Working on it, sir.” He sounded a little more harried this time. 
 
    The drone view popped back on. The enemy forces were a lot more numerous. Apparently, they’d been infiltrating via the sewers, as there were stacks of cooling bodies near the manholes. If they were in the sewers, though— 
 
    He spun to find people emerging across the parking lot. “They’re behind us!” he yelled over the comms. His rifle dropped into position, and he fired. One of the enemies dropped, but the two behind him leveled laser rifles at him and fired. A yellow light winked on in his display; his right arm was damaged.  
 
    He fired again, but both of the criminals threw themselves to the pavement, and he missed. They both fired back but missed. Realizing his marksmanship skills weren’t the best, he fired his jumpjets to close the distance on them. 
 
    Cartwright had mentioned the new jumpjets that would be part of the next block. They were supposed to be great…but the ones in the Block 2 weren’t much better than he’d had in his Mk 3. He immediately lost his stability control and somersaulted forward. He killed power to the jumpjets, but by then he was just along for the ride. He crashed to the asphalt and skidded to a stop on his back. Happily, he hadn’t gotten very high before he’d lost control; slamming into the blacktop wasn’t as painful as some of his other crashes. 
 
    He rolled to his feet and stood, popping out the blade on his left hand as he rose. One of the criminals stood, looking at him with his jaw hanging open. Apparently he’s never seen that kind of awesome maneuvering before. 
 
    The thug wouldn’t have a chance to see it again. The Lyon cut him in half. 
 
    The Lyon spun, looking for the other criminal, but couldn’t find him. Then he saw the stain on the ground where he’d hit. He’d come down on top of the criminal; any other remains were on the back of his CASPer.  
 
    He spun around, looking for targets, and took a hit in his left leg. Although it still held, he got a warning of its imminent failure due to a lack of hydraulics. The thug was lining up another shot. The Lyon centered the reticle, fired, and the man’s upper half disintegrated with the force of the hypersonic projectile. He’d lost his laser rifle, and his targeting system had defaulted back to the MAC. I’d forgotten how awful that is. 
 
    He surveyed the parking lot, looking for targets, and watched as the criminals dropped. Half the CASPers had turned to face the parking lot and were servicing targets as fast as they could. He fired once more at a thug who was firing at a CASPer with its back to him. The Lyon dropped him, then his leg gave out from under him, and he slammed into the ground again. By the time he could get to a knee again, the assault was over; they’d held. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So that’s it,” Cartwright reported a couple hours later, once everything had been cleaned up. “There were approximately 2,000 enemy casualties—nearly all dead, as they were, in general, unarmored. An accurate count is impossible, as many of them are located inside the surrounding buildings, and I’m not going to do a search and rescue for them. The area may smell for a while, but you’ll have to live with it.” 
 
    “You sound angry,” the Lyon said. 
 
    “I am angry. We lost three troopers in the assault. Three. There are three people who would still be alive today—two of whom have families—if you hadn’t had to put your bar here. One of those troopers was Willoby, who might still be alive today if you hadn’t had to participate in the assault and taken his CASPer from him.” 
 
    “I didn’t want—” 
 
    “I know you didn’t want anyone to get hurt!” Cartwright yelled. “The fact of the matter, though, is that I lost three troopers because of your pride. The same pride—” 
 
    “I know what my pride has cost me,” the Lyon replied with a snarl. “I have to live with it every day. I have no idea whether she’s even alive. It eats me up inside. Every. Day. I have to do something to get her back, and this bar is how I’m going to do it. It wasn’t pride that drove me to build it here; it was necessity.” The Lyon sighed. “But you’re at least partly correct. It was pride that lost her in the first place.” 
 
    Cartwright nodded. “Yeah, it was. I came and helped out here because of her…but our ledger is even now. Don’t think about asking for a favor for at least…no. Just don’t ask for anymore favors. We’ll honor the rest of the contract, and I hope to God you get the Lyoness back…but don’t ask for anymore favors from me.” 
 
    He turned and strode off. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “No,” the Lyon said several days later as he pointed at the ramp. “Beyond the door should be nothing but a darkened hallway with a slope down to the greeting station. It needs to have a slight curve to it, that way, so that when they reach—” 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Lyon, sir!” a trooper yelled as he ran through the door to the outside. “The lieutenant said he needs you outside.” 
 
    One of the Lyon’s eyebrows rose. “That’s Colonel Lyons, if you’re going to be so formal.” He shrugged. “Or just ‘Lyon.’” 
 
    “Sir, the lieutenant needs to see you, right now!” the trooper exclaimed again, obviously flustered. 
 
    “All right,” the Lyon said with a nod. 
 
    The Lyon followed at his own pace as the trooper ran back out. The only time a lion charged forward was to make a kill, and he wasn’t sure that was needed yet. The request for his presence would have been different. 
 
    The trooper was waiting outside and pointed to a CASPer at the berm. Outside the berm, a man in a suit waited. As the Lyon stalked over, the man turned toward him. Definitely Human. The three-piece suit had to be hot, though, even with the man’s hair shaved down as close as a CASPer driver would wear it.  
 
    The man nodded to him as he approached, but waited outside the berm. 
 
    “This…person—” the lieutenant didn’t seem to know how to define the being in front of him, “—says he needs to see you.” 
 
    “Really?” the Lyon asked, genuinely curious. “Where’d he come from?” 
 
    “From out in the city,” the lieutenant said, pointing out across the cleared area. “He just walked up and asked to speak to you, but won’t say what it’s about.” 
 
    “Did you check him for weapons?” the Lyon asked. 
 
    “I’m not armed,” the man said. He unbuttoned his jacket and vest, then lifted them and turned around. 
 
    The Lyon stepped out to meet him and extended a hand. “Hello, I’m Colonel Joseph Lyons, although my friends just call me the Lyon. And you are?” 
 
    “I am…well, it doesn’t matter what my name used to be. All that really matters is, I’m the boss of this.” He waved toward the city outside the berm. 
 
    “All of it?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Pretty much. All the land around your…whatever it is you’re doing here.” 
 
    “I’m building a bar for mercs here. How long have you been the boss?” 
 
    “I’ve been a boss for several years. I’ve just recently claimed this area after some unfortunate incidents happened to the man who used to be boss here.” 
 
    “‘Unfortunate incidents.’ Like trying to storm a position held by the latest model of CASPers?” 
 
    “Just so. Mk 4s?” 
 
    “They are. They’re the first Block 2 models.” 
 
    “What’s that on their shoulders?” 
 
    “Next generation MACs, why?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Belt-fed and shoulder-deployed, with an ammo tube to the drum on the back.” He nodded appreciatively. “I’d heard they were coming, but hadn’t seen one yet.” 
 
    “You know an awful lot about CASPers.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Used to drive one. Got tired of it after the company almost got wiped out on a contract. Thought I’d return to the land of my roots.” 
 
    The Lyon nodded, then he cocked his head. “Have you come to threaten me?” 
 
    “No, I came to get the measure of the man who would come and put—a bar, you said?—in a place like this. I didn’t think this was a government attempt to renovate the area, but that was the only thing that might have made sense.” He waved to the strip mall. “What you’re doing here doesn’t.” 
 
    “Let’s just say, I’m looking for a place without any federal regulations.” The man nodded. “Somewhere that’s also alien free.”  
 
    “I saw a few Lumars running around inside the compound you’ve built,” the man said. “I didn’t realize they were local to Earth.” 
 
    “They’re not,” the Lyon said with a shake of his head, “but they’re my aliens. Not all aliens are bad, but I don’t want to be in a place where I can’t see them coming. Most of them aren’t welcome.” 
 
    The man nodded. “What are your intentions here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, are you planning on expanding, or just keeping your presence to that one building?” 
 
    “I’m not planning on expanding into your territory, if that’s what you’re asking.” He cocked his head. “Are you planning to try to claim my establishment?” 
 
    The man met the Lyon’s eyes and stared into them for a few moments. Without breaking eye contact, he pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes. “Gotta be pretty expensive, maintaining that force of CASPers here. Sooner or later, they’re going to have to leave.” 
 
    “They are,” the Lyon said with a nod. “Where’s that going to leave us?” 
 
    The man looked around the compound. “I think I could take this place, if I wanted to and tried hard enough. No place is defensible if the opposition is willing to expend enough resources to take it.” 
 
    The lieutenant shifted his CASPer behind the Lyon, who turned and made a patting motion. He turned back to the man in the suit. 
 
    “It’s true,” the man said. “If I wanted this building badly enough, I could take it. Or at least turn it into rubble.” 
 
    “The question is, do you want it that badly?” 
 
    The man smiled for the first time. “No. No, I don’t. Call it nostalgia, call it not wanting to waste my guys needlessly, call it whatever you want, but if you’re willing to live and let live, I’m willing to peacefully coexist.” 
 
    “I am as well. I don’t want any other pieces of your territory, nor am I looking to expand.” He waved toward a concentration of CASPers. “I do, however, have a lot of friends, and I could get a lot of combat power here if needed.” 
 
    “I caught the ‘Colonel’ part of your title.” He shrugged. “They might get here to find nothing but rubble, though.” He sighed. “Despite the organization I run, I’m a businessman, and I really don’t like threats. Sure, they have their use with some of my…associates, but I think we—you and I—are better than that. I’m a man of my word, so if I say I won’t hit your clientele, I’m good to my word.” 
 
    “My word is good, too,” the Lyon said. “I notice you said ‘if,’ though.” 
 
    “I did. As I see it now, you’re the only one getting something in this deal—the right to use part of my territory. I suspect you’d be averse to paying rent…” 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but in that case, I have to ask, what’s in it for me?” 
 
    “A good neighbor who has your back?” 
 
    “One who might do me a favor at some point in the future? Especially since you have all these friends.” He waved toward the compound in an imitation of the Lyon. 
 
    “Perhaps, depending on what it is.” 
 
    “Think you could get me a few weapons? A case of laser rifles, perhaps?” 
 
    “So they can then be turned on us?” 
 
    “No, they’ll allow me to secure my position here, so I can be a better neighbor.” 
 
    “I suspect that can be arranged, although I’d be really disappointed if they were used against my clients or staff.” 
 
    “They won’t be. I could get them myself if I wanted to. It would just be easier—cheaper too—to go through a legitimate source of procurement.” 
 
    “I think that could probably be arranged, then.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I think we have a deal.” He held out a hand.  
 
    “I hope so,” the Lyon said, taking it and shaking it. 
 
    “I look forward to working with you,” the man said. He turned and took a couple of steps, then turned around again. “Aliens are off limits at your bar?” 
 
    “Unescorted ones, yes.” 
 
    “So if we see a vehicle full of them in our territory?” 
 
    “Feel free to deal with them however you’d like.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He smiled and walked back into the city without a look back. 
 
    “Do you trust him?” the lieutenant asked. 
 
    “Trust is too strong a word,” the Lyon replied. “I do, however, think he’ll keep his word as long as he’s able. Then, hopefully, he’ll call in the favor rather than do something we’d all regret.” He shrugged. “It’s better than living in a constant state of warfare with our neighbors, and it’s a start to building good relations with them. Perhaps, at some point, we can help each other out.” 
 
    “But they’re criminals,” the lieutenant said. 
 
    “They are,” the Lyon said with a far-off look in his eyes, “but sometimes crooks have the best connections. In this galaxy, it’s all about your connections.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Boss, we’ve got a problem.” 
 
    The Lyon shrugged. They were two days from opening, and they were having nothing but problems. The water service had been restored to their part of the city yesterday. It had cost him some credits, both to the utility company and the local gang leader to allow the utility crew safe passage. One of the shipments from Karma hadn’t cleared customs yet, and that was probably going to take more credits to fix. He’d thought he had plenty of credits to get the bar up and running, but he was almost spent out. If he hadn’t put in a 25% buffer, he wouldn’t have made it to opening day.  
 
    Depending on what the latest problem is, I still might not. 
 
    “What now? Electrical issues? The anti-laser paint still not adhering? What?” 
 
    “No,” Cardinal said. “It’s worse than that. A dropship just landed in the parking lot, and a Veetanho got out. She wants to see you.” 
 
    Icicles ran down his spine. How could she know? He’d been so careful. He sighed. Of course she knows. She has spies everywhere. It was prideful of him to think he could get the establishment up and running without her knowing. He’d been wrong. Again. 
 
    “Is it Peepo?” he asked.  
 
    “No, it’s some lieutenant.” 
 
    The Lyon sighed in relief. Maybe Peepo didn’t know. Maybe there’s still a way I can keep her from finding out. Various possibilities ran like lightning through his head. There might still be a way. 
 
    He raced up the ramp and out the door, but then shuddered to a stop. Peepo waited alongside the lieutenant. He felt like he was walking through quicksand as he staggered toward the alien who was smiling as she chatted with her subordinate. He forced himself to put one foot in front of the other, each pace slower and harder. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was walking toward his own execution. He’d come so close… 
 
    “We meet again,” Peepo said, her face twisted into something between a smile and a snarl. “As I told you before, there is no place you can go—no place you can hide—that you can escape me. I don’t know what this thing is—” she waved a paw toward the strip mall, “—but I find it unlikely that I will approve of it.” The look transitioned to a full snarl. “Why don’t you enlighten me?” 
 
    “It’s a bar,” the Lyon said, looking at the asphalt. “I got out of the merc business, just like you told me. I’ve always wanted to start a bar…so I did.” 
 
    “A bar? Here?” 
 
    The Lyon shrugged. “The property taxes were a lot lower than in startown, and I didn’t have a lot of credits available after Turgor-5.” 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t,” she said, the smile back again. “Failure will do that to you.” 
 
    The Lyon wasn’t able to speak. Having Peepo standing in front of him—now, of all times!—and reminding him of then, was more than he could take. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know that this…facility…hasn’t escaped my notice,” Peepo said, scorn filling her voice. “If you ever want to see your wife again, you will do as I say. If I find you trying to recruit another merc company, she dies. If I find you contributing to the Human mercenary establishment in any way, your wife—and all your friends—will die. Then I will come for you.” Her whiskers twitched. “Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    The Lyon pulled a coin from his pocket and looked down at the paw print on it, summoning the strength to continue, then dropped it back in again. “I understand. Just as you should understand, if I get word they’re dead—or if anything should happen to me—there are people who will get the word to a certain Depik, who will make it her life’s mission to track you down and kill you. There is no place you can run, and no place you can hide, that will save you from her.” He glared at her, although—like every time before—it didn’t seem to have any effect on her. “Are we equally clear about that?” 
 
    “We are. At some point, though, my life won’t be worth anything, and then neither will your wife’s or your own.” 
 
    “I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing you’re just as dead.” 
 
    The Veetanho nodded. “As long as we understand each other.” The Veetanho turned and walked back up the ramp. “You can go now,” Peepo’s lieutenant said. 
 
    “So can you,” the Lyon replied. “This is my place.”  
 
    “Want me to shoot them down?” the anti-aircraft gunner called from the roof. 
 
    “Want you to?” the Lyon asked under his breath. “Yes, I would, very much.” He looked at the gunner and raised his voice. “You can’t, unfortunately. Not today, anyway.” He smiled. “Thanks for the offer, though.”  
 
    “Not today,” the Lyon muttered again as he returned to the nearly complete bar, “but there will come a time, and when it does, I’ll be ready for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Friends with Benefits by Mark Wandrey and Kacey Ezell 
 
      
 
      
 
    Coming to Earth had never felt like “coming home” to Ziva. She’d been born on her mother’s mining claim lightyears away and had never even set foot on Humanity’s native soil until she was an adult. Earth was crowded and huge, and often dirty—especially Houston. It had taken her a long time to get used to so many other beings breathing her air.  
 
    But still, Earth had its attractions. She’d had drinks at the Lyon’s Den, and that had been a bucket-list type of experience. She’d joined a few mercenary companies before ending up with one of the fabled Four Horsemen. She’d also made something of a hobby of searching out delicious, out of the way eateries and trying new food. She’d found several favorites that way.  
 
    But by far, the biggest attraction was the people. She had friends on Earth. Friends she’d fought with, friends she’d cried with, and friends she would trust with her life.  
 
    So when she stepped off the shuttle into the crowded, dirty air of Houston’s spaceport, she let herself smile at the thrill of anticipation that rippled through her.  
 
    “You are going to see him?”  
 
    The voice was pitched low and half-whispered, with the burred Rs and sibilant S-sounds that indicated a non-native speaker. It seemed to come from thin air, but Ziva knew better. For one thing, she could feel Fssik’s weight as he perched half on her shoulder, half on her backpack while she threaded her way through the spaceport crowd.  
 
    “That’s the plan,” she said just as quietly, touching the side of her skull so anyone overhearing would think she was just speaking through a pinplant connection.  
 
    “And will you stay the night?”  
 
    “If all goes well.”  
 
    “Excellent. I will find you there, my Human,” Fssik said. “Be good and do not get into trouble. And do not forget your practice!”  
 
    “I won’t, my Hunter,” she said. Under the guise of scratching her ear, she stroked a finger down his invisible side and felt his answering rumble-purr of affection before the weight suddenly vanished. For just a moment, Ziva concentrated, reaching out to try to feel where he’d gone. It wasn’t like a physical feeling, exactly, more like an echo…or the memory of an echo of something once felt. A ripple in the fabric that surrounded them all— 
 
    “Hey! Watch it!”  
 
    “Oh!” Ziva said, stepping quickly backward from the sweaty, balding man she’d just impacted. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry! I didn’t mean to run right into you like that. Please forgive me.”  
 
    “Huh. Maybe if you took off your fancy sunglasses, you’d be able to see a person! Fucking mercs, think they’re so damn cool…”  
 
    “No, I can’t, I just had eye surgery,” Ziva said, “but I do apologize. Please, take this as a token of my remorse.” With a thought, she accessed her pinplants and used facial recognition to pull up the man’s name and donation information for his UAAC. She fired a single credit his way, and then closed the connection before he could speak.  
 
    “Remorse…what the hell—” The man blinked as his slate chimed at him. He stared at her, suspicion etched deeply into the lines of his face, and then glanced down as he pulled the slate from inside his jacket. His eyes widened as the notification flashed across the screen.  
 
    Ziva chose that moment to make her escape. She couldn’t pull quintessence and totally disappear like Fssik could, but she could slide into the crowd, and since she still had her own grip on the intangible fabric that permeated the universe, she twitched it, causing a ripple that spread away from her. The offended man blinked, then turned as something else caught his attention, and Ziva knew without a doubt that she’d successfully persuaded him to forget all about her. Her smile returned as she rejoined the flow of pedestrians heading out into the day.  
 
    “That was well done,” Fssik said into her ear as his weight impacted her shoulder and backpack again, “but why did you give him a credit? You told me that has a lot of buying power here on Earth. It will make you harder to forget, even having used quintessence on him.”  
 
    “I was rude; I had to make restitution,” Ziva said.  
 
    “Ah. That makes sense.”  
 
    “Does it?” Ziva asked. “Because it doesn’t really make sense to me. I’ve been rude plenty of times before.”  
 
    “But that was before Ward altered you,” Fssik pointed out. “You are more like us now. Have you never wondered why Hunters are always so unfailingly polite? It is a survival imperative for our species, just as much as using quintessence and seeing in the dark. Otherwise we would kill each other over the tiniest slights.”  
 
    “So those of us who are taking the adaptations so we can live on Khatash are going to be more polite, too?” Ziva felt a roil of unease in her belly. Not that being polite was a bad thing. It just…felt a bit coercive.  
 
    “You are becoming more like us in order that you may survive when we retake our home. It will be your home, too. That is what you wanted, yes? That is what you agreed to?”  
 
    “I suppose so.”  
 
    “Do not be uneasy, my Human. You’ve done well. You think too much. Go see your friends. I will find you later.”  
 
    “Thanks, Fssik. Be careful.”  
 
    “I’m a Hunter,” he said, as if that explained it. Then the warm, comforting weight of him vanished again as he leapt from her shoulder to go who-knew-where. This time, she let him go and tried to focus only on getting out of the building and into a cab. But a single question kept intruding into her mind.  
 
    Fssik was a Hunter. She was his Human. But was she really even Human anymore?  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The cab ride to Cartwright’s Headquarters was uneventful, if slow. By the time the ancient vehicle pulled up to the entrance, it was well past business hours, and the front door was locked. Ziva got out of the cab and removed her sunglasses, letting her newly enhanced dark adaptation go to work as she surveyed the area. There was another entrance, but it was strictly for members of the Cartwright’s Cavaliers mercenary company…which she was, technically. She’d been on a leave of absence for a long while and her departure, while not acrimonious, had been…abrupt.  
 
    Oh, hell, nothing ventured, nothing gained, right? She hitched her backpack up higher and began the walk to the employee entrance.  
 
    To her delight, when she scanned her ID, the light turned a blinding green right away, and the door slid open with no hesitation. She blinked away the glare and slid quickly inside, looking around to see if anyone had noticed her arrival. Suddenly, she very much wanted to talk to Jim, and only Jim, before she saw anyone else. It was the same undeniable impulse that had made her tip the man she’d run into in the starport. She’d left without telling Jim exactly why. Now she was back, and she owed him an explanation.  
 
    Well, she thought, no time like the present for that stealth practice! She took a deep breath and stepped away from the entrance, angling her body to stay in the deepest part of the long shadows cast by the various buildings that made up what had once been Houston Hobby airport.  
 
     She still wasn’t quite used to the way the shadows looked different. She could still see where the light didn’t penetrate as far, but she could pick out more details than ever before. And movement, even in the darkest shade, immediately drew her eyes and her attention. She stepped carefully, keeping her weight balanced on the balls of her feet, moving through the darkness with a steady, even gait, pausing when necessary to avoid entering someone’s eyeline. As she moved, she practiced, reaching out with that strange new sense to feel the fabric of energy that was like—and unlike—everything she’d ever felt before.  
 
    Fssik will be proud, Ziva congratulated herself as she made it to the base of Jim’s control tower without being seen. She keyed in the code Jim had given her so many months before and let herself in to the foyer and the elevator beyond. She rode up to the penultimate floor and thanked her luck as she slipped out into an empty space. The shadows lay deepest in the nearest corner of the room, just a few feet away. She stepped over there and settled in to wait, slipping her sunglasses back on and leaning against the wall.  
 
    She didn’t have to wait long. The elevator doors closed behind her, and she heard the high, electric whine of its motor as it ran down and came back up again. Once more the doors opened, and the thrill of anticipation deepened in Ziva’s gut as she watched the man she’d been waiting for emerge. He took a step toward the stairs on the far side of the room, and Ziva stepped out of the shadows.  
 
    She hadn’t made any noise, but somehow, he knew she was there. He turned, and Ziva saw his eyes widen slightly in surprise and…happiness? She swallowed hard and let her own smile grow to show just how much she’d missed him.  
 
    “Hey,” Jim said with a smile of his own that zinged through her like good alcohol. Damn, she really had missed him!  
 
    “Hey yourself,” she said, trying very hard to project her usual, carefree manner. She and Jim had been casually dating before she left, but this…this felt anything but casual.  
 
    “I didn’t know you were back from Azure.” She hadn’t told him she was going to Azure. She’d told him she was going home to Land’s End, but she and the others who’d gone to Azure hadn’t made any secret about their movements. Had he checked on her? Did he care that much?  
 
    “Only got here a few hours ago,” she said, deciding to leave that line of questioning for later…much later. Maybe never? “I landed at Houston Starport and came right over.”  
 
    “I was just going to play some games and relax,” Jim said, gesturing over his shoulder at the stairs. Ziva fought the urge to lean in toward him as he spoke, but she couldn’t pull her eyes from his mouth and that beautiful smile of his. She’d always love his smile—  
 
    Damn, girl! Get it together! You’re acting like a teenager with her first crush! What is wrong with you?  
 
    “—Fssik here?” Ziva forced herself to focus on Jim’s words and heard the question just in time to give a little chuckle and shake her head. He’d started to climb the stairs, and she moved quickly to join him.  
 
    “No, he’s in Houston doing…Depik stuff.” She would have said “Hunter,” but she wasn’t totally sure Jim was comfortable with that nickname for her companion and other clan-mates. Jim laughed, and Ziva reveled in the sound of it. She moved her legs faster to come up alongside him on the stairs, and before she could totally realize what she meant to do, she’d slipped her hand into his.  
 
    It felt…right. Sort of like how running her fingers over Fssik’s fur felt right, but here there was something else. Something…electric that tingled between them, that made her want to press closer. To take his fingers and pull his arm around her, so she could feel the iron-hard strength in his body. Jim was nobody’s underwear model, but that had never bothered Ziva. She’d had plenty of pretty boys in her time, and she’d grown bored with all of them. Jim was different. Under the soft roundness of his protective layers of fat, he was all corded strength. His mind was like that, too. He was funny and could be goofy and loved campy, ancient films…but his eyes could hold the icy edge of a born killer. She’d seen him in action, and he had a practicality any Hunter would recognize. Hell, Fssik had even remarked upon it a time or two. Ziva’s Hunter companion liked and respected Jim, both as a leader and as a killer…and for better or worse, Ziva realized it was exactly that edge she found attractive.  
 
    Sexy, even.  
 
    They walked into Jim’s vintage 1970s living room, and he gestured to the couch. “Have a seat,” he said, and took a single step toward the kitchen. “I’ll make some dinner.”  
 
    Ziva tightened her fingers around his, refusing to let go. He stopped and turned back to look at her, his eyes puzzled and more than a little guarded.  
 
    “What’s up?” he asked.  
 
    “We need to talk.” Ziva kept her fingers in his and took a step toward him, closing the distance he’d created. Then she took another step, until she stood close enough for him to put his arms around her, if he wanted.  
 
    “About what?” Jim did a good job of keeping his tone neutral, but Ziva could hear the caution, the growing suspicion in his tone. In the back of her mind, a tiny fire of hatred for a woman named Adrianne grew.  
 
    “When I left,” Ziva began, “I left without a full explanation. That was wrong.”  
 
    “You don’t owe me—” he began, but she lifted her free hand to rest her fingertips on his mouth, and he stopped.  
 
    “It was wrong,” she went on, “both because you’re my employer, and because you’re my friend. I would have liked to tell you more, but the truth was…well. I was afraid you’d stop me, and it was something I had to do.”  
 
    “What did you do?” Jim asked when she dropped her fingers. “I haven’t heard about any dustups on Land’s End or Azure.”  
 
    Ziva pulled her sunglasses off and angled her face so he could see the diamond-shaped slit of her pupils. “I—we, there were several of us companions—went to Azure with Ward, our clan’s Wrogul advisor. We needed…adjustments, let’s call them, to make us effective on Khatash.”  
 
    “Effective?”  
 
    “Survivable,” she amended with a smile. “Khatash is a deadly place. It’s no wonder the Hunters evolved as they did. They want to retake their home, and those of us who are bound to them…We’ll help, but we can’t if we can’t survive.”  
 
    “I see,” he said. He didn’t pull his hand back, for which she was profoundly grateful. “So what all changed?”  
 
    “We’re still figuring that out,” Ziva admitted, “though I’d prefer it if you’d keep that to yourself. Actually, please keep all this to yourself, at least for a while. The other Horsemen commanders can know, and your top staff…but we want to keep it as quiet as possible.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “As to your question, I can see in the dark now. I can move better, more quietly. I can…not pull quintessence, but sometimes I think I can feel it, in a way. And I…” she trailed off and let her gaze rest on his lips.  
 
    “You?”  
 
    She slow blinked and looked up at him, her face serious in the dim light.  
 
    “I want. It’s…it’s almost overwhelming. It’s like I can’t stop myself from reaching out to touch you. You were always attractive to me, Jim, but now I feel like I can’t get close enough to you. Like I want to crawl inside your skin and just be there…with you.”  
 
    Jim swallowed hard and stepped back, his eyes wary. “Ziva—”  
 
    “I’m sorry, I know that sounded psychotic,” she said, shaking her head in frustration. “It’s just…I’m so damn turned on, Jim, just by being in the room with you. I want you; can you understand that?”  
 
    “Can I?” he let out a laugh that sounded almost like a sob and turned away from her. “Can I understand that? Ziva, I’ve been with exactly one woman in my entire life, but I assure you, it wasn’t because I didn’t want…”  
 
    “Sex?” she asked, and the word came out almost like a purr.  
 
    “Yes,” he whispered. She took a slow step toward him.  
 
    “Do you want sex now?” she asked, in that same low voice.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. For a moment he looked trapped, terrified, but then that edge she loved filled his eyes, and she saw his face harden as he set his jaw. “But I’m not going to be manipulated and hurt by a woman ever again. Not even you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to manipulate you,” she said, taking another step closer, undeterred. “I don’t want to hurt you.”  
 
    “What do you want, then?” he asked.  
 
    She took the final step, the one that brought her right up against him. She slid her arms up the length of his biceps and over his shoulders, then let her fingers run up over his pinplants and into his short hair. With a tug, she pulled his face down until his lips rested just a millimeter from hers.  
 
    “I want to fuck you,” she breathed, and took his mouth with her own.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jim woke up with sunlight streaming across his face, blinking away sleep, and immediately became aware he wasn’t alone. A moment later, the events of the past night came back to him in a flood, images and sensations so strong he almost gasped with their recollection. “Wow,” he said, then gave a little chuckle. Next to him, nestled into the crook of his arm, was Ziva. Her eyes were moving behind her eyelids, and she had a little smile on her face. She was as naked as he was, and despite the repeated events of the previous night, he found it a quite desirable image.  
 
    Her initial overture had done more than excite him; it had scared the shit out of him. Almost literally. She would have no idea, of course, but her line was exactly the same one Adrianne had said years ago which ended up with her taking his virginity. He reached over and brushed a lock of hair out of her face, and she mumbled something in her sleep.  
 
    His pinplants chimed again, revealing that it was that which woke him up, not so much the sunlight. He had a 09:30 meeting at the ministry, and it was 07:30; just enough time to do what needed be done. He glanced at her curves again. Sadly, no time for the other things he would like to do.  
 
    He carefully extracted his arm without waking her and went to shower. The memory of her energetic lovemaking left him in awe. It was the first time for him in over two years, and hundreds of life-or-death encounters. He was also 40 kilos lighter now than he’d been then. He admitted it made many things more possible, and other things more enjoyable. It didn’t help his feelings of self-doubt, though. His friend, his subordinate officer, had just become something much more.  
 
    He usually waited until after his workout to shower, but this morning was different. He’d had another sort of workout the night before and didn’t want to smell himself while exercising. So, after a shower, he weighed himself—a regrettable ritual—only this time he gawked at the readout. It said 135.4 kilograms. For the second time in 24 hours, he was stunned speechless. For over a year he’d been struggling to get below 136 kilograms, or roughly 300 pounds. The United States still had a love/hate relationship with the metric system, even after the aliens had revealed it to be something they could more easily translate.  
 
    As he put on shorts and a t-shirt, he shook his head. Two momentous events in one 24-hour period. Of course, the one last night was imminently more satisfying than the one this morning. She’d been so understanding of his lack of experience, patient, caring as she helped him along. He shook his head to regain concentration. 
 
    Just under the living room on the lower level was his gym, installed after he’d come back from his first contracts. Weight simulators, treadmill, an endless pool, and a few other pieces of equipment took up what had once been one of the former control tower’s three guest rooms. He activated some Guns-n-Roses, set the treadmill for his regular run, and grimly set to it.  
 
    Twenty minutes on the treadmill, then he went to the weight bench. This was a relatively new part of his workout. After the nanite enhancements years ago, his bones and ligaments had been beefed up to handle the rigors of CASPer driving. Then he’d been given another sort of nanite treatment, the augments that made him stronger, faster, and allowed him to heal himself over and over. Only after using them, he often spent days recovering. The weight training was an effort to mitigate those effects.  
 
    He’d started doing leg presses, squats, and curls. After returning from the battle with the Science Guild, he’d added bench presses and butterflies. He was still too fat to see any results, but the steady increase in his ability to lift and press spoke of his progress. As he moved to the bench press, he started at 80 kilograms, his last benchmark. It went well. So he moved up a notch again, hoping for a first. To his joy, the 90 kilograms rose with a deep grunt of exertion. That was 200 pounds! “Yes!” he yelled as he racked the weight bar.  
 
    Even with Rick’s determined help, Jim had never managed to press 50 kilograms in school, when he should have been near his peak. Maybe, thinking back, he’d just lacked the motivation.  
 
    Applause made him look over in surprise. Ziva was standing in the door, clapping and whistling.  
 
    “Well done!” she said. She was wearing a sort of leotard she must have had in the small bag she’d brought with her. He realized she’d probably come with the night’s events in mind.  
 
    Jim felt his cheeks glow hot. “I’m sure you can do more,” he said.  
 
    “Oh, you’d be wrong. I’m a girl, remember? I fight to get the kind of upper body strength you hormone-soaked boys get for free.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t call that free,” he said. “Personal best after 6 months of work.”  
 
    She gestured at the equipment. “You mind?” 
 
    “Mi casa es tu casa,” he said.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “I’ve been stuck on ships for weeks, and ones without grav-decks. My ass must be like rubber.” She went to the stationary bike, figured out the programming, and immediately went to it.  
 
    Ziva was extraordinarily lithe in build, but even so, the pumping of her legs made her parts move in all the right ways. Jim had to struggle to pull himself away from the view and return to his workout. Her bottom was most certainly not rubber!  
 
    “About last night,” she said as she worked.  
 
    Jim felt a knife hovering over his feelings but took the lead anyway. “If you don’t want to do that again…” 
 
    “What?” she asked, then laughed. “Oh, hell yeah, I want to. It was great, despite your complaining you’ve only been with one woman.” She looked at him, the new exotic slit pupils clear even from across the room. Jim remembered looking into them as their bodies were one and felt his pulse quicken again. “Jim, you’re a great man. Don’t listen to anyone else, or even more, yourself. There’s nothing wrong with you.” She blushed slightly. “I couldn’t wait to get here, all the time coming through customs and shit.” The look on her face? Holy shit.  
 
    “I’m glad you came,” he said, then his eyes went wide, and he felt his cheeks getting hot. 
 
    “Oh, so am I,” she purred.  
 
    Jim switched to legs and tried to concentrate.  
 
    A few minutes later, she came over and eyed the weight simulator. “I’ve never seen one like this,” she said.  
 
    “It uses the same electro-responsive filaments CASPers utilize,” he said, and got up while using a towel to wipe away sweat. “This used to be a guest room, so I didn’t have a lot of space.” 
 
    “Bigger than the last ship I was on,” she noted. “Show me how it works?”  
 
    “Sure.” He gave her a quick explanation and watched as she tested the bench press parameters. After a few experimental presses, she set it for 50 kilograms. Unlike his own body, her muscles stood out like bands of steel as she worked. After a minute she upped it to 60 kilos, then 65, where she clearly struggled. “That’s damned good,” he said.  
 
    “Thanks,” she grunted as she worked.  
 
    He checked his pinplants for the time. “I need to get a few things worked out and another shower before work. You okay here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “It looks like it all works the same.” 
 
    “It does. Have a good workout.”  
 
    He went upstairs to the master suite’s shower once more, but he was only half done when the door slipped open and a naked Ziva slid in.  
 
    “Room for one more?” 
 
    “S-sure,” he said. She smiled and slid into his arms.  
 
    “About last night,” she said into his ear. “Anything worth doing once is worth doing again…and again…and again.”  
 
    “Oh, good,” he said. 
 
    Jim’s flyer taxi landed on the Ministry roof five minutes late for his appointment. He had a spring in his step and a smile on his face a Besquith couldn’t chew off. The guards checked his yack and waved him through. Four levels down, he entered the meeting room to find his staff waiting patiently.  
 
    Of course they were; he was the Minster of War. What were they going to do, start without him?  
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Sorry I’m late.” Everyone made dismissive gestures and nodded as Jim used his pinplants to take control of the room’s array of Tri-Vs. “Let’s go over the 3rd quarter budget and recruitment goals.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ziva was showering—by herself, sadly—much later that day when Fssik returned. She didn’t see him, but that other sense twitched at her, as if she were sitting on a trampoline and someone new had joined her.  
 
    “Negotiations complete?” she called out, peering out through the half-fogged shower door to see if he would reveal himself.  
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” Fssik said, appearing at the foot of the shower. He stood on two legs at first, but then promptly sat like a cat and began washing his face.  
 
    “What does that mean?” she asked. “How many are dead?”  
 
    “Enough to fulfill the contract,” Fssik said, slow blinking up at her for a moment. “Does Jim Cartwright know you’re using his shower?”  
 
    “He does,” she said with a tiny smile. “We’ve…ah…been sleeping together.”  
 
    “Have you been doing anything more interesting than sleeping, my Human?” Fssik asked, blinking one eye at her in an approximation of a Human wink. He’d seen the expression on one of the old movies she’d watched with Jim once and liked it.  
 
    She laughed. “Yes, Fssik. We’ve been having sex. Delicious, fulfilling, fantastic sex.”  
 
    “Excellent,” Fssik purred. “Just as I’d hoped.”  
 
    “Oh, really?”  
 
    “Yes, of course! Why not? It was obvious the two of you had a connection. Why shouldn’t you express it physically? And if you’re able to produce kits, well then…so much the better! Cartwright DNA for your child would be a solid investment for the clan’s future.” Like a lot of Hunters, Fssik had developed an interest in genetics. Ziva blamed their understandable obsession on the attempts to re-establish their race. Fssik, she knew, had enjoyed liaisons with several of the female Hunters in an attempt to breed. While the clan’s scientific breeding and surrogacy program was still in full swing, and going very well, the Hunters weren’t about to neglect any opportunity to grow the next generation.  
 
    But a Human baby? That was a whole different grade of ore!  
 
    “I don’t think that’s in the cards,” Ziva said, leaning back to let the water sluice through her long, dark hair. “We’re just…having a good time.”  
 
    “I should hope so!” Fssik said. “If not, you’re definitely doing it wrong.” He winked at her again and opened his mouth to give her a Human smile. Ziva laughed and turned off the water.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” Jim’s voice drifted in from outside his bedroom. Ziva opened the shower door and stepped out, wrapping one of the huge terrycloth towels around her body. Fssik slow blinked up at her and vanished, which Ziva took to mean that he didn’t want Jim to know of his presence. So she didn’t say anything as she stepped out into the bedroom.  
 
    “Oh…damn…” Jim breathed as he caught sight of her wrapped in the towel, her skin and hair still glistening with water droplets.  
 
    “Hi to you, too,” Ziva replied with a smile.  
 
    “I was just…um…” he trailed off as she walked toward him, deliberately rolling her hips and letting the towel slide further and further down her back.  
 
    “Can it wait?” she asked in low voice. She came up to within touching distance and then stopped, smiling up at him.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, reaching out for her. She caught his hand and guided it to her towel-clad hip, and then stepped up against his chest before letting the towel drop between them.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Later, Ziva lay with her head pillowed on Jim’s shoulder, her hand splayed over his chest. He stroked one hand idly down the length of her upper arm as he took the deep, calming breaths required after vigorous exercise.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about something,” Ziva said. “Something Fssik said.”  
 
    “Is he back from his…Depik things?”  
 
    “He stopped by earlier.” From what Ziva could tell, her Hunter companion was still nearby. Probably still somewhere in the suite, though Ziva figured he’d have manners enough to go out into the living room area. Fssik wasn’t a voyeur.  
 
    “Mmm, and what kind of body count did he rack up this time?”  
 
    “He wasn’t specific, but he did say the contract was complete. Which means he’s taking contracts again. Which is good.”  
 
    “Is it?” Jim asked, shifting under her until he could slide up to a seated position.  
 
    “Well,” Ziva said with a smile, “it’s not good for the targets, I suppose, but it’s good for us. Hunter contracts aren’t cheap, and we could use the income.” She looked at Jim’s face and frowned slightly. “Wait…you’re not worried he’ll take a contract on you, are you? Fssik would never do that. No Hunter would. Not after—”  
 
    “No, I know,” Jim said, “but I was just wondering why you need credits. Something wrong?”  
 
    “No. I just…you know. Income.”  
 
    “You have a job with the Cavaliers, Ziva.”  
 
    “Yeah, but I’m obviously resigning.”  
 
    “Are you?” He phrased it as a question, but Jim’s words had a hard, flat edge that had Ziva sitting up, her frown deepening in confusion. Jim slid away from her, out from under the tangled sheets, and turned his back toward her as he reached for his discarded clothes.  
 
    “Yes. I am. What the fuck just happened, here, Jim?” Ziva asked, letting a little edge of her own into her voice.  
 
    “Goodbye sex, I guess,” he said, dressing with sharp, angry motions.  
 
    “Wait, what?”  
 
    “Isn’t that what’s happening here? You’re resigning because you’re done with me. I guess I appreciate the honesty. It’s better than the last bitch who used me—”  
 
    “Hold the fuck up,” Ziva said, real anger firing through her body, tensing her muscles and echoing through her voice. She flung the sheets aside and stood up, not caring that she was still completely unclothed. “Don’t you dare compare me to Adrianne Whateverherbitchassnameis. I have never once lied to you.”  
 
    “No,” Jim said, turning around. “You just used me for a job and sex, and now you’re leaving.”  
 
    “I am leaving,” Ziva shot back, “but not until we finish fighting about this, because you’re insane if you think I was using you—”  
 
    “Oh, right,” Jim cut her off. “Silly me. Who would want to use this—” he gestured derisively at his chest and belly, “—for sex? But you already had the job, so…maybe you just have a fat boy fetish?”  
 
    “Oh, fuck you!” Ziva shouted, fisting her hands at her sides. “Fuck you and your fucking insecurity, Jim! I don’t care how much you weigh! I’m resigning because I want to be with you, and it’s not a good idea for subordinate officers to be in romantic relationships with their commanders! Fuck!”  
 
    She whirled, her hair spinning out around her, and stomped over to the overnight bag she’d brought. While she dug inside for a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt, she kept her teeth gritted together, refusing to say anything else until he said something. An apology, an insult, a counterargument… 
 
    Say something, she begged him silently, feeling the backs of her eyes begin to burn. Please, don’t let me walk out of here… 
 
    Silence.  
 
    Ziva swallowed past the pain in her chest and throat and zipped up her overnight bag with finality.  
 
    “The front office will have my resignation in the morning,” she said, her voice cracking on the last word. She pressed her lips together to keep from either shouting or sobbing and forced herself to walk slowly, head held high, out toward the elevator.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    <You are better off without her…> 
 
    “Shut up,” Jim snapped at the voice, which had been silent until Ziva was in the elevator. “Just shut the fuck up!” His fist crashed into the bedroom door, and the light metal buckled under the impact, which crashed up his arm in a satisfying jolt of pain. He roared and threw a series of punches, jabs, and finished with a straight kick, which dislodged the door from its frame and sent it rebounding off the entry hallway, over the balcony, and into the living room. One of the glass coffee tables below crashed in a shattering explosion. “Great.”  
 
    The voice echoed laughter. 
 
    His breath pumping in receding rage, he looked down at his hands. The knuckles were a bloody mess. As his anger subsided, the pain began. He considered the wounds for a minute, then walked down to the living room level and observed the damage.  
 
    The door had landed squarely on the coffee table display case, scattering the contents. Various tiny ponies, trading cards, and old videogame cartridges were strewn across the floor. He bent and retrieved an old favorite, Rainbow Dash. It was dusty and marred. For years, he’d carried it with him in his CASPer, on contracts, and even in his Raknar, Doom. Sometime in the last year it had been retired to his collection, here.  
 
    Jim turned it over. The rainbow arc on her hind quarters was invisible under a smear of fresh, bright red blood. He went to the kitchen, got a towel, and wrapped his hands before returning to wipe away the shattered glass and replace the mementos. He ordered replacement glass with his pinplants and moved to the entry foyer. A few minutes ago, Ziva had ridden the elevator down, out of his home, and his life. 
 
    He turned sideways and opened a hidden panel. Inside was an array of weapons and armor. A pair of laser carbines, grenades, handguns, and magazines. He’d decided against depending on anyone other than himself quite some time ago and had this added. From a rack of four dispensers in the back, he grabbed a nanite spray, selected minor external injury, jammed it against his forearm, and smashed the activation stud. The pain washed through him like a tidal wave.  
 
    “Ouch,” he growled, and put the dispenser back. A single small use wouldn’t reduce its usefulness in a real fight. 
 
    “You are an idiot.”  
 
    Jim turned, not as startled as he should have been to see the small feline silhouette standing next to the shattered display.  
 
    “If you kill me, Splunk and the Cavaliers will hunt you down,” Jim said, anger still boiling under his skin. His hand was still inside the hidden weapons locker, inches from a weapon. <Do it!> “And our alliance will be over.”  
 
    “I said you are an idiot. I did not say I was one,” Fssik said. “You have hurt her, but you are still important to her. I will not make her hurt worse by taking you out.”  
 
    “I’m sure she’ll get over it quickly,” Jim said, his anger draining away, leaving bitterness in its wake. “They all do.”  
 
    “If you think that, you don’t know my Ziva,” Fssik said. “Especially not now that she has been altered to be more like us. She…she does not realize it yet, but you have become hers. She is too new to her changes to fully understand what that means. That is why I encouraged her to have sex with you, because it would make that bond grow stronger, which in turn makes her stronger.”  
 
    Jim withdrew his hand from the weapons locker. “Fucking aliens,” he mumbled. The Depik’s eyes followed his movement.  
 
    “You were wise not to draw out a weapon. It wouldn’t have ended well.” 
 
    “Don’t count me out,” he said. “I’ve been known to surprise people.”  
 
    “I didn’t say who it would have ended badly for,” Fssik said. “Perhaps both of us.” He slow blinked, and Jim gave a single snorting laugh.  
 
    “I have nothing but respect for you, Hunter, but you don’t know diddly shit about Human emotions.” 
 
    “I know more than you think, and probably less than I believe I do. However, I know Ziva has marked you as hers. She cares for you, respects you, and desires you. Is this such a bad thing?’  
 
    “Until she decides to hit the road.”  
 
    “You are being an idiot again, Jim Cartwright.” He glared at the Depik who stood on his hind legs and simply smiled. “Do you care for my Ziva?” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted, “but I won’t risk myself anymore, not for a woman.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Fssik said, bending over and examining the collection. He wasn’t sure, but it looked like his eyes hovered over the bloodstained pony. “I thought you were a warrior. No, not just a warrior, a leader of warriors. You have thrown yourself into the gauntlet of life and death many, many times. Your exploits are quite well known, even as far away as Khatash.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “You risk your life for credits, strangers, and causes, but you will not risk your heart to be hurt by involving yourself with a Human female who desires you?”  
 
    Jim’s mouth became a thin line. He tried to come up with an angry response, ultimately failing.  
 
    “Now you are being smart.” Fssik closed his eyes and opened them after a second. Not a slow blink, he was doing something else. “Ziva is at a bar.” He gave a name. 
 
    “I know where it is.” 
 
    “Very good, now you only need to know what to do.” And with that, Fssik simply blurred out of existence and was gone.  
 
    Fucking aliens. Jim stood there for a long minute. He examined his knuckles. They weren’t healed—that wasn’t how medical nanites worked. However, the damage was contained, the blood vessels closed off to stop further bleeding, and it was only mildly painful to make a fist. He went to the kitchen and cleaned them in the sink, then got some bandages from the first aid cabinet. “Good enough,” he said.  
 
    The whole time he ministered to his wounds, he thought about what the Depik had said. His logical mind cautioned him, You don’t want to be hurt. Yet, hadn’t he also done Ziva an injury? He swept up the large pieces of glass, then released the house cleaning bots. In a few minutes, even microscopic shards would be gone. By the time the bots emerged from their sleeping spots built into the wall, he was in the elevator.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ziva sensed Fssik’s presence before the elevator reached the bottom floor of Jim’s tower. He hadn’t said anything, hadn’t come out of his quintessence, but she knew he was there, nonetheless.  
 
    “Don’t kill him,” she said softly, staring straight ahead, her hands in fists at her sides. She blinked hard against the burning unshed tears behind her eyes and let out a growl. Anger sometimes made her cry, and she hated crying. Rage-crying was the worst, because then she just got even more pissed that she was crying. She needed to hit something, and soon.  
 
    “I will if you want me to,” he answered, and she felt the electric glide of his fur against her calf as he rubbed on her for comfort.  
 
    “I don’t want you to,” she said. “It’s not worth it to break our alliance over my broken heart.”  
 
    “It would be to me, if you wanted it, but I am glad you don’t. Where will you go?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll find a place to stay. Right now I need a drink.”  
 
    “The Lyon?”  
 
    “No. Someplace rougher.”  
 
    “Ah. You want a fight.”  
 
    Yes. “Something like that.”  
 
    “The hand food place?”  
 
    That almost had Ziva smiling. “Knuckle Sandwich. Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. Join me?”  
 
    “I will catch up. I must do something first.” The elevator slowed and came to a stop.  
 
    “Please don’t kill him,” she said.  
 
    “I told you, I will not. Do not get yourself killed before I get there.”  
 
    “I can handle myself, Hunter.”  
 
    “I know you can, Human, but you are mine, and I have your back. So do not get yourself killed. I love you too much.”  
 
    Ziva looked down at the empty space where Fssik stood. “I love you, too,” she whispered. “Don’t be long.” The elevator doors opened, and she stepped out, using her pinplants to call a cab.  
 
    A bit later, Ziva leaned her elbows on the bar and wished, not for the first time, that some motherfucker would hurry up and start something. There were some promising prospects in the bar, and she’d caught several rough-looking customers eyeing her in speculation, but every time she met their eyes with her own challenge, they looked away or backed down. Maybe it was the cat-shaped pupils.  
 
    It was still early; maybe they weren’t drunk enough.  
 
    Maybe she was just so mad, they could sense the violence rolling off of her.  
 
    Maybe— 
 
    A sudden weight landed on her shoulder, and the warm, safe scent of Fssik’s fur enveloped her. Ziva flinched, then covered it by lifting her glass and taking a long drink of whatever brightly colored fruity-tasting, super-high-octane stuff the bartender had given her.  
 
    “You made it,” she murmured into her straw.  
 
    “You doubted?” Fssik purred against her ear.  
 
    “Never.”  
 
    “Good. I will always do what is best for you. Remember that.”  
 
    “I will, but what the hell does that mean—?” Ziva broke off as she felt him jump off her, out somewhere in the bar, cloaked in his quintessence. She huffed out a sigh and lowered her now-empty glass before turning to scan the room one more time.  
 
    She froze, her impatience and anger turning to ice in an instant.  
 
    Jim Cartwright had just walked through the door.  
 
    Ziva spun back to the bar, catching the bartender in the act of replacing her drink. She smiled a thin ‘thank you’ and tipped him through her pinplants, then leaned forward, letting her hair hide her face while her mind twisted and turned in on itself.  
 
    Why was he here? Was he looking for her? How had he known how to find—oh. Of course. Fssik.  
 
    Love and annoyance flooded through her, making her look up to see if she could catch sight of her interfering companion. She couldn’t, but something else caught her eye, something that took the rage and anger and ignited it with lust, turning her insides molten. 
 
    In the mirror behind the bar, she could see Jim, his face alight with something like relief, walking directly up to her.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    This was one of those times Jim really regretted not having a car, or maybe a flyer. To be able to zip around town, or even cross country, without making arrangements had once been a uniquely American privilege, to use a loaded term. Shortages after the crisis of the early 21st century, and then first contact made it rarer and rarer. The advent of the public funded maglev system and robotic flyer and ground cabs really didn’t help.  
 
    He was more than rich enough to justify it. Oh, sure, plenty of poorer higher-class families still had a car, or a truck, or an RV. Jim’s problem was, he just couldn’t justify it. As he was a merc commander, it would spend more time in a garage than being driven around. He remembered their family always had cars, and drivers for that matter, but the Cavaliers were practically merc royalty back in the day.  
 
    So Jim caught a flier, only it took a good 20 minutes for one to show up. Twice he started to walk to the motor pool to help himself to an armored transport, or even a scout flyer. Both times he stopped himself. “Abuse of power” came to mind. All he needed was some newsy to catch the Federation minister of war driving a ‘tank’ down the road to hook up with his subordinate officer.  
 
    Just as he thought about doing it for the third time, the high-pitched whine of turbines announced the transport’s approach. His pinplants pinged. Cavaliers’ perimeter security had stopped the cab. He sent an approval code, and the cab flew over and landed.  
 
    It was mid-fall, so he’d dressed in jeans and a button-down shirt before throwing on a leather merc jacket. He’d been briefly miffed when the jacket didn’t fit right, then laughed because it was loose around the belly, but tighter on the arms. Quit bitching, he thought, shaking his head as the cab popped open, and he clambered in. He sent the destination and his yack details to the robotic cab, which gave a beep of acknowledgment, and they were airborne.  
 
    Fssik had given Ziva’s location as a place called The Knuckle Sandwich, a bar on the far side of Houston Starport, but still inside the startown that surrounded it. She’d mentioned hearing about the place being a venue for live entertainment. He’d neglected to remind her it wasn’t the kind of live entertainment she expected.  
 
    Knuckle Sandwich was a known starport after-hours worker’s hangout. Most of the crowd were a lot like the roughnecks of old. Laboring around starships and cargo was nasty, dirty, dangerous work. The work usually paid in cash, there were few questions asked, and it drew a certain crowd. Luckily, they only showed up in the bars after dark, and it was still afternoon. 
 
    During the flight, he stared out the clear canopy at all the starships resting on landing pads. Some were preparing to leave, others just arriving, and some awaited repairs. In the months after their assault on the Science Guild world, a sense of normalcy had returned, and that worried him. Yet the whole time he couldn’t stop thinking about Ziva. The all too brief moment of passion they shared, and how he might have destroyed something beautiful before it had time to bloom into…what?  
 
    Fssik was right; he was an idiot.  
 
    Finally the flyer found a spot, a rare, designated VTOL zone in the region, and sat down with a thump. It had been 95 minutes since Ziva stepped into the elevator. It felt like 95 years. The fare was sent to his pinplants, and Jim approved the payment. The cab’s canopy popped open in response.  
 
    The cab took off, making Jim’s loose-fitting jacket fly about wildly. Had it been a more civilized area, the cab would have waited until Jim was further away. Here, the owners didn’t want to risk the machine getting vandalized. Again, not the best area of town.  
 
    Knuckle Sandwich was a block away, and he covered the distance at a brisk walk. Last time he’d been down here was years ago. The district had deteriorated, and he noted it might enter the ‘bad area’ category in a few years. He made a mental note to discuss security with the minister of trade, who oversaw the starports and startowns.  
 
    The marquee was a Tri-V projection of a man getting his teeth knocked out by a huge fist over and over. An improbable number of teeth flew and rained down onto the sidewalk, bouncing around in a non-repeating random pattern. Nice. It looked to have been a store of some kind in the past, but all the windows had been replaced with steel and the door was armored. Yeah, not a nice neighborhood. 
 
     The bar was well enough off to afford Human security. The woman who eyed his approach was clearly a former merc and built like a medium-sized tank. Lots of female mercs juiced to help build body mass; this one looked like she dabbled in nanite modifications as well.  
 
    “Got money, fat boy?”  
 
    Jim suppressed a strong desire to shoot her in the kneecaps. <Yessss!> The voice’s vehement agreement with this urge decided him against acting upon it. Instead, he pulled out a 100-credit chit and flashed it at her. She eyed it dubiously.  
 
    “Give me a break,” he snarled. “How many people bother trying to forge one that big?” The chit was worth $10,000 in old US currency. She made a disgusted face and nodded toward the door. Jim entered.  
 
    The inside was, thankfully, nicer than the outside. Contemporary music drummed at an acceptable level, and the place smelled of alcohol and fried food. One of the advantages of startown had always been none of the bullshit restrictions on meat or sugar you’d had to deal with in the USA. Of course, the Federation had done away with that in favor of a simple awareness program. People were free to live their own lives, after all.  
 
    The lighting was as subdued as the general atmosphere. Maybe 20 patrons were scattered around. A pair of burly dudes were arm wrestling in a booth, a group of slumming traders had the big semi-circular booth at the back, and three people were at the long L shaped bar. One of them was slumped over a drink. It was easy to recognize Ziva, even from the door. He took a big breath and went over.  
 
    “Hey,” he said.  
 
    “Yeah,” she replied without looking up.  
 
    “You sense me with quintessence?” he wondered. She pointed at the mirror in front of her that showed him standing behind her. “Ah.” 
 
    “How’d you find me?”  
 
    “Fssik,” Jim said.  
 
    “Furry bastard,” she said.  
 
    “He told me where you were after he called me an idiot.” 
 
    “Seems to be going around.” 
 
    “Yeah, because I’m an idiot.” 
 
    She turned toward him for the first time, only slightly, so it was apparent she was listening at least. 
 
    “I’m an idiot, and a coward. If you still want to be with me, I’d like that. A lot. We’ll just see what happens. Is that okay, or did I fuck it up beyond repair?”  
 
    Ziva turned the rest of the way slowly on her chair and removed her sunglasses. Her cat-eye pupils were wide, making her eyes look huge and serious as she faced him. She moved like liquid when she stood. She’d always been graceful, but this was…different. He felt his body tighten in response to her nearness. She stared up at him for a moment, and then her lips curved in a tiny smile as her eyelids lowered slowly, deliberately, before opening back up as she put her arms around him and hugged him tightly. “You are an idiot,” she said after she’d embraced him for a long time, “but I’m glad you came to your senses.”  
 
    “So am I,” he said, “and that your Depik is smarter than I am.” 
 
    “He’s pretty amazing, even though he doesn’t get our relationship dynamics.” Her eyes flicked, and he wondered why. 
 
    “You two wanna get a room?”  
 
    Jim glanced at the bartender, who was polishing a glass and rolling his eyes. He gently picked her up and sat her on her feet, amazed at how light she felt. “We haven’t had dinner,” he said. “You want to eat?” 
 
    “Food is always good before sex,” she said, punching him in the stomach. He grunted, but it had only been a half-hearted punch.  
 
    The meal turned into food and drinks, and then dancing. Jim had next to zero experience at dancing, but once again, Ziva proved to be a wonderful teacher. He was so happy to have her in his arms again, he found himself enjoying the experience. As they moved on the little dance floor to the modern beat, the world fell away to just them. 
 
    “Want to go back home?” Ziva asked after an unknown amount of time. 
 
    “You bet,” he said. “Let me settle the bill.” She smiled and kissed him. Jim smiled back and went to the bar. The same man who’d given them the stink eye when they’d been making out now gave him a respectful nod as he returned to the bar. Amazing what a 100-credit chit does for a man’s attitude.  
 
    It took a minute to finish the tab. It came to 35 credits, which on Earth was outrageous, but he paid it and threw in a five-credit tip. Getting his change, he turned back to their table. For the first time he realized how late it was, and that the bar was nearly packed full of big dudes drinking, smoking, and talking over the music. Two of the toughs had Ziva bracketed on either side and were leaning in uncomfortably close. 
 
    He’d had a dozen drinks and had been feeling their effects. Instantly he was sober and walking in long strides. He was only a meter away when Ziva must have said something to one of them they didn’t like. The man was easily two meters tall and built like an Oogar. He grabbed Ziva by the arm, and Jim saw red.  
 
    He came in with a forearm block to the side of the guy’s head, sending him sprawling. Ziva was knocked off her stool, and the other man swung a big, meaty fist at Jim’s face. He ducked under it with ease and flashed a knife-edged hand into his throat. The attacker choked and backed away. Something warned Jim, and he spun back toward the first dude, who was roaring and leaping at him. Jim triggered Boost and stepped into the attack, grabbing the huge brute by the throat, and lifting him like a ragdoll.  
 
    “You just fucked up,” Jim snarled. The guy gurgled but didn’t give easily. Suddenly a knife was heading for Jim’s stomach. Only a low growl and a flying kick beat him to it.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jim’s appearance, his apology, the drinking, and the dancing had all combined to break Ziva out of her earlier violent mood. So when he stepped away and two burly men, one bald and one blond, stepped up to hassle her, Ziva let out a sigh of annoyance.  
 
    “Where were you guys two hours ago?” she muttered before looking up at them through her sunglasses. “You boys need something?”  
 
    “Looks like you need something, sugar,” the tallest one, the one facing her head-on said. “Something your fat boyfriend can’t give you.”  
 
    Ziva smirked. “You have no idea what my boyfriend gives me,” she said, “and I doubt you have the imagination to try and understand. I’m gonna let you in on a secret, my friend. You’re out of your league with me, in more ways than one.” She lowered her sunglasses and blinked at him, letting her lips stretch in a feral, threatening smile. A twitch in the fabric of quintessence told her that Fssik was nearby, watching.  
 
    “Cool mod,” the bald merc said. “Those eyes are gonna look real pretty staring up at me when you’re on your knees with your mouth open.” He reached out and wrapped a hand the size of Ziva’s head around one of her biceps, just as she toggled the release on the little knife she kept sheathed inside her opposite wrist.  
 
    She never saw Jim coming, but somehow, he was there, his eyes cold and hard. He hammered Baldy in the side of the head with a forearm block. It staggered the big merc into Ziva’s thigh, pushing her off the stool. She managed to get her feet under her and ducked to avoid the blond merc’s haymaker. Jim ducked it and came back up, hammering the knife-edge of his hand into the second attacker’s throat. Blondie choked, his eyes going wide and terrified as he clutched at his neck and staggered back. He was gonna feel that for a while.  
 
    Baldy, however, had recovered quickly. He let out a roar and lunged for Jim. Ziva kicked the barstool out of the way and prepared to jump in with her little knife, but Jim was already there. He stepped inside Baldy’s guard and grabbed him by the throat, lifting him up off his feet.  
 
    “You just fucked up,” Jim said, his voice even, but carrying that dark edge of violence that shivered up along Ziva’s spine in delicious recognition. The shadow inside her, the need to rend and kill, had been growing since her trip to Azure. In that moment, she felt it sliding along her nerve pathways, igniting fires of savage joy and chaos. She felt her focus narrow to the bald merc’s face, and she let out a snarl and attacked.  
 
    Her foot smashed into his face. Blood fountained from his nose as his eyes rolled backward. He slumped in Jim’s grip, and then to the floor as Jim opened his hand.  
 
    “Behind you,” she said, her words something between a hiss and a purr as she landed and pivoted to cover Jim’s back. Three, maybe four patrons lunged forward, and Ziva couldn’t help but let out a wild laugh.  
 
    “Take it outside!”  
 
    The bartender’s roar faltered under the sound of chairs and tables being overturned and kicked aside. Ziva vaguely heard Jim tell the bartender to shut the fuck up as she lashed out with fists and feet. She spun and used her little knife to sever someone’s Achilles through their boot. The attacker fell, screaming, into a pool of spreading blood. Someone pulled him away, red streaking across the sticky dance floor as they went. The savagery inside her pulsed, exulting in the power and joy of combat as she felled another, and another.  
 
    “Ziva, come!” Someone gripped her hand, and she felt the prick of claws on her wrist. She looked down and saw Fssik holding her, careful not to break the skin. “You and Jim must leave. The law is on the way, and there will be trouble for you both!”  
 
    The touch of Fssik’s claws penetrated the fog of battle lust, and Ziva blinked as she looked around at the bodies lying in heaps and clumps around the bar. Most of them still moved…but not all. She twisted to look over her shoulder and saw Jim kneeling on someone’s chest, his fist hammering into their face like a mining bit. She couldn’t tell if his victim was male or female, but their face was absolute pulp.  
 
    “Jim,” she said, her voice a rough croak. Had she been screaming? She climbed over her latest assailant and walked over to him. “Jim,” she said again, putting her hand on his shoulder.  
 
    He whirled to her, fist raised and cocked to strike. Ziva didn’t give him the chance, she leaned in and locked her lips over his, thrusting her tongue into his mouth, drinking in his violence, his darkness, his rage. She felt his hand come up to cup the back of her head, his fingers fisting in her hair.  
 
    “Ziva!” Fssik’s cry carried exasperation and urgency, and Ziva broke the kiss enough to stare into Jim’s lust-dark eyes.  
 
    “We gotta go. Someone called the police.”  
 
    “Shit,” Jim said, breathless against her lips. “Yeah, okay.”  
 
    “Fssik is here, he’ll help us get out without being seen.” She straightened and offered Jim a hand to help him up. He took it, his fingers hot on hers. The touch sent a shiver through her and made her eyes snap to his once again.  
 
    This isn’t over, his gaze seemed to say. Not by a long shot.  
 
    Ziva slow blinked and pulled him to his feet.  
 
    “What’s your cat gonna do?” Jim asked. “Make us all disappear?”  
 
    “No,” Fssik said, appearing out of nowhere in front of them, “but I am going to show you the hidden back door. Come on, you two. And keep up. You can throw each other against a wall and fuck later.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jim decided makeup sex was probably the best. Of course, he’d never been in that position before, so he didn’t exactly have any perspective. It could also have been the fight at the bar. Man, what a dustup that had been.  
 
    It wasn’t just the renewed physical relationship, either. He quickly admitted he cared for Ziva. How much, he wasn’t sure. Again, lack of experience was a factor. However, they made a great team. They’d pretty much torn the bar to pieces. She was a simply savage fighter. He suspected she’d held herself back, otherwise there would have been nobody left alive except her, him, and a Depik. Even that thought excited him.  
 
    To distract himself from the dark thoughts of how much fun killing everyone else in that bar would have been, he carefully monitored the Federation news feeds, watching for anything concerning him and a certain rumble at Knuckle Sandwich. The place’s name held the truth of it; not a word was reported.  
 
    At least he and Ziva had gotten over their fight. Since she had a point about romantic relationships within the chain of command, he’d accepted her resignation. Then he’d hired her on as an independent consultant working with his Intel corps. It actually worked out really well, because Sansar Enkh had sent him some data, and he hadn’t had time to look into it yet. So he’d handed it to Ziva and called it good. Apparently it was pretty deep stuff, because Ziva was quite busy getting up to speed. He hadn’t had a chance to see her for two days.  
 
    It felt like a lot longer. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” she said over pizza and a movie when she finally made it back to his apartment for an evening.  
 
    “I don’t want to beat up any more bars,” he said, then winked at her.  
 
    Ziva gave a snorting laugh and shook her head. “Yeah, you need to stay all legal and stuff. No, I mean how did you lift the guy up with one hand? I mean, you’ve gotten stronger just since I’ve known you, but that bruiser was at least 120 kilos of solid muscle and stink.” 
 
    Jim laughed and thought about his ‘secret.’ Sure, why not. He told her about the end of his imprisonment, just before he’d rescued her at the Battle of Earth, and how Adrianne had given him the modified nanites to rescue him.  
 
    “Are you sure they don’t do anything more?” she asked, her eyes narrowing to slits, the hatred in them clear. 
 
    Jim knew Ziva didn’t trust Adrianne, and he didn’t, either. “I couldn’t get much of an analysis,” he admitted. “Nanites aren’t normally self-replicating. These are super scary advanced.”  
 
    She frowned.  
 
    “I know,” he said. “They could do a lot more, and I’d never know it. But what can I do? I can’t get them removed—nobody even knows how they’re stored in my body, or where. The medical section has wanted to do a detailed microbiological scan of my body, but it would take several days of workups. I don’t have time, and they’re still not sure if it would reveal anything. Nanites are hard to detect in the best of times.” 
 
    “How do they work?” she asked. 
 
    Jim explained the menu in his pinplants and how to access it. “I’ve been curious at the time to recycle, but I’m worried what pushing them too hard could cause. I’ll admit, they’re damned handy to have.” One of a thousand questions I’d have Section 51 answer, if I had my druthers, Jim thought.  
 
    “Okay, thanks for telling me about them,” she said.  
 
    Ziva had little worry-lines on her forehead. He’d noticed them once or twice. He could tell she didn’t think it was something to let go of and figured someday it would come up again, but the conversation moved on to mundane things, and later became nonverbal. Soon, Jim had completely forgotten they’d even talked about it.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three days later, Ziva felt her eyes narrow behind her dark glasses as she read the words on her slate again. Local law enforcement reports from Austin showed an increase in the number of vagrants inhabiting the public parks. On the surface, it didn’t seem like a big deal—and perhaps it wasn’t. Central Texas was enjoying a particularly mild spring, and it wasn’t unusual for the population of indigent street-sleepers to fluctuate with the seasons. However, something about this report pulled at her consciousness. She accessed one of the evidentiary pictures and zoomed in.  
 
    It was a shot of three women sitting on the ground next to a dried-up concrete fountain. She couldn’t be 100% certain due to the low quality of the photograph, but the woman on the left looked a lot like one of the primary movers from the Golden Horde intel file. According to Sansar’s people, the woman was part of a group that traveled around the world and posed as legitimate protesters, then worked within the crowd to incite violence and mayhem. Sansar wasn’t sure to what end, beyond general destabilization of Earth’s recovering governments and economy. Ziva wasn’t, either, but she intended to find out.  
 
    “Fssik,” she said out loud to the empty office she knew wasn’t empty, “get your stuff. We’re going to Austin.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This place is worse than Houston,” Fssik said into her ear as they walked from Ziva’s hotel to a café to get something to eat.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” Ziva asked. As it happened, she agreed with her Hunter, but she was curious why he would say such a thing.  
 
    “It smells just as bad, but I can see from the downtown architecture and the bridges over the river that this was once a beautiful city. It has been neglected worse than Houston, and the Humans here are…they do not seem like the Humans I have met. They seem more like prey animals, expecting every moment to be hurt or killed.” His furred warmth pressed closer to her neck, and she felt his prehensile back feet walk around so that he could spread his weight to both of her shoulders. She’d come to realize that Fssik craved physical closeness when he needed comfort. That seemed true of most Hunters, actually.  
 
    It was true of her, too, which was new since Azure. But that was a problem for another day.  
 
    “Austin’s a weird place,” Ziva agreed as they walked. “I think it’s worse than usual, though. That’s why we’re here.”  
 
    “I am uneasy, my Human,” Fssik whispered.  
 
    Ziva put up a hand to stroke his head briefly, hoping no one noticed—or if they did, she hoped they thought she was yet another addict roaming the streets.  
 
    I’m uneasy, too.  
 
    Despite the creeping sense of dread and anxiety, they made it to the café and ordered dinner without incident. The food was surprisingly good, enough that Ziva went to the effort and extra expense of having her leftovers boxed up and prepared for her to take them out. That took a few more minutes than she would have liked, so it was fully dark by the time she and Fssik—who hadn’t left her shoulders—walked back out into the city.  
 
    With a weird sense of relief, Ziva removed her dark glasses and let her eyes relax into the dimness. Even though she kept mostly daylight hours, since her adjustments, she certainly felt the pull to become fully nocturnal. Everything was just better in the darkness. She could move better, see better. Her focus was sharper, and ideas came to her— 
 
    Oh, now that’s an idea. 
 
    “Where are we going, my Human?” Fssik purred against her ear. He, too, felt more relaxed in the darkness. She could tell by the lessening of tension in the lines of his body where he laid across her shoulders and upper back. “This is not the way back to the hotel.”  
 
    “It’s a way back to the hotel,” Ziva said. “I want to take a little detour and check something out.”  
 
    “In the park?”  
 
    “Yes, my Hunter. Be ready, will you?”  
 
    “Always.”  
 
    Ziva let herself smile the tiniest bit at the eagerness in Fssik’s voice. He feared nothing, so long as he could act. Ziva sympathized.  
 
    She turned down a cracked concrete walkway that wound through one of the public parks at the city’s heart. As she’d seen in both Sansar’s files and the law enforcement reports, there were a large number of people who appeared to be trying to carve out a space to bed down for the evening. It didn’t take long for Ziva to find what she sought… 
 
    There. A woman who may have been young under her multiple layers of dirty clothing, and a thin-faced child next to her, half-hidden behind her bulk. Ziva smiled and headed toward them.  
 
    The woman drew back, pushing the child behind her, her face wary. Ziva stopped and held up her hands to show they were empty, besides the leftover box.  
 
    “Does the little one like cake?” Ziva asked, pitching her voice so the woman could hear it, but hopefully not too many others nearby could. “I ordered dessert and then decided I was too full to eat it. You guys can have it if you want. There’s two leftover samosas in there, too.”  
 
    “We’re good, thanks,” the woman said, her tone clipped, her eyes hard and wary. But the kid—couldn’t have been more than eight, Ziva realized, her heart cracking just a little—looked around the woman with hope and hunger in his face.  
 
    “Are you sure? You’d be doing me a favor. I don’t have a refrigerator in my room.” Ziva took a slow step forward. The woman drew back, shoving the kid behind her with a curse.  
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid of me,” Ziva said. “I’m not here to roll you up. I’m just visiting, and I thought…”  
 
    “Okay, fine,” the woman said, and the kid darted out from behind her and snatched the box out of Ziva’s hand fast enough to make any Hunter proud. Ziva smiled as he ducked back behind the woman and crouched down next to the wall.  
 
    “You guys sleeping a bit rough?” Ziva asked gently. “Seems a harsh thing for a kid so young. You don’t have anywhere to go?”  
 
    “We’re just visiting,” the woman said. “Like you. Thanks for the food. You can go now.”  
 
    “What are you visiting for?” Ziva asked, ignoring the woman’s pointed dismissal. “You have family here? Why not stay with them?”  
 
    The woman let out a harsh, half-crazed sounding laugh. “Yeah, family, that’s it. We’re all family here. One big happy family of ordinary people fucked out of our stipends by the government! Fucking mercs roll in and take everything, leaving us with no living allowance, no food, no healthcare, nothing!”  
 
    Ziva fought down the urge to retort that the restored Human government was doing its level best to get people back on their feet after the devastation of Peepo’s invasion. Earth’s economy hadn’t been strong to begin with, and life was tough if you weren’t a merc. Even though she’d heard Jim talking about reforms and attempts to strengthen their economic position, Ziva knew such things took time to bear fruit. For these people, time was clearly running out.  
 
    “Is that why you’re here?” Ziva asked quietly. “I heard there’s supposed to be a protest.”  
 
    The woman shut her mouth with a snap, her eyes filling with hostility.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said a moment later. She stepped back away from Ziva. “But this is my place; you should leave.”  
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” Ziva said again. “I’m sympathetic! I might just come out and protest, too! Just tell me what time?”  
 
    “I said I don’t fucking know what you’re talking about!” The woman leaned forward, and Ziva caught the dirty glint of a sharpened blade in her hand. “Get the fuck away from me and my kid, lady!”  
 
    Ziva stared at her for a long moment, then nodded and turned her back on the woman. It was a calculated risk. Even though the woman had shown that she was armed, Ziva had Fssik with her. She knew if the woman attacked, he’d never let her get close to hurting Ziva.  
 
    She continued through the park, noting the number of other people congregating in small groups. Some were bedding down like the woman and her kid, but others were just talking. Ziva saw more than one bottle passed amongst the groups and smelled the reek of various types of chemically enhanced smoke. Several times, she made eye contact with someone who watched her pass, hostility and anger in their gaze. She stared back, unafraid, half wishing someone would do something stupid— 
 
    No one did.  
 
    “That was interesting,” Fssik said from behind her as she threw the deadbolt lock on her hotel room door.  
 
    “It was, wasn’t it,” Ziva said, and she rolled her shoulders as she turned to find him curled in a ball at the foot of her bed.  
 
    “Did you learn what you needed to learn?”  
 
    “Not sure,” she said. “Something’s going down here, though, and soon. That lady was too damn suspicious too quickly, especially of someone who just gave her food for her kid.”  
 
    “That wasn’t her kit,” Fssik said, using the Hunter term for a child. “He did not smell the same as she did, and he did not share his food with her. I do not think he likes her at all. I was tempted to try to extract him.”  
 
    “Ugh.” Ziva sighed. “Yeah, but then what would we do with a kid?”  
 
    “Precisely.”  
 
    “Still, something’s up,” Ziva said as she flopped herself on the bed next to Fssik. “I should probably call Jim, but I’m thinking I might wait until the morning—”  
 
    She broke off as a siren’s wail split the air. The hotel was a quality place that catered to upscale clientele, so a firetruck passing outside shouldn’t have sounded so loud. Ziva sat up just as the Tri-V in her room came to life uncommanded.  
 
    “Attention, please. This is an emergency. There has been a fire identified on the ground floor. Please proceed to your assigned fire exit without delay. Matisse Hotel Groups, Inc. would like to remind you that they are not liable for any personal or property damage…”  
 
    “Shit,” Ziva said, springing up. “It’s already started.”  
 
    “I think you are right,” Fssik said. He bounded over to the window and opened the curtain. “Look.”  
 
    Ziva crossed the room and peered down the 23 floors to the ground below. Sure enough, a mass of people swirled in the streets, and as she watched, flames licked at the foundations of several buildings across the street. She couldn’t hear it, but she imagined the crashing sound of glass breaking as someone bludgeoned their way into a boutique she’d noticed earlier.  
 
    “Can we get out?” Ziva asked Fssik, because of course he knew. The Hunter never went anywhere without identifying multiple ingress and egress routes.  
 
    “We can if you move now,” he said. “Bring your weapons.”  
 
    “Naturally.”  
 
    “Leave the rest, and call Jim on the way.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Phoenix-class dropship touched down on the runway and taxied toward the terminal. Jim relaxed in the only occupied seat. He found it funny that after as many life-and-death situations as he’d found himself in, he still got nervous dropping from orbit in a dropship. If he was in his Raknar or a CASPer, it would be no big deal. Maybe he’d talk with Ziva about it; she was so understanding.  
 
    As the dropship parked and the rear cargo ramp cycled down, the already humid Houston afternoon air swirled in. Spring came early and didn’t stay long before giving up to summer. He remembered spending half his life playing indoors at the family mansion. Maybe one day it would go up for sale again, and he could buy it back. The estate was the only real thing left from his father’s era he wished he had back.  
 
    The dropship pilot trotted back to check on him. “You okay, Colonel?”  
 
    Jim chuckled. “Not my first drop, son,” he said. The pilot, probably a couple years older than he was, looked flustered. Jim held up a hand. “It’s okay. You’re new, right?”  
 
    “Two weeks ago,” he admitted. “Been training on Bucephalus.” 
 
    Jim nodded. He knew Captain Su had gone through personnel and hired many new crew to replace normal rotations, including a group of interface pilots. This man was one of them. “It was a good flight, Lieutenant,” he said to placate him. The man nodded his thanks. “Orders showed you were to station here at the base for a few days for training?” The pilot nodded again. “Good. Get your bird turned around in case we need you.” 
 
    “Something brewing, sir?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Jim admitted as he shouldered his rucksack and walked down the ramp.  
 
    He checked in at his Cavaliers’ office and ran through paperwork. The flight to orbit had been overseeing starship progress and ‘inspecting’ the first orbital defense platform. It wasn’t much more than a hub and framework that would become rings in a few years, but what it was right then was almost a thousand good paying jobs for Federation citizens.  
 
    Inspections were a huge waste of time—except when he found problems, which he did more often than not. Frankly, he was quickly losing his patience with the job, especially when it took him away from Ziva for several days.  
 
    As it was getting later, he watched the soda on his desk rattle in the glass, and he craned his neck. The Raknar Base was two kilometers away, and still he could see a trio of the 30-meter-tall behemoths lumbering along. They had little grace, which meant they were trainees. I should be there with them, he thought. His next Raknar session was four days away.  
 
    As the end of his day approached, and he’d switched to Ministry business, dictating his inspection report, he found himself wording his resignation. Jim had agreed to be the minister of war when they drafted him for a term of not more than 5 years. He’d only been doing it two. That didn’t change his feeling.  
 
    Even though he was due to leave, he brought his office’s main Tri-V online and examined the timetables. If he moved this there, and that over here, he could have the Terran Federation’s defenses nominally online, and in trajectory enough, it would be really hard to fuck it up.  
 
    “At that point, why am I here?” He looked at the dates; nine months. He sighed, then he wrote an email to Sansar. Please give me a list of possible replacements for minister of war. Thanks, and sent it off. There.  
 
    His office door opened, and a Dusman—in their customary dark-red uniform, with a holstered pistol and an eyepatch—came in.  
 
    “Hi, Dante,” Jim greeted him. “What do you need?” 
 
    The Dusman walked over and hopped up on his desk, just like Splunk would have. He never expected one of them to talk to him from the floor. Even sitting, Jim towered over the aliens, who were only 50 centimeters tall on a good day. Splunk was all of one meter from the tips of her ears to the end of her tail.  
 
    “Trainee report, Osk’ka,” he said and handed him a standard Union slate.  
 
    He took it and examined the numbers. “Only another five?” he asked, looking up. 
 
    “Correct,” Dante said. “The number of false positives are increasing.”  
 
    The recruiting program used a series of mental tests to judge if a Human might be compatible to bond with a Dusman, and thus pilot a Raknar. One in 1.5 million is what the Dusman suggested would be the norm. Only Jim didn’t dare run the recruiting system openly. Not only would there be protests, but it would draw many of the wrong crowd. They actually wanted people who didn’t crave power running the city-busting mechs.  
 
    Jim had gotten the minister of education to slip the test onto the end of the Voluntary Offworld Assessments—or VOWs—by explaining it as a proposed expansion. They’d extended it to older people as well by offering retakes to anyone under 50 years old.  
 
    “Why do you think?” Jim asked Dante.  
 
    “I think someone figured out your fake tests,” the Dusman said.  
 
    “That’s a big help,” he replied peevishly. The Dusman shrugged. Dante wasn’t one of Jim’s friends in the Dusman, mainly because his faction had been in favor of remaining in 2nd Level Hyperspace, where most of their kind had stayed since the end of the Great Galactic War, 20,000 years ago. He was a good trainer and warrior, but he followed Jim’s leadership only grudgingly.  
 
    “I’ll take it under advisement,” Jim said. The Dusman nodded and left without another word.  
 
    The last thing that came up was a message from Splunk. She’d just arrived in system after returning from a Dusman mission. She said she’d be down by tomorrow and was looking forward to seeing him. He replied that he was looking forward to seeing her as well. It was mostly true. When she’d left, he and Ziva had just been friends. Splunk didn’t think much of the Depik, and he was nervous how she would take his new relationship. “Guess I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.”  
 
    Work out of the way, he could now safely inquire with Intelligence where Ziva was. She was in Austin on company business. It looked like he’d be sleeping alone. He was just thinking about grabbing a company flier and going down to surprise her when a message came from her.  
 
    Riot underway in Austin. Not spontaneous. It’s bad. 
 
    He cursed and headed for the Intel Bunker. The day was going to be longer than he’d thought.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Ziva spat. She dodged a baseball-bat wielding person of indeterminate sex and ducked into an alley just ahead of a barrage of thrown bottles and other hard, painful bits of trash.  
 
    “That way’s a no-go, my Hunter,” she said, chest heaving as she fought to catch her breath. She couldn’t see Fssik, but her senses told her he was close. She pushed back further into the darkness of the alleyway and ducked behind a dumpster. The rancid stench of rotting food and old piss wrapped around her throat, but she fought down the urge to gag and drew one of her Depik-manufactured laser pistols. “It’s getting uglier, and I’m not going to be able to cut our way through.”  
 
    “I see that,” Fssik said. He materialized in the darkness next to her, his nose wrinkling at the smell.  
 
    “I don’t know how far back this alley goes, but I think we’re gonna have to find out.” Ziva looked back the way she’d come, out toward the chaos-ridden street. The screeching sound of squealing brakes provided a split second’s warning before a flaming car fishtailed into the building at the mouth of the alley, cutting them off.  
 
    Ziva swore again and ran the other way down the alley. She made it about 50 meters before coming up against a chain-link fence. Random pallets and piles of junk heaped up against the cement walls on either side, and she used it to help herself up and over.  
 
    “Careful,” Fssik’s voice came from the darkness, “there are barbs at the top.”  
 
    “I see that,” Ziva muttered, trying to echo his earlier laconic response. Unfortunately, her panting breaths probably ruined the effect. “Do you have any idea where this goes?”  
 
    “Back toward the park, I think,” Fssik said.  
 
    “Shit. That’s exactly where I didn’t want to go. Smart money says that’s where the riots started.”  
 
    “I know, but I do not see another option, my Human.”  
 
    Ziva didn’t, either. So she pulled in another stinking breath and continued down the alleyway, pistol in hand. Her enhanced darkvision helped immensely, as she was able to see the various discarded appliances, containers, and other pieces of trash that littered the way like boulders along a forest path. She skirted these obstacles and held herself to a steady, easy lope, knowing she’d need to conserve her strength and energy.  
 
    The alleyway narrowed, then made a sharp turn to the right. Without darkvision, it would have looked like a dead end. As it was, the path shifted back to the left almost immediately and dumped them out into a disheveled shantytown of semi-permanent dwellings.  
 
    For the moment, it was quiet. The sky back the way they’d come glowed an angry orange, and the scorched scent of burning rubber tainted the already-greasy air. Ziva paused, looking left and right as she tried to figure out the best way forward.  
 
    “Behind you!” Fssik shouted, and Ziva looked up to see him leap into the air, firing three shots from a weapon she hadn’t seen him draw. She spun just in time to hear the muffled “oof” of impact, and see a gaunt figure topple from the shadows. A dirty blade fell from the figure’s hand, glinting in the orange light from the glowing sky.  
 
    “Right,” Ziva said as Fssik landed lightly beside her. “The park it is.” She reached down to scoop Fssik up and deposit him on her shoulder so he could watch her six, and she took off in a zigzag run through the shantytown toward the broad street that bounded the park. They kept to the shadows, avoiding the occasional groups of people, whether they were angry, hyped-up rioters or shrinking bystanders. For the most part, they were successful, and Ziva didn’t have to stop again until the buildings on either side opened up to reveal the park side avenue.  
 
    It looked like the warzone it had become. Multiple cars were parked at weird, crazy angles, their doors hanging open, and seats eerily empty. Mostly. Ziva swallowed and tried not to breathe in as they crouched against one vehicle that remained occupied.  
 
    “Ziva…” Fssik murmured, sounding sick.  
 
    “I know. The older brother tried to protect his baby sister, but the assholes didn’t care. They shot them both.”  
 
    “I don’t understand your people.”  
 
    “These aren’t my people, my Hunter,” Ziva said. As if to prove her point, a rioter rounded the corner of a nearby building and caught sight of them. He brandished a baseball bat over his head and came at them at a dead run. Ziva raised her pistol and fired three shots: two center mass, one in his face. The rioter fell, but two more…and then five more…and even more than that followed him out and began running toward them.  
 
    “Go!” Fssik shouted, leaping up over the roof of the car that held the bodies of the dead children. He threw a small cylinder into the street between them and the oncoming crowd. As it hit the ground, the cylinder let out a loud POP and a steady stream of smoke began to billow forth. Ziva used that cover to follow Fssik, easily leaping up and over the car, then sliding down the rear fender to the ground below. A few more steps brought her to the tenuous safety of the shadows beneath the trees that ringed the park, but she plunged on, not daring to stop with the mob on her heels.  
 
    Thunder cracked overhead, loud enough to make her ears ring. Out of instinct, she glanced up into the greasy, smoke-stained sky. The moon glowed through the film of soot, but no clouds. So what— 
 
    Crack!  
 
    Light blazed in a viciously bright streak across the sky, followed by almost a dozen more. Each meteor brought with it a sonic boom that made the car alarms behind her shriek. One by one, the glowing points of light turned and ordered themselves into a spiral that corkscrewed down closer and closer to where she stood.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Ziva breathed. “It’s an orbital drop! It’s Jim!”  
 
    “Ziva, down!” Fssik screamed, and Ziva obeyed, dropping her face to the wet mess of sticks and leaves that littered the ground just in time to hear the poppopopopopopop of an automatic weapon firing into the tree line where she’d been standing. Splinters and severed branches rained down on her arms as she rolled to cover Fssik’s body with her own and shield them both as best she could.  
 
    A deep boom reverberated through the park, and Ziva curled herself around Fssik as the ground pitched and rolled beneath them. She felt them being tossed up into the air before landing hard on her right shoulder. Something popped, and her right arm went numb.  
 
    “Ziva!” Fssik screamed.  
 
    “This isn’t a fucking riot,” she ground out through teeth gritted against pain. “It’s a goddamn attack. What was that? A fucking mortar?”  
 
    “Are you all right?”  
 
    “Shoulder’s out, maybe dislocated.” She rolled over to her back and sat up, pushing herself closer to the dubious cover of a massive tree trunk.  
 
    “Let me see,” Fssik said. He crawled out of her arms, leaving scratches in his haste, and gripped her right shoulder with both hands. Ziva closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  
 
    “I love you,” Fssik said as he shoved her shoulder back into place with a snikt of bone and cartilage. Searing pain tore through her shoulder and down her arm. She pressed her lips together and tried to swallow the scream. Then it let out a loud pop, and the feeling returned to her hand and arm.  
 
    “Fuck me, that sucked,” she breathed.  
 
    “I am sorry, but we need to move right now!”  
 
    “Yeah,” she said, and pushed herself to her feet. “We gotta get to Jim. He needs to know what he’s walking into.”  
 
    “He needs to get you out of here,” Fssik said, his voice firm.  
 
    “That, too.” She reached out her arms to him, and Fssik jumped up onto her good shoulder. Then she bent low to keep her silhouette hidden and took off further into the park. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The minister of war isn’t supposed to lead the war,” Buddha said over the suit’s commlink, relayed from another of the four Phoenix-class dropships burning upward as fast as it could.  
 
    Jim chuckled. “The job duties are what I need to make them,” he replied. Buddha, his second in command, had a point. On the surface, his position was purely administrative. However, he also had broad discretionary powers when it came to prosecuting hostilities. This manufactured ‘demonstration’ in Austin qualified on all levels.  
 
    “Drop in 15 seconds,” the pilot announced.  
 
    “Been a while, hasn’t it boss?” Sergeant Tim “Double T” Tasker asked. “Since you’ve done a drop in a CASPer, I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, a while,” Jim admitted. It felt unusually restraining to be in a CASPer. He’d briefly considered deploying his Raknar fist, but Splunk wasn’t down from space yet, and there wasn’t time to bring the war machines online. Too bad; their very presence would have ended it then and there. 
 
    <They fear us. Good.> The voice was impatient and craved blood. Or was that his own craving? 
 
    “We’re at the top of our parabola,” the pilot sounded off, the same one who’d brought him down from orbit earlier in the day. “I could only get you up to 75 kilometers, Colonel. Too little distance between Houston and Austin. I could have us circle, gain more altitude first?”  
 
    “We’ll manage,” Jim said. Burn a lot of jump juice slowing down, he thought. “We need a fast ToT.” Time on target was a huge factor on this drop, not only because civilian lives were in danger from this manufactured riot, but because Ziva was down there, somewhere.  
 
    “Okay, Cavaliers,” he said on the squadnet. “Let’s deploy.” 
 
    “Want me to take 2nd Platoon out first?” Buddha asked. He’d taken the lead on 2nd Platoon, even though Lieutenant Orpington was in command. Buddha had no intention of letting his colonel drop without him. He’d been a sergeant watching Jim’s back long before being promoted to lieutenant colonel.  
 
    “No thanks, Buddha,” he said privately. “Just like the old days. The commander of Cartwright’s Cavaliers doesn’t lead from behind.” He switched to the all-trooper channel. “Cavaliers, all up!” 
 
    “Lead the charge!” the entire company roared over their comms.  
 
    The back ramp of the dropship opened, and Jim released the clamps holding his Mk 7 CASPer in place, turned sideways, and dove out into the twilight 75 kilometers above Austin.  
 
    Forty CASPers spilled out of the four Phoenix dropships and plummeted toward the ground. It was a clear night below, and the lights of Austin’s sprawl spread out for many kilometers in all directions like a million stars. Almost directly below them were splashes of fire and the flash of weapons.  
 
    “Maps are uploaded, squad leaders,” Jim said, watching the battlespace build in his pinplants. Information sent to him in the brief message from Ziva as well as what he’d been getting from the city’s all but neutralized police gave him enough data to isolate the organizers’ plans. They were trying to take control of the city center and spread out.  
 
    The guise of a popular uprising was creative, and it might have worked, if Ziva hadn’t been working intel in her new job. Whether she’d just been there at the right/wrong time, or if her investigation had triggered the events didn’t really matter. By using lethal tactics, they’d overplayed their hand and allowed him to respond with force.  
 
    “Another year and we won’t have to use mercs,” he mused as his CASPer’s descent passed Mach 8. The heatshield attached to his suit’s legs registered 2,700 Celsius. In another moment, his velocity would stop increasing and start to slow. In a year, his efforts to stand up the Terran Federation Armed Forces would be far enough along. There wouldn’t be the flak he’d have to deal with for using his own merc company to put down these bastards.  
 
    The suit’s systems informed him through his pinplants that they were below 16 kilometers. He chuckled. This was the merc guild’s maximum altitude you were allowed to engage ground targets. However, since he was fighting his own race, the rules didn’t apply.  
 
    His radar screamed an alarm—surface to air radar lock. Damn, whoever they were, they had antiaircraft weapons. “Cavaliers, eject heat shields!”  
 
    He triggered his own system, and the shields attached to his suit’s feet were blown clear via explosive bolts. Instantly he went from one radar target to five. The segments were even designed to present a sufficient radar cross section that it was extremely difficult to tell the decoys from him. Of course, it only dropped the odds from even to 1 in 5. They fell from light into dark, the sun falling behind the curvature of the Earth. 
 
    In his battlespace, he could easily tell the decoys from his living, breathing Cavaliers. The antiaircraft turned out to be old fashioned artillery, actual explosive shells fired by guns. He wondered what museum the enemy had raided to get a hold of them. Decoys were hit and shattered into dozens of pieces. His computer estimated 11-15 guns, but the fire wasn’t well coordinated or even aimed. They weren’t expecting a response so quickly. 
 
    Down to 10 kilometers. Eight kilometers. Five kilometers. When they reached two kilometers, the Cavaliers fired their jumpjets to scrub off velocity, instantly making them easy to tell apart from the decoys. A second later, one of the troopers in 2nd Platoon, 2nd Squad flashed off the grid. Another in 1st Platoon, 2nd Squad was hit, though the icon only indicated it had been damaged. He cursed. Jim had hoped to do this without losses.  
 
    The antiaircraft tracers lit up the Austin night sky, zigzagging back and forth as they tried to hit the dropping CASPers. Even though there weren’t many guns, it still reminded Jim of an old recording of a war in the Middle East. Then the low altitude alarm sounded, and Jim had to concentrate on landing.  
 
    He’d been burning his jumpjets nonstop, and as he closed within 200 meters of the ground, the fuel alarm went off. He overrode it with a mental tick while checking his squad’s LZ, or landing zone. It was a parking lot half full of cars, some burning. Good enough. He tweaked his landing approach slightly, flexed his knees, and gritted his teeth. The CASPer slammed into the ground with a Crash! 
 
    “Ouch,” he said, only just managing to keep his feet. Several of the leg actuators flashed to yellow, and his jump juice showed nearly zero. Maybe one jump. “Cartwright Actual is down,” he called out. All around him, his squad came down in flares of fire. He was the only Mk 7 in his squad. The lighter, nimbler Mk 8s handled the short landing approach better. None of them had even slight damage.  
 
    “Second Platoon is down,” Buddha called out from his LZ, a kilometer to the southwest and the other side of the Colorado River. “Lost Private Porter to a lucky shot.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jim replied. “I have one damaged, but he got down okay and is still mission ready. Good hunting, Lieutenant Colonel.” 
 
    “Be safe, Jimbo,” Buddha replied, using his old name for Jim, which made him grin.  
 
    Jim had updated Buddha’s mission objective as soon as the antiaircraft fire began. His second in command would move as quickly as possible to eliminate those weapons systems, likely because there would be more nearby. Jim’s own target was closer. 
 
    From the moment he’d gotten word from Ziva, he’d rushed to the intel SCIF in the basement. The team of analysts he employed had been using data from Sansar, along with their own assets, to develop an image of their target. Thousands of 911 calls, personal comms images, and security cameras were collated to develop an analysis of the ‘protest.’ No matter how hard you worked to hide your commanders, there were always clues.  
 
    Jim’s target was the leadership of this enemy action. It was a gamble on his part, but he had a hunch.  
 
    Second Squad of his platoon spread out to seek targets of opportunity. They were the visible element of their assault, appearing to try to suppress the riot by individually engaging pockets of rioters, lulling their adversaries into a false sense of security.  
 
    Since he was nearly out of jump juice, and his squad wasn’t much better, they stuck to the ground. That suited his plan, anyway. A squad of 10 CASPers was far from stealthy. Go hopping around on jumpjets, and they could be spotted from kilometers away, especially at night.  
 
    They deployed drones from their suites to range ahead of their path. This let the squad pick routes with little or no activity. Where they had no choice, they chose to move past or through groups of noncombatants. Despite the size of the riot, those trying to get away from it vastly outnumbered the combatants.  
 
    Jim strode past a group of 100 civilians packed into the foyer of a large hotel. Many clutched children, pets, or just each other as they pointed at the quickly moving CASPers. Their initial reaction was surprise, then someone spotted the logo on the suits.  
 
    “They’re Cavaliers!” a man yelled. A massive cheer went up from the crowd, many waving and applauding.  
 
    “That’s more like it,” Double T said.  
 
    “Should we stop for autographs?” Private Glendale, their scout, asked.  
 
    “Keep your skinny ass moving,” Corporal Pam “Paragon” Walker snarled at the private.  
 
    “Easy on the chatter,” Jim cautioned. “Shit can turn violent really fast.”  
 
    “Roger that,” the corporal responded. Less than a minute later, while they were crossing a wide avenue that was empty when the drones zipped past, an old bus careened around a corner just 50 meters away, crowded with people, all carrying weapons.  
 
    “Show time,” Double T said. “Permission to engage?”  
 
    Jim was going to wait to see if they would respond violently, but Glendale spoke quickly. 
 
    “They’re trying to contact someone on shortwave, Colonel.”  
 
    “Jam it,” Jim ordered, not waiting for Glendale to confirm. Weapons were being unlimbered and aimed at the squad. “Double T, light ‘em up!”  
 
    The CASPers carried loadouts designed for soft targets and mobility. None of them had the customary shoulder-mounted heavy weapons. Instead, each of them had arm-mounted miniguns in addition to CASPer-scale laser rifles magnetically holstered on their suit’s backs. On the sergeant’s orders, Private James Cockle and Private Randy Foreman employed their miniguns with devastating effectiveness.  
 
    The bus nearly came apart at the seams, spilling the dead and dying all over the street as it jerked sideways and crumpled into the side of a concrete parking garage. The destroyed bus smoked heartily but didn’t catch fire.  
 
    “Notify local LEO and inform them of the action,” Jim said, letting his CASPer’s sensors log the dizzying array of weaponry.  
 
    “There’s a case in the back with a mortar and shells,” Glendale said. His scout modified CASPer had the best sensors.  
 
    “Noted,” Jim said.  
 
    “Protest my ass,” Private John Moehrle said. “You called it, sir.” 
 
    “Just good intel,” Jim said. “We can’t be sure they didn’t get word out, so let’s get a move on.”  
 
    Five minutes later, they were within view of their objective. It had once been an office building, now abandoned for some time. When Jim had seen the intel, he’d doublechecked the city’s database. Indeed, the building had been abandoned and scheduled for demolition since before the Omega War. It certainly shouldn’t have had satellite comms on the roof, and a micro-fusion reactor in the basement. As he examined the structure with his suit’s sensors, he noted at least 20 men in various places using night-vision-equipped heavy weapons.  
 
    “Second Platoon, Cartwright Actual. Our objective is in sight. Sitrep?” 
 
    “We’ve located and neutralized seven mobile triple-A batteries. No casualties. Some African designs, all about a century old, some old Russian stuff. There’s a thousand tons of this junk on the secondary arms market.”  
 
    Jim nodded in his CASPer. It was all supposed to be sold to mercs—when you could find one desperate enough to buy it. Its use here wasn’t by accident. The crap was untraceable.  
 
    “Roger that, we’re preparing our assault. First Platoon, Second Squad, in position for possible backup?”  
 
    “We’re about two blocks to your north, Colonel,” Sergeant Melissa “Tap” Tapper replied immediately. “We’ve engaged multiple groups, secured some prisoners, and left them for local LEO, as ordered.”  
 
    Second Squad had the addition of an arm-mounted shotgun-like weapon that fired a taser round. They were intended for non-lethal crowd control. Jim didn’t know the motivation of some of the rioters and didn’t want to go around indiscriminately capping locals. The voice didn’t like this plan, but he overrode his instincts.  
 
    “Roger that,” he replied to Tap. “We’re beginning our assault.” 
 
    Whoever had set up their headquarters didn’t know CASPers. Jim guessed they’d spent too much time watching Tri-V shows full of direct frontal assaults against ridiculous odds. Never charge the guns when there’s an alternative. Once Jim had located the potential headquarters of the attack, he’d analyzed the building for approaches.  
 
    It was a nine-story office building, which just happened to have a four-story apartment building next door, with an alley running between them. His squad gained entrance to the apartment building and quickly moved up the stairs. There were no civilians to worry about; the apartment was abandoned. They exited quietly onto the roof and spread out along the wall facing the target building. Once they were in position, Jim gave his orders.  
 
    “Hit fast, command is in the basement. Double T, take Henry, Cockle, Glendale, and Voss. Head for the roof to avoid escape that way. Second squad will establish street-level containment. Paragon, you, Moehrle, Bellmore, and Foreman will go for the primary objective.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Double T and Paragon replied in unison.  
 
    “Good hunting,” Double T said.  
 
    “Go!” Jim said, and fired the last of his jump juice. The Mk 7 CASPer roared over the edge of the apartment building roof and across the alley. No time for subtlety, Jim simply rolled his shoulder forward and crashed into and through the former office building wall. The move wasn’t to surprise anyone; the room Jim exploded into was empty. It was to avoid coming under fire from the rooftop heavy weapons. An instant after penetrating the building, the rooftop they’d just vacated came under heavy fire, further validating Jim’s choice to use a vacant building to make penetration, and not dropping straight in. 
 
    As Jim had instructed, the squad split up, half heading to the stairs going up, the rest down. Of course, going downstairs in a CASPer was more difficult than going up. It required more concentration. The suit’s built-in algorithm was designed to mount obstacles, and stairs were just repeated obstacles. But going down, Human stairs were too narrow, and too frequent. Going down stairwells was a constant struggle to avoid flipping and sliding into a wall. 
 
    After the first couple flights, Jim marveled at how well he was doing. After all, it had been months since he’d last piloted a CASPer. He’d expected to be hopeless. Only things seemed just the opposite. He and the suit were practically one.  
 
    Jim rounded a corner on the first-floor landing and came face to face with six men running up, all in dark camouflage and carrying laser weapons. They stopped and gawked at the CASPer, caught completely by surprise. They were obviously responding to the attack without expecting to encounter it so quickly.  
 
    He responded the only way a Cavalier would; he attacked. Since they weren’t wearing CASPers, it wasn’t much of a fight. He simply plowed into them with nearly a ton of steel and carbon alloy. Or rather, through them, and over them. It was messy and quick.  
 
    “Don’t slow down,” Jim said to the men behind him, as he waded through the bodies, and further down the stairs. It didn’t occur to him to realize they hadn’t answered until he reached the basement door and breached it with a powerful shoulder check, blasting it completely off its hinges. His forward velocity carried him into the middle of a wide-open space, and into the midst of a dozen CASPers.  
 
    Jim skidded to a stop and looked around him in surprise. All the suits were of varying configurations, no consistent paint scheme, and appeared to be from different production runs. All of them showed signs of recent and improvised repairs. My god, they were going to use these against the city, Jim realized.  
 
    “Hey boys,” he said. “What’s up?”  
 
    The suits were in the midst of powering up and only slowly began to move. He knew he didn’t have much time. “Cavaliers, disable these idiots.” When nothing happened, and there was no reply, he finally checked his battlespace and realized he was alone. Several floors above, an EMP had been activated, and the rest of his squad ambushed. Beyond that, he didn’t know how they were. “Oops.”  
 
    “Worked like a charm,” a voice said.  
 
    Jim tracked the sound and saw an opSha standing near a doorway. The monkey-like race had tiny eyes and huge ears. They ‘saw’ with a form of echolocation, like bats. He silently cursed. “I thought it was Peepo’s allies, up to their old tricks. I was wrong, wasn’t I?”  
 
    “Minerva sends its regards,” the alien said, then closed its eyes. The CASPers weren’t waiting for Human operators to bring them online, they were remotely operated by the opSha. They attacked as one.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ziva sprinted through the park, dodging thrown projectiles and riot-crazed protesters alike. The surface under her feet changed from uneven ground to cracked concrete, and she veered to get off the paved path as quickly as possible. Something’s not right. This whole thing isn’t right!  
 
    The truth was, nothing about tonight made sense. Riots were riots, sure, and some of what she’d come through fit that bill. There had certainly been plenty of angry looting on the posh street where her hotel had been. But there was more going on here than just that. For one thing, once the looting started, the rioters tended to stay to the commercial districts.  
 
    Boom!  
 
    For another thing, simple rioters usually didn’t have artillery. Hell, she’d thought she’d heard the rattle of heavy machine guns just a minute ago. And she’d expected Jim and his CASPers to fan out from the park in all directions…but they hadn’t. So clearly he knew something else was going on, too.  
 
    “Ziva, stop,” Fssik said in her ear. They’d ducked back under the shadows of the park’s trees and were close to a particularly full flowering shrub. Ziva slowed as Fssik’s weight shifted, then came to a stop as he leapt from her shoulder.  
 
    Over the dull roar of distant fighting and the harsh rhythm of her own breathing, she heard it, too: a small, scared whimper.  
 
    Fssik ducked into the brush as Ziva knelt, blinking to peer through the deeper shadows. Her modified eyes focused quickly on the small figure of a Human child, cringing in the darkness.  
 
    “Hey,” Ziva said, pitching her voice to be soft. “I’m not going to hurt you if you don’t try to hurt me, okay? Where’s your parents?”  
 
    “I don’t have parents,” the child said in a half-whisper, and Ziva suddenly realized that she recognized this kid. He was the one she’d given her food to yesterday.  
 
    “What about your mom? The lady who was with you yesterday?”  
 
    “Not my mom,” the kid said. “Some crazy Science Guild lady. She paid me to act like her kid, gave me a safe place to stay for a few days, and then today I heard her telling someone she had to ‘get rid of me,’ so I ran away. Then everything went nuts. Nowhere is safe.”  
 
    “He carries no weapons,” Fssik’s voice said from the darkness under the bush. The kid jumped and looked wildly around.  
 
    “My cat isn’t just a cat,” Ziva said. “He’s an alien Hunter who’ll do anything to keep me safe. Do you want to come with us? If you do what I say and don’t try to harm either of us, we can keep you safe, too.”  
 
    The kid sniffled hard and shifted his weight, making the leaves rustle. Then he nodded.  
 
    “Fssik?” Ziva said. 
 
    “I do not smell deceit on him,” the Hunter said softly. Ziva nodded and held out her hand. The kid—shit, he was even younger than she’d thought—put his hand in hers and let himself be pulled out of his hiding place.  
 
    “You said the woman who paid you worked for the Science Guild?” Ziva asked as she patted him down, double checking for hidden weapons or injuries. Finding none, she got back to her feet and took the kid by the hand. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said.  
 
    “Was she a scientist?”  
 
    “I don’t think so. She just talked to a lot of people and told them what to do. I only know Science Guild because of something one of them said. She got really mad at him when he said that and kicked him out of the building we were staying in when we weren’t in the park.”  
 
    “Can you show me where this building is?”  
 
    “There’s fighting there. The robots from the sky—like in the Tri-V? Some of them went that way.”  
 
    “They’re called CASPers,” Ziva said with a tight smile, “and they belong to a friend of mine. If that’s where they went, then that’s where we need to go.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jim used his pinplants to trigger the augment—Slow. The twelve CASPers that had been blurring into sudden, deadly motion slowed down as if they were trapped in quicksand. Inside his own mech, Jim smiled a predatory grin. <Yessss> the voice hissed. <First the toys, then the master.> 
 
    He spun and crouched faster than he should have been able to. The twelve enemy CASPers opened fire with everything they had. Miniguns, lasers, and MAC rounds tore across the room, and into their own number. Four went down in the initial fusillade.  
 
    Years of using and working on CASPers had made him intimately familiar with their strengths and weaknesses. Lacking anything with real punch, he dropped a hundred rounds from his minigun into a still operational suit’s computer center, midway up the back, then moved as more rounds tore at him.  
 
    Another went down to his retractable arm blade, and still another had an arm torn off as well. He plucked one of the two K-bombs he’d brought and jammed it into the stump, then body-checked that CASPer into another, rolling away as it exploded with a thunderous crash. The blast wave picked him up in his CASPer and sent him flying into a wall. “Ouch.” 
 
    Two of the remaining four grabbed him before he could shake off the impact. Their movements were getting faster; the nanite speed was wearing off. He jammed his fist into one and locked down the minigun trigger. The gun’s rotational servo screamed in protest as hundreds of bullets ripped apart armor and penetrated internal structure. The target jerked and fell as bullets shredded the internals.  
 
    The other bent his arm back until the servos shorted and began to break. He screamed as his arm was bent too far back. With Slow almost gone, he hit the next one—Boost. The suit wasn’t strong enough to resist by itself. With his help, it was, and he regained and rammed the retractable arm blade through the other mech’s computer housing.  
 
    Two left, Jim thought as he spun. They were by the only door, standing side by side. They’d been damaged as well in the initial explosion of uncoordinated fire. The opSha stood in the doorway between them, jaw hanging down in shock. “You fucked up,” Jim spat and raised his arm. The minigun didn’t fire. It was wrecked.  
 
    The Science Guild agent recovered from its shock and ran. The two remote-operated CASPers squared up, their arm blades snapping open. Jim nodded. “Okay,” he said, gesturing with his right arm. “Come get some.” They rushed him as one.  
 
    He staggered up to the ground floor a minute later, his CASPer’s status board a sea of red in his mind, forcing it forward through sheer will alone. Half the front canopy was torn away, letting him drive by direct sight. Just as well since most of the sensors were trashed. The only reason he hadn’t climbed out to pursue the opSha on foot was the damned canopy wouldn’t open.  
 
    “Where are you?” he roared. “Tell Minerva I’ve got a score to settle!” He walked out the still open door onto a loading dock. A blur came down from above.  
 
    “Tell it yourself,” Jim heard and felt petite simian hands reach inside to find his pinplants. “You are mine, Human.” Only nothing happened when they made contact. “What?” the opSha cried out. “How?”  
 
    “Little gift from the Aku.” Jim smiled at the opSha. “Goodbye, asshole.” He reached with the suit to grab the unarmored alien, only to have it crawl into the suit with him! 
 
    “This wasn’t the plan, but it’ll work,” the opSha said, face to face with Jim. “Farewell yourself.” It produced a knife and plunged it into Jim’s chest. “As you Humans like to say, to hell with you.” 
 
    The pain engulfed his very being as he felt the blade pass into and through his chest. It was bad. Yet even as his vision swam, the voice hissed into his mind. <Kill> 
 
    “You first,” Jim said, blood pouring from his lips as he leaned forward and bit into the alien’s neck, ripping and tearing the tiny throat out. His legs gave way, and the CASPer fell with a thud to the filth-strewn loading dock. It doesn’t hurt anymore, he thought as darkness engulfed him.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took forever to get to their destination. It didn’t help that her guide was a small child who didn’t have the best recall or perfect sense of direction. Eventually, though, Ziva found the wake of Cartwright’s advance, and between that and the kid, she made it to a vantage spot across the littered street from what looked to be a relatively unassuming condemned structure.  
 
    With a shitload of antennas on the roof.  
 
    “This is it,” the kid said, “but I don’t want to go in there. They said they were going to get rid of me. I’m not a baby; I know what that means.”  
 
    “No,” Fssik said. “You are not a baby. You have done very well, kit, and will be a great addition to our clan. Ziva, perhaps Jim was here earlier, but now—”  
 
    Fssik cut off and whirled to face the side of the building as a door crashed open. Ziva shoved the kid behind her body and raised her weapon just in time to see a damaged CASPer lumbering forth. Half the front of the driver’s capsule was torn away, and inside— 
 
    Jim.  
 
    Sweet agony shot through Ziva’s gut, and she sucked in a breath at the sight of his battered, bloodied face. She opened her mouth to call out to him, but froze as something else moved.  
 
    A small, humanoid-looking figure swung down from the ledge of the roof above and landed inside Jim’s CASPer.  
 
    “JIM!” Ziva screamed. She turned and grabbed the kid by the arm. “Stay with Fssik, okay? He’ll keep you safe.” Then, before either the child or her Hunter could say anything else, she turned back around and ran, her eyes locked on Jim and the strange monkey-thing grappling in his CASPer.  
 
    Blood spurted forth, red and terrifying. She pushed her legs harder, sprinting up the sloping ramp of the loading dock. The monkey thing fell down and away, tumbling over the outside of the CASPer, leaving a red trail of blood behind.  
 
    Jim took a single step and, as Ziva watched, crumpled and crashed to the ground. 
 
    “No!” Ziva screamed. “Nononononono!” She hurled herself down beside him, reaching in to try to disconnect him from the CASPer’s hardware. Her fingers found the hilt of a small knife buried in his breastbone. New blood pulsed warm, flowing out and over her fingers.  
 
    Shit! This is bad. This is really bad…He needs nanites, but he’s gonna bleed out before I can get him out of the CASPer! Shit, girl, THINK!  
 
    She reached down and tried to cradle his head, to check if he was still breathing. Her fingers brushed something hard and warm behind his ear. His pinplants.  
 
    His augments! He’d probably used them in the fight, but if he had anything left, then maybe… 
 
    Ziva engaged her own pinplants and extended that sense she had of the fabric that permeated existence. Fssik’s presence flared in her mind behind her. She didn’t know exactly what she was doing, or how, but the minute she thought of Jim’s augment, the thought seemed to ripple out through that quintessential fabric and into his pinplants. There it was, the control!  
 
    It was only a split second before she tried to trigger them that she remembered the knife. It might be all that was keeping him alive, but if the augment healed him, and the blade was still there…She offered a prayer to whoever or whatever might be listening, grabbed the nasty blade handle, and pulled. It came out with the familiar grating of bone on metal, followed by a gout of blood. Jim didn’t move. She threw the blade aside and activated what she’d found. His fading body jerked as his last remaining augment kicked in.  
 
    She didn’t know what it would do. She didn’t even know which one it was. All she knew was, the bleeding from his chest slowed. With a sob, she pulled her nanite kit from her vest and stabbed it into his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It was really lucky you were there, Ms. Alcuin,” the Human doctor said. “Even so, I’m surprised he held on long enough for your nanites to work. Jim Cartwright, you’re a tough bastard!”  
 
    “Thanks, Doc,” Jim said, his voice hoarse. He reclined on the hospital bed they’d brought into his tower room back in Houston.  
 
    “I know you wish to be up and moving, Jim Cartwright, but you will displease me, our Ziva, and therefore Fssik, as well as your Dusman friend if you push too hard and do not heal properly. Do you understand this?” Esthik, newly arrived, jumped onto the foot of his new patient’s bed, and stared at him.  
 
    “Have we met, Hunter?” Jim asked.  
 
    “I am Esthik, formerly of Night Wind Clan, now Hunter of Hurts for Clan Tamir. Welcome to our negotiation.”  
 
    “I’m not really in a position to negotiate right now,” Jim said. “Where’s Ziva?”  
 
    “I’m here,” Ziva said, stepping forward so Jim could see her. She navigated her way around several “Get Well Soon” balloon bouquets and walked up to the side of the bed. Then she took his hand and threaded her fingers through his. “Esthik is our best healer. I called him for you.”  
 
    “Yes,” Esthik said. “We are all here to see that you heal properly, Jim Cartwright. As I said, you will displease a number of deadly beings if you do not. Do we understand one another?”  
 
    “Never annoy a Healer,” Fssik said from his perch above the doorway. “A proverb of my old Clan.”  
 
    “<Skee!!> Wise saying,” Splunk said. She, too, climbed up onto Jim’s hospital bed and snuggled down next to his uninjured side. “Best listen to killer kitty healer, Jim.”  
 
    “Fine.” Jim sighed. “I won’t push it. Thanks for coming. I’ll be good. But—can you give me a minute? I want to talk to Ziva about something.”  
 
    Splunk laughed. “Her kitty won’t leave her, and I won’t leave you alone with two of them, Jim. Do not be dumb.”  
 
    Ziva drew breath to retort, but Fssik got there first.  
 
    “They need to talk, Dusman,” he said. “If we want them to breed, we need to let that happen. We can wait outside as soon as the Healer is finished.”  
 
    “And I am finished,” Esthik said. “You may not overexert yourself, Jim Cartwright, but you may have sex, as long as it isn’t too strenuous. Just so you’re aware.”  
 
    “Good lord, Esthik, okay.” There was a chuckle in his voice, but he cringed as he laughed. 
 
    Splunk scowled at Ziva, then at Esthik and Fssik both. “Fine,” she said. She patted Jim’s face softly. “Be good. I will be right outside. <Skaa!>” Then she turned her back and jumped down, heading for the door. Esthik gave Ziva a slow blink before following.  
 
    “Be careful with him, my Human. I will go check on the kid,” Fssik said as he leaped down from the shelf above the door. Ziva rolled her eyes and laughed, though she could feel her face flaming in mortification.  
 
    “I love you, Hunter,” she said. “Now get the fuck out.”  
 
    Fssik slow blinked and exited, closing the door behind him.  
 
    “Well,” Ziva said, drawing in a deep breath. “It seems like they know what they want.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Jim said, shifting a little in his bed.  
 
    “Are you okay? Comfortable?”  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, “it’s just…is that what you want, Ziva? You want kids?”  
 
    Ziva paused, taking her time with great care before speaking. “I do,” she said finally. “I’ve always thought I’d like kids, but now…with everything going on in the clan—I’m thinking I should get on that sooner rather than later. And the truth—” she cut herself off, her fingers tightening on Jim’s.  
 
    “What?” he asked, his roughened voice strangely gentle.  
 
    “The truth, Jim, is that when I saw you in Austin…I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move for fear of losing you. And then I knew if I didn’t move, I would lose you! We’re not safe people, you and me. The things we do…we do for a damn good reason, but no one would ever accuse us of being safe. So maybe having kids wouldn’t be fair to them. But then I think about my mom, and this incredible legacy she left behind. And my clan, my family. And the Cavaliers are like that for you. They’re your clan, and your legacy, and…”  
 
    Ziva trailed off, then let out a gusty sigh. She looked down at Jim and pushed a bit of hair back from his injury-pale face. Then she leaned down and brushed her lips against his.  
 
    “We both have families that need us, and if we’re gone, they need a part of us to remain. Yes, Jim, I want to have kids. Specifically, I want to have your kids. Let’s make some babies. Let’s tie Cartwright’s Cavaliers to Clan Tamir with ties of siblinghood. Let’s leave our families stronger when we’re gone.”  
 
    Jim stared up at her, his eyes dark. Ziva desperately wanted to know what thoughts swirled behind that look, but he said nothing. Instead, his lips twitched upward in a tiny smile that sent warmth pooling low in her body. Then he nodded.  
 
    Ziva smiled back and leaned in for another kiss.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgment. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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   Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
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