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 3,000 km above Godannii 2 
 
    ISMC Corporate Ship Rumiar 
 
      
 
    Dolamiir Ka Shien, Director of all Iron Sky Mining Corporation operations on Godannii 2, absentmindedly fiddled with the gouge in his black-furred left ear. He was aboard the Rumiar, one of many ISMC corporate vessels, which had been his home and the headquarters of all ISMC operations on the planet below for eight years. 
 
    The lush forests and wide oceans of the world spread out beneath him as he stared down at it through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the Rumiar’s executive conference room. Godannii 2 was his—or at least, his responsibility. It rotated 3,000 kilometers below as he listened carefully to the negotiations—if you could call them that—taking place at the V-shaped conference table behind him. As he listened to the GenSha union reps list off their complaints, he contemplated having his bodyguard, Satuur Nu Kovat, shoot the representatives where they sat. It was a dalliance in wishful thinking. He knew where executing them would lead, and he sincerely wanted to avoid a full-blown revolt on the planet if at all possible. Everything depended on a peaceful resolution or the wholesale extermination of the GenSha, and the latter would be an expensive endeavor in credits, cover-ups, and public opinion, making it cost-prohibitive. 
 
    “Enough!” The sharp voice belonged to Bith Sundo, the senior GenSha representative. 
 
    At the sound, Dolamiir let out a long breath. The older GenSha had interrupted his own subordinate, and there was no missing that Bith’s frustration had reached a dangerous plateau. Dolamiir turned slowly, taking a sip from the bottled water provided only to his people—a calculated and very deliberate slight. The expensive, electrolyte-infused beverage was meant for those who could afford it. 
 
    To his right sat the union reps in their washed but deeply stained overalls. 
 
    In the middle sat Bith Sundo, an aging but still muscular GenSha whose mostly yellow fur showed the orange hues of his age, highlighted with forest green stripes. Like many of his species, he had piercing yellow eyes that seemed to judge everything in a glance. Dolamiir considered him exceptionally intelligent but rooted in the pragmatic attitude of his people without the ability to see the larger picture of long-term profitability. To Bith’s right sat Gorn Dokai, a massive GenSha with bright yellow fur and pale green stripes. His eyes were an almost burnt sienna, dark for his species, and he stood half a meter taller than most of his kind. In form and demeanor, Gorn would give any Oogar a run for its money in temperament. To Bith’s left sat Saul Kotur, a younger GenSha with a slicked-back mop of hair covering his head. His fur was the pure yellow of youth with bright green stripes, and his calculating eyes were a piercing yellow, leaning toward white. 
 
    “Listen, Korvan,” Bith said with an edge to his deep, rumbling voice, “the list of grievances is a kilometer long, and damn near all of them border on breach of contract infractions. Your director isn’t paying attention, and we’re getting tired of listing things you already know.” Bith’s eyes flicked briefly to Dolamiir and then returned to the Jivool who sat opposite him at the table. 
 
    Korvan Di Mobiar had been Dolamiir’s assistant for nearly fifteen years and was one of the best negotiators he had ever seen. In recent years, Dolamiir had permitted Korvan to handle most negotiations, speaking up only if and when his intervention was necessary. He wore a shimmering, mauve suit that covered a corpulent body of brown fur. His claws were manicured, and Dolamiir suspected his deep green eyes had been accented with black eyeliner. 
 
    Just behind Korvan and to his left stood Satuur Nu Kovat. He was a particularly muscular Jivool specimen, with dark eyes, nearly black fur, and a menacing countenance that would set him apart in any crowd, regardless of species. He had not spoken a word during the negotiations and never would.  
 
    If Korvan was the voice of Dolamiir’s interests, then Satuur was the strong right hand holding a needler in plain sight. Needlers were small, sleek weapons that quietly accelerated high-density needles to sub-sonic velocities that then expanded inside their targets. Favored by assassins, security personnel, and covert ops, they were both deadly and easy to conceal—perfect for someone like Satuur. He was rumored to have been kicked out of several Jivool mercenary companies for extreme brutality and killing innocents, but those were only rumors unsubstantiated by evidence. To look at him, however, it wasn’t hard to lean toward believing the tales. His every glance held the promise of cold, calculating death. 
 
    “I can assure you,” Korvan said in a silky-smooth tone, “that we are getting tired of hearing them, Honored Bith, and I think it’s important to point out that you did use the word bordered. ISMC and its representatives, here, on Godannii 2, have perfectly and completely met all commitments contractually agreed on. To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure why we’re even talking today. I consider it to be an ISMC courtesy, and you should, too. None of your people have starved to death. None of them have frozen or fallen victim to accidents as a result of negligence on the part of ISMC.” 
 
    “That’s Izlian shit, and you know it,” Gorn barked. The big GenSha’s eyes flared, and he clenched one fist where it sat on the table. “You increased the work force by 15 percent 90 rotations ago and didn’t adjust the dispensation of anything…not food, fuel, or general supplies. On top of that, you increased the prices by 17 percent over the same period. You’re bleeding us.” 
 
    Korvan’s features remained placid. 
 
    “While we were required to increase the labor force to off-set revenue losses elsewhere,” he said with all the composure of a statue, “there is no provision in the contracts your people signed that requires any adjustments to dispensation of materiel provided, and we are within our rights to increase prices as required to meet corporate revenue goals.” Korvan looked mildly apologetic. “I’m sorry, but your legal team should have done a better job representing your interests.” 
 
    Gorn snorted like an animal and started to rise out of his chair, his teeth gnashing. 
 
    Satuur, who had been behind Korvan a moment before, now stood at the edge of the table, his chin lowered and muscles tensed for combat. His right forepaw flexed around the needler he grasped, but he did not raise it. His eyes bored holes into Gorn’s broad chest. 
 
    Bith placed a hand on Gorn’s arm. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said in his own language, holding Gorn firm. His features were a mask of restrained fury, but his glare was reserved for Korvan. His eyes slid from Korvan’s fine suit to the opened bottle of untouched water on the table before him. He did what he could to slow his breathing. 
 
    The faint drone of the Rumiar’s power systems filled the silence for several seconds. 
 
    “Something’s got to change, Korvan,” Saul Kotur injected. “You may not see the suffering of our people, but it’s there below the surface of the community. Many must work harder to support those in need who can’t meet the growing quotas. That number grows daily because you increased the workforce, as Gorn said, without adjusting dispensation of the very goods that provide our people food, water, and shelter. Taking that away breeds a discontent that even our leadership will be unable to assuage.” 
 
    Korvan snorted. “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    “Merely stating the fact that you and ISMC dance around this situation like it was Izlian feces.” Saul Kotur spoke slowly. “A fact that could have devastating consequences for both sides.” 
 
    Bith leaned forward, his serious countenance turned not toward Korvan but toward his younger charge. “Speak not of violence. Like all things, there is a time and place for such things. It is not today.” 
 
    Korvan leaned forward. “Wise counsel, Honored Bith.” 
 
    For a moment, a blanket of calm washed over the room. Satuur leaned away from the table and slowly holstered the needler. Korvan sipped from his bottle of water and calmly folded his paws over his ample stomach. Most importantly, the ferocity in Gorn’s eyes flickered and dimmed. 
 
    A politician always knows how to disarm his enemy, be it praise and manners or a stab in the back while smiling, Dolamiir thought. 
 
    Korvan had been at it for over three hours, wrangling with the GenSha Union reps, ever since their shuttle docked, and the offensive-smelling miners had taken their seats. He’d expected an impasse on the first day of negotiations, but the discontent in the GenSha was palpable. That the young one implied violence could be a factor was disconcerting, but not worrisome. There were arrangements in place. Dolamiir tapped his slate and activated his security forces aboard the Rumiar and on the surface. 
 
    As he finished, he caught Korvan’s eye and nodded once. It was time to begin again. 
 
    After a soft sigh, his deputy spoke. “Honored Bith. All GenSha laborers signed their contracts, and ISMC doesn’t broach renegotiation. Perhaps if we stopped sending those expensive shipments of food and fuel supplies, they might be better motivated to get back to work and meet their quotas.” 
 
    Gorn snorted. “You would attempt to feed our colony with less than 85 percent of our need? You’re flirting with disaster.” 
 
    “What are you insinuating?” 
 
    “Your approach to business is a disaster.” Bith raised his eyes to Dolamiir. “Yours, too, Director. Simple oppression of your workforce will end badly, perhaps with violence. Many good beings on both sides could die. It has happened before and, gods help me, I do not want that hurt again. I remember it all too clearly.” 
 
    Dolamiir’s paw slipped up to his ear, and he ran a finger over the torn flesh and cartilage. He, too, remembered the cost and let his eyes pass over Bith, wondering if the GenSha’s memories were as violent as his own. At just that moment, Bith’s slate vibrated on the table where it lay in front of him. His eyes flicked to something on it, and he let out a long breath. He raised troubled eyes to Dolamiir. There was a warning there, he could sense it. 
 
    Korvan leaned forward. “Perhaps your people will listen to your wise counsel. Especially if you agree to have them meet their quotas so they may receive their shipments.” 
 
    Bith shook his wide head. “I will do no such thing. I speak for my people. I do not tell them what to do. They signed their contracts with the understanding that you would provide for them as stipulated in the contract. You’ve tossed all that aside in the name of profit.” 
 
    Korvan shook his head. “That contract is valid, Honored Bith. Certainly, you are aware of that.” 
 
    “I am. I am also telling you trouble is coming, and I don’t know if I can stop it, even if I want to.” He glanced again at his slate. “In fact, it may have already begun.” 
 
    There were several simultaneous chimes from the ISMC slates. Dolamiir glanced down and read the notification with a scowl. He looked up and met the laughing eyes of Gorn. Bith’s, however, were steely and resolved. 
 
    “Sabotage? You stage this now for the benefit of your position?” Korvan asked. 
 
    Bith shook his head. “No. I found out about the doings of our young ones a few seconds before you.” 
 
    “This is unacceptable!” Korvan hissed. “Your people have damaged seven mining rigs. That’s more than 400,000 credits worth of equipment and materiel. Can you not control your people?” 
 
    Bith remained implacably stoic, but Gorn raised one side of his long maw in a smirk. 
 
    “It gets more difficult every day,” Gorn said with a good deal of satisfaction. 
 
    “Hunger does strange things to a being.” Saul Kotur played with the mop of hair on his head. “It appears as if you, Honored Korvan, have never known the pangs of hunger…and to excess.” He let his gaze slide down the front of Korvan’s expansive body, making the insult obvious. 
 
    Gorn barked out a laugh, and his eyes filled with thinly veiled contempt for the corpulent Jivool that was fast becoming the object of his ire. For the first time, Korvan’s placid features showed signs of irritation at the open insult. His nostrils flared and his ears twitched for several moments before he got control of his emotions and let out a long, forced breath. 
 
    Bith’s mouth worked from side to side. “This sabotage was unexpected and the timing most unfortunate. We did not plan this, Honored Dolamiir, but as we feared, tensions have risen above the level of simple discourse and, as you put it, re-negotiation. I sincerely hope it is not already too late.” 
 
    Well played, Dolamiir thought. He had to admit Bith was a competent leader of his people. They both knew the stakes—and the cost. Gorn and those like him, however, could make the situation untenable. He kept his face straight as he stroked the fine fur along his cheek and grabbed his bottle of fizzing water. He did not, however, raise it to his maw. He noted Korvan’s eyes on him and approved of his deputy’s calculated pause. 
 
    A good politician always knows when to walk away in the pretense of progress or a larger threat. 
 
    “Honored Bith,” Korvan said, reclaiming his composure, “I believe a short recess is in order so you can get your people under control. We will reconvene tomorrow at oh-nine hundred standard. Tell the workers to stop their vandalism and get back to work while we continue to discuss how best to handle what is a very delicate situation. I am prepared to ignore these attacks and associated sabotage as a token of good faith in you and your fellow representatives rather than ordering our security forces to exterminate the vandals along with anyone who assists them.” 
 
    Dolamiir nodded once at Korvan’s choice of words. There was no question what the consequences would be if the situation wasn’t addressed by the GenSha leadership. 
 
    Bith started to speak, but Gorn cut him off. “You’re not listening to a thing we’ve said, Dolamiir.” 
 
    “You are correct, Gorn.” It was the first time Dolamiir had spoken, which surprised the GenSha. His smile was wide and full of menace. “Your list of grievances amounts to little more than thinly veiled threats. That you’ve permitted your people, through incompetence or lack of direction, to vandalize our equipment and interrupt our operations only speaks to your desire for us to acquiesce to your rather expensive demands. ISMC does not respond well to threats.” His eyes shifted to Bith. “History has proven this, as well you know.” 
 
    Dolamiir turned away from them and moved smoothly away from the viewports, striding quickly past his subordinates and out of the room. 
 
    “These proceedings are adjourned until tomorrow,” Korvan said as Dolamiir disappeared. He stood abruptly and followed Dolamiir out, with Satuur close on his heel, leaving the three GenSha sitting with their mouths open. 
 
    The door slid shut behind the Jivool, and they found Dolamiir standing in the hallway a short distance away. His features were calm, but there was no mistaking the smoldering anger in his eyes. 
 
    “Get them back to their quarters at once and ensure they stay there,” he ordered two Jivool guards standing just outside the closed doors. He turned to Korvan. “Fumigate the room if you have to, but get that gods-awful smell out of there before our next meeting. I do not want the profit forecast meeting overshadowed by their stench.” Dolamiir grunted and looked at Satuur. “If the ground forces see any vandalism or violent acts, they are to shoot to kill. Is that clear? And if those three cause any issues, space them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The three GenSha reps sat in the shared quarters they had been provided aboard the Rumiar. Their quarters were simple, with gray walls, blue furniture, and only enough amenities to allow them the most basic of creature comforts. Even the beds were little more than camp cots. 
 
    Bith pulled out a small, cubical device from his overalls, pressed a button, and set it in the middle of the table before them. Three lights flashed green in rapid succession. 
 
    “There. We can speak without fear of surveillance,” he said with a relieved sigh. 
 
    “I say we take to the streets with every weapon we can get our paws on,” Gorn growled. 
 
    Bith shook his head. Gorn’s response was understandable and the very last thing Bith wanted. In any kind of revolt without the entire GenSha population involved, there was little hope of survival, let alone victory. As it stood, many of his people were unwilling to take up arms, and Dolamiir’s security troopers would have Gorn’s hot-heads outgunned. What was worse was it was likely ISMC would use it as an excuse to bring in mercenaries. It would be long odds at best, and the GenSha would take incalculable casualties—just like on Sabin 5. 
 
    It’s happening all over again, he thought. 
 
    “We need an arbitrator, Gorn,” Saul said with a good deal of urgency, “or at least someone with the muscle to force them to do the right thing and the clout to make it stick. On our own, we don’t have a hope in hell of mounting any sort of armed response unless the whole populace joins in. We’d very quickly be outnumbered and outgunned.” 
 
    Bith was pleased the younger GenSha saw the challenges they were up against. Saul was particularly wise for one of his years. 
 
    Gorn snorted. “We’re hungry. They’re not.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Bith asked, ignoring Gorn. He hoped the young GenSha had something specific in mind. 
 
    “We need a Peacemaker,” Saul said. 
 
    Gorn’s eyes went wide at the suggestion, and Bith slowly nodded his head, seeing the truth of it. The Peacemakers certainly had the muscle, and they played neither politics nor favorites—at least in theory. There was little doubt in Bith’s mind that a reasonable Peacemaker would see ISMC’s efforts for what they were—slavery and abuse. 
 
    “I can send a request to the guild and include all the gory details,” Bith said. A pang of doubt hit him as memories washed before his eyes. He trusted the Peacemaker Guild as a whole, but there were those in the Peacemaker ranks who might thwart their efforts. He could only hope that his request wouldn’t get swept under the rug. He decided to send several requests through different channels and to different contacts within the guild, just to make sure. 
 
    “I just hope it’s not too late,” Saul replied. 
 
    Bith looked at the young GenSha with increased respect. He would make a fine replacement once Bith was ready to retire. 
 
    “There will be a river of blood if it is,” Gorn said quietly. Bith could not discern if the blood in question would be GenSha or Jivool, but the odds were it would be both. 
 
    “We’ll take the shuttle back to Godannii 2 and postpone tomorrow’s meeting. We can say we need to be on hand to try and stop the attacks.” 
 
    Saul nodded. 
 
    “That makes sense, and I’m sure they’ll buy it. They didn’t want to have today’s conversation, so it’s safe to assume they don’t really want the one tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then it’s agreed,” Bith said. 
 
    “Yes.” Saul nodded. 
 
    “I’ll agree, but with the caveat that, in the absence of a Peacemaker resolution, I will personally lead the revolt. I have reached my limit, Bith,” Gorn added, locking eyes with the older GenSha. 
 
    Fear and despair clutched at Bith’s insides. It truly was happening all over again, but in those days, he had been in Gorn’s shoes. 
 
    “Agreed,” he finally said. 
 
    And so it begins, he thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ocono 
 
    Peacemaker Academy 
 
      
 
    The graduation at Peacemaker Academy on Ocono held all the pomp and circumstance of any graduation proceeding in the Galactic Union. After a stiff ceremony, complete with a speaker whose words of wisdom were ultimately lost on the audience, graduates filed into an auditorium for a meal and presentation of the awards—all amid proud family, faculty, and alumni, not to mention prospective employers. 
 
    Chatter filled the auxiliary gymnasium-turned-auditorium, the only indoor facility large enough to seat 400 graduates and their guests. In the 312 years of Peacemaker graduations on Ocono, only once before had the weather not cooperated for the event. Despite gray skies and incessant misting rains, the weather did not dampen the spirits of the graduates and newly commissioned Peacemakers. 
 
    Save one—Hr’ent Golramm, a young Oogar, whose demeanor belied his discontent with the whole proceeding. 
 
    A stage with a podium at its center and stairs at either end filled the front of the auditorium. Beside the podium sat a low dais with a single, blued-steel case, 25 centimeters on a side and 10 centimeters thick, on it. It held the accoutrements of whoever was about to be announced as class valedictorian. Just behind the podium lay a wide table with stacks and rows of blued-steel boxes, most of which were about 30 centimeters on a side and 10 centimeters thick. Each case contained a Peacemaker badge, patch, and sidearm suitable to the graduate’s species. 
 
    The class president, an arrogant Jivool named Tyrn Govai, stood at the podium, droning on and on about inanities Hr’ent did his best to ignore. Tyrn was medium-sized for his species, with gray fur, a long snout full of flat teeth, and the distinctive retractable claws of his race. He was cunning and capable, and the sort who looked at everyone around him as if they were all one step beneath him. 
 
    According to the event’s seating chart, the graduates and their proud families sat near the front of the auditorium, facing the stage. To the right and far back in the corner, near the food and beverage serving station staffed by underclass cadets, a table set for six held only two occupants: Hr’ent and his mother, Sv’rha. The two Oogar took up much of the space, regardless. Almost three meters tall and easily weighing well over 400 kilograms each, they were a study in emotions. The smaller female, her pale purple fur brushed and clean, wore a simple necklace of flowers around her neck, and she had a happy, proud expression illuminating features that would make any male Oogar pant. As she glanced around at the other graduates and their families, she picked up the scent of anger and frustration from her son. She turned her attention to him, and her smile faded quickly into concern. 
 
    Something was wrong with her cub. 
 
    Hr’ent’s eyes had hardly left the table in front of him since he and his mother had taken their seats. He was big for his species, well over three meters tall with deep purple fur that leaned toward black. It was obvious to even non-Oogar that his features did not hail from his maternal side, but from his father’s—a father Hr’ent had never met. The young Oogar wore a dark blue duty vest with the word Peacemaker stitched across the front and back. Staring beyond his half-eaten dinner, he brought up his left paw and scratched at the place where his Peacemaker badge would be pinned. Even though duly recognized at the graduation ceremony as a Peacemaker, it would not be official until the badge was affixed on his chest by the one Guild Master Breka announced as the class valedictorian. And every graduate in the hall knew who that would be. 
 
    Receiving his badge was the only reason Hr’ent had shown up for the ceremony. However, it meant he had to endure yet another ceremony, and that one would be a distinctly unpleasant affair for him. Whereas the official ceremony of the Peacemaker Guild was a solemn, dignified event, the pinning ceremony was typically anything but. As the last opportunity for the graduates to celebrate their commissions together, it usually took on a party atmosphere. Organized and run by the graduates, the only solemn moments were the last ones—the actual pinning of their badges. Everything else hovered on being decidedly dull, if not outright torturous. 
 
    For Hr’ent, there would be no celebrating, and the pinning ceremony would tax his restraint to its limits. Having to sit through the pinning ceremony was bad enough, specifically because of who he knew would be tasked with the honor. But listening to his classmates blather about their commissioning missions and the great things they intended to do in the galaxy felt like an anvil strapped to his shoulders. The whole affair had him simmering, but his sense of pride kept him in his seat. He’d worked his guts out, surpassing the rest of his classmates in virtually every category. He’d sacrificed much and endured the insults and disdain of many of them, including the class president and the one who would soon be named valedictorian. In his heart, he knew he should have been the one selected to pin the badges on his classmates, but it had all been ripped away by a single calamity. 
 
    His stomach churned with nausea and rage, but he couldn’t figure out what his body was telling him. Should he leave? Should he walk away from becoming a Peacemaker altogether? It would mean three years wasted, despite everything he had learned and what he was now capable of. It would also mean his sacrifices had all been in vain. He tried a breathing technique to calm himself, but like most of the Peacemaker’s prescribed self-control methods, it failed to soothe. The urge to vomit fought against the urge to stomp up to the stage, rip the microphone from Tyrn’s grasp, and rip his head off in one smooth motion. Hr’ent was capable of the feat, but the momentary satisfaction would fade quickly once they handcuffed and hauled him away for a life-sentence or execution. 
 
    Hr’ent clenched his paws under the table with the sound of popping tendons like snapping planks. He closed his eyes and tried the calming technique again in the vain hope it would calm his simmering anger. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Cub?” His mother placed a paw on his arm. 
 
    Glancing at her painted and manicured claws, he grimaced and then met her eyes. 
 
    “Please. Not here.” 
 
    “You are my first and only cub, Hr’ent,” she said, sounding compassionate and hurt. “I shall call you that until the day I find the Path.” His mother frowned. “You’re sitting there like you’ve lost your pet instead of smiling and celebrating with your classmates. Three long years here are over, and you are a Peacemaker. This should fill you with pride, Cub, not anger and frustration.” 
 
    “I am proud, Mamma.” His voice was little more than a whisper. Am I? He wasn’t so sure, and that thought alone made him feel even worse. 
 
    A burst of applause filled the room, pushing Hr’ent’s emotions toward rage as he glared at the stage. He watched Tyrn step away from the podium as Guild Master Breka stepped up and crossed to the center of the stage. Breka carried a gleaming titanium case over a meter long and ten centimeters square in his tentacles. What lay within was the first of the graduate awards to be handed out. It was an honor bestowed on the chosen valedictorian at every graduation ceremony. 
 
    The podium automatically lowered in Breka’s presence, for the Guild Master, a XenSha, was only a meter tall. The XenSha had a unique appearance among the races of the galaxy, given their height and their large ears. Squat in build with large twitching noses and wide eyes capable of seeing the visible and infrared spectrums, XenSha resembled the Leporidae genus Earthlings called rabbits. As silence settled over the proceedings, Breka placed the case on its end beside the podium and stepped up to the microphone. 
 
    “Greetings and congratulations to the graduates of this year’s class of Peacemakers. You have proven yourselves to be the most capable and competent students at the Academy. You have succeeded where many others have failed. Regardless of what lies ahead in your futures, be proud of what you have achieved here.” He paused for emphasis, staring out at the assembled attendees. “For those of you who sit beside these fine examples of your species, know that the graduate beside you is someone to be proud of, respected, and revered. By the end of this ceremony, each graduate will have been inducted into a family of officers and warriors whose duty it is to hold the line against those who would flout the laws of the Galactic Union.” 
 
    Breka’s eyes scanned the upturned faces of the graduates. 
 
    “You came to this campus innocent to the ways of the galaxy, unaware of the constant storms that rage against our union. Never forget your charge. Never forget that your duties as a Peacemaker are to set the terms, honor the threat, and either stand or fall.” 
 
    Breka paused again as a round of applause filled the room. When the applause died down, he flashed his long front teeth, his species’ version of a smile. 
 
    “I know none of you came here to listen to the meanderings of a proud, aging Guild Master,” he said. There were a few soft chuckles in the audience. “This is a celebration, and therefore, a party. Far be it from me to stand unduly long between you and the libations I suspect are in your immediate futures.” 
 
    A cheer rose from many of the tables. 
 
    “So, without further ado, it is with great pride that I announce this year’s class valedictorian, a Peacemaker who has excelled at every step of his training and education, proving himself to be the finest example of what Peacemakers are supposed to be.” 
 
    The words struck at Hr’ent’s heart. The urge to vomit surged within him, and it was all he could do to keep his gorge down. 
 
    “Rsach Klixtylbyt of the Jeha,” Breka said in a serious tone, “please step forward and be recognized.” The Guild Master picked up the titanium case and stepped away from the podium. His eyes shifted to a point at the front of the auditorium. 
 
    The whole of one table and the graduates from several other tables cheered, hooted, and barked their praise for their peer, and the sound of it turned Hr’ent’s nausea into boiling rage. 
 
    Rsach—the object of Hr’ent’s ire. 
 
    To the sound of growing applause, a single, blackish-gray Jeha, standing over a meter tall, rose to his many feet and strode toward the steps leading up to the stage. His multiple, clawed limbs flowed back and forth calmly, his movements full of confidence. The little insect had challenged Hr’ent at every step during their training. The two of them had bested each other time and time again during trials and exams, trading victories back and forth like pugilists in a fight. 
 
    Hr’ent let out a long, weary breath, doing his best to let at least some of the anger flow with it. 
 
    “I just don’t know if I want to do this anymore,” he said under his breath, but his mother heard him. He felt her silent eyes on him, concerned and uncomprehending at the same time. It should have been me up there, but nobody cares how Rsach beat me out. He had beaten them all at nearly every turn, but they still considered him the “big dumb Oogar.” He’d heard them say it often, whenever they thought he was out of earshot. And there were the practical jokes and the shunning—three long years of it. But he’d gotten through it all. Hr’ent was only the seventh Oogar to overcome the grueling regimen of becoming a Peacemaker, which was a tremendous achievement, but to have become valedictorian would have set him apart and proved to everyone, including himself, that he could be the best. 
 
    He’d undertaken a commissioning mission of a breadth few in the history of the guild ever had and been successful. Unfortunately, a single moment of bad luck had cost him everything, but he pushed that memory away when his mother’s voice broke him out of his reverie. 
 
    “I won’t lie and tell you I’d be disappointed if you left,” she said slowly. “I’ve always said you could earn a much better living with an Oogar mercenary company, perhaps even create a company of your own someday. But I find it hard to believe you really don’t want to do this anymore.” She squeezed his arm. “You were so excited when you learned you’d been accepted. And in your communiques, you said you were on track to be valedictorian. Even though you didn’t make it, you have achieved so much, for you, your family, and your race. Could you really give it all up? Especially now, at the very end?” 
 
    Hr’ent huffed, a low, grumbling grunt of a sound. 
 
    “It’s so terribly complicated,” he said, pulling his eyes away, then drawing his arm away as well. He looked up at the stage where Rsach stood before the Guild Master. 
 
    “Peacemaker Rsach,” Breka said in a firm, booming voice, “for your determination, skill, and achievement of paramount excellence, I do hereby name you class valedictorian and grant you the Silver Blade of the Peacemakers. It is the first of the Peacemaker Apex Achievement Awards, and I suspect it will not be your last.” He opened the box slowly and held it out. The lights from the ceiling reflected off the weapon within, casting a wide ray of light across Rsach’s multi-faceted eyes and making them sparkle like emeralds in sunshine. 
 
    As he stared down into the box, his long, blue antennae quivered slightly with excitement and anticipation. He reached out, pulled the blade out of the box, and raised it over his head, held in two of his right arms. The meter-long combat sword looked almost white, and its brilliant surface reflected light like a polished mirror. The blade, itself, was a double-edge weapon with a tanto tip and a long, leather-bound haft that could be used one- and two-handed. The guard was a simple affair, with tangs about four centimeters long, curving forward toward the tip. 
 
    “Thank you, Guild Master Breka,” Rsach said in a buzzing, high-pitched voice. “It is an honor and a privilege to be recognized here, today, for the sacrifices made in earning such an elegant symbol of the Peacemaker Guild. I do solemnly swear to uphold the laws of the Galactic Union and bring to justice all those who transgress them.” 
 
    Hr’ent felt the gorge rising in his throat, and his fists clenched on top of the table, popping again like breaking boards. It should have been mine.  
 
    Rsach placed the blade in the case and waited for the Guild Master to close it. Breka handed the case over and then picked up the blued-steel box from the dais beside the podium. He opened it, pulled out a Peacemaker patch, and placed it on the graduate’s sash over his right shoulder. He then withdrew a holstered, Jeha-made needler from within and clipped it to Rsach’s belt on the left side. Finally, he pulled out a gleaming Peacemaker badge. 
 
    “You are no longer a cadet. You are no longer merely a graduate. You are now a duly appointed Peacemaker of the Galactic Union. Serve the law and make us all proud, Rsach Klixtylbyt.” 
 
    “I will,” Rsach said solemnly. The assembled guests and Peacemakers burst into applause. 
 
    Hr’ent did not. 
 
    In his peripheral vision, Hr’ent saw his mother politely clap her paws together several times and then sit back calmly in her chair. Beyond her, the eyes of several of his classmates danced and darted toward him. Some covered smiles and reached for water glasses to still their laughter. 
 
    One of them, a floppy-eared, brown and white Jivool named Drex, held up one paw horizontal to the ground. With a snarl of laughter, he rolled his arm to the extent he could and made a motion like an aircraft diving into the ground. Hr’ent bared his teeth, and Drex jerked around as if he’d been shocked through his seat. 
 
    No one cares that I rescued a Fangmaster. For Elementals’ sake, I am the First Claw of the Clan Roxtador! But that means nothing here. No one cares that I may have saved the entire Pushtal race from self-extinction. 
 
    Hr’ent sighed heavily. 
 
    The guild glossed over his final reports, and the disciplinary hearing for his actions with the Pushtal took on a decidedly negative tone with regard to his investigative abilities and judgment. Yet he’d somehow secured the pelt of Clan Roxtador and, to a certain extent, should have been granted a limited diplomatic privilege. Ordered not to speak about his actions and to keep the pelt hidden at all costs, Hr’ent ground his jaw when asked about the specifics of his commissioning mission. He wanted to tell them about the seedy underbelly of Guild work he’d discovered through his observer, Peacemaker Kalene. He wanted to tell them about the noble—and yet lost—Pushtal and their attempt to save themselves. He wanted to tell them about Magnus, the cub, who now wore the title of Fangmaster. Silenced, all Hr’ent could do was bear the whispers and digit-pointing of his peers. 
 
    All they want to do is laugh about the accident…it wasn’t my fault! 
 
    On return from his commissioning mission, and excited at his personal success therein, Hr’ent took his place on the bridge of the Tango Squemera and watched Ocono grow large in the viewscreens. When the pilot asked permission to perform a break over the field—a wide, fast turn to bleed off speed before final approach—Hr’ent carelessly said yes. The Tango’s propulsion system faltered in the maneuver. The pilot, using every ounce of skill and several kilograms of luck, had been able to recover, but not before overshooting the landing point and damaging the Blue Flight operations hangar. There was no real damage save to his shoulder and his pride, but the rumor mill spun out of control. 
 
    To make matters worse, Hr’ent spent a night in the infirmary having his shoulder repaired, which took the rumors of the big, dumb Oogar to a level he’d never seen in the previous three years. It gave the students even more ammunition to ridicule him, furthering his shame because he was supposed to be a tough Oogar. He’d refused further treatments and still struggled with a nagging injury that bothered him from time to time. 
 
    He rubbed his shoulder, feeling the ache that was still there. He had to wonder if it was merely some sort of “ghost pain” that had flared up again, or if he’d done permanent damage. The medics had assured him he should not be feeling any pain. 
 
    The official investigation cleared him of wrongdoing, yet there was a change in how the other students and the cadre looked at him. He’d given his official mission report not to the packed amphitheater he’d expected, but to a panel of three bored lecturers who’d approved his mission and sent him on his way. 
 
    He’d twice requested to see the Guild Master but had never gotten past the administrative assistant in the outer office. For a week, he’d been convinced they were not going to let him graduate, until he’d met with the guild metallurgist to design his badge. He’d chosen an astraada tree from his homeworld—with its sturdy trunk and heavy boughs—to adorn his badge. He’d used the exact outline of the one at the edge of his family plot where he first climbed as a cub. 
 
    Hr’ent sighed. “I’ve asked for a special leave, Mamma. I may be home next week.” 
 
    “To rest before your first assignment?” She brightened, but her smile was a pained one. Even his being home would be more of a curse than a blessing. 
 
    Hr’ent’s answer was stilled by Rsach’s voice. 
 
    “Kuul Abai, Drom Sun Addikar, Adulimar Svoar, Xthula Aesyrom, Afroila Plu’cha ki, and Polomkri Azurial, come forward and be recognized,” the valedictorian intoned from the stage. The ceremony to hand out the accoutrements of the newly anointed Peacekeepers had begun, causing a new level of turmoil to roil within Hr’ent. 
 
    His eyes flitted up to find that his nemesis now stood before the wide table where the cases sat lined up and ready for each graduate. Guild Master Breka stood at the far end of the table, and for a brief moment, it looked as if the aging head of the Peacemaker Guild was staring straight at him. Breka quickly turned his attention to the graduates rising from their seats, but there was no doubt Breka had been focused squarely on Hr’ent, which didn’t make any sense. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Hr’ent turned to his mother, his face slack with despair. 
 
    “Mamma,” he said slowly, “I don’t even know that I’ll have a first assignment.”  
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 Ocono 
 
    Peacemaker Academy 
 
      
 
    Deputy Selector Hak-Chet had deliberately taken up a specific seat at the table reserved for Peacemaker officials. His reasoning was simple: a clear line to the stage as well as an unobstructed view of the primary object of his interest. He glanced at the biometric readouts displayed on his slate where it lay on the table and smiled. 
 
    Everything is going just as I anticipated, he thought. 
 
    Hak-Chet was a Sidar, with a long, almost beak-like face and a bony, narrow extension that rose above his thoughtful visage. His eyes were the color of obsidian, and his skin a deep shade of topaz. Those few Humans who had seen members of the Sidar race found them to be reminiscent of prehistoric Earth Pteranodons, with leathery wings beneath their forelimbs, shorter legs, and three claw-like fingers with an opposable thumb. The Deputy Selector’s body was covered with a layer of thick, wiry, navy blue hair, and it was said the adaptation had once helped his species fly over great distances. The Sidar had evolved past any capacity for full flight but were still capable of gliding short distances when necessary, and the garments they chose usually facilitated this. 
 
    “Gallmir Kodai, Soon-bel Garsu’nak, Nil Suk Gazariet, Uuvar Gena’var…” Rsach droned on, announcing the next group of recipients. 
 
    As Hak-Chet watched, his eyes flickered to the back of the auditorium where Hr’ent sat with his mother. Rsach was almost to Golramm, and Hak-Chet needed to watch Hr’ent’s reaction when his name was called. 
 
    A faint but perceptible groan rose from the aging Caroon that sat beside him, drawing his attention away from the big Oogar. He leaned over. 
 
    “Are you all right, Selector?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice. 
 
    The Caroon at his elbow grunted in discomfort and shook his elongated head. 
 
    “As good as I can be in these stars-forsaken folding chairs.” He scratched at the few whitening hairs that still protruded like barbs from his bluish scalp. “I’m getting too old for these things,” he added with a sigh. 
 
    Selector Grektch, the oldest member of the Caroon race in the Peacemaker Guild, had served in that capacity for the last 53 years—and done so with distinction and honor. He was ancient for a Caroon, and he looked it. The normally black and gray pelts of the species had, in his case and those of the aged, turned nearly white, with darker patches around his long muzzle and the backs of his long-clawed hands. His elongated, mammalian face was a road map of wrinkles, with sparse, thick, white hairs. His eyes, however, were green like emeralds and as bright and sharp as any Caroon’s half his age. 
 
    As the guild’s primary recruiter and talent manager, Grektch oversaw a direct staff of 25 Deputy Selectors—recruiters, really—who scoured the galaxy’s schools, universities, and mercenary academies looking for potential Peacemaker candidates. The older Caroon fought a form of arthritis and tended to wobble more than walk. Grektch had been the one to select Hak-Chet, and he had taken that raw recruit under his wing and become the greatest mentor Hak-Chet had ever known. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, my backside isn’t doing too well either, sir.” 
 
    Grektch let out a staccato clicking sound, the Caroon version of laughter, and he turned kind eyes to his subordinate. 
 
    “You better get used to it, kula,” he said softly. Kula was a term of endearment among the Caroon, meant to be used by teachers when addressing their prized pupils and likened in some respects to a parent addressing their offspring. 
 
    “I suppose I should,” Hak-Chet replied. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Rsach pin a badge on a Besquith graduate’s chest. The valedictorian leaned in and said something in the Besquith’s ear. They glanced in Hr’ent’s direction, and there was a brief exchange of laughter before the big carnivore moved on and Rsach addressed the next graduate in line. 
 
    “How’s he doing?” Grektch asked, his eyes drifting briefly to Hr’ent. There was no need for Grektch to include the name. They knew who Hak-Chet had his eyes on. 
 
    “His frustration, and dare I say rage, are blossoming more with every moment.” 
 
    “Now, if you can just keep him from killing anyone…” Grektch said warily. 
 
    “I’ve got that covered.” Hak-Chet patted the almost imperceptible bulge under his left arm where he’d sequestered a needler with tranquilizer rounds as a backup in case things didn’t go as planned. “You trained me well, sir.” 
 
    “I should hope so,” Grektch said, feigning doubt. 
 
    “Gizkara’sol’mundara, Abdthlox Goba’tikun—” Rsach said slowly from the stage. 
 
    “Wait a moment, sir,” Hak-Chet said, placing his clawed hand on the Selector’s arm. “Rsach is about to call Hr’ent up there.” 
 
    They turned their attention toward the stage. Hak-Chet scratched a spot where his long beak-like face extended just below his eyes and he focused his attention on Rsach, watching his behavior closely. 
 
    “—Godar-Chun, Maorum Gofusial, Sususs Gojick’tal, Tulumm Goz’chuar—” 
 
    Rsach paused for an almost imperceptible moment, and Hak-Chet thought he saw just a sliver of a smile pass across the valedictorian’s gray mandibles. 
 
    “—come forward and be recognized,” Rsach finished as he raised his eyes and looked at the graduates who stood up. 
 
    “He skipped over Hr’ent,” Hak-Chet said, surprised. His eyes flicked to Guild Master Breka, and they shared a momentary exchange of understanding. It couldn’t have been a mistake. He heard the sound of popping knuckles through his implant and knew what it meant. He glanced at the biometrics on his slate and saw they were mostly in the red. Hr’ent was bordering on rage. Tearing his eyes away from the readout, he turned his attention to where Hr’ent sat. 
 
    The big Oogar was halfway out of his chair, his glaring eyes fixed squarely on the stage. His massive, clawed paws were balled up into fists, and he’d planted them squarely on the table. His muzzle was pulled back in a frightening snarl. His body quivered with barely contained rage, and a raised ridge of fur ran from the crest of his massive head all the way down his back. 
 
    “Easy, Hr’ent,” Hak-Chet said in a whisper, as if his will alone might be able to keep the beast roiling within the Oogar from taking control. Hak-Chet tensed and slid his right claw into his garments where it found the grip of his needler. “Don’t do it…not here.” He looked at Hr’ent’s mother and found that she had a surprised look on her face. He listened carefully to the audio coming through his slate as he watched. 
 
    Sv’rha placed a paw on Hr’ent’s arm. 
 
    “It’s probably just a mistake,” she said quietly, obviously trying to calm her cub down. “Please sit back down.” There was worry in her voice. She knew her cub better then Hak-Chet did, so she had to know he was on the verge of going into a murderous rage. 
 
    The words came in over Hak-Chet’s implant. The device he’d placed beneath Hr’ent’s table not only provided the biometrics he’d been monitoring, but also acted as a listening device. He could hear every word spoken there. 
 
    “It’s no mistake, Mamma,” Hr’ent growled. “It’s not an oversight. It’s not an accident or anything else. That slimy little…” Hr’ent’s rumbling growl was loud enough to cause people at nearby tables to turn and stare. Some of them got worried or even frightened looks on their faces. 
 
    “Hr’ent,” his mother said more firmly, “you need to sit back down. They’ll get to you eventually, and even if they don’t, you can’t fly into a rage in front of all these people…in front of me.” 
 
    Hak saw Hr’ent’s head snap toward his mother, and his shoulders slowly relaxed. As the ridge of fur along his back laid down, he slowly lowered himself into the chair. His eyes, still glaring, never left the stage. 
 
    “Is he going to hold it together?” Selector Grektch asked in a concerned tone. He could see the readouts as well, and they clearly worried him. 
 
    Hak-Chet never took his eyes off of Hr’ent. He focused on every motion as the Oogar settled back into his seat. Hr’ent sat up straight, his body as rigid as titanium, his fists remaining clenched on the table. 
 
    A moment later, he stole his eyes away from Hr’ent. 
 
    “I think so,” he said. “If we can just keep Hr’ent from killing Rsach right there on stage when he finally gets his badge, we should be fine.” 
 
    “You’re playing with fire, you know.” Grektch’s words were calm, an observation only, and one he had made more than once when Hak-Chet first came to him with a plan for the young, volatile Oogar. 
 
    Hak-Chet turned his eyes to his mentor. “You know as well as I that it’s the fire I’m after. If we’re right about what is coming, we’ll need him…and others like him.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Grektch said slowly, “but fire has a way of breaking free from those who would try to harness its power.” 
 
    “He’s perfect for the program, sir. You saw the data and read his file.” 
 
    “True, but you won’t be able to relax your grip any time soon…perhaps ever.” 
 
    “I know, sir, but if I learned anything from you, it was that it’s necessary.” 
 
    Grektch nodded slowly. He’d used that very phrase many times with Hak-Chet. If there was one thing absolutely certain about being a Peacemaker, it was that one frequently had to take tremendous risks and lay everything on the line for the sake of doing what was necessary. 
 
    “Now that the Humans have been accepted into the Galactic Union, I suspect things will begin to change very rapidly.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Grektch replied. Again, it was an old conversation, and while Hak-Chet’s reasoning seemed sound, predicting the future was always a slippery slope. “You’re betting your career on being right about them and so many other things.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. 
 
    “It’s a gamble I’m willing to take, sir.” 
 
    Humans were new to the Galactic Union and, as was the custom with mercenary units on their first forays into the galaxy, they fared poorly. Many in the guilds argued over whether the Humans would be worthy allies or customers. The Mercenary Guild fed them more contracts than any other species in their first years of acceptance, although they were frequently unknowing pawns in the political and financial games being played by the more powerful races. As such, many of the guilds had no problem with Humanity spreading into the Galactic Union. The credits kept mounting up. Hak-Chet had paid close attention to everything happening with the strange, new species, and as a result, he believed it was only a matter of time until Humans would qualify for the Academy. He was, however, the only member of the Selector’s staff to believe Humans could be Peacemakers. He felt it was inevitable, and it wasn’t the only one of his “crazy ideas,” as the Guild Master liked to put it. He’d frequently fought uphill battles to implement some of his ideas, but he believed it was worth the risk. 
 
    They do not expect—nor do they want to accept—change, Hak-Chet thought. That must stop before the situation gets too far out of hand, for corruption is growing rampant, and the other guilds have grown too powerful. 
 
    “There,” Hak-Chet said, pointing to the slate. “He’s coming out of the red…almost down to a simmer now.” 
 
    Just then, Grektch’s slate buzzed where it lay on the table not far from Hak-Chet’s. As Grektch reached for the device, Hak-Chet saw the Guild Master on stage reach into an inner pocket and pull out his own slate. 
 
    Something’s happened, Hak-Chet thought. 
 
    As he watched, the Guild Master raised his eyes to meet Hak-Chet’s, and then they flicked over to where Hr’ent sat. It was only for a fraction of a second, but whatever message had come in had something to do with Hak-Chet’s plans. He was certain of it. 
 
    As the last of the latest group of graduates walked off the stage, the Guild Master stepped up to the microphone. 
 
    “My apologies, Peacemaker Rsach,” he said, eying the valedictorian, “but I’m afraid I must intrude for just a moment.” Breka turned to the audience and looked at an aging HecSha sitting in the front row. “Chancellor, would you please come up here and act as my surrogate in congratulating these fine graduates?” 
 
    The HecSha nodded his flat, lizard-like head, the scales glinting in the overhead lights. 
 
    “Of course, Guild Master,” he said, rising to his feet. “It would be my honor.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Breka said, and then he moved to the edge of the stage. As he walked down the stairs, he glanced at Grektch and Hak-Chet and flicked his eyes toward a nearby door. The message was clear: We need to talk. 
 
    They quickly rose to their feet, slipped their slates into their vests, and followed him. Breka disappeared through the door, and moments later they joined him in a service hallway where two Equiri guards, his ever-present companions, had assumed a protective stance ten meters away. Both faced down the long passageway and were well out of earshot. 
 
    Breka faced Hak and Grektch. He ran a paw under his nose, brushing the smaller tentacles away from his mouth. 
 
    He took a few moments to take them in, his eyes meeting theirs for several seconds. He let out a long breath. 
 
    Grektch nodded solemnly. “Guild Master.” 
 
    “Well met,” Breka replied with a nod. “Selector. Deputy Selector.” 
 
    “Guild Master,” Hak-Chet said, his calculating eyes glinting in the harsh fluorescent light of the passageway. The sound of Rsach’s ongoing presentation of badges continued in the auditorium. 
 
    “My apologies for taking you away from the ceremonies.” He turned to Hak-Chet. “You are satisfied with the effort so far? You believe it will be enough to push Hr’ent to become a candidate for your program?” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “I do, Guild Master. He knows it should have been him up there receiving the Silver Blade and not Rsach. His rage was palpable. The sensors under his table recorded nearly critical levels. You noticed that Rsach skipped over his name in the lists?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “That nearly sent Hr’ent into a physical confrontation, but he managed to calm himself down. I believe, now, that if he does not quit the program altogether, we will have him…and he will be of considerable value to the guild.” 
 
    Breka’s ears fluttered. “What do you mean quit? He just graduated. Are you not finished with him?” 
 
    “No, Guild Master.” Hak-Chet shrugged. “Had I needed an accomplice, Rsach would have proven capable. As it is, I am confident that something will be said, perhaps when he receives his badge. Who knows what Rsach will say to him during the pinning? Frankly, the valedictorian cannot stop himself from acting like an ass.” 
 
    Breka nodded. “As a valedictorian, I have great faith in him, however I am well aware of what his efficiency reports say, and I am in agreement with you. He will do something. I trust you have that handled, Hak-Chet?” 
 
    “My team is standing by for any eventuality, Guild Master. Several have infiltrated the undergrads attending in the periphery. And I will be there as well, if this conversation does not take too long. Either way, if Hr’ent were to fly into a violent rage, we could safely tranquilize him and remove him from the center. I don’t believe that will happen, however, sir. Not based on what I just saw.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “His mother,” Grektch said with a gruff laugh. “Young Oogar have a tendency to be careless and rough, but not with their mothers present. Hak-Chet is correct in his assessment. I trust, though, that the reason for this aside is the message you received on your slate a moment ago?” 
 
    Breka chortled behind the tentacles around his maw, a sound not unlike like a cough. With a twitch of his ears, he nodded and met the Selector’s eyes. His eyes found Hak-Chet’s. “What you are about to hear is classified at the High Council level. You are reminded that although you hold the post of Deputy Selector, you are not typically privy to such information. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Guild Master.” Hak-Chet nodded. For a split second, the easy, confident demeanor cracked, and the young Sidar’s age and experience betrayed the gaze in his eyes. To his credit, Hak-Chet recovered quickly, but Breka noted the realization with quiet satisfaction. 
 
    Breka inhaled sharply. “Yes, the message…There’s more to the story, and you need to hear it from me. There has been a request for a Peacemaker on the planet Godannii 2. The Iron Sky Mining Corporation has angered the GenSha colony there with regard to promised wages, safety of work discrepancies, and allegedly unfair contract stipulations. It is entirely possible an insurrection is simmering. There has been rioting and some rather expensive sabotage inflicted by the GenSha. Whether these actions were directed by the GenSha Union Leaders on Godannii 2 remains to be seen, although they have said in no uncertain terms they had no foreknowledge.” 
 
    Grektch grunted. “Iron Sky Mining is a Jivool-owned business, Hak-Chet. They have a less-than-stellar reputation. I can certainly see miners being driven to the point of volatile reactions.” 
 
    “Agreed…and ISMC is rife with outright criminals,” Breka said. “That stays here, between us, is that understood?” 
 
    The Selectors nodded, both smiling. 
 
    “That being said,” Breka continued, “I am prepared to do something a little unorthodox. Given the urgency of the request, I’m dispatching a Blue Flight. Chief of Operations Zerrep has one en route here from the Parmick system now. Once they arrive, we’ll get the intelligence packet—what it contains will be our criteria for deployment of a team. I’m not sending one Peacemaker alone into this situation. I’m considering several because of the breadth of the conflict.” 
 
    “Experienced Peacemakers?” Grektch asked with one furry brow raised comically. “Or new graduates?” 
 
    “New graduates,” Breka said evenly. 
 
    The answer surprised Hak-Chet. He knew a good deal about ISMC’s history with labor disputes. They’d had a number of rebellions and several instances of near-genocide. They’d been fined and censured, and several of their Directors had been incarcerated over the decades. It was systematic with them—a matter of policy. They pushed as hard as they could, bled their assets and labor dry, and factored in post-situational fines and penalties as nothing more than the cost of doing business. He had always wondered why the Peacemaker Guild continued to permit situations like this to rise again and again to the point of armed confrontations and even fatalities. But to send new graduates on something as sensitive as an armed insurrection that could lead to the intervention of mercenaries and possibly even genocide seemed outright reckless. 
 
    “New graduates?” Hak-Chet asked, trying to keep the surprise out of his voice. 
 
    “Correct,” Breka replied. He turned to Hak-Chet, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Of the current class, who would you send?” 
 
    “Me?” the young Sidar stammered. Again, Hak-Chet was caught off guard by the Guild Master. Why would Breka want a Deputy Selector to choose the team for something as critical as what was happening on Godannii 2? He knew he was competent, and he certainly had proven he could choose the appropriate Peacemaker personnel for a mission. But this felt off, somehow. He just couldn’t put his finger on why. His mind raced. He realized that the situation, if managed properly, could be orchestrated to see his own goals for Hr’ent come to fruition sooner than he expected. He focused all of his attention on the Guild Master. He would have to execute perfectly at every step, and lives would probably be lost no matter what happened. It would simply be a matter of scale, and he would have to live with the consequences…they all would. 
 
    “Yes, Hak-Chet,” Breka winked at Grektch. “A Selector always serves the role of adviser to the Guild Master. The opinions of those around me matter.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded, thinking furiously. 
 
    “I understand, Guild Master.” He paused for a moment, running through a short list of likely candidates from the auditorium beyond the door. Who among them would be just right? One name rose immediately to the top of the list, while others floated up and down in his estimations of their personalities, capabilities, and what they might likely encounter on Godannii 2. He took a deep breath and finally replied, “Of the current graduates, I would recommend a team of four under the command of Rsach Klixtylbyt, and probably including the class president, Tyrn Govai.” Breka and Grektch raised an eyebrow at the recommendation. He couldn’t tell if they were impressed or uncomfortable, but it didn’t matter to him. They’d asked for his input, and he was offering, with his own agenda factored squarely into the middle of it. “With your permission, I can review the case file and determine the right mix of Peacemakers to send to…complement Rsach’s leadership style.” 
 
    Breka nodded thoughtfully and kept his face straight. “Do that. I need an answer first thing in the morning. I want a team of four, no more, no less.” 
 
    “Yes, Guild Master. I will have more than sufficient information well before that,” Hak-Chet said. “This is a negotiation, yes?” It was a loaded question. From what he’d heard, it sounded like the situation was well past negotiation and into the early stages of an outright revolt. 
 
    “Oversight,” Breka replied. “They are overseeing the negotiation and determining the breadth of the problem. They must ascertain the truth on the ground above all. Call it a fact-finding mission, if you like.” 
 
    Again, Hak-Chet was surprised by Breka’s response. Oversight and reconnaissance? The players were identified. The problem was clear, at least mostly so. They weren’t dealing with anything new on Godannii 2. They were dealing with a predictable inevitability that ISMC had initiated in the past on more than one occasion. 
 
    Grektch grumbled, and it was clear he was uncomfortable with something. 
 
    “Iron Sky Mining is ready to deploy ISMC security forces and perhaps even mercenaries to restore the peace.” Grektch’s voice was even, but Hak-Chet had known the Selector long enough that even he was confused by his responses. “They aren’t afraid to use violence to subvert their miners. Everything they do is about profit. The workers and their families are forced to use company assets for everything and receive meager food and water supplies. For the GenSha, moving into the mountains of Godannii 2 was supposed to have been a boon to their agricultural enterprise. Iron Sky came in and underbid the rest of the competition, wrangling the GenSha into shoddy contracts. They are likely legal in a very broad sense of the word, but the undue hardship on the colony, as has been reported, borders on slavery that could easily lead to genocide. That is when we get involved. The regional barracks commander in the system requested assistance—there are several situations she is monitoring now.” Grektch squinted. “The regional barracks is at Lupta, yes?” 
 
    “Correct,” Breka said. “And you know as well as I that they have the smallest staff of any barracks, and four separate incidents to contend with in other systems. I cannot reallocate them. Hence the need to bring in another, ready cohort. The High Council agrees with this course of action. They see Godannii 2 and the Iron Sky idiots as less critical than anything else in the region.” 
 
    There was an awkward silence until Hak-Chet blurted, “You see this isn’t less than critical, right?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    To his credit, Hak-Chet cleared his throat and enunciated his response slowly, with the care of a politician, but he felt as if he was explaining something to Breka that the Guild Master was already aware of. He needed to be cautious. 
 
    “It’s common knowledge that ISMC has a less than stellar reputation when it comes to treating fairly with their labor force—this isn’t the first potential rebellion they’ve had to contend with—and they have skirted the boundaries of legality with their contracts at literally every opportunity. With no law in place to prosecute such legally gray circumstances, the Peacemakers have waited for a situation bad enough to warrant intervention, hence we are sending four Peacemakers, new or not, to do the job of one. This seems to be a show of force. Of capability.” He paused, searching the Guild Master’s face. “Yes?” 
 
    Breka nodded, seemingly impressed. “Our new Peacemakers need experience, too.” 
 
    “They are not the only ones,” Hak-Chet said, thinking of Hr’ent. He looked at Grektch. “If you’ll excuse me, Guild Master?” 
 
    “Certainly, Deputy Selector.” The Guild Master nodded. “And notify us immediately if the subject loses control out there.” 
 
    “I will, sir,” Hak-Chet said, opening the door, “but I suspect you would hear of such a situation the moment it started to unfold.” He paused, a wry expression on his face. “Oogar are not known for expressing their anger quietly,” he added as he stepped into the auditorium. 
 
    Breka and Grektch’s chuckling faded as the door closed behind him, and as it did, he had to wonder what else the two senior Peacemakers might be discussing in his absence. 
 
    “Come up and be recognized,” Rsach said as six more graduates approached the stage. 
 
    Hak-Chet saw that Hr’ent was not among them, and he recognized two of them with names in the Vs. When he looked at the big Oogar, it was readily apparent that there was no patch or badge affixed to his uniform. Hak-Chet blew out a frustrated breath and slipped out his slate, pulling up the biometric readouts. 
 
    Hr’ent was nearly back up to red line…the slow simmer had returned to a boil. 
 
    Hak-Chet focused his attention on the valedictorian who, once again, was whispering something in the ear of a newly anointed Peacemaker. Rsach was clearly enjoying the spotlight, and his unfaltering ego seemed to have risen to the occasion. That ego was the primary concern for those in the Selector division who had access to his private psych evaluation. If he was going to screw up as a Peacemaker—or put himself into a position where others would have leverage and could compromise him—then it was Rsach’s ego that would be the lynch pin. 
 
    The valedictorian appeared to be magnanimous and carefree while carrying himself with a haughty confidence. He was reveling in the position of authority…holding court, as it were, like some overconfident robber baron. His barely contained mirth threatened to bubble over as each graduate received his or her accoutrements. 
 
    Hak-Chet felt his anger grow, and as he stared at the egotistical valedictorian, he realized the vindictive side of his personality would have no problem with whatever might happen on Godannii 2. Rsach would be perfect. 
 
    The last of the latest group stepped down off the stage. 
 
    “Vrendal Sook-cahr,” Rsach said, starting off another group of graduates.  
 
    Hak-Chet recognized the female MinSha graduate. She was another of the graduating class he’d been keeping an eye on as a potential for his program, but as Rsach’s eyes came up to look at the audience, they locked onto Hak-Chet’s glaring visage.  
 
    The haughtiness faded quickly, and his words froze in his throat. The young Jeha’s spine quivered, and there was an erratic, almost fidgety vibration of his antenna that slowed perceptibly as he got control of his emotions. 
 
    Hak-Chet let the fury seep into his glare. He raised one hand slightly away from his side and flattened his palm to the floor and swiped it in a slicing motion. 
 
    Enough. 
 
    There was no need to explain further. They knew what had Hak-Chet’s ire up. 
 
    Rsach glanced down at the podium and fumbled with some papers for a moment. His antenna bounced in distress. Ever the careful actor, as much as Professor F’hnela taught them during the second year, Rsach appeared shocked and shameful all at once. 
 
    The sound in the auditorium fell off to a hush, and Hak-Chet heard whispers here and there, but not of surprise so much as the laughter of those on the inside who knew the joke had come to an end. 
 
    The graduates—most of them Hak-Chet surmised—clearly knew what the issue was. 
 
    “Friends,” Rsach said, gripping the podium awkwardly with two of his pincers. “I am afraid there’s been a terrible mistake.” He cleared his throat nervously, a sound not unlike claws on a chalkboard. “It appears as if the cases up here were somehow placed out of order. I’ve just realized the error, which is even more unfortunate, considering who has, up until this moment, been skipped over. I should add that this candidate nearly won the Apex Achievement Award but missed due to an…ahhh…unfortunate accident. I must say that from our first year here at the Academy, as the contenders for valedictorian rose above the ranks, I feared that the slightest mistake I might make could tip the scales in his favor. As a result, I strove each and every day for the lofty goal of perfection. At the end of our tenure here, the better cadet won by a slim margin. I am deeply honored to have received the Apex Achievement Award, but I must take this opportunity to congratulate my closest competitor as well as redress what has been an unfortunate accident in placing these cases.” 
 
    Hak-Chet’s eyes never left Rsach’s during the rather lengthy and wholly unnecessary monologue. 
 
    Rsach sent a momentary glance in Hak-Chet’s direction and then fixed his gaze on the back of the auditorium. 
 
    “Hr’ent Golramm,” Rsach chirped happily, “please come forward, be duly recognized, and accept my most humble apology.” 
 
    Hak-Chet tapped a command on his slate that sent a simple, two-word message to his operatives waiting in the wings: Be ready.  
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 Ocono 
 
    Peacemaker Academy 
 
      
 
    At the sound of his name, even uttered by a nemesis he’d endured throughout his tenure as a cadet, Hr’ent sighed with a good deal of satisfaction. There was still an underlying fire of anger, frustration, and disdain for the valedictorian—that would never change—but at least he was getting his due, albeit a bit late. As his eyes met the faceted oculars of Rsach, he let just a hint of a snarl lift the side of his muzzle. As far as Hr’ent was concerned, there might one day be detente between the two, but there would never be peace. 
 
    Applause rang out from the enthusiastic family members of the other candidates, who took Rsach’s melodramatic speech at face value. For a moment, it felt as if they were merely pitying the poor Oogar Peacemaker for having been slighted. Many of the graduates, however, continued to hide their amused grins. Hr’ent glanced into the happy face of his mother and wondered when he’d last seen her eyes glisten. It had been a very long time, and that realization squelched some of the anger that still bubbled in his heart. 
 
    Sv’rha patted his arm as Hr’ent rose to his feet. With great strides, he stepped around the table and began making his way toward the stage. He moved carefully between the tables, and the proximity of some of the seating areas gave his wide frame trouble, but he weaved through them with little effort. As he approached the stage, the crowd grew strangely quiet, even more so than it had for the other graduates. 
 
    As he tried to figure out why, an old GenSha sitting at a table halfway to the stage caught his eye. The old male’s fur was almost white with age, and the stripes, normally green, bordered on yellow. He wore the sash of a Peacemaker, but it was a style that Hr’ent had only seen in old images of past heroes within the guild. There was a “Retired” patch just below the Peacemaker patch, and the rest of the sash was covered with ribbons, citations, awards, and even two Apex Achievement medallions with the crossed daggers for Combat Operations. The Triple-A for Combat was the highest award a Peacemaker could receive. Period. Very few were ever handed out, and only for the most valorous comportment of a Peacemaker when faced with impossible odds. Most were awarded posthumously, but there were exceptions. And Hr’ent was looking at a Peacemaker who had earned two. 
 
    As Hr’ent’s eyes met those of the old GenSha, the Peacemaker veteran held up seven of his fingers and nodded solemnly. The meaning was clear, and Hr’ent felt a genuine surge of pride swell within his breast—the first he’d felt in a while, and certainly the first since before the crash. 
 
    I am only the seventh Oogar in the entire history of the Peacemakers to take this walk. The thought resonated inside his skull. 
 
    As much as he hated to admit it, his mother had been right. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t made valedictorian. What mattered was that he’d become a Peacemaker. And it seemed as if the attendees watching him—at least some of them—felt the same. He could feel it in the silence and see it out of the corner of his eye as the assembled family members and guests watched him stride forward. In their eyes, he was a titan—a great, purple instrument of galactic justice who would stand or fall to keep them safe. It didn’t matter what the other graduates had done to him during his years at the Academy. And looking back from this very fresh vantage point, he realized that his reactions had been foolish, even juvenile. All the ridicule was now and always had been schoolyard antics, and when that badge was pinned to his chest, he would be a Peacemaker. 
 
    He felt the whole galaxy change around him in that instant. 
 
    He strode forward, his back straight and his previously clenched paws now relaxed and open. He locked his eyes on Rsach. Where once there was only animosity, he now felt something else. The smirking Jeha’s face, as he stood there on the stage, looked almost tragic, or perhaps comical. Rsach had achieved valedictorian, but his behavior left a great deal to be desired. 
 
    For a flickering moment, Hr’ent contemplated grasping the insect by the back of his vest and casually hurling him into the audience like a sack of ore, but then he realized such behavior—like so much Rsach had done—was unbecoming of a Peacemaker. A chilly stillness settled over his heart. He was in a room full of Peacemakers. Their families sat with them, faces full of pride that this one group of sentients represented the next generation of law and order in the galaxy. Their duty—their sacred charge—was to be shining examples of fairness and justice and equanimity, especially in the face of injustice, no matter how large or trivial in nature. He didn’t know if he was going to stay in the guild, but so long as he wore the vest and badge, he would act as if he were the greatest of all Peacemakers. 
 
    Up until that moment, Hr’ent hadn’t had even the slightest inkling of what he wanted to say to Rsach, but now he knew precisely what had to be said. 
 
    He stepped easily up onto the stage, skipping the stairs altogether, and although his anger still simmered within him, he held it easily at bay with a very different emotion. He crossed the distance to Rsach with slow, steady steps, almost like a predator stalking prey. 
 
    The Jeha posed in a positively apologetic way; even his antenna were drooping. “I’m so sorry,” Rsach said in a sickly smooth tone. “It seems the cases were placed out of order…it didn’t even occur to me…” 
 
    “Of course they were,” Hr’ent grunted. 
 
    Rsach opened the case and casually applied a large Peacemaker patch to the back of Hr’ent’s blue duty vest. As he did, Hr’ent heard him whisper, “The better candidate won, Hr’ent. It doesn’t matter how I did it. You should have done everything you could. I did.” 
 
    The comment surprised Hr’ent, and a flare of anger threatened his calm. Rsach’s implication was clear, but even he found it hard to believe the little insect was capable of open sabotage. Rsach’s character flaw was more subtle, and actually more damning, but Hr’ent would get to that shortly. For now, he had to ask the question. 
 
    As Rsach stepped around Hr’ent’s left shoulder and stood in front of him, Hr’ent growled softly, “Are you saying you were responsible for the shuttle crash?” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t claim that particular honor, even if I had done it. You did that all by yourself.” Rsach chittered softly as he handed Hr’ent an Oogar-made sidearm. Rsach had to struggle with the weight of the weapon, and it made Hr’ent smile. If he wanted to, he could crush Rsach in one massive paw. But he wasn’t going to do that. 
 
    He looked down at the weapon and smiled. One of the perks of graduating from the Academy was that you got your choice of sidearm, and he had chosen only the best, hardest-hitting pistol he’d ever even heard of: a Marauder PK-40. 
 
    The Marauder line was the finest example of heavy-duty pistols his people had to offer, and the PK-40 was the top-of-the-line in every category. The Oogar considered the weapon’s slim frame and light—to them—weight to be superior to all of its closest competitors. It’s modular design and incredibly compact 15-round power cells made it a versatile weapon, with interchangeable barrels for increased range, and an attachable stock for increased stability. It also had an off-angle scope mod that allowed for open-sight firing and long-range sniping. To any race except perhaps the Lumar, it would be considered a heavy-weapon platform, but for an Oogar, it was just a dependable weapon that hit like a meteor strike. 
 
    “Besides spinning up the rumor mill about your temper and animalistic rage, I merely watched you literally crash and burn. You walked right into it, to turn a phrase.” 
 
    Hr’ent’s voice came up. “What did you say?” 
 
    “You didn’t deserve the Triple-A. That you could have even been considered for it sullies the very honor of the award. No cadet who barely made it into the Academy should wield it. You’re a disgrace.” Rsach’s voice seethed but it stayed between them. 
 
    The word “disgrace” caused Hr’ent’s rage to blossom once again. He felt it rise within him like a ball of fire. He bowed up, and he felt his fists clenching. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw uneasy movements in the room around him. Several of the wait staff moved forward. He recognized two things very quickly. One, if he attacked Rsach in any way, he would be stunned, hauled away to the containment cells, and stripped of the badge he’d not yet received. The shame of such an action would be too much to bear, and his mother would likely disown him. He’d never wanted for credits. His mother’s employment paid for all the creature comforts he could wish for, and an incident of that magnitude would cut those funds away in an instant. He would have nothing. The second thing he realized was that every eye in the room was on him. For a microsecond, he thought about grabbing the microphone and announcing Rsach’s actions. The slippery Jeha bastard had all but confessed to sabotage or at least delighted in Hr’ent’s failure, but Hr’ent’s training in the tribunal process also calmed his gut in a strange manner. 
 
    He whispered, “A disgrace, am I?” 
 
    Rsach reached for the Peacemaker badge and held it for a moment. Hr’ent eyes fell from Rsach’s to the platinum badge reflecting the stage lights into their faces. Seeing it for the first time sent a shiver of electricity down his spine. Rsach moved it around in the light. Straining to reach that high, he placed a pincer on Hr’ent’s right upper arm. The intent was to show he was sympathetic to the audience. It was all Hr’ent could do not to flinch away. 
 
    “I wonder how fast you’ll turn this in or end up on the memorial wall for doing something stupid,” Rsach said. 
 
    The little insect raised the badge and pinned it to the upper left area of Hr’ent’s vest. Hr’ent calmly whispered, “You should wonder when your bravado will get the best of you in a combat situation, Rsach. Maybe you’ll even care about those around you instead of looking down to see whom to step on.” 
 
    “Big words, even from an Oogar.” Rsach laughed and used his pincer to pat Hr’ent like they were two old friends. Hr’ent brought up a massive paw and slapped the Jeha on the upper left portion of his body. The ripple it sent through Rsach brought a smile to his maw, and Hr’ent let it stay there, perpetuating the idea that they were having a grand old time. 
 
    “Big words from a Peacemaker,” he growled, “just like you. Beyond this ceremony, nobody gives a shit about the Apex. It will look really good on a wall in your office when you’re running a Peacemaker barracks someday. You know? When you let the real Peacemakers do the dirty work?” 
 
    “You’re just a big, dumb animal,” Rsach hissed. 
 
    He’s baiting you. The words floated up out of Hr’ent’s mind. If you even touch him in front of all these Peacemakers, you’ll prove everything he’s saying. He let out one, long breath and unclenched his fists. He’s not worth it. 
 
    “You know what?” Hr’ent said slowly, keeping his eyes fixed on the diminutive insect before him. “You’re right about one thing.” It was all so clear to him now. He had made a mistake, and it had cost him the title of valedictorian as well as the Silver Blade. 
 
    Ego. 
 
    For one fleeting moment, when the pilot had asked to do that flyover, Hr’ent had let his ego get the better of him, and it was that mistake that caused the crash. He was a Peacemaker, and they didn’t let ego or vanity or greed get the better of them. They didn’t. 
 
    “That crash was absolutely my fault,” Hr’ent admitted, “but you can’t deny that I earned the right to wear this badge…no more or less than any other Peacemaker who has ever worn one. And I’ll be honest with you, I’m not even sure I’m going to stay a Peacemaker. I may just walk away from it all.” 
 
    Rsach went still. It was obviously not the response he’d been expecting. His antennae quivered with confusion. 
 
    “And there’s something else. The stunt you pulled with putting me at the end of the list…Would you like to know why I’m not ripping your arms off one by one right now in front of all these people?” 
 
    “Why is that?” Rsach replied a bit snidely. 
 
    Hr’ent settled the holster of his pistol onto his belt, drew the weapon slowly, and inspected it. He saw the staffers reach into their garments, presumably to pull weapons if Hr’ent drew down on Rsach. 
 
    Rsach’s eyes went wide, not knowing what Hr’ent was about to do. 
 
    Hr’ent slid the pistol home, feeling its weight settle comfortably on his hip. 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you, because as long as I wear this badge, I’m going to act like a Peacemaker. You hadn’t been valedictorian even a nanosecond, and you were already abusing your position of authority…reveling in the spotlight as you openly ridiculed a fellow officer. You did that right out of the gate…” Hr’ent let his voice trail off for a moment, allowing his words to sink in. “We’re supposed to be Peacemakers, purveyors of justice. With your very first official act, you took advantage of your position and inflicted harm on another being. If ever there was a testament to the nature of your character, I’d say it was your starting off with a mouthful of shit. Believe me when I say I’ll be keeping my eye on you. As it stands, you are a poor excuse for an officer of the law. From this day forward, we all have to be better than we are. All of us. If I don’t deserve to be valedictorian, then you sure as the stars don’t deserve to be a Peacemaker. Do you?” 
 
    Without another word, Hr’ent stepped away from the stunned Jeha, whose antennae drooped sideways like damp reeds in stilled air. 
 
    Hr’ent stepped around Rsach, shook the chancellor’s outstretched claw, and made his way down from the stage. The staffers coolly watched him as they eased back to their positions along the walls. Applause started up again, and Hr’ent focused on moving through the crowd and back to his table. As he moved, he noticed the Guild Master and the Selector re-enter the room from their private conference. Aware that the Guild Master was staring at him, Hr’ent felt his exuberance at telling Rsach off on stage fade into a quiet unease. What if they heard the exchange? Would something come from it? Had he messed up by saying something? Flushed and agitated, Hr’ent returned to his table and sat next to his mother. She spoke, but he wasn’t listening. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” she asked, placing her paw on his arm. “I said that Raw’wna sends his regards.” 
 
    Hr’ent clenched his fists slowly and took a long, deep breath. Raw’wna had decided to pursue his VOWS at the same time Hr’ent applied for the Academy. For three years, his friend took contract after contract and piled up enough credits to buy a mansion rivaling his mother’s. Raw’wna’s entourage of fellow mercenaries and their potential mates threw legendary parties which his friend shared over the Aethernet. Raw’wna’s success, achieved through his effort and decisions, knifed Hr’ent in the heart. He’d wanted nothing more than to win the Apex and show his mother and his friends that he could be successful, too. That he mattered. 
 
    And he’d screwed it up all on his own. 
 
    “I have to go,” his mother said. She leaned over closer to him. “Hr’ent, are you listening?” 
 
    Hr’ent turned, stunned by the declaration. Sure, he wasn’t sure he’d wanted to be there, but to have her leave now? “This is my graduation ceremony, Mamma.” 
 
    She gathered her bag from under her seat. “A message came in that I need to address. One of my largest accounts is threatening to leave the firm and go with a Human corporation on Earth. Can you imagine? Like Humans know advertising!” 
 
    “Mamma, please,” Hr’ent whispered, “not in the middle of my ceremony.” He knew it would be one more thing for the others to ridicule him about. And while what they thought no longer mattered to him, he didn’t want the aggravation. 
 
    “I can catch a shuttle to the gate. I have a first-class berth on hold on a ship there.” She wasn’t looking at him; instead, she tapped away on her slate with her manicured claws. “There. I’ve booked it.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this.” Hr’ent shook his head. A fresh wave of nauseating anger washed over him. 
 
    “We’ve lived a good life, Cub. You know what this work means to me. It pulled us out of squalor,” she whispered. “After your father left, it was the only thing that got us ahead. You know this, Hr’ent.” 
 
    Hr’ent sighed and lowered his maw toward the table slightly. For twenty years, she’d worked tirelessly to provide for them. Moving them out of the slums of Uuwato and toward a better life had exhausted her, but she never quit. Devotion to her cub and to her work focused her efforts. She became successful and drove ever higher to provide for both of them with fierce determination. 
 
    “I do, Mamma.” 
 
    She leaned close and grasped his lower jaw in her paw, turning him to face her. “I am proud of you, Hr’ent Golramm. Prouder than you can imagine. But I have to go.” 
 
    A round of applause and the standing of family members in an ovation meant the formal portion of the ceremony had ended. Mother and son stood and embraced quickly before she made her way to the rear exit. Around him, Peacemakers similarly embraced their own family members and occasionally sought out each other for embraces and pictures. No one approached him, and Hr’ent made no effort to seek out his classmates. Instead, he looked down for a moment at the shining shield on his chest. 
 
    Gods. I am a Peacemaker. 
 
    For a moment, the torrent of emotions eased. With his eyes on the goal he’d striven so hard to achieve, he found a calming satisfaction in feeling the platinum badge on his chest. Smiling to himself, he glanced up and saw Rsach posing next to the Guild Master with the Silver Blade held high. The little group of friends Rsach led stood off to one side chattering in their revelry. Hr’ent glanced all around the room for a long moment. 
 
    This is the last time I’ll be in a room with all of these Peacemakers. I’ve spent the last three years with them. Shouldn’t I go talk with them? Congratulate them? 
 
    Hr’ent snorted. Would they do the same for me? 
 
    After two minutes, no one had even turned to look in his direction. He collected his things, grabbed a printed program book for a keepsake, and made his way to the exit, unaware that one pair of eyes followed his every move. As Hr’ent passed through the door, he did not look back. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to make it to the roof of the parking garage where his flightcycle waited. He’d done his best to clear his mind of everything that had happened. His emotions were raw, a turmoil of pride and anger and shame, all wrapped up in a shroud of doubt about whether he would turn in his badge only hours or days after he had earned it. He would save that decision for tomorrow…or the day after. 
 
    The skies above were clear, and all three moons were visible. The slim crescent of Sila, the smallest of the three, squatted in russet radiance on the eastern horizon just above the dull glow of the suburbs. Mallow, the largest of the lunar bodies, was a crescent of alabaster straight above with several glowing splotches where colonies had been established, and Stiir was just settling its dull gray curve over the mountains to the west. The air was cool, with a warm breeze coming off the ocean only a few miles to the south. 
 
    Hr’ent had the sudden urge to fly off and disappear for a few days—find some tropical island near the equator and disconnect from everything while he tried to figure out what he was going to do. But no, it would be foolish and costly. If he just disappeared, he’d likely get kicked out of the Peacemakers, or at least severely censured for it. He needed to get back to the barracks. 
 
    He stepped up to his flightcycle and stood there admiring the sleek, metallic-black bodywork. The vehicle had been a gift from his mother for his 23rd birthday, only two years prior. Its body was very much like a ground-based sportcycle, aerodynamic and made of lightweight carbon fiber, but where a sportcycle ran around on two wheels, a flightcycle had four high-output rotary fans, two fore and two aft. When parked, the fans folded in, lining up with the body. In flight, however, they would scissor out, with two spread out wide in front and two set closer together in the rear. Each fan could rotate on its axis, allowing for VTOL and high-speed acceleration as needed. His cycle, considered top-of-the-line, was easily capable of upwards of 400 kph and could reach altitudes of nearly 4,000 meters. Flight licenses to operate the thing were expensive and hard to get on most metropolitan worlds, but his mother’s contacts had made it a small matter for her. It was the one area where he’d had no difficulty taking advantage of her wealth and generosity. There was nothing like cruising over cities, rolling hills, and mountainscapes while just about everyone else had to roll around on the ground. 
 
    He opened the boot at the front of the cycle, and, in moments, he had slipped on his flight jacket, HUD goggles, and atmospheric helmet. He just wanted to get back to the barracks and start packing up his gear for the journey home. He swung a leg over the saddle and settled onto the machine, nestling his knees and chest into the curvature of the bodywork that had been custom-shaped specifically for him. 
 
    He hit the ignition and felt the powerplant thrum beneath him. The sensation made him smile. There was little he enjoyed more than rocketing across the sky on the thing. Just as he engaged the rotors and began to throttle up with a growing whine of power, the comm buzzed in his ear. The number displayed on his HUD was not one he recognized. For a moment, he wondered if it was one of Rsach’s buddies, calling him to give him shit. A flick of his eyes toward the HUD of his goggles activated the comm, and he released the throttle, feeling the turbines ease back into a gentle hum. 
 
    “This is Hr’ent.” 
 
    “Peacemaker Hr’ent,” a reedy voice said somewhat formally. “This is Deputy Selector Hak-Chet. Perhaps you remember me? We met briefly when you first joined the Academy.” 
 
    Hr’ent scratched through his memories and seemed to recall a dark-eyed Sidar at a welcome reception for the new cadets. Hadn’t he been at the graduation ceremony? But why would a Deputy Selector be contacting him? What could he possibly want? 
 
    “The Sidar from the welcome reception, right?” Hr’ent said cautiously. The memory was vague, but it was hard to forget Hak-Chet’s eyes. They seemed to take in everything, always calculating what might happen next. 
 
    “Yes,” Hak-Chet said. “Excellent memory, by the way.” 
 
    “It helped get me through the Academy.” 
 
    “I’m sure it did. Look, I’d like to meet with you—immediately if it’s at all convenient—to discuss a very important matter.” 
 
    Hr’ent let a frustrated breath escape his lips and then immediately regretted it. Was he in trouble? Had Rsach spun some story and thrown Hr’ent under a tank? Maybe it was about a mission. The guild certainly knew what he’d accomplished with the Pushtal, so maybe something had come up with the Fangmaster. And here he was debating whether or not he should resign his commission. It occurred to him that if he knew his missions would all be like that one, he’d have little difficulty sticking with the Peacemakers. But the reality was they were mostly just paper-pushing drug-busters. 
 
    What should I tell him? 
 
    “Peacemaker Hr’ent?” Hak-Chet asked. “Are you still there?” 
 
    Hr’ent hastily cleared his throat. 
 
    “Yes, Deputy Selector. Sorry. I’ve been a little distracted lately.” 
 
    “I have no doubt, and call me Hak.” 
 
    Hr’ent didn’t know what to make of that. 
 
    “Listen, Hak,” he said a bit uneasily. The familiarity of using the first half of a Deputy Selector’s name made him feel a little awkward. “I don’t know what you might be after, but in all honestly, I’m not sure I’m going to remain a Peacemaker for very long. I’ve been having some…personal…hell, I don’t even know what to call it.” 
 
    “The word you want is doubts…and I know.” 
 
    “I’m sorry…what?” Hr’ent felt an edge slip into his tone. 
 
    “I said, I know,” Hak-Chet repeated, completely unabashed. 
 
    Hr’ent was stunned. There was no reason a Deputy Selector should care what happened to a lone Oogar in the Peacemaker ranks, let alone make himself aware of Hr’ent’s personal problems. 
 
    “Peacemaker Hr’ent…” Hak-Chet said slowly, his voice soothing, and then he paused and took a deep breath. “Look,” he said, sounding more like a caring friend than a superior officer, “as long as we’re being honest with one another, I have to tell you that I’ve had my eye on you for some time, and I probably know more about you and your personal life than you would be comfortable with.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Hr’ent felt a surge of anger. The idea that the Deputy Selector had been spying on him was somewhat of an affront to protocol, regardless of his rank in the guild. Hr’ent hadn’t done anything wrong, so there was no reason for anyone to spy on him. 
 
    “I’ll apologize for the breach of protocol, but only in person,” Hak-Chet said firmly. “I will tell you right now that everything I’ve done was completely necessary.” 
 
    Hr’ent sat there fuming for a moment. He was tempted to break the link, head for the Peacemaker HQ, and turn in his resignation. 
 
    “If you resign now”—Hak-Chet’s voice was calm, almost friendly—“you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.” 
 
    How could he know? Hr’ent wondered. 
 
    “I’m only asking for one face-to-face conversation. If, at the end of that, you still want to throw away three years of Academy training, I won’t—can’t—stop you. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Hr’ent had to admit his curiosity was piqued. He could not fathom what someone like Hak-Chet would want with him. It probably did have something to do with the conversation with Rsach. If that was the case, then so be it. 
 
    “Fine,” Hr’ent said brusquely. “One conversation.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Hak-Chet sounded pleased and very self-assured, as if there was no doubt Hr’ent would meet him. “Now get off that crotch rocket of yours and come back down to the ground level. Meet me in the Hall of Heroes.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ocono 
 
    Peacemaker Academy 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent entered the building, his flight jacket unzipped and his helmet hooked onto his belt opposite the PK-40. He lifted the goggles and set them on his forehead. After crossing the cavernous 30-meter expanse of the Academy building’s lobby, he turned right down a side hallway lined with ocean-blue carpet. In the center, a deep blue obelisk rose above a pool of still water. Lights at the edge of the pool illuminated the crystal monument in an ethereal glow. Towering more than four meters high, the obelisk rose above the hallway’s ceiling into a specially built dome. Hr’ent saw the night sky through the dome and chastised himself for having never visited the Hall of Heroes after dark. The beauty of the monument to the First Peacemaker was inspiring, and the import and history of that sacred place filled him with awe. 
 
    Beyond the monument, the hall spread out like a museum. The walls were lined with badges and holos of Peacemakers long dead. At the end of the hallway, his way was blocked by a pair of heavy double doors made of some dark red wood he didn’t recognize. As he moved toward them, he spotted one holo that made him pause. 
 
    The image was of a lone GenSha Peacemaker in his prime, with a deep yellow coat of fur and forest green stripes, illuminated in the light of a bright yellow sun. He stood on a pile of bodies that appeared to be Lumar mercenaries in heavy combat armor. The Peacemaker was hefting an old, belt-fed slug-thrower in both arms that he must have torn off a vehicle before putting it to good use against the unfortunate Lumar mercs. 
 
    Hr’ent recognized the GenSha immediately, despite the many years that must have passed. It was a picture of the GenSha who had nodded to him in the auditorium. Beneath the picture was the Triple-A award for Combat and a date nearly 30 years in the past. 
 
    Hr’ent smiled once, nodding his respect to the now-aged warrior, and then stepped up to the red doors. He took one deep breath to calm his nerves and pushed them open with perhaps a bit more force than was necessary. Both doors slammed open, exposing a wide circular area beyond. Hr’ent strode through confidently. 
 
    The center was dimly lit, with a ring of cases full of holos, weapons, and memorabilia of the greatest Peacemakers to have graduated from Ocono. He’d only been in the hall once before, during the standard tour given to all new cadets. He had to admit, standing there amid all that history gave him a sense of awe and now, having joined their ranks, a deep sense of pride. 
 
    Hak-Chet picked this place on purpose, Hr’ent thought. The Deputy Selector was tricky, and Hr’ent vowed to keep an eye on a Selector who was obviously a subtle manipulator. He would never be able to let his guard down with the Sidar. 
 
    Hak-Chet stood at the far end of the circular room, staring up at the life-size holo of an armed and armored Besquith holding an auto-canon in one paw and a Silver Blade in the other. His head was lowered, and he appeared to be ready to fly into combat at the slightest provocation. 
 
    Hr’ent strode up beside Hak-Chet and waited. 
 
    The Deputy Selector didn’t acknowledge Hr’ent’s presence. He simply stared forward and appeared to be taking in every detail of the fearsome figure that towered above him but only came up to Hr’ent’s shoulder. The Besquith wore the vest of a Peacemaker, although it was an ancient design, and his badge was a standard shield not seen for hundreds of years. There was something odd about the badge, though. Along its bottom was a thin, black bar with three symbols on it, each at the center of a red circle. An eye, a scale, and a hammer were all joined by a straight line through the middle. 
 
    “Do you know who this is?” Hak-Chet said without turning his head. 
 
    “No,” Hr’ent said. “Should I?” 
 
    “Not especially,” Hak-Chet replied. “There haven’t been many of his like over the centuries, and even today, there’s only a small group of them actively working throughout the galaxy.” 
 
    “Who is he?” Hr’ent asked. 
 
    “Kulmar sin’Bariat.” The name meant nothing to Hr’ent. “He was the very first Enforcer,” Hak-Chet added. 
 
    Hr’ent had heard of the Enforcers, but they were a subject not openly talked about in the Academy. Their missions were generally secret. All he really knew about them was that they were the Peacemakers brought into a situation when other Peacemakers couldn’t get the job done. 
 
    “You’ve seen signs that say, ‘In case of emergency, break glass,’ yes?” Hak-Chet asked. 
 
    “Of course I have.” 
 
    “Well, when the Peacemakers need to break glass, an Enforcer is what we loose on those who have begged for it. The Enforcers are a last resort…a nuclear option when conventional explosives won’t do.” 
 
    “Look, Hak,” Hr’ent said impatiently, “This is all very interesting, but what am I doing here? If this is about what happened on the stage, you can pretty much shove that up your ass.” 
 
    Hak-Chet’s head snapped around, and he eyed Hr’ent with a surprised look on his face. His eyes narrowed slightly, as if he were calculating just the right response. 
 
    “This has nothing to do with that,” Hak-Chet said slowly. “Although, I was impressed with your anger and your restraint. You were spot on with what you told Rsach about his ego and his abuse of power.” 
 
    It surprised Hr’ent that the Deputy Selector had been listening. There was probably a surveillance device on stage that let him hear everything. 
 
    “What is all this about?” Hr’ent asked. He felt his anger easing into genuine curiosity. 
 
    “Do you know that Enforcers can pretty much do whatever they want in the pursuit of their mission?” 
 
    “Are you saying they’re outside the law?” Hr’ent asked. “Above it?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Hak-Chet said carefully. “Enforcers are definitely not above the law, at least not in the way I think you mean. If they break the rules, we send another Enforcer to attend to it. Enforcers are entrusted with a singular duty that literally makes their word—and their actions—law. They are tasked with being judge, jury, and, yes, sometimes executioner. They do so outside normal channels and without direct oversight by the guild. Their missions require on-the-spot judgment calls and taking matters into their own hands, but they still have to bring back the evidence.” Hak-Chet sighed. “It is a terrible responsibility, and it takes a very precise set of personality traits as well as enormous physical prowess for an Enforcer to be successful.” 
 
    “So, what the fuck does that have to do with me?” He was starting to feel like Hak-Chet had brought him there to shame him, show him what Peacemakers were supposed to be, and then point out that he had failed, just like Rsach. 
 
    Hak-Chat raised an amused eyebrow. “You may regret being so rude when you hear what I have to say.” 
 
    Hr’ent took a deep breath. He was letting his anger get the better of him, and it was exactly the wrong time for that. He sucked in another deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    “Let me try that again,” he finally said. “What might all this have to do with me?” he asked earnestly. 
 
    “Nobility, strength, and rage,” Hak-Chet said. 
 
    “What?” The answer didn’t make any sense. 
 
    “I believe you have everything required to become, perhaps, the greatest Enforcer the Peacemakers have ever seen…with a little help from us.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Hr’ent blurted. 
 
    “I’m deadly serious. As I told you, I’ve been watching you for a long time. And a big part of my selection begins with who your father was.” 
 
    “My father?” Hr’ent felt his ire rise. The subject was a sore spot. “How could you know anything about my father? I don’t even know who he was.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who he was,” Hak-Chet said, locking eyes with Hr’ent. “What matters is what he was.” 
 
    Hr’ent gave the Deputy Selector a dubious look. 
 
    “So, what was he?” 
 
    Hak-Chet paused, and his body tensed ever so slightly, as if he were preparing for a violent reaction. 
 
    “Your father was a Feral, which means you inherited his DNA and everything that goes along with it.” 
 
    Hr’ent went still. He’d always suspected it. He was taller than most Oogar, stronger, too. And his temper had always been a problem, just as if he’d been raised with the Feral clans that lived in the restricted forests around the cities of his homeworld. Some of his teachers had called him Feral when he got unruly as a cub, but never had he realized that it was a true genetic result. 
 
    Gods. 
 
    “Fierce, brutal, and indomitable,” Hak-Chet said. “That’s what you carry within your genes. That’s exactly what I’m after.” 
 
    Hr’ent didn’t want to talk about that. The idea sent his head spinning, but it did explain a good deal about the more reactionary facets of his personality. The Ferals, who had refused to join civilized society on Uuwato, were mostly ostracized on his world, and he couldn’t imagine what his mother had been doing mating with one. 
 
    Why didn’t you tell me, Mamma? 
 
    “But that’s only half of it. When I heard you on stage dressing down Rsach for his abysmal behavior, I knew you were the right candidate for the next phase of Enforcer capability.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Hr’ent asked. He suspected he knew what Hak-Chet was after, but he couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “I want you to not only become an Enforcer, I want you to become the first of a new breed of them, genetically enhanced and more capable than any of your predecessors.” 
 
    Hr’ent was floored. 
 
    Me? An Enforcer? The idea was ludicrous and terrifying. 
 
    “You are the best—the only—candidate for what I’m trying to achieve with the new program.” 
 
    “You’re out of your mind,” Hr’ent growled. “Here I am, trying to figure out if I even want to be a Peacemaker, and you’re talking about making me some sort of super soldier? Judge, jury, and executioner? It’s madness!” 
 
    “There’s more to it than just being an Enforcer,” Hak-Chet said. “I know the pay of a Peacemaker is a sore spot with you, your mother, and your friends.” 
 
    Hr’ent’s lip curled up, and he couldn’t keep the trembling growl from thundering in his throat. 
 
    “I don’t think I like your knowing so much about me,” he said warily. “You best be careful with what comes out of your mouth next, Deputy Selector or not.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Hak-Chet said easily. “I won’t push.” 
 
    “It feels like you just want to exploit my genetics and drop me into the meat grinder of your choice.” 
 
    “I won’t lie to you,” Hak-Chet said evenly. “The Enforcers get the toughest missions, and they frequently meet messy ends. But I know in my hearts that you were meant for this. I’m playing the long game…one that spans decades, even past my own demise. Unlike the High Council, I happen to agree with your course of action in dealing with the Pushtal. Frankly, it was a breath of fresh air.” 
 
    Hr’ent blew out a slow breath carried on a grumbling growl. 
 
    “I just don’t care, Hak. You have your problems, and I have mine.” He eyed the small Sidar and came to a decision. “You know what?” he asked with a good deal of venom. “I think we’re about done here. I’m not prepared to be a Peacemaker, so I’m sure as the Five Elementals that I’m not ready to be an Enforcer.” He unclipped the helmet from his belt and tucked it under his arm. “It’s time for me to go, Deputy Selector,” he said. Without another word, he turned on his heel and stomped out, his emotions roiling once again. 
 
    Furious, he left Hak-Chet behind, stormed into the parking garage, and exited onto the roof. With his jacket zipped up, goggles down, and helmet jammed onto his head, he hopped onto his flightcycle. Pounding the ignition with his fist, he hammered the throttle and shot into the air with screaming rotors. 
 
    The blast of air felt good as it coursed across his fur, and he broke just about every speed statute as he crossed over the city toward the Peacemaker barracks. He came in for a fast landing, locked his helmet to the bike, and crossed the parking lot to the barracks where he found a number of his classmates already clustering in small groups chattering excitedly about their assignments. 
 
    He ignored them, and they—thankfully—ignored him. 
 
    He marched into the senior graduate barracks, nodded to the duty officer—a second year HecSha with purple skin—sitting behind a desk. The female merely nodded to Hr’ent as he passed by. He stomped up three flights of stairs and palmed the lock of the first door at the top of the landing. A status light went green and there was a click. He threw the door open to reveal a plain, gray room without decorations. 
 
    A small closet, doors closed, stood just inside the doorway, and beyond that, just around the corner was his dresser. There was an Oogar-sized bunk in the far corner that took up most of the floor space, and across from it sat a massive chair in front of what he had always considered a tiny desk. He carelessly dropped his jacket on the chair and, as he got to his bunk, spotted a slim, green envelope sitting on his pillow, waiting for him. 
 
    His orders had come in. 
 
    The question was, did he have an assignment, or had the guild actually approved his request for a temporary leave? 
 
    He grabbed the envelope, tore it open, and read through it quickly. A gasp escaped his lips as the message rolled around in his brain. 
 
    I can’t believe it, he thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Godannii 2 
 
    Green Sector, Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    At precisely noon, three days after their initial meeting with ISMC, Bith Sundo walked out of the central city building that functioned as his office and domicile. Despite the damp, cool, rainy day, the city square was active. Gaunt children played among the crowd, their bare feet and worn out shoes covered with mud, as a thick line of GenSha waited to enter the understocked and increasingly expensive ISMC store. It, like all ISMC stores, was the only place where miners and their families could procure food and supplies. 
 
    Across the square, another line of families huddled together in the chilling rain, waiting for a turn at the ISMC water truck. The surface of Godannii 2 was rife with oceans and lakes. It also possessed of a variety of waterways, from mighty rivers to trickling creeks. However, all the water surrounding the mining settlements was thick with heavy metals and other toxins from the severe mining operations taking place across the planet, making it undrinkable unless one went well outside the urban and industrial areas where the GenSha were required to live. 
 
    My people are willing to work hard and endure much to raise their families, but it has gone too far, Bith thought, a pang of sadness striking his heart. 
 
    With weary eyes, he looked across the wide, muddy street at the entrance to the park—little more than an overgrown sand pit with rusty swings—where Gorn Dokai and Saul Kotur waited in hooded ponchos. Bith glanced in both directions down the busy street, more out of curiosity than habit, wondering how the next few minutes and hours would go. Would everything go according to plan, or would things get out of hand? 
 
    He turned his attention to the entrance of the company store where two ISMC guards, stern-looking Jivool, stood watch over the line of thin, haggard miners and their families. Both guards looked bored, and neither had their weapons at the ready. Instead, the large rifles were casually slung over their left shoulders. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    In the opposite direction, where the mine rose behind two-meter-tall razor-topped fencing, he saw a dozen guards at the access control point. Most of them wandered around in boredom, but three moved toward a hovertruck preparing to enter through the gate. As the driver exited the truck, Bith glanced at his compatriots and nodded once. 
 
    It’s time. 
 
    They nodded back, grim determination filling their features beneath their lowered hoods. 
 
    Saul quickly moved to where Bith stood, not far from the ISMC store, while Gorn marched down the street, toward the mining gate. 
 
    As one, the line in front of the store collapsed and moved forward like an amoeba toward the entrance. The guards jumped into action, trying to unsling their rifles as the crowd pushed in on them, but it was too late. The GenSha overwhelmed the guards in an instant and held the smaller Jivool in place as their weapons were yanked from their shoulders. As most of the crowd rushed into the carefully monitored store, the rifles were passed from the center of the crowd to the exterior where a young male GenSha collected them. He ran down a side street toward one of the watering holes where Gorn’s lieutenants would collect them and hide them in case of search. They would be added to a growing stockpile of arms that Bith knew would be necessary when and if ISMC responded with force. 
 
    He had seen it all before on Sabin 5. 
 
    As Saul joined Bith near the store, another crowd pushed toward the entrance to the mine ahead of Gorn. Bith turned to the younger GenSha, a worried expression on his face. 
 
    “Monitor the store,” he ordered. “I suspect the mine will cease operations in less than five minutes. When it does, ISMC security and their emergency response team will deploy and concentrate on the mine, but they’ll want to maintain order in the store. Ensure that no one steals anything, not even a trinket.” 
 
    “They won’t, Honored Bith,” Saul assured him. “Get going. If the ISMC suits have a representative at the mine, they’ll want to talk to you.” 
 
    “I shall endeavor not to disappoint them,” Bith snorted. Saul turned and moved quickly toward the storefront. The two Jivool guards, who had been released once they were disarmed, collected their wits enough to move around the side of the building toward an employee entrance at the back. Bith watched as one swiped a key card from a small packet on his belt, opening the heavy steel door. 
 
    Now we know where their keys are stored.  
 
    Saul turned and nodded to Bith. The younger GenSha had seen it, too. Those keys would give them access to much of the ISMC infrastructure. 
 
    Satisfied, Bith hoped the others kept their eyes open and noted what the ISMC personnel did in response to their little riot. Without intercepting a copy of their operating procedures, there was nothing like a planned action to gauge enemy responses. Ahead of him, Gorn reached the crowd of 50 GenSha marching on the mine entrance. He could no longer see the guards, but judging by the crowd’s unchanged speed, he believed they had retreated to their protected positions just outside the entrance to the mine. It was possible they had even entered the mine, itself, and locked the gates behind them. It did not matter. The crowd’s silent march turned loud and vibrant right on cue, at the mine and inside the store. Bith tried not to smile as their voices rang out as one. 
 
    “More food or no work! More food or no work!” 
 
    “Better wages, not more changes!” 
 
    As he closed the distance to the gate, the chanting grew louder. More GenSha flooded into the street. Several hundred strong, the crowd pushed toward the mine entrance. He saw the lead group reach the fence. None of the guards were outside; they stood behind concrete and plasteel barricades, their rifles at the ready. More of them appeared with every step he took, but for every guard in the compound, another 20 GenSha filled the streets outside. 
 
    “More food or no work! More food or no work!” 
 
    “Better wages, not more changes.” 
 
    Bith reached the rear of the crowd. As he walked forward, they parted before him. The cacophony thrilled his heart, and he knew they undoubtedly had the attention of the planet-side leadership. The rest of the crowd moved aside to let him through to stand next to Gorn. The larger GenSha stood silent and stared into the face of a Jivool guard two meters away inside the compound. The Jivool raised a handheld amplifier to his maw and spoke, his tinny voice erupting from speakers atop the fence. 
 
     “By the authority of the Iron Sky Mining Corporation, you are ordered to cease and desist. Disruptions in production are not allowed. This activity directly breaches your contract—” 
 
    Gorn roared to life. 
 
    “You tell us we breach our contracts? You have breached them and broken our trust!” 
 
    The crowd cheered and started chanting their practiced slogans at the top of their lungs. Bith felt every word through his thick hide and deep into his breast. The Jivool spoke again through the amplifier, but the crowd drowned him out. 
 
    Almost as one, the armed guards stepped forward. Those carrying laser rifles powered up their weapons. A few of the Jivool carried larger, handheld slug-throwers. The weapons were particularly useful for clearing crowds with rubber projectiles or other non-lethal ammunition. Bith noticed the guards held their rifles at port arms, the right hand low and the left hand high, so the weapons stood at 45-degree angles to the ground. The Jivool with the amplifier turned to the guards, waving his paws to the right and left. As the guards dispersed along the fence line at intervals of five meters, the crowd’s roar dulled slightly, and the Jivool’s voice rang out over it. 
 
    “You are ordered by the Iron Sky Mining Corporation to cease and desist. Disruptions in production are not allowed. Stand back from the fence, or we will open fire.” 
 
    Bith sucked in a quick breath. He spun to his right looking for Gorn, but the larger GenSha was 10 meters away screaming through the fence. The crowd pressed closer. Voices raged. Clouds of spittle surged through the air at the fence. Beyond the guards, GenSha miners inside the compound paused and stared at the gathered crowd. In those gaunt, slack faces covered in white powdery limestone, Bith saw a palpable rage, and his stomach quivered. Working his jaw from side to side, he stared into the compound and saw the truth in their exhausted faces. They would fight. Many of them would die, but they would fight. In their rage, he found hope. More importantly, he found the fuel for the flame of rebellion. 
 
    As a boy, he’d learned that fire needed three elements to burn. Fuel. Heat. Oxygen.  
 
    In the suffering of the miners and their families lay fuel. He suffered alongside them, but it was in the pain of the masses that any good leader found strength. Heat came from ISMC. ISMC believed only in profit. As such, it burned those around them. The oxygen, though, was the key. He’d learned as a calf the importance of oxygen for a good fire. Struggling under a cold winter rain, he’d shivered over a pile of semi-dry kindling and flicked his lighter until a flame licked against the material and caught with a bright, white spark. As it burned, he’d hurried, piling on more wood than the fire could consume, threatening to extinguish it. There were coals, though. The white-hot wood wanted to burn, needed to burn, but there wasn’t enough air in the mass. He could sense that it wanted to burn, but he didn’t know what was wrong. 
 
    Tend it, son. 
 
    His father’s voice rang inside his ears. All you have to do is feed it air. Slow, smooth, and steady is what it takes. 
 
    He’d exhaled, blowing his breath in a tight stream, making the embers glow fiercely orange. Suddenly, fire licked at the material and started to burn. 
 
    Bith intended to fan the kindling on Godannii 2 until the fire burned. 
 
     A Jivool directly across the fence from Bith practically shook as he stared with wide eyes at the mob of shouting GenSha. Bith nodded and glanced back at Gorn. He’d found his target. The Jivool’s nervous paws fidgeted around the stock of his weapon. Gorn made fast eye contact with Bith, no more than a split second, then charged the fence directly in front of the guard. His roar drowned out the entire crowd of GenSha. Gorn crashed into the fence, snarling and gnashing his jaws as he beat against the metal slats. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Bith whipped his gaze to the guard and saw a faint curl of smoke leaving the weapon’s barrel. As the realization dawned that the guard had fired without true provocation, the high-pitched scream of a child cut through the din and silenced the crowd and the guards beyond the fence. 
 
    “Let me through!” Bith waded into the crowd as they circled a young GenSha female kneeling over her child. The little one screamed, drew a haggard breath, and wailed. A child’s scream of shock and its scream of pain are two entirely different things. As a great-grandfather himself, Bith understood. The child’s first scream had been intense, paralyzing fear. The scream became a wail, but it was more fear than pain. Bith knelt by the mother. Her dark eyes came up to his, and her mouth worked soundlessly for a moment. 
 
    “They’ve shot Romma,” she managed to stammer. “They’ve shot my Romma!” 
 
    Bith touched her shoulder lightly and looked down at the little female. Dark blood seeped from a wound on the upper part of her right, hind leg. It did not appear deep or dangerous, but there was a tremendous amount of blood. Using his communicator, he took a photo of the mother holding her wounded daughter, the blood pooling in the mud. 
 
    Again, his father’s voice echoed in his head. A tiny amount of blood appears much greater and creates shock and fear much easier than any other sight in the galaxy. He quickly sent the image to several union leaders in other cities and begged the gods for forgiveness as he hardened himself against the desire to end everything now. He dipped a finger into the bloody mud and traced a single, crimson-brown line beneath each eye. His people called them the Tears of Blood, and they were a rallying cry that went back millennia. His people would know what they meant, what they represented. He suspected some of the ISMC suits would remember as well. There had to be some of them who remembered Sabin 5 and a dozen other worlds where ISMC greed had to be checked with GenSha blood. 
 
    Bith removed his shirt, ripped off a long strip, and then quickly bound the girl’s leg to staunch the bleeding which was already slowing. Good, he thought. She will be fine, and she can still serve our purposes. He looked at the girl’s mother. 
 
    “She is not in any danger,” he soothed quietly. “Wait here a moment, and I will carry her to the clinic.” 
 
    The mother nodded, the fear in her eyes easing somewhat. 
 
    Bith looked up and saw a satisfied, victorious twinkle in Gorn’s eye. 
 
    This had been the objective, and he couldn’t have asked for a better result. However, guilt and shame tore at him, but there was no other way. The first victim from the first shot fired by ISMC had been a juvenile, and a female at that. He thanked the stars that her injury was not life-threatening or very serious. A few stitches would be enough to see her mended. His feelings would have been similar if she had been killed, only awash in more guilt and shame. 
 
    It is more than enough, he thought. There was nothing more they needed to do, and if they dispersed now, there would be no need for any more wounded. A single shot could be enough to rally the whole of the GenSha population. Word of the incident would spread throughout the colony in minutes and strike at the hearts of those who had been unwilling to take a stand against oppression or merely sit on the fence because the risks outweighed the benefits. The GenSha valued their young above all else, so this incident would not go unchallenged, nor would it be forgotten. 
 
    Everything was now ready. All he and the others needed to do was pick the time to attack. 
 
    Bith rose to his feet, rage marring his furred features as he stared at the guard who had fired the shot. The Jivool had an even more frightened expression on his face, as his commander marched up beside him. Bith turned and let his eyes flow from one GenSha to another. As he locked eyes with many of them, the crowd fell silent, their eyes shifting from the young one in his arms to the Tears of Blood on his face. They nodded solemnly, knowing that the tears were a declaration of war. 
 
    “To your homes!” Bith roared. “ISMC has made their position clear. Do not forget what has happened here today. Tell your friends. Tell your family. ISMC has made their position clear!” 
 
    “ISMC has made their position clear!” Gorn repeated, shouting at the crowd. “Go home and ready yourselves!” 
 
    As the crowd dispersed, Bith met the larger GenSha’s eyes. He motioned for Gorn to join him near the girl and her mother. 
 
    “What do you recommend, Honored Bith?” Gorn asked, his voice rumbling low in his chest. 
 
    Bith looked at the miners inside the compound with their fury-filled faces and tense limbs poised to strike. He raised a hand and patted the air, silently telling them to stand down. 
 
    “Notify some of our people and have them wait for me outside the clinic. When I come with the girl, make sure they get holos. They’ll know what to do with them. Once you’ve done that, begin the preparations for our attack. When the mine shifts change tonight, we will hit the primary targets you have identified and neutralize them. Have your forces gather weapons and prepare to engage the security patrols, too. If we are going to strike back, we have to be absolutely certain about their limitations.” 
 
    Gorn nodded. “It will be done. What else should we do?” 
 
    “As soon as we begin the attack, make contact with your friends and sign them on for support. As for us, we have enough to do to prepare, Gorn. Whether or not the Peacemakers will decide to send a mediator, I do not know. I plan on forwarding everything to them as soon as the girl is attended to. These images should highlight the sense of urgency in the request I sent.” 
 
    “So, you did send one?” Gorn asked. “After we returned from the ISMC ship?” 
 
    Bith chuckled. “Before, my friend. I may be old, but I know how to play this game. Let’s hope they send someone with enough experience to deal with these charlatans.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ocono 
 
    Peacemaker Cadet Barracks 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent jammed the last pair of gray fatigues into his military travelsack, wondering if he’d ever have need to wear them again. He stared around the room where he’d spent the past year of his life. There hadn’t been anything on the walls before, so the room looked just as it did when he’d first walked in. His closet was now empty, as well as the dresser, with all of his clothing packed neatly away on top of the Clan Roxtador pelt inside the travelsack. His Peacemaker vest and sidearm had gone in on top of everything else, and what few personal effects he’d stored in the desk went into a rucksack he’d carried with him since his first day at the Academy. He’d already folded the blankets on his bed and recycled his pillow and sheets. That was it. He was ready to go home. 
 
    He glanced at his orders poking out of a front pocket on the travelsack. 
 
    Home. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what the word meant anymore. It certainly was the place of his birth, but what little time he spent with his mother at graduation made it clear that he wasn’t the cub she remembered. And Hak-Chet’s assertion that his father had been a Feral was still percolating inside his head. He didn’t know what to make of it. Should he be angry, as if it were an insult? Should he be offended that the Deputy Selector knew so much more about his heritage than he did? Or was it all just Izlian shit meant to encourage Hr’ent to sign up for some crazy super soldier program and subsequently die in a blaze of glory? 
 
    He shook his head, and a timbering growl resonated deep in his chest. 
 
    There was only one thing he knew for certain. He had a lot of thinking to do, and only a week—outside of travel time—to do it. It took 170 hours on a starship to get home, and he planned on checking out during the journey. He would use the trip home to rest and relax and clear his head. He didn’t know what facilities would be on the ship, but he was certain there would be a gym and a bar. Those would be enough as far as he was concerned. Once he got home, however, it would be time to square his shit away and decide if he was going to commit to the Peacemaker Guild or go off and join some Oogar merc company. Those were really the only options open to him, and he wasn’t all that happy with either. 
 
    “Shit,” he said out loud. 
 
    He yanked his flight jacket from the chair and shrugged it on before slinging the rucksack over his shoulders. Taking up the travelsack in one massive paw, he turned and walked out of the room without looking back. He clomped down the stairs, bending his head slightly to clear the low ceilings at every turn. 
 
    When he reached the bottom, he heard an excited voice that he knew all too well. 
 
    “This is the choicest mission they handed out,” Rsach shouted in a haughty tone. “And they selected us for Godannii 2.” 
 
    It’s probably a babysitting mission, Hr’ent thought. Or on some cosmop world with lots of drinking and females. 
 
    With an irritated shake of his head, he turned and walked down the hall toward the duty desk where Rsach, Tyrn Govai, and two other new graduates—a Duplato and a Jeha—stood in a small group by the desk. The Duplato, Ven Kobli’bin, was a renowned lackey of Rsach’s with brown fur, shorter than normal claws, and a penchant for legalese. He was a Duplato, after all. The Jeha, Vresh Bulxmiak, had been Rsach’s partner in crime since before they joined the Academy. Hr’ent didn’t know much about her, except the two weren’t mated but they generally did everything together. Like Rsach, her carapace was bluish-gray, albeit a bit paler, and she had the blue, multi-faceted eyes of most Jeha females. Hr’ent didn’t like her as a matter of principle.  
 
    He really didn’t want to say anything to them, and the sound of Rsach’s voice made him want to rip the little insect’s head off. He decided to take the high road, however, and not give in to his baser instincts. 
 
    “Here comes the big, dumb Oogar,” Rsach said, catching sight of Hr’ent. “And he’s not even wearing his vest and badge.” Rsach cocked his head to the side. “What? Did you finally realize you were never Peacemaker material?” 
 
    The other three chuckled as Hr’ent approached wordlessly. 
 
    “Nothing to say?” Rsach soothed. “Maybe you just don’t want to admit what we all know.” 
 
    Hr’ent blew out an irritated breath, more of a snort than anything else. He aimed for the center of the group and gave no indication that he was going to slow down or turn, forcing them to step aside. 
 
    As he passed by, he heard the faint whisper of paper sliding against fabric. He’d taken four steps and was standing in the doorway of the barracks when Rsach’s voice rang out. 
 
    “Aww, the big Oogar is going home.” Rsach’s condescension was palpable, and the other three snickered. 
 
    Hr’ent froze in his tracks and turned around slowly to find Rsach holding his travel orders. He didn’t snarl. He didn’t growl. He didn’t even bare his teeth. He was, however, at the end of his rope. 
 
    “Return it,” Hr’ent said quietly, without moving. His helmet was still in one hand, and his travelsack in the other. 
 
    “Admit it,” Rsach said. “The Peacemakers don’t have any use for you. They gave the four of us a high-profile mission to settle a dispute between ISMC and some miners. And you…” Rsach chuckled. “They opted to send you home. Nobody gets a home leave after graduation. It’s unheard of except in cases of severe familial hardship. Is your mommy okay?” 
 
    Hr’ent ignored the taunt, putting a fierce grip on the rage burning within. He had no intention of engaging in Rsach’s speculations, opinions, or derision. He walked forward, one heavy step at a time, his eyes never leaving Rsach’s. He stepped directly in front of the diminutive Jeha and stopped within arm’s reach, staring down at Rsach with a dispassionate expression on his face. 
 
    “I said, return my property,” he ordered, enunciating as clearly as possible, without any menace in his voice. 
 
    “Now, why would I want to do that?” Rsach asked. 
 
    In a flash, Hr’ent released the travelsack, and his massive paw shot forward. He grabbed Rsach by the front of his Peacemaker vest before his travelsack hit the floor and, without any effort, jerked the much smaller Peacemaker into the air.  
 
    Hr’ent held him well off the ground, Rsach’s many legs flailing, and pulled him in so they were face to face. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” Rsach sputtered, his forelegs clutching at Hr’ent’s arm in a vain attempt to dislodge himself. 
 
    Hr’ent smiled like he was talking to a toddler. 
 
    “You really should consider the possibility that I am, in fact, completely out of my mind,” Hr’ent said in a sickly sweet tone. The smile faded as he stared into Rsach’s multi-faceted eyes. “Under those circumstances, I could be capable of anything.” 
 
    “Put me down!” Rsach shouted. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tyrn barked. “Put him down. He’s the valedictorian for gods’ sake!” 
 
    Hr’ent’s demeanor shifted from sweet to terrifying in an instant, and a thrumming growl grew from deep in his chest. 
 
    “That doesn’t belong to you.” Hr’ent nodded toward his travel orders, his breath close enough to make Rsach’s antennae quiver. “I’ll put you down just as soon as you place them in the front pocket of my jacket. Do so right now, or we’re all going to find out if you can fly.” 
 
    Footsteps approached him from behind. 
 
    Rage blossomed, his hackles stood on end, and he snapped his head around with a snarl. His fury-filled eyes met those of Tyrn Govai, who had the good sense to halt his progress, a nervous expression on his face. 
 
    “Don’t!” Hr’ent barked, and the message was clear. Tyrn, despite being a clawed Jivool only a half meter shorter than Hr’ent, was flirting with disaster, and they knew it. In every sparring match they’d ever had, Hr’ent had bested him easily. It hadn’t even been a contest. 
 
    Ven and Vresh stood up, squaring their shoulders and leaning in. Hr’ent bared his teeth in a fierce grin that would match any Besquith’s. 
 
    “Go ahead. See what happens next,” he said with a healthy dose of hungry malice. 
 
    “Win or lose,” Tyrn said, “the four of us will tell the Academy you flew into a rage and attacked us.” 
 
    Hr’ent let out a bellowing howl of laughter as he raised Rsach easily in the direction of a surveillance camera at the end of the hall. It and a number of others recorded everyone who entered or exited the barracks, logging the time when they did so to maintain Academy curfews. 
 
    “There’s a camera right there, you imbecile,” Hr’ent said. “And another one at the far end of the hall. They’re all over the place.” He stared at Tyrn in disbelief. “A recording will clearly show Rsach stealing my property, my returning to ask for it back, his refusal, and my restraining him as the second official action taken in redressing a crime.” Hr’ent was practically quoting the Peacemaker handbook. “The only crime here is theft, which would very quickly turn into self-defense and the mother of all ass-kickings should the three of you feel stupid enough to intercede in a legal action taken by a duly appointed Peacemaker.” He snorted at Tyrn. “How did you ever manage to get that badge? I’ve known ammo crates with more brains than you.” 
 
    “You can’t do this to me!” Rsach squealed. 
 
    Hr’ent tilted his head sideways and ran his eyes along Rsach’s body, all the way to the floor and back up again. 
 
    “Apparently, I can,” he said slowly, “and the regs back me up.” He glanced at Ven Kobli’bin, the one prone to legalese. “Am I wrong?” 
 
    Ven swallowed a bit nervously and then glanced at the camera. His shoulders slumped. 
 
    “No,” he replied quietly. 
 
    “You’re smarter than your buddy, Ven. You should be proud. Maybe there is a Peacemaker rolling around in that Duplato hide of yours.” Hr’ent focused his attention back on Rsach. “I’m going to say it one last time…out of respect for the class valedictorian…put those travel orders back in my pocket immediately.” His words were icy, and Rsach’s quivering antennae made it clear he was now more nervous than affronted. He clicked his mandibles a few times, struggling with the decision, and then he stopped his struggling, folded the orders, and slipped them into Hr’ent’s jacket. 
 
    “Smart move,” Hr’ent said. He dropped Rsach unceremoniously to the ground. The surprised Jeha toppled over in a mass of flailing limbs and ended up on what his people considered an ass. 
 
    “And for the record,” Hr’ent said flatly, “I know I’m a better Peacemaker than you are. You’re nothing more than an egotistical little tyrant who is going to get his shit handed to him the first time there’s a real fight.” 
 
    He bent over, picked up his travelsack, and turned his back on them without saying another word. As he walked out, he listened carefully for any sign of pursuit or weapons being drawn, but there was merely the silence of cowards. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ocono 
 
    Pre-flight Aboard Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    With his flightcycle stowed in the rear cargo bay of an outdated Peacemaker shuttle, and his rucksack and travelsack stowed above his head, Hr’ent did his best to fit into the less-than-optimal seating. A mix of excitement and anxiety wrestled within him. He hadn’t seen home in over three years, and he wanted to feel the air and smell the forests there. However, he knew he would be tangling with what to do about his future, and he didn’t relish the thought. And if his mother was there the entire time, he realized it would be a real pain in the ass to find any quiet time to do some deep-dive thinking. She talked incessantly and liked to throw parties with her corporate friends as well as the local, more affluent members of the community—parties he hated with a passion. 
 
    He shifted in his seat, trying to find a place for his knees. 
 
    A female Oogar with an Intelligence patch on her shoulder sat across the aisle from him. She was 40 centimeters shorter than him, so she seemed to be sitting a bit more comfortably than he was. She had pale purple fur like his mother’s, but it wasn’t nearly as well groomed. With stern features and an emotionless look on her face, he figured she was headed somewhere she didn’t really want to go. Either that, or she had traveled so much, she just didn’t care. She had a slate in her paw and appeared to be reading intently. As he shifted again in the barely usable seat, she nodded in understanding at his discomfort. 
 
    “All of the standard shuttles are like this,” she said dispassionately. 
 
    “Great,” Hr’ent replied. He turned one way and then the other before finally giving up, leaning sideways, and sticking his feet off to the side beneath the seat in front of him. 
 
    The pilot appeared in the doorway at the head of the aisle. She was a Pendal with tan, almost golden, skin and ice-blue eyes. She wore a Peacemaker vest with the pilot insignia, and she had a burgundy cloak over her shoulders with the hood pulled back. 
 
    “Greetings and welcome aboard,” she said with a wide smile. “I’m Lieutenant Emonk, and I’ll be your pilot for a very short hop up to a Besquith Thrustcore currently in orbit. We’ll dock, and once the hatch is green, you’ll be able to board the ship and receive your berth assignments. One of their people will meet you just inside the airlock with all of that information.” She eyed the two massive Oogar. “Are you settled in okay?” she asked, but the expression on her face made it clear she knew the two big bipeds were jammed into their seats. 
 
    “Like meat in a crate,” the female Oogar said without taking her eyes off the slate. 
 
    The lieutenant smiled apologetically. 
 
    “Yeah,” Emonk said with a good deal of compassion. “I see your point.” 
 
    “Not your fault.” The female glanced up briefly, offered a faint smile, then returned her eyes to the slate. 
 
    Hr’ent was taking an immediate liking to the female Oogar. She was clearly no-nonsense and forthcoming about how uncomfortable she was without blaming the pilot. He nodded. 
 
    “How about you, big boy?” the lieutenant asked, turning her attention to Hr’ent. 
 
    “I’ll survive,” he replied easily. 
 
    “I suspect it would take a good deal more to break you than uncomfortable seating. You’re a real bruiser. I’ll have to lean the shuttle hard to port just to keep us level,” Emonk said with a chuckle. 
 
    That got Hr’ent chuckling as well. 
 
    The pilot turned and walked down a tight hallway toward the cockpit section. Watching her go, Hr’ent immediately knew that his piloting a shuttle, or any other vessel for that matter, was a fantasy. The pointy ends of flying vehicles tended to be smaller than the rest of the compartments. Hauling his mass into a cockpit would be an exercise in limb-breaking futility. 
 
    Not unlike being a Peacemaker, he thought with a soft snort. 
 
    “Something the matter?” the female Oogar asked. She hadn’t turned away from the slate, but it was clear he’d disturbed her. 
 
    “Sorry,” he replied. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” 
 
    “You’re not interrupting, but you’re certainly doing a number on yourself. That’s a bit odd for a graduate fresh out of the Academy. Usually, Peacemakers serve a decade or two before they wonder if they should have been a pilot or a mercenary. At least, that’s what the statistics say.” 
 
    “We’re cleared for departure.” Emonk’s voice came from a tiny speaker over their heads. “Here we go.” 
 
    Hr’ent felt a quick rush of blood in his ears as the shuttle lifted off from the tarmac, executed a 90-degree turn in a hover, and pitched up, rocketing into the atmosphere. The quick onset of G-forces gave him a moment to collect his faculties and let his embarrassment fade. As the acceleration stabilized, he turned to his cabin mate. “How many of those Peacemakers with second thoughts leave the guild? Resign their commissions?” 
 
    “Less than one percent over the last 500 years.” She glanced up from her tablet, and her maw curled in a slight smile. “Don’t be an aberration before your first mission, Hr’ent.” 
 
    Another flush. She knows my name. 
 
    Well, yeah, dumbass. You’re only the seventh Oogar accepted into the Guild, and she’s in Intelligence. I bet she has your whole file memorized. 
 
    His mouth opened, closed, and opened again. “I’ll try not to be.” 
 
    “What’s pointing you homeward?” she asked with an accent he recognized. “I’m Graa’vaa, by the way.” 
 
    Several tumblers fell into place in Hr’ent’s mind. “You’re from Uuwato, right?” 
 
    “I am. I live in Gurm’Dai, just outside Saasarra.” Graa’vaa cocked her head to the side. “We moved there when I was five.” 
 
    Hr’ent brightened. “I moved with my Mamma to Saasarra when I was five. Had to be around the same time.” 
 
    Graa’vaa shook her head. For the first time, he caught her scent, and it pleased him. Unlike his mother’s fresh-flower necklace, Graa’vaa wore a light, flowery perfume he’d never smelled before, and it was intoxicating. “I’m a little older than you are.” 
 
    “No way,” Hr’ent laughed. “I wouldn’t think you were a day over 22.” 
 
    “Considering an Oogar cannot apply for employment with the guild or apply to the Academy, itself, until the age of 20, there is no possible way I could be 22. I am 26.” 
 
    Hr’ent’s eyebrows bounced up slightly in surprise. She really did appear younger than he was at 24. “Well, you don’t look it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hr’ent.” Graa’vaa smiled. “I believe you were about to tell me why you’re heading home rather than to your first duty station?” 
 
    He frowned slightly. 
 
    “I requested a special leave to deal with some personal business at home. I’m not sure I want to be a Peacemaker. And then I learned that Deputy Selector Hak-Chet wanted me for a…training opportunity, which only made things worse. I turned him down.” Hr’ent let out a long breath. Hearing himself, he had to wonder if he had made the right decision. He felt torn between so many emotions…fear, pride, ambition, even avarice. And beneath it all, there was the simple fact that his mother wanted him to become a mercenary. Had he gone to the Academy simply to defy her? Was he turning away from the wealth of a mercenary life because of school-boy emotions? Or was there something within him that genuinely drew him to life as a Peacemaker? Do I stand for justice for others or personal gain for myself? In an instant, he had boiled down the very crux of what he was choosing between. Who am I? he asked, and he didn’t have a ready answer. 
 
    Graa’vaa’s eyes stared holes through him like a sniper rifle. “I won’t get into your personal business,” she said, breaking him out of his thoughts, “but you turned down the Deputy Selector?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Hr’ent looked at her closely. Her tone made it clear she couldn’t believe his decision. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” she said flatly. “I’d have done anything to make it through formal Peacemaker training, but I couldn’t make the cut. My application was rejected, and I remember feeling monumentally disappointed. The Peacemakers were all I’d thought about since I was a kid. I ended up finagling my way in as a contractor for the intelligence division. I’m not a true Peacemaker, but I gather the intel they use to execute their missions. And I’m proud of what I do…proud that I can serve, even in this fashion.” She eyed him, and it was clear she was trying to gauge just what sort of Oogar he was. “Did the Deputy Selector not go into detail about what he had in mind for you?” 
 
    “He did. Not into deep detail, but I have a pretty good idea of what they want to do with me…and to me,” he replied. An almost embarrassed expression appeared on his face. “With all of the personal stuff I’m trying to sort out, it just wasn’t the right time.” 
 
    “There is no perfect time,” Graa’vaa said with a strange sense of urgency. “The galaxy is full of reminders of beings who possessed tremendous potential and stood on the precipice of victory and hesitated. Whether they had personal baggage to offload or they wanted to wait for the right time, they ended up never completing anything.” Graa’vaa leaned toward him, her paw on the armrest as if she wanted to reach out to him. “Your leave better be spent doing the right things, because if it’s not, you may end up being the biggest idiot our people have ever known.” 
 
    There was an audible click from the speaker above, and Hr’ent turned his gaze toward the cockpit, uncomfortable with how her words made him feel. 
 
    “We’re docking with the Thrustcore. Please stay in your seats. The Core will be shunting into hyperspace 60 seconds after capture.” 
 
    Hr’ent glanced out the small porthole beside him so he wouldn’t have to face Graa’vaa. She’d really set a hook in him. His mind racing with her comments and his own doubts, he sat unmoving through the entire docking maneuver. After the hard thump of the docking mechanism capturing the shuttle, he felt a rumble through his seat. He turned to look at her, but she was deep into her slate again, reading. 
 
    Or ignoring the idiot, he thought. 
 
    He leaned back against the uncomfortable seat and closed his eyes. Hyperspace transition was never something enjoyable for an Oogar, so he tried an old Peacemaker technique and thought of something positive to hold onto through the experience. His mind went back a few months and raced through his commissioning mission and his taking the pelt of the Clan Roxtador. He was a First Claw, an unusual accomplishment for an Oogar. He locked onto a certain moment and held onto a memory: his large finger dabbing in the blood of Meerwan, an adversary with whom he’d had more in common than he did with many of his friends, and touching the forehead of the young Pushtal who would become the Fangmaster. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. I made a difference. 
 
    So why do I suddenly feel like I really am an idiot? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Transit to Godannii 2 (66 hours remaining) 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    During hyperspace transition operations, the typical two-pilot crew of a Blue Flight kept the watch on alternating schedules. Most of the specially chosen pilots had little difficulty dealing with the requirements of the duty. After all, getting one’s body to ignore its own circadian rhythms was easy to do for some races. Pilots typically chose the shift they preferred ahead of time and were paired with co-pilots who preferred the opposite shift. For transitions and such, both pilots were available, but mid-flight, there was nothing more to do than ensure the power plants stayed online and monitor other vital systems. 
 
    Most crews alleviated their boredom by watching simulations and training events their passengers initiated during the voyage. Blue Flight possessed a robust onboard simulation platform for weapons qualification exercises and other duty-focused events designed for Peacemakers to stay sharp. More often than not, Blue Flight pilots watched these exercises and even placed occasional wagers on them—betting on things like which Peacemaker would score the highest or lowest on a particular exercise. 
 
    Anything to help pass time. 
 
    As one crew member ended their shift and the other came on to replace them, they conducted a 15-minute handover where discussions about the ship’s condition and such were common. Far more likely were conversations about their passengers and their activities. 
 
    Lieutenant Shild, a rugged-looking Pendal, glanced up from his slate as the cockpit door slid open. Only the other pilot had the code, so he knew it was Lieutenant Di-Po. 
 
    “Good morning, Sleepyhead,” Shild said with a grin. The little Veetanho wiped her eyes as she entered the cockpit section and secured the door behind her. “The coffee is fresh.” 
 
    “Wow. You’re three for three this trip. I’m touched by your generosity.” Di-Po smiled at him. “I never should have had it the first time. I’m definitely addicted to it now…as you predicted.” 
 
    “There are worse things than a caffeine addiction,” Shild said with a smile. “Actually, coffee’s not too bad, despite being a Human concoction.” 
 
    Di-Po took her seat and reviewed the instruments. “How’s our bird?” 
 
    “Still the best one in the fleet. No issues or fluctuations.” Shild pointed at the control panel. “Powerplants are smooth and strong.” 
 
    “And our passengers? Any sims?” she asked. “I have to make up for losing that bet on our last flight.” 
 
    Shild leaned forward and touched a display. “No change,” he said with a good deal of disgust. 
 
    Di-Po shook her head. “I know they’re young and all, but they’ve slept, watched old holos, and eaten almost everything they can get their hands on. No simulation work at all?” 
 
    “Nothing. They haven’t even all been together to discuss the mission.” Shild shook his head. “I haven’t asked them about it—and even if I did, I doubt it would make a difference.” 
 
    Di-Po nodded. “Probably not. These pups are pretty sure of themselves. I can’t believe they aren’t doing anything productive. Have you noted this in the log?” 
 
    “In detail. I’m hopeful they’ve decided to rest a bit before settling into pre-mission checks and the like, but hope is not a strategy.” Shild shrugged. 
 
    They watched their passengers in the common room on the lower deck. The four Peacemakers appeared to be watching a very old Earth movie from the ship’s catalog and throwing things at each other. 
 
    Di-Po gasped. “Gods…they’re just fucking off.” She gave Shild a look of disgust. “They’re children.” 
 
    Shild met his partner’s eyes. “I know it’s above my pay grade and all, but you have to wonder what Guild Master Breka was thinking deploying four fresh graduates from the Academy without an observer. I mean, a rookie team can be bad enough, but these morons? On their own? It defies belief.” 
 
    Di-Po reached for a bulb of hot coffee and cradled it in her tiny paws. She sipped it carefully and sighed in appreciation. “Who knows what he was thinking? Regardless, we have to ensure it gets noted in the log just to cover our own asses.” 
 
    “I’ve got that handled, partner.” 
 
    “I know you do,” Di-Po said, “but those four don’t seem capable of handling anything right now, and that worries me.” 
 
    “You and me both.” He turned to her. “Look on the bright side, at least we get to hightail it out of here on a short catenary.” 
 
    “Any idea what for?” 
 
    “He didn’t say. He just sent down orders to drop off those four carbon blobs and make all speed to Uuwato.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 3,000 km Above Godannii 2 
 
    ISMC Corporate Ship Rumiar 
 
      
 
    Dolamiir Ka Shien kept his eyes riveted to the view screen at the far end of the conference room as Korvan placed a large plate of bismiuth sandwiches before him. They were a favorite among his fellow cognoscente. The outer layers were thin wafers made of a purple grain indigenous to his homeworld, and the interior was a combination of fish-egg paste and a rare tuber found only in the forests ringing the Arctic Circle. They were expensive, delicate, difficult to come by, and a staple for him and his board of directors aboard the Rumiar. He sniffed once and swore he could still smell the disgusting union reps that had sat in the room only five days prior. 
 
    The camera shot on the view screen, angled down from a rooftop or second story window, revealed a muddy street at dusk. Several mining vehicles, overturned and on fire, made for an ominous scene. Firelight licked against the dilapidated buildings lining the street, casting stark shadows and tricking the eye into thinking there was movement everywhere. In the distance, a number of GenSha in mining overalls poked their heads up over a barricade made from two ISMC trucks that had been tipped onto their sides across the street. In the foreground, two dozen Jivool security troopers wearing ISMC vests moved carefully up the muddy street, dashing forward in fire teams and quickly taking cover as they shot at anything that moved. A burst of incoming fire sent ricochets sparking off a hovertruck near several of the troopers, then three of them opened fire with a barrage of laser fire from heavy rifles. 
 
    “This is Mult Bavere with the Galactic News Agency reporting live from the Blue Sector in Moppicut City on Godannii 2. The violence has escalated from simple rioting and sabotage to open, armed conflict.” The reporter’s nearly panicked voice came through the monitor speakers as if he were moving as he spoke. “It has become an open insurrection, with ISMC troopers dispatched throughout this small mining city and most of the others. We’ve learned that the GenSha rioting and violence that started suddenly over 24 hours ago has been met with increasing levels of military intervention across the entire planet. Additionally, our contacts in the GenSha Union have told us their actions were a direct result of failed negotiations meant to redress severe working conditions, a lack of supplies, and increased costs brought on by ISMC policies. As yet, we have not been provided with any official response from ISMC.” 
 
    “That’s because you didn’t ask for one, you miserable wretch,” Korvan Di Mobiar said as he stared at the view screen, an open look of disgust and loathing on his face. 
 
    “Would someone like to tell me how a GNA media team made their way to the surface?” Dolamiir asked, his voice as cold and menacing as he could manage. He took a sip from the water bottle in front of him, then let his eyes roll across the mostly blank faces of his executive board. He finally settled on a nervous-looking Jivool at the end of the table who had not touched the food set before him. “Venna,” Dolamiir said slowly, narrowing his eyes at the young, gray-furred Jivool. “I believe I made it clear that there were to be no reporters permitted on Godannii 2 until this situation was resolved.” 
 
    Venna cleared his throat and raised his eyes to meet those of the director. 
 
    “None have made it to the surface since you gave the order, sir,” Venna replied, his voice sounding a bit weak. “This team arrived last week to cover an environmental story on one of the southern continents.” He cleared his throat nervously. “Not to worry, though,” the nervous exec said with a confidence he clearly didn’t feel. “We control all the relay satellites in-system, and this signal is not getting beyond the planet. We have everything locked down.” 
 
    “Locked down?” Korvan blurted with a good deal of disgust. “You don’t know the meaning of the phrase. This is being broadcast on the planetary network, and it is pouring fuel on the fires of a GenSha rebellion. Who knows how much of this could get smuggled out? Get it shut down,” Korvan ordered.  
 
    Venna dropped his head, as if he were ducking incoming fire, and stared at the tabletop in front of him. 
 
    “Go!” Korvan shouted. “Do it now, or you’ll find yourself on those very same streets in an ISMC vest with an unloaded weapon in your hands.” 
 
    Venna leapt out of his chair like he’d been electrocuted and disappeared through the doors at the far side of the room. When the doors closed, Dolamiir turned down the volume on the monitor so the sounds of combat faded to silence. He scanned the faces of the remaining execs. 
 
    “So, how do we spin these events to our advantage?” he asked. “The footage is bound to make its way off-planet, no matter what Venna thinks.” 
 
    A middle-aged, dark-furred Jivool with an exceptionally fine suit and a manicured look about him raised a hand. 
 
    “Zuryyl,” Dolamiir said, nodding. 
 
    “Am I correct in assuming there have been trooper fatalities?” 
 
    “Correct,” Korvan acknowledged. “We’ve suffered over 100 casualties thus far, most of them concentrated in Moppicut City. The death benefits to the trooper’s families are seriously impacting our bottom line, not to mention our productivity and damaged facilities.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we take some of those bodies and manufacture a video of our own? Create a massacre of troopers who were asleep in their barracks. I suspect we can use it to reduce the amount of galactic attention that is likely to be focused on Godannii 2 in the foreseeable future.” 
 
    Dolamiir raised an impressed eyebrow and placed Zuryyl on his list of potential successors. 
 
    “An excellent idea,” Dolamiir said smoothly. “Add a time stamp that shows the massacre occurred at the outset of the GenSha attacks against us—perhaps even during that first meeting. Make sure the time is before that video of Bith carrying the child. If we show such a cowardly act as their opening move, we can certainly keep the other guilds from showing too much interest.” 
 
    “Including the Peacemaker Guild?” Zuryyl asked, a twinge of worry coming through his voice. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the Peacemaker Guild,” Dolamiir said evenly. “That has already been attended to.” Zuryyl’s features showed that he desperately wanted to ask the obvious question, but when Dolamiir made it clear he would broach no such inquiry, Zuryyl went quiet. “I want you to get that video produced by tomorrow morning for my review.” 
 
    “Yes, Director,” Zuryyl said. “If I may be excused?” 
 
    “Of course,” Dolamiir said. “In fact, the rest of you should go. I have some things to discuss with Korvan.” He eyed them. “And I want all of you to present to me any and all ideas you can come up with for spinning this to our advantage, as well as for how to get production back on track despite the GenSha sabotage. Just because those animals want to behave like vermin, there is no reason our shareholders should feel the effects.” 
 
    “Yes, Director,” they all said, rising out of their chairs. 
 
    Dolamiir picked up one of the bismiuth sandwiches, took a bite, and chewed thoughtfully. When the last of the board had left the room, Korvan closed the door and sat next to Dolamiir, an expectant look on his face. 
 
    “Korvan,” the director said, placing what remained of the sandwich back on the plate. “I am particularly pleased with your idea about how to deal with Venna.” 
 
    “Thank you, Director,” Korvan said with a smile. 
 
    “See that it happens,” Dolamiir said calmly. 
 
    “Understood,” Korvan replied. 
 
    “Satuur,” Dolamiir said without turning. 
 
    The big Jivool, who had been standing against the wall a moment before, was at Dolamiir’s elbow in an instant. He said nothing, but a presence such as his could be felt in a pitch-black room. 
 
    “Ensure that the GNA team is unable to make any more broadcasts,” the director said evenly. “Make it look like the same GenSha rebels who killed our troopers in their sleep moved on to the reporters. And when you’re done with that, put together a team. Find Bith Sundo as well as those other two union reps and core their skulls with a laser pulse.” 
 
    Satuur nodded and Dolamiir turned to face them. 
 
    “You should know that there is a Peacemaker team en route to Godannii 2 as we speak.” Dolamiir said it as if he were remarking on the weather. “The guild has dispatched a team of four.” 
 
    “Peacemakers? Four of them?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Dolamiir said evenly. 
 
    “What should we do?” Korvan asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Dolamiir replied. “That is why I’m telling you. Neither of you is to take any action regarding the Peacemakers without speaking to me first. And when they arrive, treat them as you would any ISMC executive. They are to be considered VIPs of the highest order.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Korvan said. 
 
    “Now leave me,” he ordered. “I have much to contemplate.” 
 
    Korvan and Satuur exited through the far door, intent on their separate objectives. There was no hesitation in their movements, and Dolamiir knew they would both be successful in the tasks assigned them. He did not tolerate failure, and neither of them had ever let him down, no matter what he’d told them to do. 
 
    This must all be handled with the utmost care, he thought. He picked up the bismiuth sandwich and took another bite. He savored the crisp flavors and contemplated his home. If anything goes wrong, Venna’s fate will be merciful compared to what corporate does to me. 
 
    But nothing would go wrong. He would see to it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Post-Transit through Godannii Gate 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    A few minutes after transition into the Godannii system, Rsach slipped a bright yellow “see-me” strap with Peacemaker written across it over his Class 2 combat suit. He then pinned his Peacemaker badge into place on the upper left portion of the strap. The Jeha didn’t really have shoulders, so the strap served double duty. He secured the needler at his hip, shrugged into the form-fitting armor designed for his species, then turned to his team. 
 
    Ven had already suited up and was reclining on an acceleration couch at the back of the compartment, while Vresh was just pulling on her Peacemaker armor. Tyrn had risen early, suited up, and then said he was going back to the cargo hold to check on the rest of their equipment. 
 
    “Are you two about ready?” Rsach asked confidently. His antennae quivered slightly with anticipation. 
 
    “Affirmative,” they replied. 
 
    “When we’re about an hour out,” he said, “I’ll have the pilot radio the GenSha and let them know we’re inbound. Once we have the lay of the land, we can look into negotiations.” Their mission briefing, delivered to them personally by Selector Grektch just prior to their departure, had been clear. Their orders were to contact the GenSha representative who initiated the request, using a specific frequency when they were about an hour away from atmosphere. At that time, they would receive coordinates on where to make landfall so they could begin assessing the situation and, as needed, facilitate the negotiations between the GenSha and ISMC. 
 
    “Negotiations,” Ven said a bit enthusiastically. “I’ve reviewed the contracts involved, and ISMC is still, technically within their rights. However, the data Grektch supplied regarding worker populace, quotas, and the cost of goods suggests ISMC has crossed the line in a few places from an ethics perspective. I think I can break it down into language they’ll understand without the outrage the GenSha must surely have felt during that initial meeting. Taken individually, the complaints of the GenSha are almost trivial. Taken as a whole, it seems clear ISMC is squeezing them.” 
 
    “Remain objective,” Rsach ordered. “We need to gather all the facts before we can take any actions. While I agree with your assessment, any number of things could have happened since the last update.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Vresh said, waiving several dismissive limbs. “We’re Peacemakers, and our word is law.” 
 
    Just then, Rsach’s slate pinged. He pulled it out of a hardcase at the back of his belt and pulled up the message that had arrived via GalNet the moment the Blue Flight emerged into the Godannii system. When he saw who it was from, he held up his hand. Addressed to himself and Tyrn, the subject line was “MISSION PARAMETERS CHANGE,” and it was from Guild Master Breka. 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” Rsach said, glancing at his team. He looked at the closed hatch that led back to the cargo hold and wondered what was keeping Tyrn. Looking back at the slate, he opened the message and began reading, noting there was a video attached. 
 
    “Peacemakers, I regret to inform you that what is contained in the attached video has changed the nature of your mission. GenSha rebels have duplicitously drawn first blood in a heinous act of terrorism. In the midst of their negotiations with ISMC representatives, members of their rebellion snuck into an ISMC security compound and slaughtered nearly 100 Jivool security troopers while they slept. This happened in the Green Sector of Moppicut City, where it is believed the rebel leaders have based their operations. 
 
    “Your previous orders are revoked—effective immediately. You are to work with ISMC directly. Make your landing at the primary ISMC compound in Moppicut City; coordinates will be sent to your slates. Begin working with them immediately to put down the rebellion. Any support we might have given the GenSha was compromised the moment they killed unarmed Jivool in their sleep. They are not striking workers, they are a terrorist organization bent on suspending all ISMC operations. To what end, we do not know. Perhaps they hope to create a permanent colony and expel ISMC completely. I can’t see how this would be possible, but terrorism rarely has a reasonable objective behind it. 
 
    “Regardless, you are ordered to work with ISMC to resolve this conflict by any means necessary.” 
 
    Rsach clicked the attached video and gasped at a horrific scene. A long barracks, with single bunks on each side, filled the screen, and virtually every bed or the floor beside it held a dead Jivool body. Bright, pink-tinted sunshine poured in at a shallow angle, highlighting the bunks on one side of the room. Every single one of the Jivool appeared to have been shot, riddled with gunfire from slug-throwers. Blood covered the walls in a number of places, and most of the troopers were in the Jivool version of skivvies. It had been a massacre. Shell casings were scattered across the floor, hundreds of them, and many of the bodies looked as if someone had stood over the corpses and held the trigger down. 
 
    “Great gods,” he whispered. His antennae twitched aggressively. “The bastards slaughtered them.” 
 
    “What happened?” Ven asked, worry filling his voice. 
 
    Rsach raised angry eyes and obediently closed the communique from Guild Master Breka. Flash priority messages were something of a misnomer within the guild. Because the transfer of data across space was limited, messages were typically carried between systems on outgoing vessels and relayed through a gate’s system for dispersal or continued transmission. A message from Breka meant something had happened almost immediately after the team’s departure from Ocono or there was something else in play. As curious as he might have been about the message’s origin, the security marking of “READ ONCE” was even more troubling. The message self-erased once it was closed, and it had been meant for his and Tyrn’s eyes only. That presented additional problems, because he knew their teammates would have questions—questions he couldn’t answer. Yet, his reaction centered on the shock of the video, and that was where his mind went for the time being. 
 
    “Those cursed GenSha….They made a surprise attack at one of the ISMC barracks and slaughtered nearly 100 sleeping troopers in the dead of night.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Ven said. 
 
    “Let me see it,” Vresh said, holding out a pair of arms. 
 
    “It’s gone.” Rsach replied, turning the slate around. “The message self-deleted after viewing.” 
 
    Ven got a curious expression on his face. “I must have missed that one in training,” he said. 
 
    “Security protocol,” Rsach assured him. “You don’t have a need to know.” 
 
    Ven tilted his head to the side. “I don’t have the need to know? What kind of Izlian shit is that, Rsach? Just because you’re the mission commander, you think you alone should have access to such messages?” 
 
    “It wasn’t my call, and Tyrn received it, too.” 
 
    Vresh rippled forward. “Why do you two have the need to know and we don’t?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Rsach said dismissively. “What matters is that our orders have changed.” 
 
    Just then, the hatch at the back of the compartment burst open. 
 
    “Did you see it!” Tyrn asked, storming in. His eyes were fixed on Rsach. 
 
    “Yes. The video, too.” 
 
    “It’s a real shit-show down there,” Tyrn growled. “After what I saw, I’m inclined to shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    “I hear you,” Rsach said in a cautionary voice, “but we still need to play by the rules. Remember…we’re Peacemakers.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to be equal in that rank, too,” Ven grumbled. Vresh did not respond, instead she folded several sets of arms across her thorax and frowned at Rsach.  
 
    “I won’t forget,” Tyrn growled, “but we have a good deal of leeway in the protocols when confronted by extenuating circumstances. And this is starting to look pretty extenuating.” 
 
    “True,” Rsach said as he quickly hit a few commands on his slate. He nodded when he found what he was after, moved over to a comm panel on the wall, and thumbed the pad. 
 
    “Lieutenant,” he called into the comm. 
 
    There was a momentary pause. 
 
    “Go ahead, Peacemaker Rsach,” Shild replied. 
 
    “I’m sending you some coordinates. I’d like you to drop us off at that location,” Rsach said. 
 
    A few moments later, Shild’s confused voice came back over the comms. “Are you sure?” He hesitated again. “That’s a landing pad just outside the ISMC compound in Moppicut City. I thought we were supposed to land somewhere outside the city.” 
 
    “You have your orders,” Rsach said officiously. 
 
    “Roger that,” Shild said, but he didn’t try to hide the concern in his voice. 
 
    “So, what’s going on?” Vresh asked. 
 
    “Our orders have changed. While we’re preparing to debark the ship, I’ll brief you on the specifics. The short version is that we are no longer here to intervene on behalf of the GenSha. They’ve killed innocents, and the Guild Master has revoked our original mission and ordered us to work with the Iron Sky team on the ground to end this situation.” 
 
    “Gods,” Vresh whispered. 
 
    “Tyrn,” Rsach said, turning to him. “I want you to break out the heavy rifles and any explosive ordnance we brought with us. We’re going in prepared for any eventuality.” 
 
    “On it,” Tyrn said with a smile. 
 
    “I’ll contact ISMC and let them know we’re on our way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Deceleration Cycle - Approaching Godannii 2 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Shild said into the comm. “They directed us to a landing near the ISMC compound in Black Sector instead of the landing pad from the initial briefing.” 
 
    “Understood,” Deputy Selector Hak-Chet replied. His own shuttle had been attached to the opposite side of the Thrustcore well before the Blue Flight had attached. They were the only crewed vehicles on the Thrustcore, itself, but Rsach and his team of Peacemakers were not aware of that. Of course, they’d hardly been aware of anything during the transit outside of their quarters, seeing as they’d mostly screwed around during the trip. The Deputy Selector, though, had been extremely vigilant from his secured position on the hull. He’d remained silent throughout the flight, only making his presence known when they entered the system. He’d asked Shild for an update, which the pilot was only too happy to give him. 
 
    “Begging your pardon, sir, but shouldn’t they have gone to the GenSha first?” Shild asked. “Does this have anything to do with the eyes-only communication from the Guild Master that Rsach received?” 
 
    There was a momentary pause. 
 
    “It’s a fluid situation down there, Lieutenant,” Hak-Chet replied flatly. “Follow any orders given by the Peacemaker team until you drop them off, and then get back up here so we can make our way to Uuwato with all possible haste. And be sure to put everything in your log, except your knowledge of my presence here. All you need to know is that I am aware of the situation and you have a more important mission to perform immediately after debarking your team. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Understood,” the pilot replied, then cut the comm. He looked at his co-pilot and shrugged. 
 
    Di-po merely shook her head, a look of disbelief on her face. 
 
    “Sir, yes, sir,” she said under her breath. 
 
    Shild nodded slowly. “Ready the combat operations checklists.” 
 
    “You really think this drop mission is going to fail?” Di-po asked. 
 
    “No idea, but this isn’t the mission I’m worried about,” Shild replied. “I’m thinking of the one after. The one the Deputy Selector hasn’t told us about yet.” 
 
    Di-po grinned. “He said we don’t have a need to know what it is.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean we can’t think ahead,” Shild replied. “Combat action checklists at the ready. Once we dock with the Core and head to Uuwato, we’re going to check all the gear and be ready for whatever mission he sends us on. I might not need to know what it is, but I’m sure going to be prepared for it. That’s what Blue Flight does.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 3,000 km above Godannii 2 
 
    ISMC Corporate Ship Rumiar 
 
      
 
    Dolamiir watched the viewscreen intently. It showed the feed from a security commander’s helmet cam as a dozen ISMC troopers stormed into an apartment building identified by the intelligence department as a rebel forward ops post. When the last trooper disappeared through the front entrance, the commander’s camera panned left and right, showing several burning vehicles in the street and a handful of male GenSha bodies lying 30 meters away that had been gunned down, presumably during a sweep and clear of the area. 
 
    ISMC had designated Orange Sector of Moppicut City a non-habitat zone, and all residents were herded into an external camp at the edge of the forest just outside the city. Hundreds of GenSha, mostly females and young, had been rounded up shortly after the rebels aired the video of Bith Sundo carrying the wounded child to the medical center. Once ISMC posted the doctored video of the “murdered” ISMC troopers in the barracks, evidence that the GenSha had fired the first shot, Dolamiir ordered full combat operations and the creation of repatriation camps. 
 
    Excited comm chatter came in over the audio feed as the troopers searched the building by squad. 
 
    “Alpha Team, this is Bravo Team. We have movement on the second floor, southeast corner of the building,” a steady voice said over the comms. 
 
    “Copy that, Bravo. You know the orders. Sweep and clear. No prisoners,” the Alpha Team lead replied. The clarity of his voice told Dolamiir it was that commander’s camera feed on the main screen. 
 
    “Copy th—” 
 
    A burst of automatic gunfire came in over the feed. 
 
    “Incoming fire! I repeat, incoming fire!” the Bravo Team Lead shouted. “Suppressing fire—suppressing fire!” 
 
    “They’re behind that barricade!” one of the troopers screamed. 
 
    “Ordnance hot!” Bravo Leader shouted. “Clear the building! Clear the—!” 
 
    The platoon commander’s helmet cam panned up and to the right, focusing on several windows at the front corner of the building. 
 
    Suddenly, a stun grenade shattered the windows in a second story office. 
 
    As the commander watched, two big GenSha in mining coveralls and ISMC combat vests jumped out of the window. A volley of laser fire from at least two ISMC rifles caught one airborne GenSha in the back. He tumbled forward mid-air and slapped into the muddy street, lifeless. The second GenSha hit the mud feet first and sank in up to his ankles. He shook his head, apparently dazed from the stun grenade, and then looked straight into the camera. 
 
    The Alpha Team Leader raised his rifle and sent a controlled, three-shot burst of laser fire straight into the GenSha’s chest, burning through his armor and boring great pits of charred flesh into his body. The GenSha toppled backward, a stunned expression frozen on his now lifeless face. 
 
    “I got him,” the Alpha Team Leader said evenly. “Bravo Team, is the room secure?” 
 
    “Stand by.” A few moments later, the Bravo Team Leader appeared in the shattered window frame. “Affirmative,” he said, raising a thumb. “The room is secured.” 
 
    “Second Platoon, finish your sweep and move to the next building,” the commander ordered from his position well behind his troop on the forward lines. “I am ordering Third Platoon to take up the sweep on the opposite side of the street. Good work.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Alpha Team Lead said. “Slow and steady, gentlemen,” he added. “Keep this up, and there’ll be combat bonuses for all of you.” 
 
    A general cheer from a dozen Jivool voices filled the comms. 
 
    Dolamiir turned the volume down on the feed but left the video running. 
 
    “This feed is only coming to us, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Director,” a firm voice said from the end of the table that used to be Venna’s. His name was Suulamiir. The middle-aged Jivool, with sandy-brown fur and a gray streak of hair running over his head and down his back, leaned forward. “All broadcasts have been shut down on the GalNet and the Aethernet. All transmissions from the gate to passing traffic have been suppressed with a bribe to the gate master. The only signals getting past our blockades are those being transmitted on older RF bands. No one cares about High Frequency and Very High Frequency traffic these days. We have set up broadband, multi-spectrum jammers in about a dozen of the major mining cities, but the equipment is not something we normally keep on hand. I have already submitted a requisition—marked emergency courier only—for 30 more of them. I’ve also submitted a request to operations at corporate that they be added to the standard payloads for all corporate vessels moving forward. They are relatively small units but generally require the larger power sources normally available at primary mining encampments.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Dolamiir said. He was pleased—even impressed—with Suulamiir’s execution and capacity for planning ahead. He intended to keep an eye on him as well as Zuryyl, should Korvan ever need replacing. “And it can’t be tapped into, correct?” 
 
    “That is my understanding, sir,” Suulamiir said. “The intelligence division has assured me the encrypted signals are as secure as we can make them. I feel obliged to say that nothing is 100 percent secure, but I have a high confidence that we shouldn’t be worried about this.” 
 
    “Very well.” Dolamiir knew that the newly appointed board member was covering his ass, but he actually respected the warning rather than resenting it. He scanned the faces turned toward him. Korvan sat to his immediate right, the other seven were in their assigned seats, and Satuur was, naturally, standing against the wall as motionless as a statue. Dolamiir rose from his seat and walked over to the viewports that still held a magnificent view of the planet “As I feared, circumstances on Godannii 2 have escalated into open rebellion. ISMC is now forced to put it down with all the force at our disposal,” he said slowly. With a subdued sigh, he turned away from the viewports and fixed his attention on his assistant. “Korvan, when are the merc reinforcements supposed to arrive?” He pondered the circumstances for a few moments. 
 
    “Assume between seven and eight days,” Korvan said. “It might be sooner. I tend not to trust mercenaries, sir. However, the transport carrying 500 contract laborers from IGS Unlimited should arrive in the next day or two, so we’ll be able to get back to our mining operations and at least meet our quotas. They’re more expensive per unit than the GenSha, as you would expect, but we should be able to turn our bottom line from red to black. Although, just barely.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Dolamiir replied, but with little enthusiasm. As he had feared, the rebellion had become costly, but there was little he could do about it. Such things happened, and the board of directors at ISMC knew that. He had done everything by the book, and he’d even been able to spin the situation so ISMC did not look like they had fired the first shot. He had wanted to kill that moronic trooper at the first GenSha riot for handing the enemy such a perfect opportunity, so he’d tasked Satuur with attending to that little detail as well. He would tolerate no mistakes from anyone under him, just as his superiors would not tolerate any failure by him. 
 
    Korvan’s slate dinged. His eyes shifted to the device, and he quickly pulled up a screen. A moment later he held up a finger, causing Dolamiir to pause. 
 
    “Sir,” Korvan said with a smile. “The Peacemakers have entered the system and are on final approach. They should begin atmospheric entry in about three hours, and there is no change in the arrangements.” 
 
    “Good,” Dolamiir said with a good deal of satisfaction. “Ready my personal shuttle. We’ll go down to the primary compound at Moppicut. He turned to the Board. “I want all of you, except for Zuryyl, ready to go down in the corporate shuttle within the hour.” He cast a stern eye at the entire board. “Zuryyl, you will be my contact up here. I must emphasize to you all that these Peacemakers are to be afforded every courtesy. No mistakes. Am I understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Director.” The response was unanimous. 
 
    “Then let’s get this over with. If we’re lucky, the Peacemakers will be able to achieve what all of our security teams have not.” If things weren’t sorted out before the mercs arrived, he’d have to write off the entire GenSha labor force, expel the females and children to some distant colony, and eat the cost in revenue and public opinion. He shook his head. If only Bith and those others had been willing to be reasonable.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Godannii 2 
 
    Black Sector, Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    From a hillside 200 meters from the landing pad, well-hidden in a thicket of shrubs, Bith, Gorn, and Saul observed the betrayal. Four Peacemakers directed a squad of unarmed ISMC troopers to unload the Peacemaker dropship and put containers into an armored ISMC military transport. Their dropship had landed not far from a sleek ISMC executive shuttle and a standard ISMC orbital transport. The Peacemakers wore full combat gear and carried heavy rifles slung over their shoulders. The landing pad was surrounded by two platoons of heavily armed and armored ISMC troopers who had been strategically placed out of view of the fixed ISMC cameras that broadcast the scene across the globe. Four limousines had been lined up in front of the ISMC transport just inside the security fence, and on the other side was a crowd of GenSha protesters. Bith glanced at his slate, watching the official ISMC feed of the event, and shook his head. 
 
    Clever, he thought. Even I can’t tell the difference. Ensuring that he was recording the official broadcast, he returned his gaze to the landing pad. 
 
    The finest limousines available—with Peacemaker decals applied to their hatches, no less—made ISMC’s intention to influence the Peacemakers from the outset clear. When the Peacemakers landed, the ISMC-controlled media feed started showing crowds of clean, smiling, unarmed ISMC troopers waving as the four Peacemakers exited the shuttle. The idea, of course, was to give viewers—particularly off-worlders—the impression that ISMC was the good guy and the vids from the nearby city depicted ongoing GenSha-driven violence. Bith glanced at the feed on his slate again as one of the cameras zoomed in on the Peacemakers. There were two Jeha, a Jivool, and a Duplato. His first impression was that all four of them were very young and possibly even on their very first rotations. It also appeared that one of the Jeha was in charge…a young male by the look of him. More worrisome was their demeanor. Their smiling and waving to the crowds of GenSha, made him wonder whether the Peacemakers had any idea what was really going on. 
 
    “Did they even contact us?” Gorn’s growl carried with it barely suppressed rage. 
 
    “No,” Bith replied. Disgust was thick in his voice. Apparently, ISMC found a way to subvert my message. I was not as fast as I should have been. Someone was working against him…maybe more than one…He could feel it. 
 
    Once Bith had learned where the landing point would be, it was easy to drum up a peaceful protest. Hundreds of GenSha, with no weapons in sight and their hands up where the ISMC goons could see them, had marched up the road from Moppicut City toward the landing pad. That the ISMC guards let them gather did not surprise him, nor did those same guards letting many pass by, moving up the road toward the ISMC compound. For all their bluster, the suits behind ISMC and their board of directors knew how to play the game. 
 
    Showing mercy and restraint in front of the Peacemakers would give them a perceptive opening advantage in the negotiations, even if they intended nothing of the sort. Fortunately, he’d played the game as well as anyone for a very long time. All it took to set the scene were some dirty, haggard workers chanting and singing solemn songs and mottoes with their emotions laid bare. The slate made it clear that ISMC was ensuring nobody else saw the demonstration, but that didn’t matter to Bith. It was all part of his plan. 
 
    People who had been stepped on for most of their lives carried the loudest voices, and he wanted the Peacemakers to hear those voices. The contrast in behaviors would be easy for the Peacemakers to ascertain. Would they believe the staunch, controlling presence of the mostly silent Jivool security forces or the females and children of the GenSha miners? Likely they would side with ISMC, as evidenced by their choice of landing site and first contact. They’d cast the GenSha aside for some reason, and the reality of that betrayal turned his rumbling stomach. As much as they tried to maintain a compassionate front, the Peacemakers were supposed to care only about the law, and he would use that to his advantage. 
 
    Staring at the Peacemakers below, he knew something had changed. He couldn’t know what it was, for there were a million possible reasons for it, but his suspicions ran deep. In truth, they ran all the way back to Sabin 5. 
 
    It had been surprisingly easy to determine where the Peacemaker contingent was headed. He and his lieutenants had learned of their vessel’s emergence into the system a few hours before through the contingency communications plan they’d been forced to introduce. ISMC security forces had employed broadband and multispectral jammers all around Moppicut City and effectively cut off external communications, save for primitive radio frequencies. 
 
    While the GenSha, like most civilized species, did not operate their communications platforms in the ultra-high and low bands, it did not mean they could not. Within a few hours of the jamming, Bith’s communications specialists were beaming radio frequencies between transmitters and receivers inside Moppicut City, around the planet, and even to friendly orbiting platforms, although with a good deal of static. Still, they could communicate, and they had friends in the immediate area. The Sumatozou gate master for the system was an old friend of Bith’s and either suspected the GenSha would find a way around the ISMC restraints or had simply gotten lucky. It didn’t matter. Bith knew when the Peacemakers emerged and that they had filed an initial descent plan to Moppicut City before rescinding the request and adjusting to the landing point at the ISMC compound outside the city. For whatever reason, the high frequency, very high frequency, and ultra-high frequency bands remained mostly clear of intentional jamming. 
 
    “They betrayed us,” Saul said in disbelief. “The Peacemakers actually betrayed us. Not even they care about what’s happening here.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Bith said in a stern tone. “It isn’t the Peacemakers who—” 
 
    “Look at them,” Gorn barked. “They sure look like Peacemakers to me…And they’re surrounded by ISMC goons.” 
 
    Bith let out a long breath. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say is that the Peacemaker Guild is sworn to uphold the law and stop situations like we have here. What we’re looking at is the work of one person or a select few in positions that allow them to subvert the situation—and possibly even the mission of those four Peacemakers. ISMC is certainly involved, but there have to be others.” 
 
    “That’s Izlian shit, Bith,” Gorn said, eying the senior union rep. “I’m looking at open betrayal—staring it in the face, in fact. And even if you’re right, I don’t think we have much choice here. We know who is up in that compound. We couldn’t ask for a better opportunity or better targets. Peacemakers or not. Right now, everyone up there is of use to us.” 
 
    Bith’s sigh carried a resigned sadness clouded by memories of Sabin 5 that still woke him in the middle of the night, especially when it rained…and it rained often on Godannii 2. He’d been a hot-headed idealist then, along with his friends. Afterward, some ended up as mercenaries with long, battle-scarred careers. Others, himself included, became diplomats and worked to find peace and order in the ever-expanding Galactic Union. Some even became Peacemakers despite what he and others had done on Sabin 5. 
 
    This was not the time for memories. Or pain. 
 
    Bith shook his head to clear the memories away. Gorn was correct. There was only one course of action open to them—and it was dangerous. If the Peacemakers wanted to fall in with ISMC, then they were at fault, and the consequences would fall on their shoulders as squarely as on those of the suits of ISMC. Someone, or several someones, in the guild had forced his hand, and they, too, would pay for the crimes against Bith’s people. There could be no other way. 
 
    Victory or death. 
 
    “All right,” he said slowly. “Contact the company commanders for both groups. Get all of our platoons on the west side to the…” His eyes played down along the ridge line to focus on the ISMC compound a kilometer up the road. The GenSha already had troops positioned a kilometer past that. “To the Epsilon rallying point.” He turned his attention once again to the landing pad where ISMC troopers were loading the last of the Peacemaker cargo and let his gaze follow the road that led in front of the landing pad. A good portion of the crowd still stood around in a wide circle, although many of them had already started marching up the road toward the compound. “Have the eastern force rally at Gamma, stay hidden, and wait for the signal.” 
 
    “So, you’re going through with your plan?” Saul asked, concern filling his voice. 
 
    “Gorn’s right,” Bith acknowledged sadly. “No choice. We won’t learn why the Peacemakers sided with ISMC unless we go forward with what we discussed. It’s the worst-case scenario, but I don’t see any other option. If we must, we will punish them all to get what we deserve. But remember, I want prisoners, not a headline saying that the entire compound was wiped out. That would play right into ISMC’s hands. Those are bargaining chips in there, not just meaty targets. Understand, Gorn? No slaughter.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gorn acknowledged a bit dejectedly. “I’ll have our troops gathered within the hour and personally pass along those orders.” Gorn’s tone made it clear he was looking forward to the confrontation, even if he didn’t get to shoot up a bunch of Jivool. “We’ve managed to steal some of their APCs and a few other heavy transports. We also acquired four bulldozers, and we’ve welded the plating from several damaged APCs onto the blades. We’ll use those to breach the gates at both ends.” 
 
    Bith nodded and then rubbed his eyes. He hadn’t slept well in three days, and it didn’t look like he would get to anytime soon. 
 
    “Let’s move out,” Bith said with feigned vigor. “They think we’re blind and deaf. It’s time to show them we are not.” 
 
    He rose to a low crouch and backed down the hill to where 20 armed miners waited, sequestered behind rocks and trees in a defensive position. A number of them had ISMC rifles slung over their shoulders, but others carried a variety of GenSha-manufactured weapons—smuggled in over the years as a matter of course—that, while not quite as powerful, were still lethal. All of them had bladed weapons or mining implements like picks or rock hammers clipped to their belts. The GenSha were generally a peaceful people, but once their ire was raised, they were a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    Bith had always postulated that—sooner or later—there would be a Peacemaker who could process emotion and compassion, while applying the law in a manner that was fair and just, and see beyond simple contractual agreements. Based on what he’d seen below, he could only assume the four Peacemakers who had landed did not include such an individual. Some day, there would come a time in the mind of at least one Peacemaker when need and the morality of something being “right” would rival the soulless shackles of contracts. Bith would see to that. He was a patient being, which is why he had lived so long. Until he encountered the right Peacemaker, he would play the game for the masses far beyond Moppicut City, and that meant fear and anguish. No matter their species, journalists were drawn to fear and anguish like Izlians to chaos. All he had to do was set the scene, provide anguish, and wait. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The crowd settled against the main gate of the compound, lining the crushed gravel path where the motorcade carrying the Peacemakers would arrive at any moment. Those still marching along the road had been instructed to part before the approaching vehicles as slowly as possible without endangering themselves, keeping the vehicles moving at little more than a crawl, while Bith, Gorn, and a number of their troops moved quickly through the forest to join the growing crowd. 
 
    Bith had to give it to ISMC. They might be a bunch of faceless suits, but they knew how to play the game. However, they’d never faced an opponent who knew the game as well as he. 
 
    As the motorcade approached, the protesters he’d sent forward continued their chanting and singing, even as they turned and created a space for the limousine to pass through. Bith stared across the road at Gorn who nodded with a smirk on his long face. For most of his life as a diplomat, Bith had attempted to think ahead of the opposition. ISMC—and Dolamiir in particular—made that difficult. Yet the Peacemakers would be easier to influence. In their youth lay inexperience. That the Peacemaker team leader was a Jeha was too good to ignore. Bith smiled to himself. The Jeha were often impulsive and egotistical. He could use that to his advantage. He pulled out his slate and sent a very specific command. If he received the acknowledgment, they would take the next step in his plan. 
 
    The limousines appeared around a bend in the road, closing the distance. The Jivool inside the compound opened the gate, and Bith noted with satisfaction that none of his protesters moved in that direction. They understood his orders and did not want to cross him. The motorcade’s lead vehicle slowed noticeably and stopped on the roadway. His people fell silent in anticipation as one of the rear doors opened vertically and a Jeha Peacemaker wearing combat armor and the familiar yellow stripe rippled out of the vehicle and stood quietly, watching them. The insect-like alien waved several arms on both sides of its body at the crowd, and all residual noise ended. Silence filled the forest as the Peacemaker bent its spine in a bow and began to speak. 
 
    “Citizens, I am Peacemaker Rsach of the Jeha. My team and I have been called here to find an amicable solution to this situation. We appreciate your patience and your peaceful cooperation as we enter these negotiations. It is my job to ensure all sides are heard and all arguments are vetted. We will do so according to protocol and with the cooperation of leaders on all sides of this disagreement. Please ensure your leaders, or their representatives, are here within the hour to meet with us.” 
 
    Bith made no move. There was no point in moving forward and identifying himself, especially when the Peacemakers—in the performance of their duties—could kill him in the open based on their interpretation of the contractual agreements. While not likely, it was still possible, especially for the young and inexperienced. Instead, Bith decided to play their game. The Peacemaker returned to his vehicle, and they drove into the secure compound without another word. On cue, his protesters resumed their peaceful display. At the same moment, his slate dinged. He glanced down and saw the reply he’d hoped for. 
 
    It will be as we agreed, the message said. 
 
     Bith took a deep, satisfied breath and lifted his eyes to where Gorn stood across the street. He nodded once, letting Gorn know they could proceed. Gorn smiled deviously at him, and Bith could not help but return it. 
 
    For our people. And for Sabin 5. The time is now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, with Gorn at his side, Bith approached the gate, weaving through the gathered crowd. He’d eschewed the dirty, worn clothing he’d donned for the protest, opting instead for the scarlet senior diplomat sash of the Merchant Guild over a combat vest with a large GenSha pistol holstered on his right hip. His pockets were empty, and his body was clean, save for the slate attached to his left arm. Gorn was similarly dressed but carried a large assault rifle slung over one wide shoulder. The Jivool guards ordered them to surrender their weapons and ammunition, which they did without incident. In that moment, Bith was keenly aware of the eyes of his people and ISMC following his every move. Bith forced a calm, composed smile onto his face and gave them the show they wanted. If the Peacemakers were as young and inexperienced as he believed, their good faith in his composure would be their downfall. 
 
    Once they were past the guards, Gorn turned to the crowd and nodded once. In an instant, the crowd retreated toward the gates of Moppicut City as planned. They had another mission, and he would need them soon. When they returned, they would be armed, angry, and ready for violence. For the moment, this phase of the operation was up to he and Gorn, alone against the naivety of the Peacemakers and the short-sighted greed of the ISMC executives. 
 
    They fell into step as they walked toward the main compound. Gorn’s slate dinged, and he glanced at a message. He leaned over and whispered, “The Peacemaker shuttle has launched and is returning to a Thrustcore in orbit.” 
 
    Bith turned, a confused look on his face. 
 
    “That’s odd.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Gorn added. “They have reinforcements on the Core or they have nothing and are overconfident in their ability to produce results.” 
 
    “Or something else,” Bith replied. It was a peculiar turn of events. It was highly unusual for the Peacemaker transport to lift off, let alone return to the Thrustcore. He shook his head. “No matter. Whatever they have or do not have in orbit does not affect them in the short term. You are ready for all eventualities?” 
 
    “I have been ready since you ordered civil disobedience, Honored Bith.” 
 
    “Then let us see what kind of peaceful negotiations they intend to conduct, shall we?” 
 
    No one said a word, or even acknowledged them, until they entered the central building in the compound. After they descended several flights of stairs, what appeared to be two levels underground, they emerged into a nearly vacant hallway. Two armed Jivool guards stood outside a doorway about 30 meters away. Bith took note of the two sets of heavy blast doors they passed through as they entered what appeared to be the inner sanctum of ISMC operations on the planet. Across from the guards was another doorway marked “Spectrum Operations” which confirmed Bith’s suspicions. Data showed that most of the electromagnetic spectrum was being jammed with broadband noise. Combined with reports of strange containers on rooftops around the city, there was little doubt ISMC had the ability to limit communications whenever they wanted to. The final piece of the puzzle clicked into place, and Bith fought the urge to smile. 
 
    They really are good. It is almost a shame the situation has come to this. 
 
    The Jivool guards opened the double doors to the ornately appointed conference room. As was customary, the conference room appeared to have been built to the exact specifications and furnishings of the one aboard the Rumiar. Even the cart of beverages, this one not strapped to the bulkhead, rested in the same corner as it had aloft. A large V-shaped table dominated the space, and rather than the floor-to-ceiling viewports that had revealed Godannii 2 below, there were floor-to-ceiling holographic viewscreens that held the same, albeit digital, image. 
 
    Bith recognized Dolamiir’s second in command sitting in the first chair on the far side of the table. A middle-aged Jivool with sandy-brown fur and a gray streak of hair running over his skull and down his back occupied the second chair. The third chair was filled by a much older black and brown Jivool with gray on his snout. The graybeard, as Bith knew such advisers were called, held an esteemed place among the Jivool, but he was not an active member of the corporation. More importantly, Dolamiir was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    With practiced ease, Bith kept his surprise from registering on his face. Without Dolamiir present, his plan for the negotiation would have to change…somewhat. Still there was enough leverage represented in the room to accomplish what he intended. Additionally, the board of directors couldn’t be far. He knew they hadn’t left the compound—his scouts would have reported them leaving—so they would be found in due time. The same went for Dolamiir.  And even if they’d remained in space, well, certain agreements had been made with friendly-leaning parties. 
 
    At the head of the table sat one of the Jeha Peacemakers. The other three stood behind him, relaxed yet alert. Bith shambled forward, feigning age or injury, and took the opportunity to survey the room as the guards stepped in behind him with their weapons at the ready. They sealed the heavy doors from within, and Bith noted they were armored blast doors. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    “Honored Bith Sundo,” the Jeha said. “Please, come to the table for official negotiations. As stipulated by Galactic Law, in the presence of a Peacemaker overseeing a peaceful negotiation, I’d ask that you take your instructions solely from me. I am Peacemaker Rsach of the—” 
 
    “Peaceful negotiations?” Bith grumbled. He turned slightly to the guards behind them. “You lock me in a room with two hostile guards at my back and expect me to engage in peaceful negotiations?” 
 
    The Jeha sputtered, his antennae bobbing in surprise. “Honored Bith, you mean to insult these proceedings with your accusations of impropriety and—” 
 
    Bith raised a hand and silenced the Jeha. Taking the power from those who flaunt it was the mark of a great diplomat, and he had been one of the finest ever produced by the herd. “You have weapons pointed at our flanks, Peacemaker. There will be no negotiation, peaceful or otherwise, until they are removed.” He crossed his arms. 
 
    The Peacemaker said nothing, but his unconscious flexing of a few limbs along his body spoke for him. Uncertainty emanated through the room, and it was just enough to put the cool, calculated Jivool executives a little off their normal start. 
 
    “You are correct, Honored Bith,” Rsach said slowly. “I apologize for our indiscretion. You were searched and turned over your weapons outside. We meant no disrespect.” 
 
    We. Bith didn’t miss the significance of the pronoun. He wanted to grind his jaw. The little imbecile said we, and he didn’t mean his backup singers. 
 
    Rsach spoke to the guards. “You are ordered to stand down. Exit the room and secure it with the diplomatic seal I provided. Only a Peacemaker will be able to break the seal, so that negotiation can flourish. If we need anything, I will contact you via the channels that Honored Suulamiir has partitioned for our use.” 
 
    The middle-aged Jivool to Korvan’s right nodded solemnly. 
 
    Now I know who is responsible for the jamming, Bith thought. He didn’t move, instead waiting patiently for the guards to exit and seal the room from the outside. When the seal clicked into place, Bith had to fight the urge to smile. Instead, he uncrossed his arms and let his demeanor soften. 
 
    “Would you sit with us, Honored Bith?” Rsach asked. “The ISMC assures me they want a peaceful and speedy end to this situation.” 
 
    Bith sat to the Peacemaker’s immediate left, with Gorn taking the seat to his left. As he did, he replied, “They do, do they? Does that mean they’ll confess to the murder of innocent civilians? The starvation of my people? Horrendous working conditions in their barely safe mines? If they are willing to do that, Peacemaker Rsach, then I am unequivocally ready to negotiate a swift end to this situation.” 
 
    Korvan rumbled to life. “Your rebels killed ISMC security forces in their sleep. You continue to inflict terrorism against the employees of ISMC and have destroyed millions of credits worth of equipment.” 
 
    “I am guilty of two of those three things, Korvan,” Bith said calmly. He stared at the young Jeha. “We had nothing to do with whatever happened on that video you released of the ISMC barracks, and certainly not before a GenSha youth was shot by your forces. And yet, you have ordered your guards to fire on innocents. Peaceful protesters around the planet have been killed by your armed thugs. Thousands of my people have been killed or wounded. Not just miners, but their families and children. You’ve done this to push my people away from this table. Well, I am here now. Do not think for a nanosecond that I am leaving without justice.” 
 
    Bith noted that the second Jeha’s antennae perked up at the mention of the wounded youth, as if it was news to her. 
 
    Korvan laughed. “You’re sadly mistaken, Bith Sundo.” He motioned toward the Duplato Peacemaker. “The Peacemakers agree that our contracts are valid and legal in the eyes of the Galactic Union.” He narrowed his eyes. “You are guilty of armed insurrection and mutiny in defiance of a properly executed contract. This negotiation will go no further. You will order your people to stand down from this insanity now.” 
 
    Bith stood and stared at the Jivool for a long moment before he turned and walked toward the beverage cart. It was clear the Peacemakers cared not for anything but what Korvan and ISMC were feeding them. With his back to the room, he said over his shoulder, “I appreciate the refreshments. At our last meeting, aboard your ship, you offered no such courtesies. That begs the question, Korvan, how much of this is a charade? How much is real?” 
 
    “Meaning what?” the Jivool grumbled. 
 
    Bith sensed an opening and pressed forward. “Your boss, Dolamiir, is nowhere to be seen. That tells me he doesn’t take these negotiations seriously. To me, that’s an affront against not only the GenSha fighting for a reasonable working environment, but against the Peacemakers who stand before us. Highly dishonorable.” 
 
    “Dolamiir is currently handling affairs he deemed more important than—” 
 
    “More important?” Gorn thundered from his chair. “Bith is correct. Even your words betray your lack of interest in sitting at this table. You do not wish to admit any wrongdoing as you bathe the Peacemakers in luxury and finery in the hope they will favor you. You revolt me, Korvan.” 
 
    Bith removed the cover from a small cooler used to hold ice and looked inside. He smiled. While ISMC was good, his methods were better. The message he’d sent, which had been acknowledged, was proof that the right amount of credits and a guarantee of safety to a compassionate and somewhat disgruntled ISMC trooper made all the difference. Inside the cooler was a small GenSha pistol with an eight-round magazine loaded with 13mm SHRED rounds surrounding a jacketed core capable of penetrating light armor. They were flechettes that would come apart inside the target, turning the connective tissues within into ground meat. He grabbed the weapon and slowly worked the action to chamber a round before he turned. 
 
    “Honored Gorn,” he said in a soft, but reprimanding, tone. “Please stick to our talking points. Consult your slate, if you must.” 
 
    “Yes, Honored Bith.” 
 
    Bith closed his eyes and waited. The exchange was not meant as an actual reprimand, but an initiation of action. The Jivool, both Jeha, and the Duplato all suffered from a similar weakness to hypersonic sounds. The GenSha, on the other hand, had no such weakness. Bith heard the tone and winced. It made his teeth feel like they were wiggling in their sockets, and even his sinuses vibrated with the potency of the sound. 
 
    There were startled grunts and groans as the program blasted everyone’s inner ears with an incapacitating assault of perfectly tuned sound waves. He heard several of them drop to the ground coupled with the thrashing of bodies. He turned to see Gorn rushing to the Peacemakers, two of whom lay on the floor, while everyone else desperately covered their auditory receptors. Gorn quickly gathered the Peacemakers needlers and heavy rifles. He slung one over his shoulder, then patted down everyone sitting at the table to make sure nobody had a hidden weapon. Gorn stepped away from the table and moved to the far side of the room and stood just inside the doors, the rifle leveled at what were now GenSha hostages. 
 
    Satisfied, Bith nodded for Gorn to terminate the program…for now. Gorn tapped several commands on his slate and then eyed the ISMC suits. 
 
    It took several moments for their hostages to regain their composure. Bith waited patiently with his pistol pointed at the one called Suulamiir. When the Jivool’s eyes focused and found him, Bith asked, “You are responsible for the jamming on all frequencies, yes?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Turn it off. Now.” Bith gestured with the pistol. “You have the controls on that slate, I’d imagine. Turn them off. You have 20 seconds to comply.” 
 
    Suulamiir tapped furiously on his slate. “I have disengaged the jammers. They are shutting down across the planet as we speak.” 
 
    Bith nodded. “You are broadcasting this negotiation live? Or are you recording it to doctor later, like the footage of your barracks incident that, again,” he said, turning his eyes to Peacemaker Rsach, “we had no part of?” 
 
    He saw the other Peacemakers flinch, but Bith did not turn to them. Gorn aimed his rifle at them and kept them from intervening. The silence of the young Jeha said much for his experience. 
 
    “We are recording,” Suulamiir finally admitted, frowning. 
 
    “Live broadcast. All available channels,” Bith ordered. “Now.” 
 
    An angry look on his face, Suulamiir tapped again. “The broadcast is live, Honored Bith. I do not know what you wish to show besides your own continued mutiny—” 
 
    Bith pulled out his own slate, called up the broadcast, and saw the room shown exactly as it was before him. He noted that the camera sending the feed was centered on Suulamiir’s angry features, with Bith on one side of the room and Gorn on the other. It was clear to anyone watching that the negotiations had taken a turn for the worse. 
 
    Bith raised his pistol, aimed carefully, and pulled the trigger once. 
 
    The round hit Suulamiir in the center of his head and exited in a cloud of pink mist. The Jivool fell forward and thumped against the table. Blood poured out through the hole and began pooling quickly on the table. The 10-centimeter crater in the back of his head was visible to everyone. Korvan flinched and retched all in one fluid motion. The graybeard, though, made no move whatsoever. Bith pointed his pistol at Korvan and watched with satisfaction as the Jivool’s composure cracked. 
 
    “Please! Don’t!” Korvan screamed. 
 
    “You had your chance, Korvan,” Bith said and turned to face Peacemaker Rsach. “And your guild will pay for its support of ISMC, as well as for what they’ve allowed in the past.” 
 
    Rsach’s antennae bounced furiously. “You cannot hope to keep us here. The guild will not negotiate with terrorists, Bith Sundo. Guild Master Breka’s policy on this is clear.” 
 
    “Guild Master Breka.” Bith nodded and his knowing smile was full of loathing. “Of course he’d tell you such a thing, and you quoted it like a good student, Rsach. I’m guessing you’re a recent graduate of the Academy on Ocono.” The comment prompted a surprised look on the faces of all four Peacemakers. “You have my congratulations, but rest assured, young one, I’m not planning to negotiate anything with anyone until the truth comes out. If they disavow that, then I’ll kill you off one by one until they do, Peacemaker. The truth always comes out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Godannii 2 
 
    ISMC Compound, Black Sector, Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    “Do you hear that?” Satuur Nu Kovat said slowly, his eyes narrowing. His voice was low, grim, suspicious. He slipped across the executive suite at the top of the ISMC compound building, his footfalls nearly silent as his right paw slipped into his jacket. The front of the suite was a complete bank of windows from one end to the other, and he had ordered all of the curtains drawn as a means of thwarting any snipers among the GenSha. The hills were high along both sides of the valley, and a good sniper, even at 1,000 meters, could easily put a shot through anyone inside. He pulled a curtain aside a few centimeters, his eyes darting back and forth as he took in the situation. 
 
    “Hear what?” Dolamiir looked up from what he had to admit was an exceptional steak, cut from one of the indigenous forms of livestock. The meat was tender and tasty, rivaling some of the best steaks he’d enjoyed aboard the Rumiar. He took a sip of a local ale, frowning at the mediocre taste. It wasn’t to his liking, but it was the only thing available, and it did complement the meal. 
 
    He glanced at the feed showing the live negotiations taking place five floors beneath him, and then cut off another piece of his steak. He did a double-take and stared at the screen. His eyes went wide in horror. Bith Sundo aimed a pistol at Suulamiir. He thumbed the remote and turned up the volume. 
 
    “The broadcast is live, Honored Bith,” Suulamiir said, his eyes full of fear and anger. “I do not know what you wish to show besides your own continued mutiny—” 
 
    The audio crackled with the abrupt discharge of a large-caliber pistol and then the back of Suulamiir’s head exploded, sending blood and brains flying in a rosy cloud. He slumped forward, his head hitting the table with a loud thud. Korvan, sitting immediately beside Suulamiir, began retching as the rest of the room went deathly silent. 
 
    “The traitorous vermin,” Dolamiir hissed as he ripped his eyes away from the screen. He turned to where Satuur stood at the window. “Get down there and kill those two!” he screamed at Satuur, who was peeking through the curtains and, apparently, oblivious to what had just happened in the conference room. 
 
    “Wretches…” Satuur growled. The compound stretched out in front of the three-story building and included a field of concrete walkways, mountain grasses, and thick mud where the vehicles had dug deep paths in the soil. Beyond that, about 40 meters from the front door of the building, was the main, eastern gate, with a paved road running away toward the landing pad where the shuttles were parked a kilometer away. The crowd of GenSha that had gathered hours earlier was gone, but what was about to replace it filled him with dread. He spun around and moved toward a bank of monitors along one wall. 
 
    “What in the name of all that’s unholy is going on?” Dolamiir shouted, suddenly frightened by his bodyguard’s behavior. Then he heard the sound of heavy engines and tractor treads approaching the building. 
 
    Satuur held up a finger while he hit the keys of a panel set into the desk. The screen showing the Peacemaker meeting disappeared from the monitor and split into six different images of external surveillance feeds that flicked from one image of the compound to another until he found the cameras he wanted. On one, labeled Eastern Gate, a pair of bulldozers moved up the road, side-by-side. They had thick layers of armor plating welded to their blades. He could also see GenSha miners, all of whom were armed, coming up in the wake of the heavy equipment. They turned off the main road and down the short stretch of pavement that led to the front gate. It was hard to estimate numbers, but he guessed there were more than 100. The other camera, labeled Western Gate, offered a virtually identical view. 
 
    “The GenSha are mounting an attack—a big one.” He looked at Dolamiir, his eyes intense. “We have to leave. Now.” 
 
    A klaxon blared throughout the entire compound. Dolamiir saw what was coming, and a tremor of fear coursed up his spine. 
 
    “How can you get me and the other executives past that to the shuttles?” he asked. 
 
    “I can’t protect you all.” Satuur’s tone was flat, pragmatic. “The rest will have to stay here and take their chances. I can only keep you safe, and it’s going to be very difficult. You must do exactly what I say, when I say. Do you understand?” 
 
    Trusting his bodyguard’s expertise implicitly, his response was simple. “Of course, Satuur. Get me out of here.” 
 
    Gunfire erupted outside, a mix of ISMC laser rifles and incoming slug-throwers. 
 
    Satuur nodded once and slipped off his suit coat, exposing a double shoulder harness with his needler on one side and a slim Jivool-made pistol on the other. He lifted the vest of his suit, exposing a combat vest beneath as well as a thick belt. Turning the belt around his mid-section, he revealed a needler magazine, two power cells for the pistol, and a heavy combat knife. There were also four oblong devices about eight centimeters long clipped in place just past the blade. 
 
    The gunfire increased outside, followed by the horrendous crash of metal on metal as bulldozers tore through the security fencing. The lights within the facility flickered as the electric current going through the fence grounded out and spiked the power systems. The power inside the facility went out and then emergency lighting came on. An explosion erupted outside, followed by what sounded like a GenSha screaming, and then one of the dozer engines sputtered and failed. 
 
    Satuur moved away from the monitors and headed straight for the stairwell entrance. 
 
    “Follow me, sir,” he said, drawing the pistol. 
 
    Dolamiir rose, took off his suit jacket, and removed his vest. He, too, had a slim combat vest beneath his shirt, and it was the best credits could buy. 
 
    Satuur opened the door, exposing a dim stairwell, with stairs going up and down. He stepped out silently, peered down the stairwell, and listened for several seconds as another explosion rocked the courtyard. 
 
    “That sounded different,” Dolamiir whispered. 
 
    “ISMC rocket launcher,” Satuur replied. “I would guess our troops knocked out the other dozer on the east side, but the compound is breached—probably on both sides.” The sound of gunfire increased to a steady exchange, inbound and outbound. “Let’s move.” He shifted over and started up the stairs. 
 
    “We’re going up?” Dolamiir asked, confused. 
 
    “No choice,” Satuur replied, pausing. “Our only hope is to make our way down the north side of the building, where there isn’t an exit, and flank them through the trees. Their attention will be focused on the entrances and whoever is defending them.” 
 
    “What if they have spotters along the ridge line?” 
 
    “I scouted an escape route last year that should provide enough cover for us to get to the ground,” Satuur said confidently. “I even had your people place several arrays of food stuffs and empty crates along the way to ensure we won’t be seen.” 
 
    Dolamiir nodded. His success over the years had relied heavily on being able to pick the right people, and he was now certain Satuur had been the perfect choice. He followed his bodyguard up the flight of stairs, doing his best to stay calm. Panicking would do him no good, and while he felt uncomfortable putting his trust in anyone, Satuur became his anchor in a very turbulent sea. 
 
    Satuur opened the door at the top of the stairs and took a moment to scan the stairwell as the steady sound of gunfire filtered up. He looked back and motioned for Dolamiir to follow. 
 
    “Stay low,” he said, and then stepped out into the dim light of a cloudy day. Dolamiir followed. 
 
    Dolamiir moved up the stairs, crouching, and out into the weak daylight. He blinked his eyes a few times so they could adjust to the brightness, and then he found himself in an alley of sorts. Blue tarps covered stacks of crates just outside the door, with just enough room between them and the stairwell enclosure for him to navigate. He saw Satuur disappear around the far corner on the north side of the stairwell. Thick plumes of black smoke rose to the east and the west, with a fair amount of it drifting over the building and burning Dolamiir’s eyes. 
 
    Staying in a crouch and moving easily using his long, clawed arms, he found Satuur crouched below the edge of the building, scanning the tree line. Another explosion on the east side, coupled with Jivool screams, made the roof shudder beneath their feet. Several seconds later, yet another thick plume of black smoke rose on the east side of the building and enshrouded them. 
 
    “Perfect,” Satuur said. “They’ve breached the east entrance and provided us some cover.” He glanced at Dolamiir. “They should get the west entrance shortly. When they do, we move.” 
 
    Several more bursts of gunfire, followed by a heavy volley from ISMC rifles, floated up from the ground floor on the east and then the west side of the compound. There were several exchanges, broken up by the screams of wounded GenSha and Jivool. An explosion shook the building. More black smoke rose and curled over the west edge of the roof. 
 
    “Follow me.” Satuur quickly holstered his weapon, slipped over the edge of the roof, dangled by his claws for a moment, and then dropped to the second level. 
 
    Dolamiir followed quickly. He scrambled over the edge of the building, felt Satuur’s claws at the back of his legs, and let go. With a grunt, he landed and immediately went down into a crouch. When he looked around, he found himself surrounded once again by blue crates which  formed a passage all the way to the northern side of the building where he spotted the top of an attached utility ladder. Beyond that was a tall stack of blue crates arranged in a roughly 10-by-30 rectangle that he could have jumped onto if he wanted. 
 
    Satuur crept across the roof, his weapon once again in his hand, and crouched at the edge. He motioned for Dolamiir to join him and then peeked over the edge, quickly scanning to the left and right. Faint gunfire could be heard inside the building, but there was little remaining outside. 
 
    Dolamiir had to hand it to the GenSha. The attack had been decisive. He had no doubt that they would take prisoners once the bulk of the troopers was eliminated. A pang of regret floated through his thoughts. Korvan was inside, and he possessed many of Dolamiir’s secrets. The executive had to hope that, somehow, Bith shot Korvan as well as Suulamiir, or that his assistant was killed during the assault. If he was questioned, he would keep his mouth shut, but Dolamiir held little hope that Korvan would remain silent if the questions turned into a torturous interrogation. 
 
    He shook his head. There was nothing he could do. If he succeeded in making it back to the Rumiar, he would arrange for an orbital bombardment of Black Sector. He didn’t like the idea. It would be expensive and difficult to explain, but he was certain he could sell the notion to the ISMC Board of Directors. It was the only way to keep a lid on the situation. It wouldn’t be the first time an ISMC Corporate ship leveled an entire sector—and it probably wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    “It’s clear,” Satuur said, breaking Dolamiir out of his thoughts. “When we hit the ground, follow me to the right and stay back five paces. When I pause, you pause. And if I say drop, you hit the ground as if your life depends on it, because it will.” 
 
    “Understood,” Dolamiir said. 
 
    Satuur slipped over the edge and clambered down the ladder, disappearing from view between the building and the crates. Dolamiir didn’t hesitate. He followed quickly and reached the ground to find his bodyguard standing with his back against the blue crates, his needler pointed at the west corner of the building and his pistol pointed to the east in the direction they were headed. Satuur was scanning left and right, keeping an eye on each corner, and when he faced one way, his ears swiveled back to face the other. 
 
    “Put your back against the wall and keep it that way,” Satuur said, and then he started moving toward the west corner of the building. Smoke was thick in the air, and as Dolamiir cleared the crates, he realized he couldn’t see the ridge line anymore. There was too much smoke. He smiled. It meant that none of the GenSha scouts could see him. They were only 10 meters from the east corner of the building, when Satuur’s head snapped around toward the west corner. 
 
    “Halt!” a deep GenSha voice barked. 
 
    Dolamiir was already on his way to the ground when the needler whispered twice. He looked up and saw the GenSha’s arms going slack, his weapon only partially raised. Two bloody holes blossomed in his face, and his eyes showed the vacant stare of death. 
 
    Another GenSha rounded the corner, his slug-thrower leveled. He pulled the trigger without aiming, and the barrel erupted in flame as the auto-rifle spat out heavy slugs with the thunder of automatic weapon fire. 
 
    Satuur pulled the trigger of his needler four times, stitching a line from the center of the GenSha’s chest up to his head. The GenSha staggered backward, his arm swinging up and out with the trigger still depressed. A line of bullets hammered into the wall of the building, gouging the concrete and peppering Dolamiir with pebbles and dust. 
 
    “Get up!” Satuur shouted and then leapt toward the east corner of the building. 
 
    Dolamiir jumped to his feet. 
 
    Satuur peeked around the corner just as a GenSha miner appeared with an ISMC rifle in his paws, weapon held high. Satuur shoved the rifle sideways, stepped in, and hammered his elbow into the side of the GenSha’s throat, staggering him in his tracks. Satuur’s right arm dropped, and he fired twice into the GenSha’s sternum with the needler. He stepped back, raised the pistol, and put a round through the GenSha’s face. 
 
    A burst of gunfire chewed into the side of the building not far from Satuur’s head. He ducked behind the GenSha’s body as it fell. Several rounds hammered into the miner’s back, and then Satuur leapt sideways behind cover, putting his back against the wall. 
 
    His eyes flickered to the forest 20 meters away and then to the compound, fixing on something. He turned to face Dolamiir. “When I say run, you run straight that way—” he pointed with his weapon at about a 45 degree angle away from the building, “—and get into the trees. About 10 meters in, cut right and head straight for the gap in the fence.” Slipping the needler into his waistband, he pulled two of the oblong devices from his belt. “Stay low, keep to the trees, and head for your shuttle. Don’t stop for anything.” 
 
    Dolamiir swallowed once and then nodded. 
 
    Satuur pressed something on the back side of one of the devices and then threw it around the corner. 
 
    “Grenade!” a GenSha shouted. 
 
    There was a dulled BANG! and then the hiss of gas. 
 
    Smoke poured out in all directions, quickly slipping around the corner of the building. 
 
    “It’s a smoker!” another GenSha shouted. 
 
    Palming the second device, Satuur pressed the back of it, glanced around the corner and pulled back just as a burst of gunfire tore up the side of the building, spraying stone everywhere. He tossed the second device, putting some muscle into it, and then turned to Dolamiir. 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    An explosion shook the compound, and there was the sound of screaming GenSha. 
 
    Dolamiir took off at a dead run, running on all fours, as Satuur moved to the corner, peaked around the edge, and opened fire. Dolamiir didn’t look, didn’t dare to, but he heard the bark of Satuur’s pistol, each shot followed by the grunt or scream of a GenSha. He raced into the forest as fast as his arms and legs could carry him, dodging left and right through the trees. He turned and spotted a three-meter gap where the fence had been pushed over and torn out by the bulldozers. 
 
    “They’re getting away!” a GenSha voice shouted from behind him. 
 
    Dolamiir didn’t pause. Keeping to the trees, he dashed from one thick trunk to the next, hoping Satuur was close behind. Without his bodyguard, there was no way they would get off the ground, for only Satuur was capable of piloting the shuttle. 
 
    He ran like a chased animal. Occasionally, he heard more laser fire from behind him, followed by GenSha slug-throwers, but none of it seemed to be aimed in his direction. He kept to the shadows, letting the black of his suit blend in with the relative darkness of the forest around him, and did his best to keep a steady pace. 
 
    By the time the shuttles came into view through the forest, Dolamiir’s heart was pounding in his chest, and he was barely able to lope along, but he pushed himself onward. Finally, he spotted the sleek nose of his personal shuttle protruding out past the standard shuttle the board had descended in. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief as he stepped up onto the landing pad. 
 
    Home free, he thought. 
 
    “Freeze!” a GenSha voice barked from his side. He turned and saw two miners with ISMC rifles leveled at him step out from behind the back of the shuttle. 
 
    Dolamiir froze in his tracks and raised his hands, still gasping for breath. 
 
    One of the miners raised a communicator to his ear. 
 
    “We’ve got one of them,” he said into the comm. 
 
    A faint voice came in from the unit. 
 
    “No, there’s no sign—” 
 
    A bloody hole appeared in the center of the GenSha’s forehead. When his partner turned to see what was wrong, a red blossom appeared in the side of his head, and they toppled together. 
 
    Dolamiir turned and saw Satuur step out from behind the thick bole of a tree, the needler still aimed at the dead GenSha. He scanned the entire area, his eyes flitting from one potential ambush site to the next. He jogged up to Dolamiir with a pistol in each paw and headed for the tail of the standard shuttle. He wasn’t even breathing hard. 
 
    “Hurry,” he said as he passed by. “They’ll be here quickly.” They rushed around the standard shuttle and made their way to the hatch of the executive shuttle, quickly moving up the short steps. “Close the hatch and buckle up,” he said as he dashed for the cockpit. 
 
    Dolamiir did as instructed, and as he was buckling into his seat, he heard the engines spin up. He glanced out the window and saw two ISMC cargo trucks coming around the bend in the road, 200 meters away. They were full of GenSha miners armed to the teeth. 
 
    “They’re coming!” Dolamiir shouted, panic filling his voice. 
 
    “I see them,” Satuur called back. 
 
    The engines surged, filling the air with the high-pitched scream of turbines and kicking dust and leaves up from the landing pad. 
 
    The shuttle leapt off the ground as if it had been kicked, jerking into the air in a barely controlled burst of thrust. 
 
    “Rumiar, this is E-Shuttle One,” Satuur said urgently from the cockpit. “We are outbound after a GenSha attack. I have the director, but the board is still on the ground.” 
 
    “Copy that, E-S-One,” an excited voice said through the comm. 
 
    Dolamiir looked out the window again and saw a big GenSha standing in the center of the lead flatbed. It was that mangy bastard, Gorn, the most volatile of the Union reps he’d met with, and he held an ISMC rocket launcher. 
 
    “Punch it!” Dolamiir screamed as Gorn raised the weapon to his shoulder. 
 
    The shuttle lurched again, this time rocketing forward, as the engines howled. Dolamiir felt his body press back into the acceleration couch, and his vision swam. He couldn’t breathe as the additional Gs tried to crush the life out of every cell in his body. His head was twisted to the side by the force, pinning his view out the window. 
 
    A ridge line passed beneath them a second later, and then another as the view of the Black Sector spread out to the east. The shuttle angled north, away from the city, its nose pointed at the sky. A third steep, jagged ridge line with a chasm on the far side cut by a deep river passed beneath them. 
 
    A feeling of relief washed over Dolamiir, and, although he could barely draw a breath, he heaved a sigh and hoped he didn’t pass out. 
 
    We made it— 
 
    A deafening explosion rocked the shuttle, throwing Dolamiir back and forth. The five-point seat restraint dug into his body as the world spun around him. A klaxon sounded inside the cabin, emergency lighting flared red, and an oxygen mask dropped from the ceiling. Part of the fuselage ripped away from the side of the shuttle, and a blast of frozen air ripped through the opening and whipped at his body. He screamed as all acceleration ceased. The shuttle dropped and rotated, giving him a perfect view of the forest below as the shuttle made a barely controlled barrel roll. His body tried to lift away from the acceleration couch as the nose of the craft tilted downward, and the shuttle fell back toward the forest. 
 
    “We’re going down!” Satuur hollered as he heaved the controls. 
 
    The remaining engine sputtered and died, leaving only the sound of rushing wind tearing past the now open cabin. The shuttle leveled out and waggled back and forth as Satuur struggled to keep the belly of the craft aimed at the ground. Dolamiir didn’t know how long their descent lasted. His eyes were riveted to the window, and he watched in horror as the forest rose up to meet them in a deadly embrace. Seconds stretched by. He lost track of time, the entire scene drawing out into an eternally terrifying montage of endless moments. Another ridge rose up to meet them, and it looked as if they were going to crash into the side of a mountain. 
 
    “Brace yourself!” Satuur screamed. 
 
    The fuselage shuddered as trees raked across the bottom of the craft, and there was a titanic crash as the skin of the craft was torn apart by them. Thick trunks flashed by the massive hole in the fuselage, then the shuttle bounced off the stony ridge line with a lurch. An instant later, they were free of the ground and gliding again. The forest dropped away beneath them, and the nose dove again. He felt the shuttle accelerate. Seconds later, the hiss of trees scraping along the belly was followed by the thunder of breaking branches. They dropped into the forest, and all Dolamiir could see through the damaged fuselage was greenery slapping and tearing itself against the ravaged titanium. They dropped fully into the forest. Tree trunks slammed into the wings and fuselage like explosions, accentuated by the sound of tearing metal as first one wing and then the other was sheered off. The tail section ripped free, taking Dolamiir with it. 
 
    It rotated and tumbled. 
 
    He screamed again, and then there was another tremendous crash as the tail section spun, bounced upward, and tossed the hapless executive around like a rag doll. A thick branch sailed into the compartment, slamming into his legs, then the tail section crashed into the ground, knocking him, mercifully, unconscious. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Transit from Godannii 2 (66 hours remaining) 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    “Docking complete,” Shild commented to Di-Po over the Blue Flight’s intercom. “Standby to receive the Deputy Selector.” 
 
    “I’m in position,” she replied from the forward port hatch. They’d climbed to the Thrustcore as quickly as possible to retrieve the young Sidar and prepare for the jump to Uuwato. “We have capture, and the hatch is green.” 
 
    “Open the hatch,” Shild ordered. Di-po opened the hatch, and the Sidar strode in quickly, carrying two bags. 
 
    “Close the hatch,” Hak-Chet said. “Lieutenant Shild, disengage from the Thrustcore but do not separate.” 
 
    Shild’s face screwed up in concern. “Sir, with respect, even if we’re using shunts, we should get away from other traffic in the area.” 
 
    Hak-Chet laughed. “That other traffic is going to shunt away to a separate destination within about eight-tenths of a second of your own transition, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “There is a Human expression I’ve come to love. Trust me.” Hak-Chet looked up into the port hatch camera as if looking right at Shild’s face. “We must make them think they’ve been abandoned. Our young ones do not know the capabilities of this vessel, and I am not prepared to make them known to our potential adversaries. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Shild replied. “But did you see that feed? The GenSha have killed one of the Jivool and accused them of many—” 
 
    On the camera feed, the Sidar raised a small forearm. One long, bony finger raised up and pointed, and Shild clamped his mouth shut. “The ISMC pretty much admitted to doctoring footage and manipulating the electromagnetic frequency. While not illegal, it’s concerning.” 
 
    “They threatened the lives of the Peacemakers,” Di-Po said. “They’re immature and inexperienced, but they do not deserve to die, Deputy Selector.” 
 
    “For the last time, please call me Hak.” The Sidar adjusted the shoulder strap of one bag. “Now, Shild you’re going to get a timing feed from the Thrustcore in about two minutes. Disengage and move three meters from their hull. Power up the shunts and transition when they tell you to. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Perfectly, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Your course is Uuwato at the fastest possible speed.” Hak-Chet nodded at them. 
 
    Shild tapped his slate. “Blue Flight clearance codes transmitted, sir. We’ll have gate confirmation in two minutes.” 
 
    The Sidar scratched the side of his long face. “I imagine the situation here will get much worse over the next several days. Time really is of the essence for our young friends down there. Everything that we can do to shave time off our transits is necessary.” 
 
    Shild nodded to himself. “Makes sense to me. Disengaging from the Core in 10 seconds. Power plants to transition settings, and shunts are standing by to match the Core.” 
 
    “Very good, Lieutenant Shild,” Hak-Chet said. “When the Core says it’s time to go, we go.” 
 
    “Fair enough, Hak.” Shild saw a timer appear on his heads-up display. At 30 seconds to go, Hak-Chet and Di-Po entered the bridge and quickly strapped into their seats. At 20 seconds, Shild powered up the shunts, matching the rising power signature from the Core a few meters away. At zero, both ships transitioned into space, but Shild hadn’t seen that. Despite his experience, the idea of transitioning so close to another ship doing the same thing at the same time scared him, and he closed his eyes. 
 
    Then again, for most pilots, every transition was a blind one. More or less.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Uuwato (Oogar Homeworld) 
 
    Capital City-State of Saasarra 
 
      
 
    Having said goodbye to Emonk and Graa’vaa, Hr’ent squinted his eyes as he rolled his flightcycle out of the cargo bay of the shuttle and down onto the hot tarmac, then moved it a dozen meters off to the side beyond the flight line. He’d forgotten how bright Uuwato’s sun was. Ocono’s standard G-type star, Malibeth, was a solid 150 million klicks away. At that distance, it gave off warm radiance that had almost seemed too dim, but he’d gotten used to it. 
 
    Golm, however, Uuwato’s F-type blue-white star, was larger and hotter than its G-type cousins. It glowed just above the western horizon, settling over the rolling hills in the misty distance. He dared not look at it directly, but the hot, white glow filling hazy, moisture-filled skies felt comforting. At nearly 250 million klicks away, Golm made the blues and greens of the forests a deeper, richer color than he remembered. It also made for thick polar regions where many of the Ferals chose to live. Uuwato was cooler than Ocono, as well, but they shared a geography of large waterways and wide oceans. 
 
    As he pushed his flightcycle a few more meters from the shuttle, he noticed the slightly greater pull of gravity his world placed on body and machine. That, too, would take some getting used to. When he was far enough away from the shuttle for takeoff, he glanced at the thick forests lining the western and southern edges of the starport and smiled. Such forests covered most of the world, except for a belt of deserts around the hot equator and the large ranches that had been carved out of the forests for the various livestock his people preferred to eat. In fact, he was looking forward to a massive kurka steak as soon as he got home, for the meat on Ocono had seemed substandard to him. Kurka, a massive, fatty, semi-aquatic quadruped of Uuwato, had always been a favorite, and his mother was sure to have a freezer full waiting for him. She always did. 
 
    He sucked in a lungful of air and let it out slowly, savoring the moment. He picked up the scent of burned jet fuel and the electric twinge of ion drives, but over it all was the fresh, living-green smell of his homeworld…rich with life and dangers that most sentient lifeforms in the galaxy would find truly terrifying, even more so than the crews of Besquith he’d spent the past 170 hours drinking and carousing with. 
 
    Say what you will about Besquith, but those bastards really know how to party. He’d been able to hold his own in the lounge on board the Thrustcore, but it was a near thing. When he wasn’t carousing, he’d run through a dozen new Peacemaker training sims that had appeared in his queue. He might be contemplating leaving, but he wouldn’t succumb to short-timer’s disease. Until and if he decided to quit, he’d stay as sharp and frosty as any good Peacemaker should. 
 
    He had to admit, he felt rested, albeit a bit hung over, and he’d avoided all thoughts of the future, but it was time to get back on track. His conversation with Graa’vaa had added fuel to the fire of his decision-making process, but he couldn’t deny she had a point. Turning away from the Peacemakers might be the biggest mistake of his life. Then again, it might be just what he needed to do. 
 
    Justice or money. 
 
    He checked to make sure his travelsack was well-secured on the back of the flightcycle, pulled on his flight jacket, and slid his rucksack over his shoulders. He suddenly wondered if his jacket would be enough for the chill air at altitude, but there was nothing to do but suck it up. His mother’s mansion was only 40 or so klicks from the starport. He was about to slip on his goggles helmet when a sleek, black, limousine, that would have seemed like a moving truck to most other races, rolled through the gate at the far end of the tarmac. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he said as a sinking feeling pulled at his guts. “Not now.” He hooked his helmet and goggles on the controls of the flightcycle, slipped out of the rucksack, and wearily pulled off his jacket, laying them both across the seat. 
 
    The stretch limo rolled silently across the tarmac, its electric turbines barely making a sound as it pulled up in front of him and came to a silent stop. He didn’t have to guess who was inside. 
 
    The rear door flew open, and his mother leapt out. She wore a fine, gray pantsuit that had no doubt cost more than the Peacemakers would pay him in a month and a string of green, Uuwato-native pearls, each as big as the tip of his finger. He’d seen the necklace before, and it made him dread what he suspected lay ahead of them. His mother only wore that necklace for important business functions and parties with her rich friends. 
 
    “My cub has come home!” she cried. She crossed the three meters between them like he was on fire, and she was his only hope. She practically tackled him as she wrapped her massive arms around his torso, and he had to put a foot back to keep them from toppling over his flightcycle. She nuzzled his neck, then sniffed a circle around his face in the familial greeting of their race. 
 
    Hr’ent bowed his head as she did so, and then nuzzled the side of her neck in greeting. He had to admit, it was good to greet her in this fashion. The Oogar generally didn’t behave this way around other species, and he’d missed the more Oogarish aspects of his race while away. His people were much more attuned to scents than many of the other races, and they found comfort in frequent sniffing. 
 
    “You didn’t have to come for me, Mother,” he said, disengaging himself from her grasp. He held her at arm’s length. “In fact, I would have preferred—” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re home,” she blurted. He didn’t know if she cut him off on purpose, but it wouldn’t have been the first time she avoided something she didn’t want to hear. 
 
    So it begins, he thought. He sighed and gave her a half-felt smile. 
 
    “It’s good to be home,” he replied. “I take it you want me to go back with you?” He really didn’t want to. His mother’s affectations were bad enough, but limos and high-priced living were something he’d never grown accustomed to. Sure, it had its advantages sometimes—his flightcycle was a good example—but she was the one who loved to prove to others how successful she’d become. He remembered growing up in poverty, and there were times when he missed that life…not the poverty so much, but the simplicity of it. His mother, on the other hand, reveled in all of the finer things her first-generation riches could provide. 
 
    “I insist!” she said, giving him a smile that told him she wouldn’t accept no for an answer. 
 
    He considered telling her he couldn’t leave his flightcycle and needed to take it home or risk it being impounded. It would be a lie. The thing had a top-of-the-line autopilot that could get it home on its own. Something, however, stopped him. He remembered his conversation with Hak-Chet, and he remembered there was a question he needed to ask her. He didn’t know how she would respond, but he realized he didn’t give two shits if he upset her. 
 
    He needed an answer. 
 
    “Very well, Mother,” he said. “Hang on a minute.” Slipping an arm through the shoulder strap of his rucksack and grabbing his helmet, goggles, and jacket off the flightcycle, he dropped them in the boot, a small cargo area in the front of the machine. He then called up a function on his slate and programmed in a short flight plan for the vehicle’s autopilot. He pressed his thumb on the ignition panel, and the turbines spun up with a whine, forcing his mother and him to step back as dust and gravel kicked up beneath the fans. The flightcycle lifted off the ground, the turbines spinning a little harder in the higher gravity. It rose straight up, rotated 90 degrees, and shot off in the direction of his mother’s mansion. “All right, Mamma, let’s go.” He held the door open for her, then followed her into the luxurious, burgundy hide interior. 
 
    He dropped his rucksack on the seat beside him and sat back, delighted at settling his massive frame in seats designed for Oogar. She’d taken the seat across from him, and there was a rectangular package next to her, wrapped in black cloth that looked a bit old. She handed him a cocktail, a ruby liquid on the rocks. He recognized it immediately as tsialle, a distilled spirit of considerable potency made from a pulpy, indigenous fruit. It was his favorite drink. 
 
    He sniffed at it longingly. His mother knew him well. It was nearly impossible to find tsialle off-world. The bitter, almost acidic taste was something most of the other races described as jet fuel…or poison. He took a sip and let it burn its way down his throat. The burn felt good, so he took another sip as the limo slowly accelerated away and made a wide, sweeping turn to head back toward the gate. 
 
    “Thanks for the drink,” he said, meaning it. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I know you must have missed it.” 
 
    “I did,” he replied, nodding. His words suddenly caught in his throat. He had to ask the question, but he wasn’t sure how to begin. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, seeing his hesitation. She really did know him well. 
 
    “There’s something I need to ask you, and I’m not sure how to ask.” His brow furrowed, and he bit his lower lip. 
 
    “You can ask anything you want, My Cub,” she said. “You know that.” 
 
    He let out a somewhat nervous breath. 
 
    “All right,” he finally said. He stared into her eyes, intent on watching her reaction. “Who was my father? I’ve never asked before because you never offered…but now I need to know.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide with surprise, and then he saw her emotions settle into something like relief, like when an old pain suddenly goes away. It was her turn to bite her lip. She absentmindedly placed her paw on the package beside her, and her gaze shifted to the rear window, as if she were looking at something far off in the distance. 
 
    “It must be fate,” she said quietly, as if to herself. 
 
    “Fate?” Hr’ent asked. That didn’t make any sense. 
 
    “This,” she said, patting the package. “I figured it was time for me to give it to you, and it’s part of the answer to your question.” 
 
    “What?” A wave of confusion washed over him. 
 
    She looked at him as only a loving mother could. 
 
    “My Cub…” She paused, closed her eyes for a moment, and then opened them to meet his with an expression full of earnest intent. “Hr’ent, your father gave me this not long after you were born. He wanted you to have it. He said it might help you find a path when you felt most lost.” She paused again and looked out the window, her face full of feelings he didn’t recognize. He’d never seen her like this. 
 
    “Mother?” he asked, feeling a bit concerned. This was not what he’d expected. 
 
    She shook her head and returned her gaze to him. 
 
    “Son,” she said slowly, “your father was a Feral.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been told,” Hr’ent said, “which is why I asked the question.” 
 
    “Told?” she asked, surprised and concerned. “By whom?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” he said. “You were about to tell me about my father.” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “Very well. I knew the Peacemakers would tell you, eventually.” She breathed in deeply. “His name was Jorai, of the clan Golramm, and we met when I was on a mission for the Temple. Bringing the Elemental gods to the Ferals was something of a fad when I was young. It’s not much of a thing today, but 25 years ago, it’s what we did.” She smiled. “I met him in a village just south of the northern polar circle…a place called Trum’dokai.” She looked out the window again as the lights of the city slid by. “We discovered a Connection between us, the Fire of Hearts, and we mated.” She paused for a moment, seemingly struggling with what needed saying. “That first year was cold and glorious and full of adventures I couldn’t have possibly dreamed of as a cub. And then, when spring was taking root and sending the snow to run in the creeks and rivers of Trum’dokai, a rival Clan attacked us in the dead of night. There was a battle so horrifying it nearly drove me to madness. Your father reveled in it. He was injured—slashed deeply in several places—but by Feral standards, his wounds weren’t serious.” She locked eyes with her son. “Have you ever seen what Ferals can do to each other with their bare claws, when the rage hits them, and they let the beast that sleeps within us all off its chain?” 
 
    Her question struck deep at Hr’ent’s heart. He’d struggled with that beast all his life, and he’d been able to keep it chained—at least mostly—since he was old enough to stand. She’d taught him early on that giving into the rage was something civilized Oogar simply didn’t do. 
 
    “No,” he replied, but he could imagine, particularly given the things he’d wanted to do to Rsach and others over the years. He knew what he was capable of, and at times it scared him shitless. 
 
    “I’ve never seen so much blood,” his mother said, and the fear was palpable in her voice. “It was everywhere. It stained the snow, the tents, and the Ferals. Thinking back, I think I was the only one who wasn’t covered in it.” 
 
    Hr’ent could see where this was going. 
 
    “You left him, didn’t you?” 
 
    She hesitated again. 
 
    “Yes.” She glanced out the window and then returned her gaze to her son. “It was a few weeks later. In the dark of night, when the mission’s shuttle was coming in to deliver supplies to the missionaries. I wrapped you up in hides your father had cured for us, sneaked across our tent, and pulled the flap aside as quietly as I could.” A weak smile passed her lips, one of longing and perhaps even regret. “I should have known I couldn’t sneak out on a Feral.” She chuckled. “Jorai asked me if I was leaving him. I told him I was. For a moment, I thought he might fly into a rage. I feared he would demand that I leave his only son with him…to stay in his world. I wanted you to be raised in mine, where you would never have to suffer what I saw so many Ferals suffer that night.” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “What did he say?” Hr’ent asked, feeling a pang of compassion for his mother. She had risked the rage of a Feral to take her child out of an openly violent life. He knew she loved him, but he didn’t know how far she’d been willing to go. The truth was, Ferals were a deadly race. It was why the civilized areas of Uuwato had designated large swaths of the planet’s surface as Feral-only zones. Nobody went there for fear of being torn to pieces. They were even used as a warning by parents when their cubs were misbehaving: Be good, or I’ll give you to the Ferals. Hr’ent had never been told that, for reasons he now understood, but all of his friends had heard it from the time they were born. 
 
    “He said he understood,” his mother continued, “and that he would let me take you away.” He saw his mother’s eyes tearing up. “He only made one request.” She picked up the package beside her and handed it to him. “He said he wanted you to have this…when you were old enough. He said you might someday be struggling with who you are and what you might need to become. He believes that within this you might find at least a few answers.” 
 
    Hr’ent took the package and immediately recognized it as a book. He carefully unfolded the black cloth enclosing a leather-bound tome that appeared to have been roughly made. There were nine symbols embossed on the cover, arranged in a circle around the scorched outline of an Oogar standing with its legs spread and arms outstretched. 
 
    “Have you looked at this?” he asked. 
 
    Her eyes flitted to the cover, and she shook her head. 
 
    “I never opened it, but I know what it must be.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s called the Koduzai’Vahsh, and it’s what Feral spirituality and culture is based on. I’ve never read it, but your father’s people spoke of it often. It’s supposed to contain tales of the Nine Clan Lords.” She let out a soft laugh. “It’s what we were trying to cure them of, you see. Our missionaries were sent out to bring the Five Elements to those people. I understand, now, that there’s no place in their forests for our gods amid the rough, brutal world the Ferals call home.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hr’ent said. Whatever he had been expecting, it certainly wasn’t this. 
 
    “It was always yours,” she said. “I just hope it can help you find a path that will make you happy.” She reached across and placed her paw on his knee. “All I have ever wanted is for you to be happy. Whether it’s with the Peacemakers or the mercs or with something else entirely, I will always support you and help you find your way…as long as I can and as long as you want my help.” 
 
    Hr’ent suddenly felt a little guilty about his thoughts when the limo pulled up. He would always hate his mother’s opulence, but now, he understood better what she’d always wanted for him. 
 
    “I always will, Mamma,” he finally said. 
 
    “Good!” she said, her somber demeanor shifting instantly to delight. “Because we’re headed for a party in your honor!” 
 
    “Mamma!” he groaned as they slid through the wealthy part of the city, headed straight for a big party in a big mansion with a lot of people he really didn’t want to see. He rolled his eyes and let his head lean back against the headrest, exasperated. 
 
    A gods-damned party. 
 
    Shaking his head, he glanced down at the book in his hands. It smelled of time and the musk of a people he knew nothing about. He slipped it into his rucksack, determined to read the Koduzai’Vahsh as soon as he could. 
 
    His mother was rattling off a list of guests as they pulled up the long, cobblestone drive of her mansion. Some of the names he recognized, some he didn’t. He only listened with half an ear as he began thinking of friends he hadn’t seen since he left. Then his thoughts naturally drifted to someone he knew wouldn’t be at the party. 
 
    Her name was Tyl’sharn. She had once been the love of his young life, but he hadn’t thought about her for a year. The two of them hadn’t made any formal agreement, and when he’d first left for the Academy, she had only been his pre-mate. For his first few months at the Academy, they’d exchanged communications regularly, but after that, the messages became more and more infrequent, until finally, there had been nothing. He could only hope she still had feelings for him. He realized the answer to that question would weigh heavily in his decision making while he was home. 
 
    He glanced out the window and saw dozens of limos and expensive performance vehicles lining the U-shaped drive in front of the mansion. He rolled his eyes again. He really wasn’t looking forward to the next few hours. 
 
    The limo moved past the vehicles, under a large, stone entryway, and around to the back of the house where his flightcycle already sat, powered down. The sun was nearly beneath the horizon, so the lights around the carport had come on automatically. 
 
    The limo came to a stop as he shouldered his rucksack. He clambered out and held the door open for his mother. Closing it behind her, they strode side-by-side toward the rear entrance. As they walked past his flightcycle, she turned toward it and stopped, looking at him expectantly. 
 
    “Don’t you want to put on your Peacemaker vest?” she asked. 
 
    Hr’ent had to suppress a groan as he looked at his mother. 
 
    “Not especially,” he said evenly. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “All right,” she replied a bit uncomfortably. “Whatever suits you,” she added, and the resignation in her voice was clear. 
 
    “Listen, Mother,” Hr’ent said with just a hint of frustration as he placed his paw on her arm, “I know you’re proud of my accomplishments…I am too. And I know you want to show me off to all of your friends. I get that, and I don’t mind—not really. I will say, though, I would have preferred to not run into one of your big parties the second I got home, but I sort of expected it. It’s just that I’ve come home to try and figure out what in the name of the Five Elements I’m going to do with my life.” He searched her eyes for a glimmer of understanding. “I don’t know, and walking around in a Peacemaker vest with my badge stuck to my chest seems…a bit hypocritical right now. You can understand that, can’t you?” 
 
     She paused for a moment, looking up at him with caring, worried eyes. 
 
    “I can,” she finally said slowly. 
 
    Hr’ent smiled slightly and took her paws in his. The urge to tell her everything about the Pushtal and his ascension to the First Claw of the Clan Roxtador nearly overwhelmed him, but he quickly tamped it down. It was a story for another time and another place. The story of his father as a Feral and his prescient gift of the Koduzai’Vahsh also called to Hr’ent and calmed him in a way he hadn’t imagined possible. He took a deep breath, reveling in the scents of home, and spoke softly. 
 
    “We do not have the conversations I wish we could have sometimes, and I understand it’s part of who we are…the different paths we walk. You have always been here for me, and of all the things I want to tell you right now, the one that seems to be the most important is thank you. Truly. Thank you for all you have done and sacrificed. I also want to tell you I love you.” 
 
    His mother drew in a breath to speak, but Hr’ent squeezed her paws gently in rebuke and kept going. 
 
    “I am the seventh Oogar to graduate from the Peacemaker Academy. The seventh. In the hundred generations of our clans who have sought life in the far reaches of the galaxy, only six before me followed this path. It is not a well-worn one. Many of its branches and turns are grown over, shrouded if you will, and will require careful negotiation. I may even need to turn back or start over. Right now, I do not know. I do know that I am proud of all I have accomplished, and I am proud to be your son. The rest of it will sort itself out in time—some of it sooner, some later.” 
 
    His mother’s eyes misted over, and for a brief moment, he saw a twitch in her jawline. The indicators of emotion were clear and seldom seen. She took a breath and composed herself, preparing to say something, when her eyes darted sharply to the right. In an instant, the authentic emotion threatening to bubble to the surface vanished. The polished, professional expression she’d worn for his entire life slipped over her visage and snapped into place. 
 
    “Senator Hrann’tt, what a pleasant surprise,” she cooed while releasing her son’s paws and reaching for the politician’s in greeting. While they sniffed and smiled at each other, Hr’ent lost their words in the soft music playing in the main room. At first, he was baffled by the alien instruments as well as the melody. Recognition, however, came to him a few moments later as a thumping cello gave way to a beautiful violin. 
 
    Boccherini. He snorted at the notion of Terran music playing at an Oogar cocktail party on Uuwato. Who said that music appreciation was a class lost on the Peacemakers? 
 
    After a moment of trying to contain the smile wanting to appear on his face, Hr’ent let it come. All of these people know nothing about me, nor do they really care that I am a Peacemaker. They care about their expectations. He glanced back at his mother. Their moment of intimacy was lost—likely forever. Hr’ent settled himself on the possibility of enjoying the party. As he walked through the door, he placed his rucksack on a credenza just inside. Looking up, he saw a familiar face grinning at him from the top of a central staircase, where an expansive bar stood. The owner of that face held up a tumbler of tsialle and grinned. 
 
    Hr’ent smiled. Maybe this night would turn out just fine, after all.  
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 Uuwato 
 
    Capital City-State of Saasarra 
 
      
 
    The architecture of his homeworld was vastly different from Ocono’s. Ocono’s was blocky, efficient, starkly utilitarian, like the indigenous people who lived there. Uuwato’s buildings, inside and out, seemed to have grown out of the soil, as if each structure was an organic part of the planet’s ecosystem. Most homes, be they tenement buildings or the most affluent single-family dwellings, were made of natural stone, minerals, and wood from the surrounding area. Many incorporated flowing water in their designs. There were few straight lines, and where such existed, they mimicked the boles of trees for supports or the layers of sedimentary rock for foundation and decor. Natural colors abounded, and it was often difficult to pick a structure out of the landscape surrounding it. 
 
    Sv’rha’s mansion was no different, save that it rose like a hillock out of the steep mountainside where it rested. The interior was almost glade-like. The support columns within had been created from the boles of red marsupui trees, bark and all. The walls, curving up and over like the sides of water-formed caverns, were of marbled sandstone, with a mixture of pale reds, greens, and tans, and the furniture had been formed from the intertwined trunks of a wild-growing fruit tree called a rwalgia. The stairway was of natural cut stone, with hints of moss nestled into the corners, and the banisters were made of twisted vines that had been meticulously stripped of their bark and sanded to display the rose-colored wood beneath. 
 
    The home smelled of the woods and rain, and as Hr’ent’s friend walked down the stairs, he realized he had, in fact, missed it. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Brother,” Hr’ent said, taking the tumbler from Raw’wna’s outstretched claw. 
 
    They stood at the bottom of the central stairs, surrounded by a mix of corporate execs, affluent business owners, and a handful of government officials Hr’ent’s mother was friendly with. He thought he’d seen the silver pate of Chu’mir, the Governor of Saasarra, standing in the open sitting room just past the stairs, and there was a small cluster of the Saasarra Law Policing Constabulary, including their Chief, not too far away. Thus far, none of them had recognized Hr’ent, which was actually a relief to him. He dreaded the moment when the assembled guests decided to congratulate him en masse. 
 
     “Good to be seen,” Raw’wna said with a friendly smile. “And congratulations on graduating the Academy.” 
 
    With their off hands, they clasped each other’s shoulder and sniffed in greeting. 
 
    Raw’wna was only a year older than Hr’ent, and a head shorter. His fur was considerably paler, and his amber eyes held a friendly intelligence that Hr’ent thought instilled trust. He’d chosen—like most of Hr’ent’s friends—to complete his VOWS and join an Oogar mercenary company. Raw’wna wore a sleek outfit of shimmering, gray slacks, a black, collarless shirt, and a crimson, kroka-skin jacket that would have cost Hr’ent three month’s pay. His boots were made of the same hide and matched the jacket in color.  
 
    “Thanks,” Hr’ent said, but the answer was subdued enough to catch Raw’wna’s ear. 
 
     “What’s wrong?” Raw’wna asked. 
 
    Hr’ent let out a long breath, his eyes drifting away as he considered everything on his mind. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” he replied, “but the gist of it is, I may be leaving the Peacemakers.” 
 
    Raw’wna looked surprised and then curious, as if he saw an opportunity. 
 
    “Is that so?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Hr’ent locked eyes with his old friend. Most of his friends over the years had been the generic sort, and many of those were two-faced sycophants sucking up to the rich kid. But Raw’wna had always been there for him. “I’m not sure I joined for the right reasons, and now that I have the badge, I’m not sure it means to me what it’s supposed to.” 
 
    “You know what I always say,” Raw’wna offered slowly, “justice is great, when one can get it, but it’s also costly.” He put his arm around his friend. “As a Peacemaker, you could probably blaze through the VOWS, you know. You might even be able to pass the tests without really trying.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Hr’ent said quietly, scratching the back of his neck. “Maybe…” 
 
    “Hey,” Raw’wna said, looking mildly embarrassed. “There’s something I—” 
 
    “There he is,” a deep voice called out from above them, interrupting Raw’wna. A group of younger Oogar appeared at the top of the stairs, every one of them with a drink in hand. 
 
    Hr’ent and Raw’wna looked up and saw Kor’shi, followed by two other Oogar of Raw’wna’s age, coming down the stairs. All three of them wore the black fatigues of mercs, and the patches on their shoulders—a black Oogar claw on a red field—indicated they were part of the Shadowclaw, a famous Oogar mercenary company. He didn’t recognize the two with Kor’shi. Each one of them held a tall drink, and Hr’ent suspected that whatever was in their glasses was the most expensive libation at the bar. He remembered Kor’shi all too well. 
 
    “Oh, great,” Hr’ent said under his breath. Kor’shi fell squarely into the two-faced group of friends. 
 
    Raw’wna chuckled. Kor’shi had always been more Raw’wna’s friend than Hr’ent’s, which was probably why the two of them had joined the Shadowclaw company together. 
 
    “Raw’wna,” Kor’shi greeted him with a smile, then turned to Hr’ent. “Hr’ent. Permit me to introduce a couple of friends. This is Su’mar and Fen’wyn. They serve under me in the Shadowclaw, just like Raw’wna.” The two stern-looking Oogar raised their muzzles in greeting. 
 
    “Nice to meet you both,” Hr’ent replied, raising his own muzzle. He was surprised to hear that Raw’wna served under Kor’shi. 
 
    “Where’s your uniform and badge, Peacemaker?” Kor’shi asked, his voice sickly sweet as he stepped up. 
 
    He and Hr’ent leaned in and sniffed, as was customary, but they did not clasp shoulders. 
 
    “Stowed in my gear,” Hr’ent said with a bored expression. “I didn’t want to show up a bunch of second-rate mercenaries my first night home.” 
 
    “Second-rate?” Su’mar barked, bowing up. “How about we go out—” 
 
    “Easy, Brother,” Kor’shi said in a friendly manner, holding out his hand. “Hr’ent and I go way back. He’s just yanking our chains.” Kor’shi smiled. “Aren’t you, buddy?” 
 
    “Of course,” Hr’ent replied easily. “Everyone knows the Shadowclaw is top notch. I thought that was understood.” 
 
    “Hey, Raw’wna,” Kor’shi said, looking a bit concerned. “Where’s your uniform?” 
 
    “This is a party, and I’m not on call, unless an alert went out that I’m not aware of,” Raw’wna replied almost defensively. “Come to think of it,” he added, “neither are you. Did I miss something?” 
 
    “Miss something?” Kor’shi asked innocently. “Naw. You know me. I love the uniform, and the females love it even more. Not that you care about that much these days…” Kor’shi let his voice trail off. “Come to think of it,” he mimicked, “where’s that mate of yours?” 
 
    Hr’ent saw Raw’wna stiffen and get a nervous look on his face. He locked eyes with Kor’shi, and there was a very brief but unspoken exchange. Hr’ent couldn’t miss it, and it suddenly made him feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “She’s at the other party,” Raw’wna said slowly. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s right.” Kor’shi’s eyes flicked from Raw’wna to Hr’ent and back again. “Which is where we’re headed, as a matter of fact.” He looked Hr’ent squarely in the eyes. “We’ll see you there tonight, won’t we, buddy?” 
 
    Hr’ent looked surprised. “I hadn’t heard about a party.” He cocked his head to the side. “I just got here, remember?” 
 
    “I was going to mention it,” Raw’wna chimed in. “Why don’t you three head on over?” he suggested, glancing at Kor’shi and his friends. “I’ll definitely catch up with you…and I’m hoping you’ll join us,” he added, turning to Hr’ent. It was clear he meant it, but there was something in his tone that seemed just a bit off. 
 
    “I should be able to sneak away at some point,” Hr’ent replied, looking at the guests around them. “I’m sure my mother wants to make a formal announcement about my return. As soon as that’s over, I’ll be able to bail.” 
 
    “Good,” Kor’shi said smoothly. “I’m sure the other party will be a good deal more fun than this stiff-shirted yawn-fest, especially once you make your grand entrance.” 
 
    Hr’ent blinked a couple times, confused by Kor’shi’s words. 
 
    “It’ll be good to see some of the old gang,” Hr’ent replied. “Although, no entrance I’ll ever make will be grand.” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short, Hr’ent,” Kor’shi said smoothly. “We’re all looking forward to your arrival. You’re a Peacemaker now, and that counts for something.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, Kor’shi and his friends strode past, making a point of walking between Hr’ent and Raw’wna. Hr’ent clenched his jaw in frustration. 
 
    They were a few paces off when Kor’shi stopped and turned. 
 
    “Oh, and try not to arrest anybody tonight,” he said with a mischievous grin. “You’re supposed to be partying. You remember how to party, don’t you?” 
 
    “Indeed, I do,” Hr’ent said, with a good deal of sarcasm. “I didn’t get it all out of my system raising glasses with those Besquith mercs on the transit out of Ocono. I’m sure I’ll be able to keep up with the likes of you three.” 
 
    Kor’shi chuckled as a grin split his face. 
 
    “Right, Peacemaker. We’ll just have to see about that.” And then they were gone. 
 
    Hr’ent turned to Raw’wna. 
 
    “I know you’re friends and all,” he said, “but he can be an ass.” 
 
    Raw’wna sighed, but with an excusing smile. 
 
    “You’re not wrong, but I’ve gotten used to him over the years.” He eyed the door where the three young Oogar had gone. “He’s actually not as bad as he sometimes acts.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Hr’ent said. He looked around the crowd to see if there was anyone he knew personally, rather than through his mother. 
 
    There was a long pause, and then Raw’wna put a paw on Hr’ent’s arm. 
 
    “Listen, Hr’ent, there’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    It was his friend’s tone that caught Hr’ent’s ear. There was an urgency to it, and even worry. 
 
    “What is it?” Hr’ent asked, concerned. 
 
    “Hr’ent!” a jovial, deep voice called from a few feet away. 
 
    Hr’ent turned toward the voice, but not before he saw a disappointed look on Raw’wna’s face. He found himself facing the governor and the SLPC Chief, standing on either side of his mother, arm-in-arm. His mother was beaming, and both officials had proud expressions on their faces. Hr’ent tried to hide his frustration at what he knew was about to happen. 
 
    “Governor Chu’mir,” Hr’ent said politely with a bow of his head. “Constable Phoar’sha,” he added, bowing again. “I see you’ve managed to entangle my mother, about which I’m sure she is very pleased.” 
 
    “Delighted,” she purred. 
 
    The governor stepped forward and placed his paw on Hr’ent’s shoulder, as if they were old friends. They gave a polite sniff, and then he pulled away. 
 
    “Peacemaker Hr’ent, if I could intrude in your conversation for a bit, I’d like to make a formal announcement to all of the guests.” The governor’s face was imploring. 
 
    “Please,” the constable said with a smile, “come join us.” He turned to Raw’wna. “Our apologies, but we wanted to take the opportunity to celebrate this fine, young Oogar’s success.” 
 
    “Of course, Constable,” Raw’wna said, managing to mostly cover his disappointment, but Hr’ent caught it. “He’s the reason we’re here, and he more than deserves the accolades.” 
 
    The constable bowed his head. 
 
    “Look, Hr’ent,” Raw’wna said in a low voice. “I’ll send you the address. Come on by whenever you can.” 
 
    “I’ll see you there,” Hr’ent replied, searching his friend’s eyes. “It won’t be long. Just as soon as I can pull myself away from…this.” 
 
    “Right,” Raw’wna said. There was something in the way he said it that made it clear he was deeply troubled, but Hr’ent would have to wait to find out what the problem was. 
 
    Hr’ent felt a pull on his arm as the governor guided him up the stairs. 
 
    “If everyone could come to the base of the stairs,” the constable shouted over the din of the party, “the governor would like a few moments of your time.” 
 
    Hr’ent let himself be led up five steps so everyone could see and hear them. The governor turned him gently to face the guests who were quickly gathering below. The constable joined them, taking a step behind and to the left of the governor, and Hr’ent’s mother joined him on the right. As everyone drew in, most with a drink in their hand, Hr’ent saw Raw’wna move to the back door. His friend turned and cast a somber look in his direction. Raw’wna nodded once and then was gone. 
 
    “My fellow Oogar,” the governor started, using a well-practiced speech voice, “we have all gathered here tonight to celebrate something very special…something that hasn’t happened for nearly 60 years.” He motioned toward Hr’ent. “One of our sons has achieved something only six other Oogar have accomplished in the entire history of the Galactic Union. I stand here before you, overwhelmed with a sense of pride not only for him but for our entire race.” He paused, and the guests below slapped their thighs in applause. Hr’ent heard someone coming down the stairs behind him. He turned his head and saw a young, slick-looking Oogar female approaching with a slim, burgundy box in her hands. The constable reached out for the box as the governor held up his hands to quiet the crowd. “My friends,” he continued, “please grant me the honor of introducing to you Peacemaker Hr’ent Golramm, who I am told missed becoming the class valedictorian by only a hair’s breadth.” The guests applauded once again, more fiercely this time, and there were even a few hearty HUFFs from some of the males, an almost barking sound his people used as a sign of respect reserved for heroes and the victorious returning from combat. 
 
    As the constable opened the box, Hr’ent stared out at the faces of his mother’s friends. There were a few younger Oogar he recognized from when he’d gone to school, and he even remembered a few of their names, but for the most part, it was a sea of strangers. And they’d gathered to celebrate his success. A mixture of shame and embarrassment washed over him. He still didn’t know if he was staying in the Peacemakers, and if he left, what would these people think of him? He would be letting them all down…letting the entirety of the Oogar race down, now that he thought about it. He did his best to keep his face immobile. The last thing he wanted was to give any the idea that he wasn’t happy and proud to be standing before them. 
 
    The governor stepped forward half a pace and held out his hand, and the constable placed a medal in it. 
 
    “It is with sincere pleasure and pride that I get to present to Peacemaker Hr’ent the Silver Claw.” 
 
    Hr’ent gasped, and a stunned look filled his features. The Silver Claw was only given to the greatest of his people, those who had served the Oogar race in some remarkable fashion. He’d watched holos of military heroes, renowned mercenaries, and even a handful of legislators presented with his people’s highest award. 
 
    There were several flashes from the back of the room as a half-dozen Oogar took pictures of the moment. 
 
    As the applause of the guests thundered in the room, and the HUFFs rose above it, the governor turned and faced Hr’ent, his aging eyes full of pride. 
 
    “Son,” the governor said quietly, “all politicking aside, I want you to know that I and the rest of your people are immeasurably proud of what you’ve accomplished.” He pinned the burgundy and silver medallion to Hr’ent’s shirt, and there were more flashes from cameras. “I know you’ll make us proud.” 
 
    Hr’ent was speechless, and another wave of shame tangled his insides. His mouth went dry, and all he could do was stand there and stare into the governor’s eyes. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Hr’ent finally managed. He glanced down at the gleaming silver claw at the end of the crimson ribbon. His eyes flicked over to where his mother stood, and for just a moment, he saw a flash of concern, even sympathy, in her eyes. 
 
    The governor turned and faced the guests. 
 
    “HUFF!” he barked once, fiercely. 
 
    “HUFF!” the guests returned with enthusiasm. 
 
    “HUFF!” It was the governor and the constable this time, and they belted it out as if Hr’ent had singlehandedly saved the entire Oogar race. 
 
    “HUFF!” the guests replied in unison. 
 
    The governor held up his hands. The applause and HUFFing slowly abated. 
 
    “Thank you, everyone,” he finally said once the adulation died down. He glanced at Hr’ent. “Now, young Peacemaker, would you indulge this assembly with an opportunity to thank and congratulate you?” 
 
    He glanced at his mother once again for only a moment, doing his best not to show his embarrassment, and then returned his eyes to the governor. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” he said. “It would be my privilege.” 
 
    “Then step on down there and let them offer you their praise, Son,” the governor said, motioning for Hr’ent to step down to the landing. 
 
    Hr’ent nodded once and moved down to the floor. 
 
    When he was in position, the guests began to line up. One by one they placed their paws on his shoulder, congratulated him, and sniffed briefly in an honorific greeting. 
 
    He replied in kind, and with every guest, he felt even more terrible. It took all of his control, but he made sure to put on a good face. It took almost an hour for the guests to offer their congratulations, and when they were done—having dispersed back to their small groups scattered around the ground floor—Hr’ent felt exhausted and even more depressed than when he’d arrived. 
 
    He found himself standing at the base of the stairs with his mother approaching from the side. He turned to her and once again searched her eyes. It had been a wonderful and a terrible surprise. He knew he should be bubbling over with pride at receiving the Silver Claw, but the weight of it dragged on him. Her eyes drifted down to the medal and then back up. 
 
    “I know that was hard,” she offered. “You should be proud, you know.” She paused, her head tilting just a fraction to the right. “Maybe this will help you make your decision,” she suggested, hope in her eyes. For the first time since he’d mentioned joining the Peacemakers, Hr’ent saw a glimmer of hope in her features, as if she had suddenly reversed her opinion of the Peacemaker Guild as a path for her son. 
 
    “Mother,” Hr’ent said, doing his best not to let his emotions show. He placed his paw on her shoulder. “I have to go. I…I can’t be here anymore…It’s just too much right now.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I understand, but I don’t like it,” she said, a weak smile curling her lips. “This was all for you, and I know you’re just going to go see your friends.” 
 
    “It’s not just that,” he replied with a long exhale, “but that’s part of it.” He squeezed her shoulder. “I just discovered that I hate ceremonies like this, especially when they’re in my honor.” 
 
    She gave a slight nod, and the smile disappeared. 
 
    “I understand.” She squeezed his hand. “Be safe,” she said, her voice full of emotion. “I know you’ll figure everything out, and I promise to leave you alone as much as you need while you’re here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Hr’ent said with a half smile. “Don’t wait up for me. I don’t know when I’ll be back.” 
 
    She nodded as he released her shoulder. 
 
    “I won’t,” she assured him. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and sniffed deeply. Her scent brought back recollections of growing up, from poor cub to anointed Peacemaker, and it left him feeling more confused than ever. 
 
    He released her and made his way through the clusters of guests to the back door. Grabbing his rucksack, he stepped through the open doorway and cast one long glance back at his mother. She stood there, staring at him, worry filling her features. 
 
    He smiled and then turned. He moved down the steps slowly, as if his feet were made of clay, and walked over to his flightcycle. He opened the boot and pulled out his jacket, goggles, and helmet, and threw the rucksack inside. As he slipped the jacket on, it hooked on the Silver Claw. Hr’ent sighed and carefully pulled the medal off his shirt. Slipping it into an inner jacket pocket, he reached for his slate and checked his messages. There was a long list of congratulations, some from the guests, some from old friends, and even a few from the teachers at the secondary school he’d attended. Near the end, he found the one he was looking for. 
 
    The message from Raw’wna was mixed in with the others, and in it he found the address. He thumbed the power on his flightcycle and shot the address from his slate into the flightcycle’s navicomp. He took one deep breath and let it out slowly. Then he sealed his jacket, slipped the goggles and helmet over his head, and fired up the flightcycle. 
 
    Casting one last look at his mother’s house, he shook his head and gunned the turbines. The bike lifted off with a lurch and shot into the air. He rose quickly to about 500 meters and then gunned the throttle, rocketing off toward a very different party and Raw’wna’s unspoken concerns.  
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    Hr’ent shut the vehicle down, locking it with his personal code, then tossed his helmet and goggles into the boot. He’d landed as gently as he could on the lawn near the street. Turning, he took a moment to gather his thoughts, trying to still them. He hoped Raw’wna was inside. He desperately wanted to know what was troubling his friend. 
 
    Kor’shi’s home lay in an affluent part of town not far from the Peacemaker barracks in Gunduun. It wasn’t as large or opulent as his mother’s home, but it didn’t take a genius to comprehend that Kor’shi—and the other mercs—earned more credits than Hr’ent had ever thought possible. He did find the allure of it tempting. With that kind of money, he could be very comfortable and stop taking his mother’s gifts. 
 
    A couple dozen ground cars and cycles filled the long driveway and lined the street. He heard the steady rhythm of modern industrial music popular with his generation, and he spotted a group of young Oogar standing outside the front doors of the home, raising bottles and laughing. They’d watched him come in for a landing, and one of them had called into the house, but they all turned back to their conversation as he cut the power. Flightcycles weren’t common, but they weren’t rare enough to cause any sort of stir. 
 
    Hr’ent took a deep breath and strode up the walkway. He nodded to the group in front of the door, not recognizing any of them, and passed through as they parted. The front door stood open, so he walked straight in and felt the group close in behind him. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that most of them were looking straight at him, but they turned away when he looked. 
 
    The music was loud, but not enough to prevent conversation. The entryway opened up onto a large living space that dropped down several steps into a glade-like area. Live greenery, including small shrubs, trees, and wide patches of moss and wildflowers, was everywhere. Creeping vines covered much of the walls, and there was a small waterfall off to one side that fed a rivulet crossing the main floor. On the far side, the glade rose up along tiers of natural stone that ended at a large sitting area and several arched doorways leading deeper into the house. 
 
    The furniture had been arranged to allow for small clusters of conversation, with several sets of natural furniture nestled among the greenery, and the guests had taken advantage of the layout. There had to be 30 Oogar gathered in the main area, and as Hr’ent scanned the guests, he stopped. His breath caught in his throat, and a shock of jealousy and pain surged through him. 
 
    On the near side of the rivulet—talking to Kor’shi, Su’mar, and Fen’wyn—stood his friend Raw’wna with his back to Hr’ent. Hr’ent would recognize his old friend from any angle, but in that searing instant, the word friend no longer applied. Raw’wna’s arm was affectionately draped around Tyl’sharn, Hr’ent’s old pre-mate. She was still as beautiful as he remembered, with pale purple fur, gleaming blue eyes, and a figure that still set his senses tingling, but the sight of her with Raw’wna awoke a profound feeling of betrayal. 
 
    She caught him out of the corner of her eye, did a double-take, then turned her head to face him fully. A mocking smile crept into her gaze, and her look was like a blade in Hr’ent’s heart. Here he’d hoped to rekindle something with her, give himself a reason to stay on Uuwato and choose another path, but the truth was perfectly clear now. 
 
    It suddenly occurred to him what Raw’wna had wanted to tell him back at his mother’s mansion. And he wished he had. It would have made this a lot easier. 
 
    Anger blossomed in Hr’ent’s heart, pushing aside the longing, jealousy, and betrayal. He moved down the steps with heavy footfalls, clenching a fist as Tyl’sharn leaned into Raw’wna seductively. Her eyes never left Hr’ent’s, and he could tell she was trying to get a rise out of him, as if she deliberately wanted to provoke him. He came to a strange realization. As he looked at her, a storm of emotions clutching his insides, his Peacemaker training kicked in. The curl of her smile, the tilt of her head, her posture as she leaned against Raw’wna…he found himself calculating the details, and something seemed imperceptibly off—almost as if he were watching a holo-drama. Was he imagining it? Were his emotions skewing his thinking? He couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was something just a hair’s breadth out of place. Of course, when she nuzzled Raw’wna’s neck and whispered something in his ear, the jealousy hit Hr’ent like an anvil and pushed his Peacemaker training aside like dry leaves in wind. 
 
    Raw’wna stiffened, then turned, keeping his arm around Tyl’sharn. As he did, Hr’ent locked eyes with his friend, and there could be no mistaking the anger, the betrayal, burning in the Peacemaker’s eyes. For a moment, he thought he saw a flash of something in Raw’wna’s eyes. Was it doubt? Guilt? It disappeared, leaving Hr’ent wondering if he’d seen it at all. He stopped only a few paces from Raw’wna, his breathing slow and heavy. He was doing his best to remain calm, but everything he’d been trying to come to terms with for the past few months was coming to a head. He could feel it, feel the anger burning and growing. 
 
    Hr’ent’s gaze shifted to Kor’shi, who stood there smirking. Su’mar stifled a laugh and then sobered when Hr’ent glared at him. Hr’ent turned his eyes to Tyl’sharn and held them there for a moment. Rage and the hurt of betrayal surged within him. He wanted to grab her and ask why. Why Raw’wna? Why had she not told him at some point in the past three years that she had moved on? He knew that he was as much to blame for their losing contact, but this was almost more than he could bear. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the little Peacemaker,” Tyl’sharn purred. She licked Raw’wna’s ear and winked at Hr’ent. 
 
    “I tried to tell you,” Raw’wna offered flatly. His face was as deadpan as Kor’shi’s friends’. There was no regret in his voice. No embarrassment. There was only the simple truth for anyone to see. As Hr’ent looked around, he saw that everyone in the main room was staring at them, as if it were some sort of show. 
 
    They set me up, he thought. At least it felt that way. But why? What was the point? He stared into Raw’wna’s eyes, searching for an answer he knew would never come. He let out a long breath, trying to push out the betrayal that hounded his thoughts, and then he clenched his jaw, suppressing the growl that desperately wanted to erupt from him. The beast inside clutched and clawed, fighting to be set free, but he pressed it down. 
 
     “You know,” Hr’ent said slowly, locking eyes with Tyl’sharn, “part of the reason I came back here was that I needed to sort out what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. I thought—” he let a single bark of a laugh escape his lips. “I thought there might be a chance of rekindling what we had.” 
 
    “Ha!” Tyl’sharn blurted, and then she erupted into a long fit of laughter that trailed off. The sound of it pierced Hr’ent’s heart, and he caught Kor’shi and his buddies laughing right along with her. Raw’wna, on the other hand, still had a flat expression on his face, as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “What, in the name of all Five Elementals, would make me ever get back with the likes of you?” She glared at him. “Look around you,” she said, pulling away from Raw’wna and gesturing at the room. “This is what I expect, you pathetic, little cub. This is the bar to which you needed to aspire. Kor’shi earned enough credits in a year to buy this. Raw’wna’s is just as nice.” She cocked her head to the side. “But you…you decided to join those ridiculous Peacemakers.” She eyed him. “The way I see it, you have one of two futures ahead of you. Poverty with the Peacemakers because you don’t take your mamma’s money, or the lap of luxury because you do. One is the choice of a fool, and the other the choice of a cub.” 
 
    “She’s got you there,” Kor’shi said affably, slapping Hr’ent on the back. 
 
    Hr’ent jerked his shoulder away as he snapped his head around to glare at Kor’shi. He didn’t even try to keep the growl from crescendoing inside his chest. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” he warned, and he let the growl carry his words on a low rumble. 
 
    “Or what?” Tyl’sharn jeered. “You gonna arrest him, Peacemaker?” She stepped forward and stared up into Hr’ent’s glaring eyes. Her face was full of contempt, even loathing, and for the life of him, Hr’ent couldn’t fathom how she could have come to hate him like this. “You’re worthless to me. The best thing I ever did was upgrade from a worthless Peacemaker to an Oogar with ambition.” 
 
    Hr’ent stared at her for a few heartbeats, blinking. He wanted to argue with her, but the question hung over his head. Was she right? Did he truly have no ambition? The truth was, becoming a Peacemaker would make him a lackey—enforcing someone else’s laws, going whenever and wherever someone else told him to, and probably ending up dead in an alley for his trouble. And for what? A pittance of a salary. It always came down to that. What was this sense of justice that had driven him all these years? 
 
    Nobody cares, Hr’ent thought. 
 
    He thought back to the party at his mother’s mansion. Those people had probably already forgotten about him; they were getting on with their lives and their jobs and their money. Sure, they said they were proud of him, but they only needed him when criminals upset their delicate little lives with something inconvenient. His thoughts carried him back to what he’d done for the Pushtal. Was that it? Had his life been spent already? There wasn’t even a way for him to get back there, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to anymore. 
 
    Hr’ent’s paw slid up, and he felt the lump of the Silver Claw tucked away in his jacket pocket. Nobody really cares, he thought. Not even me. He’d become a showpiece…a photo op for legislators. He slid his paw into his jacket and pulled out the medal, closing his fist around it. 
 
    “What’s that you have there?” she asked, acid in her voice. 
 
    “Nothing,” Hr’ent said. “Nothing at all.” He stared at her and shook his head. “I can’t believe I once considered making you my mate.” 
 
    “Your mate?” she shouted, her voice full of disgust. The rest of the party went silent. “I’d kill myself before I let a filthy Feral plant his seed in me.” Hr’ent’s eyes went wide with shock, and his rage ignited. She raised a paw. “You’re a filthy, primitive Feral,” she barked, punctuating each word with a harsh poke at his chest with her claw, which was taboo among civilized Oogar. The use of claws was reserved for Ferals and criminals. 
 
    As a trickle of blood flowed down his chest, Hr’ent’s rage and reflexes exploded. Drawing blood with claws was considered a mortal challenge for the Oogar, even the civilized ones, although civilized Oogar kept their claws retracted when they fought. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d grabbed her hand, twisted her wrist backward, and bent her paw up toward the ceiling. It was a simple joint lock that jammed the wrist and locked the elbow, forcing an opponent to his—or her—knees. 
 
    Tyl’sharn dropped down to one knee and yelped in pain. 
 
    Kor’shi surged forward, raising a paw, but Raw’wna beat him to the punch. 
 
    Hr’ent felt Raw’wna’s claws at his throat. He didn’t draw blood, but it bordered on the very brink of a mortal challenge. 
 
    “Let her go, Hr’ent,” Raw’wna growled, and then he glanced at Kor’shi. “This has gone too far,” he added, and there was a strange sort of warning in his words. He turned back to Hr’ent. “I said, let her go, or I’ll kill you, old friend.” 
 
    “You don’t know what that word means,” Hr’ent said, and it was practically a whisper. Rage and despair tore at him. He knew he’d just lost the best friend he’d ever had, although maybe he’d lost Raw’wna years before, when the bastard had decided to take up with Tyl’sharn. He slowly released Tyl’sharn’s arm and raised his hands, palms outward, but his eyes never left Raw’wna’s, who slowly pulled his claws away. 
 
    Tyl’sharn rose to her feet and slapped him once across the face. The sharp sound filled the room, but Hr’ent’s head didn’t move with the impact. He let his eyes slowly turn to her. His anger surged, and his muzzle pulled up in a snarl. In that moment, Tyl’sharn saw the Feral. Her eyes widened in sudden fear. Her haughty posture deflated, and she stepped back. Perhaps she realized she’d gone too far. Maybe she knew she’d been baiting and taunting him, and that there was always the possibility of consequences. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    “I think you’d better leave,” Raw’wna growled. His deadpan face had instantly shifted to a snarl. “You just crossed a line. Now get out of here, before something bad happens to you.” 
 
    Hr’ent looked around. Several of the other Oogar had stepped forward, their hackles up, and they stood there glaring at him. He might be able to take on Raw’wna and Kor’shi, but there were four Shadowclaw mercenaries surrounding him, and there were probably others from the mercenary company there as well. He wasn’t prepared to take them all on, although part of him wanted to, wanted to kill as many as he could before one of them managed to tear out his throat. 
 
    “You’re right,” Hr’ent finally said, exhaling slowly. “I have an appointment with the Peacemakers. I’m as done with them as I am with you, old friend.” Without another word, he dropped the Silver Claw at Raw’wna’s feet, turned, and started walking toward the door. 
 
    “We’ll see you again soon, Hr’ent,” Kor’shi called out, and there was no missing the threat. 
 
    Hr’ent paused, tempted to say something, but anything he said in the state he was in would surely ignite a bloody brawl that would get someone killed. I’m still a Peacemaker, he reminded himself. But not for long. He started forward again, and those who had gathered near the front door parted before him. There were glares on every face, but he ignored them all. 
 
    He walked out the door, strode across the lawn, and opened the boot of his flightcycle. Yanking his rucksack, helmet, and goggles out, he hopped onto the saddle and fired up the turbines. He slipped on the pack and jammed the helmet down on his head, securing the strap with an angry tug. He turned to see Raw’wna, Kor’shi, and the other two Shadowclaw mercs standing just outside the door. 
 
    Kor’shi leaned over and said something to Raw’wna. 
 
    Hr’ent ripped his eyes away and looked up at the sky. 
 
    “I should never have come home,” he growled. 
 
    Dropping his goggles in place, he gunned the throttle and shot into the sky, deliberately boring great gouges in the manicured lawn with the turbines. A jerk on the controls sent him hurtling for the Peacemaker station, dead set on demanding to see the lieutenant in charge and filing an immediate resignation of his appointment. 
 
    He didn’t know what he’d do after that. He didn’t care. He let the city flow beneath him, angling for the bright lights of the Peacemaker station that squatted at the edge of Saasarra. Beyond the glowing line of the city lay the dark shadows of a thick forest, running from east to west in an undulating line.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Uuwato 
 
    Capital City-State of Saasarra 
 
      
 
    A warning light in his HUD signaled that he was approaching the restricted airspace of the Peacemaker station. He eased back on the throttle, letting air drag bleed off speed as he dropped in elevation. A flight pattern popped up in his HUD, indicating where the auto-flight control system wanted him to make his approach to the station’s wide and mostly empty parking lot. 
 
    The forest, its darkness filling his view 1,000 yards past the station, called to him. It was a strange sensation he’d never felt before. Maybe it was his imagination. Maybe learning that he was half-Feral had put foolish ideas in his head. Then again, maybe the discovery had awakened something he’d never really known before. 
 
    He came down low and slow over the lot, angling for a swath of parking spots reserved for air-capable vehicles. He landed gently and cut the engines. Across the parking lot was the Peacemaker admin building with a wide campus stretching out behind it. To the right of the admin building was the station’s medical facility that doubled as an emergency clinic for the metropolitan ambulances that serviced the area. 
 
    Hr’ent pulled his helmet and goggles off, hanging them on the control bars as he blew out an angry breath. 
 
    Tyl’sharn’s words echoed in his mind. I’d kill myself before I let a filthy Feral plant his seed in me. 
 
    Maybe that was his fate. He was half Feral. If he ran out into the forest, maybe he could get lost, find a place to call his own, and survive. 
 
    He swung a leg over his bike, preparing to walk into the Peacemaker admin building and resign. He laughed. He’d planned on spending the whole week trying to figure out what he was going to do. And here he was, ready to chuck it all in and go Feral…like my father before me. 
 
    Hr’ent found himself standing at the edge of a precipice, with a vast abyss opening before him. Once he turned in his resignation, there would be no going back. Did he really want to quit? 
 
    Hak-Chet’s voice echoed in his mind. 
 
    I believe you have everything you need to become, perhaps, the greatest Enforcer the Peacemakers have ever seen. 
 
    To Hr’ent, the word Enforcer translated into thug. Were those his choices in the Peacemakers? Lackey or assassin? He shook his head, trying to shake loose all of the shit he’d endured for the past few months. He took stock and realized the Izlian shit had stacked up over his head, and he was drowning in it. 
 
    He sat there, contemplating his past and the empty expanse that was his future. He lost track of time, unable to take those last few steps toward the admin building, but unwilling to lift off on his flightcycle and go home. He found himself kicking around memories of the Academy and the Pushtal and the crash that had kept him from becoming valedictorian. He reached up and felt for the Silver Claw. 
 
    Why did I drop it? he wondered. 
 
    The answer came almost immediately. 
 
    Because I don’t deserve it. 
 
    The sound of car doors slamming not far behind him broke Hr’ent out of his thoughts. 
 
    He turned his head slowly, wondering who it might be, and then he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “We came to teach you some manners, half-breed,” Kor’shi called out, and he wasn’t alone. 
 
    Kor’shi drove an expensive-looking sedan. He moved around the hood of the vehicle with Su’mar behind him. Raw’wna exited from the front passenger seat, and Fen’wyn was behind him. All four of them approached steadily, their hackles up and their teeth barred. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have hurt her,” Raw’wna said. “You almost broke her arm.” 
 
    Hr’ent stood slowly and walked around the front of his flightcycle. He felt his hackles rising. 
 
    “I guess she shouldn’t have poked a half-breed animal, should she?” he said. “If I’d wanted to break her arm, it would be broken.” Hr’ent gave Raw’wna an almost accusatory look. “She used her claws, Raw’wna,” he added. He reached up and pulled his shirt open, sending buttons skittering to the pavement. There, in the lamplight, Raw’wna saw the dark stain of blood on Hr’ent’s chest. “I would have been within my rights to do more than break her arm, and you know it.” Hr’ent raised his paws and closed them slowly, the tendons making sharp popping sounds that echoed across the parking lot. “She’s lucky I still have a chain on the Feral inside me…” He lowered his head as they came forward, snarling long and low. 
 
    He knew where this was going. They intended to beat him to a pulp and leave him for the Peacemakers to clean up. The four of them could say he’d injured a female, and they’d claimed the Right of Retribution. Four vows against his one would see him stripped of his badge, incarcerated, and sent to a labor facility in one of the polar regions. 
 
    For a moment, Raw’wna paused, his eyes fixed on the dark spot on Hr’ent’s chest. 
 
    “You know we have to do this,” Kor’shi called out, but Raw’wna just looked at Hr’ent. 
 
    “Don’t stop now,” Hr’ent taunted, his eyes boring into Raw’wna. He had had enough. Enough of Rsach, enough of Hak-Chet, enough of Tyl’sharn, enough of them all. “You followed me. I’ve restrained myself up until now, but you don’t really think I’m going to let you get back into that car without a beating, do you?” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, Peacemaker,” Kor’shi said, drawing nearer. 
 
    Raw’wna got a strange look on his face—disbelief followed by a sudden surge of anger. 
 
    “All right, old friend,” he said slowly, “you asked for it.” 
 
    Hr’ent rolled his shoulders several times, then rotated his neck to loosen up the muscles, as the four of them surrounded him. He wondered if they’d fight with their paws and feet, or if they’d end up using claws. If even one of them drew blood with claws, the fight would instantly become a death match. He wouldn’t draw blood first, but he would certainly do his best to draw it last, if it came to that. 
 
    “You all say I’m a half-breed?” he growled, his eyes flicking from one opponent to the next. “So be it.” Raw’wna was in front on him, with Kor’shi on his right and Su’mar on his left. Hr’ent swiveled his ears backward to keep track of Fen’wyn. “If I have to pay for it, you’re all gonna eat it. Now you’ll see what a real Feral looks like…” 
 
    Footsteps rushed in behind him as Kor’shi stepped in with a raised fist. 
 
    Hr’ent reacted instantly, his Peacemaker training kicking in without a thought. He’d fought multiple opponents more often than any of the others during training, and he’d gotten very good at it. 
 
    He lowered into a medium crouch and then surged backward, his arms held wide and his elbows bent. His body, at least 60 kilos heavier than Fen’wyn’s, crashed into the surprised mercenary. Hr’ent slammed his head into Fen’wyn’s muzzle as the mercenary tried to close his arms around Hr’ent’s body. 
 
    Hr’ent grabbed Fen’wyn’s left arm, bent over at the waist, and pulled with all his strength as he shifted his hips into a body throw. Fen’wyn yelped as his elbow bent backward with a resounding CRACK. The mercenary roared in anguish as he rose over Hr’ent’s body and slammed into the advancing Kor’shi. Both mercs went down in a tangle of limbs, their bodies smacking against the permacrete. 
 
    Su’mar sent a fast jab rocketing in from the side as Raw’wna shot a roundhouse kick toward Hr’ent’s mid-section. Hr’ent managed to raise his knee just in time to catch the kick on his shin, but despite leaning back, the jab caught him across the muzzle and twisted his head around with a sharp lance of pain down his neck. 
 
    Hr’ent dropped his raised knee, and back-handed Raw’wna in the muzzle, prompting a yip of pain. He then lowered slightly to duck beneath a punch from Raw’wna and pivoted his shoulders. Pushing hard off his planted foot, he sent his right paw straight into Su’mar’s solar plexus as hard as he could. Su’mar grunted with a WHOOF of air from his lungs as the night was filled with the sound of cracking ribs. Hr’ent surged forward, put his paws behind Su’mar’s head and hammered his knee into the merc’s mid-section. Ribs broke. 
 
    A heavy fist pounded into the back of Hr’ent’s head, sending him tumbling forward over Su’mar. The wounded mercenary slammed into the ground, gasping desperately to get air back into his lungs. Hr’ent rolled over him and spun up to his feet just in time to see Raw’wna’s snarling face and the bared claws of his right paw. 
 
    Hr’ent raised his arm and blocked the slashing blow, but Raw’wna raked his claws down Hr’ent’s arm, leaving deep slashes and a spray of blood. The simmering rage within him exploded into raw fury. His vision went red. Whatever Peacemaker training he’d had evaporated in a storm of Feral rage. 
 
    The roar that passed his lips didn’t come from a civilized Oogar. It came from Hr’ent’s past…from his father…from generations of Feral Oogar who had spent thousands of years fighting the worst beasts Uuwato had to offer. 
 
    Raw’wna attempted another slash, claws barred, this time at Hr’ent’s muzzle. 
 
    Hr’ent blocked the slash just in time and wrapped his arm over and around Raw’wna’s. He heaved upward, applying a joint lock that straightened Raw’wna’s back. Fueled by rage, Hr’ent extended his claws and drove them deep into Raw’wna’s belly. Hot blood poured over his claws as Raw’wna let out an agonized yowl of pain. Hr’ent released Raw’wna’s arm and raised his own. In a flash, he slashed down across an exposed shoulder and neck. He felt his claws tear through flesh and rake against bone. 
 
    The force of the blow sent Raw’wna to the ground in a heap where he groaned and gurgled. 
 
    Hr’ent let loose a terrifying sound, a half growl, half howl that echoed across the parking lot. His eyes locked on Kor’shi, who stood only a few paces away, his paws raised. Fen’wyn was leaning against the hood, cradling his ruined arm, a pained expression on his face. 
 
    As Hr’ent locked eyes with Kor’shi, the snarl on the mercenary’s face faded, and fear filled his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll kill both of you,” Hr’ent snarled and took a step forward, flexing his bloodied claws in the lamplight. 
 
    Kor’shi took a step backward. 
 
    “They didn’t pay me enough for this,” Kor’shi grumbled. He stepped backward, raising his hands in submission. He looked down at Raw’wna who lay unmoving and Su’mar who continued to gasp for breath against ribs that might have punctured his lungs. “Get in,” he said, glancing at Fen’wyn. “Now.” 
 
    “But—” Fen’wyn started, staring in horror at what Hr’ent had done. 
 
    “You want to go get them?” Kor’shi asked. “We all took the same risk.” 
 
    Fen’wyn paused for a moment and then nodded. He stood weakly, wincing with each movement of his arm. 
 
    Kor’shi’s words sank in through Hr’ent’s rage. Before he could ask what Kor’shi was talking about, the two mercenaries who were still able to move scrambled around the sedan. Frantic, they opened the doors and leapt in. The engine roared, and the rear tires squealed as the sedan backed away from Hr’ent as fast as the straining power plant allowed. The sight of Kor’shi backing onto the distant street sucked all the rage out of Hr’ent’s heart, leaving only confusion and fatigue. He looked down at the slashes on his arms and the blood on his claws, and then he realized what he’d just done. 
 
    He turned to where Raw’wna and Su’mar lay. A large patch of blood was spreading on the pavement beneath Raw’wna’s opened neck. Panic filled Hr’ent, and a wash of guilt at what he’d done. He rushed to Raw’wna and knelt by his side. 
 
    Raw’wna stared up into Hr’ent’s eyes. 
 
    “I drew first blood,” he said weakly. “My fault…Watch…your…ba—” And then he lost consciousness. 
 
    “I’m not gonna let you die, Raw’wna,” Hr’ent pleaded as more blood pumped out onto the permacrete. “There’s an ER right over there,” he said as if his friend could hear him. He ripped Raw’wna’s shirt apart, folded the fabric into a compress, and pressed it hard against the neck slashes. He knew he didn’t have much time. 
 
    A quick glance at Su’mar showed that his injuries weren’t immediately life-threatening. The mercenary was having difficulty breathing, but he wasn’t coughing up any blood. Hr’ent unbuckled his belt, slipped it off, and wrapped it around Raw’wna’s body, running it over the compress and under the opposite arm. He cinched it down hard and slipped his arms under the mercenary’s body. With a grunt and a heave, he lifted Raw’wna up and jogged toward the ER. The wound on his arm screamed in protest, but he didn’t care. If Raw’wna died, it would be on Hr’ent, and he couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    He made it across the parking lot and through the automatic doors that opened before him. Inside was a small waiting area off to the left and a workstation to the right where a small Oogar in a Peacemaker med-tech uniform reclined, his head back. He was snoring. A hallway stretched off to the right beyond the workstation, and another hallway could be seen beyond a set of security doors on the far side of the waiting room. 
 
    “I need help here!” Hr’ent shouted. 
 
    The Oogar behind the desk woke with a start and shot straight up in his chair. 
 
    “What—?” 
 
    “Get a medic in here, on the double,” Hr’ent ordered. “I’m Peacemaker Hr’ent Golramm, and he needs immediate attention.” 
 
    The med-tech hit a button beneath the desk and then came around, grabbing a gurney along the way. 
 
    “Put him here,” the med-tech said. 
 
    Hr’ent gently placed Raw’wna on the large gurney and backed away in realization and shock. 
 
    “Great Elementals, what a mess,” the med-tech said, lifting the edge of the compress. “Did you do this?” 
 
    Hr’ent paused for a moment, his eyes fixed on the bloody wreck of Raw’wna’s neck and belly. A memory flashed before his eyes of when they were cubs playing by a river. 
 
    “Did you do this?” the med-tech shouted. 
 
    Hr’ent jumped. 
 
    “Yes,” he said immediately. 
 
    “How long ago?” 
 
    “Uhh…a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “What?” the med-tech blurted, stunned. 
 
    “In the parking lot. It all happened in the parking lot,” Hr’ent blurted. 
 
    The security doors swung open on the far side of the room, and a HekSha physician in a standard burgundy long coat followed by an Oogar Peacemaker medic in fatigues came rushing in. 
 
    “What’s going on?” the physician asked. 
 
    “One Oogar male,” the med-tech said. “Deep lacerations on his neck and shoulder. He also has deep lacerations on his abdomen. I don’t know if there’s any additional trauma, but he’s lost a lot of blood. It only happened minutes ago outside in the parking lot.” 
 
    “There’s another one out there,” Hr’ent said. “Broken ribs for sure. Maybe a punctured lung, but I don’t think so. He might have internal bleeding.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” the Peacemaker medic asked. 
 
    “Because I’m the one who did it to him.” 
 
    The medic reached for a side-arm holstered on his belt. 
 
    “And who in the name of the stars are you?” 
 
    “He says he’s a Peacemaker,” the med-tech chimed in. 
 
    “Peacemaker Hr’ent Golramm,” Hr’ent said as he dug into his pocket and withdrew the platinum badge. The metal almost felt hot to the touch, but Hr’ent raised it with confidence for the surprised doctor to see. 
 
    “Deal with this,” the physician said to the medic, who nodded in reply. The physician grabbed the gurney and shoved it away, moving quickly through the security doors that opened at his approach, then closed behind him. 
 
    The medic turned to the med-tech. 
 
    “Get another gurney and go get the other one,” he ordered. “Call someone if you need help.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the med-tech said and scurried away. 
 
    “You,” the medic said, placing a paw on his sidearm, “step over here.” He motioned toward the counter where a palm reader lay. He moved around the counter, his eyes never leaving Hr’ent. 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant,” Hr’ent said, spotting the insignia on the medic’s collar. 
 
    Without being prompted, Hr’ent placed his right paw on the palm reader and waited. 
 
    The lieutenant hit something on the keyboard behind the counter and looked at a screen. 
 
    “Peacemaker Hr’ent,” he said, nodding. He pulled his paw away from his sidearm and looked up at Hr’ent. 
 
    “Are you injured?” the lieutenant asked, and his eyes drifted down to Hr’ent’s arm. 
 
    Hr’ent glanced at the wounds, now covered in dried blood. His arm hurt, but the wounds had already closed up enough that they were only seeping blood. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” Hr’ent suddenly felt very trapped. He didn’t want to answer any questions, and he certainly didn’t want to be a Peacemaker anymore. His actions in the parking lot made it clear he was not well suited to enforcing the law. He was better suited to mauling people, apparently. “Look, there were others with him. I have to go.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” The lieutenant gave him a dubious look. “The Adjutant will want to know what happened outside. There are formalities.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll take care of that in the morning. Right now, I need to see if I can follow them.” He started backing away, moving toward the entrance. 
 
    “Do you even know who attacked you?” the lieutenant asked. 
 
    “I know the one in there,” Hr’ent said, motioning toward the security doors. “He was…is…a friend.” He shook his head, and a wave of panic started to creep into his bones. “It’s all very complicated,” he said slowly. “Tell the Adjutant I’ll report to him first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker,” the lieutenant said, a hint of doubt in his voice. “And good hunting.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded and turned away. He marched out the door and saw the med-tech helping a barely conscious Su’mar up onto the gurney. 
 
    Hr’ent turned right and walked quickly down the sidewalk that ran in front of the ER and the main admin building. He passed the admin building, passed the edge of the station’s perimeter, then turned around the corner of the perimeter fencing. 
 
    He broke into a jog, feeling his blood start to flow. It felt good to run. He wasn’t running away from what had just happened so much as running toward the unknown. He would never be a Peacemaker now. Great gods, he would probably end up in prison for what he’d done, especially now that he was running away from the scene with no intention of going back. 
 
    A strange surge of what he thought of as freedom coursed along his body. He broke into a run just as he passed into the edge of the forest. He increased his pace, racing between the trees like a wild animal. He let all of his energy—all of his rage and shame and pride and frustration and everything that had been tearing at him for months—drive his pounding feet. His mind cleared of everything until there was only the sound of the trees swishing by and the thudding of his feet. 
 
    He didn’t know how far he’d run, or for how long, but he was reasonably confident he’d entered a Feral sector. 
 
    He didn’t care. 
 
    When his breath was ragged in his chest and his legs burned to the point of nearly giving out beneath him, he came upon a wide clearing that exposed double moons glowing half full in a black, star-filled sky. He slowed his pace and came to a stop beneath the bole of a massive tree that stretched so far up toward the stars, he would have sworn they had cleared the atmosphere. 
 
    He pulled off his rucksack, amazed that nobody had grabbed it during the fight, then put his back to the tree. He sank down to the ground with a groan, realizing his body hurt in a number of places. That didn’t matter. What mattered was what he would do next. He had no idea, and he didn’t know where to begin. Maybe he would go back and turn himself in. Maybe he would keep running through the forest and see what lay just beyond the next hill. His paw fell on his rucksack, and he felt the thick copy of the Koduzai’Vahsh beneath it. 
 
    Opening the rucksack, he pulled the book out and stared at it in the bit of moonlight that made it to the ground beneath the tree. The book called to him, but there certainly wasn’t enough light to read by. Still curious, he opened the cover. Grabbing his slate from his pack, he activated it and used its light to look at the first page. 
 
    There, written in a rough hand, was the following: 
 
    At the dawn of the world, when the moon was fresh from the womb, the great clan lord Korvokai rose from the mists of Aldra’Tur, whole and hungry… 
 
    Hr’ent lifted his eyes to the sky as he closed the book. He turned off his slate and pondered what might lie within those pages. 
 
    “In the morning,” he said, slipping the book back into the rucksack. He leaned his head against the tree and closed his eyes. As he drifted off to sleep, he thought he heard the faint sound of thunder in the distance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Uuwato 
 
    Sylph’Harah Forest, Edge of Feral Territory 
 
      
 
    The dark, damp forests of Uuwato weren’t all that unlike a host of other worlds in the Galactic Union. While lacking the ferocious predators of Khatash or the full summer heat of Weqq’s jungles, it was still a dangerous and verdant world. Hak-Chet smiled as he moved through the thick fauna. For a winged, but flightless, species, the Sidar were notoriously light on their feet. He was wary of those indigenous species that could do him harm, of which there were plenty, but he was enjoying himself. 
 
    The pattering rainfall in the dark night covered his sounds and cooled everything it touched, making anything hunting with infrared senses powerless to find, much less attack, their prey. Yet, for Hak-Chet, sound gave him sight. Every sound created waves which Sidar could use as limited, but effective, echolocation. His race had developed the ability as hunters when they could still fly. Much like that ability, their internal sonar wasn’t infallible, but it gave them an advantage their prey would not have. 
 
    He’d expected it to be slightly more difficult to find Hr’ent, and when he came upon the big Oogar, he was almost disappointed. 
 
    Hr’ent sat at the base of a massive tree, exposed to the rain and the sounds which gave Hak-Chet sight. Hak-Chet stopped at the edge of a thick clump of ferns and watched for several minutes, listening carefully. Hr’ent made no sounds as he sat with his massive head buried in his equally massive paws. Slumped forward with his elbows touching his upper knees, he was the very definition of misery. Hak-Chet resisted smiling, though the temptation was great. Everything had gone perfectly, from suggesting the governor give Hr’ent the Silver Claw to clearing Sv’rha’s corporate calendar for the party to paying off Hr’ent’s friends by appealing to their mercenary instincts. He’d even been able to pay off the ex-girlfriend and gotten her to lie about her situation and fawn all over an Oogar she apparently hated. Everything had been carefully constructed for just this moment. Pushed to his limits, questioning the very fabric of his own existence, Hr’ent was finally ready for their conversation. 
 
    Hak-Chet pushed through the ferns and walked closer, stopping three meters away and folding his arms across his chest. He noticed the corner of a book sticking out of Hr’ent’s rucksack. His eyes picked up a single symbol on the corner of the cover, and he had to smile. Even that was perfect—unanticipated, but perfect. He wondered if Hr’ent had started to read it. 
 
    “This is hardly how I imagined I’d find you, Hr’ent.” 
 
    Hr’ent raised his eyes slowly, realized who it was, and got a disgusted look on his face. 
 
    “Go away, Hak. I don’t want anything to do with you.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you do.” Hak-Chet moved one step closer. “You want bigger things, and you know I can give them to you.” 
 
    Hr’ent stared at him, eyes wide as the rain mixed with his tears. The big Oogar growled. “I nearly killed my friend. What kind of Peacemaker am I?” 
 
    “That’s just it, Hr’ent. You didn’t kill your friend. In fact, you saved him. That makes you the perfect candidate for this procedure. The Enforcer program must evolve and change. I believe it starts with you.” 
 
    Hr’ent shook his head. 
 
    “I’m just the big, dumb Oogar everyone says I am. I could have more credits than I know what to do with and an impossibly soft life. All I have to do is ask for it. Or I could join the mercenaries and make my own riches—or die in the attempt.” 
 
    “And you’d regret either decision for the rest of your life.” Hak-Chet stepped closer. He was now two meters from the Oogar and within striking distance of Hr’ent’s lethal claws. “This is your chance, Hr’ent. Your chance to be more than anyone ever expected of you. This procedure will give you enhanced reflexes and strength. You’ll be better, stronger, and faster than any Oogar before you. You are perfect for this.” 
 
    Hr’ent shook his head. “I am a disgusting half-breed, Hak. Remember?” He placed a paw on the book beside him. 
 
    “There is nothing disgusting about you, Hr’ent. You proved that with your acceptance of the Pushtal mantle of First Claw. Tell me, what would Clan Roxtador think of you right now? Sitting here in the rain, crying about the misgivings and challenges of life as a Peacemaker? Considering going to turn in your badge? Giving up three years of training, not to mention a damned fine commissioning mission performance? What would little Magnus think? 
 
    Hr’ent shot to his feet, his muzzle lifted in a snarl. “Fuck you, Hak! Leave him out of this.” 
 
    “You want to quit the Peacemakers, Hr’ent, but there’s no one else capable of protecting the Fangmaster like you can.” Hak-Chet glared up into the Oogar’s face. “You try explaining that to him.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Hr’ent sagged. “Raw’wna and I go back to our cub days together. I…I nearly killed him, Hak. All I wanted to do at that moment was rip his throat out and stomp on his remains. My vision was red. There was no logic in my brain. All I wanted was death and—” 
 
    “And what? You stopped.” Hak-Chet raised a clawed hand and pointed at the Oogar’s face. “You didn’t kill him, and you took him for medical attention. That shows restraint and an unbelievable amount of compassion for someone who did what he did, particularly considering everything you’ve been going through.” 
 
    “What happens when the local authorities show up, Hak? They’re going to arrest me and—” 
 
    “That’s being taken care of.” 
 
    Hr’ent gaped. “Taken care of? The last time I checked, a Peacemaker can’t just maul anyone they choose without consequences. What about Raw’wna’s rights? What about justice and the law?” 
 
    “I said it’s being taken care of, Hr’ent. You’re forgetting they started it. It was Raw’wna who drew first blood,” Hak-Chet said. “Have you dealt with any Humans?” 
 
    The question caught Hr’ent off guard. 
 
    “No.” The Oogar shook his head, flinging water droplets in all directions. “But I do not trust them.” 
 
    “Prudent, but they have a saying that encapsulates many of their situations. It’s that there is an exception to every rule. In this particular case, you have to trust me that the situation has been handled by your guild at a level much higher than you are cleared to understand. More precisely, and something you should remember for the rest of your career, is that extreme jobs sometimes require operating outside the law. Sometimes, the greater good requires it of us, of a very select few. And sometimes, just sometimes, the ends do justify the means.” 
 
    Hr’ent said nothing, but he nodded. His eyes downcast, he took several deep breaths before sitting down on the wet forest floor again. Hak-Chet wondered why, but he soon realized Hr’ent had done so to put their eyes on the same level. 
 
    “I get that, Hak. I do.” Hr’ent sighed, a great heaving sound that almost shook the ground. “If I do report back to Ocono, I’m going to be assigned to some shit-hole like Parmick and sit around waiting for mission assignments to be doled out. When I get one, it will be settling parking violations on Karma or something equally meaningless. Nothing as rewarding as what I did with the Pushtal, which the guild won’t even acknowledge.” 
 
    “The guild cannot officially acknowledge what you did, Hr’ent, even though we are in complete agreement with what you did and why. The guild cannot be seen as having a direct influence on anything outside the disagreements we are called in to investigate, mediate, and solve.” 
 
    Hr’ent looked up. “That’s my point, Hak. I can’t sit around hoping for a once-in-a-lifetime mission to happen again. I guess you’re right. I do want to be something more. Being a Peacemaker, especially one right out of the Academy in my standing, means I’ll sit on my ass. It seems so pointless.” 
 
    Hak-Chet leaned closer. His voice was low and firm. “I need you, right now, on Godannii 2. And by you, I mean the Enforcer I always believed you would become.” 
 
    “That’s where Rsach and the others went?” Hr’ent asked, searching Hak-Chet’s features. “Godannii 2?” 
 
    “Yes.” Hak-Chet nodded solemnly. “I need the Oogar who took out four well-trained Shadowclaw mercenaries. The one who controlled his temper enough to keep from killing his friend in cold blood. The one who tapped into his bloodlust, got the job done, and exercised restraint. That’s the Oogar I need to transition from Peacemaker to Enforcer. I won’t bore you with platitudes, Hr’ent. Your guild needs you, and nobody else will do.” 
 
    “I’m not as special as you say.” 
 
    “You’re not as special as you could be, no. But that requires going through the procedure and understanding what I’m asking from a physical perspective. You can sit here and cry in the rain all you want. If you really want to do more, if you really want to show the galaxy who you can be, you can’t be an Oogar First Claw of a Pushtal clan. You have to be more. Right now, your classmates are in trouble on Godannii 2. Some of them may be dead, I do not know. The situation deteriorated while I came here to get you.” 
 
    “You’re ordering me to do this?” 
 
    “Not at all. I can’t order you to do this, but I’m giving you a chance to do the two things you want to do: uphold your sworn duty as a Peacemaker and prove to everyone in the galaxy that you should have won the Apex Award. I cannot guarantee you will be recognized as the best Peacemaker out of your class, but I assure you that you will earn the mantle of best Enforcer. All you have to do is get up off your sorry, wet ass and say yes.” 
 
    Hr’ent looked away, into the dark forest, for a long moment. 
 
    Hak-Chet could sense the battle waging in the young Peacemaker’s head. Throughout his entire candidacy, Hr’ent had thrived on challenges from others, whether they were perceived or real. He’d shown, time and time again, his ability to overcome adversity. There was nothing the young Oogar couldn’t do, except make the tough decision. 
 
    “Okay,” Hr’ent said softly. He turned to Hak-Chet, and the wide-eyed look was gone. In its place was something like determination. “I’ll do it, Hak. But, I do have one question.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s it like?” 
 
    Hak-Chet tilted his head to one side. “You mean the procedure?” 
 
    “Does it hurt?” Hr’ent asked. “Are there needles?” 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt. There’s one needle.” He laughed. “It’s not too bad. I’m certain the First Claw can handle it.” 
 
    Hr’ent snorted a laugh, and his maw curled slightly in a smile. “The First Claw can handle anything.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” Hak-Chet said. “Let’s get to the shuttle. We need to get moving before the situation on Godannii 2 gets any worse.” 
 
    “You’re going to brief me on the way?” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “Better yet, you’re going to have a team. The shuttle has two pilots who are trained in special operations and can fly a Blue Flight and a dropship pilot like no other I’ve ever seen. They’re specially chosen and trained for this kind of work. You’ll also have an intelligence specialist aboard the Blue Flight who’ll act as your eyes and ears. You’ll have a suite of sensors and equipment that can tap into the planet’s GalNet and Aethernet feeds and relay information to you in realtime. You’re not going into this alone. My rule is that an Enforcer never enters a situation alone again.” 
 
    “They have before?” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “We’ve made a lot of mistakes in the past, Hr’ent. My job is to set about correcting those mistakes. I have lots of ideas.” 
 
    Hr’ent laughed and stood. He pushed the book into his pack, wiping off the raindrops, and then slung the pack over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sure you do. I’m trusting you, Hak.” 
 
    Hak-Chet looked up and met the Oogar’s suddenly intense stare. “I know you are, Hr’ent. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t believe in you. I’m not going to let you fail.” 
 
    Hr’ent took a deep breath and exhaled. The rain pattered softly, almost stopping as they stood and looked at each other. “Only one needle?” 
 
    “I promise.” Hak-Chet smiled. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    “What about my bike? My stuff?” 
 
    Hak-Chet withdrew a slate from a bag under his arm and tapped a few buttons. “My team is collecting them. They’ll be aboard the shuttle before we depart.” 
 
    “It’s coded.” Hr’ent said. 
 
    Hak-Chet’s mouth drew up into what looked like a smile. “If you think that can stop an Enforcer team, Hr’ent, you have a lot to learn.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Saasarra Spaceport 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    They reached the spaceport an hour later. As they cleared the fixed base operations office and walked across the tarmac, Hr’ent counted four figures moving around the sleek Peacemaker shuttle. One of them appeared to be an Oogar female, but he couldn’t identify her at a distance. The Oogar moved inside, leaving the other three, and Hr’ent put it out of his mind as one of them approached. He smiled at the familiar face. 
 
    “Lieutenant Emonk.” 
 
    She nodded and smiled at him. “Peacemaker Hr’ent. I am glad to see you’ve taken this path. There are many others you could have chosen, though none like this.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m not quite sure what to think about it.” 
 
    “We’ve got your back, Big Boy.” She grinned and turned, pointing into the cargo hold. “Your bike is stowed and strapped down, and we’ve moved your personal effects into your cabin. We took the liberty of sending your mother a message from your slate saying you’ve been recalled on orders. We made those up, too, but it works. No one is going to question your retrieval.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he replied with a shrug. While she wasn’t quite a friend, she was one of the first officers he’d known in the guild who seemed to operate without pretense. Everything Emonk did was genuine, and he appreciated that. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I heard you needed a dropship pilot. I’m the best in the guild.” Her eyes glittered in the lights of the tarmac. “Let’s get you aboard.” 
 
    They walked into the shuttle’s cargo hold, and Hr’ent saw Hak-Chet talking quietly with another Sidar in the open drop bay near his flightcycle. The two pilots, a Pendal and a Veetanho, nodded to him and scrambled toward the cockpit. Hr’ent turned to Emonk to ask who they were, but the hiss and sharp pain of a hypo-gun injecting his upper right arm stopped him. 
 
    “What the—” He tried to whirl to his right, but the world wobbled and fell on one side. Vaguely aware of the pain in his shoulder from falling to the deck, Hr’ent realized he’d been sedated about the time he lost all feeling and control of his limbs. His eyes flashed up to Hak-Chet who held the hypo-gun and nodded at him. 
 
    “Sorry for the surprise, Hr’ent. You said you hated needles. I figured the last thing you’d want was to see it coming.” 
 
    Hr’ent tried to respond, but his mouth seemed to be filled with sand, and his tongue could no longer form sounds. 
 
    “What next?” the other Sidar asked. “We can’t move him to his quarters like this.” 
 
    “No, we’re going to finish the procedure here and strap him down with cargo restraints.” 
 
    “You want to strap him down here? Because he can’t handle the procedure or because of what he did to those Oogar?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Hak-Chet replied. There was a buzz in Hr’ent’s ears as the sedative continued to take effect. He blinked once and forced his eyes open a second time. “They were well compensated for their injuries. Each of them knew the risks before doing what I required of them. Their accounts are fresh with the credits they’d earn from several missions for a single night’s work. If you’re worried about them pressing charges, don’t be.” 
 
    The doctor flinched. “But how can he handle both parts of the procedure in time for deployment? The first dose requires several weeks recovery time before the final sequence can be effective.” 
 
    Hak-Chet knelt down by Hr’ent and reached out to check the pulse in his neck. Hr’ent barely felt the pressure. He looked up and tried to speak to Hak but couldn’t. The Sidar patted the side of his face gently and stood, turning to his counterpart. 
 
    “He’s ready for the second dose. I ensured he had the first at the Academy six weeks ago, during his overnight stay in the infirmary. He’s been dealing with pain from the injection site ever since—as predicted—but there have been no other side effects. He is completely ready for the final injection and the next phase of his training. Prepare the final dose and get the simulation equipment ready with the agreed on protocols. The minute he starts to recover, the clock starts working against us. We cannot allow for any delays.” 
 
    “Understood, Deputy Selector.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor Avaj. I’ll get the restraints ready.” Hak-Chet looked down into Hr’ent’s eyes. 
 
    Hr’ent’s ability to focus was fading. He could only see a blurry Sidar face. He heard Hak-Chet whisper, “See you on the other side, Enforcer Hr’ent.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Transit to Godannii 2 (26 Hours Remaining) 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent woke abruptly and found himself in the very familiar surroundings of the gymnasium sequence built into the Peacemaker Simulations Library, or SimLib for short. He recognized the setting immediately, but it felt different from the last time he’d been inside—sharper somehow. In the past, he’d never really been able to notice the difference between the sim and reality. Now, for the first time, he could sense the difference. Just at the edge of his hearing, he picked up an ultra-high-frequency hum consistent with processing equipment, and there was a medicinal scent in the air he’d never noticed before, as if it had been cleansed, recycled, and then cleansed again. The simulation package worked to completely overwhelm a subject’s senses and create a perfect imitation of the real world, yet Hr’ent’s heightened perceptions could feel a barrier where before there had been a seamless environment for training. 
 
    For a moment, he did nothing but breathe slowly as he reached out with his senses. Their sharpness surprised him but did not cause any anxiety. It was almost a heady sensation, as if his whole life had been spent wrapped in cloth, and now he was fully experiencing the world. He centered his breathing with the first of the Peacemaker techniques, a simple inhale, inhale, long exhale, and allowed himself to relax. Most Peacemaker candidates spent their first simulation experiences doing something simple in the artificial environment. Exercise proved supremely efficient at mirroring physical response and mental control in an environment basically free of threats. As candidates progressed in their training, the simple cardio exercises—bike, treadmill, stationary row—transitioned to resistance machine work and ultimately the free weight exercises appropriate for their species. 
 
    The intent was simple. For long duration missions in hyperspace, carrying metric tons of weights for physical training made little sense. Even with high-performance engines, mass was mass. With a contained simulation event complex and appropriate crown and bodysuits, a host of options were available to keep Peacemakers from getting bored or sitting on their asses with nothing to do. Inactivity bred incompetence, and Hr’ent had often thought he got better muscle development from the sim-driven bodysuit stimulation of his musculature via electric impulses. 
 
    He sat up on the deck, looked around the gym, and smiled. It’d been far too long since he’d just pushed weights. In the effort, he knew he’d sweat, curse, hurt, and ultimately feel alive. He stood quickly, discovering a faint whisper from his vestibular system that indicated his body truly existed in a microgravity environment rather than the one before him. He grinned. Whatever they’d done to him allowed him to pick up even that faint sensation, giving him one more method by which to recognize the simulated environment.  
 
    He stretched his body and felt an almost nervous response through his limbs as they ached for tension and release. His eyes locked on the bench press, and he strode over to the massive weight sled and loaded 200 kilograms—his standard warm up—onto the bar. 
 
    He lay down, wrapped his paws around the bar, and inhaled sharply. With a grunt, he heaved up against the weight as he’d always done…and nearly tossed the bar up into the air. The weights rattled on the bar ends, and he felt his elbows hyper-extending with the momentum. 
 
    “Gods!” he exclaimed as he bobbled and steadied the bar before returning it gently to the rack. He sat up again, and a quick glance at the weights confirmed they were the same type and mass he’d used before. Even in the simulation, the taxing effect on his limbs should have been similar, but it wasn’t. Again, it felt artificial. 
 
    Like the hum. 
 
    With a shake of his head, Hr’ent stood and added 50 kilograms to either end of the bar before taking his place under it. Once more he pushed and the bar shot upward, but with a fraction of familiar resistance. Glancing again at the bar and loading additional weight, he pushed against 400 kilograms with barely an effort. The same happened with 600 kilograms. Finally, with 800 kilograms, the bar straining to remain rigid, Hr’ent felt the first real resistance as he grunted and pushed the weight through 10 repetitions. 
 
    Eight hundred kilograms! He sucked in a breath as he sat up in disbelief. A wicked grin split his face. He looked down at his arms. They looked the same—maybe a bit thicker, a little more defined. He clenched his fists with the oh-so-satisfying pop of knuckles and tightened the muscles all along his arm. It felt the same in many respects, but there was something there, just at the edge of his senses, that told him the power he could generate now far surpassed anything he had ever known—ever could have dreamed of. 
 
    Simulator or not, that felt…GOOD! 
 
    “Peacemaker.” The voice was deep—with subharmonics Hr’ent had never noticed before—and gruff, as if the speaker were pissed off and resented having to call out to him. 
 
    Hr’ent snapped his head to the right toward the all-too-familiar voice and took some comfort in the perma-scowl that greeted him. 
 
    “Hello, Instructor Davor,” Hr’ent said easily. 
 
    The Lumar drill instructor stood with one pair of arms akimbo while the others rested heavy fists on the instructor’s narrow hips. Hr’ent couldn’t help but grin at the computer-generated drill sergeant every Peacemaker candidate came to know very well—and hate—during the first year of their studies. Physical training was a litmus test for combat forces no matter the species, and those who fell outside the norms at the Peacemaker Academy were scheduled for regular bruisings with Instructor Davor. 
 
    There was no Instructor Davor in real-life, and while there were several Lumar Peacemakers in the guild, there were few who resembled the physical specimen Davor was, yet smart and articulate enough to get into and complete the program. Not that the Lumar were all dolts, of course, but those capable of higher callings seemed few and far between. Physicality, though, was not lost on them. From the first time he’d met the simulated instructor, Hr’ent recognized that the point of the exercises was much more than physical toughness. 
 
    In hindsight, being ostracized by the other cadets at the Academy had been a boon to his training. While they took time off for revelry, he’d logged into the SimLib. Once his mindset adjusted to the additional hour or two of training per day, it became easier, and he found he enjoyed it. As such, his physical examination scores soared. Unlike the other candidates, Hr’ent maintained a workout regimen with the Lumar instructor consisting of combatives drills and obstacle courses few candidates would ever see, much less conquer. 
 
    “About time you graduated.” Davor’s avatar gave a condescending grin in the peculiar almost-grimacing manner of the Lumar. “There are only two things left for you…one in here, and one out there.” 
 
    Hr’ent grinned. “The Gauntlet is next.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Davor said it as a challenge. “Your fastest time was 18:13. Have you gotten soft out there in the real world, Cub? Or are you going to show me you’re not a worthless, fat, pile of shit like the rest of them…just a dilettante fuck with a badge?” 
 
    Hr’ent wanted to laugh, but he kept his composure. “I’m stronger than ever, Davor.” 
 
    Leaving the instructor honorific out of his response caused no discernible change in the program. The instructor nodded. “Oh, we’re going to see about that, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “That’s Enforcer,” Hr’ent mumbled. 
 
    Davor’s grin turned to a scowl, showing his grayish-black teeth. “Not until Hak says you are, Cub. Right now, you’re just a piece of meat with more potential than the rest. You’re not an Enforcer until he says so. Got it? They’re loading the program now. You have 30 seconds to prepare.” 
 
    From his own research and the stories of others archived on the candidate shared drives at the Academy, Hr’ent thought he knew the course. The basic objectives were constant across the stories. The course was 4.6 kilometers long and contained an elevation gain of roughly 200 meters. With hilly terrain, a few natural valleys with flowing water, and a final uphill sprint, the general layout was not much different than a host of obstacle courses he’d run in the SimLib and in real-life on Ocono. What made it a gauntlet were the various obstacles hidden within the confines of the course—massive barriers, spans filled with pointed stakes, and simulated soldiers meant to test a cadet’s ability to overcome enemies under a variety of circumstances. He’d even heard rumors of enemy combatants with lethal weapons, but none of the stories were consistent, as if the final course was built solely for each individual Peacemaker. Allegedly, no gauntlets were the same, although he’d never had an opportunity to compare notes with another cadet. 
 
    Over the span of several seconds, the gym evaporated around him and was replaced by entirely different surroundings. A tan building rose behind him, and a small deck appeared beneath his feet, overlooking a dense forest that could only exist on Ocono’s northern continents. A wide, dirt path stretched away from him down a hill and cut through the thick expanse of trees. Rain fell in large splattering drops. Hr’ent grinned. 
 
    It felt like home. 
 
    He made his way to the starting line and stretched his arms, neck, shoulders, and legs to loosen everything up. He bent over, as if he were setting up in the starting blocks of a race, and sucked in one long breath. His body felt like a coiled spring. He could feel the new power there, begging for release. He reveled in the sensation. He knew, without a doubt, that his body was capable of so much more, but he didn’t know what that really meant. It was time to find out just what Hak had done to him. 
 
    The starting buzzer sounded. 
 
    Hr’ent leapt forward, the bound carrying him easily five meters forward in a low arc. Startled, he almost stumbled when his feet finally touched the ground, but his body recovered instantly—automatically—as if it had a mind of its own. He raced down the hill, accelerating and reaching full speed in moments with long, loping strides that covered more distance than they ever had before. Hr’ent blew out his breath and sucked in another deep lungful of the moist air. 
 
    His hackles rose with the sudden rush of oxygen in his system. A tingle of electricity coursed along his entire body, as if he’d been charged by a power cell. He’d stormed down the hill, hit bottom, and rounded a slight bend in the path when the first obstacle appeared. The six-meter wall had often been a deciding factor in the courses of other cadets. While not smooth-faced, the height of the wall had proven more difficult for some candidates than others. Even Hr’ent, with his height and claws, considered it a worthy obstacle. He lowered his head and closed the distance. A few meters away, he jumped, intending to land three-quarters of the way up the wall with his claws bared to catch himself and scramble over. Instead, the wall passed under his widely thrashing legs in a surreal slow motion he could not believe. 
 
    What the—? 
 
    He landed without breaking stride and another obstacle loomed—a deep pit 10 meters across, full of sharpened stakes. He put on a burst of speed, planted his lead foot, and pushed off with every bit of his new strength. His body shot over the gap, and he controlled his orientation with a slow rotation of his arms as his legs pumped gently beneath him. He sailed over the obstacle with ease and came down on the other side, well past the edge of the pit. He did a forward tumble and came up at a dead run. 
 
    The trees flashed by faster than he thought possible. With his long stride and powerful legs, Hr’ent’s personal record for sprinting was 67 kph. He could only estimate, but he would swear he was doing twice that, probably around 130, and his sprinting speed didn’t seem to be burning him out as he’d expected. He was deliberately pushing himself, with the intent of slowing down to a jog when his heart rate reached a level he’d learned to predict during his time in the SimLib. 
 
    He pressed on, reveling in his new abilities as he tested the limits of a totally new physical paradigm. 
 
    He came around another bend in the path and discovered nothing but forest before him with a worn path of trodden grass and underbrush leading the way between wider gaps through the trees. That’s new, he thought. He slowed his pace and stormed into the woods. He leapt over a boulder in his way, ducked under a low tree limb, and easily jumped a deep creek that cut across his path. His heightened senses and reflexes allowed him to keep up what used to be his old sprinting speed and still react quickly enough to traverse every obstacle. 
 
    He cleared a ropes course, skipping every other rope. He scrambled over a metal framework that rose 40 meters and dropped down. The forest thickened again, and something told him there was danger ahead. 
 
    As he charged through a deep thicket of shrubs and low trees, his eyes picked out a trip-line before him. He easily leapt over it and came down on a pile of dead branches beyond. He heard a crack of wood, the click of something releasing nearby, and then creaking timber and a fast-approaching whistling sound. As if in slow motion, a four-meter pole covered with 50-centimeter spikes swung out in an arc at waist level from behind a thick tree trunk. He watched it come around, almost fascinated at how slowly it seemed to move. Instinctively, he hopped up, reached out with one great paw, and grasped the pole as it swung toward him. The impact barely jarred his arm. His body rose above it, and he let his momentum and the impact turn his body forward in a quick double somersault. 
 
    As he landed, he spotted a six-by-ten-meter field of fallen branches covering the ground before him. Somehow, he knew it was a dead fall. He leapt again, grasped a branch five meters above it, and easily swung over. Again, he hit the ground running. The forest ahead of him revealed a straight path that seemed unencumbered by wires or dead falls. He glanced over his shoulder as he realized what he’d just done. He knew that, without a doubt, he could never have survived the pole trap had he been running through the forest without his new abilities. 
 
    Strength, speed, agility—even my reactions are twice or more what they used to be. 
 
    Elation soared in his breast. He couldn’t believe what he was now capable of, and he realized what a fool he’d been to turn down Hak’s offer the first time. They’d turned him into something very dangerous. And as that thought flashed through his mind, he realized that he would have to be exceedingly careful moving forward. As he was, he would most certainly have killed Raw’wna, Kor’shi, and the other Shadowclaw mercs. The blow to Su’mar’s chest would have crushed his heart. The claw strike would have taken Raw’wna’s head off. And considering what he’d done to Fen’wyn, he wondered if he could have torn an Oogar’s arm off. 
 
    If the fury ever takes hold of me again, people will die, he thought. And that reality gave him pause. Yes, I will have to be very, very careful. The reality of it was downright staggering. 
 
    He raced through the forest for another kilometer without encountering any more traps. He sailed over more boulders and creeks, settling into a steady run that would have been his sprinting speed before. His heart pounded in his chest. He could feel his blood pumping, but there didn’t seem to be any fatigue yet, or even the burning sensation that he would have expected in his muscles. It seemed even his endurance had been significantly enhanced. 
 
    The forest finally opened up before him, revealing a steep hill that rose up a couple hundred meters. The steps were wide and deep, designed for a being of Hr’ent’s stature. The hillside was covered with thick grasses broken by the occasional tree. As he approached the steps, he scanned the entire hillside for any sign of activity. He hadn’t run into any enemy combatants yet, but he knew they were out there. They always were in the Gauntlet. 
 
    He reached the bottom of the steps and ran up, taking them two at a time. At the halfway point, he finally started feeling his body protest against his exertions. His thighs began to burn with each step. The feeling was faint—almost distant—but he knew they were starting to strain. His heart rate increased, and his breathing became a bit labored. He sucked in air more frequently and blew it out with sharp breaths to clear the carbon dioxide fully. 
 
    When he reached the top of the stairs, his thighs searing like they were on a hotplate, he discovered a large, broken-down stone building without a roof that seemed to have been mostly overtaken by a forest that thickened heavily beyond the dilapidated structure. The building was at least 30 meters wide, and from the position of the trees beyond, he estimated it was roughly 30 meters to the far side as well. 
 
    He slowed to a jog and entered a wide gap of tumbled stones. Again, he reached out with his newly heightened senses. If he had designed the training sim, this is where he’d place enemy combatants. It was just like the real world. Enemies would utilize cover to their advantage and do their best to attack him from the sides or from behind barriers. 
 
    As he entered, heading for a wide doorway across a six-meter room, something scraped the stones to his left. He turned and saw a Lumar in combat armor swinging a stun baton at his head. 
 
    Reflex took hold. 
 
    Hr’ent grabbed the Lumar’s wrist, halting the baton only inches from his face. Mid-stride, he lifted the Lumar’s arm, ducked his head beneath the baton, and rotated his body. He pulled on the arm, yanking the Lumar off his feet, and punched as hard as he could into his opponent’s shoulder. 
 
    There was a sickening crunch of shattering bone, and the Lumar screamed as his body sailed across the room and crashed headlong into the stone wall with a damp-wood CRACK! The Lumar fell to the ground, limp-limbed. Hr’ent moved through the doorway and came out the other side where a pair of Lumar attacked, one from each side. 
 
    They crashed into his body like freight trains, all eight arms pounding him as they tumbled together across the stone floor of a wide room. A flurry of blows hammered his head and body, but he barely felt them as the Feral broke loose of its chains. 
 
    Hr’ent roared with a primal fury born out of the mists of his ancestors. 
 
    One Lumar fist crashed into the side of his face. He jerked his head back with a snarl and clamped down on the Lumar’s wrist as hard as he could. He felt flesh part and bone crunch. The taste of blood fueled his rage as his fearsome teeth clamped together. The Lumar screamed, drawing back a bloody stump. Its lifeless hand tumbled to the floor. 
 
    The second Lumar sent a titanic blow into Hr’ent’s mid-section, but it barely registered. In a flash, Hr’ent extended his claws and slashed, left-to-right, across the Lumar’s belly. Blood sprayed as intestines pushed through ravaged skin. Hr’ent surged forward and clamped down on the exposed neck just above the Lumar’s combat armor. Hot blood filled Hr’ent’s mouth, and the taste of flesh sent a surge of bloodlust through his body. 
 
    The Lumar screamed in agony and terror. 
 
    Hr’ent shook his head back and forth like an animal tearing into a carcass. Meat and bone tore free in the assault. The Lumar staggered back, clutching at a ruined neck that sprayed blood through his fingers in jets and surges of crimson. 
 
    Hr’ent spat the bloody chunk out, and it splattered against the Lumar’s chest before falling to the ground. 
 
    Hr’ent lifted his right leg and shot a fury-filled kick at the Lumar’s chest, sending him sailing across the room like he’d been fired from a cannon. The Lumar crashed into the wall and dropped to the ground. 
 
    Hr’ent spun on the other Lumar, who staggered back, still clutching what remained of his arm. The Lumar saw Hr’ent come at him and raised his two upper arms. It swung once at Hr’ent’s head. Hr’ent ducked, came up, and caught the Lumar’s other arm as it sailed toward his head. He held it firm and sent a lightning-fast strike at the Lumar’s throat with tightened knuckles that sank into the spine. There was a crunch of cartilage and bone.  
 
    The Lumar gurgled, his eyes going wide. He clutched at his crushed throat and tried to suck in air, but nothing could get past the mashed flesh of his esophagus. Hr’ent released the Lumar’s fist and sent a tremendous punch into the side of its head. The Lumar slammed onto the floor like a sack thrown from the back of a truck. 
 
    Hr’ent roared again, letting the fury flow through him. The blood in his mouth tasted better than he’d ever thought possible…and he wanted more. He stepped through the next doorway like some primeval predator. He sniffed at the air, trying to pick up the scent of his next victim. The next room was empty, as was the one after that, but as he approached the next doorway, he picked up their scent. He knew there were three enemy combatants just beyond the next door. He could smell the polycarbon tinge of their armor and the musky odor of their sweat. 
 
    They were waiting for him. 
 
    A snarling smile split his face and shifted into a tremulous growl that thundered out of his chest. Hungry for more blood, he moved forward slowly, a predator stalking prey. As he approached the doorway, he spotted the first one standing warily on the far side of the room with long combat knives held in each of his lower hands. 
 
    Hr’ent lowered his head, his hackles rising stiffly along his neck and down his back. The bloodlust surged again. The scent of his enemies was thick in his nostrils, and he hungered to end each of them in a gush of hot blood. He cautiously poked his head through the doorway and spotted two more. Each of them held a single combat knife in an upper hand. The three Lumar glanced at each other and nodded confidently. 
 
    They’re coordinating high and low attacks, he thought. He could see it in their eyes, the way they held the blades, and the positioning of their bodies. They have no idea what they’re dealing with. 
 
    Hr’ent took a step back and lost sight of the two on the sides. He focused all of his attention on the one standing on the far side of the room. He knew what he had to do. His timing would have to be perfect, as well as his aim. He never would have considered something as crazy—as impossible—as this in the past, but things were different now. 
 
    With blinding speed, he dropped into a crouch and leapt forward with all the strength his legs possessed. He flashed across the room like a bullet. The Lumar’s eyes hardened. He raised the blade in his right hand and swung downward to open Hr’ent’s throat. Hr’ent caught the swing in mid-air with his paw, and he tightened his grip. He twisted his head sideways as his free paw grasped the Lumar’s other elbow, pinning the arm. And then he clamped his jaws down around the Lumar’s throat, just above the combat armor. He bit down hard just as they crashed into the wall together. 
 
    A gush of blood filled Hr’ent’s mouth. 
 
    The thick stones of the wall gave way as nearly 1,000 pounds of mass smashed into them like a moving vehicle. The impact stunned Hr’ent for a moment, and he saw a flash of light, but the Lumar didn’t even have time to scream as his throat was torn out. 
 
    They tumbled together on the far side of the wall, both of them covered in dust and rubble. Hr’ent shook his head, letting another chunk of meat fly, and rose to his feet as the first of the remaining Lumar stormed through the gap in the wall. 
 
    It slashed at Hr’ent’s face. Hr’ent pulled his head back, the blade missing him by centimeters, and then a heavy blow crashed into Hr’ent’s chest. He whuffed out his breath. The Lumar came at him with a back swing meant to open his throat. Hr’ent caught the back-handed blow and jammed his paw into the extended limb with a loud CRACK as the joint gave way. The Lumar cried out in pain but sent another punch flying in from the side. It hammered into Hr’ent’s muzzle and twisted his head sideways. Unfazed, Hr’ent wrenched the combat knife from the Lumar’s nearly limp hand and jammed it up through the Lumar’s jaw and into his brain. The Lumar staggered back into his comrade who was just coming through the breach in the wall. 
 
    The third Lumar shoved his dead partner aside just as Hr’ent reached down and plucked a combat knife from the hand of the dead Lumar at his feet. Coming up, he hurled the blade as hard as he could into the last Lumar’s chest. With a crack of pierced combat armor, the blade slammed in up to the hilt and drove the Lumar back, a surprised look on his face. A moment later, he toppled back as the combat knife fell from his hands. 
 
    For a moment, Hr’ent wanted to leap on the body. He wanted to taste blood again. He wanted to rip the Lumar’s throat out. But something stopped him. A semblance of the Peacemaker within him prodded at the back of his mind. 
 
    Take control, it said. You are not an animal. 
 
    Hr’ent’s heart was pounding in his chest. The Feral within him pushed against his senses, desperate to revel in his newfound abilities. He drew in a single deep breath and let it out slowly. With an incredible amount of effort, he re-shackled the beast and turned around. He sniffed at the air. The scent of blood was everywhere, as was the musky scent of the three dead bodies that lay on the cold, stony floor. 
 
    He was alone once again. 
 
    He took in another breath as the bloodlust receded and set off at a jog through what remained of the stone structure. He reached out with his senses, careful as he passed into each new room. There were no enemy combatants left, and when he exited the structure, the forest beyond was almost idyllic. The rain came down in a light drizzle, and the path before him cut through the trees once again, exposing damp forest floor and muddy soil. 
 
    Sucking in another breath to rejuvenate his body, he felt a surge of energy and set off at a dead run. The path twisted and turned through the forest, and while he stayed alert for traps and combatants, he found nothing but trees, grass, and brown earth passing beneath his pounding feet. 
 
    He’d covered about a kilometer when he saw two tall pylons rising out of the forest floor. Just past them he spotted a familiar form wearing his Peacemaker combat fatigues and vest. 
 
    Hak-Chet. 
 
    Hr’ent put on a burst of speed, increasing his pace to match his initial speed. His legs, however, burned, and his breathing was ragged and pained. He pushed through the pain, going as hard as his body would allow, and when he passed between the pylons, he came to a slow stop directly in front of Hak. 
 
    His breathing was labored, and he knew he was close to his limits, but he stood up straight in front of the Deputy Selector, unwilling to show any weakness. 
 
    “You made it,” Hak said, sounding moderately impressed. “And in 13:42.” 
 
    “That,” Hr’ent said between breaths, “was a hell of a lot worse than any gauntlet I ever heard of.” 
 
    “Think of it like a fine suit, Peacemaker.” Hak’s beak-like face split into the Sidar version of a grin. “Tailor made to fit.” 
 
    “I thought you said I was an Enforcer.” Hr’ent felt his breathing slow, and his heart rate coming down. His legs still burned, but he knew they weren’t completely spent. 
 
    “Mm-mmm,” Hak replied, shaking his head. “Not just yet…although your performance was better than I anticipated. There’s one more test, but I’m saving that for later. I want it to be a surprise.” 
 
    Hr’ent rolled his eyes and sighed. And then something occurred to him. 
 
    “Was this real?” He eyed Hak. “I mean, I know it was a sim. I could actually tell the difference after what you did to me, but how close to real was…this?” He held out his arms and gave his own body a once-over. 
 
    “Real enough,” Hak replied. “The system was re-calibrated to test what we expect you to be once we’re out in the world.” 
 
    “What you expect?” Hr’ent asked, dubious. 
 
    “I figure it’s about 15 percent, plus or minus. That includes strength, speed, agility …all of it.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded, and a wicked smile split his face. Even at the low end, he was a wrecking machine. He doubted anyone could come even close to beating him in single combat. Sure, he hadn’t faced anyone with a ranged weapon in the sim, and there hadn’t been grenades or other explosives, but he had no doubt he would make a formidable opponent for anyone Hak pointed him at. 
 
    “Fair enough.” He cocked his head to the side, trying to gauge what Hak might have in store for him. There was something about Hak he was forgetting…a memory he couldn’t put his finger on. He shook his head, trying to dislodge it from his recollection, but nothing came. “So, uhh…what’s next?” 
 
    “First, you meet your support team.” Hak took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Then we’ll get you settled in. After that, your final exam…” Hak gave him a mischievous grin. “And if you survive that, we drop you into your ‘meat grinder’ to see what comes out the other side.” 
 
    “Great,” Hr’ent said. 
 
    “It is.” Hak sounded particularly pleased with himself. He glanced at the sky. “Okay, doc,” he said. “Pull us out.” 
 
    The world faded quickly. The buzz of the sim went with it. Moments later, Hr’ent opened his eyes and saw Hak-Chet sitting in a chair across from him with a SimLib headset covering his pointed cranium. Beside him, monitoring a bank of displays and a large computer console, was the Sidar he vaguely remembered from the shuttle when they’d knocked him out. Lieutenant Emonk stood beside the Sidar as they reviewed something on the monitor. He was surprised to also see Graa’vaa off to the side. The expression on her face was unreadable, but he saw something in her eyes that made him uncomfortable. 
 
    They were all in the cargo bay of the Peacemaker shuttle, and there was no gravity. He looked up and saw that his arms and legs had been strapped to a wall of cargo netting that lined both sides of the hold. A SimLib headset was strapped to his furry skull, and his naked body—save for a tight-fitting pair of compression shorts—was wrapped in the stimulator body suit. 
 
    “Hr’ent,” Hak said, pulling the SimLib rig off his head, “Do you remember Graa’vaa?” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded. “On the shuttle coming out of Ocono.” 
 
    “Good.” Hak glanced at her. “She’s your intelligence officer until I say otherwise. She’s the best there is, and that includes me. And you saw Lieutenant Emonk when you boarded.” 
 
    “I believe the phrase you want is, ‘were drugged and dragged on,’” Hr’ent said, sounding irritated. “Now, would someone like to cut me loose. I’d rather not spend the rest of this trip tied to a fucking wall.” He felt a surge of the Feral. It reared its head at the thought of being restrained, but Hr’ent showed no outward sign. He pushed the Feral back and let out a long breath. 
 
    Hak chuckled as he pulled a short combat knife from the back of his belt and stepped forward. 
 
    “We’ll have you off there in no time.”  
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 Transit to Godannii 2 (15 Hours Remaining) 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s this all about, Hak?” Hr’ent asked as he weightlessly pulled himself through the hatch to another ship attached to the Thrustcore. He’d already been assigned a bunk, taken a much-needed shower, and even gotten about seven hours of coma-like sleep. During the remaining time, he’d delved into his father’s Koduzai’Vahsh. He didn’t know what to make of the book yet. It read almost like fantasy fiction, but he knew it represented the roots of his Feral culture. There were tidbits of philosophy, stories of survival in a primeval forest, and even some instruction on Feral combat disciplines, but little that was specific or useful. He’d know more once he was able to read the whole thing. 
 
    As he looked up, he found himself under the watchful eye of two stern-looking Besquith troopers in prison fatigues just inside the hatch. Two more rather ferocious specimens stood watch at the far end of the docking collar. They were a head shorter than he was, with dark fur and long muzzles that were actually more fearsome than an Oogar’s. He’d always wondered what it would be like to go up against one of them. They all had pistols strapped to their hips and heavy-duty stun batons dangled from straps around their wrists. Hr’ent recognized the batons immediately. They were the most potent model made, and he knew they could actually kill a number of the smaller species. They were meant to stop races like Oogar, Besquith, Lumar, and GenSha dead in their tracks. All four of the guards had adhered themselves to the docking collar walls with, presumably, magnetic boots. 
 
    Prison Guards? Hr’ent thought as he passed between them and drifted toward the far hatch. What the fuck are we doing on a prison ship? 
 
    “I told you,” Hak replied a bit flippantly. “You’re final exam. If you pass it, you truly will be an Enforcer. If you don’t—” Hak’s voice went as cold as ice, “—you’ll be as dead as your ancestors.” 
 
    Hr’ent froze mid-air, gripping a handhold along the wide shaft of the docking collar. He twisted in mid-air and turned to face Hak, who was drifting along with gentle sweeps of his wings. He drew up short with a quick flap, then grasped a nearby handhold. 
 
    “What’d you say?” Hr’ent asked as a cold chill ran up his spine. 
 
    Hak looked at the Besquith guards. 
 
    “Not here,” he said, nodding toward the hatch ahead of them. “Let’s get through there, shall we?” 
 
    Suspicions of every flavor ran through Hr’ent’s mind. He thought he’d passed the gauntlet test with flying colors. But what if he’d failed? What if Hak now wanted to make him a prisoner for being too dangerous…for being nothing more than a Feral with extreme strength, speed, and agility? He stared into Hak’s eyes, looking for any sign of betrayal, but all he found was a sort of anxious anticipation. 
 
    “Hr’ent,” Hak said smoothly, “I give you my word that this is the last test, and if you pass it, I predict you will be an Enforcer for a very long time.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “If I’m lying to you, you can kill me first.” Hak let go of the wall and removed his combat vest. Turning in mid-air, he threw it at one of the Besquith guards at the hatch they’d just come through. “Hang on to that, would you?” 
 
    The Besquith reached out, grabbed it, and gave Hak a single nod. 
 
    “There,” Hak said. “I’ll even make it easy for you.” 
 
    “A vest wouldn’t make any difference, Hak,” Hr’ent said. It wasn’t a warning. It was a simple statement of fact, and he suspected Hak knew that. He appreciated the intention, though. Confident Hak wasn’t pulling a fast one, Hr’ent yanked on the handhold and sailed down the last four meters of the docking collar. 
 
    When he reached the hatch, one of the guards ran a scanner over his body to ensure he had no weapons. He nodded at the other guard who hit a palm-lock, and the hatch opened with a hiss of atmo and the whine of servos. Hr’ent pulled himself through. Hak was searched for weapons, then he sailed through the hatch after Hr’ent. 
 
    “This way,” Hak said as the hatch closed behind them. He flapped past Hr’ent along a short corridor of gray steel as a hint of gravity began to pull at their bodies. The further away from the Thrustcore they got, the stronger the pull would be. “It’s not far.” 
 
    “Tell me, Hak.” Hr’ent froze in place. “I’m not going another meter until you tell me what’s going on. What is this final exam?” 
 
    Hak stopped his forward momentum and turned. He hesitated just a moment, as if he were deciding whether or not to tell Hr’ent the truth. 
 
    “No Izlian shit, Hak,” Hr’ent warned. “I mean it.” 
 
    Hak reached into his jacket and pulled out a slim stack of folded documents. He handed them over, and Hr’ent grabbed them, a confused look on his face. 
 
    “It’s an execution,” Hak said, and there was a layer of concern in his voice. “Five of them, actually…” He locked eyes with Hr’ent. “And you’re the executioner, assuming you survive.” 
 
    Hr’ent’s blood chilled. He stared at Hak, searching for something to say, but words failed him. 
 
    “I need to know you can do this,” Hak said with a strange intensity. “You need to know you can do this.” 
 
    “Judge, jury, and—” 
 
    “Executioner,” Hak finished for him, nodding. 
 
    “You’re serious,” Hr’ent said. “This isn’t a game you’re playing.” 
 
    “Deadly serious,” Hak said. “I won’t lie to you. In fact, I’ll never lie to you from this day forward. Asking what I’m asking of you deserves some sort of compensation, and as hard as it is for me, I owe you that. The job—your job—requires it of me.” Hak’s eyes drifted away from Hr’ent for a moment, and he had a deeply troubled look on his face. “I’ve always been an advocate for due process, Hr’ent. But I’ve come to realize that reality sometimes makes due process an affront to justice. It’s one of the reasons you exist—why I’ve gone to such lengths to create the perfect Enforcer.” He locked eyes with Hr’ent again. “You are due process…When the circumstances are such that due process would only see evil beings inflicting themselves on the galaxy, then it’s time to call on you to mete out the most extremely prejudiced justice of all.” 
 
    “So, you want an assassin.” 
 
    “No,” Hak replied, and there was a hint of sadness in his voice, as if he dreaded his words. “I want an executioner when we can’t get someone into the legal system, or when they’d beat that system no matter how much evidence there is. Can you do that?” He searched Hr’ent’s eyes with what could only be described as near desperation. “Can you become that?” 
 
    Hr’ent thought about what Hak was asking of him. Execution or assassination was a matter of semantics. But they both knew perfectly well that guilty beings often went free. Sometimes it was money that got them off. Sometimes it was power or connections. But there were times the guilty escaped the gears of the legal system, or they were so far away from its grasp that they’d never feel the bite of handcuffs. That reality had always chafed at Hr’ent’s sense of justice. 
 
    He glanced down at the stack of papers in his paws. He thumbed through them, scanning each document quickly. He discovered that his ability to read and process information was also considerably enhanced. Each of the five documents was a death warrant signed by a different judge. They were also signed by Guild Master Breka, Selector Grektch, and Deputy Selector Hak-Chet. Each list of crimes represented a mixture of slavery, murder, rape, and in two cases, genocide, on top of a litany of war crimes. There was a special clause at the bottom that caught his eye. A slim smile crossed his mouth. That last bit, considering what he suspected was ahead of him, satisfied his sense of honor. He raised steely eyes to Hak. 
 
    “I’ll be your executioner, Deputy Selector, but only on one condition,” Hr’ent finally said. 
 
    “Name it,” Hak said. 
 
    “If you ever use me to kill an innocent person, or one who doesn’t deserve the death penalty, you’ll be the next on the list.” He stared into Hak’s eyes with a cold, calculating certainty that he meant what he said. There could be no misunderstanding between them. 
 
    “Done,” Hak said immediately. 
 
    Hr’ent nodded slowly. 
 
    “You just swore a blood oath to me, Hak,” Hr’ent said. “One which I have every intention of holding you to. Now let’s get this over with.” He handed the death warrants back to Hak and motioned for the Deputy Selector to lead the way. 
 
    Hak slipped them back into his jacket, twisted mid-air, and led them down a short corridor to a lift. 
 
    The doors opened immediately, and Hr’ent noticed a camera set above the door. Someone must be watching and giving them deeper access to the prison ship. They stepped inside and both grabbed handholds set into the walls. The lift “descended” slowly at first to keep them from slamming into the ceiling, but as the rotational gravity pulled at them, they found themselves standing on the floor. When they came to a stop, Hr’ent estimated the gravity was about the same as on Ocono. 
 
    The doors opened, and they walked through with Hak in the lead. He turned right and moved down another corridor of gray steel. At the far end stood a lone Besquith guard in a prison officer’s uniform. He was two and a half meters of corded muscle wrapped in a black fur hide, all of it topped by a muzzle full of teeth and a perma-snarl that made it clear he hated everyone and everything. As they approached, the guard nodded curtly. He stood before a single door along the hallway, with a single portal of thick glass set as his eye level. 
 
    “Deputy Selector,” the guard said in a gravelly voice as menacing as Hr’ent’s. “I must inform you that, per our orders, this door will be sealed until there is only one being standing, regardless of who it is. The others will enter from the far side shortly after this door is secure.” He eyed Hr’ent but didn’t ask for a name. “Do you both understand?” 
 
    Hak nodded, and Hr’ent’s guts suddenly started churning. He looked through the portal and saw a large, empty room with more gray steel walls. On the far end was another door and a similar portal. He could not see anything beyond, because the interior surface of the portal was mirrored. He assumed the portal he looked through was also a two-way mirror. 
 
    Am I really going to do this? 
 
    The civilized part of him riled against what was about to happen. It struck against his sense of decency, even for an Oogar. What would his mother think? But both the rational and Feral parts of him riled against flaccid decency in favor of titanium justice. He’d read the death warrants, and those warrants were duly executed by four different members of law enforcement. There was nothing that felt even remotely illegal or immoral. He was an instrument of execution, and he would behave as such. 
 
    Hr’ent looked at the prison officer and gave one curt nod. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    “Open it,” he said. 
 
    The guard gave him a dubious look, then palmed the lock. There were two loud clanks within the wall, and the door slid open. Hr’ent stepped inside several steps and watched the door close behind him. He caught Hak-Chet staring at him, a confident look on his leathery face. 
 
    Hak gave him a nod of encouragement. 
 
    “Make it quick,” he said. 
 
    The door closed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the locks clanked into place, the Besquith turned to Hak-Chet. 
 
    “Deputy Selector,” he started but then paused. A dubious look marred his fearsome features for several heartbeats. “Are you sure you want to do this?” He narrowed his eyes and then glanced at Hr’ent through the portal. Looking back at Hak-Chet, he shook his head. “Sure, I’d buy that he could take two of those scumbags…maybe even three…but five cold-blooded killers? Armed? And in armor?” He shook his head. “They’re going to murder that poor, dumb, Oogar bastard.” 
 
    “You might think so,” Hak replied smoothly. “Are you having second thoughts?” He raised an eyebrow. “The orders are valid.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t doubt the orders,” the officer said. “And don’t get me wrong. Every one of those vile fuckers deserves a slow and painful death for what they’ve done. But I just don’t think a single Oogar, no matter what his training, could possibly beat all of them. And you know what happens if he goes down…one of those malevolent hellraisers goes free. I mean, that’s the deal, right?” 
 
    Hak smiled, and it was an almost predatory grin. 
 
    “Trust me,” he said. He held up a 1,000 credit chit. “I’ll give you five to one odds that the Oogar comes through that door in under three minutes from the time of the first blow.” 
 
    The prison guard’s eyes went wide, and he started salivating as if he were sitting down before a raw steak dinner. 
 
    “You’re on,” the guard said eagerly. He reached into his coveralls and pulled out two 100-credit chits, then raised his chronometer, setting it to a countdown of three minutes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent heard the locks drop into place. He still had a queasy feeling in his guts, but there was no turning back now. What have I gotten myself into? he thought. Five murderers…all skilled killers, and two of them Besquith. His mind started racing. They’d probably come at him all at once and then settle up with each other after. That was the deal—the special clause in the death warrants. Only one being could walk out of that room. The rest would be carried. If it wasn’t Hr’ent, then the surviving prisoner would be pardoned and go free…back into the galaxy. 
 
    In a flash, Hr’ent understood what Hak had done. That was his real motivation. None of the killers he was about to face could be permitted a second of freedom. It was a manipulation, to be sure, and Hr’ent resented being put in the position, but there it was. Judge. Jury. Executioner. He was an Enforcer or he wasn’t. 
 
    “Time to put up or shut up,” he said as the locks on the far door clanked. 
 
    The door opened and five condemned killers in partial combat armor walked into the room one by one, spreading out as they did. They each wore thick combat vests that Hr’ent surmised might stop his claws. They had shoulder and thigh armor as well, but there was still plenty of flesh exposed, and the thought of smelling…tasting their blood turned the corners of Hr’ent’s muzzle up in anticipation. A low growl rumbled deep in his chest. 
 
    The first two were the Besquith, with deeply matted fur and murder in their eyes. The leader was almost as large as Hr’ent, while the other was much shorter, no more than a hair over two meters. They started snarling the second they stepped into the room, and Hr’ent felt his hackles rise at the mere sound of them. His heart quickened, and he felt his blood begin to rush through his veins. They had claws, but their bone-crushing teeth would be the real threat. Besquith were fast and deadly combatants under any circumstances. 
 
    Next came a heavy-set GenSha, two and a half meters tall, with yellow fur, dark stripes, and a nasty scar across his throat. It looked as if someone had tried to cut his head off with a chain saw, but he’d obviously survived the encounter. GenSha were generally a peaceful race, but Hr’ent had read enough about them to know that when they got angry, they could bash and stomp people to death. 
 
    The last two were pale, Lumar bruisers covered in bulging muscles. Their heads were down, and they glared at Hr’ent from beneath thick brows as they slapped thick metal clubs against their palms. Lumar were slower than Besquith, but getting hit by one of those clubs would be like getting hit by a car. He’d have to be careful. If they broke one of his legs or arms, he’d be in real trouble. Of course, if either of the Besquith latched onto him with those jaws, he would probably be dead in moments, super soldier or not. 
 
    The five condemned prisoners paused for a moment, sizing Hr’ent up. Each one of them got a hungry smile on his face, as if Hr’ent was not only their next meal, but the object of their hatred. Hr’ent was a Peacemaker, the embodiment of everything these beings feared more than anything else in the galaxy. 
 
    Or so they think. The notion blazed through Hr’ent’s mind. He was not a Peacemaker. He was an Enforcer…and their doom. 
 
    Hr’ent twisted his neck and flexed his shoulders, limbering up. He clenched his paws into fists with a loud, staccato popping sound. He sucked in a deep breath, searching for the Feral within. It was time to fully let it off the chain, and for a moment, there was nothing there. No boiling rage. No blood fury. Only the cold hard fact that he was locked in a room with five killers who needed him dead to beat a death sentence. 
 
    Where is it? he thought. A moment of panic gripped him. Where’s the fury? 
 
    The line of killers stepped forward slowly, the Besquith on the right, the Lumar in the middle, and the GenSha on the left. When they were about five meters away, they looked at each other with knowing eyes. 
 
    Hr’ent stared at each one of them, and then he remembered the death warrants. These fuckers had killed innocent people, enslaved them, rained death on dozens, hundreds, even thousands in the case of the GenSha. A spark of rage set Hr’ent’s thoughts ablaze. He was a Feral, and that realization brought memories of Tyl’sharn and her hateful words. He’d wanted to rip her throat out, and that raw, open wound of rejection poured more fuel on his rage. He’d been condemned as a Feral, so why not revel in it once again? In seconds, Hr’ent was a bristling pillar of fury. 
 
    The rumbling growl that had been trembling in his throat grew in volume, building, until his entire body quivered with it. His vision went red. Death. He wanted death. He wanted to taste their blood and make them pay for what they had done to the innocent. 
 
    The smaller Besquith barked out a single command, and all five killers charged forward. The Besquith gnashed their teeth, and the Lumar raised their heavy clubs high, ready to bash Hr’ent’s skull in. When they were a couple of meters away, Hr’ent glanced behind him, sighting the wall at his back, and leapt backward. He sailed through the air, twisted forward 90 degrees, and felt his feet connect with the wall. He collapsed his legs and sprang forward in a flash, roaring a challenge as he angled left toward the GenSha with the cocked fist. 
 
    He rocketed forward, and at the last instant, he shot a punch at the GenSha’s chest with 500 hundred kilos of weight and all his enhanced strength behind it. The GenSha didn’t even have time to look surprised. Hr’ent’s fist connected and there was a meaty crunch that caved in the GenSha’s chest to his spine and sent him flying backward. The GenSha’s insides were pulverized, and a gout of blood erupted from his mouth and nose as if shot from a high-pressure hose. He slammed into the far wall as if he’d been dropped from a five-story building. 
 
    Hr’ent dropped to the ground, all of his momentum transferred to the GenSha’s chest. He instantly rolled sideways as a heavy club slammed into the metal floor with a CLANG that was probably heard throughout the ship. Hr’ent glanced up again and saw the second Lumar’s club coming down toward his leg. In a blur, Hr’ent spun on the floor and lashed out with a kick, putting his strength behind it, as a second CLANG echoed through the ship. His foot connected with the second Lumar’s knee, and there was a loud crack as the joint gave way beneath him. The Lumar howled in pain and toppled over into the larger Besquith. They fell together, roaring at each other. 
 
    The smaller Besquith leapt past the remaining Lumar, his gaping maw a pit of deadly teeth. Hr’ent moved like lightning. He rolled backward, pulled his knees to his chest, and at the last instant, kicked up toward the ceiling. Both feet caught the Besquith in the mid-section and his chest was flattened. Ribs shattered as the raging Besquith yelped on his way to the hard, steel ceiling. He crashed into it, and his second yelp was cut off. Hr’ent rolled again, coming up in a low crouch as the smaller Besquith crashed to the floor. 
 
    The second Lumar roared toward Hr’ent, club held high. 
 
    Hr’ent surged forward and grabbed the Lumar’s club hand in one of his own. The Lumar locked onto Hr’ent’s free arm with an off hand and instantly started battering Hr’ent with body blows that would have broken ribs before the procedure. Hr’ent registered pain along his torso, but it was a faint pulse, barely noticeable through the rage boiling in his blood. He grunted with every blow. 
 
     A dark shadow appeared from behind the Lumar, and a massive claw slashed down at Hr’ent’s arm with the sound of tearing fabric. Fire lanced across his arm as the muzzle of the larger Besquith appeared, jaws wide as it came in to clamp down on Hr’ent’s face. 
 
    Hr’ent tightened his grip on the Lumar’s arms, heard bones break, then twisted his body and heaved the Lumar into the Besquith. Both opponents flew sideways and crashed into the wall. 
 
    Hr’ent didn’t hesitate. He leapt forward and grabbed the Lumar’s leg as it struggled to get off the floor. He pulled as hard as he could, putting his back into it, and with a half-spin, sent the Lumar hurtling toward the far wall. The Lumar flew straight at it and tried to put his arms out to stop his momentum, but it wasn’t enough. The force of the impact twisted his head sideways with a sickening CRACK, and he flopped onto the floor. 
 
    Sensing movement, Hr’ent spun with a roar as the large Besquith hurtled toward him, claws outstretched and teeth bared. 
 
    Hr’ent dropped beneath his last opponent, tumbled sideways, and came up snarling. He was hungry for blood. 
 
    The Besquith landed on all fours, spun, and rose to his feet. He roared at Hr’ent and charged forward, claws extended. The Besquith drew up short and slashed at Hr’ent’s mid-section. Hr’ent realized the Besquith was practically moving in slow motion. He stepped back and shot out a claw, raking it along the back of the Besquith’s arm with the sound of ripping fabric and a spray of crimson. 
 
    Hr’ent smelled blood, and it set his senses reeling. 
 
    The Besquith roared in pain but slashed with the other claw, coming in fast for Hr’ent’s throat. Hr’ent leaned back and slashed again with his own claws, raking them down the Besquith’s other arm. Another splash of blood hit the steel floor. 
 
    The Besquith surged forward, his mouth agape, as he grasped for Hr’ent’s arms. Hr’ent ducked to the side, grabbing one arm as he moved. The Besquith resisted, but he was no match for Hr’ent’s strength. Hr’ent twisted the arm up and behind the Besquith’s back—hard. The arm popped out of its socket with a wet CRACK, and Hr’ent slammed his open maw down on the back of the Besquith’s neck. He bit down hard. Flesh, muscle, and bone parted as he locked onto the doomed Besquith. Hr’ent shook the Besquith back and forth like a rag doll. 
 
    The Besquith roared in pain, slashing behind him with his free paw, his claws finding purchase in the flesh along Hr’ent’s thigh. They dug deep gouges and drew a wash of blood. Fire lanced up Hr’ent’s leg. He bit down harder, ripping out a chunk of muscle and bone. As it came free, he shook his head left and right, sending the chunk of meat flying in a wash of blood that sprayed in all directions. Roaring, he clamped down on the other side of the Besquith’s neck and bit into flesh and bone again. 
 
    The Besquith sagged in Hr’ent’s grip, but the fury pushed him on. He shook his head and ripped out another massive chunk of meat. Blood sprayed onto the ceiling as the Besquith fell to its knees, howling in agony. Hr’ent planted a foot behind the bent knee of the Besquith, pinning his leg to the floor. He grabbed the Besquith’s head with both paws, then heaved upward. 
 
    With a sickening crack of bone and tearing ligaments, the Besquith’s head came free. Twin gouts of blood shot into the air. The dead Besquith fell backward, spraying blood across Hr’ent’s body before thumping onto the floor. 
 
    Hr’ent’s blood pounded in his ears, and he still saw red. He heard movement behind him, and he spun with a snarl to find the remaining Lumar crawling toward the wall, a terrified look on his face. His leg was obviously ruined, bent at a dreadful angle as he dragged it across the floor. The Lumar’s eyes slipped down from Hr’ent’s bloody maw to the decapitated head still clutched in his paws. 
 
    Hr’ent glanced around the room. The GenSha had probably died instantly. He hadn’t moved from where he’d fallen, and a river of blood covered his chin and the front of his combat armor. The second Lumar obviously had a broken neck, and the smaller Besquith lay face-down on the floor, unconscious and breathing shallowly, a small pool of blood seeping from his mouth. Hr’ent sucked in one sharp breath, filling his lungs, then let it out slowly. With it, he pushed the Feral inside him back, pressed it down into the cage where he was learning to keep it under control. The red before his eyes faded quickly, and despite his pounding heart, he felt the rational part of his mind taking control once again. 
 
    Hr’ent locked his eyes on the Lumar and unceremoniously dropped the Besquith’s head onto the floor with a wet, spattering thud. 
 
    “It’s me or the needle,” Hr’ent growled. “Your choice.” 
 
    “Needle,” the Lumar said instantly. “Just stay the fuck away from me!” 
 
    Hr’ent grinned. “Stay there until the guards come in, or I’ll rip your head off.” 
 
    The Lumar held up his hands in absolute submission, and the sight of it gave Hr’ent a thrill like he’d never felt before. 
 
    For a moment, he considered walking over to the Lumar and ripping out its throat. In a flash, he realized that he’d have to be careful. His parentage was Feral, but he was still a law enforcement officer. He intended to keep his honor and self-respect intact. He’d made the offer, and the Lumar had accepted. 
 
    I will never abuse my power, he swore to himself. Let the needle take that bastard to whatever hells awaited such a monster. 
 
    The irony of that thought was not lost on him. He, too, was a monster—without a doubt. He was an unholy terror, capable of the most dreadful violence. But he was the monster that would make evil tremble wherever it tried to hide. He would hunt it down. Find it in the dark…and rip its heart out. 
 
    He took another deep breath, clearing his head a little bit more, and then strode over to the door. 
 
    “It’s over,” he barked. “Now open this gods-forsaken door. I need a shower.” 
 
    There were two clanks, and the door slid open. 
 
    Hr’ent stepped through and found Hak off to the side, slipping something into his pocket. The Deputy Selector gave Hr’ent a satisfactory nod, as if Hr’ent had just run a really fast mile. Hr’ent gave him nothing, only a deadpan face as he held out his paw. 
 
    “The warrants, if you please.” He didn’t ask, and it didn’t matter that Hak was a superior officer. He would always make sure he had in his possession the justification for what he did or the personal experience to make a judgment on his own—one or the other, without exception. 
 
    A curious expression crossed Hak’s face, and then he wordlessly pulled the warrants out and handed them over. Hr’ent, ignoring the blood he was putting on the paperwork, slid the stack of documents into his vest. He would store them someplace safe later on as insurance, if nothing else, but also as a reminder. 
 
    He then turned his eyes to those of the Besquith prison officer. In them he saw something he never thought he’d see in a Besquith—fear. 
 
    “What are you?” the officer asked, staring up at Hr’ent, his eyes full of disbelief. 
 
    Hr’ent grunted once, as if the answer were obvious. 
 
    “I’m an Enforcer,” he said. “Be glad you’re on my side.” 
 
    Without another word, Hr’ent turned abruptly, stepped past Hak without a word, and marched toward the elevator as blood—including some from the gashes on his arm and leg—dripped on the floor leaving a gruesome trail in his wake. 
 
    I am an Enforcer, he thought as the elevator doors opened.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Transit to Godannii 2 (6 Hours Remaining) 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    Hak-Chet found the young Oogar intelligence officer hunched over the galley table, her hind paws snugged into foot restraints to hold her in place. She cradled a large bulb of a hot, brown liquid in her paws. With ease, he swung around the bulkhead into the small space and prepared a bulb of cold water for himself. 
 
    Graa’vaa did not look up or acknowledge his presence. He’d studied enough body language to recognize the universal appearance of discomfort. For what it was worth, he couldn’t blame her. The scene they’d witnessed and recorded for posterity’s sake would unsettle any sane person. Hr’ent had been nothing short of astounding…and perfectly brutal. The sheer ferocity of his fight with the prisoners exceeded every expectation Hak had come up with for the enhancement program, and the results would change the scope of the Enforcers for generations to come. 
 
    Graa’vaa, despite her intellect and promise as a staff officer, represented the remainder of the Peacemaker Guild. Not all graduates of the Academy received field assignments. Some were best suited to other departments based on their physical acumen or the talents they developed during coursework. Much discussion centered on recent events and the need for more capable field agents. Many voices in the High Council believed that every Peacemaker should be capable of field operations. Hak-Chet agreed and, indeed, encouraged that belief wherever he thought it was appropriate. If ever there was a back-channel operator, it was Hak, and he prided himself on it. 
 
    The relegation of Peacemakers into staff positions robbed the guild of trained and very capable agents in the field. Was it really necessary to have a Peacemaker at every barracks, whose sole existence appeared to be the preparation of routine reports? There would be a time, sooner than most of the council realized, when the need for Peacemakers to serve every possible role—and not simply one—would be urgent. Individuals like Graa’vaa, once Hak made her a Peacemaker, would excel in operations far exceeding their present scope of duty or they would be left by the wayside. 
 
    Hak-Chet studied her for a moment via a reflection in the small microwave oven’s window. Watching Hr’ent’s rampage was troubling for her on two counts. The first was Hr’ent’s status as a Peacemaker and soon-to-be Enforcer—a foregone conclusion, assuming he survived Godannii 2. But what unsettled her more was what she considered his unbridled rage. It was troubling to her, no doubt, because of the ferocity of his attack. For anyone witnessing such an event or its aftermath, there was no mistaking his actions for anything other than a Feral overwhelmed by blood fury, which in their culture was more damning than anything else. Restraint was the civilized Oogar way of life, and the Ferals had no place in their society, and certainly not representing them in the conduct of business in the galaxy. Hak-Chet hesitated to speak, but the young officer clearly wanted a conversation. 
 
    “What in the Five Elemental Hells was that, Deputy Selector?” 
 
    Hak turned and fought a smile that desperately wanted to appear on his face. Graa’vaa did not look up at him. 
 
    “The demonstration?” he asked, sounding deliberately innocent and ignorant. 
 
    “Demonstration?” she barked with loathing and disgust. She looked up at him with her dark eyes blazing. “That was an atrocity…an affront to every civilized Oogar ever born…and to the mission I signed up for. You locked him in a room with five criminals, and he ripped them to pieces. Since when does the guild condone such barbarity?” 
 
    “I take my orders from the Guild Master, Graa’vaa. Tread lightly with your words,” Hak admonished. “You were brought onto this team to support Hr’ent in his development as an Enforcer as we implement the enhancement protocol. What happened on that ship was sanctioned and approved by the Guild Master. Those prisoners—all of them sentenced to death—knew what the stakes were. Had any one of them bested Hr’ent, he would have received his pardon.” 
 
    “You’re insane.” She shook her head. Her paws flexed around the bulb, and Hak smelled a hint of bergamot. “You’ve gone too far.” 
 
    Hak tilted his head to one side. “Perhaps. What I cannot do is fail.” 
 
    “Fail? All you’ve done is turn him into a very capable and efficient killer. He’s a monster, if ever there was one.” 
 
    There it was. Hak saw the change in her upper body as it almost folded in on itself. She was afraid. A Peacemaker should command respect and cooperation. An Enforcer should command fear and use it as a tool to accomplish the mission no matter the stakes. What she’d seen on the monitors frightened her, because it took what she perceived to be the worst of her race and amplified it. 
 
    “An Enforcer must do whatever it takes to accomplish the mission.” Hak sipped from his water bulb and drew a slow breath. “Hr’ent honored the threat and committed himself to survival. That he killed four condemned criminals and left one to the needle of justice is all the proof I need that he not only has the stomach—the mettle—for his duties, but the mental discipline to know when to hold back. Not only did he pass the test, he proved that he is more than I expected, Graa’vaa. I had to know with absolute certainty that he could deliberately take life, under the worst circumstances. I cannot consider anyone for the Enforcer program who cannot do these things.” 
 
    “Are we creating an Enforcer or an assassin?” 
 
    “I’m creating someone exceptionally capable of both, with the clarity of judgment to know when one is necessary over the other.” Hak gave her a thoughtful look. “In many recent situations, his restraint has been commendable—especially for a half-breed. There will come times when he must be able to tap into the fuel that exists within him, Graa’vaa, then turn it off again like a switch—which is exactly what he did in there this afternoon. I believe his survival, as well as the survival of countless others, will depend on it.” 
 
    “You’re playing a very dangerous game, Hak, and I don’t like it.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, you’re not the first to say so, and that admonishment came from a considerably higher pay grade than yours.” Hak paused for a moment and changed tactics. “This isn’t going to be an issue for you, is it? You were assigned to this mission because of your level of expertise in clandestine infiltration and information gathering missions. Frankly, you’re one of the best I’ve ever seen, and I have big plans for you. I don’t have the time or inclination to replace you at this point. Given that there is no barracks nearby, you’d be ‘in hack’ aboard the ship for the duration of this mission.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” she growled at him. 
 
    Hak smiled and nodded his thanks. Good, he thought. Her righteous indignation can be forged and directed while creating opportunities for reward. 
 
    “I will have the intelligence briefing prepared by transition,” she assured him. 
 
    Hak nodded again. Compliance and duty were great indicators of internal strength, especially for an Oogar, but in this particular case, it would not be enough. The long game required a wider net of influence, and while much of the future rested in Hr’ent’s more-than-capable paws, there was a definitive need for someone with the skill sets Graa’vaa possessed, but only if they learned the bigger picture. Sometimes that meant dealing with the biggest, closest problems first. It was a pity she had been passed over for the Academy, but nothing was impossible. 
 
    “As you finalize the team briefing, you will work with Hr’ent directly. I want him learning the finer points of information gathering from someone most qualified to teach it.” Hak paused for dramatic effect and waited until Graa’vaa eyes met his. “That would be you.” 
 
    “You expect me to work with him after…that?” 
 
    “Make no mistake, Graa’vaa. I do not expect you to work with Hr’ent. I require it of you. More specifically, the Guild Master’s orders to me were to ensure our young Enforcer receives the best training and support we can give him in a short time period. Have you given any thought as to why your leave from the Intelligence School was originally delayed two months?” 
 
    Her mouth worked for a moment before opening, and then closing, without a word. She shook her head. “Hr’ent had barely returned from his commissioning mission. You’ve been working this that long?” 
 
    “Much longer,” Hak answered. “But I will not divulge those details for the safety of a protected species. His mission was of critical importance to the guild in a way that will not be measured for many years to come.” 
 
    “But when he returned…” her voice trailed off before she picked up the thread again. “Hr’ent’s accident occurred about the time of my original leave. Is that why you canceled it?” 
 
    “Your request said it was for personal time. Had it been for a family emergency or something along those lines, it would have been approved.” He smiled. “I had a feeling the accident would help precipitate this course of action. All we needed to do was ensure a few key details.” 
 
    She ran a paw over the fur on the top of her head. “And you’ve been working him the entire time, right?” 
 
    “With the understanding that my answer never leaves this room?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said immediately. 
 
    He gave a barely perceptible nod. 
 
    “You bastard.” 
 
    Hak tilted his head to one side and smirked. “I told you I could not fail, Graa’vaa. I simply organized the critical points to favor my initiative.” 
 
    “You forced the odds.” 
 
    “No. I stacked the deck. In the arenas I fight in, victory comes from putting the right cards in the right order so they fall at a time predetermined only by oneself…or myself, in this case. And that’s exactly what I’ve been doing.” Hak rasped out a chuckle as only a Sidar could. “Hr’ent, on the other hand, is something else…requires something else. Throughout his entire life, he has forced the odds through guile and brute force. And he has been exceedingly capable with either as needed. Indeed, far too many over the years have underestimated him simply because he is an Oogar, and they believe your species is incapable of guile. I suspect people always will—until it is too late, that is.” And some day, he just might surpass me in stacking the deck. Hak shook his head as visions of the future threatened to pull him off-topic. He fixed his attention back on her. “Hr’ent’s success has depended on his skill at forcing the odds, as you put it. He became a Peacemaker in no small part because if it. He garnered my attention with it.” Hak let out a long breath. “Graa’vaa, we haven’t created a monster. We have simply given Hr’ent better tools to allow him to succeed. When we drop him into the—how did he put it?—into the meat grinder on Godannii 2, what do you think he will do from the moment he sets foot on that world? He’ll force the odds in his favor. Whether he repeats his performance against the prisoners or does something completely unexpected, it is my firm belief that he will end up on the winning side of the equation.” 
 
    She blew out a frustrated grunt. 
 
    “You’re wagering too much on him, Hak,” she warned. 
 
    Hak gave her an understanding smile. He appreciated her discomfort, but she didn’t need to be happy with the situation. She just needed to do her job. 
 
    “Like it or not,” he said, “we’re all in this together.” He rose and headed toward the door. Over his shoulder, he said, “I’m wagering too much on all of us, Graa’vaa, but I haven’t lost a bet yet.” 
 
    He drifted through the portal, leaving her sitting with a sour look on her face. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Transit to Godannii 2 (2 hours remaining) 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    “You remember the class on Intelligence Preparation of the Battlespace, right?” Graa’vaa asked Hr’ent the moment he entered the forward sensor compartment of the Blue Flight ship. She practically barked the question, and he didn’t miss the underlying resentment he knew she must be feeling. She’d watched the video. He’d gone Feral. He knew she had to have found his display repugnant, like any civilized Oogar would. 
 
    He ignored her tone and stole a moment to take in the room. The left-hand and far walls were covered by banks of screens and sensor displays that contained a comprehensive collection of data any intelligence officer could draw on to good effect. Both banks had narrow counters and several built-in keyboards before them. There was a small table in the middle of the room, with a Tri-V projector at its center and four chairs around it. On the far-right wall was a clear plate of glass with an indecipherable array of names, places, and equations of a sort. Hr’ent couldn’t make heads or tails of what was on the board, although he recognized some of the names, all of which were involved with the events taking place on Godannii 2. 
 
    Blue Flight vessels were designed as combat mission platforms, search and rescue vehicles, and diplomatic transports—a diametrically opposed combination of mission capabilities, but each with a purpose. As a combat-capable ship carrying weapons and ammunition, it was a tool used to support operations as well as recover Peacemakers when missions went sideways. Diplomatic meetings and the like, in reality, could be no less harrowing than combat ops of every kind. Instead of actual weapons and ammunition, subterfuge and intelligence gathering were the weapons. In any of its mission sets, Blue Flights excelled in the hands of a competent crew. Hr’ent, as an Enforcer, was at the center of those ops now. 
 
    “It was a Human 21st century term, I think,” Hr’ent replied. He scratched idly at the rapidly healing gashes on his arm and leg, which had been treated and covered to heal. His enhancements helped the wounds close and begin healing quickly on their own. The Sidar physician had told him that he’d be fully healed by the time he needed to make his drop onto Godannii 2. “I thought it was a silly term, actually.” 
 
    “Why would you consider intelligence silly?” Her eyes narrowed in ever-growing anger. “If there’s one thing Humans do well, it’s war. All of their major armies use intelligence to prepare for combat operations. Most of their efforts are far better than those of some of the standing armies in the Galactic Union. They do not have the brute force most of the others do, and their technical expertise is growing by leaps and bounds. What they have is much more than fighting spirit, too. You want a silly term, that’s one…” She shook her head in frustration. “Anyway, Intelligence Preparation of the Battlespace, when done well, is a force multiplier.” 
 
    Hr’ent snorted. “You sound like a staff officer.” 
 
    “I am a staff officer.” She frowned. “That doesn’t mean I sit back on my haunches hoping the mouth-breathing, knuckle-dragging combatants win their fight. Now, are you going pay attention, or not?” 
 
    Hr’ent felt a small smile on his maw. He liked her. “I’m all yours, Graa’vaa.” 
 
    “This isn’t a one-sided lecture, Hr’ent.” She eyed him dubiously. “You’ve already reviewed the packet I sent you?” 
 
    “Before I came here.” 
 
    “And all the combat footage?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good, because now you’re going to take a look into my cauldron of information and see what you think is important. We’ll work together from there.” She pointed at the Tri-V screen in front of her. “We know the whole planet is at war. It’s a gods-damned mess, really. We know the Peacemakers are on the ground and are being held by the GenSha, but we do not know about their condition or location, although I have my suspicions. The ISMC hired a mercenary company—I don’t know which one yet, but I’ll get that—to deal with what they’ve categorized as an insurrection by terrorists. I have to admit, the mercs have severely convoluted this little drama. Media sources are sporadic at best, and most of the communication networks are jammed with noise or silent. The last batch of transmissions discussed several things—the Peacemaker team being one item. GenSha leadership made a death threat—if they didn’t hear from the guild in 170 hours, they would start executing our team.” 
 
    “Executing?” Hr’ent asked, feeling his anger flare. “How long ago was that?” 
 
    “About 130 hours.” Graa’vaa sighed. “The guild doesn’t negotiate like that, Hr’ent.” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    She glanced up at him, as if she wanted to say something. Instead she pointed at the screen where a map was displayed. “I believe the Peacemakers are being held in an ISMC compound on the outskirts of Moppicut City. From what I can see from the GenSha command and control networks and movement patterns I captured from the still-functioning cameras, that makes the most sense.” She motioned toward the scrawl of data on the glass wall. “I’ve been doing some figuring, and I just don’t see any other option.” 
 
    Hr’ent glanced at the scribbles on the glass, then leaned in to study the map. Graa’vaa smelled like the syrn’ma blossoms of Uuwato, and for a split second he thought, rather guiltily, of his mother. Eyes fixed on the terrain outside the city, he scrolled the image, looking for a possible drop zone, and found one. 
 
    “I think we’ll have to drop me here, about 50 klicks to the south.” 
 
    Graa’vaa nodded. “Lieutenant Emonk suggested that drop zone along with a few others. She’ll be the primary lead for the drop. If that DZ is safe, she’ll put you in there.” 
 
    “That’s good.” Hr’ent leaned back. “So, we have a good idea where the Peacemakers are and how I’m going to get to the surface. What are we missing?” 
 
    Graa’vaa took a deep breath and hit a few keys on the panel. 
 
    “Well, there’s plenty of footage of all the combat taking place between the two sides—you’ve already seen the highlights. I’ve been focusing on the GenSha’s live video feed shortly before evening on day three of what we’ve designated the Godannii Incident. If you recall, it showed their leader carrying a young, wounded female to a nearby clinic.” Hr’ent nodded. He’d been as angered at seeing it as the GenSha must have been. “She had been shot by an ISMC trooper during a peaceful demonstration. The following night, ISMC admitted to the event. They expressed regret but said they had been provoked and had actually shown great restraint. They announced that they would be showing proof of their restraint once they had pieced everything together in an ongoing investigation. The GenSha claim the girl’s injury was the inciting incident, and they used it to rally their people to take up arms across the whole planet. ISMC, on the other hand, released a video late the following evening of an event that happened before dawn on the day the girl was shot. They claim a group of GenSha terrorists sneaked into an ISMC barracks, and in the darkness, slaughtered nearly 100 sleeping troopers.” Graa’vaa tapped deftly on the Tri-V controls. “This is something I’ve been meaning to look at again. Now that you’re here, and I’m not pulling and sifting through a mountain of sensor data, I can watch it. You should probably watch it, too.” 
 
    Hr’ent twitched his neck slightly to the left and watched as a video feed appeared on the Tri-V, the image of a doorway displayed front and center. Graa’vaa enlarged and enhanced the image. 
 
    “I’ve already seen this one too,” he said. “Pretty gruesome stuff.” 
 
    “I know, but something isn’t right. It’s been bothering me since I first watched it.” 
 
    “Roll it,” he said, focusing his attention on the screen. 
 
    Graa’vaa hit a command, and the video feed started, revealing the barracks and a scene of what could only be described as the aftermath of a slaughter. The time stamp in the lower right-hand corner indicated the recording was made at 11:17 a.m. on the morning before the young GenSha female was wounded. Rosy sunlight came through a high bank of windows, illuminating only one side of the room. The scene was brutal. Jivool troopers, all unarmed and unarmored, lay in their bunks or sprawled across the floor, and they’d been shot to pieces. There was blood everywhere, as if the attackers had completely unloaded their weapons into the Jivool. 
 
    Graa’vaa and Hr’ent watched as two armed Jivool troopers in ISMC uniforms walked down the middle of the barracks. Presumably, another ISMC trooper carried the camera, because the image was a bit unsteady and shifted left and right with occasional jerky motions. They could tell some of the blood had started to congeal, but there were still broad pools of it covering portions of the floor. There were also dark brown patches of blood on some of the clothing and fur. The camera passed across the face of one dead trooper with clear but lifeless eyes, and then another trooper whose eyes were milky-white and glazed over. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Hr’ent said. 
 
    Graa’vaa hit the pause button, and the image froze on those milky-white eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    A sneaking suspicion crept into Hr’ent’s thoughts. He fixed his gaze on the lifeless eyes and the dark brown blood that had splashed on the Jivool’s gray fur. 
 
    “Back it up a few seconds…to the previous trooper.” 
 
    She hit a command, and the image backed up to show the previous trooper. His clear eyes bored into them. 
 
    “Do you see it?” he asked. 
 
    Graa’vaa gasped. “Yes. They were killed at different times—at least hours apart from the look of their eyes. This is fake…or at least staged.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And if it’s fake,” she said slowly, “the only reason ISMC would fabricate such a heinous attack would be to justify their military responses, which have been positively brutal.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Hr’ent nodded, and he felt his ire rising again. “Those miserable, corporate bastards…” Something else occurred to him. He glanced at the time stamp of the footage. “That says 11:18, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said slowly. 
 
    “Then why is the sunlight pink and coming in at that angle? As if this was recorded—” 
 
    “At dawn,” she finished, turning to face him. 
 
    Hr’ent’s muzzle lifted into a slight snarl. He hated deceit. If there was one sin against sentient beings everywhere, it was the pervasive existence of lies. Lies were at the heart of every crime ever committed, either in the act or the cover up. 
 
    “We know for sure this wasn’t taken when they say it was,’ he said, “and at least some of the bodies in that barracks were killed at different times.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “But when was the video made?” 
 
    “Hold on…” she said as she hit several commands. “I thought I saw…” The image shifted, advancing quickly, as the camera panned left and right a few more times before passing over one of the nightstands. “There.” The image froze. She hit a few more keys and the image zoomed in on a chronometer sitting on a nightstand. She chuckled. “Amateurs.” 
 
    “Seven fifteen on the morning of the ninth,” Hr’ent said, shaking his head. 
 
    “About 16 hours after the girl was shot.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And Rsach saw this?” Hr’ent asked. 
 
    “Yes, but that’s where the story gets even more bizarre.” She turned to face him. 
 
    “Bizarre? How?” he asked, meeting her gaze. 
 
    “The Blue Flight pilots reported that Rsach and Tyrn received a coded message with at least a portion of this video attached. They know because Rsach and Tyrn talked about it.” She looked up at Hr’ent with a dubious look on her face. “Apparently, that priority message was set to destroy itself after the first viewing.” 
 
    “Destroy itself?” Hr’ent asked. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 
 
    “It’s a new one on me,” Graa’vaa said, bewildered. “And once they watched it, Rsach immediately ordered Blue Flight to set them down near the ISMC compound rather than contacting the GenSha as they were originally ordered.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “Nope,” Graa’vaa said with a good deal of suspicion. 
 
    “Do you know who sent it?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Graa’vaa replied, shaking her head. “I was able to dig through the ship’s data buffers and find the coded message.” She let out a long breath. “Most people don’t know how these systems work,” she added under her breath. “I haven’t been able to decrypt it yet, but I hope that I’ll be able to…eventually.” 
 
    “Make it a priority,” Hr’ent said. “We need to know where it came from.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “So, ISMC created the bait and somehow got it in the hands of the Peacemaker team, and for reasons unknown, they took it at face value.” 
 
    “That seems to be the case,” she said, uneasiness in her voice. “Is it possible one or more members of the Peacemaker team have been subverted?” 
 
    “Not Rsach,” Hr’ent said quickly. “Maybe one of the others. I don’t know them very well, although Rsach and Vresh are sort of a package deal, so it would have to be one of the other two.” 
 
    “I thought you hated Rsach,” she said. Hr’ent got a surprised look on his face. He wasn’t aware that his feelings for Rsach were common knowledge. She looked almost apologetic. “I read Hak’s files on you…and him.” 
 
    Hr’ent chuckled. Of course. “I do hate Rsach. I even contemplated ripping his head off at the graduation ceremony. He’s arrogant beyond compare, but I find it very hard to believe he would sell anyone out, especially here.” Hr’ent considered the possibilities. “It’s his first mission as a Peacemaker, and everything else aside, he’d want to be more successful on his first mission than any Peacemaker before him.” 
 
    “If you say so,” she said a bit dubiously. 
 
    Hr’ent gave it some more thought and finally came to the conclusion that Rsach might be a lot of things, but a sell-out definitely wasn’t one of them. There was a lot of information for him to process, but the information they really needed lay on the surface of Godannii 2. There was only one way to find out for sure. He locked eyes with Graa’vaa. 
 
    “We need more intel to complete our preparation of the battlespace,” he said, grinning at her. “I suppose I’ll just have to go down there and get it.” 
 
    “That’s part of your mission,” she replied. “Hak wants to brief you in two hours, just before we transition into the system. Once we get to Godannii 2, you’re going to be too busy to think about the details.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Godannii 2 Gate Control 
 
    Command Bridge 
 
      
 
    “He’s asking for you again,” the senior comms officer said. She was young—despite her rank—and the burgundy stripes along her gray body indicated she was of good breeding. Nobody on the bridge missed the concern in her somber voice, and that concern had been growing for six hours. 
 
    One of Bith Sundo’s compatriots had been trying to reach Gate Control—and Director Kraibozsh specifically—every hour on the hour as the deadline drew near. “And he’s contacted every ship that’s come through the gate for the past nine hours, looking for updates.” When the controller didn’t reply, she punched several controls on the panel in front of her with stubby fingers and turned away from her screen. “Sir?” she asked a bit insistently. 
 
    Senior Controller Kraibozsh grunted with frustration, the tips of his bifurcated trunk thrashing slightly, as he stared at his faint reflection in the wide viewport at the front of the bridge. 
 
    “Ignore his calls,” he ordered. He let his eyes shift focus outward toward the distant glowing orb of Godannii, the G-type star that anchored the stargate in its distant orbit. He vainly struggled to pick out the tiny spark of light to the right of the star that would be Godannii 2, and he contemplated how many had already been killed in the conflict. Kraibozsh had struggled with his conscience and his loyalty for days, ever since Bith broadcast that ridiculous threat across the system and beyond. 
 
    The Peacemaker Guild doesn’t negotiate with terrorists when their own people are being held. Ever. Kraibozsh shook his head. 
 
     His thoughts were in turmoil, caught between his long-time relationship with an old friend who had suffered dearly over the years, gate master policies, and his feelings about Bith’s irrational actions. Sometimes, you have to draw a line, even when a comrade ends up on the other side of it. Kraibozsh turned away from the viewscreen and looked at the young comms officer. “Terminate the connection and disregard all further hails. He’s gotten all he’s going to get.” Kraibozsh got a stern look in his eyes. “Those are Peacemakers down there, and Bith Sundo crossed a line there may be no coming back from.” 
 
    He shook his head and marched up to the command chair at the back of the bridge. He dropped his massive, brownish-gray form into the well-worn seat and leaned back with a long exhale. His guts churned. Painted yourself into a corner, haven’t you, old friend, he thought. 
 
    “New emergence in sector four. Initial comms scan is silent, but the vessel’s signature is definite,” one of the traffic controllers said from her station on the other side of the bridge. She didn’t have to say who. Everyone knew a Peacemaker Blue Flight was inbound. There had to be. 
 
    “More Peacemakers, no doubt,” the senior comms officer said. 
 
    “I doubt that,” Kraibozsh said quietly. He’d been a gate controller for 11 years, and a traffic controller for 20 before that. When Peacemakers got into trouble, the guild didn’t send more Peacemakers—they sent an Enforcer. 
 
    “Sir?” she asked. 
 
    “Never mind,” he said with a wave of his stubby hand. “What of those Veetanho mercenaries?” 
 
    “They made orbit 30 minutes ago,” the sensors officer said. He was many years older than the senior comms officer and had been up for the position, but he hadn’t wanted the job or the responsibility. “Aaand…they just requested permission from ISMC to begin orbital bombardment.” He said it as if he didn’t believe it. “The response was a negative from the ISMC Director’s cruiser. They said there were still friendlies on the ground, but they weren’t specific. They ordered the mercs to send in dropships and focus on the areas surrounding Moppicut.” 
 
    Kraibozsh rubbed his forehead with his trunk. “Travok help them,” he whispered, sending a silent prayer up to the Sumatozou’s primary deity. He suddenly feared for his friend’s life, but Bith had gotten himself into the burning war that was tearing Godannii 2 apart. And then he poured fuel on and fanned the flames. Something occurred to Kraibozsh. Orbital bombardment had been an option for ISMC and other corporations in the past. For them to wave off such a military response meant it was more than just friendlies on the ground. The director himself? he thought. It must be. 
 
    “Sir,” the sensors officer said, “Blue Flight’s transponder isn’t active. They came through the gate without it.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Kraibozsh said under his breath. His thoughts were racing. He was even more certain the Blue Flight had an Enforcer on it. And he had a strong suspicion about what would come next. Enforcers were the final option for the Peacemaker Guild, and they were rarely forgiving. 
 
    “Should we notify Sundo that their transponder is inoperable, sir?” the comms officer asked. She’d been pulling for the GenSha from the outset, and he knew it. 
 
    Kraibozsh clenched his teeth in frustration. There was only one answer to that question. 
 
    “Negative,” he said in a stern voice. “Blue Flight wants to run silent. We will neither hinder nor help either side from this moment forward, per the regs. Am I clear?” He projected his voice, clearly addressing the entire command staff. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they said together, their voices raised. 
 
    “The stage is set,” Kraibozsh whispered under his breath. He glanced at the countdown he’d set on the slate mounted to the arm of his chair. It read T-PLUS TWELVE MINUTES, and the clock was still ticking. He couldn’t help wondering if Bith had made good on his threat and murdered a Peacemaker in cold blood. 
 
    May Travok have mercy on the spirit of your ancestors, old friend. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Godannii 2 
 
    Black Sector, Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    Bith looked down at the needler in his hand, and a wave of nausea washed over him. He’d killed before, but not like this. Never like this. He raised his eyes to where the four young Peacemakers sat in chairs along the far wall of the conference room. A pair of GenSha miners stood on either side of them, a few meters off, with laser rifles leveled and set to auto-fire. Two more GenSha guards were by the open doors of the conference room where everything had started. Gorn was off to the side, an ugly sneer on his face as he watched the Peacemakers. He was inspecting an exceptionally fine, lightweight combat sword of gleaming titanium—mostly just a short sword in his hands—that he’d taken out of the Peacemaker’s equipment crates. Korvan, the remaining ISMC suit, was still down the hall being interrogated by several GenSha bruisers who had sworn to Bith they wouldn’t kill him. 
 
    Bith fixed his gaze on each of the Peacemakers, one by one, then glanced up at the clock above their heads. Two minutes to go. He checked the load of his pistol and started moving across the room. He had to force himself. Gorn had offered to take Bith’s place, but Bith refused. He’d made the threat, and on his head the responsibility—and consequences—would rest. 
 
    He came to a stop a few meters from where the Peacemakers sat. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Peacemaker Rsach said. “It’s not too late to negotiate your way out of this shit storm.” 
 
    The words made Bith’s anger flare, and he narrowed his eyes at the naive Jeha. 
 
    “It was too late when you decided to meet with ISMC without contacting us, Peacemaker.” He spat the last word out like it was a piece of rotten tuber. “You broke your own rules.” 
 
    “We had ord—” 
 
    “Shut it,” Bith barked. “It’s too late for words…” He glanced at the clock. “One hundred and seventy hours too late.” 
 
    He raised the pistol slowly. He was torn between shooting the foolish Jeha or the Jivool Peacemaker that sat beside him. He held the weapon steady, aiming it between them as he reached into his pocket and pulled out his comm unit. He hit a few buttons and waited for it to connect. 
 
    “I’m here,” Saul replied. 
 
    “Any response?” Bith asked. He’d tasked Saul with contacting Gate Command to see if the Peacemakers had returned to the Godannii system. 
 
    “I would have contacted you if there was.” Saul cleared his throat. “But there’s something you should know.” 
 
    Bith lowered the needler slightly. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Their mercenaries have arrived. Looks like a large Veetanho cruiser with plenty of room for dropships and troops. ISMC made good on their promise of upping the stakes.” There was another pause. “Time’s about out down there, Bith. Are you absolutely certain you need to pull that trigger? You can’t take that back. And if they decide to bomb us from space, there’s nothing we can do about it.” 
 
    “I know,” Bith said, gritting his teeth. He ran through the possibilities. Things had not gone as well as he’d hoped, and with one or more companies of well-equipped, well-trained Veetanho mercs about to make landfall, he was about to have even bigger problems. The GenSha had numbers, but the mercs were professionals. Casualties were about to rise significantly. 
 
    “Bith…” Saul said quietly, fear and anticipation in his voice. 
 
    “I said, I know.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” 
 
    Bith took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. As he did, the nausea started to abate. He slipped the needler back into its holster. A maelstrom of emotions roiled inside him—relief, doubt, anxiety, and anger all vied for supremacy in his heart. 
 
    “Contact the commanders and give them an update,” he said. “Tell them we’re mobilizing immediately.” 
 
    “Underst—” 
 
    Bith cut the connection and turned to Gorn. 
 
    “We need to go,” he said. 
 
    “Go?” Gorn looked disappointed. “Why?” 
 
    Bith shook his head, then turned his eyes to the blood-thirsty union rep. 
 
    “Things just got more complicated,” he said with a good bit of frustration. He raised his eyes to the ceiling. “Veetanho mercs have entered orbit and are probably preparing to bombard us from space or send down a swarm of dropships.” 
 
    Gorn’s features tightened into a snarl, and he slammed the silver blade home in the scabbard at his hip. 
 
    “What about the Peacemakers?” he asked hungrily. “Time’s up.” He’d been itching to take things to the next level. 
 
    Bith turned and pointed at the Jivool Peacemaker against the wall, staring into his eyes with determination. 
 
    Although he tried to put a brave face on it, Tyrn’s eyes went wide, one of them twitching slightly in fear. 
 
    “I will kill that one with my own hands once we deal with the mercenaries.” He turned back to Gorn. “But first, we need to deploy our forces and prepare to defend our positions.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Godannii 2 - Approaching Orbital Insertion 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent and Graa’vaa joined Hak around a circular Tri-V station. The interior room of the Blue Flight doubled as an intelligence center and mission planning cell. With two Oogar inside, it was more cramped than any of them wanted, but the protection of the ship and its dampened systems was necessary for classified discussion. The Sidar looked at them for a moment before speaking. “I’m not one for pretense, and while I assume you’ve figured out the mission we’re sending you to complete, I have to ensure that you are aware of the overall situation as we know it as well as any limitations you may face.” 
 
    “I understand.” Hr’ent crossed his arms. “What do we know about the Peacemaker team?” 
 
    Graa’vaa spoke quietly. “The order to support this situation came directly from the Guild Master’s office. Shortly after our team’s arrival, the GenSha moved against the Iron Sky Mining Corporation, and the situation descended into abject chaos.” 
 
    “Where was the team? I mean, where did they land?” Hr’ent asked. 
 
    “At an ISMC facility on the outskirts of Moppicut City—not the one where we think the Peacemakers are being held.” 
 
    “So, that video they received really was bait, and Rsach took it all in one big bite.” Hr’ent shook his head. 
 
    “It seems that way,” Hak replied somberly. “And because they went to ISMC first, against the orders I know Selector Grektch gave them, I have no doubt the GenSha were outraged at what they must have considered a betrayal.” 
 
    Hr’ent studied the digital map for a moment. Given the proximity to the city, it was reasonable to think the GenSha had been waiting for the Peacemakers. Gods, they walked right into a trap. 
 
    “Given the circumstances and lack of current data,” Hak-Chet said, “we’re sending you in to gain additional intelligence about the situation on the ground. Based on what you find, we’ll explore appropriate courses of action. The intent is to deliver you via high-altitude, high-opening jump from at least 60 kilometers outside Moppicut City. You’ll glide to a drop zone we designate and collect your equipment pallet, which should land well ahead of you. From there, you’ll move to the city, establish a base of operations, and reconnoiter.” 
 
    “Understood.” Hr’ent brightened. He hadn’t jumped from a dropship in a long time, but it was one of his favorite activities. “When?” 
 
    “We enter orbit in about three hours. We will arrange a high-speed trajectory for orbital insertion. You’ll drop in four hours,” Hak-Chet replied with a nod at Graa’vaa. 
 
    “We’ll see about getting more information. There’s a tremendous amount of electromagnetic noise in the area. Everything is garbled. As we get closer, we may be able to pick up some actionable intelligence.” Graa’vaa paused. “We do know the GenSha essentially have control of the city, but ISMC forces are shooting them on sight. The GenSha are responding in kind.” 
 
    “That includes civilians in violation of their martial law implementation, Hr’ent.” Hak frowned. “That’s why we have to figure out what’s going on before you charge in and rescue the team. Once you’ve pulled them out, be prepared to go after the GenSha leadership. We have to put an end to this illegal rebellion with a quick and quiet close.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded, but there was something bothering him. He couldn’t put his finger on it, because there were so many pieces on the board. The bottom line was, the GenSha had taken Peacemaker hostages and might have already murdered one of them. There was only one response for that. 
 
     “What kind of resistance can I expect?” he asked, fully prepared to execute the entire GenSha leadership if it came down to it, despite the doctored video. 
 
    “Guild intelligence reports the GenSha terrorists in the area are lightly armed and number around 1,000. ISMC has—or had—about 400 troopers, but those have been reinforced by a Veetanho mercenary company, though we have no confirmation about which company is on the ground.” 
 
    Graa’vaa frowned and looked down and away from the briefing. 
 
    “I wonder what that’s about,” she mumbled. 
 
    Hak tapped his earpiece. “Understood, Lieutenant. I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Something up?” Hr’ent asked. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Hak replied. He met Hr’ent’s eyes and chuckled. “They’re having trouble loading the encrypted sequence I gave them for the transponder. It’s nothing unexpected for cutting-edge elSha tech. I have to attend to this. I’ll see you before you drop.” 
 
    The Sidar released his feet from the restraints and pushed off gently to glide toward the hatch. As he floated from the room, Hr’ent pretended to study the digital terrain display, even zooming it down closer to show the intended drop zone for his equipment pallet. 
 
    He hunched forward and whispered in Graa’vaa’ s ear. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” 
 
    She sighed. “This whole mission. Nothing makes sense.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been digging a little. Hyperspace is boring.” Graa’vaa smiled. “And I don’t work out as much as you.” 
 
    “Point taken.” Hr’ent grinned. “What did you find?” 
 
    “I went back through the mission data files the guild provided before we departed. That intelligence briefing was part of it. Anyway, when a Peacemaker is requested by any party, that simple transmission traditionally opens an incident report. Inside that report, the initial request is the first thing present.” 
 
    “I assumed the GenSha made the request. There would be no reason for ISMC to bring us into it. They rarely benefit from Peacemaker intervention, because they’re usually the ones breaking the rules.” 
 
    “I made the same assessment.” Graa’vaa looked up at him. “This incident report, however, is missing the initial request. There’s no official record of who requested Peacemakers.” 
 
    “That doesn’t happen, I take it.” Hr’ent’s suspicions were growing by the nanosecond. 
 
    “I’ve never seen it, no.” Graa’vaa shook her head. “What’s worse is that ISMC’s track record is the complete opposite of the way the guild is portraying them in this incident. That intel report? What we just gave you? That was guild intelligence directed, Hr’ent. It’s one thing to be a number of days old, but to clearly define the situation? In absolutes? That’s not something the guild does.” 
 
    Hr’ent frowned. “They’re using data to solidify their findings, though, right?” 
 
    “Data can be manipulated, Hr’ent. I can give you any result you want given enough time and motivation.” Graa’vaa pointed at the Tri-V as a new file opened. “The GenSha on Godannii 2 have filed six injunctions against ISMC. They’ve performed a labor stoppage twice. As a result, ISMC sent their board of directors to directly deal with this situation. But they also armed their security forces and brought in a complement of new workers from another colony world. They had no intention of negotiating anything. They’ve done this before. I can call up a half-dozen times where colonies have ‘disappeared’ because ISMC came in and closed down their facilities or fired the populace, stranding them on the world.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Graa’vaa?” Hr’ent waved a paw at her. “Forget that. What aren’t you saying?” 
 
    “I think we’re being told to look in the wrong den, Hr’ent.” She sighed. “I don’t think the GenSha are to blame, and I think you’re in over your ears.” 
 
    “But they’re acting like terrorists.” Hr’ent squinted at the screen. “They’ve caused millions in damage, killed ISMC troopers, and what’s more, they’ve sunk low enough to take Peacemakers hostage. It’s as if they’ve gone out of their way to make the situation worse.” 
 
    “That’s what I don’t get. Everything about this situation says, from a common-sense perspective, that the initial request had to have come from the GenSha, not ISMC. ISMC has too much on the line to risk being told to cease and desist by our guild. The moment they upped their security forces and turned away serious deliberations, they put themselves in the wrong column, in my opinion.” 
 
    Hr’ent cupped the bottom of his snout with a paw and snorted as he took in the data. Stomach turning and twisting, half from anticipation and half from uncertainty, the picture cleared enough for him to settle on a course of action. 
 
    “I have to prove the GenSha aren’t to blame, that they aren’t terrorists, but simple citizens trying to assert their basic rights as a species against a corporation with a track record of running settlements into the ground for the sake of profit.” Hr’ent sighed in realization. “The video…” Hr’ent said, putting pieces together. 
 
    “What about it?” she asked. 
 
    “As much of an arrogant prick as Rsach is, I have to believe he wouldn’t have deviated from protocol without a direct order. That means the Peacemaker team was directed to the ISMC compound.” 
 
    “You think so?” Graa’vaa’s brow shot upward. 
 
    “It’s the only explanation. Without an initial request in the file, it stands to reason an order to go to ISMC would have come from the same entity that directed a team of four young Peacemakers fresh from the Academy into this shitstorm.” Hr’ent growled. “The team always goes to the party who requested them, and without a request goes where they’re ordered by the Guild—that’s SOP. Rsach is new enough that he wouldn’t check that video as thoroughly as you and I did. He probably didn’t have the time or resources.” Hr’ent shook his head. “He was hours from landing and received this self-deleting file with a horrific video attached. And he jumped at it.” 
 
    “But why would someone hide the ISMC request in the mission file?” Graa’vaa asked, then nodded her head. “Gods. You’re right! They were sent to the wrong side, and the GenSha did what any species would do with their backs against the trees. They decided to fight back.” 
 
    “Rsach and the others are caught in the middle, and we don’t really know why. This whole situation stinks, Graa’vaa.” Hr’ent leaned close enough to her to catch her scent and fought to maintain focus. “What if the guild is compromised?” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she nodded her head. “I have to see what I can find out. The transmission would have originated here, so I need to get into the gate files and check the message traffic. I’ll have to dig deep, though. That’s going to require time.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded. “I think we have time, at least to gather intelligence. I’m not so sure about our friends on the ground.” He locked eyes with her. “I am sure of one thing, though.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “I’m not in over my ears, Graa’vaa.” 
 
    The intelligence specialist frowned at him and turned back to the screen. She tapped on the console and pulled up the last message they’d received from before transitioning. The crowd of GenSha rioting at the mine fence was chanting many things, but there was one old GenSha in the middle of the formation saying something different.  
 
    Graa’vaa isolated his face and then initiated a scan of his mouth—essentially reading his lips. 
 
    “What’s he saying?” 
 
    “They won’t stand with you, Breka.” Graa’vaa looked up at him. “He just keeps repeating it. And he’s even looking up at the camera.” 
 
    Hr’ent took a deep breath and exhaled slowly through his nose. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “That’s putting it lightly,” Graa’vaa replied. “What do you think it means?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s way over both our ears.” Hr’ent shook his head. There had to be a greater meaning. “We have to find out who the initial request came from. That’s the first priority. I’d bet my pelt it wasn’t ISMC and that this GenSha knows something we don’t. Do we know who it is?” 
 
    “That’s my second priority. Once we enter orbit, I’ll connect to the GalNet and the planet’s Aethernet and find out. I’ll relay the information to you as soon as I can.” She paused. “If the GenSha sent the initial request, though, why would they hold the Peacemakers hostage and threaten to kill them?” 
 
    “They’ve taken the Peacemakers in an attempt to call attention to something much larger than this, so the guild will intervene on their behalf,” Hr’ent said. “Except, they’ve only sent me. I mean, us.” 
 
    Graa’vaa’s voice was low, almost a whisper. “I think you’re correct. Our own guild is suspect, Hr’ent. The only hope we have is that our team turns their backs on ISMC and negotiates with the GenSha while in captivity. That’s not going to happen, because Rsach and the others are going to be furious about being taken hostage. They won’t talk. We’ve been trained not to negotiate with terrorists. When they won’t talk, the GenSha will go as far as necessary to provoke a response. They really will execute them, Hr’ent.” 
 
    “I won’t let either of those things happen.” Hr’ent straightened and stared at the frozen image of the GenSha on the screen. “And there’s not a being on that planet who can stop me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 In Orbit around Godannii 2 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    Eight thousand kilometers above the surface, the Besquith Thrustcore burned its main engines for 214 seconds to establish itself in orbit. Far below, the day/night terminator raced from east to west toward the northern continent and Moppicut City. No sooner had the Core completed the orbital insertion burn, than a dropship detached from its center line and rotated toward the planet, firing its engines with a flare of ionized gas. 
 
    “Separation,” Emonk said with a grin on her face. She turned to look at Hr’ent and laughed. “You look pale, Big Guy. This is only an eight-G burn.” 
 
    Hr’ent tried to turn his head, but his vision swam from the acceleration. His body didn’t seem to be having much difficulty, but his equilibrium felt like it was being short-circuited. Behind his oxygen mask, he gulped air and tried to relax against the whirling sensation in his brain and stomach. “Ugh,” was all he could manage. 
 
    “Hey, you don’t want to throw up in that thing. It’s called pre-breathing, not pre-vomiting.” Emonk chuckled and returned her gaze to the instrument panel. “Besides, we won’t hit nine Gs for a few more minutes. Fifteen minutes from now, when we hit MECO, you’ll be wishing you could do it again.” 
 
    Not likely. 
 
    “What’s MECO?” he managed to grunt. 
 
    “Main engine cut off.” Emonk smiled. 
 
    Pilots. 
 
    Hr’ent mashed his eyes closed and focused on breathing in against the feeling of a half-dozen Oogar sitting on his chest and his brain flying apart. As he did, one of the rhythmic breathing exercises came back to him. The first two days at the Academy were spent studying holistic approaches to stress and fatigue. He and the other candidates in his class derided the breathing exercises and simple body movements for about 10 minutes until their instructors had successfully put the entire class to sleep in the middle of the day. From that moment forward, he’d trusted the exercises to do what they advertised, even if he fell short of performing them as often as he should. The rhythm of inhale and exhale calmed him and seemed to lessen the pressure on his chest. While he didn’t trust himself to open his eyes and turn his head against the acceleration, after four minutes of breathing, he found the flight much more bearable. He felt centered and more stable. 
 
    “How are we doing?” he grunted. 
 
    “Scopes are clear. Looks like the GenSha and ISMC have nulled out each other’s orbital assets. Means a quiet approach for us,” Emonk replied. “I’ve got the Blue Flight requesting comms link. I wanted to make sure you weren’t going to pass out before I opened it up.” 
 
    “Does that happen a lot? Passing out?” 
 
    Emonk grinned. “Let’s just say that when I mentioned a nine-G descent, Hak-Chet decided he didn’t want to ride along.” 
 
    The thought of the Deputy Selector passed out in a G-force induced loss of consciousness made Hr’ent grin. “I would have loved to see that.” 
 
    “Rumor has it there’s a video.” 
 
    Hr’ent laughed out loud. “When I get back, you need to show it to me, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “What makes you think I have it?” She laughed. He glanced at her out of the corner of his right eye and knew she was teasing. His laughter joined hers as they transitioned into the nine-G portion of the descent. He felt relaxed and ready. For the first time since he’d returned from his commissioning mission, there was real action. No training. No execution. 
 
    Action…and making a difference. 
 
    “Let’s go over the drop again,” he said with much less effort than he’d thought he’d need. “Blue Flight can wait a few more minutes.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Emonk replied. “The last atmospheric update we have gave us solid intel for the drop type. We’re going with a high-altitude, high-open approach. You’re set with an ultra-high glide ratio chute that should give a guy of your mass a good 80 kilometers of glide. This keeps us well outside Moppicut City on the descent. I don’t know if their mercs have any flyers, but if I drop you at about 18,000 meters it won’t matter too much.” 
 
    Hr’ent shook his head. “HAHO? I thought a low opening would be best.” 
 
    “If I drop you HALO, I’d have to be much closer to the city. This drop is all about stealth, Hr’ent. I have to drop you high up.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m pre-breathing.” 
 
    “Exactly. Hypoxia and decompression sickness are your enemies. Given your enhancements, we don’t know precisely how they’ll affect you, but we’re not taking any chances. The oxygen mask and the bottle you’ll transition to will get you down below 4,000 meters, and that’s what matters. I’m going to drop you first, then fire the engines to burn for orbit. About two minutes after ignition, during my gentle, commercial-like abort and orbital burn, I’ll drop your equipment pallet on the same general path but with a faster descent. You should be able to land near it and get to Moppicut City without wasting too much time. My goal is to drop it in the DZ you identified as the primary. You can glide to it, collect your gear, and be on your way before anyone suspects there is something there.” 
 
    “That means a longer trek across the ground.” Hr’ent frowned under his mask. 
 
    “That’s where those enhancements should come in handy, Big Guy.” Emonk smiled. “We’re 15 minutes from MECO. We’ll be in controlled descent for another five through atmospheric interface. We’re going to do that as slowly as possible. As soon as we’re through the fire, so to speak, you’re out the door.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded. Twenty minutes to go. 
 
    “How long until the G-forces let off so I can check the gear?” 
 
    “About six minutes,” Emonk said. “I’m going to engage the Blue Flight comms. They’re chattering in my ear like a bunch of Goka in a sugar factory.” 
 
    Hr’ent snorted. “Haven’t heard that one before.” 
 
    “I’m here all week,” Emonk replied. “Blue Flight, Drop Alpha. Comms engaged. We’re still under G so give my passenger a break, will you?” 
 
    “We have a clear picture of his vitals. Everything looks good,” Hak replied over the comms. “How are you feeling with that kind of load, Hr’ent?” 
 
    “Haven’t passed out yet,” he said and risked a tilt of his head so he could wink at Emonk. 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” the Sidar replied. His usual tone was a little softer than normal, and Hr’ent knew he’d hit his mark. “We’ll be walking you through the pre-jump checklists from here.” 
 
    “I have about five minutes until I can check the gear one more time.” 
 
    “Which we can fill with intelligence, jump updates, and anything else we need to ensure you’re as informed as possible.” Hak hadn’t sounded that chipper in all the time Hr’ent had known the Sidar. Something was up. 
 
    Great. Everybody wants to talk to me, and all I want to do is get out the fucking door. 
 
    “Hey? Big Guy?” 
 
    He glanced at Emonk. “Yeah?” 
 
    “They are as nervous as you are about this. Let them talk, but don’t let them into your head. Get me?” 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “You can cut that Izlian shit out, too. We’re teammates, Hr’ent.” 
 
    He took her advice and let them talk. There were no substantial updates to the plan and no more intelligence updates from the surface. When the G-forces slacked off, he moved from the dropship’s cockpit to the cargo bay and checked the equipment pallet—tactical, small—one more time. Loaded with a portable satlink, ammunition, weapons, rations, and trauma supplies, the pallet would certainly come in handy on the ground. Given the nature of the jump, and the violent, high-altitude deployment of his glide chute, the only weapon he’d be carrying would be his PK-40, strapped and maybe taped to his right leg. 
 
    “Final gear checks, Hr’ent.” Hak’s voice crackled in his earpiece. 
 
    “The pallet is secure.” 
 
    “What about the weapons?” 
 
    Hr’ent growled. “I am not unpacking the pallet, Hak. They were fine when we transitioned. They were fine when they were packed on the pallet. They were fine when I strapped the pallet to the drop assembly. They’re fine.” 
 
    “As long as you’re fine with it.” 
 
    Gods. He’s like my mother. 
 
    “I am more than fine with it, Hak. The pallet is ready to go. I’m going off headset for two minutes to suit up.” 
 
    “You should wait for Emonk to inspect you.” 
 
    “Negative.” Hr’ent shook his head. This was growing tiresome. “I’ve been dressing myself since I was a cub. I do not need a lieutenant to help me don my helmet and chute.” 
 
    “There’s more to the assembly than—” 
 
    Hr’ent disengaged the earpiece and sighed in pleasure at the sudden silence. The prattle of instructions and reminders did nothing more than increase his anxiety. If Hak and the others weren’t ready for him to take on the mission, they should have said something before disengaging the dropship. A need for constant communication was one thing, and yet there seemed to be absolutely no sense of trust in his ability to perform the mission. He’d done everything they asked with excellence. Looking at his rig, Hr’ent pushed the thoughts and doubts of the others away and focused on the procedures he’d learned between his first and second years at the Academy. 
 
    Every candidate learned basic parachute operations. Candidates jumped a minimum of three times on Ocono with a standard static-line deployment. Hooked to the inside of the aircraft via a detachable tether, a jumper’s parachute is fully extracted when the jumper leaves the airplane. The reliable deployment made it easy to train a vast number of candidates every summer. Most eschewed the opportunity to jump more than the three required times. Hr’ent had jumped multiple times every break over the last two years, save for the time around his commissioning mission. The last several drops he’d done were high-altitude, low-opening jumps. Leaving a dropship at over 15,000 meters up and falling to just over 1,000 in less than two minutes at 200 kilometers per hour appealed to every fiber of his being. It was even better than soaring above a landscape on his flightcycle with the throttle fully open. The exhilaration of the jump and the sense of speed never failed to disappoint him. 
 
    The rig for this jump was very similar, save for the actual parachute. The main rig hung suspended in a frame that allowed him to step into the leg straps with ease. He checked the tight exosuit he wore over his fur with a combination of chagrin and necessity. While the upper atmosphere of Godannii 2 was likely as cold as Ocono and other places he’d jumped, he’d never had to wear a thermal suit. The damned thing was hot, tight, and constricting. Even hanging under a canopy and gliding for 50 kilometers in a slow descent in the suit sounded like hell. How much better would it be to just drop straight down? 
 
    Hr’ent shook his head. Avoiding the risk to the dropship and the secrecy of their mission were paramount. As much as he wanted to HALO, he needed to stick with the plan. The suit would remain, and he would deal with it. Over his exosuit, he layered his combat armor. The kinetic deflection plates were webbed together in a way that allowed his joints to remain fully articulate without compromising protection. Over his chest, the armor was the thickest at nearly four centimeters. The composite material of the Ballistic Assault, Modular Function armor system, or BAMF for short, was classified at a level much higher than any of the working Peacemakers or Enforcers. Rumor was that the armor was elSha designed and Besquith made. As long as it stopped projectiles and bladed weapons, Hr’ent didn’t care. He hadn’t worn the full complement of armor since his commissioning mission, but it felt right when he donned it. 
 
    “Almost ready, Big Guy?” Emonk asked from behind him as she made her way aft into the cargo bay. 
 
    “You trust the autopilot that much?” Hr’ent grinned. 
 
    Emonk tapped the bulkhead with one of her right hands. “Trust has to be earned, and this baby’s never let me down.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded. “Help me into the rig?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here.” Emonk grinned and stepped behind the rig mount. Hr’ent took his place in the center, and the Pendal pilot engaged the platform. The rig raised the leg loops for the harness into position and tightened them around Hr’ent’s upper thighs. He worked his arms into the appropriate spots, and the heavy parachute sack hefted onto his back. 
 
    “That’s heavier than I thought.” 
 
    “It’s a composite, too. Ultra-high glide ratio. It’s rated at eight to one—eight meters forward velocity for every descending meter in altitude. With your weight, though, it won’t do that well. If we keep dropping you in places, we’re going to need a whole new parachute system.” 
 
    “Or just let me HALO.” 
 
    Emonk frowned. “That, too. Don’t get any ideas, okay?” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded but didn’t reply as the rig tightened around his entire body. Emonk stepped up to him and connected four straps in an X pattern across his chest before attaching the reserve parachute to his front at the waist. The oblong chute wasn’t like anything he’d jumped with before. 
 
    “New chute?” 
 
    “Old,” Emonk said. “It’s the biggest reserve chute we deploy. Given that the chance for HAHO chutes to fail is greatest at the highest altitude, the idea was to give you the best chance for recovery. The main chute is deployed automatically by a compressed air charge. The timer is set for 12 seconds after you jump. That’s just enough time to get out of the engine blast.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Hr’ent shook his head. “You’ve thought of everything.” 
 
    “Almost,” Emonk said. “Take a deep breath, hold it, and hand me your mask. I’ll pass you your helmet and connect the oxygen relay on your left side. When I’m done, I’ll tap your left arm twice. Ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    “Deep breath and hold.” 
 
    Hr’ent did as he was told and removed his oxygen mask. Emonk handed the jump helmet to him, and he snugged it over his head. He brought the split front pieces together at the end of his snout and connected them magnetically before swinging the face plate down over his eyes. Instantly he felt the pressurization of the helmet, and the internal heads-up display flickered on. Emonk tapped his arm twice, and he took a breath. The oxygen was cool and moist. 
 
    “Good seal,” he reported. 
 
    Emonk tapped her earpiece. Her normal smile was gone, and her eyes were serious. “C2 relay is active in 10 seconds. Bring them home with honor, Hr’ent.” 
 
    A sudden tightness in his throat surprised him. From the moment he’d met the lieutenant, she’d treated him as an equal of sorts. There was never any reminder of his rank versus hers or anything disciplinary. He realized she was a friend. She wanted him to be careful and to accomplish the mission. Her simple words cut through his ego and managed to get to the very core of the Peacemaker ideal. No matter the species and no matter their background, those who wore the badge stood up for each other. Rsach and the others, despite their treatment of him at the Academy, were in danger. They might never be the kind of friend he thought Emonk could grow to be, but that didn’t matter. They were Peacemakers, and he was one of them. 
 
    “You got it, Boss.” 
 
    “C2 relay is active. Good rig and chute, Hak. Our boy is ready to deploy,” Emonk said. “Moving to the cockpit to open the door. Drop point is 60 seconds away.” 
 
    He watched her make her way to the forward bulkhead to the airlock. She turned back to him and saluted, one right fist to her chest, and he returned it with a flush of pride that threatened to make his eyes water. 
 
    Emonk disappeared into the cockpit section, and Hr’ent turned toward the aft door. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Twenty seconds,” Emonk called in his headset. 
 
    “Hr’ent? HAHO jumps can be violent. Once you’re under canopy, make contact so we can talk you down,” Hak urged. “Good luck, Enforcer.” 
 
    Gods, I love the sound of that. 
 
    “Affirmative, Hak,” Hr’ent replied as he slipped his feet into restraint loops and reached up with his paws for a set above him. “In the restraints, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Door coming open.” 
 
    A red light winked on at the edge of his vision as a maelstrom of wind tore at him. Hr’ent shivered at the temperature change, even inside his exosuit. Outside the dropship, the upper atmosphere of Godannii 2 was dark and crystal clear. Far below, he saw pinpoints of light on the approaching continent. At the limit of his field of vision were the outskirts of Moppicut City, 60 or so kilometers away. 
 
    “Five seconds. Platform is stable.” 
 
    Hr’ent stepped out of the foot restraints and let go of the ones he held. The drop ramp deployed, and as he walked to the edge, he realized he was holding his breath. His heart pounded in his chest, and a thrill of anticipation sent his heart racing. There wasn’t time for anything else as the drop light winked from red to green. He took three big steps and leapt into the night. He tried to count as he tumbled through the sky before working his body into a stable descent position. No sooner had he spread his arms and legs to catch the thin air around him, than the main chute jerked open violently. 
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    “Bloody Elementals,” Hr’ent gasped as the rig seemed to tear at every body part at once. “That hurt!” 
 
    He looked up quickly and checked the shroud line from his rig to the dull black, wing-like parafoil above. The chute was good, and there were no malfunctions. The temperature was much colder than he’d expected, but the exosuit kept him warm enough to function. His oxygen system continued to operate. The critical systems were as nominal as they were going to get. 
 
    Hr’ent worked his lower jaw to activate his radio set. “Hak? I’m out and fully deployed. No malfunctions.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Hak replied. “Orient on Moppicut City, just off your left.” 
 
    Hr’ent worked his paws into the straps above his shoulders and found the steering toggles. He gently pulled on the left one, and the parafoil snapped a quick left turn. “On it.” 
 
    “Relaying terrain information to your helmet.” 
 
    Instantly, the terrain below became a three-dimensional topographical map before his eyes. He clearly saw the city and the drop zone for his equipment pallet. He looked up and saw the dropship thrusting away from him. He watched it, trying to see the equipment pallet deploy, but it was too far away and moving far too fast. 
 
    “I show the drop zone about 40 kilometers away,” he said into the radio. 
 
    “Correct. The pallet has been deployed and is under silk and tracking toward its target now,” Hak replied. “I want to go over the mission briefs before you get close enough that the GenSha communications jammers degrade our ability to talk constantly.” 
 
    “That could be a good thing.” Hr’ent sighed, then panicked as the microphone was active. 
 
    “Being jammed? That’s not a good thing for operations.” 
 
    “You’ll have to trust me then.” He had reveled in the solitude he’d had during the Pushtal mission. There was something deeply gratifying about pitting one’s entire being against impossible odds and coming out the victor. In a flash, he realized that feeling was something he craved…something his psyche seemed to need like a drug. 
 
    “We do trust you, Hr’ent. We just want to remain in contact.” 
 
    Hr’ent flared. “Not contact. Control. Next you’ll be telling me when and where to crap in the woods.” 
 
    “That’s unfair, Hr’ent. The idea is that we support you from—” 
 
    Hr’ent tuned him out and glanced at the mission’s elapsed time. His time to target was over 30 minutes. Hak-Chet kept talking, and the more he did, the harder Hr’ent clenched his fists. The Sidar mentioned something about taking a moment to eat a protein bar. Hr’ent’s irritation flared—he’d reached his limit. 
 
    “Fuck this,” he growled. 
 
    Hr’ent reached up to the emergency jettison points on his chest and cut away the main parachute. Instantly, he tumbled head over heels. He reached out to control his fall, slowly bringing his body into a stable free-fall position. Head down, arms tucked back at his sides, Hr’ent settled into the familiar flight position and grinned under his helmet as Hak-Chet raged. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing? You’re part of a team! How dare you deviate from this plan? Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    Hr’ent snapped, “Let me do my job. I’ll call you if I need you. Hr’ent out.” He cut the comms. 
 
    That’s better, he thought. Radio silence. I can do my job. It’s not like they won’t be able to follow my progress. 
 
    The altimeter reading on his faceplate raced downward from 10,000 meters which gave him roughly two minutes of free fall before he’d have to deploy the reserve chute manually. He brought his left arm in front of his helmet and tried to activate the slate on the inside of his forearm, but the device wouldn’t cooperate in free fall. Distractions during air deployment operations were a bad thing. Hr’ent watched the altimeter and relaxed, enjoying the sensation of flight for as long as he could. In seconds, he was smiling as he barrel-rolled through the sky. 
 
    At 6,000 meters, he stabilized into the free fall position, discarded his oxygen bottle assembly, and worked the helmet open to allow the planet’s air on his face. At 190 kph, the dark ground raced up at him. At 1,000 meters, Hr’ent deployed the reserve parachute at his waist. As the chute deployed, the straps caught on the open visor of his helmet and ripped it away from his head. He watched it tumble into the night below as the reserve chute opened with a mighty jerk. His body canted to the left, and when he looked up, he saw that three…no, four shroud lines had snapped, no doubt from his massive body weight. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    He grabbed the straps and centered himself beneath the chute as best he could, as a portion of his chute fluttered above him. Too fast…The spindly branches of very tall trees reached up into the night. The treetops tore at his legs with the staccato crashing of breaking limbs. The fabric of the chute caught and snapped the upper branches with hearty tugs as he ripped through the canopy into the lower branches. He only hoped he would miss the thicker branches further down into the forest. Hr’ent ground his jaw and closed his eyes for impact. 
 
    This is gonna hurt. 
 
    Somehow, he managed to miss the major branches, and with a last tug of his chute along a lower branch, he swung forward and slammed into a small clearing. He didn’t have time to execute a proper landing. Instead, his feet, ass, and head slammed into the soft, loamy soil at almost the same time. Bright lights exploded behind his eyes, and he felt the air WHUFF out of his lungs. He wasn’t sure he hadn’t been knocked out for a moment. But as the light in his vision faded, he thrashed, rolled, and twisted onto his paws and knees before managing to detach one of the chute’s riser straps. It slid away from him across the thick grass, and the parafoil quickly deflated across the forest floor. 
 
    Hr’ent stayed there for a long moment, breathing hard and performing a self-assessment. He’d hurt for a while, but there was nothing broken or sprained, save for his pride. As much as he hated to admit it, what he’d done was rash and, well, monumentally stupid. He wasn’t looking forward to the moment he turned the comms back on, but he knew he would have to eventually. 
 
    With a grunt, he sat on the forest floor and toggled his slate on. As it initialized, he waited for the equipment pallet’s beacon to activate. An interminable five minutes later, the green icon appeared but not where he’d expected it. It was 30 kilometers away, but not in the direction he’d hoped for. Instead of picking up his equipment on the way to Moppicut City, he’d have to veer east 15 kilometers off his path to reach it, with another 15 from there to the city. For a moment, he considered pressing on with just his PK-40, but he realized that without the additional weapons, power cells, and supplies, he’d risk death, not just failure. He pounded his thigh with his fist. Less than a minute on the ground, and the mission was already running behind. 
 
    I’ll deal with Hak when I have to, he thought. 
 
    Without another word, Hr’ent rose to his feet, stretched his battered body to work out a few kinks, then turned toward the beacon. Taking a deep breath, he ran into the night at about half his old sprinting speed. The BAMF combat armor, enhanced as it was, felt heavy on his body, but not heavy enough to cause him too much concern. He decided to remove the thermal suit once he got to the pallet. If he could keep up the pace, the 20 kilometers ahead of him would take about an hour, maybe a little more. 
 
    There was only one way to find out.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Godannii 2 
 
    Somewhere in the Culovir Range, North of Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    With a disgusted snarl, Satuur broke through a dense thicket of vines and shrubs as he dragged Dolamiir’s litter behind him in the darkness. 
 
    Eight days, he thought. Eight days, and we’re not out of this shit yet. It took a good deal of his considerable strength to yank the dozing executive through the last of the underbrush. His body, particularly his endurance, had been tested, but he was confident he still had a good deal more in him. He would need it. 
 
    He covered another 20 meters of mossy soil and bare stone before reaching the crest of the final ridge that lay between him and the rolling hills leading to Moppicut City in the south. He propped the litter up on a thick branch that stuck out and then stepped up to the edge. Forest stretched away from him, thickening as it dropped down the hillside. Light from a half-full moon turned the tops of the trees a gray-green, and dark streaks cut their way through the forest, indicating the path of a handful of rivers and streams. In the distance, he could clearly see the light-speckled smudge of the city, and he estimated it was another 15 or 20 klicks further, although he hoped to run into an ISMC patrol well before that. An orange, smoky haze lay over the city, most of it on the western edge. A flash of light sprang up, and as he watched, a fresh plume of smoke rose into the air. 
 
    They’re still fighting. 
 
    He let out a long breath and shook his head. He’d held onto a vain hope that the conflict would have already been resolved. He was ill-prepared for any sort of combat situation at the moment. His needler only had two rounds left in it, and his laser pistol had one, although he still had his combat knife. He wondered if any of the board members still lived. And what of the Peacemakers? Had they been executed or used as some sort of bargaining chip? If the latter, he knew what the Peacemaker Guild’s response would be. They didn’t negotiate with terrorists. They usually killed them, but in a situation like this, they’d gather all the evidence before they started pulling triggers. He glanced back at his charge. 
 
    Dolamiir still lay motionless on the litter, both of his legs bound by splints, and the left one wrapped in heavy bandages that had finally stopped the seeping blood three days earlier. 
 
    Had Satuur survived the distant crash alone, he could have easily returned to the city in a couple of days, despite his minor injuries. Cut and bruised, he’d suffered no broken limbs in the traumatic crash, although he was certainly more durable than an average Jivool. The same could not be said for Dolamiir. The executive’s condition had been far worse. Both of the executive’s legs had been broken in the crash, one of them in a grotesque compound fracture between the knee and ankle. He had also dislocated his shoulder, which Satuur had popped back in. The executive had numerous cuts and abrasions across his face and arms that were now, thankfully, mostly healed. 
 
    After the crash, he’d found Dolamiir still strapped into the acceleration couch, dangling face-down inside the tail section. At first, he had assumed the weak executive had perished, but a quick check revealed faint life signs. Satuur’s obligation was clear. For a flickering moment, he had considered ending the unconscious executive…simply covering his muzzle with a paw. It would have been easy to explain once he got back to ISMC, but in all his time, he’d never broken or betrayed a contract. He wasn’t cut out that way. It was a matter of pride, and he’d do what he could to meet his obligations, no matter what he wanted to do personally. If he had been alone, he would have made his way back to Moppicut, but Dolamiir’s very inconvenient existence made that impossible. 
 
    ISMC’s policy was—if reasonable and without undue risk to executives—to wait by the wreckage for 72 hours. This would give ISMC search teams an opportunity to find them, assuming they were looking. With a groan of disgust, Satuur had cut Dolamiir loose, taking great care with his injuries, then set to work stabilizing Dolamiir and the situation. 
 
    Much of the transport’s emergency survival gear had been badly damaged in the crash, but there were enough skinseal, splints, bandages, and nanites to treat Dolamiir’s injuries and keep him alive for at least a week. Satuur had started an intravenous nanite solution to begin the healing process, but after 12 hours, there was no visible change in the executive’s condition. During that time, he’d discovered that the comms equipment was dead, the weapons locker had been torn away with the missile impact, and their survival rations were meager at best. At least he had his training, personal weapons, and a fierce will to survive, which could mean the difference between life and joining the detritus covering the forest floor. 
 
    Hope that flyers or a patrol would locate them had long since vanished, so Satuur fashioned a sturdy litter from the wreckage and a pair of long trees painstakingly brought down with his combat knife and brute force. He strapped Dolamiir down with seat restraints, loaded up their meager supplies, then hefted the heavy load like a beast of burden. He put his head down and walked through the fourth day and into the night without stopping. After an eight-hour rest by a flowing creek, he set off again, preferring to travel at night when it was cooler. 
 
    Dolamiir did not regain consciousness in the first 36 hours after the crash, nor the 40 hours after that as Satuur hauled the executive and their supplies through the thick forest. He’d had to cut well to the east around a deep river canyon and slowed down as he dragged his charge up and over one ridge and then another. Nearly three more days had passed before the executive moaned and tried to move his shattered leg. He’d cried out in pain and immediately passed out. 
 
    Satuur trudged on, grateful for the continued silence, until he finally reached the ridge and laid his eyes on Moppicut City. 
 
    As he stared over the rolling hills between him and the city, calculating possibilities, he heard a rustling behind him. He turned slowly, wary that someone might be sneaking up on them. 
 
    “We live?” Dolamiir croaked. 
 
    “Indeed,” Satuur assured him. 
 
    Dolamiir cursed once and took stock of his situation. “We have to get back to the city,” he said. 
 
    “What is it you think I’ve been doing?” Satuur could not keep the rising fatigue and frustration out of his voice. “I’ve dragged you for eight days through this gods-cursed forest.” 
 
    “Eight days?” Dolamiir asked, incredulous. “Wasn’t there a rescue party?” 
 
    Satuur stared at the insipid director. It took all of his control not to bark out some response about how he’d waved them off because he enjoyed dragging useless executives over one mountain ridge after another. Biting his tongue, he said, “They never came.” 
 
    Dolamiir tried to move, wincing at the remaining tenderness in his legs and then glanced around his surroundings. 
 
    “How far have we come?” He started loosening the straps that held his shoulders in place. 
 
    Satuur shrugged. 
 
    “Forty or 50 klicks, perhaps. It’s hard to say. I had to divert east to get around a river canyon.” 
 
    Dolamiir released the straps and sat up, stunned. “How could you possibly do that?” 
 
    Satuur pulled a water bladder from his belt and drained it in two swallows. He met Dolamiir’s eyes. “Do what?” 
 
    “Your strength. Stamina. It’s like nothing I have ever seen.” 
 
    Satuur grunted. “You never spent time with the domestic militia,” he said dismissively. He didn’t really want to tell Dolamiir the truth, but he wasn’t sure he had a choice. It wasn’t something he’d told many people. 
 
    Dolamiir grunted and tried to smile. “I did not. But I’ve never known any soldier who possessed what you have. You were enhanced?” 
 
    Satuur shook his head. No choice. 
 
    “Not artificially, no. My father was a geneticist. I was his ultimate achievement.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Does it matter? We are still about two days from the city,” Satuur said. “I must rest for a few hours. How is your pain?” 
 
    Dolamiir sighed. “Manageable. You sleep and I will keep watch.” 
 
    Satuur snorted and then laughed. “There isn’t time. The mercenary forces may be in orbit, if not already on the ground. They will most certainly need to be corralled. There is the matter of the Peacemakers, too, if you recall. Your hope that they do not understand the original scope or intent of their mission will not end well.” 
 
    “I am not worried about them,” Dolamiir said. “Other arrangements have been made.” 
 
    Satuur glanced up at Dolamiir to ask what he meant, but the executive’s eyes closed, and his head lolled back against the platform. A wry grin split Satuur’s maw. There would be no one watching him rest. No one standing guard. He lowered himself down onto a patch of soil beside a large boulder, closed his eyes, and leaned his head back. Slipping his needler into his paw, he was about to close his eyes when a bright flash of light caught his attention. He rose quickly to his feet and strode over to the edge of the ridge to get a better view behind them. 
 
    High above, in the darkness of a clear, starry sky, a ship fired its engines and climbed toward orbit with a full burn of thrusters. It was back behind the course he’d taken to bring them to the ridge. 
 
    Satuur’s eyes narrowed. The profile of the ship, it’s angle of ascent and location north and east of their position, was wrong for the nearby spaceports. There was nothing in the landing profile, and the ship appeared to be executing a missed approach maneuver of some type. 
 
    “Suborbital bombardment?” Dolamiir’s voice startled Satuur as the executive’s wide eyes followed the light in the sky. “The GenSha can do that?” 
 
     “It’s not the GenSha, let alone any type of bombardment.” Satuur shook his head. He should have considered all the options from the very beginning. “It’s most likely a Peacemaker dropship.” 
 
    “More Peacemakers?” 
 
    “No. With the first mission intercepted by the GenSha on landing and the continued combat in the city, it’s obvious they failed to reach any sort of settlement. I saw another explosion on the western side of Moppicut. I suspect Bith and his forces have taken them hostage…or killed them…because if they had managed to negotiate, the fighting would have stopped. It hasn’t.” Satuur raised a paw and pointed at the ship accelerating to the north. “If it were mercenaries, they’d come down in force—multiple transports—and go directly to the spaceport or one of our landing sites. If I’m not mistaken, that ship is an insertion vehicle, with at least one Enforcer and gear.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s an Enforcer?” 
 
    “Standard operating procedure. It’s what they do to a fault,” Satuur replied as he folded the empty water bladder and tucked it into his tactical belt. “I’ve seen it before.” The thought chilled Satuur’s blood. GenSha, he could handle. Mercs, he was willing to contend with. But an Enforcer changed the dynamic considerably. He made a decision. He turned to Dolamiir and locked eyes with the nervous executive. “We must kill him before he kills us and ruins ISMC’s objectives.” 
 
    “No,” Dolamiir said emphatically in a tone he normally reserved for his board of directors. “Once you’re rested, we’re heading back to the ISMC post. We’re bound to run into a patrol.” 
 
    Satuur narrowed his eyes, and he could feel his frustration building to a dangerous level. 
 
    “You do not understand this situation, Dolamiir.” 
 
    “It’s Director to you, and do not tell me what I do or do not understand! You are my security guard. I hired you to protect me and not to—” 
 
    Satuur leapt forward, clutched Dolamiir’s jacket and shirt collar in one massive paw, and effortlessly lifted him into the air, holding him at eye level. Dolamiir’s mouth hung open, soundlessly moving as the words evaporated on his tongue. The last shred of Satuur’s patience and self-control turned his normally calm, stoic face into a wide snarl of violence. 
 
    “I said, we are going after the Enforcer. You have no idea what one of them is capable of in a situation like this, Director.” 
 
    “H-how?” Dolamiir struggled in Satuur’s grasp, his legs dangling. “This isn’t possible! You cannot be this strong!” 
 
    “And you cannot be this ignorant.” Satuur shook Dolamiir once. “The Enforcer is our primary concern until it is eliminated. They carry a license to kill. They are judge, jury, and executioner. If that Enforcer finds out what you’ve done, it’ll kill both of us. We kill it, or it will most surely kill us. There may already be a death sentence on our heads.” He let out a frustrated breath and tried to find the calm center where he normally existed. It irritated him that Dolamiir had been able to break that calm, and he suddenly found himself wishing he had ended the executive. Hauling him through the forest while trying to get the drop on an Enforcer was not what he’d signed up for. 
 
    With as much care as he could manage, he set Dolamiir back on the litter without straining. He stood to his full height. “Do you understand the situation, Dolamiir?” 
 
    Dolamiir nodded. “What did your father do to you, Satuur?” 
 
    “Don’t ask that, Dolamiir. Ask yourself what I will do to you if you continue to protest this course of action.” Satuur turned away to the emergency ration package and rooted for something to eat. Exerting himself as he had required an inordinate number of calories, and he’d consumed three times his daily rations just to keep his strength up. “And more importantly, ask yourself what will happen if we do not find and kill that Enforcer.” The menace was thick in his voice. “No arrangement you’ve brokered around a conference table will save you from one of them.” 
 
    A faint fluttering sound caught Satuur’s attention. He turned his gaze up and to the left, trying to pick whatever it was out of the dark sky. His ears turned fully forward and shifted left and right, zeroing in on the sound. 
 
    There. 
 
    About 300 meters off the ground, he picked up the silver highlights of a descending chute. Beneath it, he saw a pallet swinging. The chute came down fast, and he heard it tear through the trees with the sound of breaking limbs, a little more than a klick away. Then he heard the tremendous clatter and crash of cargo hitting the forest floor. It sounded like it landed near the river that cut along the bottom of the ridge. 
 
    “We have to get moving,” he said, turning quickly on Dolamiir. “Can you stand?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    “Try,” Satuur insisted. “The nanites should have repaired the bones and most of the muscle by now. It’ll be stiff and painful, but movement is the best thing for you.” He drew his combat knife and cut away the splints he’d fashioned. Setting them aside, he stepped back a pace. 
 
    “Why such a hurry?” Dolamiir asked. “You have to be exhausted.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Satuur said grimly. He pointed down the hill. “The Enforcer’s equipment just landed not far from here. We have to get to it before he or she does. It’s the perfect bait, and it has the equipment I need to keep us alive. We will wait for the Enforcer, leaving the pallet untouched so as not to arouse suspicion. Once our enemy is dead, we can take what we want and return to the city.” 
 
    Dolamiir gingerly pushed himself forward and stood on shaking legs. His paws grasped at Satuur, who helped him to his feet. The smaller Jivool swayed a bit, but his balance held. “I can stand, but I’m not sure I can walk.” 
 
    Satuur kept his arm steady. “I need you to try. Take it slow and focus on your balance.” 
 
    Dolamiir walked about 10 meters forward and stopped. His breath came in deep heaves but wasn’t overly labored. Satuur idly wondered about the executive’s physical condition before the accident. He reached out again, but Dolamiir shook his paw away from Satuur’s support and walked a few more meters. The executive turned to him. “You were correct. It feels good to move.” 
 
    “Good.” Satuur gathered the few supplies in their possession. He pointed 90 degrees away from the direction of the parachute. “We start walking that way. You set the pace, and I will be right behind you.” 
 
    “What if I get too tired?” 
 
    Satuur frowned. “Then I’ll carry you. We have to get to that pallet in an hour or less, Director, and we have to come around from the other side so the Enforcer—hopefully—does not cross our tracks. I’d suggest you move like your life depends on it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Captured ISMC Emergency Relief Facility (ERF), Northwest of Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    Rsach picked at the military rations they had been provided. He wasn’t at all hungry, but he knew he needed to keep his strength up. After Bith and Gorn’s hasty exit from the conference room, the four Peacemakers had been rounded up at gunpoint, had black sacks pulled over their heads, and had been taken to a waiting military transport. The vehicle shuddered briefly over an uneven dirt road before spending 30 minutes rolling over smooth pavement. There was another brief patch of dirt road and then the doors at the rear of the transport opened. They were marched into a building, made several turns, and descended two levels in an elevator. After another couple of turns in what sounded like a concrete hallway, they were shoved into a five-by-five-meter room with one door and no windows. There weren’t even any cots, just bare floor and a stack of blankets. The other three Peacemakers had been sullen and silent since their confinement. Rsach, on the other hand, had welcomed the absence of chatter. 
 
    He had a good deal of thinking to do. In fact, he’d been thinking almost non-stop. The mission—his mission—had gone horribly wrong, and he was still trying to figure out how…and why. He’d done everything by the book, and when the order came down from the Guild Master, he’d followed it to the best of his ability. So why were they in a concrete prison? It was all that hothead, Bith’s fault. He’d ruined everything. Rsach sighed heavily. At least none of them had been executed…yet. ISMC had called in mercenaries, so maybe they could succeed where Rsach and his team had failed. Diplomacy at gunpoint seemed to be the only thing the GenSha were going to listen to. But at what cost in lives and livelihoods? Rsach wasn’t unaware of how badly the GenSha had been treated. If he had been in the same situation, he might have taken up arms. But he never would have fired the first shot or taken Peacemakers hostage, yet the GenSha had done both? The video he’d seen was conclusive. The GenSha had murdered sleeping troopers as the opening volley of their rebellion. And to take Peacemakers hostage and condemn them to death? That was well beyond any sort of response other than base terrorism. 
 
    As he forced himself to take a bite of his rations, a series of shock waves pulsed across the floor. Moments later, they heard the muffled sound of explosions, probably less than a kilometer away. The four Peacemakers exchanged nervous glances as a fair amount of commotion broke out on the other side of the door—including shouts of Veetanho mercs—combined with the sound of a good deal of pounding boots going in one direction…the way the Peacemakers had been brought in. 
 
    “Orbital bombardment?” Tyrn asked, and there was no mistaking his underlying fear. ISMC had undertaken such a response in the past. And if that was the situation here, odds were good everyone in the building would be dead in minutes. 
 
    Rsach shook his head. “Artillery maybe, but nothing heavy. I’m thinking high-altitude mortars.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ve come for us,” Vresh said, looking at Rsach with a hint of hope in her voice. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Rsach replied. “At this point, I suspect our presence will be tertiary, until and if the Peacemaker Guild decides to intervene again. If they do”—he let his gaze slide across the other three—“it will be an Enforcer, not combat troops. Intelligence gathering will be their primary mission and rescuing us will be secondary until they get better situational awareness.” 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Ven whispered in a low voice. He looked at Rsach urgently. “Tonight, if at all possible. In here, we’re nothing more than bodies they will someday pull out of the rubble, assuming they even look.” 
 
    “You have a point,” Tyrn added. 
 
    “I agree,” Rsach said. He’d been thinking about that, too, for a while. He had a plan of sorts. It would be risky and would depend on the guard’s knowledge of Jeha anatomy. The time to take risks, however, had arrived. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Rsach said. “It’s pretty disgusting, actually, but I think it’s our best shot.” 
 
    He looked at Vresh. “How does your stomach feel?” There was a strange tremor in his voice, and his antennae quivered apologetically. 
 
    Vresh moved back a step, shocked by the suggestion, while Tyrn and Ven exchanged confused looks. They clearly had no idea what Rsach was talking about. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” she said, appalled. 
 
    “You have a better idea?” Rsach stared at her expectantly, his antennae swinging forward in the Jeha expression of frustration. 
 
    She hesitated, and her limbs slumped in defeat. 
 
    “Why don’t you do it?” she asked, and there was no missing the heat in her voice. 
 
    “Because I’d rather they shoot me if they’re going to shoot anyone,” he said. “We can do this…you can do this.” He stepped forward and took several of her pincers in his. “We have to think like the opposition and be as ruthless as possible.” 
 
    She looked at the other two Peacemakers, and her limbs quivered apprehensively. “If either of you ever says a word about this to anyone, I’ll spend the rest of my life ruining yours.” 
 
    They all turned at the sound of the door being unlocked. It swung open slowly, and four GenSha guards walked in, sidearms aimed at the four Peacemakers. They spread out, herding their prisoners to the center of the room. Rsach saw the menace in their eyes. These GenSha were angry, probably about the presence of the mercs and the sporadic artillery fire that was still shaking the walls around them, although it seemed to have lessened somewhat and was further away now. When Gorn’s massive frame filled the doorway, a half-snarl marring his face, Rsach got a sinking feeling, for behind the big GenSha were four more guards, and they held rifles. It was clear Gorn possessed a seething hatred for the Peacemakers, and for a moment Rsach thought there were all going to be executed. 
 
    He tensed, ready to go down fighting. The Peacemakers glanced at each other, and in unspoken agreement, they all tensed up, prepared to make the last sacrifice. 
 
    “No need for that, Peacemaker,” Gorn said, and he sounded disappointed. “Relax. You may yet survive this…if you cooperate. If you resist, we’ll take great pleasure in killing you where you stand, but we have our orders.” He raised an eyebrow and eyed Rsach. “Better to live and fight another day than waste your life fighting impossible odds, yes?” 
 
    Rsach was wary, but the GenSha before him sounded sincere. He couldn’t disagree with the sentiment. He glanced at his team. 
 
    “Do as they say and stay alive,” he ordered. 
 
    They had a plan, and Rsach had some confidence it might work. He had a sneaking suspicion they were being taken for an interrogation session. With the deadline past, the GenSha would want to know what the guild would do next. Rsach would probably do the same thing if he were in their shoes. He clenched his mandibles. It was all so…unnecessary. They’d come to broker peace, but the stubborn GenSha had made that impossible. And now they would have to endure whatever these terrorists had in store for them. 
 
    Gorn turned his attention to the nearest GenSha, a smaller specimen with nearly orange fur and pale green stripes. “Take that one first,” he said, pointing at Rsach. “Five meter spread and get them all sequestered. Two guards each.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the GenSha said as he stepped forward. He motioned with the pistol for Rsach to step away from the others. 
 
    “Stay alive,” Rsach repeated as he was led out. “Tell them anything that isn’t classified. Endure.” This would be a test of wills, not physicality. Every cadet had endured a wide variety of torture methods during their training. It was SOP. The trick was to inure them to a wide array of interrogation methods and heighten their pain thresholds using an assortment of mental discipline techniques. Rsach had never imagined he’d have to put that coursework into practice, but he absolutely understood why it was necessary. 
 
    Gorn backed out of the doorway, and one of the guards with a rifle stepped forward, the weapon held at the ready. He pointed down the hall to the right, deeper into the facility. Rsach actually breathed a sigh of relief as he walked forward. If they were going to be executed, odds were they’d be brought outside and shot over a shallow grave. 
 
    They reached the end of a hallway that only turned to the left. He made the turn and saw another long hallway with strip lighting illuminating more gray concrete walls. A lone GenSha stood before an open door, but just beyond him, at the far end, stood two GenSha holding up a sagging figure that made Rsach gasp. 
 
    It was Korvan, the corpulent executive that had led the negotiation meeting before everything came apart. His fur, from his forehead to his waist, was covered in his own blood. His eyes were swollen shut, and most of his teeth appeared to have been broken out. There was something wrong with his paws as well, and Rsach realized several claws had been pulled out of his right paw, and a few digits were canted back, obviously broken or dislocated. 
 
    Rsach stopped dead in his tracks as a wave of fear washed through him. A painful interrogation he could take, but Korvan looked like he’d been systematically tortured. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the guard behind him said in a gruff voice. “We don’t intend to leave a mark on you. That bastard down there got some very special treatment for his crimes against our people.” 
 
    Rsach felt the bite of a pistol jammed into his back. 
 
    “Now move, or I’ll shoot you here,” the guard said. 
 
    Rsach let out a heavy breath and tried to push his fear away and replace it with resolve. What choice do I have? 
 
    He moved forward, his steps firm and his back straight. 
 
    The guard before the door motioned for Rsach to enter, and as he approached the doorway, he looked back and saw Vresh making the turn behind him. He nodded to her once and then marched into a bare, concrete room where an upright board designed to hold a Jeha, a barrel full of water, and a generator waited for him. As proud and defiant as any Peacemaker before him, he stepped up to the board, placed his back against it, and waited. 
 
    A test of wills it would be.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Somewhere in the Culovir Range, North of Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    The trees flashed by as Hr’ent pounded through the forest. He’d discovered that his night vision had been enhanced, at least somewhat, as a result of the procedure. Oogar were already predisposed toward good night vision, but this was a step above. It wasn’t like seeing in daylight, for much of the color was washed out, but the clarity and brightness were ample enough for him to move at a ground-chewing pace without fear of tripping or crashing into anything. 
 
    He leapt a small stream angling away from a gentle ridge that cut across his path toward the equipment beacon somewhere on the other side of the ridge. As he pounded up the hillside, his heart keeping a steady rhythm with his boots, something caught his eye—a deep pair of gashes in the soft turf, cutting across the forest floor. He slowed his pace and came to a stop only a meter from where the ground had been disturbed. 
 
    I’m not alone out here. 
 
    Realizing his breath was coming out in heavy rasps, he took in one long breath using a Peacemaker calming exercise. His heart slowed, and his breathing settled into a steady rhythm. He took a moment to listen to the forest, trying to pick up any sounds, but he heard nothing but the breeze and some small creature making a high-pitched thrumming noise—no doubt attempting to attract a mate. 
 
    Hr’ent sniffed the air. The forest was thick in his nostrils and then he picked up something else…something very faint but definitely there. Sweat. A tinge of sweat came up from the trail, and it seemed to lead up the hill. He recognized that scent, at least somewhat. It was Jivool sweat. The undertones were unmistakable. He leaned over fully, dropping to all fours, and sniffed heavily at the detritus covering the ground between the two drag marks. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    He crawled across the ground, inspecting the trail. Deep, booted toe prints cut into the earth between the drag marks, and it became clear what had passed through the area. 
 
    A Jivool pulling a sled or litter of some kind had walked up the hill. By the depth of the drag marks, it appeared there had been a good deal of weight on the litter. One Jivool dragging an injured associate? 
 
    What would two Jivool be doing out in the forest while an armed insurrection took place only 20 kilometers away, and why would they be heading for a combat area? 
 
    “They’re trying to get home,” Hr’ent said out loud. His eyes shifted cautiously back and forth as he pondered what might have brought them out to the forest in the first place. A downed shuttle, maybe? It was a likely scenario, but there was no way to be certain unless he caught up with them and found out. 
 
    “I’m here to gather intelligence.” Hr’ent chuckled. “And I’m talking to myself.” 
 
    There was only one thing for him to do: track the litter and whoever was pulling it. Hr’ent rose to his feet but remained in a slight crouch. He sniffed at the air once again. Now that he had the scent in his nostrils, it would be easy to follow. He stepped away from the drag marks, moving off to the side a few meters, then stalked his way up the hillside. A 500-kilo Oogar in combat armor wasn’t likely to be silent moving through the forest, but he was going to make every attempt to not go crashing through the trees like some hungry kroka. 
 
    Hr’ent followed the tracks up the hillside until the trees started to thin out, exposing large swaths of the starry sky. He had gained about 300 meters in elevation, when he came to a thick swath of vines and shrubbery that seemed to line the lightly forested ridge. He looked left and right, hoping to spot a gap somewhere, but the underbrush was a solid wall. 
 
    “Fuck it,” he said quietly and drew his PK-40. He was about to go crashing through the underbrush when something occurred to him. The words of one of his old instructors at the Academy floated up from his memory. 
 
    A battlefield has three dimensions, not two. Always look for opportunities to exploit that, because your enemy rarely will. 
 
    Hr’ent’s eyes lifted up and to the right. Fifteen meters away and a short span from the underbrush, the thick bole of a tree rose up from the forest floor. It’s lowest branches, easily thick enough to support his weight, were about six meters off the ground, and it stretched out over the wall of underbrush. Hr’ent grinned and holstered his PK-40. 
 
    Moving over to the tree, he eyed the limb he wanted and then sank down into a deep crouch. With an explosive push and a heavy grunt, he leapt straight up into the air like he’d come off a trampoline. The branch passed before his eyes, and when he reached the apex of his jump, the branch was at waist level. He reached out with his claws, clamped down into the bark, and lifted his legs up to the side. His heavy boots made gentle contact, and he held himself there, listening to the forest for any sign that someone had heard him. 
 
    When there was only the sound of the wind and a distant screeching of some animal, he let out the breath he’d been holding and rose to his feet. Turning toward the far side of the underbrush, he saw that he’d reached the top of the ridge line and that it dropped away from him at a moderate angle. The forest grew thicker as it reached the rolling hills of the landscape beyond. 
 
    In the distance, almost 20 klicks away, he could see the orange haze of Moppicut City. He glanced down at the ground beneath him and saw that whoever had been dragging the litter had taken a break there. The litter had been leaned against a low branch and then hauled away later.  
 
    Hr’ent walked out on the thick limb about four meters, and when he heard the loud CRACK of timber, he hopped off. He hit the ground six meters below with a grunt and clatter of combat armor. Staying in a crouch, he listened intently for any signs of nearby movement. When there wren’t any, he took a moment to inspect the area. 
 
    He’d been right. A single Jivool had come through the underbrush pulling another on a litter. The remains of two splints, one stained with blood, lay on the ground by a nearby tree. He could smell them now, although the tinge of blood only came from the bandages. There were footprints everywhere, one pair larger than the other. The boots he’d been following were combat boots, but the other set belonged to someone wearing flat-soled shoes, perhaps even dress shoes. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    Why would anyone be wearing dress shoes out here? And why would someone in combat boots haul them gods-knew how far through the forest? 
 
    A VIP, Hr’ent thought. It was the only thing that made sense. 
 
    “Who are you?” he whispered. He raised his eyes from the tracks and looked down into the forest below. He let out a long breath and then unclipped his slate from the back of his utility belt. Activating it, he pulled up the beacon and realized it was only three-quarters of a kilometer away, just down the hill and to the left a bit. The gash of a river cut through the forest, and he estimated the pallet was not far away from the water. He couldn’t tell what side of the river it was on, but it wasn’t far off. 
 
    He rose to his feet and then something occurred to him. What if his quarry had heard the pallet come down? Could they have gotten to it first? A pang of dread hit him. If they’d gotten to it before him, he might get down there and find empty crates, or worse yet, an armed and armored enemy looking to put big holes in him. 
 
    “Shit.” He wanted to kick himself for what he’d done during the drop. It was stupid, and it had put the mission in jeopardy. Never again, he thought. 
 
    He scanned the ground and realized both sets of footprints had gone down the hill to the right, with the booted individual still dragging a much lighter litter. Hr’ent breathed a sigh of relief. They’d gone the other way. Holstering his PK-40, he moved off down the hill, doing his best to stay silent as he stuck to whatever shadows he could find. 
 
    “Not far now,” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Fifteen km North of Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    Creeping along the riverbank as quietly as he could, Hr’ent sniffed the air. Admittedly, his movements were far from silent, but he wasn’t crashing through the forest like some blundering herd animal. Fortunately, the sound of the rushing river drowned out his footfalls. His time at the Academy taught him that larger, persistent noises drowned out smaller, inconsistent ones. 
 
    “Shit,” he growled. 
 
    He could see what was left of his equipment pallet, overturned and broken apart in a weak pool of moonlight. The chute was still caught in the trees above, and the cargo had tumbled into a mostly a shattered heap on the other side of a seven-meter-wide river that flowed past him and continued eastward. He couldn’t tell how deep the river was, but from the current, he suspected it was at least up to his shoulders in some places. 
 
    A light gust of wind pushed its way through the trees from the south, carrying with it the charred gasps of a distant city in flames. The scent of the forest was subsumed by the smoke-laden, industrial tinge of burning buildings, ignited fuel, and spent explosives. It smells like half of Moppicut is on fire, he thought. The wind shifted slightly to the east and then back again, giving him another whiff of burning buildings and ozone. 
 
    For a moment, he considered trying to make the leap. If he didn’t have the armor on, he knew he’d be able to make it, but encumbered as he was, it was more risk than he wanted to take. Taking a dunk in all that gear was not something he wanted to do. He scanned downstream and saw a thick tree trunk about 50 meters away that had fallen across the river. In the darkness, he couldn’t tell if it would be sturdy enough, but it was better than going swimming. 
 
    He made his way downstream and discovered the tree had once been right on the bank of the river. The roots were washed out, and it had toppled over, leaving a thick ring of roots sticking up on his side of the river. He hopped on and quickly made his way across the time-weathered trunk. On the other side, he moved back upstream until the pile of aluminum cargo cases was in sight. It looked like quite a few of them were crushed and broken open, and damaged gear was strewn across the ground. Cursing again, he took a moment to scan the entire area. The two Jivool had gone the other way, but he wasn’t taking any chances. The wind shifted again, coming in from the southwest and giving him a scent of trees and something wild that must be hiding in the forest well upwind of him. 
 
    Still, there did not seem to be anything around the pile of equipment cases, so he crept in slowly, his ears pivoting left and right as he strained to hear any sign of movement. As he drew nearer, he noticed the assault rifle had a bent barrel, although the comms equipment case looked intact. He hoped it, at least, had survived the crash landing. Most of the field rations had spilled out in a wide area, along with the water bulbs. The medical equipment had also spilled out, but most of it was probably still usable. One last look around the clearing revealed that there were no footprints in the area, so he moved forward. 
 
    He picked up the rifle and inspected it. With a shake of his head, he dropped it to the ground. It wasn’t salvageable. He retrieved two of the water bulbs and chugged them in quick succession, dropping the empty containers without a second thought. They wouldn’t survive what he had planned. As he stood there taking inventory of what had spilled out, the wind shifted again, this time coming in from the east. He picked up something on the air, very faint and barely perceptible above the burn of the smoke. He sniffed heavily, turning his nose into the wind. 
 
    Jivool…and blood… 
 
    Movement at the base of a tree 30 meters away caught his eye. 
 
    He dropped to the ground as a ruby flash of light lit up the forest, accompanied by the report of a laser shot. The crimson bolt hammered into a tree trunk behind him, and the flash left bright red splotches in his vision. Hr’ent instantly rolled to the side, placing the pile of crates between him and whoever had shot at him. 
 
    He’d just wrapped his fingers around the grip of his PK-40 when he heard the sound of bark crunch above him. His instincts took over as something whistled through the air, coming from the same direction. He rolled again, turning his attention to whoever was dropping, and only his enhanced speed saved him. 
 
    A shadow loomed in his still splotchy vision when a pair of heavy boots smashed into his chest and slammed him into the turf. He grunted from the impact that sent his PK-40 flying from his paw. His head was hammered into the turf, and only the BAMF combat armor saved him from a crushed rib cage. His assailant moved with incredible speed, spreading his legs and dropping down on Hr’ent’s chest. A flash of steel came at Hr’ent’s face. The attack instantly set his arms in motion. He raised them just in time to block the downward stab of a combat knife. The point slid past his eye. The edge of the blade sliced across his temple and grated against bone. 
 
    The Feral in Hr’ent broke free of its bonds with a ferocious roar that echoed through the forest, and his hackles bristled with fury. With a mighty heave of his legs and mid-section, he sent his assailant sailing over his head and the pile of equipment beyond. Hr’ent was up in a flash. He turned to face his opponent, who had gotten to his feet more quickly than Hr’ent would have thought possible. The muscular Jivool facing him had grim features pulled back into a silent snarl. He had black fur, covered only by an advanced tactical vest and dark slacks. His arms were bare, and he stood in a low combat stance with his knife held back and low, ready for a powerful thrust. He had a shoulder holster rig, with one holster empty and a slim needler in the other. 
 
    The equipment lay between them, so Hr’ent charged, moving with all the speed his enhanced reflexes would allow. He slapped the top of the cases as he sailed over and rotated his body so he came at the Jivool feet first to smash him with both boots. 
 
    The Jivool shifted to the side so fast, the motion barely registered in Hr’ent’s brain, and he had to block a downward slash of the blade with his forearm as he sailed past. He felt the blade bite into the elbow joint of his armor, and the impact twisted his body mid-air. 
 
    Elementals, this Jivool is strong! 
 
    Hr’ent came down on all fours, skidded across the soil, and found the combat dagger still stuck in the elbow joint. He wasn’t sure if it had bitten into flesh. As he looked up, he saw the Jivool reaching for his needler. Hr’ent pushed off with his legs, snarling as he rocketed over the ground. The needler came free in a flash as the Jivool dove to the side. Hr’ent watched in a sort of slow motion as the barrel came around, pointed at his chest, and fired twice. 
 
    Hr’ent heard a CRACK-CRACK as alloy slugs slammed into his armor. He felt the impacts, and a blaze of pain streaked across his chest. 
 
    I’m hit! 
 
    The thought flickered through his mind as he slapped a mighty paw against the needler. The force of the blow slammed the Jivool’s arm aside, sending him spinning as the needler sailed out into the forest. The combat knife stuck in Hr’ent’s armor went flying with it. 
 
    Hr’ent slammed into the ground, paws first, in front of the equipment cases. He leapt to his feet to face the Jivool again only to see an open paw, claws spread, heading for his face. He was barely able to duck under the deadly attack. He slashed out, catching the back of the Jivool’s arm and tearing deeply into flesh. He slashed upward, connecting with the Jivool’s belly and ripping gouges up along the tactical vest. His claws came up and caught the Jivool under the chin, biting into flesh. 
 
    Hr’ent smelled Jivool blood as his assailant staggered back a step, stunned by the blow. The Jivool clutched his freshly-opened throat, and a dark wash of blood flowed down his paws and vest. 
 
    Hr’ent cocked a fist, planted his rear foot, and sent a single punch rocketing into his assailant’s chest. The Jivool’s breath exploded from his muzzle, and he flew backward. He slammed into a tree, spun away from it in a dance of flailing limbs, and sailed out a few meters into the rushing river. 
 
    Hr’ent surged forward, dashing for the riverbank, and watched as the Jivool’s body was carried away, face-down, in the flowing water. 
 
    He wasn’t moving. 
 
    Hr’ent watched the body float downriver for another 60 meters before losing it in the darkness. He thought about chasing the bastard down, but with a slashed throat and crushed chest, he was already dead or would be when his unconscious body drowned. There was no way a Jivool could survive something like that. 
 
    Who was that guy? Hr’ent thought as he gasped to get his breathing under control. 
 
    Pain pulsed across his chest and forced a groan out of him. He almost dropped to his knees with the intensity of it, but he caught himself and looked down, expecting to see blood pouring from a mortal chest wound. 
 
    There were two holes in the center of his chest plate, and the alloy had flared out and up from the impacts of the high-velocity rounds, but there was no blood. His chest burned, but he realized he was breathing normally, in great, heaving gasps. No blood in the lungs, and my heart is beating, he thought, amazed. 
 
    “Let’s hear it for BAMF armor,” he said out loud. Then he heard a twig snap off to his left and heavy footsteps running away. He jerked his head to the side and dropped down into a crouch. 
 
    There were two of them. 
 
    He’d almost forgotten about the one that had fired the laser. But why hadn’t they taken another shot? Because they couldn’t. 
 
    Pushing the pain aside, Hr’ent darted through the trees, hot on the trail of whoever had made the sound. He had covered about 50 meters when he came around the bole of a thick tree and saw a wide glade in the middle of the forest about 60 meters away from the river. 
 
    Standing in the moonlight, a slim laser pistol aimed straight at Hr’ent, was a smaller Jivool in a tattered business suit. The legs of his slacks had been cut away, and he seemed to be wobbling on unsteady legs. 
 
    “Get away from me, or I’ll shoot!” the small Jivool barked. 
 
    Hr’ent’s eye twitched with anger, and a growl rumbled in his chest. He could still feel the Feral rage coursing through him. He wanted to charge forward and tear into the stupid Jivool, but he quickly got a handle on his fury. He glanced at the weapon and saw the faint red glow of an empty power cell warning light. 
 
    “I don’t think you will,” Hr’ent said as calmly as he could. His breath came in ragged gasps, but it was more from rage than exertion. He let out a long breath. He was there to gather intel, not kill frightened suits in the forest. For all he knew, the Jivool he’d just killed was a bodyguard for this one, and he had just been doing his job—protecting an ISMC suit. “The power cell is dead.” He let out another long breath and eyed the Jivool. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The executive hesitated for just a moment, his eyes full of fear. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” Hr’ent growled. 
 
    “Venna,” the Jivool blurted. “My name is Venna. I work for ISMC…in communications.” 
 
    “All right, Venna,” Hr’ent said easily, “I think you can put that thing down. You’re not going to hurt me with it.” 
 
    The Jivool’s arm sagged, and the weapon dangled uselessly in his paw. 
 
    “Who are you?” the Jivool asked. 
 
    “I’m a—” Hr’ent paused for just a moment—“Peacemaker.” He wasn’t ready to mention being an Enforcer just yet. He would save that bit of information for a later time. “I’m here to hopefully find a way out of the mess your idiot bosses and those thick-headed GenSha have made on Godannii 2.” 
 
    The Jivool looked surprised. “How do you intend to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Hr’ent replied, “but you’re coming with me.” He eyed the pistol. “You really can drop that thing, unless you feel like carrying it 20 kilometers. It’s useless now.” 
 
    The weapon slipped from the Jivool’s paw and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Come on,” Hr’ent said. “I need to get some equipment and blow the rest. Then we’re going to Moppicut City to see if I can put the shit back in the Izlian.” 
 
    The executive gave Hr’ent a strange look and then moved toward him on tender legs. “Just you?” he asked, disbelief filling his voice. 
 
    Hr’ent gave him a toothy grin. 
 
    “I’m an overachiever,” he replied with a bit of sarcasm. “Now get moving!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    GenSha Mobile Command Post - Black Sector, Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    A mortar round rocked the dark street, sending debris and a now-burning vehicle flying through the air. The two GenSha who had been using the vehicle as cover went sailing backward, and their lifeless bodies tumbled several times before coming to a rest in the middle of the far intersection. 
 
    “They’re murdering us!” Saul screamed as another mortar round went off a dozen meters past the first one. Everyone inside the second story command post ducked behind cover as the windows blew in from the concussion. 
 
    “Gods-be-damned mercenaries,” Bith growled. He looked around at the room full of frightened faces, their eyes wide in the shadows. Fighting ISMC troopers was one thing, but these mercenaries were some of the best, and they weren’t taking prisoners. He glanced at his comms officer. “Tell them to pull back and be prepared to execute command Sabin Theta with a three-minute countdown.” He glanced at the map hanging on the wall. “Buildings G-Nine and Ten as well as H-Twelve and Thirteen.” 
 
    “Sir, we’re in G-Ten.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Bith said. “I want everyone out of here immediately.” He looked at the comms officer. “Still no word from Gate Command?” 
 
    The officer shook his head. 
 
    “Either they’re not receiving us, or they’ve gone radio silent. There’s no way to tell,” the officer replied grimly. 
 
    Bith grunted as a feeling of betrayal burned in his heart. He’d hoped his friendship with Kraibozsh was worth more than this, but apparently, he’d guessed wrong. He’d made a lot of bad guesses lately. He shook his head in frustration. 
 
    “Give the order: Sabin Theta is a go!” he shouted. “Meet up at H Fifteen in three minutes!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Is everything ready?” Bith asked, turning to the comms officer as a series of mortar rounds rocked the street two blocks away, reflecting bright flashes off the darkened buildings. 
 
    The officer held up a finger and pressed the earpiece against his head. It was connected to an RF comms unit strapped to his back. He nodded and turned to Bith. 
 
    “All units have confirmed everything is in place and ready. They have eyes on at least four squads of armed mercenaries moving into both city blocks. One covers the street while another enters the nearest building for a sweep and clear.” 
 
    “Give our teams the go-signal. They have 30 seconds to get clear.” 
 
    The comms officer pressed the earpiece to his head again and barked out coded commands in the GenSha language. Bith pulled a small remote from his pocket and glanced at his chronometer. He started counting backwards. 
 
    “Three…two…one…fire in the hole!” he shouted, and then he pressed a button on the remote. 
 
    Thunder roared from two blocks away as a staccato series of detonations sent shockwaves out in all directions. The building around them shook. The windows rattled. Pictures dropped from the walls as eight seconds of mining explosives ripped through the foundations of four buildings. Smoke poured out of the buildings in all directions as gouts of pulverized concrete shot into the night air. And then the buildings toppled toward the street where the mercenaries had started to scramble, but it was too late for them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Veetanho Mercenary Platoon Bravo 3 - Black Sector, Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    The Veetanho infantry fell back as the block in front of them fell inward on itself. One of them, a whitish gray female wearing laser reflective goggles and carrying a large satcom set on her back, waved at the retreating troops and gave the hand signal to rally on her position. 
 
    “What do we do now, Lieutenant Veeka?” 
 
    She looked at the 11 others, much younger and less experienced than herself, and almost told them she was ready to quit the mercenary life once and for all, that none of this shit mattered to her or anyone else, no matter what they were being paid, but she didn’t say it. Instead, she looked into their eyes. 
 
    “Hold this ground. Establish a perimeter. When the dust settles, we’ll move forward under cover of darkness. Keep your ears down. Nobody do anything stupid, and we’ll live through this.” 
 
    “And grab some credits,” one of the young ones said. 
 
    She whirled on the younger female. “Throk? Shut your mouth. No credits are worth your life. What matters is what’s around you.” 
 
    The young female glanced away, and Veeka knew her words failed to reach yet another mercenary. 
 
    I really am done with this shit. Live through this, and I’m out. Permanently. 
 
    “Spread out!” she commanded, and the young mercs scattered for cover with their weapons out. As they did, she peered over the fallen concrete column she’d taken cover behind. With every direction blotted out by darkness and a swirling, gray wall of dust, there wasn’t much she could see except for the bottom of a debris pile where the entire first platoon lay buried at the hands of the GenSha. 
 
    Rifle and cannon fire echoed through the tight streets and alleyways. Occasional mortar rounds fell and exploded in other quadrants of the attack. For the moment, her zone was quiet. The GenSha detonation of four buildings to cut off the company’s advance had been a brilliant, and costly, maneuver. 
 
    “Veeka? Are you still there?” the radio crackled in her ear. 
 
    She tapped her earpiece. “Yes, but first platoon is gone.” 
 
    “You must advance.” Her commander’s tone was cold and distant. 
 
    Veeka bit her lip. “The detonation has obscured the surrounding area. We would be walking into a kill zone.” 
 
    “You must advance. The GenSha are falling back.” 
 
    She thought for a moment. The detonation of the buildings was a delaying action. The GenSha had seen, via sensor platforms or observers, where the bulk of the mercenary forces intended to strike. 
 
    “They are regrouping for a counterattack, commander,” Veeka replied. “If we hold position here, we can fortify positions and defend—” 
 
    “Veeka! The Darkness does not hold position. We do not defend. We attack and press forward to victory.” Her commander’s tone became sarcastic. “Or are you unable to follow the orders of those above you? You tend to have a problem with superior leaders.” 
 
    Merely higher-ranking ones, Veeka thought. 
 
    Veeka peered over the column again, and her eyes locked onto movement among the shadows no more than 100 meters away. Three GenSha, two adults and a child, shuffled through the cloud toward the center of the GenSha position. Covered in dust, they stood out against the darkened backdrop of the debris. Following their path, Veeka saw that the buildings in the next block were significantly damaged. One appeared ready to collapse. She did not hesitate. 
 
    “Second platoon, on me!” she called and vaulted over the column. Without looking back, she darted toward the exposed GenSha. As she ran, Veeka tried not to imagine laser pulses or traditional munitions flying through the air around her. Still, she closed the distance quickly. The male GenSha, sensing her approach from their rear, turned and tried to shield his family. 
 
    “Stop right there!” Veeka called, but they accelerated. She glanced up at the crumbling building and saw the upper portion of the wall facing the street start to fall. With a leap, she tackled the male GenSha and knocked him to the ground. Even as he fell, she spun and leapt for the female and the child. They fell to the ground in a heap with her on top. Not ten meters away, the building’s facade crumbled to the street with a resounding crash that showered her and the GenSha with dust. 
 
    The wide-eyed male sat up and raised his forehands. After a moment, the female and the tiny child did the same. Veeka shook her head and pointed across the street. 
 
    “Get to shelter. We will ensure you make it.” 
 
    None of the GenSha appeared to understand for several seconds. Veeka glanced down to make sure her translator was functioning. As her gaze shifted back to them, she saw the GenSha moving. The male had scooped up the child and was running across the narrow street. The female called back to her. 
 
    “You are honorable, Veetanho.” 
 
     Veeka watched them disappear into the dust and darkness as the remnants of her platoon huddled around her. In their eyes she saw a mixture of awe and confusion. She knew what they were thinking. She’d left them behind, in a less than ideal situation, to save three enemy on the battlefield. 
 
    “Eyes on me,” she snapped, and they looked at her immediately. “Non-combatants are not our enemy. I will not tolerate collateral damage. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant,” they replied almost in unison. 
 
    The looks in their eyes said they were still confused, and she clenched her jaw and surveyed the situation. As she searched for a way out of the street and into good cover and concealment, she recognized one single, galvanizing truth. 
 
    Live or die, this is my last contract, she thought and gave a long sigh. 
 
    I’ve had enough of this shit. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    “Anything yet?” Hak floated halfway through the hatch of the small sensor suite. Graa’vaa sat inside, her frame taking up the bulk of the small compartment. The young intelligence specialist hadn’t left the space since Hr’ent’s jump. By the furious tapping of her digits on the slate and Tri-V screens, he knew she was working to cut through the interference and get information on the situation. 
 
    “Nothing from Hr’ent.” She sighed. “I’m inside the ISMC mainframe network, though.” 
 
    Hak moved around the open hatch jamb and into the space. “How did you manage that?” 
 
    “Trade secret.” Graa’vaa grunted. She looked up from the slate and half-smiled at him. “Sorry, intelligence joke.” 
 
    Hak snorted and smiled in return. He shrugged his narrow shoulders and replied, “I wasn’t really joking.” 
 
    “I know, Hak.” Graa’vaa tapped several times on her slate, and the Tri-V closest to him flickered and changed images to show an orbital plot of communications satellites. “As we passed out of range of Moppicut City, the interference fields emanating from there diminished greatly. I was able to locate a ground control station for the ISMC satellite communications platform. They have four platforms spaced around the planet in the geostationary belt. I isolated a channel and got in that way—I’d tell you more, but you’re not cleared for that level of detail.” 
 
    Hak laughed. “Fair enough. I’ve always been of the opinion that the less I know or understand about what you intelligence specialists do the better.” 
 
    “Anyway,” she continued, her voice measured and business-like, “from there, I tunneled into the ISMC mainlines. These connect their sites across the planet for data transfer and reporting. The Moppicut one was offline until a few minutes ago. I tracked some communications between ISMC headquarters and some of the inbound mercenaries supporting them. The exchange was encrypted, but I was able to locate where the mercenary forces are and where the ISMC transmission emanated from.” 
 
    Hak nodded. “Locations are important, Graa’vaa, but—” 
 
    She raised one paw. “Once I separated those out, I was able to determine where the GenSha were operating on the radio frequency band. I started working on their communications’ encryption and the ISMC’s. I just broke the GenSha one.” 
 
    “Really?” Hak leaned toward the Tri-V as the view changed again. “Where are their command and control centers?” 
 
    “Moving,” Graa’vaa said. “Not surprising, given what they’re doing and who they’re fighting against. What’s not moving is this set of signals…and with a few more taps…” 
 
    The image flickered again and showed the signals inside a fortified ISMC building used to secure high-value equipment and materiel. Hak-Chet leaned closer. “What would you possibly hold in that building other than hostages?” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Graa’vaa said. “It’s listed as an emergency relief facility. Let me see if they have an internal security system that’s still operational.” 
 
    The images and coding flashed faster than Hak could process, but highly technical pursuits had never been his calling, and that got him reminiscing as the data flew by. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As a youngling, his teachers often commented that his particular pursuits and interests seemed likely to lead him toward a life outside societal bounds. Had the Sidar known he would become what Humans called a confidence man, he would have agreed with them. None of them imagined he would attend the Peacemaker Academy. He hadn’t either and only applied for the coveted position to appease his parents. That he’d been chosen surprised no one but him. He’d flown through the entrance examination and interview process much faster than any of his classmates. 
 
    Once on the grounds at Ocono, he’d adapted to the life of a candidate almost as a game more than a serious pursuit. He’d quickly learned who among his classmates were legitimate and who only wanted to shine under the focus of the instructors. He did neither and strove for mediocrity in the physical and academic regimes of the first year. While the others ebbed and flowed through the rigors of the year, he strove to maintain an even, focused approach to everything they could throw at him until the end of the year. Before their four-month break between academic semesters, all of the candidates filled out a series of evaluations on their classmates. 
 
    This peer evaluation was a sizable portion of one academic grade and played toward the assignment of broadening experiences during the break. Like all of the candidates, Hak wanted an assignment, but he wasn’t willing to promote himself or distinguish himself above the others in his class for that type of gain. When he wasn’t selected for an assignment, he was neither satisfied nor disappointed with his performance, only the process he’d believed he’d solved before it ran its course. 
 
    As he packed his belongings for the break, there was a knock on his door. His roommate had caught a passing freighter for a ride home earlier in the day, as had most of his friends. Hak turned to the door and froze. His final interview for admission had been the toughest of the circuit, and he was convinced the Caroon who had grilled him not only did not like him but would never approve of his being a candidate at the Peacemaker Academy. 
 
    “Candidate Hak-Chet.” Deputy Selector Grektch leaned against the jamb. He stood a meter and a half tall, with charcoal and gray fur. His long, middle-aged face and tall ears were a picture of vigor, and his piercing green eyes seemed to take in Hak at a glance and size him up completely, right down to every single one of his personality quirks. “It seems I’m fortunate to have caught you before break.” 
 
    “Deputy Selector Grektch,” Hak said. An icy rivulet of surprise ran down his spine. He folded his arms across his chest. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Grektch laughed once, stopped himself, then laughed again without holding back. “You really are something, Hak. You really are. I’ve seen so many candidates in the last 12 years, but you certainly are head and shoulders above the rest.” 
 
    “My performance indicators hardly show—” 
 
    “Cut the Izlian shit, Hak.” The Caroon’s smile was gone, replaced by a serious countenance that drew the young Sidar’s full attention, and his eyes bored into Hak like masonry drills. “You’re not going home for break. You’re coming to work with me.” 
 
    “In the Selector’s office?” 
 
    “No,” the Caroon’s smile returned. “Field work. We leave in three hours. Just enough time for you to message your parents and cancel your berth on that ship.” 
 
    Hak squinted at Grektch. “The Selector’s office had no open slots for broadening, if my memory is correct.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Grektch said flatly. “This isn’t a broadening assignment. You start on the road to Selector this day.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    Grektch smiled. “Spend this break working with me, and you’ll be able to answer that question yourself.” 
 
    Grektch had been correct. At the end of the break, there had been no question Hak should be placed anywhere other than the Selector’s office after graduating from the Academy. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Graa’vaa tapped hard on the screen with a loud CLICK of her claws, as if she was trying to force a single byte of information through whatever channel it had gotten caught up in. A moment later, the view changed, and she sorted through one screen after another faster than he could follow. She was sifting through volumes of data and communications intricacies as he watched, and he knew he had made the correct choice. 
 
    “Got it,” Graa’vaa yelped. “Tunneling into the network. We’re going to see how well this new elSha coding works. We paid enough for it—it ought to cut through the firewall like a hot blade through kurka fat.” 
 
    Hak didn’t reply. Instead, he watched as she scrolled through a menu of options with names he’d never seen and selected one identified as a string of gibberish. Graa’vaa dragged the program’s icon into the executable window and clicked a button marked deploy. A flurry of coding filled the window, scrolling line after line from top to bottom, before a box appeared containing what appeared to be 12 different video feeds. 
 
    “We’re in,” she said. “Now to figure out—” 
 
    “There,” Hak said as he pointed a long digit at the upper right window. “There are guards there.” 
 
    Graa’vaa leaned forward. “The image is really pixelated, Hak. You can’t possibly think—” 
 
    “Do it, Graa’vaa.” 
 
    She engaged the feed and gasped. Not only were there two armed GenSha guards standing in the center of what appeared to be a vacated conference room, there were several different beings sitting on the floor with their backs to the walls, including four Peacemakers. 
 
    “Can you get audio?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ll see what systems are in the room. If it was a conference room, there has to be an audio feed. There may be other sensors deployed. Diplomatic ones, you know? The ones that read heart-rates and biorhythms?” 
 
    Hak nodded. “I’m familiar with them, yes. Let’s see what you can grab, shall we?” 
 
    “On it,” Graa’vaa said. “You know what’s weird?” she asked, her eyes never leaving the screen. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t think the GenSha are monitoring these feeds.” She glanced at him. “I’m not reading any access to them but mine, and I’ve got that ghosted so it looks like a sys-check.” 
 
    “It’s an ISMC installation, so the GenSha probably aren’t familiar with the systems,” Hak speculated. “They may not even have access to the security annex.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said. 
 
    After about 10 more seconds of tapping and a few muted curses under her breath, she looked up at him. “No audio, but I’ve got the diplomatic channel. Our folks have accelerated heart rates but stable respirations.” 
 
    “Stress,” Hak said. “Perhaps some hunger and thirst.” 
 
    Graa’vaa nodded. “Fits the profile. I can see blood on Ven and Rsach, and there appears to be some swelling on Vresh’s upper cranium near the antennae.” 
 
    His stomach flipped and turned inside out. “They’ve been tortured.” 
 
    “More likely, they were just interrogated.” Graa’vaa turned to him. “All they know is what they were fed, which appears to be Izlian shit. They’ve graduated the Academy and know how to handle this situation. They won’t talk.” 
 
    “No, they won’t.” Hak frowned. “And that’s what I’m worried about.” 
 
    “At least we know where they are.” 
 
    “True enough,” Hak said. He let out a frustrated breath. “All right, cut the feed. We have what we were after.” 
 
    Graa’vaa hit a couple of commands, and the screen went back to a scrolling line of data. 
 
    “Now all we need is that lumbering Oogar clod to make contact.” 
 
    “He is that, isn’t he?” Hak said with a sigh. 
 
    “Sure seems like it.” She looked over her shoulder at him, a dubious expression on her face. “Still willing to bet our lives on him?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hak said without skipping a beat. He was capable of lying to her about it, if for no other reason than morale, but he truly had every confidence in Hr’ent, despite his frustrating methods. “He’ll get the job done.” 
 
    “It’s all our asses if he doesn’t,” she said before turning back to her screens.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Fifteen km North of Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    Satuur waited, wondering if he was going to die. As the river carried him downstream, he closed his eyes and relaxed as much as possible. It didn’t feel like the slashes across his throat were mortal wounds, but being in the water would slow his healing. He was certain they would leave mighty scars, and his chest throbbed like he’d been hit by a car. 
 
    Who in the Seven Hells was that Oogar? 
 
    The rushing, cold water, as well as his bruised rib cage, made it difficult for him to hold his breath, but he’d been able to do it as a result of a lifetime of conditioning and a strong sense of pride. Nobody beat Satuur. Nobody. With the current as fast as it was, he would be out of the Enforcer’s sight in a matter of seconds, but he waited several minutes. The last thing he wanted was to face that Oogar again in open combat, and certainly not from such a disadvantageous position. He’d never faced an opponent like that. Nothing and no one in his experience had ever possessed such strength, speed, and reflexes. He’d grown accustomed to being the strongest, fastest, deadliest sentient in the room, but this was altogether different. The Oogar was severely enhanced, without a doubt. On their next meeting, Satuur would have to use stealth, guile, and every dirty trick he had to put the Enforcer down. 
 
    When the last of his breath finally ran out, he turned his head slowly to one side and drew a quick breath from just above the water and opened an eye. He’d traveled around the bend from where the fight ended and a considerable distance more. He let the river carry him for a while as he scanned the riverbank to make sure he wasn’t being followed, and, as he moved, he made slow paddling motions to drift closer to the riverbank. 
 
    When his hind legs finally found the rocky bottom near the bank, he stood slowly and ran a finger over the gouges in his throat. They’d mostly closed up, but he still felt a wet flow of blood. He let out a long sigh and then ripped off a portion of his pants. Making a quick compress, he held it to his neck to help the wounds close. Staring into the darkness where the Enforcer might be, he waited for some type of engagement, whether it was communication or a weapon. 
 
    Nothing came. 
 
    Satisfied that he had not been followed, he took several powerful strides to pull himself free of the river and climbed up the bank. He crept slowly and silently into the brush, making for the clearing where the Enforcer’s equipment lay. At the edge of the wood line, Satuur felt the breeze in his nose and caught a familiar scent. He squatted in the heavy brush and watched. A few seconds passed before he saw Dolamiir lurch from the brush on the opposite side of the clearing, limping slowly. A moment later, the hulking shadow of an Oogar broke through the brush behind the injured executive, and the glint of a heavy weapon flashed in his massive paw. 
 
    Bigger than I thought he was. Satuur watched the Oogar move and studied him. How could something that big be that fast? 
 
    Satuur had to begrudgingly approve of the Enforcer’s tactics. Always keep the enemy observed. His adversary had been taught well, and he moved with experience. He would be a very difficult target, perhaps the most difficult of Satuur’s career. But he’d never failed before, and there was no reason to think he would when the time came. 
 
    Dolamiir and his captor reached the equipment, and the Enforcer started searching through the shattered cases. As he worked, Satuur lost sight of Dolamiir and realized he’d probably sat down to rest on the far side of the pile. 
 
    He watched as the Enforcer pulled out one large case, then placed his pistol on top of the other cases. He stripped off his armor and some sort of undergarment. For a moment, Satuur considered sneaking up on his enemy, but a single sound would find that weapon boring a gigantic hole in his chest. He decided to wait. 
 
    The Enforcer pulled out combat fatigues and a tactical vest and put them on. When he was finished, he gathered a few more items from the crates. Some went into pouches around his belt and others were clipped on. It was too dark and too far to see what they were, but Satuur knew what he would take if he were in the Enforcer’s boots—power cells, grenades, and medical supplies. 
 
    The Enforcer pulled a small backpack out of a case, threw a few more items into it, then bent over on the far side of the pile. Satuur could only assume he was doing something to Dolamiir. Much sooner than he had guessed, the Enforcer completed whatever he was doing and helped Dolamiir to his feet. He motioned toward the forest, due south, and as the Jivool limped in that direction, Satuur caught a difference in the executive’s movements. 
 
    The Oogar had administered a pain killer. Very thoughtful. He’d also slowed them down even more. 
 
    “Now keep moving,” the Enforcer said, standing by the pile of crates. “I’ll be right behind you, and if you try to run, you’ll die trying.” He waited about 15 seconds, and then he pulled something out of a case on the ground at his feet. He stood up, fiddled with whatever he’d retrieved, then dropped it on top of the cases. He was moving before the object made contact, and Satuur realized what was about to happen. 
 
    He rolled to his side and put the bole of a nearby tree between himself and the equipment. 
 
    The explosion of a heavy-ordnance grenade rocked the forest with a blinding flash of light, and it was followed by a dozen sympathetic explosions as equipment and ordnance inside the cases cooked off from the heat and pressure. Shrapnel and debris flew in every direction, some of it whistling past Satuur’s cover. His ears rang from the explosions, and the concussions pulled at the air in his lungs. He saw smoking fragments of shattered cases stuck in the trunk of a nearby tree, and it looked like the forward half of an assault rifle had stuck into the tree as well. 
 
    Smart, he thought. Very smart. 
 
    Satuur shook his head. He’d have done the same thing, but it was still frustrating. He’d hoped to find something useful in the equipment, anything that might make it easier for him to kill the Enforcer. The flames licking over what remained of the burning equipment illuminated the entire area, so Satuur waited a few minutes for the fire to die down and to allow the Enforcer to put more distance between them. Even though the Enforcer had blown the pallet, there might still be something useful for him. 
 
    Satuur waited until he was satisfied that enough time had passed, and then he crept out from behind the tree and crawled across the grass, moving as silently as possible. As he crossed over to the wreckage, he found the remnants of a thermal suit—standard for a high-altitude parachute jump. That was how the Enforcer had penetrated the area. He had assumed the Enforcer and his equipment had come down together, but he’d heard the big Oogar moving through the forest when he and Dolamiir reached the area. That’s what had prompted him to come up with the ambush plan—a plan that obviously hadn’t been enough. 
 
    If only I’d had more time, he thought. 
 
    Maybe he’d come down first and reconnoitered the area before going through the gear? He looked around quickly for a stashed parachute and helmet but saw nothing. That didn’t make sense. If the Enforcer hadn’t executed a HALO jump, where had he landed? 
 
    Satuur shook off the question and dug into what was left of the burning cases. The weapons crates on top were ruined, so he pushed those aside and found a couple on the bottom that had only been scorched and pierced by shrapnel. He opened the first and found two short-bladed combat knives that he slipped into his belt. In the other case, he found several grenades. They were marked with letters he didn’t understand, but by feel he knew two of them were smoke grenades or some type of flash-bangs. Two others appeared to be standard anti-personnel grenades, and a much larger one had to be another type of smoke grenade—likely a gas grenade. 
 
    Satuur pocketed the flash-bangs and one of the anti-personnel ones. Carrying more wasn’t possible with the knives, but what he had would be enough. He stepped around the pallet to the remaining side and saw the shattered chest piece of the Enforcer’s armor. 
 
    No wonder he didn’t go down. Satuur nodded, impressed. 
 
    BAMF armor. When you have to have the very best. 
 
    The Ballistic Assault, Modular Function armor’s reputation was beyond reproach. BAMF armor was a singular platform of combat armor with a modular design that allowed components and levels of armor to be added and removed on base and in the field. The Hi’Tomi Corporation initially made basic models for Standard Infantry (SI), Fast Attack (FA), Heavy Weapons (HW), and Battlefield Communications (BC). Over the years, Hi’Tomi-created and after-market mods for the platform had become available, including everything from a Tank model with heavy plating and explosive-reactive surfaces to a lightweight stealth mod that could be set to contend with various detection suppression scenarios and enhanced battlefield movement tactics. For their typically austere lifestyles and choices of weapons, the Peacemakers had settled on the very best. 
 
    Satuur didn’t find a case that appeared to have held a replacement set. The Enforcer was more exposed without the plating, and while he might still have one of the undergarments that was capable of deterring bladed weapons, without the heavy armor, the Enforcer was vulnerable. On the other hand, he would be even faster, unencumbered by the weight and rigidity of full combat armor. Satuur decided he would almost rather have the Enforcer in the combat gear. In a straight fight, he wasn’t sure he could take the Oogar. He needed a way to remove his opponent’s physical advantages. And then he smiled, glancing around the forest floor. 
 
    As with every mission he’d ever taken on, he’d studied everything about the facilities, the people, and the world where he would be working. He was in the middle of a rain forest and there were countless plants and animals that, if he could find them, he could use to his advantage. 
 
    Guile and surprise just became my best friends, he thought. 
 
    Satuur glanced at the trail Dolamiir and the Enforcer had left in the clearing and smiled to himself. Vulnerable at range and easy to track. I’ll take those odds. 
 
    He set off into the forest, a hunter seeking his prey. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Emergency Relief Facility 
 
      
 
    The door to their makeshift cell slammed shut, and heavy boots moved off to the left toward the exit of the building. Tyrn staggered across the middle of the floor and collapsed against the far wall. He slid down and leaned his head back against the concrete. 
 
    “Well, that was fairly awful,” he groaned. He was as hoarse as the rest of them after all the screaming. He tipped his head sideways and rapped the heel of his paw against it a few times in an obvious attempt to get water out of his ear. “I think my swimming days are about over.” He turned toward Rsach. “Those bastards are a lot more enthusiastic than the upperclassmen at the Academy.” 
 
    Rsach inspected Tyrn’s face from where he sat beside the blankets along a side wall. 
 
    “There’s more at stake here,” Rsach said. “At least they didn’t beat you,” he added as he rubbed a pincer along his mandibles where one of the GenSha had punched him. Apparently, they didn’t like one of the answers he’d given. Overall, their questions seemed to focus on Peacemaker protocols regarding the situation they found themselves in. When Rsach had said the guild usually sent in an Enforcer to kill everyone, especially interrogators, things got a little heated. The suggestion seemed to upset one of his interrogators, and a hard punch had come out of nowhere, snapping Rsach’s head around like it was on a spring. 
 
    The rest of the interrogation was equally painful and terrifying, although none of it left any marks. He’d endured a couple of hours’ worth of waterboarding—a most disagreeable experience—and then the GenSha fired up the generator. Electric probes were jammed in those extremities where his species had higher densities of pain receptors. The tips of a Jeha’s pincers were loaded with them and had been the logical starting point. That wasn’t, however, where they’d stopped. 
 
    Rsach cringed at the memory of where those probes had ended up. His three hours of screams during the ordeal had blended with the screams of the others into a chorus of pain that he suspected would be nightmare fuel in the years to come. 
 
    A coughing fit took Ven, who leaned over onto his side, hacking up more water that had struggled to stay in his larger, quad-chambered lungs. His species was particularly uneasy with water, so the waterboarding had hit him the hardest. He also had a black eye he said he’d received when he reflexively slashed at one of the GenSha at the start of the waterboarding. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Tyrn asked, looking at the discolored lump at the base of one of Vresh’s antennae. A faint trickle of blood seeped from an abrasion.  
 
    Vresh jerked her head around to face him. 
 
    “One of them shoved me, so I shoved back,” she croaked. “It felt good, too…right up until he cracked me in the head with a rifle butt.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Tyrn said. 
 
    “And then some.” She smiled weakly. “It was still worth it.” 
 
    “Look,” Rsach said, interrupting them, “I know we’re not 100 percent right now, but I don’t think any of us wants another interrogation session.” His voice was a raspy whisper. 
 
    “You got that right,” Vresh said. 
 
    Ven nodded his whole-hearted agreement. 
 
    “Did anyone tell them anything that we have to worry about?” 
 
    “There was nothing to tell, Rsach.” There was a healthy bit of venom in her voice. “We don’t know nearly enough about what’s been going on here; I still think there’s a lot more to all of this than we ever suspected.” 
 
    Rsach gave her a sidelong glance and added a barely perceptible nod. 
 
    “Then it’s time for us to try and get out of here, even if it means we die in the attempt. If I heard correctly, all of the interrogators went the way they brought us in. There’s a single guard outside, so there can’t be more than one or two down the other hallway.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to risk it? Even with those odds?” Tyrn asked, worry filling his voice. “They made it pretty clear they weren’t ready to kill us yet, and none of us even got a taste of what they did to Korvan.” 
 
    Ven glared at Tyrn, as if he was completely out of his mind. 
 
    “You want to stick around to see when and if they change their minds?” he asked. “I’d rather die trying to get our asses out of here than wait for Bith or that fucker, Gorn, to lose his patience.” 
 
    “Yeah, Tyrn,” Ven added. “We’ve been living on borrowed time since the mercs got here.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Tyrn said, holding up his paws defensively. “I’m just saying that it’s gonna be difficult to get out of here in one piece.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, Tyrn.” It was Rsach’s turn to sound irritated. “But we’re Peacemakers, and we have a duty to try and escape.” He blew out an angry breath. “I’m not willing to wait for them to decide it’s time to start executing us.” 
 
    Tyrn locked eyes with Rsach. “Rsach, I understand, and I don’t disagree. But if we’re going, we can’t leave without our gear. I heard them talking—I know where everything is.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Tyrn assured him. “Down that interrogation hallway, last door on the right. According to one of the guards, it’s all in there—weapons, armor, everything.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the idea of going further into this place,” Ven said. “We should make for the exit immediately.” 
 
    “Without our equipment, it’ll be a short-lived escape,” Rsach said. “We know a bunch of them are already engaged with the mercenaries somewhere, but this place can’t be empty.” 
 
    Ven nodded reluctantly. “I see your point.” 
 
    “So, we go with the same plan?” Vresh asked, looking uncomfortable. 
 
    “It’s the one shot we have,” Rsach replied, rising slowly to his feet. He turned and started pulling the blankets off the pile. He crumpled up most of them into balls and laid them out in a pattern that was about the same size as his body. He then laid the last blanket on top of the others, making a few adjustments so that, at a glance, it would look like he was underneath it. “There,” he said, standing up straight as he examined his work. “Hopefully, it will be enough.” He turned to Vresh. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked, once again sounding apologetic. 
 
    “As ready as I’m going to be…although all the water I sucked in should make this even easier.” She did not look enthusiastic. 
 
    “That gives me an idea,” he said and turned to Ven. “When she goes down, you need to holler that both of us are dying from the waterboarding…that something went wrong with our insides.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ven said a bit dubiously. “What, exactly, are you going to do?” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” Vresh snapped at him. “And I swear, you better not tell anyone about this.” 
 
    “We promise,” Ven and Tyrn said together. 
 
    “Then let’s get this over with,” she added as her body started undulating slightly. 
 
    “Make it a good show,” Rsach said as he moved over to the wall beside the door. 
 
    She nodded briskly and increased her gyrations. 
 
    Rsach took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then moved up, placing his many legs up against the concrete. His pincers tapped against the rough wall, getting a feel for where the cracks and crannies were. He took one last look at Vresh. She had lain down on the floor about three meters from the door, and her body was undulating violently now. She made a gut-wrenching sound, and Rsach had to fight to keep his own gorge down. What was about to happen was not something many non-Jeha had ever seen, and when it did happen, it could cause a chain reaction among other Jeha. It was instinctual to them as a species. 
 
    Turning back toward the wall, he angled his pincers and began climbing. With each meter he climbed above the floor, a number of his legs would slip or loose purchase, but he maintained enough traction to climb all the way to the ceiling, where he made a 90-degree turn. He crawled along the angle between the wall and the ceiling, taking up a position directly above the door. 
 
    A sickening, wet heave erupted from Vresh, drawing Rsach’s attention. From his vantage point, he could see that Tyrn and Ven had moved into position on either side of her. They stared in horror as Vresh quivered on the floor, her body now undulating slowly. Another wet heave came from her, and a shot of milky-white liquid erupted from her mouth like a jet and splashed onto the floor. 
 
    “Oh gods!” Tyrn shouted; it wasn’t an act. 
 
    Ven made a heaving sound of his own and covered his mouth. 
 
    In the pool of vomit, they could all see some of the rations she’d ingested earlier, as well as a few bits Rsach didn’t recognize. His body heaved slightly, almost breaking him free of his purchase on the wall. He sucked in a deep breath and focused all of his will on not emptying his stomach. 
 
    That’s when Vresh’s digestive tract spilled out onto the floor, turned inside out. The flesh was a marble pattern of pink, yellow, and green, and they could see her heartbeat in the purple veins that lined her stomach. 
 
    “Now, Ven!” Rsach hissed urgently. 
 
    “Guard!” Ven shouted at the top of his lungs. “Guard, there’s something wrong with the Jeha in here.” 
 
     “Shut up in there,” a GenSha shouted back. “None of your guff, you hear?” 
 
    “I swear on all that’s sacred,” Ven yelled back. “One of them is already dead, and the other has coughed up her insides. Her guts are all over the floor! In the name of all that’s holy, get in here!” 
 
    Several seconds passed, then the guard pounded on the door. 
 
    “Step back,” he shouted. “If you try anything, I have orders to shoot to kill. Understand?” 
 
    “I understand,” Ven said. “Just get in here.” 
 
    The lock clanked, and the door opened slowly. On the other side was a lone GenSha with his ISMC needler out and aimed. 
 
    “Bloody ancestors!” he cried when he saw the Jeha quivering on the floor with her insides hanging out of her mandibles. He clearly panicked, his eyes going wide. “Back up,” he growled. The pistol in his hand shifted left and right quickly, aimed at Tyrn and Ven. “I said back up!” 
 
    Both Peacemakers raised their arms and took a half-step back. 
 
    The GenSha peered into the room and spotted the lump under the blankets. 
 
    “Get on out of there!” he screamed. “You, under the blankets.” 
 
    “I’m telling you,” Ven said, pleading with the guard, “he’s dead.” His eyes shifted to Vresh. “Do something for her, would you?” 
 
    “If you don’t come out of there, I’m going to shoot!” he warned. He waited several seconds, and when nothing happened, he stepped into the room, took aim, and fired two quick shots into the blankets. 
 
    In a flash, Rsach dropped down from the ceiling and slammed into the guard, staggering the big GenSha with 50 kilos of dead weight. The guard roared in surprise as Rsach’s body wrapped around his head and shoulders, covering his face completely. Rsach lanced his pincers into the GenSha’s neck and chest as Ven leapt forward to grab the pistol. 
 
    Blood poured down the GenSha’s chest. In a panic, he dropped the pistol and raised his forehands to latch onto the Jeha that was ravaging his body. 
 
    Ven went down into a slide, grabbed the pistol before it hit the floor, and aimed just as the GenSha wrapped his massive hands around Rsach’s body. With an enraged heave, the guard latched onto Rsach and flung him across the room. 
 
    Ven aimed and fired off two quick shots, hitting the GenSha center mass. 
 
    The GenSha grunted, a surprised look on his face, and toppled forward into the room, narrowly missing Vresh. 
 
    Pounding boot steps echoed in the hallway. 
 
    “Dronath!” a deep voice shouted. 
 
    Ven dove forward. As he slid into the hallway, he aimed and fired the pistol once. 
 
    There was a grunt and then a heavy body slammed into the floor, followed by a clatter and something sliding across concrete. Ven rose to his feet and tossed the pistol to Tyrn. 
 
    “Cover me,” he hissed. Without another word, he rushed out into the hallway as Tyrn moved up to the door. When Tyrn looked out, he led with the pistol and glanced to the left and right and saw Ven picking up an ISMC laser rifle. Beyond him, about three meters away, was the body of a downed GenSha who lay sprawled in the middle of the floor. 
 
    He listened closely for several seconds and let out a relieved breath. He didn’t hear any more boots approaching. He took a quick glance back into the room. Vresh’s body was undulating once again, and with each gyration, her insides were being drawn back into her body a few inches at a time with wet sucking sounds. He turned his eyes to Rsach, disgusted by what was happening. Rsach had already risen to his feet, albeit a bit unsteadily, and one of his antennae had broken off. A trickle of blood seeped from the wound, but it didn’t look severe. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Tyrn asked. He did his best not to look at Vresh, still lying on the floor, sucking in her stomach. 
 
    Rsach turned to him, dazedly shook his head, then moved forward. He still seemed a bit wobbly. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. My equilibrium is off a bit, but it’ll reset in a few hours.” 
 
    “And that?” Tyrn asked, glancing at the broken antenna lying on the floor. 
 
    “It’ll grow back…eventually.” He walked over to Vresh, who had gotten up on her legs and was swallowing the last few inches of her stomach. He lowered his body and whispered something to her. 
 
    She nodded and convulsed one last time, and he helped her stand upright. 
 
    For a moment, Tyrn met her eyes, but he turned away quickly to look back out into the hallway. Ven was at the end of the hall, covering both directions. He gave an all clear sign, then faced down the interrogation hallway. 
 
    Rsach approached the dead GenSha. He plucked a pair of magazines for the needler from his belt and grabbed a rather large combat knife. 
 
    “Come on,” Rsach said, stepping up behind Tyrn. “Let’s get moving.” He held out the dagger with a pair of pincers and two empty pincers for the laser pistol. “Trade me,” he said. “You move behind Ven and show him where to go. Vresh will follow you, and I’ll cover the rear. Move as quickly as you can.” 
 
    At first, Tyrn hesitated, as if he didn’t want to give up the pistol, but he finally placed it in Vresh’s pincers and slipped the knife into the back of his belt. 
 
    “What about Vresh?” he asked, still not looking at her. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about me,” Vresh snapped. “I can still kick your ass on any obstacle course or running track.” 
 
    “Just get moving,” Rsach said a bit impatiently. “Quick-time it, and we’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    Tyrn shrugged and jogged ahead to join Ven. Vresh and Rsach stepped out into the hallway as the other two Peacekeepers exchanged a few whispers and moved around the corner. Vresh dashed to the dead GenSha, pulled out a combat knife from the sheath at his belt, and followed the others. With one last look over his shoulder, Rsach moved down the hall in their wake. 
 
    They quickly made their way down the hall where all of the interrogation rooms stood open and empty. There were three closed doors at the end, and beyond those was another turn in the hall, opening to the left. Ven checked each door as they moved forward, finding the rooms empty. When he got to the last door, he turned to Tyrn. 
 
    “This one?” 
 
    “That’s what I heard the guard say,” Tyrn assured him as the two Jeha came up behind them. 
 
    Ven took a deep breath, readied the rifle, and opened the door quickly while Rsach covered the hallway. 
 
    “Damn it, Tyrn,” Ven growled. He pushed the door all the way open, exposing a completely empty storage room. “That’s a big no on the equipment.” He shot Tyrn an aggravated look. 
 
    “Hey, the guy said our stuff was in there…” He held up his paws defensively. “Maybe they moved it. Maybe I heard him wrong. It’s not my fault it’s not there.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Rsach barked. “From both of you.” 
 
    “You two sound like a couple of cadets,” Vresh said under her breath, but it was loud enough to prompt scowls from both of them. 
 
    Rsach turned to her. “Not helping,” he said. “Now, let’s find a way out of here.” 
 
    “Back the way we came?” Tyrn asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Rsach said. “When they find the room empty, they’ll probably assume we headed for the exit. I want to see what’s around that corner. Maybe there’s another way out of here. Most buildings like this have utility access passages, service elevators, and even sewer outlets.” He looked at Ven. “We reverse the order. You take the back, and I’ll take the lead.” 
 
    Ven nodded and closed the door as Rsach took off. 
 
    Rsach rounded the corner and found another long hallway with two doors in the middle and one at the far end that had a small window in it. He crept along the hall, opened one door and then the other and found another empty storage room and one full of cleaning supplies and bathroom products stacked on an array of shelves. He moved quickly down the hall, and when he reached the end, he peered through the window. 
 
    “Perfect,” he said. “Stairs going up and down.” He tried the door as the others caught up but found that it was locked. 
 
    “If I had my equipment,” Vresh said sourly, “I could pick the lock.” 
 
    Rsach looked up at the ceiling and then through the window again. 
 
    “I have something almost as good.” He pointed to an air duct directly above them. “There’s one on the other side.” He looked at Tyrn. “Come here,” he said. “You get to be a ladder.” 
 
    “Great,” Tyrn mumbled. 
 
    Tyrn quickly got into position, and Vresh scrambled up his body, using his clothes for purchase. She balanced on one of his shoulders and pried open the duct with the knife. When it came loose, she handed it down to Tyrn. 
 
    “Hand this back up once I’m inside,” she said. 
 
    She crawled through the opening, and when she’d disappeared, Tyrn handed up the grate. Vresh’s head poked out, and she plucked it from his outstretched paw. She quickly pulled it back into place, and they heard the soft rattle of her many pincers moving through the duct. 
 
    A moment later, the duct on the far side fell through the opening, and Vresh dropped down after it. She had the door open a few seconds later and motioned for Tyrn to step up again. When he did, she grabbed the grate, scrambled up his body, and covered up the open duct. 
 
    “Up or down?” she asked, turning to Rsach. 
 
    “Up,” he said immediately. He pulled the used power cell from the pistol and replaced it with a fresh one. “We don’t know what we’ll find up there, but we should treat this like an assault. Two teams. Corner to corner leapfrogging. Shoot to kill and save the ammo. The main floor is two above us. We come out a floor above that and look for a way out of here that circumvents the main entrance.” 
 
    “Understood,” Ven said. 
 
    Without another word, Rsach moved up the stairwell with Vresh behind him. When he got to the first landing, he motioned for Ven to take the next stretch. 
 
    I hope this works, he thought. If not, they would be cut to pieces in a firefight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Three km Northwest of Moppicut City 
 
      
 
    Built into the slate strapped to the inside of Hr’ent’s left forearm was a tracking device linked to the equipment pallet. The simple beacon—designed to withstand as much damage as a shuttle’s black box—let him know how much forest he’d put between himself and the burning clearing he’d left 15 klicks behind without having to slow his movement. The fight with the Jivool had been bloody and ferocious, enough so that Hr’ent was now worried about running into more Jivool like that one. He’d never seen someone move that fast, and if he hadn’t made planet-fall as an enhanced Oogar, he would have lost that fight. It was why he’d removed the armor. He wanted all of his speed and reflexes functioning optimally, not encumbered by dead weight. 
 
    Following the excruciatingly slow exec had kept them moving at a snail’s pace, but with each step, the smell of the burning city grew stronger. An impatient glance told him he was three meters closer than the last time he checked. Walking behind the injured ISMC exec had cost him hours of travel time, but he knew he should never turn his back on a prisoner, and he wouldn’t pick up the Jivool and carry him, despite the temptation. 
 
    The sun had been up for hours, and as they moved through the forest, Hr’ent stayed at least four meters behind the Jivool. Executive or not, his prisoner had claws and would likely use them at the first opportunity. Hr’ent would take counsel of his fears and, therefore, no chances. The executive, Venna, limped badly on both legs. He’d clearly received a nanite treatment from the other Jivool and wisely kept moving to avoid crippling stiffness. Still, travel was murderously slow, and Hr’ent fought the urge to brush past the Jivool and close the distance to the city as fast as his legs would carry him. 
 
    Venna stopped and leaned heavily against a tree. Hr’ent could hear the exec’s labored breathing as he stepped around the tree and studied the Jivool’s pained face. 
 
    “Sorry,” Venna said. “My legs are on fire.” 
 
    Hr’ent said nothing and kept his eyes on the Jivool. They were just four kilometers from the edge of the city, or at least that was what his map indicated. Keeping an eye on Venna, Hr’ent searched his peripheral vision and saw a faint glow of sky through the trees and brush a few meters away. A clearing was just ahead. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Hr’ent said. He made eye contact with the Jivool. “That fire in your legs means the nanites your friend gave you are working.” 
 
    Venna snorted. “My…friend didn’t say it would hurt so much.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded, and a wry smile crossed his muzzle. “First time, huh?” 
 
    “Yes,” Venna replied. “Is it always this bad?” 
 
    Definitely a suit. Just my luck. 
 
    “Depends on the wound,” Hr’ent replied. He gestured with his muzzle in the direction of the clearing. “Move out into the clearing where there’s some daylight, and we’ll take a break.” 
 
    Venna took a deep breath and lurched forward. The promise of rest appeared to be a motivating factor, Hr’ent decided. Ten shuffling steps later, they broke into the clearing. In the late morning sun, Hr’ent saw a pall of smoke that filled the forest and grew thicker above the canopy. 
 
    Venna slumped to the ground and leaned against the bole of a tree. “Gods, that hurts.” 
 
    Hr’ent clenched his jaw and said nothing in return. Begrudgingly, he had to give the suit his due. Hr’ent had endured rehab with nanites after the shuttle crash. He knew what that pain was like. And he’d been pushing Venna pretty hard, despite the slow pace. Suit or not, Venna had kept pushing himself, too, which said a good deal about his determination and mettle. 
 
    Hr’ent pulled off his rucksack and silently worked it open. He rummaged around through its cavernous insides, picking past the rations, power cells for his PK-40, and water bulbs, until his eyes came to rest on the trauma kit. 
 
    He looked down at Venna. The Jivool’s breathing was somewhat easier, but it was obvious he was still in a considerable amount of pain. Hr’ent dug through the kit, his digits searching through the pre-packaged medications and hypo-syringes. 
 
    He pulled out a paper and plastic envelope, guaranteed sterile, and opened it. As he knelt by Venna, the Jivool’s eyes opened. 
 
    “I’m sure that first shot I gave you has worn off. I’ll give you this. It’s something for the pain,” Hr’ent said, “and it should make the rest of our trek a little easier.” 
 
    “Can I trust you?” The executive almost laughed. “You have nothing in that kit for Jivool.” 
 
    “General care, like that first shot. This is a non-steroidal anti-inflammatory medication. At this dosage, it’s a general application. It won’t shut off your pain receptors, but it will dull them a bit.” 
 
    Venna glanced at the syringe and back up into Hr’ent’s face. “Fine.” 
 
    Hr’ent adjusted the pressurized injector to its maximum setting—the ideal for Jivool, Oogar, and other thick-skinned species—and aimed the large gauge needle at Venna’s uninjured arm. 
 
    “You might feel a little pinch.” Hr’ent almost smiled as he pulled the trigger. 
 
    Venna howled. “Gods, what was that?’ 
 
    “Easy.” Hr’ent put the injector away. “It takes a couple of minutes to take effect.” 
 
    Rubbing his arm, Venna leaned his head against the tree and closed his eyes. Satisfied, Hr’ent continued rummaging through the remainder of the pack. At the bottom, he found what he was looking for. He pulled out the extra combat knife and quickly rigged it to the webbing along his lower left leg. Now he had two, including the one held grip down in his vest. 
 
    You can never have too many knives, he thought with a wicked grin. And then an annoying realization crashed into his brain. Hr’ent hadn’t checked in since he cut the connection during the drop. He shook his head. He wasn’t looking forward to hearing what Graa’vaa and Hak had to say about his brash decision, but he couldn’t really put it off any longer. 
 
    It was time to find out if the satlink gear had survived the landing. He opened a side pouch on his rucksack, one designed specifically for the Peacemaker-proprietary equipment. He pulled out the small but potent transmitter and gave it a once-over. “No time like the present,” he said under his breath. 
 
    Once it was connected to his earpiece, he would be able to establish communications beyond line-of-sight. Blue Flight standard operating procedures in orbital operations included the deployment of half-meter, mini-satellites capable of tracking and relaying the specific Ka band frequency of the radio set. They were certainly beyond the horizon by now and had likely deployed the satellites. He snorted, swung out the antenna boom, and flipped the primary power switch, and he was delighted to see the status lights go from crimson to amber to blue. He worked the device back into the standardized pocket and unfurled the small, wire-mesh antenna. He hit another switch and heard a chime as the comms unit connected to his earpiece. Before closing the rucksack and securing it, one digit hesitated over the ready/activate button on the top of the comm set. 
 
    I don’t need them. The statement blared in his mind, no doubt thrown up by the Feral part of his psyche. He was torn between Hak’s notion of team and his desire to solve all his problems like he always had—alone. 
 
    With a frustrated snarl, he closed the rucksack and slung it onto his back. The weight didn’t bother him, nor did it affect his balance. What did bother him was the tightness of the strap across his previously injured shoulder. With a grimace, he adjusted the strap to a manageable position and walked over to Venna who sat with his mouth slightly open and stared glassy-eyed into the dark sky. 
 
    “You okay?” Hr’ent asked. 
 
    Venna’s head lolled toward him. “I think so,” he slurred. 
 
    Hr’ent sighed. Great, he’s over-medicated. How soft is this piece of Izlian shit? 
 
    “Get up, Venna. We need to keep moving.” 
 
    The Jivool wobbled as he stood. Hr’ent pointed toward the south where the chaos of Moppicut City lay waiting for them. “That way.” 
 
    This is going to take forever. Hr’ent looked up into the sky, peering through the thickening haze and, to his surprise, a passage from the Koduzai’Vahsh came clearly to his mind. He’d only finished about a third of the book before the drop, and it still lay on his bunk aboard the Blue Flight transport, but what he’d read had stuck with him. 
 
    All things in the forest come and go as they will. One cannot hasten the prey to one’s lure. Only patience and existing fully in each passing moment will see the kill made and the meal prepared for one’s kin. 
 
    It was from a passage spoken by Kro’muth, the Third Forest Lord of B’nar. Kro’muth had come across as a wise and peaceful leader of his people and a ferocious warrior and hunter. He had found a balance between the necessities of existing in such a harsh and dangerous environment and building a society around him. Of the four heroes Hr’ent had read about thus far, Kro’muth had resonated with him the most, perhaps because he manifested the very struggle Hr’ent dealt with every day. He was constantly at odds controlling the brutality of the Feral within him and the need to navigate civilized environs, Peacemaker regulations, and his own sense of decency and justice. 
 
    His anger at having to work with a team abated and gave way to something he wouldn’t call peacefulness, but more a state of awareness of his place. Not just his place on the planet, or even his mission, but of his place in a larger existence. The Feral sated, Hr’ent resumed the painfully slow trek toward Moppicut. 
 
    As he trudged behind the wounded Jivool, Hr’ent tried to conjure up a picture of the city and the situation from his memory of the data Graa’vaa had shown him, but it was all a blur. The more he tried to remember, the fewer details his mind could fill in. Walking blindly into a combat situation was not an option. Intelligence was necessary, and as the thought hit him, he realized his flippant treatment of the intelligence officer had been at least as foolish as what he’d done during the jump. 
 
    He shook his head, frustrated with himself. Still a rookie, he thought. 
 
    They’d sent him with an intelligence specialist for a reason, and he now understood that more than he ever had. However, Graa’vaa and especially Hak had tried to control his every move, and that’s what pissed him off. 
 
    Always at odds with myself. The realization blazed before his eyes like a neon sign. 
 
    He’d walked barely 500 meters when he realized what had to be done. He stopped, pulled one of his arms through the strap of his rucksack, and swung it around. Reaching into a carefully designed fold in the rucksack’s exterior, he pushed a digit into the radio set compartment. He found the switch and turned it on before slipping the pack back on. 
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    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    “This is E-H-Actual for Blue One, do you copy? Over.” 
 
    Graa’vaa’s paw shot out and snapped the transmit switch much faster than Hak believed she could move. With her other paw, she tapped her earpiece. 
 
    “It’s about time, you fumbling idiot.” 
 
    There was silence on the connection for a moment, before Hr’ent’s deep voice softly replied, “You’re absolutely right. I deserve that.” 
 
    “You certainly do!” she growled again. “I told you this was a team effort. I don’t care how fast and strong and brutal you think you are, you cannot do this alone.” 
 
    “I need an intelligence update, Graa’vaa. I get that. I was brash, hot-headed, and perhaps even a little stupid.” 
 
    Hak watched her take a slow, deep breath. The hesitation was long enough for him to consider activating his own headset. 
 
    Graa’vaa sat forward. 
 
    “More than a little stupid, Hr’ent, but I’ll take that as an apology, even without hearing the words.” 
 
    Hr’ent paused for several heartbeats as the silence hung between them. “Thanks…” 
 
     She paused again, and her tone was a bit softer. “I suspect that was one of the hardest things you’ve ever had to do.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” he replied with the distant hint of an edge to his voice. “Now, can you stop yelling and give me the update?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said, and most of the heat had left her voice. “I’ll brief you. First, where are you? What’s your status?” she asked as she tapped on the screen trying to locate his position. 
 
    “The jump was good. I landed fine.” They didn’t need all the gory details. “The pallet was damaged—which wasn’t my fault, I’d like to add. I’m down weapons and other gear, but I have my PK, extra power cells, a few grenades, the trauma kit, and enough general supplies to keep me going for a while. I was attacked by two Jivool at the pallet and killed one of them. The other is an injured ISMC suit named Venna from the communications section. I think he was on a shuttle that might have gone down. He said something about them moving for several days.” 
 
    Graa’vaa tapped furiously. “Copy that. Where are you now?” 
 
    They heard him sigh. “I’m guessing four klicks or less from the outskirts of Moppicut. What’s the situation there?” 
 
    “Still a genuine shit-show. The ISMC brought in a mercenary company. They’re Veetanho, but I haven’t been able to figure out what company they are. They’re running mostly radio silent. Real professionals. Unfortunately, they’ve been targeting non-combatants in the city, so it’s a complete disaster, bordering on genocide. We did manage to locate the Peacemaker team.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “Being held hostage by the GenSha in an ISMC Emergency Relief facility they captured  just north of the city. The Veetanho haven’t done more than a few reconnoiters and light mortar work—I’m guessing simple probing—and have kept their ops focused on the west side of the city.” 
 
    Hr’ent chuckled. “That facility is between me and the city. I think I’m just north and maybe a little west of it.” 
 
    Graa’vaa’s mouth worked silently for a moment. “Can you turn on your guidance package, assuming it wasn’t damaged?” 
 
    There was an electronic chirp from the console. “It’s activated,” Hr’ent said. 
 
    “We have you. You’re 3.7 kilometers northwest of Moppicut City. Your bearing for the compound is one-seven-four. Distance is about two and a half klicks.” 
 
    “Copy, two and a half bearing one-seven-four. What’s the situation there?” 
 
    “There are about 100 GenSha troops in and around the compound at any given time, and a lot of back and forth traffic between the facility and several nearby hotspots where the Veetanho have been pressing north and east with, as I said, mostly mortars and small arms deployed by squad- and platoon-strength units as well as a number of vehicles. We have a live camera feed from there, but that wasn’t worth much in the dark. Now that the sun has come up, we will be able to see something. How fast are you able to move?” 
 
    “Not very. The suit’s legs are still healing. His buddy—I need to talk to you about him, by the way—gave this guy a nanite shot, and I’ve given him a couple of standard painkillers. He’s still slower than the glaciers back home, though.” 
 
    One corner of Graa’vaa’s mouth raised in a half-smile. “That’s pretty slow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hr’ent grumbled. “I’m thinking an hour or more, depending on whether we run into anything or anyone.” 
 
    Hak frowned, catching Graa’vaa’s eyes. “I don’t know if our team has that kind of time.” 
 
    “Any chance you can leave him?” Graa’vaa asked. 
 
    “No,” Hr’ent said. “If I leave him out here, something is going to kill him, or he’ll alert the first patrol he runs into.” 
 
    Graa’vaa nodded. “Care for those in distress.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Hr’ent replied. “How is the team doing? Any idea?” 
 
    “We had eyes on them a couple hours ago, but I haven’t checked recently. I’ve been gathering as much information about troop movements as I can in preparation for this communication.” She paused. “Rsach and the others have been tortured, Hr’ent. The GenSha are doing their best to break them, from all appearances. I’ll check on them shortly.” 
 
    “Well, shit.” 
 
    Graa’vaa glanced up at Hak, and he tapped his earpiece. 
 
    “Hr’ent, it’s Hak.” 
 
    “You start telling me what to do, and I’m off this connection. You hear me?” 
 
    Hak sucked in a breath. “That’s why you disconnected?” 
 
    “That’s right. I don’t need you telling me what to do and when to do it. The decision of those on the field is always correct. That’s what they teach us.” 
 
    “You don’t have to quote curricula to me, Hr’ent.” 
 
    “Then let me do my job.” 
 
    Hak drummed his digits on the console. “You need us, Hr’ent. This isn’t an individual effort. Missions like this require coordination and information. We’re trying to help you accomplish this mission.” 
 
    “I get that, Hak, but there’s a difference between being on a team and you mother-cubbing me every time you open your mouth,” Hr’ent snapped. “Just feed me what I need, and I’ll get the mission done.” 
 
    “What do you think you need?” Graa’vaa snapped. “We’ve updated you on the enemy situation. You’ve updated us on your position and ETA. Our team is in bad shape, Hr’ent. I know you want to keep your prisoner, but you need to consider applying a sedation pack and moving toward that compound.” 
 
    “Noted,” Hr’ent replied. “I’m going to keep this channel—” 
 
    The comms went dead. 
 
    Graa’vaa tapped the console. “Hr’ent? Hr’ent, come in?” 
 
    Hak leaned over and saw that the beacon showing Hr’ent location was still flashing. He hadn’t disconnected the channel. There was nothing they could do and no sensors to bring to bear. 
 
    “I’ve still got him, but he’s not talking,” Graa’vaa said. “Something’s not right.” 
 
    “No.” Hak frowned at her. “Something has happened.”  
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    Two km Northwest of Emergency Relief Facility 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent snapped off the conversation and cursed to himself as Venna lurched headlong through the brush. There seemed to be little Hr’ent could do to stop him. The combination of the nanite shot and the pain medication appeared to have given the injured Jivool an unexpected boost of energy. Yet, when Venna began to sing in a loud, slurred voice, Hr’ent understood the energy boost wasn’t that at all. Venna was intoxicated. The Jivool staggered ahead of Hr’ent and somehow found the strength to run. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Venna’s words were unintelligible even to Hr’ent’s translator. The over-medicated Jivool bounced off trees and somehow managed to gracefully spin to avoid rocks and bushes as Hr’ent gave chase. He accelerated quickly and matched Venna’s bounding, stride-for-stride. Hr’ent closed the gap and reached out for Venna’s shoulder with his left paw when the Jivool spun wildly, giggling with sudden insanity, and jumped off a rock ledge Hr’ent almost didn’t see. Hr’ent jumped at the last second, reached out and caught the trunk of a tree in mid-flight, and controlled his descent to the forest floor. Venna lay on his side, laughing in the loamy soil, when Hr’ent landed beside him with a massive thud. 
 
    Hr’ent snapped out a paw to the Jivool’s upper arm. “Get up, Venna.” 
 
    “I can’t—” Venna’s words dissolved into laughter again. Hr’ent remembered the first time one of the Duplato consumed alcohol during a weekend pass at the Academy. The poor female laughed and giggled all through the evening only to be left outside the dormitory. When Hr’ent had returned, he’d found her lying in a puddle of her own vomit. He’d hauled her to the infirmary and ensured she would be okay before calling it a night. Three days later, he’d seen her on campus and waved, only to have her dismiss him with an embarrassed grimace. Helping the inebriated always turned out badly, somehow. 
 
    “I said, get up!” Hr’ent yanked the giggling Jivool to his feet. 
 
    Venna took a breath and raised a wobbling finger. “Don’t you grab me like that!” 
 
    Hr’ent shifted his weight and settled the rucksack on his shoulders. “I’m prepared to carry you, Venna. Stop running and cooperate, or I’ll be—” 
 
    “You’ll be what?” Venna raged. One hand rummaged inside his tattered pants. “Let me tell you something, Peacemaker. You don’t know who you’re dealing with.” 
 
    Hr’ent rolled his eyes and shoved the Jivool’s left shoulder. “Turn around and start walking, Venna. Don’t make me regret helping you more than I already do.” 
 
    The Jivool whirled around, both arms raised in something like a shrug when something fell to the ground at Hr’ent’s feet. 
 
    Venna started talking, but Hr’ent wasn’t listening. Keeping his eyes on the Jivool, he bent quickly to pick up the small identification card and lanyard from the ground. He flipped it over and inspected it closely, looking at the picture and other information. He then raised his eyes to Venna, who was still blathering about the forest and how it was all his domain. 
 
    Hr’ent looked at the picture again. It matched what he saw in front of him. 
 
    “This yours, Venna?” 
 
    The Jivool stopped talking and stood staring at the card in Hr’ent’s paw, mouth agape. In a subtle motion, Hr’ent let his paw fall to the grip of the PK-40 on his right hip. With his other paw he tapped his earpiece. 
 
    “Graa’vaa? You there?” 
 
    “What happened down there?” she asked. 
 
    “My prisoner tried to run away. I caught him and learned something. He’s not who he says he is. Imagine that.” Hr’ent glanced at the identification card again. “Can you tell me who Dolamiir Ka Shien is in the ISMC hierarchy, please?” 
 
    “What? Gods, Hr’ent! That’s the ISMC Director, himself. He runs Godannii 2,” Graa’vaa replied. 
 
    “The director, huh?” Hr’ent smiled down at Dolamiir. “Well, isn’t this a surprise.” 
 
    The Jivool’s countenance turned defiant in a heartbeat, despite the lingering over-medication. He snarled at Hr’ent. 
 
    “Stupid Oogar,” Dolamiir spat. “You’ve poisoned me. Mistreated me. What makes you think I won’t pursue retribution to the very top of your guild, Peacemaker?” 
 
    Hr’ent’s smile evaporated. “I suppose you’re not willing to meet with the GenSha and actually discuss peace as was intended?” 
 
    Dolamiir growled. “You imbecile! None of you were ever meant to succeed, here, Peacemaker Hr’ent. You were meant to die here.” 
 
    “That’s Enforcer Hr’ent,” he growled. 
 
    His paw was already thumbing the holster catch on his PK-40 when he smelled and heard another Jivool approaching quickly and quietly through the foliage. The stalker was good, but Hr’ent picked him up at the very edge of his senses, and there was no doubt who it was. He thought he’d killed the assailant from the night before, but the scent tickling his nostrils was something he would never forget, and his enhanced hearing was more than enough to hear the steady footfalls across the soft forest floor. 
 
    His decision now was simple, immediate, and unavoidable. He couldn’t face both Jivool simultaneously. He couldn’t let Dolamiir run off into the forest as he battled the killer charging toward him, and Dolamiir had made it clear there would be no peace between ISMC and the GenSha—at least not with Dolamiir still alive. Dolamiir’s eyes held little more than loathing and contempt. He slid the PK-40 free of its holster and brought it up under Dolamiir’s chin. Hr’ent pulled the trigger. Half of Dolamiir’s face and the top of his skull evaporated in a heated blast, spattering Hr’ent’s fur with blood, meat, and bone. The Director of ISMC on Godannii 2 died instantly and fell backward in what appeared to be slow motion. 
 
    Something heavy and hard smashed into the back of Hr’ent’s head, and a splash of shooting stars exploded before his eyes as fire coursed from the back of his head down his spine. Dazed, his instincts kicked in. He spun to face the second Jivool, his PK-40 coming around. Through a haze of dancing lights, he realized he’d misjudged his assailant’s speed. The Jivool’s arm jerked. An instant later, a lancing pain shot up Hr’ent’s arm, forcing the PK-40 to slip from his grasp. 
 
    Hr’ent knew the Jivool’s thrown combat knife had gone straight through his forearm, and the wound burned. 
 
    He only had an instant to react, for the Jivool was almost on him, a combat knife held low and coming up in a lightning-fast thrust at Hr’ent’s mid-section. Hr’ent slammed his good arm down to block the blow as he pivoted. The Jivool was incredibly strong. Hr’ent roared again as fire blazed along the side of his abdomen where the blade struck home. Hr’ent roared in pain, and he felt hot blood seeping into his fur just below where his tactical vest ended at his waist. His vision went red, and he felt the Feral break loose. 
 
    Hr’ent’s free paw, the knife still stuck through his forearm, instinctively wrapped around the back of the Jivool’s head as he spun, throwing the Jivool forward using his own momentum. He extended his claws and raked them along the back of the Jivool’s neck as he heaved. He expected to slash through flesh, but he instead found a thick fabric wrapped around the Jivool’s neck that shredded in his claws. 
 
    Rather than fighting the throw, the Jivool tumbled into it, cleared Dolamiir’s fallen body, and came up in a low combat stance. With a snarl, he charged at Hr’ent with an arm held high and the combat knife held low and back for another thrust. 
 
    Hr’ent leapt back several meters, his paws held high in a defensive posture, with his claws fully extended. His assailant slowed his charge and paused just out of reach of Hr’ent’s claws. There was a puzzled expression on his face, as if he couldn’t believe Hr’ent was still combat aware. 
 
    Hr’ent’s cranium still rang from whatever had smashed into the back of his head—presumably a rock—and he could see that the assailant’s blade had slipped between his radius and ulna, its gleaming metal covered in his blood. The Feral in him howled at the audacity. Without thinking, Hr’ent wrapped his good paw around the hilt and yanked the blade out with a splash of blood. As he pulled the knife free, he felt a strange burning inside the wound and a very different fire moving up his arm. His muzzle lifted into a snarl, and as he pulled the combat knife from the sheath on his right thigh, he ran his tongue along the blade that had gone through his arm. The taste of blood fueled his rage, but he also tasted something else, something bitter that made his tongue burn. 
 
    With his arms held wide, he rose to his full three meters and let loose a bestial roar that echoed through the forest. Ignoring the wash of pain, he stretched his shoulders and cocked his head back and forth with loud popping noises as the bone and tendons loosened up. He tightened his grip on both knives, and the tendons in his paws popped like breaking lumber. 
 
    “You just bit off more than you can chew,” he growled. His tongue felt thick and heavy in his mouth. 
 
    He snapped his left wrist around, flipping the knife into a reverse grip so the point stuck out below his paw. Lowering himself into a combat stance that mirrored the Jivool’s, he moved forward slowly. As he did, he eyed the blade held in the Jivool’s paw. The entire blade was coated with a green, sticky substance, and he realized why his right arm and his tongue were burning more with each passing moment. 
 
    Shit. The bastard poisoned me. 
 
    He would have to move quickly. He tried to tighten his right paw around the grip of the knife and found he couldn’t tighten it as much as he should have been able to. 
 
    It was the Jivool’s turn to smile. 
 
    “Now which one of us is in trouble?” the Jivool asked with malice. “You’re already dead. Your body just doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
    “Then I’m taking you with me,” Hr’ent said, and he moved forward with slow, steady steps, closing the distance quickly. 
 
    The Jivool didn’t move; he simply tensed his body in preparation for Hr’ent’s attack. 
 
    Hr’ent had the reach, but he could already feel the poison working its way through his body, slowing his muscles and burning anywhere it touched. His mouth was on fire, and he would swear his tongue was twice its normal size. 
 
    He spat once and stepped in with the blade in his left paw held like a shield. He made a furtive thrust with his right. The Jivool shifted back in the blink of an eye and slapped the back of Hr’ent’s arm in an explosion of pain, but Hr’ent dropped his arm away before the Jivool could dig in with his claws. 
 
    The Jivool thrust with his blade, aiming for the wound in Hr’ent’s side. Hr’ent blocked it low and saw an opening. His fist came up under the Jivool’s chin. His opponent shifted his head to the right, so it was only a glancing blow, but his head snapped around from the impact. 
 
    Hr’ent didn’t hesitate. With still-lightning-fast reflexes, he brought up a knee as hard has he could into the Jivool’s mid-section, forcing a blast of air from his opponent’s lungs. Hr’ent could tell his strength and speed had suffered from the poison, but he was still a bit faster than his opponent. Amazingly, the Jivool slashed down as he flew backward, and Hr’ent felt a knife bite into his thigh. The burning sensation from the poison was immediate, and he knew he was running out of time. 
 
    The Jivool sailed back a few meters, but managed to land on his feet, sliding to a stop before settling back into a combat stance. 
 
    Hr’ent didn’t give him a chance to regain his breath. 
 
    He leapt forward, feigning an attack at the Jivool’s torso, then dropped beneath the Jivool’s block and slash. He struck out with a leg sweep, caught his opponent’s legs and sent him tumbling sideways. Hr’ent rolled, bringing the combat knife in his right paw up and around to slam the point into the Jivool’s side, but the Jivool rolled away. 
 
    Hr’ent tried to suck in air and found that his tongue had swollen so much, it almost blocked his air passage. Panic clutched at his brain, but the Feral forced it down. It was time to end this, even if it cost him his life. Hr’ent surged forward as the Jivool tried to roll away again. Hr’ent’s reach and speed were just enough. 
 
    Hr’ent landed on top of the Jivool. Leaving his left side wide open—he raised the blade in his left paw as he released the combat dagger from his right. Putting all of his strength into it, he pinned his opponent’s shoulder to the ground and drove the blade down into the Jivool’s chest, just above the edge of his tactical vest. 
 
    At the same time, the Jivool jammed his blade deep into Hr’ent’s abdomen. 
 
    They grunted together. They both twisted their blades. They howled in each other’s faces. And then the Jivool’s head and arms flopped to the ground. He hacked once, his body convulsing, and he blew out a gush of blood from his mouth and nose. 
 
    Agony shot through Hr’ent’s belly, and he knew something was ruined inside him, but there was no doubt the Jivool was finished. 
 
    Trying to gasp around a swollen tongue that burned as if he’d swallowed acid, Hr’ent heaved himself off the ground and staggered backward a few paces. His skin felt like it was on fire, and his right arm seemed to be made of wood. He sucked in air with desperate gasps, and he was certain he would asphyxiate soon, choked by his swollen tongue. 
 
    But he’d won. 
 
    Hr’ent stared down at the dying Jivool, who coughed up more blood as his body was wracked with another wave of convulsions. He rolled onto his side and vomited once, a gut-wrenching heave that sent a thick spray of blood and mucus across the forest floor. 
 
    Hr’ent’s vision swam before his eyes, and the image of the dying Jivool went bleary for a moment. He staggered backward again, step after step, desperately trying to suck air into his lungs. Time seemed to stretch out, and as his vision cleared slightly, he saw the Jivool reach beneath the back of his tactical vest. He yanked something out and, with a dying gurgle, rolled it across the forest floor toward Hr’ent. 
 
    Through the fog of poison, Hr’ent realized it was a Peacemaker frag grenade. The Feral in Hr’ent burned through the poison just enough to get his feet moving. He took two huge steps backward, covered his face with his arms, and then leapt backward with every ounce of energy he had left. 
 
    The grenade went off. 
 
    The concussion slammed into Hr’ent’s body, propelling him even further and faster through the forest. He felt slashes of pain across his extremities as shrapnel ripped into his arms and legs. Moments later he slammed into a tree, spun like a tossed rag doll, and tumbled across the forest floor for a few more meters. 
 
    Hr’ent’s ears rang as he lay there. He blinked his eyes slowly. The world was a blurry swirl of green, gray, and charcoal. He tried to formulate a thought, even a single word, but all he could manage with his first attempt was an acknowledgment of pain; his life was pain. The world was pain. The entire universe was pain, and he existed in a single moment at its epicenter. The center stretched out and away from him. It became a shining river of agony that flowed from Hr’ent’s past and into the future. 
 
    He found himself awash on that river, like a leaf on a mighty torrent he knew terminated over a great waterfall. He also knew beyond that precipice lay an ocean of oblivion from which there was no return…and it was calling to him. 
 
    That realization, however, gave him something to latch onto, gave his burning brain a single rock in the torrent to wrap his claws around and halt his progress toward the gaping abyss of an oblivion he knew lay only a short distance ahead. 
 
    Focus! 
 
    It was a thought, an emotion, a voice of his will wordlessly flung up into his consciousness. Again, he attempted to formulate a cogent thought. 
 
    I am not dead, but I will be soon. 
 
    The phrase begged a question, demanded a solution. Through a haze of pain, Hr’ent willed his arms to move. He rolled onto his side and slipped the rucksack from his back. His breath was a sharp sucking sound that offered a harmonic contrast to the ringing that still assailed his ears. He fumbled with the pack, finally got it open, and watched as his paws, almost of their own volition, sorted through the contents and extracted an auto-injector. His brain couldn’t make any sense out of the label, but something inside him told him he needed to use it. 
 
    His vision swam again as he tried to suck in air and found that nothing could get past his swollen tongue. With the very last erg of his strength, Hr’ent collapsed back onto the forest floor, raised the auto-injector, and slammed it into his chest. He never felt it pierce his skin. He never felt the burning as its contents flowed into his system. 
 
    All he could do was watch himself float along the river, over the precipice, and into the abyss. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Godannii 2 
 
    Emergency Relief Facility 
 
      
 
    Rsach couldn’t help but think of their current location as anything but a nest. They’d ascended to the fourth floor of the building, avoiding several roaming patrols, to find it mostly vacant. In one corner of the area, a stout metal chair sat bolted to the floor surrounded by chains and tie-down points. Dried black blood surrounded it, and while they’d only made a cursory investigation of the site, it appeared to be a place where ISMC eliminated their enemies. The thought of it turned Rsach’s stomach, but he knew the galaxy was much more violent at its core than the Peacemakers wanted to believe. As the Mercenary Guild continued their ascent to power, corporations and consortiums manifested in every corner of the galaxy, each angling for power and credits. A secret floor used for eliminations? Rsach knew it came with the proverbial territory. 
 
    Aside from the assassination platform and the remainder of the cavernous open space awaiting the installation of walls and fixtures, there were four large, identical storerooms on the far side which, on inspection, appeared to have not been entered or inventoried in years. The rooms held a plethora of civil emergency materials, items likely earmarked for the GenSha and hoarded by the ISMC. Stacked high and deep, the crates of materials sat covered in dust. With some effort and considerable noise discipline, the four Peacemakers were able to create a small space in the exact center of the room. The crates of emergency rations gave them fuel for their recovering bodies and the copious medical supplies, including basic, generic medical nanites, provided some relief to their wounds. With crates stacked to the ceiling around them, the four Peacemakers rested and healed. 
 
    Every noise on the floors above or below brought almost instant panic during the first hour. Gradually, they realized that while the GenSha were undoubtedly looking for them, no one had yet given thought to the fourth floor. Their position was good from a recuperation standpoint, but in the event of a coordinated search by the GenSha, there was no place they could go. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Rsach?” Ven asked as he inspected a bandage around one wrist. 
 
    Rsach studied their position. “They’re going to come here eventually.” He rubbed the stump of his broken antenna. “We have to be ready for them, or we have to move.” 
 
    “I’ve been through all the crates we can reach without risking noise,” Vresh chittered. “There are no weapons.” 
 
    “It’s all disaster relief materiel,” Ven added. “Aside from some knives and digging tools, there’s not much we can use except the rations and medical supplies.” 
 
    “It’s a good position for now,” Vresh said. “Rest is good.” 
 
    Tyrn snorted. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    Rsach studied his friend. The Jivool sat hunched over a ration. “You were the one who recommended this as a position. What’s changed?” 
 
    “We can’t stay in here forever.” 
 
    “So now you want to go out there? Without any additional weapons?” Vresh asked. They all knew a pistol and rifle would not be enough to hold off even a handful of armed GenSha. 
 
    “They are going to search this floor sooner or later.” Tyrn glanced up at the group, his dark eyes lingering on each of them. “When that happens, the only thing we’ll have going for us is that they’ll kill us on the spot. We won’t have to wait long for death.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Rsach snapped. “The minute we lose hope, we lose.” 
 
    Tyrn’s gaze returned to his ration packet. Vresh looked into the corner of their little nest as if studying something very distant. Ven finished his field dressing and met Rsach’s eyes. 
 
    “There’s no guarantee the guild knows what has happened here.” Ven’s voice was quiet and serious. “By the time they do, it could be too late.” 
 
    “Then we have to get the word out,” Rsach said. “Vresh? Didn’t you say there were radios?” 
 
    She turned to face him. “Crates in the upper level. The GenSha are jamming a whole bunch of the spectrum, Rsach. What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Those radios? UHF/VHF or EHF and SATCOM capable?” 
 
    Her eyes twinkled. “Mostly EHF and SATCOM stuff. Long distance.” 
 
    “Any HF?” 
 
    Vresh leaned forward. “Yes! Gods! I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Of what?” Ven squinted. “Using HF comms?” 
 
    “The GenSha aren’t likely to jam it,” Tyrn said, brightening. “It’s too low for their use, and Jivool haven’t used HF in 100 years or more.” 
 
    “But there might be a way to get a signal out to friendlies—either ships transiting the atmosphere or friendlies in another city that aren’t experiencing the same interference,” Rsach said. “We just need one of those radios and high ground.” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Vresh said. Using her pincers, she climbed the wall of crates with ease and disappeared over the top. 
 
    Rsach turned to Ven and Tyrn. “Round up whatever we can use as weapons. We’re moving out as soon as Vresh gets the radio. Grab those emergency packs and empty out whatever we don’t need. Take food, water, and basic survival gear. 
 
    In 15 minutes, they were ready to move. Battered and bruised, the four Peacemakers pushed through the makeshift door of their nest. Rsach kept the others in front of him and took the rear guard as they moved swiftly across the open space, past the assassination platform, toward what they hoped were the stairs. 
 
    A surprised GenSha guard whirled out from an exposed metal column to meet them, the barrel of his rifle rising. Without hesitation, Tyrn stepped in, grasped the barrel of the rifle in one paw, and ripped out the GenSha’s throat with the other, spraying the wall with a high, double fountain of gushing blood that sent a rainbow of crimson across a nearby wall. Before the heavy GenSha could fall, Tyrn grabbed the dead guard and dragged his body under the bloodied platform, and quickly searched the corpse. He returned with a combat knife, a radio handset, and a type of sidearm modified for the GenSha’s hand. 
 
    Rsach frowned. “Ditch that weapon. We’ll need to find ones we can use.” 
 
    Tyrn handed the knife to Vresh. The Jeha rippled as she took the weapon in a set of pincers. “Thank you, Tyrn.” 
 
    The Jivool nodded. “I’ll use my claws until we find better weapons.” 
 
    “We have to keep moving,” Ven said. “That way.” 
 
    Vresh rippled after him. “We need to find a safe way down to ground level and an egress point, and there are probably three levels of trouble between here and there.” 
 
    Tyrn pointed with his bloodied claw. In the far corner were two doors. “Try down there on the left. I’ll check the door on the right.” 
 
    “We should have studied the blueprints.” Rsach frowned, his antenna drooping. “Without our slates and network connections, we’re fucked.” 
 
    “We do it how we were taught,” Ven growled. “It may take us longer, but—” 
 
    “Wait!” Tyrn cried. He skidded to a stop at the right door, finding that it had been knocked askew and ajar, as if someone or something very large didn’t want to wait for the door to open before going through it. Without a word, or any sense of security, he ripped the door aside and barged into the room beyond. 
 
    “Tyrn! What are you doing?” Rsach followed him through the door and found an obese, brown-furred Jivool lying on the ground, face-up. Much of his suit had been savagely cut and ripped away, leaving his heavy frame with barely a shred of clothing to protect his dignity. His face was even worse than when they’d seen him in the interrogation hallway, and his fur was matted with blood all down his chest and along several gashes in his arms and legs. 
 
    Tyrn knelt over the still form for a moment and then looked up at Rsach. 
 
    “It’s Korvan. He’s pretty badly hurt.” 
 
    At his name, the Jivool groaned and sat up. Only some of his blunted and polished claws remained. The rest had been torn out, leaving blood-crusted wounds that had to be incredibly painful. His face was a mask of bruises and blood. One eye was completely swollen shut, while the other could only open a sliver. 
 
    “What happened?” He looked up at Tyrn. 
 
    “Can you move?” Tyrn asked. “We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this, Tyrn.” Rsach glanced anxiously at the door. 
 
    “We can’t leave him,” Tyrn said. He moved into Korvan’s line of sight. “Can you move, Korvan?” 
 
    Before Rsach could intervene, the executive scrambled to his feet. “I can, but not as fast as you. They will be coming for me.” 
 
    Rsach frowned. The Jivool was one more unarmed body to move. He was also untrained and a liability if they were engaged by the GenSha. He glanced at Tyrn, then into the expectant face of the Jivool. “Come along, sir. We’ll at least get you to cover.” 
 
    The Jivool executive limped toward the door with Tyrn at his side. Seeing the older Jivool’s limited movement, Tyrn took up a position under Korvan’s right arm to assist him. They went through the door with Rsach immediately behind them. Vresh and Ven had passed through the left door and were at the end of a short hallway. Ven pointed at the door excitedly and motioned for the others to follow. They’d found a way down. 
 
    “Come on,” Rsach said and moved in front of the two Jivool. He reached the others. “Stairs?” 
 
    Ven nodded, and his eyes widened. He gestured to the side of the door. Rsach moved himself into a position next to Vresh. Ven took the other side. The door swung open and two GenSha guards burst into the passageway. They locked eyes with the two Jivool limping toward them. Their ISMC rifles came up. 
 
    Ven pushed off the doorway, needler in hand, and brought them down with two near-silent, point-blank shots to the backs of their heads. He stepped forward and immediately relieved the dead guards of their rifles and several power cells. “This is much better.” 
 
    Vresh grabbed the other rifle and performed a quick function check. “Much better, indeed.” 
 
    Rsach pointed at the bodies. “Search them and get them out of sight.” 
 
    Vresh and Ven knelt by the GenSha and quickly rifled through their load-bearing equipment. Rsach saw two radio sets, several extra power cells, flashlights, and UACCs. 
 
    “Grab their cards in case they have access codes.” 
 
    “They won’t,” Korvan said as he and Tyrn joined the group. “Even if they took UACCs from the employees, they wouldn’t have access to the entire facility. All doors are coded and protected by paw prints.” 
 
    Rsach gazed intently at each of their faces as he took the needler from Ven. “We go down. Ven and Vresh have point. Tyrn, you bring Korvan along next. I’ll keep the rear guard. Once we get to the ground level, we—” 
 
    Korvan raised a paw. “Not ground level. Go all the way down to B2. This stairway connects to it. There’s a connection to the mine there. Emergency shaft and redundant ventilation. We can get out that way.” 
 
    “Good.” Rsach nodded to Ven. “Let’s move. Fast as you can go, Korvan. You set the pace. Where does that shaft lead?” 
 
    “North. It stops at some old ruins, about 2,000 meters outside the city.” Korvan shot Tyrn a glance, then returned his gaze to Rsach. “The ruins are on high ground. It would be a great extraction point.” 
 
    Rsach squinted. “Why would we focus on extraction and not ending this conflict?” 
 
    “Look at you,” Korvan replied. “Beaten and bruised. They don’t want to talk to you. And certainly not after you killed their guards. These terrorists are going to execute the lot of you. Your best chance is to run.” 
 
    “And you’re comig with us, right?” Vresh asked. “Spoken like a true—” 
 
    “Enough.” Rsach cut her off. “We have a way out. We follow that as far as we can. Stand or fall.” 
 
    The others nodded and silently took their positions at the door. Vresh and Ven pushed through, found no one in the stairwell, and started down.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Godannii 2 
 
    Two km Northwest of ERF 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent opened his eyes to darkness as a lacework of agony coursed through his entire body. He gasped at the intensity of the pain that seemed to have soaked past every square inch of his skin and into his entire skeletal structure. He was soaking wet from the rain that fell through the canopy above. He groaned and let out a long, pained breath. His chest felt like someone had parked a car on top of him, and his pounding heart raced in his ears, as if he’d run a marathon at full speed. 
 
    I can breathe, he thought. I’m alive, and I can breathe. 
 
    For a long while, those were the only thoughts he could manage through the pain. He wrapped the words around him like a blanket, and they seemed to ease the agony enough for him to move, at least a little. 
 
    He realized there was something in his paw. He raised his arm and looked at the object clenched in his fingers. His movement caused several small, wild animals nearby to scamper back into the forest. He had no idea what they were, but he sincerely hoped they wouldn’t be back to feed on his corpse at some point. 
 
    The auto-injector had been fully expended, and on the label, he was able to pick out the words through a pain-filled haze: ADRENAL-HISTIMION (General antihistamine/antidox). 
 
    Hr’ent had never felt so exhausted, drained, and beaten down in his entire life, and then the reality of his situation hit home. 
 
    He’d failed. 
 
    He had no idea how long he’d been unconscious, but the sun had gone down, so it had been no less than eight or nine hours. He was beat to shit, bloody, and broken. The Peacemakers he was supposed to be saving were probably dead. And in his condition, he couldn’t outmaneuver a plate of sandwiches. 
 
    The way he felt, he was just about ready to chuck it all and cash out. At least it would stop the pain. 
 
    He was probably bleeding out, slowly, and he knew there was something horribly wrong with his insides where the Jivool’s knife had opened him up. He ran his other paw along his abdomen, beneath the lip of his tactical vest. His paw bumped into something, and when he looked down, he saw that the combat knife was still sticking out of him. It was off to the side and seemed to be jammed straight through him rather than at an angle, deep into his abdomen. If his recollection of Oogar anatomy was accurate, there wasn’t anything over there that dealt with circulation or filtration. It was mostly ingestion and excretion. 
 
    Of course, if he pulled the blade out, he’d probably have worse problems. The blade might be the only thing keeping a cork in the bottle. As he lay there, contemplating the harsh reality that he was about as fucked as he’d ever been, a shred of the Peacemaker protocols ingrained in his brain kicked in. 
 
    He would have to try and pull himself together, but that would take time, and he didn’t know if he could. The mission was in jeopardy, and his life didn’t mean a thing, either way. All that mattered was the mission. That being the case, there really was only one thing for him to do. 
 
    He lifted his arm again, said a prayer to the Five Elemental Gods of his people, and tapped the slate embedded in his arm. Either it would work, or it wouldn’t. Either it was still connected to a functional comms unit in the rucksack, or it wasn’t. 
 
    The slate fired up, and he got a green light from the comms connection. Now for the real test. Would the comms unit still reach Blue Flight? 
 
    “This is E-H-Actual for Blue One. Do you copy? Over.” His voice was a raspy whisper, and the sound of it in his ears sent a chill down his spine. He really was dying. 
 
    “E-H-Actual for Blue One. Do you copy?” Over.” 
 
    “Hr’ent!” Graa’vaa shouted. “Where in blazes have you been? Are you all right? You…you sound terrible.” 
 
    “I imagine I do,” Hr’ent managed to croak out with what little humor he had left. “Look, Graa’vaa, I may not have much time. You’d better get Hak on the line as well.” 
 
    “I’m here, Hr’ent.” Hak’s worried voice came in clearly. “Give me a status report, Enforcer. Stat.” The urgency in Hak’s voice was reminiscent of every drill sergeant Hr’ent had ever been abused by, and it had the desired effect. Despite a lance of pain, Hr’ent straightened his body, almost coming to attention where he lay on the ground. 
 
    He let out a long, pained breath to focus his mind. 
 
    “I executed Dolamiir for failing to participate in the peace talks in good faith and for engaging in operations whereby, of his own admission, all Peacemakers on the ground—including me—were to be killed. I also have engaged the assailant who came at me last night.” Hr’ent chuckled. “I suppose I should say he engaged me, and the joke is that I thought I’d already killed him. Lesson learned. I should add that I believe he was a bodyguard for Dolamiir. It’s the only thing that makes sense, and he sure as hell was stronger and faster than any Jivool I’ve ever seen or heard of. You may want to find out who that fucker was and make sure there aren’t any more like him. He almost got me before I got him, and he may have punched my ticket for good. I probably have a concussion from a boulder to the cranium, multiple stab wounds and lacerations from combat knives—one of which is still stuck in my belly—some sort of botanical poison—ingested and introduced directly into my blood stream, although I seem to have dodged that bullet—and a near-hit from a frag grenade—one of our own, by the way. How’s that for a status report? Basically, I’m just about done down here, and it wouldn’t surprise me if I checked out before another hour goes by. To that end, I wanted to tell you that you’d better get yourself another Enforcer, Hak, and I understand if you just want to leave me here. It seems this candidate came up a little short.” 
 
    There was a click as the comm went dead, followed by a few heartbeats of silence. 
 
    “I guess that’s my answer,” Hr’ent said in a raspy whisper. He closed his eyes wondering what it would feel like to die. He felt very, very alone. 
 
    There was another click, and the comms came back. 
 
    “Hr’ent,” Hak started slowly, “I want you to listen to me very carefully. We’re not coming to pick you up. We haven’t reached that point yet. We have the shuttle on standby about 30 klicks north of the city, equipped for extraction and air support roles, but too much is at stake right now, not the least of which are those Peacemakers. You do not have permission to check out just yet. I have too much invested in you. So, you are going to do exactly what I say, or I’ll come down there, skin you, and pin your flayed hide up on the wall of the latrine in the Hall of Heroes.” 
 
    “We’ll that’s an image,” Graa’vaa said in a muted voice, but it was loud enough to be heard over the mic. 
 
    “You said you had rations. Do you still have them?” Hak continued urgently. 
 
    Hr’ent rolled his eyes. Hak was worried about him eating a square meal. Seriously? What does a dying Oogar need food for? 
 
    “Yeah, Hak,” Hr’ent croaked slowly. “Enough for a week or so, but it’s not like I’ll need it where I’m going.” 
 
    “Eat them,” Hak ordered, and it definitely was an order. “Eat all of them as fast as you possibly can, and I want you to eat them on the run.” 
 
    “On the run?” Hr’ent said, feeling his eyes flutter as dizziness washed over him. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to roll over, boss.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Hak insisted. “We just need to get some fuel inside you. Your new body should do the rest.” Hak’s voice softened, as if he were covering the mic. “How far is it to those ruins you spotted on the last set of scans?” 
 
    “About a kilometer due east of his position,” Graa’vaa said. 
 
    “Mark a waypoint for him to follow on his slate,” Hak ordered. Then Hak said clearly into the comm, “Hr’ent, you need to eat one ration right now, then bandage up any wounds that are still bleeding badly. Pull the knife out and hit the wound with skinseal. When everything is sealed up, hit yourself with two stims. Don’t take them until after all the holes are closed.” 
 
    “What about a nanite injection?” Hr’ent injected. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Hak said immediately. “Your enhancements are better and faster. Save the nanites for later.” 
 
    “You got it,” Hr’ent said a bit dubiously. If his body’s healing abilities were better than nanites, then whatever Hak and done to him was truly miraculous. 
 
    “Once that’s all done,” Hak continued, “you need to get your ass to that waypoint as fast as you possibly can and keep eating along the way until you feel like you’re going to puke. Then, eat one more. And water…lots of water. But food comes first. Am I clear?” 
 
    Hr’ent sighed heavily, and even that was brutally painful. 
 
    “Sure, Hak,” Hr’ent croaked weakly. “Assuming I can do the first part, I’ll see about doing the second…and the third. I’m not going to make any promises, though, so you’d better send a message for them to make room in the latrine for my hide. Tell them they’ll need a bigger door.” His chuckle was weak, but loud enough to prompt one from Hak and Graa’vaa over the comm. 
 
    “Hr’ent,” Hak said with a good deal of passion, “I selected you for a reason. I mean that. I have no doubt you can do this. I just need you to believe it. You were and still are the best choice for this mission, this program, and the guild. You are the future, and while it may not seem like it now, I know without a doubt that you’re going to get through this.” 
 
    “All right, Hak,” Hr’ent said weakly. “I’m moving.” 
 
    “Good,” Hak replied. “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    There was another pause in the comms, and Hr’ent took the opportunity to roll on his side, groan in pain, and rummage through his rucksack. He pulled out a ration, a water bulb, some stims, a tube of hair-remover, and two tubes of skinseal. 
 
    “Hr’ent?” it was Graa’vaa’s voice. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Hr’ent replied weakly as he opened the ration pack. 
 
    “I’ve set the waypoint. It’ll show up on your slate. The ruins are at the top of a big hill that rises about 300 meters above the rest of the forest. There’s a river near you that will lead you to the base and should provide you with plenty of water along the way. Don’t forget to use steritabs before you drink.” 
 
    “Roger that.” He was too weak and in too much pain to tell her to stop belaboring the obvious. He knew they were worried about him. “Let me get to this. I’ll call you once I start moving.” 
 
    “Understood,” Graa’vaa replied, and there was no missing the worry in her voice. 
 
    Hr’ent took a bite of the flavorless ration and chewed slowly. Even that motion set the fist-sized lump on the back of his head to hurting. He took another bite and chased it with some water. Once he finished the ration, he went through the agonizing exercise of sitting up, wincing with every motion as his body protested each injurious insult he had endured. Opening his tactical vest was another exercise in agony that nearly made him puke. Once it was open, he applied the fur remover to every spot where his flesh had been opened up during the fight. It would take only a few minutes for the stuff to dissolve his fur and sterilize his skin. He could feel bits of metal in a number of his wounds, and that raised a question. 
 
    “Hey,” he said weakly. “What about the shrapnel?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Hak said. “They’ll hurt when you move, but as your body heals itself, they’ll work their way out, or they’ll stay where they are. We’ll take care of the rest later.” 
 
    “Great,” Hr’ent said. He had no doubt that anything still inside him would be painful and keep cutting into his flesh until it was removed surgically. He’d just have to trust that his enhancements would be enough to counter any internal bleeding caused by his movements. 
 
    “Hr’ent,” Hak said, “I’m signing off. I have to deal with a few things, but Graa’vaa will stay on the line for as long as you need her.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Hr’ent replied. He’s probably going to make arrangements for another Enforcer, he thought. Without another word, he downed the rest of another ration as quickly as he could. He spent the next few minutes patching up the rest of his pelt. He counted 13 fragmentation wounds, the holes on both sides of his forearm, and the gash on his thigh. Most of the wounds had already closed up on their own, which is why he hadn’t bled out, but he was generous with the skinseal, to make sure nothing opened up while he marched through the forest. 
 
    When he finished with the small ones, he focused on the combat knife still stuck in his body. Gritting his teeth, he wrapped his paw around the grip and yanked it out. Fire raced along his nerves, emanating outward from the openly bleeding gash in his abdomen. He dropped the knife and applied a healthy dose of the skinseal, squeezing some into the wound, then spreading it out over his flesh. The area tingled for several seconds, then the painkillers built into the mix started to take effect. 
 
    Gasping for breath, he leaned back for a few minutes until a good deal of the pain subsided. Sitting back up, he hit himself with two of the stims, injecting one into each arm. The injection locations burned for several seconds, and then he felt his heart rate nearly double. A surge of energy pulsed through his body and the pain dulled to bearable levels. That’s a little better, he thought. He drew in a deep breath, winced again, then waited for the pain to level out. 
 
    He had to admit, he was already feeling a little bit more like himself. He still felt pain over most of his body, and he was dead tired, but it wasn’t the agonizing wave that he had thought would be the death of him. He actually felt as if he might survive past his original estimate of an hour. 
 
    Time to get moving, he thought. He looked up at the sky and let the rain run over his face. It was cool but not cold, although it certainly didn’t cheer him up. It had turned into a dreary night, and although he would never tell anyone, he was still ready to give up. He’d failed at his mission, and in the shape he was in, there was no way he’d be able to do anything more than hobble through the forest. He was about as effective a weapon to Hak as a soggy loaf of bread. 
 
    Letting out a long breath, he slipped all of his equipment back into the pack and took several deep breaths in preparation for what he was about to do. He figured that if he could just get to his feet, he could probably stay on them for a while. Gritting his teeth again, he leaned forward, planted his paws on the ground, and slowly got up. Fire exploded across his body as he rose to his feet, and a wave of dizziness and nausea crashed into him. He almost staggered forward and collapsed, but through a sheer act of will born of the Feral within, he managed to stay standing. 
 
    He bent over, immediately regretting the action as the pain in his head erupted like a volcano, and picked up his pack. He removed eight ration packs and slipped them into his pockets. He closed up his tactical vest, slipped the pack over his shoulders, groaning with each movement, then moved through the forest to where the Jivool bodies lay in the shadow-speckled moonlight. 
 
    There was no question that both of them were dead, and in his assailant’s case, really dead. The frag grenade had taken part of a foot off, and his legs were completely ravaged. But that wasn’t enough for Hr’ent. He stepped over to where his PK-40 lay, crouched slowly to avoid another brain-crushing bout of pain from his concussion, and picked up the weapon. 
 
    Turning, he fired three times in slow succession. The first went into his assailant’s belly, the second into his chest, and the third straight into his face, boring a hole clean through. 
 
    “Now, you’re dead enough,” Hr’ent said with a weak growl. He spat once on the Jivool’s body, then he thumbed the comm. “This is E-H-Actual. I’m on the move.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Graa’vaa said. “I’ll see what I can do to monitor your progress. I’ll warn you if I see anything from orbit, but with that forest, it’ll be hard.” 
 
    “You’ve already done plenty, Graa’vaa,” Hr’ent said, and he truly meant it. “Hak, too.” He took several steps, then paused as a wave of dizziness threatened to topple him back to the ground. He feared that if he did fall, he wouldn’t be able to get back up again. Despair filled his heart as he realized he’d let Graa’vaa and Hak down. He’d let the Peacemakers down. Hell, he’d even let the Oogar people down. He shook his head in shame. “And,” he said slowly, “for what it’s worth, I’m sorry I botched this whole thing up. You were right about me.” 
 
    He heard Graa’vaa take in a breath, as if she were about to say something, but the line stayed silent. 
 
    Hr’ent nodded as the rain picked up. There really wasn’t much for her to say. They both knew he was right. He took a minute to gobble down another ration, and then, with a long, heavy breath, he glanced at his slate. He got his bearings, and took one ponderous step after another, heading for the ruins and probably a place to curl up and die.  
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    Ruins Two km North of Emergency Relief Facility 
 
      
 
    A full moon peeked out from behind the mostly disintegrated storm clouds, bathing areas of the ancient stone ruins in silver light. The rest was cast in deep shadows from the thinning forest that spotted the top of the hill in a mixture of blacks and grays. The 300-meter hike had nearly sent Hr’ent to his knees a dozen times, but as he cleared the remains of a low outer wall, he let out a long breath. 
 
    “Made it,” he blurted. He staggered a dozen more paces toward part of a building that was still standing, with most of two walls and a high-arching window rising from the forest floor as if it had stood there since the beginning of time. He moved around the wall and saw more walls beyond, most of them only a meter or so high and broken in parts, but the shape and spacing indicated the building or buildings had once been rather extensive, covering 30 or 40 square meters. 
 
    Moving around the wall, he stiffly pulled the rucksack off his shoulders, winced at the pain that still ravaged his nervous system, and collapsed to the ground with his back against the stone. He opened the rucksack and pulled out another ration. The sight of it almost made him vomit. He’d already eaten eight of the things, and he wasn’t sure he could get another one down. He found it hard to believe that he’d be in any shape to fight without a few weeks of convalescence, but he’d told Hak he’d keep eating, so that’s what he would do. 
 
    He opened the package, took a bite, then hit his comm link. 
 
    “This is E-H-Actual for Blue One, do you copy? Over.” 
 
    Graa’vaa picked up the signal immediately. 
 
    “This is Blue One. Hr’ent, are you all right?” 
 
    “No,” he said through a mouthful of food. He felt like he had one foot already in a shallow grave cut into the forest floor. “But I made it to the ruins.” 
 
    “I see your blip,” she confirmed. “Well done, Enforcer. How do you feel?” 
 
     Hr’ent managed a weak chuckle. 
 
    “Like 500 kilos of bloody Izlian shit.” He leaned his head back and took another bite of the ration. “And if I never see another field ration, I’ll die happy.” 
 
    “Enough of that shit, Enforcer,” Graa’vaa came back in an irritated tone. “You’re embarrassing your ancestors.” 
 
    That caught Hr’ent off guard, but the phrase stirred something inside him. Maybe it was the Feral. Maybe it was just the fact that he had a good deal of pride in the ancestors of his people. Either way, he realized it was exactly the right thing to say to him. Oogar didn’t give up. He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    “I’ve made a real mess of this whole thing,” he admitted. “The crash before graduation was nothing compared to this fuck-up.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, Hr’ent,” Graa’vaa replied, and her voice held a sincerity he couldn’t ignore. “I won’t lie to you. Cutting loose during the jump was about as stupid as it gets…” she paused for a moment, as if she were gathering her thoughts, “but everything you’ve done since then has been not only by the book but beyond any expectations I ever had.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Hr’ent asked. “Dolamiir is dead, taking any information he had with him, and I only found out who he was by accident. I’m half-dead…maybe a bit more,” he added as he shifted his position and endured another flash of pain. “The Peacemakers are either dead or still hostages. The peace talks are burning hotter than Moppicut, and I don’t have the slightest idea of what I should do next, assuming I can get back on my feet.” 
 
    “Let me ask you something,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you haul Dolamiir through the forest rather than shooting him on the spot?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And did you have a choice when you pulled that trigger?” 
 
    “No. I couldn’t take them both on, and he was as guilty as guilty gets.” Hr’ent closed his eyes, remembering the feeling of blowing half of Dolamiir’s head off. 
 
    “And are you talking to me now?” 
 
    Hr’ent paused. The question seemed a bit ridiculous. 
 
    “Umm…Yeah. Unless I’m delirious or already dead.” 
 
    “Then you’re wrong on all counts, and I’m right. You did everything you had to, and more. You should be dead, but you’re not. I have no doubt that nobody else, no Enforcer in the guild, would…could be talking to me right now. They’d be dead.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “His name was Satuur.” Graa’vaa’s voice was calm, almost toneless. “Satuur Nu Kovat.” 
 
    “Who?” Hr’ent asked, confused. He’d never heard the name before. 
 
    “Dolamiir’s bodyguard. The one you killed. I’ve been in the ISMC network for a while, and I was able to pull up his name, although there wasn’t much else. The Peacekeeper net gave me everything else. You should know, he was the baddest Jivool to ever draw a breath. If you put him down, you did what some of our analysts said wasn’t possible without a full team.” 
 
    “He almost got me, Graa’vaa.” Hr’ent shook his head. “Hell, it remains to be seen if he did.” 
 
    “Wrong again,” she replied. “You’re not going to die. At least not today. You need to trust Hak. And if you can’t do that, then trust me. You’ll see the sun come up. And when you do, you’ll figure out what to do next.” 
 
    He didn’t reply. He wasn’t convinced. He rummaged in his rucksack again, pushing through the agony, and pulled out an auto-injector, double-checked the label, then tore open the sterile envelope. He shifted his position and lay down in the tall grass that surrounded him. Closing his eyes, he drew in a deep breath and winced again at the amount of pain surging through his body. He was one big lump of charred nerves. 
 
    “Hr’ent, there’s something else.” 
 
    “Graa’vaa, I can barely keep my eyes open.” 
 
    “The situation with Dolamiir—it was bothering me. I did some more digging and found photos of all the players involved.” There was a pause. “There, the images should be on your slate. Take a look…please?” 
 
    Hr’ent let out a long breath. “All right,” he said. He activated his slate and pulled up the data she’d sent. He scrolled through the files and bios of Dolamiir, Korvan, Satuur, and a few other ISMC board members. Then he got to the GenSha. There were only three key players. Bith Sundo, Gorn Dokai, and Saul Kotur, the ones who had been at the initial negotiation meeting. He memorized their features, although he thought it unlikely the information would be of any use to him. He’d probably be dead soon, and if not, he would kill all of them, or they would kill him. “There,” he said, finally. “I’ve reviewed them. Tucked their faces away in my battered brain.” He looked up at the sky. “Are you happy now?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “Now get some rest, Hr’ent.” She paused, as if she’d finished, but then her voice came back to him. “In the morning, you’ll feel like a new Oogar. Hit yourself with a pain killer if you need to.” 
 
    “I’m way ahead of you,” he replied. He hit his thigh with the auto-injector and reveled at how quickly the pain abated, spreading out from his thigh and up through the rest of his body. “I hope you’re right, Graa’vaa,” Hr’ent said a bit dreamily. “Just need…to…close…my…” A soft snoring sound ended his sentence. 
 
    “Sleep well, Enforcer,” Graa’vaa said, then she cut the link. 
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    Emergency Relief Facility 
 
      
 
    As the four Peacemakers and the injured Jivool descended the stairwell, explosions rocked the outside of the building hard enough to cause small curtains of dust to fall from the ceiling. Gunfire erupted in spurts along the exterior of the building as well. Passing the ground level entrance, Rsach kept half his attention focused on the gunfire as he followed the others further down into the complex. Outside, the sounds indicated a major battle erupting between the GenSha security forces and ISMC or some ally to their cause. 
 
    More likely mercenaries, Rsach thought as the group passed the landing for level B1 and proceeded deeper into the compound. In the cacophony of battle, no one entered the stairwell. As he made the turn for B2, Rsach kept his eyes on the upper floors. Luck on the battlefield was a more common occurrence than anyone other than soldiers knew. In his limited experience, luck was a two-edged blade. Good luck for one group or unit seldom meant the same for the others. As long as luck was on their side, Rsach knew they should take it and not think twice. 
 
    Ven and Vresh reached the B2 door. Tyrn and Korvan paused on the staircase about five steps from them. Rsach stood on the intermediate landing and kept his eyes on the B1 door. 
 
    “Clear?” 
 
    Ven nodded. “Clear. Ready?” 
 
    The question was for Vresh who nodded, her antennae bobbing. “Ready.” 
 
    Ven wrapped one hand around the door handle and yanked it open cleanly. Vresh ducked around the opening door with her weapon and swept quickly from left to right. She stepped inside and repeated the quick scan. “Open and clear. Long hallway running to the right.” 
 
    “Go,” Rsach ordered, and the rest of their party followed Vresh. He closed the distance to Korvan. “Where is this emergency shaft entrance?” 
 
    The Jivool panted in obvious pain. “On the right. Look for Mechanical Room B2-207.” 
 
    “Ven?” 
 
    “I heard, Rsach,” Ven called. The Duplato moved quickly down the hallway in a crouching run. Vresh rippled alongside him. 
 
    Rsach took up a position on Korvan’s unassisted side. With his pincers, he attempted to take some of Korvan’s weight from Tyrn. “We’ve got to hurry, Tyrn. I do not want our luck to run out.” 
 
    Tyrn grunted but said nothing in response as they shuffled the heavy Jivool down the hallway. Korvan’s head lolled to Rsach’s side. “The shaft runs north toward the mountains. It emerges inside a fenced perimeter, securing an old utility shed. You’ll have to get through that somehow.” 
 
    Rsach chittered. “We’ll cross that path when we arrive, Korvan. What do you think is going on outside?” 
 
    He laughed. “The GenSha have met The Darkness. They’re the Veetanho mercenary company we employed for security when the GenSha riots began. When they turned to combat operations, our board of directors approved their contract to escalate to combat operations in return. We are sick of dealing with the GenSha.” 
 
    Rsach did not respond. During a Peacemaker’s first year, their coursework dealt more with aspects of psychology and inter-species dynamics than most were aware of. The first rule of communication in stressful situations was to listen. When a being expected a response, a Peacemaker seeking answers was to give none. A mere pause solicited more words, and the practice was almost as effective as asking another question. He waited, and the Jivool continued. 
 
    “They expected us to capitulate in your presence without understanding how far our corporation reached.” Korvan laughed. “We can do the unthinkable on a whim.” 
 
    Rsach’s steps faltered under the shock of realization. He caught himself and returned to his position under Korvan’s left arm. Realization crashed on him in waves, but he said nothing. 
 
    The GenSha called the Peacemakers. Gods! He all but admitted it. 
 
    We were diverted by the Guild Master, himself. 
 
    We can do the unthinkable on a whim. 
 
    Gods! They’ve penetrated the office of the Guild Master. But why send us? 
 
    You idiot, Rsach. Why would the Guild Master send a team of four Peacemakers fresh from the Academy? 
 
    You were expected to fail. 
 
    Rsach clenched his mandibles as they moved toward the emergency shaft. He’d been the valedictorian and top graduate of his Peacemaker Academy class—even subverting others to get there. Could the Guild Master have sold them out? It was possible, but to what end? Rsach couldn’t answer that, and he’d learned in the Academy to let his thoughts percolate alone. He trusted the others—they were friends above all else—but while he couldn’t prove what he thought, he did not want to entertain any of their doubts along with his own. 
 
    Ven and Vresh stopped at a door on the right side of the hallway. Rsach glanced at Korvan’s face. “Can you get us through that door?” 
 
    “Keycard,” Korvan said. He looked down at the simple identification card hanging from his neck on a blue lanyard. 
 
    Tyrn moved them close to the door, and Korvan held the card to a nondescript gray box on the exterior of the door’s jamb. An internal lock clicked, and the door swung open. The five of them moved into the room, and Vresh closed the door after they passed through. 
 
    “Any way to seal the door?” he asked Korvan. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then we do this the hard way.” Vresh nodded at Ven, and they started pushing whatever they could in front of the door to barricade it. 
 
    Rsach dropped out from under Korvan’s left arm. “Where is the shaft entrance?” 
 
    “Right rear corner of the room. Floor grate marked emergency ventilation system maintenance.” Korvan nodded. “It should have a fake locking mechanism in the hasp.” 
 
    “What do you mean fake?” Rsach asked as he started moving toward the corner. The room held four cylindrical air circulation units, each about a meter and a half in diameter, that were whirring at a low murmur. He stepped around the last unit and saw the grate in the floor. A silver and gold device glinted in the artificial light. Rsach shimmied up to it and noticed it looked like a very simple hasp and clamp lock. With two pincers, he reached out to examine the lock, and it came free of the hasp with a gentle tug. 
 
    That was easy. 
 
    “I’ve found the entrance,” he called to the others in a hushed voice. He knelt and worked the square, meter-by-meter hatch open. Gray metal stairs descended into near darkness. He looked up and saw Vresh standing next to him. 
 
    “We barred the door as best we could, but you know how strong GenSha are.” She shrugged and pointed toward the shaft. “I’ll take point.” 
 
    “Good idea,” he replied. Their Jeha eyes were the best the group had at adapting to darkness. While they assumed the shaft would have some type of low-power emergency lighting, they couldn’t take any chances. 
 
    Tyrn and Korvan were the next down the stairs, followed by Ven. Rsach nearly followed them and closed the hatch when he realized they’d left the lights on in the room. He sped back to the door and snapped the overhead lights off before rushing back to the hatch, stepping onto the stairs, and closing the hatch behind him. 
 
    The group waited for him. He glanced at Korvan who pointed to the right. Vresh started in that direction, and they followed her. There were emergency lights trailing off into the distance. As they walked, Rsach turned around often to check behind them. 
 
    As he turned, Ven whispered. “The lights are about 100 meters apart.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    Ven chuckled. “Pace count. You haven’t forgotten land navigation skills already, have you?” 
 
    Rsach clamped his jaw shut. Embarrassed, he knew he should have thought of tracking their actual distance. He looked at Ven. “Keep count. Korvan said the shaft was 2,000 meters long.” 
 
    “We’ve gone 400 meters, Boss.” 
 
    Rsach twitched his antenna. “I’m going to check on our executive. Let me know when you hit 1,500 meters. Pick up the rear guard.” 
 
    They moved through the darkness. Tyrn and Korvan seemed to have established an ambling rhythm that allowed the injured Jivool to lean on the Jivool Peacemaker and keep pace with the others. About 50 meters ahead of them, Vresh moved from side to side in the five-meter-wide shaft checking boxes, the occasional piece of equipment, and several doors marked as restricted areas. None of them appeared to be open or have an electronic lockbox like the ones in the buildings above. 
 
    Rsach didn’t need Ven to tell him the pace count. As they neared the end of the shaft, the number of lights in the distance became finite. Three. Two. The last was next to a small ladder which appeared to be wide enough, and sturdy enough, for a Sumatozou. As they drew closer, the distant chatter of weapons fire from the surface returned. 
 
    “Sounds like a damned firefight,” Ven chuffed. “I thought you said this ended far enough out that no one would care about it?” 
 
    Korvan shrugged. “Could just be a patrol under fire. Maybe the fight can hide our escape.” 
 
    Rsach nodded. “He’s right. Vresh, climb up and see what you can see.” 
 
    Vresh scaled the ladder quickly and opened the hatch. Night had fallen outside. Flashes from her left lit up the hatchway as weapons fired in the darkness. She ducked back down and stared at them. 
 
    “A group of three or four GenSha are pinned down about 100 meters to the left. Looks like an armored sled on the adjacent hillside is firing down at them. I can’t tell what’s there, but they’ve bracketed the GenSha pretty well.” 
 
    As she finished talking, the weapons fire slowed down considerably. Vresh climbed up and looked again. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Vresh didn’t look back at him but kept her eyes on the surface. “The GenSha are down. The sled is pulling away. We have a chance to move if we go right now.” 
 
    Rsach nodded. “Go. Ven, I’ll take the rear. All of you get up there and move to cover as fast as you can. We’ll start up the high ground once the area is quiet.” 
 
    Tyrn and Korvan scrambled up the ladder behind Vresh, who ducked outside and kept watch. The two Jivool moved faster than Rsach thought they could. Ven followed them, and as soon as the Duplato kicked his legs over the lip of the shaft’s exit, Rsach followed. 
 
    The night air was cool, and the first tinges of light touched the eastern skyline. He saw Ven and Vresh huddled behind an abandoned utility shed about 10 meters from the fence line. Tyrn and Korvan had paused while Tyrn worked, it appeared, to adjust his grip on the injured executive. 
 
    “Shit!” Vresh hissed. “That sled is coming around!” 
 
    Rsach ran to Korvan’s unattended arm and started to hoist as much weight as he could when he froze. Korvan’s eyes stared down at Tyrn’s outstretched paw. The Jivool Peacemaker held a GenSha radio with the transmit button pushed all the way in. 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    Tyrn dropped Korvan. Rsach tried to keep the Jivool upright but failed. As the injured executive toppled to the ground, Rsach followed. He rolled over and looked up at Tyrn. 
 
    “Let go of the transmit button, Tyrn.” Rsach pleaded. “You’re calling them back!” 
 
    Tyrn nodded, brandished one of his claws, and held it wavering in the space immediately above Rsach’s eyes. “I’m doing my duty as I was ordered.” 
 
    “Who’s orders?” Rsach asked, stunned. He couldn’t imagine who had given Tyrn orders to betray the team and the mission. 
 
    Tyrn said nothing, but the malevolent smile that split his face was something Rsach had never seen before. Several low-pitched explosions sounded from the adjacent hill where the sled continued to maneuver. Mortar rounds arced into the sky, heading straight for them. 
 
    Rsach spat, “You turned on your Guild! On us!” 
 
    “Not everyone wants peace, Rsach,” Tyrn replied with a sneer. 
 
    Rsach raised his needler and fired three quick rounds into Tyrn’s chest. The Jivool gaped and raised his paw to slash through Rsach’s face. 
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    Tyrn’s head exploded. 
 
    Rsach saw Vresh sling her rifle, scramble over the fence, and head up the hill with Ven close behind. Rsach looked down at the shocked face of Korvan and realized the injured executive could not make it over the fence without assistance. There was no time to assist the Jivool, and Rsach knew he had no intention of helping the executive. 
 
    “Please?” Korvan reached out to Rsach. 
 
    “You brought this on yourself.” 
 
    “You have a code.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Korvan. It’s only the code that keeps me from putting a few rounds through that wretched face of yours.” 
 
    Rsach turned and ran up to the fence. He snaked over it in a flash and took off as fast as his legs could carry him. Moments later, the first mortar rounds slammed into the utility shed and the area around the emergency shaft’s hatch. Wood, earth, and fencing flew in all directions. Round after round fell as the ISMC, or whoever their allies were, walked the ordnance in on the transmitter’s last known location. Debris scattered across his carapace as he worked his way up the hill using rocks and trees for cover. With grim determination, he cursed himself for failing to see what had really been going on. 
 
    I will never be on the wrong side of things again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    ERF Escape Route Exit 
 
      
 
    Mortar shells slammed into the ground near the escape shaft’s exit, filling the hillside with brilliant flashes of orange light. They heard the report of weapons and were fearful they were the target. Rsach and the others instantly changed position and scrambled up the imposing hill in the near darkness, and they didn’t stop. Rsach and Vresh moved low to the ground around tree trunks and shrubs with ease. Ven moved on his rear legs for the most part, but as the slope increased steadily, he slung his rifle over his broad back and moved on all four. 
 
    Rsach saw them drawing together and called, “Spread out! We don’t want to give them easy targets.” 
 
    They moved quickly to a 10-meter spread as they worked their way up the hill. Ven reared up on his legs and stood for a moment. “How far up do you want to go?” 
 
    “There has to be a defensible position up there somewhere,” Vresh chittered. “Maybe even on the top. This kind of terrain is perfect for it.” 
 
    Rsach grunted in agreement. “First we have to get up there. The higher we go, the smaller the terrain around us. We’ll find a place and—” 
 
    Vresh snapped her head in his direction. “And what? Rsach?” 
 
    The mortar impacts behind and below them tapered off, and Rsach heard vehicles. He glanced toward the sound and spotted the high-intensity headlights of two armored sleds moving along a nearby trail running adjacent to the hillside to the south. The angular front ends of the vehicles were pointed in their direction. 
 
    “We’ll fight until we can’t, Vresh. We’ll see if we can get a signal out and pray someone is nearby and crazy enough to attempt an extraction.” Rsach shook his head. “We’ve got to go faster. Those sleds are coming around on us. We’ll be in their line of fire any—” 
 
    A bright, staccato flash from one of the vehicles lit up the hillside around them as a blue-tinted chemical laser ripped through the air, some bolts impacting on several tree trunks while others streaked past their position. 
 
    “Gods!” Vresh yelped. “That was close!” 
 
    “Keep moving!” Rsach called and pressed his body closer to the ground, using multiple sets of pincers to try and accelerate up the hill. He saw Vresh instinctively doing the same off to his left. To his right, and farther down the hill, Ven pushed upward as fast as his legs could carry him. They scrambled through the darkness, moving as quickly as they could from cover to cover, attempting to reduce the line-of-sight from the Veetanho sleds as much as possible. The heavy repeater would rip them to pieces in seconds. 
 
    “We have to stick together,” he yelled to Vresh. “Lay down some covering fire.” 
 
    Vresh rippled up the hill to an exposed rock formation about two meters high and three wide. On one side was a natural notch, and he watched his friend crawl into it. She popped up, aimed her rifle, and looked back at him. 
 
    “In position!” she shouted. 
 
    Rsach turned to his right and raced toward Ven. “Hit what you can, Vresh! Fire!” 
 
    No sooner had her first round tracked toward the sleds, then the Veetanho infantry scampering alongside and past the vehicles opened fire with auto-rifles. But only some of it was aimed in their direction. The Peacemakers ducked behind any cover they could find, and they heard the sound of deep shouting voices and random weapons fire coming from the base of the hill they’d been on a couple minutes before. Tall, thick bodies seemed to be pouring out of the shaft they’d traversed and were spreading out. Some of them were shooting at the Veetanho. 
 
    Rsach turned and felt bile rising in his throat. 
 
    Gods! Here come the GenSha too! 
 
    Vresh fired again and again. She managed to drop several Veetanho mercs illuminated in the headlights before she had to duck to avoid the bursts from their auto-rifles. Rsach whirled to see the outcome and saw, for the first time, how fortunate they were in their choice of terrain. The hill they’d climbed stood apart from the nearby hills and was exceptionally steep, with a good deal of exposed rock spread throughout a forest that thinned as they climbed higher. 
 
    Compared to the rolling, gentle hills and thick blanket of forests surrounding it, their particular hill wasn’t a good place to defend. It was exceptional. The high ground gave them considerable advantage, and the rocky terrain and thick tree trunks made perfect shields. If they could make it higher and find a defensible position, they’d be able to draw a bead on anyone coming up the hill. 
 
    The Veetanho, even in their sleds, would be unable to mount a significant charge without having to close on the GenSha position, and there was no way they could make it up the steep incline in a straight shot at the Peacemakers. Rsach deduced they wouldn’t want to do that and had logically deployed their infantry. The sleds would remain behind in a fire-support position. 
 
    The GenSha below them were also limited to an infantry-style attack. The Veetanho and the GenSha were suited for the terrain for different reasons. The Veetanho could keep low to the ground and scamper effectively up the slope. While not as fast, the GenSha were exceptionally agile on mountainous terrain and would undoubtedly find a way to advance under considerable fire. 
 
    Against infantry, the Peacemakers’ best chance was to use the terrain against their foes. There was also the chance, albeit a small one, that the two forces would engage in a crossfire and thin each other’s numbers. If the battle raged enough between the mercenaries and the GenSha, the Peacemakers might be able to get high enough that extraction was a possibility—assuming there was anyone out there to extract them. 
 
    One thing at a time, Rsach. 
 
    “Vresh! Try and push the mercs down the hill toward the GenSha!” he called. As he approached Ven, Rsach drew his needler and took up a position behind a stout tree trunk. “Put your head down and climb as fast as you can, Ven. Get up the hill, find a firing position, and cover me. Got it?” 
 
    Ven nodded. “You got it, Boss.” 
 
    The Duplato re-slung his rifle and did as he was told. His head down and all of his limbs moving, Ven accelerated up the steep hill. Rsach knew the needler wouldn’t do much damage to anything from that distance, but it could still hit the mark and force targets to take cover. That would have to be enough to hold the GenSha back until Ven found a position. At the Academy, they learned covering fire techniques and maneuvers called bounding. A typical bound was to take no more than 10 or 15 seconds. Rsach realized that almost twice that time had passed. He drew in a quick breath to shout to Ven when he heard the Duplato’s voice. 
 
    “Peacemakers, on me! I’ve found our position.” 
 
    Rsach looked over his shoulder. “Vresh! You first!” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re going to hold off the GenSha and the Veetanho with your needler? Get your slimy ass up the hill, Rsach!” 
 
    He bit back a response, holstered his needler, and scampered up the hill. About 100 meters up, he found Ven guarding a notch in the hillside surrounded by boulders. Another 100 meters past that, he could just make out the shapes of stone ruins, barely illuminated in the fading moonlight. As pre-dawn twilight brightened the horizon, Rsach could clearly make out the summit of the hill a few hundred meters above their current position. Exposed rocks guarded the notch on both sides and rose up to a ragged V about three meters above Ven’s head. While not ideal, it would be a suitable position to defend. 
 
    Rsach scrambled into the notch next to Ven. Breathing hard, he unholstered his needler and came up along the rocks. 
 
    “Vresh! Move!” Ven bellowed loud enough to hurt Rsach’s ears. 
 
    Rsach saw his friend leave her firing position and somehow sling her rifle as she rippled and contorted forward, using her pincers to race up the ragged hillside. As she did, a barrage of weapons fire from the Veetanho tore across her path. In response, the GenSha further down the hill sent a volley of wild gunfire at the Peacemakers and the approaching mercenary forces. 
 
    “They’re going to take each other out, or they’re going to fight over our bones, Rsach.” Ven raised his rifle to his shoulder and fired three quick shots down the hillside. Two GenSha toppled forward, dead. 
 
    Rsach couldn’t help but agree. He raised his needler and fired at two GenSha moving in the open. His rounds hit their targets, but the GenSha shook off the tiny bolts and kept climbing. The needler would have killed them at close range, but it was little more than a nuisance at that distance. 
 
    One of the GenSha looked back down the hill, shouted something unintelligible over the weapons fire, and pointed at the Peacemaker position. 
 
    Vresh reached their position and unslung her rifle. Leaning over the rocks in front of them, she fired again and again into the ascending GenSha. More weapons fire from the Veetanho lit up the hillside in a surreal moment when both sides seemed to stop firing and tried to ascertain what had happened. 
 
    “Cease fire,” Rsach hissed at his friends. “They’re trying to figure out what to do.” 
 
    “Should we keep climbing?” Vresh asked without taking her eyes away from her target. 
 
    “No,” Rsach said. “But we should try and get a signal out. Ven? You have one of those HF radio sets?” 
 
    Ven dug into a makeshift bag he’d slung over one shoulder. “It’s line-of-sight. Being in this notch isn’t going to help us any.” 
 
    Rsach nodded. “We’ll try the sky option when we get up higher. For right now, we’ll see if the GenSha are listening.” 
 
    “Why would they listen to us?” 
 
    “Because we know the truth, or at least I think we do. I think the GenSha are the ones who summoned the guild,” he said. “In the tunnel, Korvan said ISMC could manufacture any result it wanted. And Tyrn? A Jivool who suddenly turns on us?” 
 
    Vresh turned around. “What was that message only you and he saw?” 
 
    Rsach decided that nobody was going to care about a security breach when they were about to die. “Orders directly from Breka, suspending Selector Grektch’s directive and sending us straight to ISMC. We told you about the video of ISMC security forces slaughtered in a barracks, but I think the video we told you about was fake even though the Guild Master’s seal was on it.” 
 
    “A fake?” Ven asked as he worked an antenna onto the portable radio handset. “I know enough about your voice and mannerisms. You’re convinced.” 
 
    “I am, but I can’t prove it yet,” Rsach said dubiously. “I think we were set up—meant to die. I know Tyrn had a hand in it. What I’m not certain of is whether Breka directed him or was somehow used without his knowledge. It was his seal, I know that much. These negotiations were never meant to succeed, and we were sacrificial grilka. We’ll see if the GenSha want to talk to us. If not, well, we know what that means.” 
 
    “Stand or fall,” Vresh said as she reloaded her rifle and rolled over into a firing position just as the Veetanho infantry started to fire on the GenSha in earnest. 
 
    The hiss and flash of a rocket launcher illuminated the forest below them, then the ordnance slammed into the edge of the rocky ledge, sending the Peacemakers tumbling backward in a burst of dust, flame, and shrapnel. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    300 Meters East of Ruins 
 
      
 
    Gorn climbed up the ladder from the emergency access tunnel by vaulting several rungs at once, a rifle and a rocket launcher slung over his back. Breathless from the all-out sprint, he rose up to his full height and bellowed at the GenSha huddled around the hatch. 
 
    “Why aren’t you firing?” 
 
    All of them looked at him, then turned away. Gorn’s chest tightened in rage. He whirled left and right. 
 
    “Who is in command here?” 
 
    One of the GenSha harrumphed and shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it would be you, now, Gorn. Bith Sundo isn’t here and—” 
 
    Gorn’s hand darted to the Peacemaker’s silver combat sword at his hip and came up in a fast draw across the insolent GenSha’s throat, sending a gush of blood pouring down his tactical vest. The hapless trooper clutched at his throat, a horrified look on his face, then fell back with a thud. His legs kicked on the ground weakly as he died. 
 
    Gorn wiped the blade on his fatigues before turning to the others. “Wrong answer!” he barked. “Anyone else want to give it a try? Now, who the fuck is in charge? Why aren’t you firing?” 
 
    “Sir,” an older GenSha in a bloody tactical vest said, stepping up but obviously keeping well outside the range of Gorn’s blade. “We followed Saul Kotur out here when the alarms went off and the Peacemakers escaped their holding cell.” He pointed up the hill. “Saul is dead about 20 meters up that hill. We do not know whether the incoming fire came from the Peacemakers or elsewhere.” 
 
    That stupid young fool. I told him to stay behind the infantry! 
 
    Gorn clenched his jaw shut and nodded. “The Peacemakers escaped and are up the hill? How many of them?” 
 
    “One is dead.” The GenSha pointed to the ravaged bodies on the ground about 10 meters away. “There are two Jivool, there. One of them has a Peacemaker vest on.” 
 
    Gorn studied the bodies and recognized them immediately. The obese shape of Korvan Di Mobiar lay off to the side. He still showed signs of the severe, even wonton, torture Gorn had ordered, but it had been his arm getting blown off by a mortar that had probably been what killed him. The bloody limb lay a few meters off. Gorn rolled the Peacemaker over and recognized the name on the vest—Tyrn. He seemed to have avoided most of the mortar fire, but there were three small holes in his chest that Gorn recognized as being from a needler. He spat on the ground between the two bodies and turned again to the older GenSha. 
 
    “So, three are still alive? And who’s firing up there on the other hillside?” 
 
    “Veetanho mercenaries,” the GenSha said, pointing toward the glow of several intense headlights a couple hundred yards off. “Probably a platoon supported by two sleds. And there’s a mortar battery supporting them. Several of our group have moved forward in that direction and taken cover, and they are prepared to defend the area. There have been several exchanges of fire in both directions, but nothing significant.” 
 
    “Are the Veetanho firing on the Peacemakers or on us?” 
 
    The GenSha shrugged. “Both? It’s hard to tell. We think they’ve radioed for reinforcements, that’s why they’ve stopped firing.” 
 
    “Why aren’t they pulverizing us with mortars?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir,” the old GenSha said, “but I’ve already thanked our ancestors for that little blessing.” 
 
    Gods help me. 
 
    “They haven’t radioed for reinforcements,” Gorn growled. “We’re still jamming most of their radio traffic. They’re wondering what to do. We need to shut comms down completely.” Gorn spat again, this time toward the Veetanho. He dug into a pocket and pulled out an earpiece, placed it in his ear, and tapped it on. “This is Gorn. Full communications spread. I want the entire fucking spectrum jammed with so much noise no one can operate.” 
 
    “The whole spectrum?” a bewildered voice responded. 
 
    “Yes. How fast can you do that?” 
 
    The voice paused. “It will take several minutes to start the generators and adjust the equipment.” 
 
    “Do it as fast as you can. Nothing gets out. Even our own communications. I will handle this attack. Let the other section leaders know what to do.” 
 
    “At what power level do you want the emitters to operate?” 
 
    Gorn swallowed and bit back the anger that rose with each question. “As high as it can go.” 
 
    “You must understand that by doing so we make ourselves—” 
 
    “I don’t care!” Gorn howled. “Do it now!” 
 
    He tapped the earpiece. The Veetanho began to fire down the hill toward them, and he saw muzzle flashes and hot rounds flying through the air between the Veetanho and a position further up the hill. Several of the GenSha cowered and tried to press their bodies further into the dirt. Gorn stood up straight and turned toward the fire. 
 
    “Where are the Peacemakers?” 
 
    “About 100 meters shy of the ruins,” one of the GenSha replied. “On our holy ground.” 
 
    Gorn snorted. The ruins and whether or not they constituted anything holy was debatable. He stared into the darkness and tried to judge where the Peacemakers might be. For their part, the Peacemakers were smart. Either they were moving quickly up the hill hoping for an extraction—which would never come—or they’d wisely chosen to cease fire, regroup, and see what was happening around them. 
 
    “What are we going to do, sir?” 
 
    Gorn unslung the rocket launcher and pointed with the barrel up the hill. “What are we going to do? We’re going to exterminate those wretched Peacemakers once and for all. They betrayed us to ISMC, and they’ll die for it. Once they are gone, ISMC will learn the gravity of their mistake. If they win this fight, they will give no quarter. Our wives, our children, and everything we know will come to an end. We take away the Peacemakers, then we execute every last one of the ISMC vermin on this planet and every other world they’ve spoiled with their filth and corruption. We will eliminate the threat once and for all. It ends here!” 
 
    The GenSha that had not already taken up positions facing the Veetanho cheered as they shook their rifles and pistols over their heads. 
 
    Gorn’s mind worked quickly. There were 40 or more GenSha out of the shaft and more on the way. With his hands, he split the crowd into three groups. 
 
    “This group to my left will move toward the Veetanho mercenaries and hold their fire for as long as they can. The center and right groups will move up the hill one at a time. Once the center group has a firing position, the right group will move up alongside them. We will march up on the Peacemakers in this fashion.” 
 
    “What if the Veetanho attack us?” the left group leader replied. “Should we attack them?” 
 
    “If they attack you, we will come for them. Likewise, if the Peacemakers appear to pin our attack down, you must move around to their flank and support us.” 
 
    “And where will you be, honored Gorn?” a voice asked from the center group. Several GenSha murmured and shrank away from the voice, but it was unclear who asked the question. 
 
    Gorn laughed. “I’m going to be in the center of the attack, you little shit.” He hefted the rocket launcher and loaded one of his last two HEAP rounds. “I dare the rest of you to follow me. Before the sun comes up, we take back our lives and our freedom! Now somebody show me where those wretched Peacemakers are dug in.” 
 
    Two GenSha charged forward, their eyes burning with battle fury inspired by their brave leader. 
 
    Gorn followed them as they charged up the hill, his eyes trying to pick out any movement in the pre-dawn darkness. In the lull of battle, he heard the distant hiss of a needler, and then the two troopers ahead of him yelped in pain. 
 
    One of them turned to Gorn. 
 
    “There!” he shouted over a burst of Veetanho weapons fire. “Straight up in that rocky notch in the hillside.” 
 
    Gorn moved forward fearlessly, stomping up the hill like some avenging deity. A few seconds later, he spotted the rocky area where his trooper had pointed. With a menacing grin, he thumbed the rocket launcher’s safety off and sighted in on the Peacemakers’ position. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The hiss and flash of light filled the forest around him, nearly blinding him through his tightly shut eyelids. The subsequent detonation was particularly gratifying, but he wasn’t finished yet. 
 
    “Move up!” he shouted to the GenSha moving through the forest on either side of him. He heard the staccato thumping of a heavy, repeating weapon from somewhere over near the Veetanho side of the combat zone, and he saw the blue flashes of light as blasts of energy ripped through the forest, coming from a position a couple hundred meters to the southwest. 
 
    “Kill them all!” he roared. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    The Ruins 
 
      
 
    Explosions rocked Hr’ent awake, and he sat up with a start. He yanked the PK-40 instinctively from its holster. His eyes darted left and right, searching the darkness. He rose quickly from the tall grass to steady feet and peered through the arched window of the stone wall where he’d lay hidden. And then a realization hit him like a hammer. 
 
    No pain. 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath of air, felt a couple of pinches here and there in his muscles, and then let the breath out slowly. 
 
    He felt good—invigorated. There was some stiffness in his extremities, but otherwise, he felt fine. 
 
    “Thank you, Hak,” he said under his breath as he stared down the hillside where a gun battle raged. A second cluster of mortar rounds slammed into the hillside about 300 meters below him and to the east. There were trees between him and the eastern side of the hill, but they were sparse, and he could see all the way to the bottom. The muzzle flash of an assault rifle on single shot caught his eye. He peered through the darkness and saw two Jeha and a Duplato moving quickly up the slope. 
 
    The Peacemaker team! 
 
    They were alive and not in imminent danger as long as they kept leapfrogging through the darkness and their attackers didn’t have night scopes. He could see a good deal of movement further down the slope amid a large cluster of boulders at the bottom of the hill. It was hard to tell, but they moved like they were GenSha. 
 
     And then he heard sleds off to his right. He quickly shifted his position and poked his head up over the wall. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    The sleds—and the infantry that paced them—were Veetanho. 
 
    A barrage of blue, heavy repeater fire pierced the darkness, lancing out toward the Peacemakers, but it appeared to be more like suppressing fire than a deliberate effort to hit them. The Peacemakers scrambled for cover and kept moving. One of the Jeha below him managed to fire off several rounds that dropped Veetanho mercs in their tracks, and their bodies fell in pools of bright light from the sleds’ headlights. 
 
    The scene whipped around in Hr’ent’s brain as he thought about possible solutions. He cast a sidelong glance at the Veetanho and realized they were turning to engage the GenSha. Glancing back at the Peacemakers, he spotted several GenSha at the bottom of the hill. Two came forward, and one of the Jeha snapped off several shots with his needler while the other popped off several rounds toward the Veetanho. He knew what he had to do. 
 
    As Hr’ent activated the comms, the wounded GenSha hollered something and pointed to where the Peacemakers had dug in. 
 
     “This is E-H Actual, get the shuttle down here, and I mean now,” Hr’ent roared. “I need an air strike as fast as you can get it here. Waste the entire base of the hill around the ruins on arrival—from the northeast all the way to the south. Radio me when you’re inbound. E-H out!” 
 
    “Copy that,” Graa’vaa said urgently, “I’ll have—”  
 
    He cut the comms. He had work to do. 
 
    Moments later, a massive GenSha appeared at the bottom of the hill, storming up the rough terrain with quick, heavy strides. He was followed by a cluster of eight GenSha about five meters behind him, all carrying auto-rifles. Then another group moved out to their right beyond the first group. The big one appeared to be pulling ahead of the others, clearly intent on reaching the Peacemakers at any cost. Hr’ent suddenly realized what the big GenSha was carrying. 
 
    Elemental Hells, a rocket launcher! 
 
    The scene lit a fire in Hr’ent’s heart. The Peacemakers—his Peacemakers—were up against impossible odds. It didn’t matter that it was Rsach down there. Without help, three Peacemakers would die, and the very thought of it filled him with unbridled rage. 
 
    The big GenSha raised the weapon, aimed, and fired. Hr’ent shut his eyes to keep from being blinded, but the launch and near-instant detonation turned his vision from white to red for an instant. 
 
    His hackles rose, and the Feral rushed up from the depths unbidden. When he opened his eyes the world was red, not from the explosion, but from rage, and he reveled in the fury flowing through his veins like an electrical current. 
 
    Death to those who oppose me! The thought burned in his mind. He would kill them all. Every. Last. One. 
 
    He holstered his PK-40, drew the combat knife from his chest sheath and pulled a frag grenade from his belt. Without another thought, he leapt over the wall, cleared five meters in the first bound, and put on a burst of speed with every ounce of strength he had. His stiff muscles protested the abuse, but he ignored them and pushed harder. 
 
    The darkness became his best friend. His fur was dark purple and covered in black dirt. His vest was black. His fatigues were black. He wasn’t about to give away his position by lighting up the hillside with fire from the PK. 
 
    He blazed down the hill like a runaway freight train as the big GenSha started moving up the hill again, opening the breach of the rocket launcher as he stomped forward. 
 
    Hr’ent became a force of nature, a storm rushing down from the heights to inflict himself on his enemies. He was a shifting shadow, moving like black lightning amid the darkness. He was the fury of his ancestors, an avenging Elemental, and the embodiment of death, all wrapped up in 500 kilos of Feral rage. 
 
    He’d traversed the ground to the Peacemaker’s position in a few seconds. Gunfire flashed to his right as the GenSha engaged the Veetanho. The Veetanho returned their fire. In front of him, a Duplato rose from the Peacemaker position and fired a burst from an auto-rifle before ducking down again. It was Ven. 
 
    The big GenSha closed the breach of the rocket launcher and eyed the Peacemakers’ position. 
 
    Ven looked up at the sounds of pounding boots coming down the hillside, and his eyes went wide. He started to raise his rifle at the massive, charging shadow coming straight for him. But Hr’ent planted a boot on a boulder at the back of the notch and launched himself into the air and over the Peacemaker position—straight down the hill. 
 
    Hr’ent eyed the group of GenSha behind his primary target, armed the grenade, and threw it as hard as he could at a pale GenSha in the center of the squad. The grenade slammed into the GenSha’s chest and toppled him back, eliciting a surprised cry of pain as he fell. Those beside him turned at the sound, stunned by the suddenness of it. 
 
    Hr’ent rotated in mid-air, came in like a meteor, and planted his boots in the center of the big GenSha’s chest. In that last moment, he recognized his next victim as Gorn Dokai, second in command of the GenSha rebellion. He stomped down hard, driving the GenSha into the ground with a bone-crunching thud. The two of them slid down the rocky, grassy slope side-by-side as the rocket launcher went sailing down the hill into the darkness to the left. 
 
    Hr’ent rolled sideways, slammed his knife through the center of the wounded GenSha’s tactical vest, then shifted his body so Gorn’s was between him and the grenade that was about to go off. In a flash, he spotted the bright glint of a combat sword secured to the GenSha’s belt. Without a thought, Hr’ent yanked it free and jammed the blade into the GenSha’s armpit as hard as he could. The weapon was little more than a long combat knife in his massive paw, but it was more than enough. 
 
    The grenade detonated with a sharp, massive blast that sent the still-stunned GenSha troopers flying to the sides as shrapnel slashed into their bodies. The concussion hammered at Hr’ent’s eardrums, but he didn’t care. He could smell blood now. 
 
    Gripping the GenSha’s massive arm, he ripped the blade through the shoulder joint and pulled as hard as he could. With a squelching separation of muscle and bone, he ripped the arm off. Gripping it like a club in one paw, he held the combat sword in the other, and looked for his next victims. 
 
    Some had survived his grenade. 
 
    He leapt forward as two of the GenSha attempted to get up after the grenade blast. As Hr’ent moved, gunfire erupted from further down the slope. Hot rounds streaked up the hillside to where he’d just been standing. 
 
    Hr’ent reached the first of the two GenSha and slashed with the sword. The GenSha’s head came off cleanly. He hammered the second GenSha’s cranium with Gorn’s arm and heard the wet crack of a broken neck. 
 
    “Holy Ancestors!” The terrified GenSha’s shout came from a dozen meters to Hr’ent’s left where a group of GenSha were exiting the trees and raising their rifles. 
 
    Hr’ent leapt straight at them as two pulled their triggers. Gunfire tore up the ground behind the spot where he’d been standing, then Hr’ent landed among them. Two stood there, stunned by what they’d just seen, while two others leveled their rifles in close quarters. 
 
    Hr’ent was a blur. He stepped up to the nearest GenSha, driving his blade through its throat as he slammed down Gorn’s arm on the other GenSha’s rifle. The weapon went off, riddling the GenSha’s foot with bullets. 
 
    His movements were too fast for the GenSha to follow, Hr’ent became a whirlwind of death as his victims staggered away from him in terror. His blade took one in the throat. He bashed in the skull of another with the arm. He sent a roundhouse kick into the heavy GenSha’s ribs and sent him sailing into the darkness with the sound of shattered bones. 
 
    Another GenSha raised a pistol. The sword flashed. The hand came free and tumbled to the ground. Hr’ent sent a front kick into the screaming GenSha’s chest, sending him flying backward. Movement on his right drew the impact of the arm into a terrified GenSha’s face. 
 
    Hr’ent pivoted left then right, slashing open the throat of one GenSha and across the eyes of another. The blinded GenSha clutched his face, screaming, and Hr’ent silenced him with a brutal swing of the arm. 
 
    He glanced around, his head spinning left and right in search of the next corpse. 
 
    Dead. They were all dead. 
 
    Hr’ent roared his frustration into the forest, letting all the rage of his ancestors loose on the world. 
 
    GIVE ME MORE BLOOD! 
 
    The hunger burned inside him. 
 
    A burst of gunfire drew Hr’ent’s attention, and he saw muzzle flashes from several positions further down the hill. Rounds whistled past him or slammed into the ground nearby. A glint of metal between him and his enemies caught his eye. He picked out the rocket launcher lying on the ground near a large tree. 
 
    Hr’ent charged left, then right at full speed, winding toward the lethal weapon. As he neared, he slid and grabbed it, skidding across the ground. He came up in a kneeling position as random gunfire came at him from multiple positions. 
 
    He thumbed the safety, eyed a spot between the muzzle flashes, and closed his eyes. 
 
    SWOOSH-BOOM! 
 
    He heard the screams of wounded GenSha, and when he opened his eyes, he saw several bodies tumbling away from the enemy position. 
 
    Blue flashes from the Veetanho’s heavy repeater filled the night and pounded the rocks and ground near the GenSha position. He saw large shadows taking cover from the Veetanho onslaught. 
 
    Maybe the Veetanho think I’m their reinforcements. 
 
    He grinned. He wanted that repeater. If it was a portable model, he’d be able to put a serious hurt on anything that crossed his path. 
 
    Another burst of panicked fire from the GenSha tore up the ground around him. 
 
    Hr’ent spun on his heel and raced off into the trees, heading downslope as he faded into the shadows. He picked up speed like he’d been launched out of a cannon. His intention was simple. Loop around the GenSha, find the Veetanho heavy weapon, and take it. Rage drove him; bloodlust fueled him. The Feral inside had taken full control, and for him, there were only two types of assets in the combat zone: Peacemakers and prey.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    300 Meters South of the Ruins 
 
      
 
    Diqamm, Third Platoon leader of The Darkness mercenary company, peered through her goggles into the dark forest. The GenSha patrol along the fence line fell silent under the thunder of her mortars. New movement caught her eyes, and she saw five figures appear through a hatch she hadn’t seen on top of a small concrete pad. 
 
    Some type of escape shaft…clever. 
 
    The five figures moved to where she could not see them, but not before she identified them as two Jivool, two Jeha, and what appeared to be a Duplato. She frowned and watched the fuzzy thermal images moving. The two Jivool appeared to be helping one another move. The two Jeha and the Duplato stood apart, then moved out of view behind a utility shed and a large rock outcropping nearby. While waiting for them to regroup, she worked her mouth silently and chewed lightly on the inside of her gums. It was a bad habit that persisted from childhood. When faced with a stressful situation, she still fell into the behavior without thought. 
 
    The sound of mortars firing from the high ground behind her infantry platoon snapped her into the present. She tapped her earpiece. “Kypp, what are you doing? I said cease fire.” 
 
    “There are targets moving down in the valley,” Kypp replied from one of the two armored sleds. “Our orders were to eliminate the GenSha patrols.” 
 
    “Those weren’t GenSha. At least, I don’t think they—” 
 
    A bright flash amid the rocks and the distant report of a high-velocity rifle snapped through the night. 
 
    Fifteen seconds passed until the first of the mortar rounds impacted the area where the five figures had appeared. Several more explosions followed, the first of them demolishing the utility shed. If the mortar section kept to their standard operating procedure, there would be 12 rounds. 
 
    Diqamm counted the impacts. On the eleventh, she stood and motioned for her platoon to do the same. Using hand signals, she commanded them to move forward. They raced ahead to try and get a better visual on the new arrivals. 
 
    The radio crackled to life, but there was still a fair amount of static from the GenSha’s jamming efforts. “Diqamm? Where are you going?” 
 
    The gunner on the other sled opened up with the heavy repeater mounted in the bed, sending a staccato flash of blue laser blasts into the sparse trees to her left. 
 
    “I said cease fire, you imbeciles!” Diqamm screamed into the comms. “Kypp, keep the sleds here on the high ground and sit tight. And tell the gods-damned mortars to stand down until I say otherwise.” Diqamm paused. “A weapon fired down there. One shot just before the first impact. We’re moving in to investigate and get eyes on them.” 
 
    “What do you think you saw?” 
 
    “A Duplato, two Jeha, and two Jivool. One or both of the Jivool were injured and—” 
 
    “ISMC intel says that might be the Peacemaker team they brought in for negotiations,” Kypp replied. “We have orders to capture them and turn them over to ISMC. The number of personnel is wrong, but the species identifications are in line with the reports we have.” 
 
    “And for all we know, they aren’t friendlies,” Diqamm replied as she bounced around the gnarled roots of a tree and spied the shaft entrance and shredded perimeter fence line of the area. More figures emerged from the tunnel. 
 
    GenSha. 
 
    “I have GenSha emerging from the tunnel, Kypp.” 
 
    “I can have the mortar section re-target that spot.” 
 
    “No.” Diqamm ran forward. “I want to see what the Peacemakers do. We can’t assume anything until we’re eyes on.” 
 
    “And if you’re wrong? What then?” 
 
    “We annihilate them and the GenSha.” Diqamm shook her head, trying to clear the cacophony of internal voices, of dead commanders telling her that what she was doing was too risky. “I’m moving there now. Leave the sleds in position on the high ground. Adjust to provide direct fire if you can.” 
 
    “Copy,” Kypp replied. “I’ve got your unknowns. Three of them are moving up that hill.” 
 
    Diqamm squinted. “How can you see them from your position? You shouldn’t be able to.” 
 
    “One of the sleds has an off-angle line-of-sight. We’re also tapped into the ISMC external camera systems on their compounds. That fence line is covered by cameras for about 40 meters in each direction. We’re working on the ones inside that tunnel complex now.” 
 
    Diqamm grunted but was impressed. “Where are the unknowns now?” 
 
    “There are three confirmed, not five. We can’t make out anything more than three thermal contacts at this range. They are 100 meters up the hill and climbing as fast as they can. Appears they are moving in a coordinated fashion and laying down covering fire.” 
 
    “On the GenSha?” Diqamm accelerated around the curving slope of their hill and saw, finally, the steep, rocky behemoth that the unknown contacts were climbing for their lives. 
 
    “They are firing on the GenSha…and our forces,” Kypp replied. “I have targeting solutions on the unknown contacts.” 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Diqamm tapped her earpiece twice and brought up her platoon’s internal frequency. “First Platoon, concentrate your fire on the GenSha to your right.” 
 
    “The GenSha are moving up the hill,” one of her platoon sergeants called over the frequency. 
 
    “Kypp! Try and get your communications team on every frequency. Tell the Peacemakers to cease fire on us! Tell them we’re—” 
 
    A loud, piercing squeal ripped across the frequency. Diqamm slapped at her earpiece to shut it off and restart it. The technical manual read that in the event of sudden feedback, a sharp slap or jostling movement might be enough to reset the device. She turned it on, and the same noise filled the frequency. 
 
    They’ve jammed us completely. 
 
    With one hand, she set the device into a search and seek mode, but there was nothing in the common frequency bands of the Galactic Union but static. Diqamm looked up as the fire from the Peacemakers, if that was indeed who they were, tore into her leftmost squads. Fresh weapons fire raked them from the attacking GenSha as well. Laser rounds flashed and hissed through the early morning darkness in all directions. 
 
    The screech and flash of a rocket launcher lit up the bottom of the hill not far from where the GenSha were dug in, then an explosion sent rocks and flame shooting into the air about 200 meters up the hillside.  
 
    Somebody really has it in for those Peacemakers, she thought. 
 
    There was nothing she could do but watch and scream in vain for her forces to stop and re-consolidate. They did neither, and there was nothing she could do but follow them, her weapon raised, firing at the GenSha on her right as she tried to rein in her platoon and keep them from killing a potentially friendly asset. 
 
    The enemy of my enemy is my friend, but only if they fucking realize it! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Peacemaker Blue Flight 
 
      
 
    Graa’vaa roared in frustration, causing Hak to flinch noticeably toward the nearby hatch. Her paws curled into massive fists as her eyes squeezed shut, and she pulled in a long, deep breath through her snout and exhaled slowly. She performed the breathing exercise again to dissipate her rage and opened her eyes. Hak’s bemused face studied hers. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Graa’vaa frowned. “The GenSha are jamming the entire electromagnetic spectrum. At least, that’s what it looks like.” 
 
    “Where are the jammers?” 
 
    “That’s the good news.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “They’re putting out so much signal that we could probably track them from the edge of the star system. There are four of them, all ringing Moppicut City.” She tapped on her slate and brought up a three-dimensional map of the city. “Three on the outskirts and one larger one on top of an office building here. Their power and frequency profile suggest there is a linkage.” 
 
    She pointed to the larger unit, and Hak leaned forward to study the image. “That’s not a design I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Me either,” she grunted. “The problem with the Galactic Union growing so fast is that we can’t keep up with technological developments as easily as before. We need to find a way to get better intelligence.” 
 
    Hak didn’t respond, which pleased her. Those in leadership positions within the guild tended to pontificate and advocate for change but rarely did anything about it. The Sidar’s methods were suspect, but she’d started to sense a genuine interest in Hr’ent and the mission from the Deputy Selector. Moreover, he appeared to have heeded Hr’ent’s words and kept his mouth shut about the mission specifics. 
 
    Perhaps he’s learning. And actually listening. 
 
    “We’ve got no connection to Hr’ent?” 
 
    “None. The best I can manage is direct laser to Emonk.” Graa’vaa shook her head. “We’re in range for another 120 seconds unless we deorbit. We’re going to have to target that system.” 
 
    Hak’s brow furrowed. “I’ll order the pilots to deorbit immediately. Please remember that we cannot have excess collateral damage, Graa’vaa.” 
 
    “It can’t be helped.” 
 
    Hak pointed at the office building. “Does ISMC own it? That would be within our rules of engagement.” 
 
    “No, they don’t. It’s leased to something called the Dream World Consortium.” She looked up at the Sidar’s face. “The building was leased by them 60 days ago and is listed as vacant.” 
 
    “Can we make sure it’s vacant? That there’s no one inside right this second?” 
 
    “There’s too much interference from that jamming equipment,” Graa’vaa said. “Emonk can put a direct weapon on it, but we can’t verify that there won’t be any collateral damage.” 
 
    Hak stared at the Tri-V. His mouth worked silently for a minute. 
 
    “I’m the release authority for this, aren’t I?” 
 
    Graa’vaa nodded. “You are, Hak. You okay with that?” 
 
    The Sidar sighed and his mouth half-twisted in a chuckle. “Selector Grektch said to expect a time when Selectors would dirty their own hands. I hadn’t imagined it being so soon. Get Emonk on the line.” 
 
    “Drop Alpha, this is Blue Flight.” 
 
    “Go, Blue Flight.” Emonk’s voice was calm, like placid waters. “All hell is breaking loose down there. I’ve lost all comms monitoring as well as Hr’ent’s tracker on my scope.” 
 
    “Same here. I’ve located the source of jamming. Relaying the targeting information to you now.” Graa’vaa tapped a sequence of codes on her slate. 
 
    “Received. Do I have the authority to drop?” 
 
    Hak spoke up. “Lieutenant Emonk, this is Deputy Selector Hak-Chet. For the record and under my authority, you are cleared to engage that target.” 
 
    “Roger, that,” Emonk said, the placid calm picking up an edge of anticipation. “Getting airborne now.” 
 
    They watched the camera feed from Emonk’s weapons platform rocket out of a stand of trees, swing hard to the right, and accelerate toward the city some kilometers off. It took just under a minute for the center of downtown Moppicut City to fill the screens. Her targeting reticle centered on the designated building. Once there, the image focused on the strange, rectangular contraption on the top of the building. 
 
    “Target acquired and locked. Weapon release in eight seconds.” Emonk’s voice was calm and collected. “Five seconds.” 
 
    The camera switched from the dropship’s platform to a seeker head on one of the MGK-120 anti-radiation missiles. A countdown timer appeared in one corner of the display and counted down from three. 
 
    “Release.” 
 
    The missile streaked forward, accelerated quickly to just below super-sonic speed, and raced over the Moppicut City skyline. In a surreal, deceptively slow action, the missile sighted on the jamming equipment and raced toward it. A millisecond before impact, they saw several GenSha attempt to flee before the image flashed bright white and the transmission terminated. 
 
    “Target destroyed,” Emonk called. 
 
    On the Tri-V, the camera switched to the weapons platform on the dropship. The upper portion of the building, perhaps the top three floors, were ablaze. Without some type of assistance or extinguishing system, it would likely collapse. 
 
    Graa’vaa tried not to imagine it falling on innocent beings. Frustration and helplessness tore at her. She knew the whole situation, all of those deaths, had been brought about by soulless manipulation. 
 
    Focus! Find a way to stop this, Graa’vaa! 
 
    A window on Graa’vaa’s Tri-V flashed with hundreds of transmissions at once. She tapped furiously on the slate and identified the ISMC frequencies. “I have comms on all frequencies above the ultra-high frequency range. There’s still lower-band interference from an unknown source. Now for the first item of business.” 
 
    Hak nodded. “Once we’ve got Hr’ent on comms again we—” 
 
    “No.” Graa’vaa said. “I have a better idea. Let’s see if I can…there it is.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Hak-Chet asked. 
 
    “Ending one threat.” Graa’vaa tapped her headset and zoomed in on the area where the Peacemaker team hunkered down. Two armored sleds burned in the nearby forest. Graa’vaa pointed the dropship antenna sensor into the area and isolated a frequency. She tapped the transmit button. “Commander, Mercenary Unit identified as The Darkness, this is Peacemaker Graa’vaa aboard a Blue Flight vessel in orbit. By the authority of the Peacemaker Guild, you are ordered to stand down immediately.” 
 
    “Peacemaker, this is Lieutenant Diqamm in command of the remnants of The Darkness. I understand your authority, but we have a valid contract with the Iron Sky Mining Corporation.” 
 
    “Your contract is nullified on the grounds of genocide perpetrated under false pretense. The ISMC hired you for protection in a conflict they manufactured with the intent to wipe out the GenSha colony at Moppicut City and beyond. Failure to stand down will result in a strong recommendation to the Mercenary Council that your membership rights be dissolved, and you will risk incarceration or death by their tribunal. I can offer evidence to you once this situation is under control. Do you understand your situation, Lieutenant Diqamm?” 
 
    “Peacemaker Graa’vaa, on my order, The Darkness will cease fire and withdraw to a neutral position on your command.” The voice paused. “The Darkness shall never stand in the way of a Peacemaker, as long as I am in command.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Graa’vaa said. “I also need to inform you that we have an airstrike inbound. My first priority is to my people, so you better get yours the hell out of there in a hurry. Get your people away from the southern and eastern base of that hill ASAP, or they’re going to get caught up in it.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “Understood, Peacemaker,” Diqamm replied. There was a frustrated edge in her voice, but she was in no position to argue. “Thanks for the heads up. I know you didn’t have to.” 
 
    Graa’vaa smiled. “Coordinates for your withdrawal will be sent within the hour. Cease fire and stand down from operations now.” 
 
    “Your terms have been set, Peacemaker. We will honor them. I’ll have to relay your directive to our CP and receive affirmation, but they’ll have the same response as me. We follow the law.” 
 
    “Tell ISMC to stand down, as well,” Graa’vaa ordered. “Have them contact me on this frequency.” 
 
    Diqamm laughed. “I don’t believe there is anyone left in command of those forces, Peacemaker. Most of them ran and hid when operations began. I will arrange evacuation by dropship, pending your approval.” 
 
    “Evacuation by dropship approved. Lift your survivors to orbit. Make no attempt to transition to hyperspace or risk collection and forfeiture of your assets per my earlier warning,” Graa’vaa replied straight out of the diplomacy texts. While the Peacemakers did not answer to the Mercenary Guild, or vice versa, their understandings were simple. Peacemakers would stay out of any contract as long as it did not threaten the few titanium-clad laws of the Galactic Union. Mercenary units would adhere to the demands of a Peacemaker with any valid injunction. 
 
    “Understood, Peacemaker. Diqamm out.” 
 
    Hak smiled and nodded. “Well done, Graa’vaa.” 
 
    “One threat neutralized.” Graa’vaa felt herself flush with pride as she scrolled through the frequencies. “The GenSha were operating in this area of the spectrum before, I just have to find them again.” 
 
    Hak pointed at the Tri-V. “There’s no time.” 
 
    “Blue Flight, there’s a mass of infantry moving up there,” Emonk called. “Standing by for close air support. What are your orders?” 
 
    “We’re past the point of no return, Emonk. Either you drop everything you have along that skirmish line, or we lose everything. Avoid mercenary forces if possible. They’ve been ordered to pull back, but our primary objective is protecting our personnel. We have one shot at this. Just keep their heads down, and Hr’ent will do the rest.” 
 
    “Understood, sir, but you’re asking me to drop within 100 meters of the Peacemaker team’s last known location.” Emonk’s voice finally showed a bit of anxiety. 
 
    Graa’vaa tapped the transmit button. “Affirmative, Drop Alpha. Let those bastards have it. Give them everything you have.” 
 
    “That’s going to be awfully close to Hr’ent. Like scorched fur close.” 
 
    “Then do a good job. Hak said you were the best, here’s your chance to prove it.” Graa’vaa couldn’t help but smile. The opportunity to playfully needle a pilot, and a higher-ranking officer, could not be overlooked. 
 
    “I’ll tell him to keep his head down. Let’s just hope he has his comms on. Drop Alpha, out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Godannii 2 
 
    Combat Zone Perimeter 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent circumvented the GenSha position by a hundred meters, relying on the heavy sound of gunfire to cover his pounding footsteps. Dawn was about to break, and when it did, he would lose the cover of darkness. Trees flashed by in a blur, and he put as many of their thick trunks between him and the Veetanho as he could. Mercs, or at least some of them, would have thermal vision, and he would be a blaring beacon in the cool, dawn air. At his speed, they’d see flashes, but nothing that would be clear—he hoped. 
 
    Steady small arms fire filled the air, punctuated by the cracking beat of the repeater he was after. He scanned to his right, trying to get a bead on the combat taking place between the Veetanho and the GenSha, but there was too much forest and darkness, even for his enhanced vision. He’d traversed about 400 meters in a wide loop around the GenSha and spotted the headlights of the nearest Veetanho combat sled. Its angle showed that it was focused on the GenSha, and then a blue-hued burst from the heavy repeater danced down the hill and into the GenSha position. In the light, he made out the moving shadows of at least a squad of Veetanho around the vehicle. There were more moving Veetanho shadows further down the hill, at least 100 meters in front of the sled. 
 
    The plan came to him in an instant, and he angled out into the forest, putting on another burst of speed. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, he was racing along a low hillside, aiming for the glow of the headlights on the sled pointing down and away from him. There were three mercs on his side of the vehicle and one more out in front of it. The sled had a single driver in the cockpit and one more operating the swivel-mount heavy repeater from a mostly open flat bed with low sides that extended behind the cockpit. 
 
    Hr’ent came in low and fast. 
 
    He threw the silver blade in an underhanded toss at the gunner. It caught her in the neck, and she jerked with the impact, collapsing into the bed of the sled. 
 
    The nearest merc on the ground turned at the sound of pounding boots, the barrel of an auto-rifle swinging around with her. Hr’ent lowered his shoulder and slammed into the surprised Veetanho. He let his momentum carry him straight into the doomed merc, who flew back against the side of the sled with a massive thud of armor against steel with a yelp. Hr’ent skidded to a halt next to the sled, drew his PK in a flash, and opened fire at two mercs who were turning toward him. 
 
    His first shot took the nearest merc in the side and sent her flying forward. His second burned a gaping hole through the next Veetanho’s head in a cloud of vaporized blood and bone. 
 
    He tumbled away from the sled, drew a bead on the next merc, and fired two quick rounds that tore through the chest piece of the Veetanho’s combat armor. The merc in the front of the sled turned at the gunfire and tried to draw a bead on Hr’ent, but the Oogar’s next shot took her in the face. 
 
    Hr’ent heard excited chatter and movement in the cabin. He spun to see the driver shoving a pistol through the open window. 
 
    Hr’ent’s reflexes allowed him to jerk the PK up and aim it in the blink of an eye. A single shot took the driver’s arm off at the elbow before she could pull the trigger. Hr’ent stepped to the side, put one round through the driver’s head, and dropped to the ground as a mercenary opened fire through the cabin of the vehicle. 
 
    From where he lay, Hr’ent saw two pairs of combat boots on the far side. He snapped off a couple of shots, taking a foot off each merc. They hit the ground screaming, and Hr’ent silenced them with two more shots. 
 
    He rose quickly, replaced the power cell in his PK, then holstered it. He looked around the combat zone. He was sure the driver had gotten a message off, but there didn’t seem to be any reaction from any of the Veetanho units. He could see the other sled, further down the hill and forward of his position, but it and the infantry with it seemed to be focused on a heavy barrage of fire coming from the GenSha. 
 
    They’re being jammed, he realized. It was the only explanation. Lucky me. 
 
    Hr’ent hopped up onto the bed of the sled and jerked his blade out of the gunner’s neck. He wiped it off on the corpse’s white fur and slid it into his belt as he looked around at what could only be described as treasure. The swivel-mount bolted to the bed of the sled held a Veetanho-made QuippaVauer K-7 Heavy Repeater, with a row of extended power cells lining the floor. To a Veetanho, the weapon was considered vehicle-mount ordnance only. At nearly three meters long and weighing at least 75 kilos with the power cell, it was an ideal vehicle- or tripod-mounted infantry support weapon. The thing was capable of 90 mercury-based chemical laser bursts a minute due to an advanced capacitor-recharge unit built into the stock. To Hr’ent, it was a viable heavy assault rifle, with a dozen hundred-round power cells lying at his feet, secured on one side of the bed by combat webbing and a length of discarded paracable. There was a row of ammunition cases along the other side. 
 
    He yanked one of the three power cells from a bracket mounted to the swivel, pulled the mostly spent power cell from the K-7, and slammed the new one home. The charge readout spun up from two single red dots to four rows of ten dots, one red, one yellow and two green. He realized he would not be able to get his whole digit into the trigger guard, but a single claw fit nicely. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Hr’ent saw the other sled open fire with a long burst downrange that pinned down a group of GenSha shifting among the boulders just beyond a devastated fence line. The mercs surrounding the vehicle moved forward, opened fire, and took up covering positions 30 meters ahead of the sled as the GenSha responded with a heavy volley from multiple positions. He saw muzzle flashes from several positions between the sled and the GenSha. There was at least a full platoon of mercs pinning the GenSha down. 
 
    Beyond the forward GenSha position, he could just make out a good deal of movement as thick shadows seemed to pour out of the ground and move away from the fence line. 
 
    GenSha reinforcements. 
 
    Returning his gaze to the other sled, he let his eyes trace from the vehicle and the six mercenaries ahead of it, down a short stretch of hill, over a dirt road, and up the 200 meters or more to where he’d seen the Peacemakers dug in. 
 
    That was where he needed to be next, and he had to take out the vehicle and everyone around it to get there quickly. He reached down, yanked the cargo netting aside and grabbed the paracable. As quickly as he could, he threaded it through the handles of six power cells, then pulled the two power cells off the swivel and added them to the load. He tied the cable off so he could loop it over his shoulder and around his body. He cut the excess cable with the silver blade, then realized what he held in his paw. It wasn’t just any combat sword, it was Rsach’s Silver Blade. The GenSha had obviously taken it for his own. Hr’ent growled at the audacity and the insult. Even if Rsach didn’t deserve it, the GenSha should never have put his hands on it. 
 
    Hr’ent slid the blade back into his belt and hefted the extra power cells over his head, rotating the rig so they were lined up along his back and beneath his arm. A glance at the row of ammo cases gave him another idea. He opened one of them and pulled out three anti-personnel grenades. 
 
    He rose and took a deep breath. His heart was racing and his vision was red, but he was thinking clearly through the Feral rage. He realized he was finally coming to terms with the beast inside him. For the first time, as he stood there staring at his enemies, he understood that his reason and his rage could exist simultaneously. He fanned the fires within and then, in quick succession, pulled and tossed each of the three grenades along the line of mercs ahead of the sled. The first one went off as the third one landed, sending two mercs flying. 
 
    Hr’ent yanked the K-7 from the swivel and dropped onto the ground as the second and third grenades went off, ripping most of the advance squad to pieces. 
 
    He started jogging forward, the K-7 gripped tightly as he aimed down the open sights. 
 
    The gunner on the sled turned first, searching for the person who had thrown the grenades. He swung his own K-7 around, but Hr’ent pulled the trigger and sent three arc-blue blasts downrange, cutting the gunner in half. Hr’ent shifted and put a half-dozen rounds into the cab of the sled. They blasted through the door and tore the driver to charred pieces. 
 
    He pumped a burst into the engine compartment of the sled, and it exploded, sending the hood into the air and a quarter-panel streaking across the hill. Hr’ent turned and put a burst into the sled he’d just left and grinned as its powerplant cooked off in a fantastic explosion that flipped the vehicle up, over, and onto its back. 
 
    To his right, one of the mercs caught in the grenade explosions rose up from her position and opened fire at Hr’ent with an auto-rifle. One bullet grazed Hr’ent’s thigh and another clipped his shoulder. He ignored the grazes as he pulled the trigger and burned the Veetanho down with a four-shot burst. 
 
    There was a rumble in the sky that slowly drowned out the sound of gunfire—an aircraft coming in fast and low. His ears swiveled, and he turned his muzzle toward the sound of its screaming engines, trying to pick it out of the darkness. 
 
    There. 
 
    He instantly recognized the shadowy silhouette of the Peacemaker dropship, its angles highlighted in crimson as dawn began to bleed into the forest.  
 
    He activated the comms. 
 
    “—ake cover immediately. I repeat, E-H Actual, requested airstrike is inbound on my next pass. Take cover immediately.” 
 
    The shuttle screamed overhead at sub-sonic speed and waggled as the pilot—presumably Emonk—viewed the hillside where the Peacemakers were pinned down, before banking hard to come around for another pass. 
 
    Shit, Hr’ent thought. I’m in exactly the wrong place. 
 
    He glanced up at the fading engines of the dropship, then traced a path from his position all the way up to where the Peacemakers were dug in. It was time to move, and as Hr’ent surged down the hillside, a burst of weapons fire erupted in his direction from the forward lines of the Veetanho. 
 
    The tone of the dropship’s engines leveled out as Emonk came around to set up her run. 
 
    Hr’ent put on a burst of speed, but he was slowed and off balance from the weight of the weapon and the power cells. He could maintain little more than a fast jog, so he started zigzagging through the trees. He crossed the road as more incoming fire peppered the thick trunks and the ground around him. When he reached the base of the hill, he took cover behind a thick trunk and looked up at the ground he had to cover. It was steep and rocky, with fewer trees between him and the Peacemakers’ position. 
 
    The incoming fire from the Veetanho ceased abruptly, and the GenSha took the opportunity to open up on the mercs, who seemed to be falling back up the hill as fast as their legs could carry them. The sound of the shuttle’s turbines shifted up in pitch as Emonk came back for the airstrike. His orders had been specific, and he was right in the middle of where she would be laying down fire. He surged up the hill, climbing as fast as he could. 
 
    He heard the hiss of rockets and the buzz-saw of 30mm rotary-cannons. There was a chain of explosions behind him. Concussions and a blast of heat pressed into his back, almost close enough to singe fur. He staggered with the impact, then pushed harder to get out of the kill zone. The buzz-saw ended, replaced by a thunderous drone that filled the dawn as hundreds of heavy slugs strafed along the edge of the retreating Veetanho’s position and straight into a group of GenSha near the fence line. 
 
    As he climbed, he looked to his right and saw that a wall of smoke, dust, and debris had risen along a 50-meter swath that ended just past the downed fence. He picked out bodies scattered in the mayhem as well as dozens of shadows shifting position to maintain cover. 
 
    Hr’ent covered the remaining 150 meters in 30 seconds, and when he came up on the Peacemaker position, he realized how bad things had gotten. 
 
    Rsach faced him, crouched behind a boulder, his needler pointed straight at Hr’ent’s chest. 
 
    “Rsach,” he shouted, immediately moving the barrel of the repeater out of the line of fire. He held up his other paw. “It’s Hr’ent!” 
 
    “Ven said it was you,” Rsach chittered weakly. He was badly injured, and he lowered the needler. “I didn’t believe him.” 
 
    Hr’ent approached slowly, crouching so the boulders blocked his line of sight to the GenSha he suspected were spreading out below them. Another round of rockets slammed into the ground along the base of the hill to the east and carried to where the GenSha had been dug in. In the slowly brightening dawn, Hr’ent saw a streak of dark blood running down Rsach’s head, and another streak seeping from his thorax. 
 
    “How badly are you hit?” Hr’ent asked, moving even closer. He moved cautiously. He didn’t know what state of mind Rsach was in, and they weren’t the best of friends, by any stretch of the imagination. 
 
    “Those things…” Rsach started slowly. His antenna quivered with disbelief. “Those things you did before…It’s not…” Rsach’s eyes fixed on Hr’ent’s. “What you did is impossible, even for an Oogar.” And then he passed out, slumping against the rocks. 
 
    Hr’ent reached the edge of the boulders, and his guts churned. Down in one corner of their makeshift defensive position lay Vresh. She was obviously dead. She had three gaping wounds in her chest, each about the size of Hr’ent’s finger. Part of her head had been caved in, probably by a flying rock when the big GenSha fired off the first rocket. 
 
    Ven was still breathing, but shallowly. He’d wrapped a bandage around his head, and his belly was a mass of blood that had pooled around his haunches. His eyes met Hr’ent’s with a solemn, silent recognition as he adjusted his claws on his high-powered rifle. Rsach had a deep gouge taken out of his carapace along the top of his head, and there was a nasty wound in the middle of his thorax. 
 
    The first rocket had done what it was supposed to. 
 
    Hr’ent dropped in among the boulders and shot a quick look down the hillside. The airstrike had done a number on the slope to the south and toward the east. Trees had been ripped to pieces and a number of them burned in the morning darkness. It looked like the airstrike had driven off most of the mercs on the east side, which seemed odd, because he didn’t think they had any reason to pull back, seeing as they’d been shooting at him. Unfortunately, the bulk of the GenSha forces had moved into the forest to the northwest and had gone unscathed. 
 
    He activated the comms. 
 
    “E-H-Actual to Blue One, do you copy?” 
 
    “We read you, Hr’ent,” Graa’vaa blurted. “What’s your status?” 
 
    “I got a little singed, but I’m okay. The airstrike was only partially effective. The mercs appear to be falling back, but the bulk of the GenSha are further north and east in the forest. I’ve reached our people. Vresh is dead. Ven and Rsach are in bad shape. Only Ven is conscious. The GenSha appear to be gearing up for an attack on our position.” 
 
    “Hr’ent,” Graa’vaa said. “I was able to order the mercs to stand down and pull back. You don’t have to worry about them. But I’ve only been able to reach one GenSha comms officer, and he cut me off and swore they would kill all of us. I’ll keep trying, but there’s not much I can do from up here, and Emonk is empty. Do you want to request an evac?” 
 
    “Shit,” Hr’ent said under his breath. His mind raced. What was the right call? He glanced over the hill once again and spotted a growing number of GenSha gathering well down the hillside, protected by thicker trees. There was only one thing to do. 
 
    “Negative on the evac,” he finally said. “There’s been at least one rocket launcher in the mix, and I don’t know if there are others. I won’t risk Emonk or the dropship until I know it’s safe.” He looked into Ven’s eyes. “I have to get the two of you up the hill.”  
 
    The dropship streaked over the battlefield once again, drawing Hr’ent’s gaze. 
 
    “Say again, Hr’ent,” Graa’vaa said. “I did not read your last message.” 
 
    “Never mind, Graa’vaa,” Hr’ent said. “I’ve got a plan. Have that dropship on standby, and I’ll get back to you. Hr’ent out.” 
 
    He cut the comms. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    100 Meters East of the Ruins 
 
      
 
    “You sure you want to do this?” Hr’ent asked, eyeing Ven. He released the mostly spent power cell from his weapon, let it fall to the ground, and unslung the string of them from around his body. He quickly started loosening the knot. A sliver of the sun had just crested the horizon, bathing the hillside in soft, ruby-red light. 
 
    “No,” Ven said and then coughed up a splash of blood that ran down his chin, “but it’s your best shot to get Rsach out of here. I know I’m done for. An Enforcer’s duty is to rescue Peacemakers who need rescuing and resolve situations on the ground. No amount of rescuing or nanites will save me, and my little situation will resolve itself in short order.” 
 
    “How do you know I am an Enforcer,” Hr’ent asked, cocking his head to the side. 
 
    “Standard operating procedure,” Ven said. “That and watching you tear ass down that hill and slaughter those GenSha. They did something to you, didn’t they?” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Hr’ent replied grimly. 
 
    Ven shifted his position slightly and looked down the hill where a long, wide line of GenSha were preparing for an advance. The airstrikes had pushed the GenSha further north and west along the base of the hill, and the Veetanho had been laying down suppressing fire that had kept them immobile for the time being. “You can’t carry or drag us both and still fire that thing,” he added, nodding at the K-7. 
 
    “No, I can’t. But I’ll come back for you.” Hr’ent slipped a power cell from the cable and slid it into the receiver of the K-7. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Ven said weakly. “Just get going.” A flicker of anger crossed his face. “It was Tyrn,” he said quickly. “Tyrn sold us out to the ISMC. He was working for them the entire time, and Rsach and Vresh shot him for it.” 
 
    “Tyrn?” He had a hard time believing a Peacemaker had betrayed them, but stranger things had happened. “We did figure out that video was a fabrication. The barracks attack never happened, near as we can tell.” 
 
    Ven’s eyes went wide. “Rsach said that was probably the case. Gods help us,” he said. “I knew something was wrong with all of this. And when we went to ISMC first…” His eyes flickered to the GenSha below. 
 
    “They were justifiably pissed off.” 
 
    “Rsach said we were following orders…that the message the two of them received was valid. He said the message had Breka’s stamp on it, but he didn’t know if Breka was in on it or had been used.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded as he tied the knot again. 
 
    “Do you think Rsach was in on it?” He suspected he knew the answer. 
 
    “No,” Ven said immediately. “Rsach wasn’t cut that way, and I think you know it too. When Tyrn tried to bring the the ISMC forces back onto our position, the first thing Rsach did was shoot him.” Ven eyed Hr’ent. “Look, I know you don’t like him. I don’t blame you, but he’s no traitor.” 
 
    The side of Hr’ent’s mouth lifted in a half-smile. He didn’t like Rsach, but he’d known him long enough to know he was the furthest thing from a traitor. 
 
    “I know,” Hr’ent said. 
 
    Ven let out a long, raspy sigh, and a coughing fit took him. 
 
    Slipping the cable of power cells around his body, he placed the K-7 on the boulder behind them and prepared to pick up an unconscious Rsach, who had passed out. Handing over Rsach’s needler and Vresh’s auto-rifle, he stared at Ven for a few moments. 
 
    “Stand or fall, Peacemaker,” Hr’ent said. 
 
    A pained half-smile crossed Ven’s face. 
 
    “Stand or fall, Enforcer.” He paused for a moment, and the smile faded. “And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry about…well, all of it.” 
 
    Hr’ent stole his gaze from Ven and looked over the rocky ledge. A number of GenSha were pointing to the southeast. His gaze traversed to his right, and he saw that the Veetanho mercs were gone. All of them. 
 
    “What are they pointing at? And why aren’t they shooting at each other?” Ven asked.  
 
    “The mercs pulled back, Ven,” Hr’ent said with a bit of hope. “It’s just the GenSha now.” 
 
    Ven looked at him in astonishment. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Ven said. “There’s no reason for them—” 
 
    “Graa’vaa came up with something and ordered them to stand down,” Hr’ent said, glancing up toward the sky. “At least we don’t have to worry about that right flank anymore.” 
 
    Ven nodded and gave him a weak smile.  
 
    A victorious cheer rose up from the GenSha line at the bottom of the hill, drawing Hr’ent’s and Ven’s gazes. It didn’t look like they were falling back, and some of them were checking the loads of their weapons. They weren’t preparing for a victory party; they were preparing for an assault up the hill. 
 
    “I think that’s your cue,” Ven said, settling back against the boulder. 
 
    “If you see them flanking one direction or another, toss this at them to soften that side and give me a place to start,” Hr’ent said, pulling the last frag grenade from his utility belt. He handed Ven the grenade with a wink. He decided to hang onto the heavy-duty smoker he’d gotten from the pallet. He’d been saving it for just the right moment, and he had a funny feeling that moment was inbound. He couldn’t help but wonder if any of them would live to see the sunset. “Give me a burst of covering fire as I fall back, will you?” he added, grabbing Rsach’s Peacemaker vest by the back of the collar and lifting his limp form like it was a small suitcase. Hr’ent grabbed the K-7 and hopped straight up over two meters of rock face, twisted in mid-air, and came down in a crouch with the weapon held ready in one paw and Rsach in the other. 
 
    “All day long, Hr’ent,” Ven said, shaking his head in disbelief at what Hr’ent was capable of. He hefted and rested the barrel on the fallen stones in front of him. “Good fields of fire from here. Targets up!” he shouted and turned to face the enemy. 
 
    Gunfire erupted from down the hill. A number of the GenSha had seen Hr’ent pop up and were trying to get in a lucky shot. Ven aimed his auto-rifle down the hill, exposing only the barrel and part of his head, and spat a gobbet of blood at the GenSha. 
 
    “Fuck you, bastards,” he said under his breath. “Come and get me.” 
 
    Hr’ent turned, and when Ven’s first shot rang out, he raced up the hill as fast as he could, trying to keep Rsach from bouncing around too much. More shots rang out behind him from Ven and the GenSha. He knew the rocky outcropping would block line-of-sight until he was further up the hill. When he reached a loose patch of old trees, he slipped from one to the next. They were spread out over the northeastern side of the hill and offered him some protection. The steady beat of Ven’s sniper-like shooting set a tempo for Hr’ent’s steps up the ragged slope, and then the level of incoming fire from the GenSha increased to a steady chatter echoing up the hill. 
 
    It didn’t take long for him to cover the 100 meters to the ruins and hop over the wall. 
 
    He leaned the K-7 against the stones and set Rsach carefully down in the tall grass. 
 
    Rsach groaned weakly and shifted his position. 
 
    “Vresh…” Rsach’s voice was a dreamy, pain-filled whisper. 
 
    “You still alive?” Hr’ent asked, kneeling beside the wounded valedictorian. He grabbed his rucksack from where he’d left it and quickly yanked out the medical supplies. 
 
    “For now,” Rsach chittered as his single antenna rose, then sagged. “Where’s Ven?” 
 
    Hr’ent grabbed two tubes of skinseal and began applying the gooey substance to Rsach’s wounds, starting with the deep gash on his head. 
 
    “Below,” Hr’ent said quickly. “Buying us a little time.” 
 
    Rsach let out another pained groan. 
 
    “Don’t die on me now,” Hr’ent ordered. “You’re my last witness.” 
 
    Rsach chuckled. “Is that all I am to you?” He let out a long breath. “I guess I deserve that.” 
 
    “No, Rsach,” Hr’ent said, meeting the Jeha’s gaze. “You’re a Peacemaker, and that’s all I really need to know to do whatever I can to keep you alive.” He narrowed his eyes. “Do you understand what I’m saying?” He placed a giant paw on what would be Rsach’s shoulder on any other species. “You’re a Peacemaker.” 
 
    Rsach didn’t answer at first. He just stared at Hr’ent as the big Oogar hastily tended to his wounds. 
 
    “We were set up,” Rsach finally admitted. “Tyrn sold us out.” 
 
    “I know,” Hr’ent said flatly. He pulled out a nanite injection and ripped open the package. “The video of the barracks was doctored and served up to you on a platinum platter.” 
 
    “We’re pretty sure somebody higher in the food chain was giving the orders,” Rsach said. “We don’t know who, maybe Breka.” He said the name with a good deal of awe and disbelief. A hacking cough tumbled out of Rsach’s body, and he shuddered with the force of it. “No proof.” 
 
    “It’s a short list,” Hr’ent said as he pulled out a stasis shot. “That’s for sure.” He realized the only way to save Rsach—and that was a big maybe—was to put him in medically-induced stasis and hope he survived until Emonk could land and take them back to the Blue Flight ship. 
 
    Hr’ent held up the injector. 
 
    “Stasis shot,” he said quietly. 
 
    Rsach nodded once in understanding. 
 
    “And it is a short list,” Rsach confirmed. They heard the GenSha gunfire increase, and it appeared to be getting closer. He drew in a deep breath, and his antenna quivered with indecision. As he let out a breath, he appeared to decide. “Hr’ent, there’s something I have to say before I go under. I don’t know if I’ll get another chance.” He shifted in the grass. “You were right about me back in the barracks…and at graduation. I’ve been an ass for far too long, and after all this, assuming I live, you need to know that I will never be on the wrong side of anything ever again. I swear it on my life. I doubt you and I will ever be friends, or even like one another. Too much has passed between us. However, you need to know that, in my heart, I respect you for what you were, what you’ve become, and what you’ve done here. I’m alive right now because of you, and I know it could have gone differently.” 
 
    Hr’ent rose to his feet, the auto-injector held in his paw. He silently drew out the Silver Blade and held it out to Rsach. 
 
    “I believe this is yours,” he said flatly. 
 
    Rsach looked up at him, and his single antenna trembled with indecision. The wounded Jeha let out a long breath and held up several pincers in a gesture of respect. 
 
    “No, Hr’ent. It’s yours. Maybe it always was.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded once, very slowly, then slipped the blade back into his belt. He eyed Rsach for several moments, his emotions pulling him in several directions. There was a time when he would have gladly plunged the blade straight into the bug’s face. He realized that was the past, not the present. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Vresh,” Hr’ent said. “I know you two were close.” The statement caught him by surprise. Was it compassion for the dead Jeha? Was it a feeling of remorse that he hadn’t gotten to them in time?  
 
    “Maybe I’ll tell you that story some day.” Rsach coughed weakly. “Over a drink.” 
 
    Hr’ent grunted.  
 
    “Maybe.” Another burst of gunfire from down the hill drew his gaze for a moment, and then he stared down at the wounded Peacemaker and found his distaste for the Jeha fading…at least a little. “Respect, Rsach. I’ll agree to that much, at least.” Hr’ent grinned, a fearsome thing on the face of any Oogar. He leaned over and hit Rsach with the auto-injector. “But you still owe me one, and you better not die on me, or I’ll rip your limbs off.” 
 
    It was Rsach’s turn to smile, and he did just that. As the stasis drugs took hold, he managed a single, final word. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    The gunfire coming up the hill drew nearer. Hr’ent looked through the arched window and eyed what was coming up at him. Downslope, he saw the rocky position where Ven was still laying down fire into the advancing GenSha. To the left and right, Hr’ent could see dozens and dozens of GenSha advancing from cover to cover as they moved up the hill. Some shifted between the trees while others ducked behind boulders to keep their hides intact. 
 
    He watched the line of GenSha troops heading straight for Ven, Rsach, and him. The scene pissed him off—really pissed him off. 
 
    He growled. Bastards, he thought. They’re all cowards. He grabbed the K-7 as his hackles rose, and a snarl crossed his face. His body quaked with growing fury, and he coaxed it along, fanning the flames as the Feral took hold. 
 
    A frag grenade went off down the hill, well off to the left, where a tight group of GenSha were moving into a flanking position. 
 
    It’s time, the Feral growled. 
 
    Hr’ent pulled the pin of the smoker and threw it into a cluster of trees 80 meters below his position and just shy of their left flank, and then he let the Feral off the chain. With a primal roar fueled by rage and the bloodlust of his ancestors, Hr’ent leapt atop the wall and glared down at his enemy, the K-7 held high. 
 
    The shooting stopped, and all eyes turned up toward whatever had made such a terrifying sound. 
 
    “I AM DEATH!” Hr’ent roared. 
 
    The smoke grenade went off with an explosive rain of sparks. Thick billows of black smoke poured out and spread quickly in the still air. 
 
    Every GenSha stared up, some with wide eyes, while others exchanged nervous glances with their comrades. Several even backed up a few steps, their gazes fixed on the Oogar that now threatened them. 
 
    A large GenSha stepped forward from the middle of their line. He was two meters of thick muscle, with yellow fur showing the orange hues of age and experience, his coat highlighted with forest green stripes. 
 
    Bith Sundo, Hr’ent thought. 
 
    “Advance!” the GenSha leader shouted to those around him, and he began moving up the hill. He raised an auto-rifle and aimed it at Hr’ent. “There’s only three or four of them!” 
 
    Hr’ent roared his defiance again, then leapt from the wall, sailing out 10 meters as the lead GenSha opened fire. Hr’ent hit the ground and put on a burst of speed like never before, heading straight for the thickest smoke. 
 
    Bullets slammed into the earth behind him as the GenSha struggled to target the racing blur as he made his way down the hill. 
 
    Hr’ent lowered the K-7 and pulled the trigger.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Ruins 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent was a blur as he tore down the hill. The GenSha fired, trying to draw a bead on him. One blast after another spat from the K-7 and inflicted fatality after fatality on the far-right flank of the GenSha line. As he fired, he drove that side back under cover. He wanted them down for what he was about to do next. 
 
    The world went quiet for Hr’ent. His rage burned, and the bloodlust fueled his actions, but in those moments, he was little more than a force of will, a singular intent focused squarely on the GenSha who stood against him. He would kill them all if he had to, but there was one he desperately wanted to keep alive. Everything else depended on it. 
 
    Tyrn’s betrayal and Rsach’s awareness of it made all the difference. 
 
    Hr’ent visualized the battlefield as he entered the thick pall of black smoke that had spread out across the hillside. From memory, he adjusted fire and sent a short burst from the K-7 straight into the GenSha left flank ahead of him and then leapt a half-dozen meters to his left. A hail of fire tore up the hillside where he’d been standing a moment before. In a flash, he drew the Silver Blade, slashed the cable and let the power cells tumble to his feet. He leapt again, further to the left, and let off a long burst from the K-7, spraying arc-blue blasts of coherent light along the entire left side of the GenSha line. He heard screams and thudding boots. 
 
    A big GenSha materialized from the black smoke to Hr’ent’s right. In one smooth motion, he stepped in and slammed the pommel into the GenSha’s weapon before the barrel swung around to him. Hr’ent reversed his motion and slashed up and across the GenSha’s throat. A gush of blood sprayed out, covering Hr’ent. He struck out with a mighty kick and sent the dying GenSha’s body down the hill, then he leapt again, this time to his right. Another burst of gunfire tore up the hillside where he’d been standing. 
 
    Hr’ent knew he was running out of time. Sliding the blade back into his belt, he hit the release of the power cell and dove to the left, rolling across the ground to where the extra power cells had fallen. He came up with a fresh power cell, slammed it home, then rose to his feet. 
 
    “Spray the whole hill!” Bith’s voice boomed across the battlefield. “Kill him!” 
 
    Dozens of weapons opened up and started to rip the hillside to pieces. A round grazed his calf. Another streaked across the back of his neck. The pain barely registered through his fury as he took five steps toward the end of the left flank, then leapt for all he was worth. He rose straight up and over the smoke that had protected him, rising eight meters above the ground and 20 down the hill. As he flew, he opened up with the K-7, chewing into the line just short of where Bith Sundo stood with an auto-rifle, firing into the smoke. 
 
    Only a few of the GenSha saw Hr’ent sailing through the air, and he adjusted fire as they raised their weapons, raining blue death on them. More of the GenSha turned to see where the fire was coming from. 
 
    Hr’ent hit the ground 10 meters past the end of the GenSha line, rolled once, and came up firing. None of the GenSha were fast enough to draw a bead on him before he put a blast through their head or chest. He roared as he advanced, and their bodies burned before him. With the rest of the GenSha line effectively blocked by their comrades, he’d succeeded in taking away the advantage of numbers. 
 
    And then he spotted Bith taking cover behind a nearby tree. 
 
    Hr’ent blasted four more GenSha, then leapt forward in a flash as a burst of gunfire riddled the air behind him. 
 
    He landed beside Bith and put the barrel of his weapon to the older GenSha’s head. 
 
    Bith turned stunned eyes to Hr’ent, and there was a good deal of fear there…fear that turned quickly to anger. 
 
    “Honored Bith!” Hr’ent roared. “It doesn’t have to end like this.” He glared at Bith, his heart pounding in his chest, blood boiling in his veins. His breath came in short gasps, and he knew he had to be a sight to see. “Tell them to stand down!” he growled. “We know Dolamiir and ISMC were responsible for all of this. They manipulated the Peacemaker team into going to ISMC first with a manufactured video and a mountain of lies. For the record, I would have done exactly what you did under the same circumstances. I have executed Dolamiir Ka Shien and Satuur Nu Kovat for their crimes. And I suspect the Veetanho’s contract may have been nullified. It’s the only reason they would have pulled back, and you know it. Lay down your arms now, and we can bring this bloody nightmare to a close.” He narrowed his eyes. “Or, I can kill you and the rest of your troops right here and now.” He leaned in and a snarl curled his muzzle up viciously. “I haven’t even gotten started yet,” he warned. 
 
    Hr’ent took in a deep breath and tried to relax a bit, hoping Bith would listen to reason. 
 
    “I know it was the Jivool Peacemaker who made all this happen,” Hr’ent continued. “We had a traitor in our ranks, and he’s paid the price at the hands of the other Peacemakers. You should know, I also think someone higher up was directing the traitor’s actions. I don’t know who it was yet, or why, but I give you my word as an Enforcer that I will find out and end the threat.” Hr’ent’s features softened. He pushed the Feral back and called on the civilized part of his psyche. “Please. Don’t make me kill more of your people.” His tone was almost desperate. 
 
    Bith eyed Hr’ent, and then slowly, over the course of many seconds, the GenSha’s posture changed. It was as if the anger and frustration of 1,000 years flowed out of him and into the still mountain air. He lowered his weapon and looked around at his troops. 
 
    “Drop your weapons,” he called out in a firm, booming voice. “We surrender.” He threw his weapon on the ground in a motion that seemed to show its very existence disgusted him. He eyed Hr’ent thoughtfully. “The answers you seek are on Sabin 5. Start there.” 
 
    “Sabin 5?” Hr’ent asked. “I’ve never heard of that world. What happened?” 
 
    “I will not tell you,” Bith said firmly. “You must find the answers without my help so that it can never be said I tainted your investigation.” 
 
    “I understand,” Hr’ent said. “I’ll dig into it. And I’ll get to the truth. I give you my oath.” 
 
    Bith smiled weakly, but there was only sadness in his features, not happiness. 
 
    “I can only hope you succeed, Honored Enforcer.” He looked around the hillside. There were bodies everywhere. “Perhaps you will find a way to make sure this never happens again.” 
 
    Hr’ent thought about the GenSha’s words, and he realized something about himself that he never would have believed before. He stared into Bith’s eyes and let out a long breath. 
 
    “I think it’s why I exist,” he said. He looked up at the sky. There was only one thing left to do, and a very gratifying idea popped into his head. He lowered the K-7, flipped the safety, and powered the weapon down. “Want to go for a ride?” he asked. “I’ll even let you keep your weapons. It’s time for one last negotiation with ISMC…This time, at the end of my gun. I think you deserve a front row seat.” 
 
    Bith nodded slowly, and a satisfying grin split his face. 
 
    Hr’ent put a paw to his ear, hoping he’d be able to reach at least one of the members of the Blue Flight. 
 
    “Graa’vaa, Emonk, does anyone read me?” 
 
    “Affirmative, Enforcer Hr’ent,” Emonk said over the comm. “Five-by-five.” 
 
    Graa’vaa added, “We got comms back a short while ago and were waiting for a sit-rep from you. We could see your movements on the field, and since Emonk’s empty, there wasn’t much else we could do.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Hr’ent said. “Emonk, what’s your position?” 
 
    “About six kilometers out…in a holding pattern, ready for new orders.” 
 
    “Good,” Hr’ent said. “Get down here for an immediate evac. I have two dead Peacemakers and, hopefully, one live one that will require immediate medical attention. Be prepared to push hard for orbit. We’ll also have—” he looked at Bith. “How many do you want to bring along?” 
 
    “Just me,” Bith said easily. “I trust you, Enforcer. I’ve been waiting for you since this all began.” 
 
    Hr’ent gave him a curious look, then they heard the shriek of dropship afterburners in the distance, heading in their direction at full throttle. 
 
    “We’ll also have one GenSha passenger along for the ride,” Hr’ent added. “The Honored Bith Sundo.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Emonk replied. “ETA…six seconds…” 
 
    “Understood. Drop in at the top of the hill. You’ll find Rsach up there in stasis. We’ll be up momentarily so we can get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    “Graa’vaa,” Hr’ent said, “I need you do to something.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “Tell those ISMC fuckers aboard the corporate ship that we’ll be arriving in three hours to wrap up negotiations. If they try to wave you off, tell them to meet me at the table in three hours, or I will hunt them down and execute them in three and a half. The charges will be obstruction of justice and genocide. That should get their attention.” 
 
    The weary smile on Bith Sundo’s face was all the reward Hr’ent needed. 
 
    “Roger that,” Graa’vaa said a bit uneasily. 
 
    Hr’ent spotted the growing shape of the dropship as it rocketed toward them. 
 
    “Hr’ent out,” he said. He cut the comm and locked eyes with Bith. “Could you or some of your people help me carry two Peacemakers to the top of the hill?” he asked, and there was a good deal of pain in his voice. “Their bodies are up in that notch.” 
 
    “I will do it, Enforcer,” Bith said. “It would be an honor to help you tend to your dead.” He let out a long sigh. “It seems we are all victims here, and in the solidarity of blood, pain, and lost friends, perhaps we can build bridges.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded once, gravely. 
 
    “Agreed,” he said quietly. 
 
    The two started up the hill. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 3,000 km above Godannii 2 
 
    ISMC Corporate Ship Rumiar 
 
      
 
    As Godannii 2 rotated slowly beneath them, visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows, Hr’ent let a steely gaze pass around the conference room where the Godannii Incident had started. 
 
     Deputy Selector Hak-Chet stood off to one side, with Graa’vaa beside him. At one end of the table sat Bith, alone and proud. Hr’ent had killed Gorn, and the other GenSha rep had been killed by Rsach, Ven, or Vresh during the first minutes of the battle on the hill. Bith was the only GenSha who needed to be there. He had taken responsibility immediately and without apology. 
 
    At the other end of the table sat a half-dozen ISMC suits. The Jivool clustered together had anxious expressions on their faces, and as Hr’ent met their gazes, they turned their eyes away from him…all of them except the new interim director, a slim, slick, tan Jivool by the name of Zuryyl Va Sutai who seemed—for the moment—not to have a care in the world. 
 
    Hr’ent had not changed his clothes or washed a square centimeter of his blood-covered fur. When he saw himself in the mirror aboard the Blue Flight, he’d been horrified by his state. His body was a patchwork maze of wounds, bare skin, and bloody fur. And that’s when he realized he wanted to present himself to the ISMC suits in exactly that fashion. It would serve his purposes. 
 
    He eyed Zuryyl as if the arrogant executive was a slab of meat. 
 
    “Some of you know me,” Hr’ent said in a low, threatening tone. “Some of you do not.” He placed his Enforcer badge on the conference table with one paw and the massive bulk of his PK-40 on it with the other. He made sure the barrel was pointed straight at Zuryyl. He narrowed his eyes as his muzzle pricked up in a faint snarl. “I am not a Peacemaker. I am an Enforcer. I am judge, jury, and executioner in these matters. It is the duplicitous and murderous actions of the Iron Sky Mining Corporation that brought me here, and the bill has come due. As of right now, my word is law, and this is no longer a negotiation.” He let a growl thunder in his chest for several seconds. “You’ve seen the evidence in our possession, and ISMC does not have a leg to stand on. Effective immediately, ISMC will turn over to the GenSha on this world all rights, assets, possessions, and contracts applicable to Godannii 2. The honored Bith Sundo here”—he motioned toward the GenSha—“will be the executor of this transition. In reparations, ISMC will pay three billion credits to the new mining consortium of this world, and all ISMC personnel are to be evacuated from Godannii 2 within 12 standard days, regardless of expense or inconvenience. Those of your people remaining will be shot on sight.” 
 
    Zuryyl’s eyes got wider and wider with each pronouncement of the verdict. 
 
    “You can’t expect us—” Zuryyl barked. 
 
    Hr’ent’s paw moved like lightning. He grabbed the PK-40 and leveled the barrel straight at Zuryyl’s head. 
 
    “Be silent or die,” Hr’ent growled. “I carry the authority of an Enforcer and therefore the whole of the Peacemaker Guild. As far as I’m concerned, all of you are guilty of attempted genocide. I could kill you where you sit, if I thought it was appropriate. Isn’t that right Deputy Selector?” he asked, without turning to Hak. 
 
    “Yes,” Hak-Chet said immediately, with a calm that was downright terrifying. “It is.” 
 
    “As I said,” Hr’ent continued, his eyes boring into Zuryyl’s, “this is not a negotiation, and if ISMC chooses to fight this in the GU Courts, I’ll see to it that the Peacemaker Guild spends the next 30 years shoving flashlights up ISMC’s proverbial ass to uncover every dirty trick they have ever pulled, starting with Sabin 5. Make sure you tell them that before you open your mouth again.” He glanced at Bith and gave a curt nod. “After what has happened here, there isn’t an ISMC employee I couldn’t sentence to death for the deliberate genocide that has been taking place on Godannii 2.” His eyes flitted across the stunned faces of the Jivool on the other side of the table. He growled and let it grow into a roar. “YOU ARE ALL GUILTY!” He felt the Feral poke it’s head up, hungry for their blood, but that wouldn’t serve the needs of the GenSha…or the mission. The killing had ended. Now ISMC would pay up or suffer even worse consequences. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “ISMC has one of two choices. Either they do what I have ordered here today, or I take all of the evidence I have in my possession, as well as everything I can dig up, and go straight to the GU. As it stands, I could probably have ISMC shut down permanently and all of its assets seized. If you want to roll those bones, you go right ahead. Try me. Oh, and one more thing. I’ll also hunt each one of you down and make good on the death sentence for genocide. ISMC might survive. I can guarantee none of you will.” 
 
    Hr’ent holstered the PK and caught Graa’vaa looking at him with a stunned look on her face. 
 
    “Now get out of here. I’m sick of smelling the stench of vermin.” 
 
    The ISMC team rose from their seats, all of them visibly shaken. They shuffled quickly toward the door, some of them shoving others aside in their haste. 
 
    “Hey,” Hr’ent barked at them. 
 
    They all turned and faced him together. 
 
    “And tell your bosses, I’m going to be watching them from here on out.” He patted the PK. “If I have to clean up one more of these little ISMC shit-shows, I’m coming for them, one by one, and damn the consequences. Now…go!” Hr’ent ordered, pointing toward the exit. 
 
    The ISMC suits practically stampeded through the doors. 
 
    Bith, on the other hand, slowly rose to his feet and faced Hr’ent. 
 
    “Thank you, Honored Hr’ent,” he said. “I and my people owe you a great debt.” 
 
    “You owe me—” he glanced at Hak and Graa’vaa and then looked into Bith’s eyes, “—us…nothing,” Hr’ent said slowly, and there was anger and shame in his voice. “Don’t ever believe otherwise.” He tore his gaze away from Bith, a wash of shame filling his features, and stared at Hak as he spoke. “We were manipulated. We engaged before we had the facts. And my predecessors should have done a better job before blindly following orders that were invalid to begin with.” 
 
    Hak gave a barely perceptible nod. 
 
    Hr’ent faced Bith once again and searched his eyes. 
 
    “I will never be able to apologize enough for the losses your people suffered in all this, much of that by me.” 
 
    “None of our hands are clean, Enforcer. None. So, I can accept your apology, as long as you can accept mine.” He looked around the room and nodded to Graa’vaa and Hak before facing Hr’ent. “We have built something here today, and I think the winds are changing, not only for my people, but for the Galactic Union as a whole.” He held out his hand and Hr’ent took it. “What you have done here means something…not just today or tomorrow, and certainly not just for my kin on the world below. Bear that in mind as you pursue Sabin 5. I have faith in you, Enforcer.” He released Hr’ent’s paw. “Now, if you will excuse me, I believe I have much work to do.” With a heavy sigh, the large, weary GenSha leader turned and walked out of the room with heavy, determined steps. 
 
    When the doors closed behind him, Graa’vaa stepped up to the table across from Hr’ent. 
 
    “You just threatened that entire board of directors with the death penalty and threatened their lives if the suits at ISMC’s Corporate HQ don’t capitulate. Do you seriously believe that’s legal?” 
 
    Hr’ent turned to her and smiled like an evil god. 
 
    “Actually,” Hak chimed in, “it is.” He gave Hr’ent a calculating eye and nodded. “Now you get it,” Hak said somberly. “You truly are an Enforcer.” 
 
    Hr’ent grinned and looked into Graa’vaa’s eyes. 
 
    “Graa’vaa,” he said with iron, “it doesn’t matter if I believe it or not.” A wicked smile crossed his face. “What matters is that they believe it. And I’m pretty sure they do. Let’s just hope we get more dirt on them with Sabin 5.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Lupta 
 
    Peacemaker Regional Barracks 
 
      
 
    They’d boosted for the Thrustcore as soon as the dropship docked, and Rsach was placed inside a stasis tube with enough power and nanite formulas to keep him alive until they reached the barracks. Graa’vaa wasn’t sure how Hak managed to get the gate master to allow them to cut in front of 14 outbound vessels, but they’d immediately transitioned from the system and hadn’t looked back. 
 
    Hr’ent spent a full three days asleep after his surgery to remove the remaining shrapnel. He was sedated and hooked up to a hyper-nutritional IV that would allow his enhancements to finish putting him back together. Graa’vaa spent those days idly checking on him every chance she got and scrolling back through the information she’d gathered during his mission on the ground. 
 
    Both activities left her in awe. Post enhancements, Hr’ent’s physique appeared to have changed during his deployment to the surface. His muscles bulged and rippled where a normal Oogar would’ve appeared almost soft under their fur, and there didn’t seem to be a micro-gram of fat anywhere on his body. Everything about him seemed different, but she wouldn’t really know until he rejoined the realm of the living. When he’d gingerly carried Rsach aboard, the sheer act of it had surprised her, but his careful tending to the critically wounded Jeha stunned her to inaction so thoroughly that Hak had been forced to scream at her to move. 
 
    So much had changed in so very little time. 
 
    As soon as Hr’ent had been sedated, Hak-Chet had passed the Enforcer’s slate and earpiece to Graa’vaa with a smile. 
 
    “I trust you can get a full download of his activities from these?” 
 
    She’d nodded. “I can.” 
 
    The Deputy Selector had smiled at her. “I’d like you to consider leaving the intelligence section and coming to work for the Enforcer division permanently…as a duly authorized Peacemaker.” 
 
    “You have plenty of intelligence specialists, Hak…” Her voice trailed off. “Wait…what? As a—” 
 
    “As a Peacemaker,” he said again. “You’ve earned it, and I can make it happen. It’s mostly just some paperwork for someone in my position. There’s nobody as good as you, and Hr’ent deserves the best.” He’d grinned. “You said we need more and better intelligence. I’m willing to wager you have some ideas about that.” 
 
    It was her turn to smile. 
 
    There was much to think about. She’d seen things she’d never believed possible for anyone, much less one of her own kind. Working with an  Enforcer certainly carried an element of prestige among her peers, but that pride and self-worth didn’t call to her. Nor was it the calling of a higher duty. Her work on the mission had been exciting. There were no limits. No boundaries. Everything she could do to help Hr’ent and the others was understood to be cleared and permitted as long as it did not thwart any of the Galactic Union’s few laws. And now she could do it as a Peacemaker. When she asked herself if she wanted to continue that type of work, she’d been surprised at the first answer that came to her heart. 
 
    As long as it’s with Hr’ent. 
 
    Her interest in his recovery, she realized, was more than professional. While her having feelings for a younger Oogar was not unusual, the power of it surprised her. From the moment they’d met on the shuttle, she’d thought he was depressed and sad. Through the mission, he’d been brash, young, and arrogant to a fault. Yet, as they’d spent time together, she realized there was much more to the depth of her emotional connection to him. What she didn’t know, and did not see any indication of, was his potential interest in her. Until he woke up and completed the arduous debriefing process, there was nothing she could do but distract herself with his mission-capture video and the audio from his earpiece and slate. Most of that was terrifying. 
 
    Still, there was promise in what he could do. Things were not well within the Peacemaker Guild, and if her inklings were correct, there were many more potentially awful missions for Enforcers to undertake. Hr’ent would undoubtedly deploy again and again with his newfound comfort in the role. Whether it was her sudden interest in him or the maternal instinct she’d suppressed since graduation from the Academy, she decided to go with him on one condition. 
 
    Distracting herself from those thoughts while Hr’ent recovered from the mission was relatively simple. In the captured video and audio feeds, she’d focused on categorizing Hr’ent’s behaviors for trend analysis on his combat strengths and weaknesses and other key points she could help him learn and internalize. She’d learned from Hak the breadth of Hr’ent’s relationship with Rsach and the others, and his actions at the ruins defied understanding until she’d found the Feral Koduzai’Vahsh in his quarters. 
 
    She’d never read any of it, but what she knew of the ostracized members of her race allowed her to put Hr’ent’s heroism into context. He did what he did for them, not for those Peacemakers on the mission, but for all Peacemakers…everywhere. Hr’ent’s new clan, for lack of a better word, was the Peacemakers, and he seemed determined to serve them to the best of his ability. It was selfless and honorable, and it colored her nascent feelings for him even more when she saw his face as they’d loaded the remains of the other Peacemakers aboard. Vresh and Ven’s bodies had been carefully tended to, although they left Tyrn’s corpse to rot in the sun and be eaten by animals. 
 
    The GenSha willingly passed over their communications devices and slates to Hr’ent shortly after their surrender. Despite the files clearly showing the GenSha guilt in the armed taking of the Peacemakers in the performance of their duties, there were several key bits of intelligence that aligned with the discussion of the ISMC video she’d reviewed with Hr’ent. 
 
    Nothing smelled right. Bith Sundo’s surrender and remarks about Sabin 5 triggered her instincts to delve into the intelligence files she could access on the ship. Unsurprisingly, the “combat forward” files on the ship were limited. Given the grave condition of Rsach, Hak initially ordered them to Ocono for recovery, until Graa’vaa showed him the video and requested they divert to the regional barracks at Lupta. The intelligence servers there were remote storage devices for the guild’s main collection facility on Kleve. They’d made their jump through hyperspace and arrived just as Hr’ent woke. Hours later, they were individually debriefed several times by her peers. The procedure was familiar as she’d participated in it herself. The specialists would keep them separate until they filed a joint report pasting everything together. If there were no inconsistencies from the verbal records or anything captured by their equipment, it could last a few days. If facts and events didn’t line up, the process would begin again. All she could do was— 
 
    “May I come in?” Hr’ent asked from the open hatch, breaking Graa’vaa out of her thoughts. 
 
    “You’re out of quarantine?” she asked. 
 
    “Technically. They released us about 10 minutes ago. I’m surprised you didn’t see the message.” 
 
    She flushed and pointed at her screen. “I’ve been a little busy. Want to see?” 
 
    Hr’ent walked into the room, and she noticed just how different he was from that first meeting. His gait and posture demonstrated confidence. She stood to meet him. They leaned in and sniffed a circle around each other’s muzzle. Hr’ent’s nose lingered a few moments longer than hers, and he seemed to breathe in deeply, as if he were hungry for more. When she pulled back, their eyes met, and there was something peculiar about the way he looked at her. He didn’t say a word, but it seemed as if he wanted to, and the moment felt a bit awkward to her. 
 
    Could he? she thought. Can’t think about that now. She stepped back and smiled. 
 
    “I am happy to see your injuries are on the mend.” She gave him a warm but professional smile. “You are feeling better, yes?” 
 
    “As good as the new me can get.” A faint smile turned up the corners of his muzzle. “The wonders of modern medicine. And chemical enhancements, of course.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’ve been going through your mission files.” 
 
    “So I noticed,” he pointed at the Tri-V. “It would appear you’re looking deeper into what Bith said to me. About Sabin 5. What have you found?” 
 
    “Quite a bit, actually.” She sat at the workstation, and Hr’ent pulled a stool over beside her. His scent filled her nose as he leaned in, and she forced herself to concentrate on the Tri-V. “The intel server on board the Blue Flight didn’t have anything on Sabin 5. That’s not really surprising, given how long ago the mission happened and its parameters.” 
 
    “Blue Flights also get lost on occasion. Better not to have classified data aboard,” Hr’ent said. 
 
    “Exactly.” She tapped the slate several times and a different login pane appeared bearing the Guild Master’s seal. “This is the guild’s overall server—we have backups here at Lupta. Once it logs me in, you’ll see in the search criteria that there are reports of an incident in Malbiar Province on Sabin 5, but almost all of them are heavily redacted.” 
 
    Hr’ent snorted. “All the good stuff usually is.” 
 
    “What I learned from the official reports is that Breka, Dolamiir, and Bith were all on Sabin 5. That was stunning, but there’s more.” 
 
    “More?” Hr’ent was intrigued. 
 
    “I believe the evidence we need is in those redacted files. Maybe even on the Guild Master’s personal server and its backup, which I can access once I key in that code. Sabin 5 was just like Godannii 2. Breka was the last Peacemaker standing, and it seems he made a deal. In exchange for his testimony against the GenSha, ISMC gave him a cut of all future profits.” She chuckled. “Oh, it’s buried deep, but it all makes sense now. I had to go through seven shell companies to get at the financial history, and it all leads back to Guild Master Breka. I don’t know if ISMC blackmailed him into doing what he did on Godannii 2, or if he just wanted another piece of the roast, but either way”—she locked eyes with him, and a vicious snarl rumbled in her chest—“he’s all yours.” 
 
    “You’re going to open the files? Clear the redactions? That’s too risky, Graa’vaa. I mean, you’re a contractor.” 
 
    “I am, and I accept that risk, Hr’ent,” she replied. “The possibility that the Guild Master will know we did it is almost certain. How he responds will be anyone’s guess.” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded. “I don’t want to put you in an adverse situation, Graa’vaa. You are a valued member of our team.” 
 
    “That’s not official, yet.” She smiled. “I haven’t officially accepted Hak’s offer.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I have a condition that needs to be addressed before I say yes.” She turned to face him and laid her left paw on his right forearm. “I need to know that you’re not going to go off and do something stupid. I will not support an idiot who thinks he is invincible and above taking the assistance and advice of others.” 
 
    Hr’ent snorted and hung his head. “I was an imbecile, I admit it. I swear on my ancestors, both civilized and Feral, that I will not do it again. So, are you willing to work with me?” 
 
    She nodded. “You pull any of that Izlian shit again, and I’ll leave your sorry ass hanging in the breeze and find myself another Enforcer.” 
 
    He laughed, took her paw in his, and squeezed it. Graa’vaa tried not to shiver. He smiled at her. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Then I accept the position as your Peacemaker Intelligence Specialist.” 
 
    “Emonk is already on board as our pilot, too.” Hr’ent said, and then he got a surprised look on his face. He locked eyes with Graa’vaa. “Wait a minute…you said Peacemaker as if—” 
 
    “As if I had joined your ranks,” she finished for him. “That’s right,” she said with a grin. “Hak gave me a field commission and said he’d sort out the paperwork later. “I’m a Peacemaker, Hr’ent.” Her voice was full of pride and delight and even a fair share of disbelief. 
 
    “A dream come true,” Hr’ent said with a smile. He pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her in a mighty Oogar hug. She returned in kind, and they stood there a few more seconds than was necessary, sniffing each other in a tight embrace. “Congratulations,” he said and then slowly extricated himself from her arms. “You earned it,” he added, staring into her eyes. She’d never looked so attractive.  
 
    Graa’vaa had the grace to pull back gently and sit back in her chair, but the smile on her face never left. She stared up at him and got a determined look on her face. 
 
    “We’ve got Breka dead to rights, and I can prove it.” She pointed to one of the screens without even looking at it. “He’s the one who ordered Tyrn and provided the Guild Master Seal. It could only have come from him. The message only went to Tyrn and Rsach, which explained the change of mission to support ISMC. That decision was based on the doctored video we saw.” 
 
    “But the message self-destructed,” Hr’ent said. 
 
    “Like I said, the Blue Flight’s LAN has a Disaster Recovery Protocol that intelligence uses and most everyone else is unaware of. I found it, decrypted it, and have it in my file. There’s no doubt Breka is the one who put this in motion with that message to Rsach. And I bet I can find communications between him and ISMC. I just need to start digging. Tyrn was a traitor to the guild, but he was just a foot soldier. Breka sent them all to die, and Tyrn bought into the idea wholesale.” 
 
    Hr’ent looked thoughtful for a long moment. “Once we get into the Guild Master’s files, you’re expecting to put the rest of the pieces together?” 
 
    “I am. I think we’ll have to do it before we are deployed on another assignment.” 
 
    He pointed at the screen. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about our next assignment. I think we’re going to figure that out when you clear that file. It’s going to be Sabin 5 or Kleve. One way or the other, we have to honor the threat Breka is to our guild.” 
 
    Graa’vaa smiled, her paw still in his as she clicked a digit on the slate. 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Lupta 
 
    Peacemaker Regional Barracks 
 
      
 
    The alarm chimed on Hr’ent’s slate. He sighed once and set the Koduzai’Vahsh aside. He was two-thirds of the way through it, and the more he read the more it resonated with him. It’s not like he was ready to chuck everything and go running through the forests of Uuwato, but the underlying philosophy and much of the Feral combat practices contained within would be very useful to him in his role as an Enforcer. 
 
    But it would have to wait. 
 
    He’d called a meeting with Hak-Chet under the pretense of a celebratory drink of something Hak called bourbon. It was a Human libation, and Hr’ent had to admit, he was curious. But that’s not why he had called the meeting. There was something that had been bothering him ever since he’d awakened from his last stint with the sedatives. A memory…voices as he’d succumbed to the tranquilizer back on Uuwato…just before his enhancement. 
 
    “You want to strap him down here? Because he can’t handle the procedure or because of what he did to those Oogar?” 
 
    The doctor’s questions echoed in Hr’ent’s memory. 
 
    “Yes and no. Their injuries were well compensated. Each of them knew the risk before doing what I required of them. Their accounts are fresh with the credits they’d earn from several missions for a night’s work. If you’re worried about them pressing charges, don’t be.” 
 
    And that had been Hak-Chet. 
 
    Hr’ent rose from his bunk, adjusted the Enforcer badge on his vest, and settled the PK-40 on his hip. He left his quarters with slow, steady footsteps. He wasn’t sure how the conversation was going to go, but it was possible he might end up killing Hak for what he’d done. 
 
    He entered a small salon of sorts just down the hall from the officer’s lounge. As he entered the room, he found Hak sitting in one of the half-dozen chairs that faced a wide window opening out onto an inner garden and pond built into the facility. Hak had a tumbler of amber liquid in his hand, and he raised it to Hr’ent. There was a similar, larger tumbler on the table in front of a massive, Oogar-sized chair. The tumbler was Oogar-sized as well, and the newly opened liter bottle of bourbon was half-empty because of it. 
 
    “I got started without you,” Hak said, taking a sip. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “A hundred percent,” Hr’ent said in a neutral tone. He moved around the chairs and stood before Hak, staring down at him with stern eyes for a few heartbeats. “You know, it’s funny.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “When you first tried to rope me in on Ocono, I told you I didn’t care…that your problems weren’t mine.” 
 
    “And you feel that’s changed?” 
 
    Hr’ent had been thinking about it since Emonk had first lifted them off of Godannii 2. He’d come to the conclusion that he’d taken up the mantle of a galactic enforcer not only because he did care, but because he cared enough to put his life on the line and end those who broke the law. 
 
    “Yes, Hak, it has,” he said. He found himself calculating the permutations of what he had to say next, as if he were trying to win a game of strategy in as few moves as possible. There was no way to dance around it. “There’s something you and I need to get straight, Deputy Selector,” he finally said, and there was no mistaking his tone. 
 
    Hak raised a leathery eyebrow. Obviously, this was not how he’d anticipated the evening beginning, and he was too good a spy to miss the underlying warning in Hr’ent’s voice. The fact that Hr’ent had used his title made this an official meeting. 
 
    Hak put down his drink and leaned back. He seemed to focus on Hr’ent’s posture—his eyes flitted from Hr’ent’s shoulders, to the rise of fur running over the top of Hr’ent’s head and down his back. He took in the bulging biceps and wide stance. And then he let out a long breath. 
 
    “What would that be?” Hak said calmly. He had created Hr’ent…he knew what the newly anointed Enforcer was capable of, and he realized he had good reason to be concerned about what happened in the next few moments. 
 
    “You told Raw’wna and the others about my parentage, and I’m betting you got Tyl’sharn to put on that little play. You paid them to do what they did.” It wasn’t a question. “I nearly killed my best friend because of you.” 
 
    For a moment, Hak considered denying it. But he’d promised Hr’ent he’d never lie to him. The truth was, Hak had chosen Hr’ent not only for his parentage and his instincts, but for the big Oogar’s insights as well. Hr’ent was as smart as he was dangerous. A denial now would not only be dishonorable but a mistake—probably a mortal one. 
 
    “I needed to push you in the right direction,” Hak said. He offered it without explanation or excuse or even the slightest hint that there would be. 
 
    “I know,” Hr’ent replied without skipping a beat. 
 
    Hak let out another long breath and clasped his hands in his lap. 
 
    “Yes, you almost killed Raw’wna,” he said. “Yes, I paid them to do what they did. And yes, I was manipulating the entire situation from the beginning. I think you should bear in mind that they accepted my offer—including Raw’wna and Tyl’sharn—and without any hesitation…although, deep down I think Raw’wna was mostly following Kor’shi’s orders. Don’t be too hard on him if your paths cross someday. I recorded it all, if you’d like to see it. I don’t offer that as an excuse or even a reason. I’m saying it because that’s the galaxy we live in. You would do well to remember how easy it is to manipulate people. I did it for a good reason, and it worked out. Some do it for very, very bad reasons, as we found out recently, and it works out for them. What I did was a means to an end, Hr’ent, and I’d suggest you keep in mind that part of the reason you exist is to make sure others don’t do it to do harm to the galaxy at large.” 
 
    Hr’ent narrowed his eyes, and his muzzle drew back a fraction of an inch. “Your plan worked. I’m here. And, in hindsight, I even see the logic of it. But let me make this perfectly clear, for there can be no misunderstanding between us from here on out.” His tone was as dire as any Hak had ever heard. “If you manipulate me, my family, or my friends like that ever again—” Hr’ent paused, and there was a deadly fire in his eyes, “—you’ll never see me coming.” 
 
    Hak had no doubt Hr’ent meant what he said. And he knew the Enforcer he had created would kill him as quickly and easily as a regular Peacemaker sneezed. 
 
    Hak smiled. 
 
    It wasn’t a smile of sarcasm, disbelief, or even warning. It was one of satisfaction and pride. In that moment, he knew with absolute certainty that his selection of Hr’ent for the Enforcer program had been perfect. Flawless. Here stood a being who would serve justice, above all, no matter who or what stood between him and the facts. Hr’ent served no master save the truth. He’d already proven it. Hr’ent would be Hak’s greatest accomplishment, and that idea eased his mind about the cost he continued to pay in conscience when it came to doing the right thing. 
 
    “Understood,” Hak said, and he’d never spoken that word with more sincerity in his entire life. 
 
    Hr’ent took his seat slowly, and the frame groaned under his weight. He picked up his giant tumbler, seemingly small in his paw, and held it out to Hak-Chet. 
 
    Hak-Chet picked up his own, and they clinked them together. 
 
    “Then let’s get to work,” Hr’ent said. “I want Breka,” he said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “He’s yours,” Hak said. 
 
    The door opened, and a large, black Equiri filled the frame. He stepped into the space and nodded at Hr’ent before looking at Hak. 
 
    “Deputy Selector? I understood you asked to see me?” 
 
    Hak nodded and looked at Hr’ent. “I’d like you to meet your partner. I say that because trainee doesn’t sound right for a prospective Enforcer.” 
 
    Hr’ent stood, a surprised look on his face. He shot Hak a curious look, then played it off as the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    “I’m Enforcer Hr’ent. Well met.” 
 
    “Well met, Enforcer Hr’ent. My name is Kr’et’Socae.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
      
 
      
 
    Enforcer Hr’ent Golramm and his team will return in Scourge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Glossary of Terms 
 
      
 
    Astrada Tree 
 
    Native to Uuwato, it is a tall, hearty tree with a sturdy trunk and heavy boughs. It is also the tree Hr’ent selected as the symbol on his Peacemaker badge. 
 
    BAMF 
 
    The BAMF platform was designed as a singular platform of combat armor with a modular design allowing for components and levels of armor to be added and removed on base and in the field. The Hi’Tomi Corporation initially made basic models for Standard Infantry (SI), Fast Attack (FA), Heavy Weapons (HW), and Battlefield Communications (BC). Over the years, Hi’Tomi-created and after-market mods for the platform became available, including everything from a Tank model with heavy plating and explosive-reactive surfaces to a lightweight stealth mod that could be set to contend with various detection suppression scenarios and enhance battlefield movement tactics. 
 
    Bismiuth Sandwich 
 
    A favorite among Jivool cognoscente. The outer layers are thin wafers made of a purple grain indigenous to the Jivool homeworld, and the interior is a combination of fish-egg paste and a rare tuber found only in the forests ringing the Arctic Circle. 
 
    Connection 
 
    It is the Oogar version of “true love” or that spark two entities feel upon meeting. Connections can supersede all manner of other Oogar traditions, caste constraints, and social morays. It is also referred to as “The Fire of Hearts.” 
 
    Fire of Hearts 
 
    It is the Oogar version of “true love” or that spark two entities feel upon meeting. The Fire of Hearts can supersede all manner of other Oogar traditions, caste constraints, and social morays. It is also referred to as “The Connection.” 
 
    Five Elementals 
 
    The foundation of civilized Oogar spirituality. There are five elemental deities: Flame, Stone, Wind, Water, and Light. 
 
    Grilka 
 
    A medium-sized, mammalian herd animal used by the Jeha in ancient sacrificial rites to an elder god of fertility and farming. 
 
    Hi’Tomi Corporation 
 
    Manufacturer of BAMF modular armor. 
 
    IGS Unlimited 
 
    A galactic resourcing firm that is capable of providing large-scale labor forces in any number of vertical markets. 
 
    Izlian Shit 
 
    The Human equivalent is the phrase “bull shit.” Used to describe something that is hard to believe or an outright lie. 
 
    Koduzai’Vahsh 
 
    A spiritual and philosophical tome embraced by the Feral Oogar of Uuwato. From a Human perspective, it could be considered a combination of the Tao Te Ching, The Art of War, and the ancient Chinese texts surrounding the various styles of the Martial Arts. At its core, it is intended to give Ferals a philosophical center amid the rugged and often dangerous living in the forests of Uuwato. The indigenous life forms of that world are often dangerous and even deadly, with a varied ecosystem heavily populated by predators of every size that prey on each other as much as they do the less dangerous species that fill the role of ready food sources. 
 
    The Opening: 
 
    At the dawn of the world, when the moon was fresh from the womb, the great clan lord, Korvokai, rose from the mists of Aldra’Tur, whole and hungry… 
 
    Aldra’Tur 
 
    In Human terms, Aldra’Tur is a cross between the Bible’s Eden and King Arthur’s Avalon. It is the first place and the most sacred. From Aldra’Tur all Feral Oogar are said to have been drawn, like waters from a spring. 
 
    B’nar 
 
    One of the four First Clans of the Oogar, said to have found balance between the philosophies of peace and those of war. 
 
    Korvokai 
 
    The first Clan Lord of the Feral Oogar. 
 
    Kro’muth 
 
    Kro’muth, the Third Forest Lord of B’nar, was a fierce warrior and brave leader of the B’nar clan. Kro’muth was a wise and peaceful leader of his people as well as a ferocious warrior and hunter. He found a balance between the necessities of existing in such a harsh and dangerous environment while having to build a society around him. 
 
    Kurka 
 
    Kurka, a massive, fatty, and semi-aquatic quadruped of Uuwato. They are the equivalent of Human cattle in use and economy. However, they are more of a cross between a manatee and a water-buffalo. 
 
    Kroka 
 
    A large and very dangerous winged reptile indigenous to Uuwato. Humans would describe them as dragons or wyrms. The smaller members of the genus are capable of flight, while the larger versions are flightless or have evolved without the presence of wings. 
 
    Kulmar sin’Bariat 
 
    A Besquith and the very first Enforcer. 
 
    Marsupui 
 
    A long-lived, deep-rooted tree of Uuwato not unlike the redwoods of earth, but with a deep reddish bark and wood. It is a common building material in most Oogar domiciles. 
 
    Nanites 
 
    Generally applied to injured parties via a syringe or IV. Nanites suspended in a sterile solution flood a body with microscopic mechanisms that increase the rate of healing, provide an immuno-boost, and can reverse some poisons. 
 
    PK-40 Marauder Pistol 
 
    The Marauder line is the finest example of a heavy-duty pistol the Oogar have to offer, and the PK-40 is the top-of-the-line in every category. The Oogar consider the weapon’s slim frame and light—to them—weight to be superior to all of its closest competitors. It’s modular design and incredibly compact 15-round power cells also make it a versatile weapon, with interchangeable barrels for increased range, and an attachable stock for increased stability. It also has an off-angle scope mod that allows for open-sight firing and long-range sniping. To any race save the Lumar, it would be considered a heavy-weapon platform, but for an Oogar, it is a dependable weapon that hits like a meteor strike. 
 
    QuippaVauer K7 Heavy Repeater 
 
    The Veetanho-made QuippaVauer K-7 Heavy Repeater is considered vehicle-mount ordnance only. At nearly three meters long and weighing at least 77 kilos with the extended power cell, it is an ideal vehicle- or tripod-mounted infantry support weapon capable of 90 rounds of mercury-based chemical laser bursts a minute due to an advanced capacitor-recharge unit built into the stock.  
 
    Rumiar 
 
    ISMC Corporate Headquarters’ Starship. The presiding director is Dolamiir Ka Shien, who has held that title for just over eight years. 
 
    Rwalgia 
 
    A wild-growing tree that bears large, grapefruit-like fruit but with a purple skin and pink meat within. 
 
    Seven Hells 
 
    The Seven Hells are from the primary Jivool religious doctrine. There are three versions of their Heaven or afterlife as well as the Seven Hells, where different sorts of transgressors spend eternity in agony. 
 
    Silver Blade 
 
    The first of the Peacemaker Apex Achievement Awards, it is a meter-long, titanium combat sword with a double edge, a tanto tip, and a forward-curving hilt of simple design. 
 
    Skinseal 
 
    A dermal sealant and regenerator applied via tube or syringe to cuts and lacerations. The material immediately sterilizes the area, seeps into the tissues, and seals over in seconds to provide an instant bandage that stops bleeding. 
 
    Syrn’ma Blossoms 
 
    A delicate mountain blossom native to the mountainous forests of Uuwato. They have a tangy-sweet scent favored among all nectar-thriving organisms and are a frequent scent utilized by Oogar females in their perfumes and other olfactory applications. 
 
    Tango Squemera 
 
    The starship Hr’ent returned to Ocono on after his Pushtal mission. 
 
    Travok 
 
    The major deity of the Sumatozou. Think Ganesh, but with two arms, a bifurcated trunk, and a stone tablet cradled in the right arm. A map of the galaxy sits cradled in its left arm. 
 
    Tsialle 
 
    A distilled spirit of considerable potency made from a pulpy, indigenous fruit on Uuwato. It is the Human equivalent of scotch but tastes more like a cross between brandy and scotch. 
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    Excerpt from “Super-Sync:” 
 
      
 
    The subspace radio chimed an hour later, just as Lew put aside the holonovel with dissatisfaction. There was no such thing as “happily ever after,” no matter how many books she read. No one was going to carry her off into the sunset. Lew reached for the radio controls and felt the thuds of Tyler’s boots on the deck in the passageway below. He burst onto the bridge and vaulted into his chair. 
 
    He looked at Lew. “Identify the transmission.” 
 
    Lew fingered the controls and read off the diagnostic information, “Standard Ku band transmission from Earth. Origin point known through Houston nexus. Encryption is solid Johnson Analytics with the proper keys.” 
 
    Tyler grinned. “Boss.” 
 
    Lew nodded and smiled as well. “Appears so.”  
 
    Their mysterious benefactor hadn’t called them in more than six months, but every time he’d employed them, the take had been impressive. How he was able to garner the contracts he had bordered on magic. Lew thought the man sounded like some kind of Texas oil baron. Despite the technology, his calls were always voice-only, and there was never any interaction between them and whoever he represented.  
 
    Whatever he contracted them to acquire was delivered to a private, automated hangar on Luna. The robotic ground crew would unload Remnant and send them on their way again. Anonymous cash transfers always appeared in their accounts by the time Remnant returned to lunar orbit. The first mission had earned Tyler’s company over a million Euros. The following missions were even more lucrative.  
 
    Their benefactor went by a call sign, and they talked in codes meant only for their own ears. It should have been a red flag, but the money was too damned good to pass up. A call from him could not go unanswered. 
 
    Tyler punched a few buttons on his console, and a drawling voice boomed through the speakers, “Remnant, this is Boss. Are you receiving?” The transmission ended with a chiming tone that dated back to the early days of spaceflight. The clear delineation of conversation allowed Tyler to answer. 
 
    “Boss, this is Remnant. Nice to hear from you. How can we be of service?” 
 
    A few seconds passed. “Tyler, it’s good to hear your voice. I understand you’re on a contract flight from our friend in India.” 
 
    “That’s affirm, Boss.” 
 
    “Roger, you’ve got a shadow. Are you aware of that?” 
 
    Tyler’s face darkened. “Roger, Boss. We’re aware of the bogey.”  
 
    By definition, a bogey was an unknown contact with unknown intentions. Should the situation turn bad, the radar blip would become a bandit. Lew checked the telemetry from the unknown ship. There was no change in direction or speed. It was still gaining on them. 
 
    “Remnant, the trailing vehicle is not your concern. I have a change in mission for you.” 
 
    Tyler shook his head. “Negative, Boss. I have a contract.” 
 
    “Remnant, I bought out that contract. The shadow on your tail is the Rio Bravo, under contract by me to get Telstar Six Twelve. You’re going high super-sync.” 
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Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech. 
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years. 
 
    Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked. 
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Excerpt from “Cartwright’s Cavaliers:” 
 
      
 
    The last two operational tanks were trapped on their chosen path. Faced with destroyed vehicles front and back, they cut sideways to the edge of the dry river bed they’d been moving along and found several large boulders to maneuver around that allowed them to present a hull-down defensive position. Their troopers rallied on that position. It was starting to look like they’d dig in when Phoenix 1 screamed over and strafed them with dual streams of railgun rounds. A split second later, Phoenix 2 followed on a parallel path. Jim was just cheering the air attack when he saw it. The sixth damned tank, and it was a heavy. 
 
    “I got that last tank,” Jim said over the command net. 
 
    “Observe and stand by,” Murdock said. 
 
    “We’ll have these in hand shortly,” Buddha agreed, his transmission interspersed with the thudding of his CASPer firing its magnet accelerator. “We can be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Jim examined his battlespace. The tank was massive. It had to be one of the fusion-powered beasts he’d read about. Which meant shields and energy weapons. It was heading down the same gap the APC had taken, so it was heading toward Second Squad, and fast. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. 
 
    “Jim,” Hargrave said, “we’re in position. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Leading,” Jim said as he jumped out from the rock wall. 
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Excerpt from “This Fallen World:” 
 
      
 
    He placed a coin in front of me. I looked at it in surprise. It was a solid gold coin from the Old World. Probably worth ten thousand scripts now. 
 
    “This is a down payment,” Hale said. “You find her, you get another. Return her to me unharmed, you get three.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent,” he said softly. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He passed me a folder, and I opened it to see a picture of a pretty young red-haired woman. She appeared to be late teens or early twenties and that could be bad. This fallen world is hard on young beautiful people. 
 
    Warlords could swoop in with their troops and steal people at will. They were Warlords because the held the weapons or tech that gave them control over those around them. 
 
    There had been incidents for years. I had a great disdain for the term, Warlord. They were the ones who had found some advantage and abused it, for the most part. 
 
    There were a few good men, such as Wilderman, who held the reigns of fourteen city blocks. He provided protection to those who lived in his domain. He taxed his people but he also provided true protection.  
 
    Miles to the East, there was Joanna Kathrop. She held sixteen blocks and ruled with an iron fist. She had found a cache of weapons and provisions in her area several decades back. Her cadre of loyal soldiers backed her and she established her rule of that area. 
 
    There were others, both good and bad. The majority of them were bad. They ran single and double blocks. The Warlord that controlled the area where the Strike Zone was located wasn’t the worst, but he was far from the best. 
 
    I turned the page and found the sector that Hale and his daughter had lived. 
 
    “You were under Yamato?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “he took down the Bishop a decade ago.” 
 
    “Yamato’s always been fair,” I said. “Did you take this to him?” 
 
    “He couldn’t help me,” he said. “She was traveling across the city.” 
 
    “What the hell was she doin’ travelin’?” I asked. “Was she in a caravan?” 
 
    The Caravans were the only semi-safe way to travel the city. You paid for your ticket, and the Caravans paid their tax to run through the Zones. 
 
    “She was going to the new College, set up by Kathrop, in a small Caravan run by a man named Drekk. He claims she never showed up for the last leg of the trip.” 
 
    “Drekk,” I spat the word out. “I’ve heard of Drekk. If you want to travel anywhere, you have to use the Accredited Caravans. You can’t use people like Drekk.” 
 
    His face fell. “We didn’t know about this until it was too late. We aren’t rich people, Mister Kade.” 
 
    I looked down at the coin still in my hand, and looked back to him with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “The life savings of both my family and the family of Seran Yoto, her fiancée.” 
 
    “Poor would not be what I would call this, Hale,” I said. “There are people right in this room who won’t see this much wealth in ten lifetimes. You dwell inside the Scraper. You have running water and electricity. Don’t ever try to pass yourself off as the poor. It’s insulting.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Who set up the Caravan?” 
 
    “I set it up through a man in the Scraper. His name is Denton. He owns a supply store on the bottom floor.” 
 
    “Ok,” I said. “That’s where I’ll need to start. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “But the Caravans don’t run at night.” 
 
    “Some people, it’s safer to leave alone, Hale. When you get back to the Scraper, tomorrow, I’ll have some answers for you.” 
 
    “How will you cross three zones tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll walk, Hale,” I said. “Corporate Agents can take care of themselves.” 
 
    “You haven’t been an Agent for twenty years.” 
 
    “You’re right, there.” I said, “I’m something else, now. I’ll see you tomorrow night at your Scraper.” 
 
    I stood and walked away from the booth. Jared was beside the bar, talking to several suits. 
 
    “Yo, Jared,” I said. “I’m on a job for a few days. Ya can fill the table if ya need to.” 
 
    “Be careful, Matt,” he said. “Last time Jenny took a week to get you patched up.”  
 
    “I’ll try, buddy.” 
 
    I had a feeling about this one. Things looked bad for Maddy Hale. Drekk wasn’t known to be trustworthy. 
 
    Life can be dangerous in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “This Fallen World” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07KHLG54J.  
 
      
 
    Find out more about Christopher Woods and “This Fallen World” at:  
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/christopher-woods/.  
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