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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Near the Interplanetary Convention Center, Kathmandu, Nepal, Earth 
 
    “We’re being followed, Father.” 
 
    Ganju Limbu glanced over his left shoulder to see three or four figures fifty feet behind his youngest. Outlined against the sunlight at the far end of the alley, he couldn’t make out details, but that didn’t matter; they could only have one purpose in the alley. Their appearance at that moment was no coincidence. He and his two sons had reached the mid-point of the narrow canyon sandwiched between high, empty buildings, far enough so they no longer heard the beeps of scooters and cars on the streets at either end.  
 
    “Well spotted, Rambahadur. We can expect more to our front, then. Be on the alert, Devance.” 
 
    His older son reached inside his western style business jacket and drew a 9mm Sig Sauer P226 that his grandfather carried during his final years of service in the British Army. He held it as he’d been trained to do, using both hands and letting his eyes search the way ahead so the gun would naturally follow. But Limbu waved a hand even though his son couldn’t see him. 
 
    “No guns, not if we can help it.” 
 
    “But Father, they are many.” 
 
    “There is too great a risk of a stray shot hitting an innocent passerby.” 
 
    “I do not miss, Father.” 
 
    “Everyone misses. And have I not taught you that numbers alone are not a force multiplier, my son? We are Gurkhas…we are a force multiplier.” 
 
    In response Devance holstered his pistol and drew two long, curved blades from their wood and buffalo hide sheaths crisscrossed on his chest. Limbu heard another metallic scrape behind him and knew that Rambahadur had done the same. Almost at the instant he expected it, Devance once again brought up the day’s chief topic, although this time there was an I-told-you-so tone to the words. 
 
    “When this is over, Father, you must explain to me again why we are walking and did not drive. It is madness, and now it may get us killed.” 
 
    They had continued without changing their pace, while the four men pursuing them hastened to catch up and now were within thirty feet. Even in the shaded street, a reflected sunbeam glinted from steel in their hands to show they were armed. Limbu didn’t seem the least bit concerned. 
 
    “Ah, Devance, you are always so impetuous. Rambahadur, you understand the need for this, do you not?” 
 
    “Uh…”  
 
    Three years younger than his brother, Limbu was curious what his youngest son would say. Would he agree with Father, or the older brother he idolized? Whatever his choice he needed to make it quick. Four men had just blocked their way forward, about one hundred feet away. 
 
    When his son didn’t answer he prompted him. “Hō?” Yes? 
 
    “No Father, I do not.” 
 
    “And yet I have explained it to you both several times…so let us deal with these miscreants and then you may understand. Turn on your body cameras.” 
 
    Limbu’s entire demeanor changed, as did his face. Gone was the fatherly smile, now become a grim scowl. Quickly, but without undue hurry, he removed his suit coat, folded it, and laid it on a patch of bricks to one side of the alley. Next he removed his black dress shoes, careful not to smudge the mirror-sheen polish, and his socks. The dress shirt, tie and slacks, however, he didn’t remove.  
 
    Parts of Kathmandu were extremely modern, but the part they were in, north of the Interplanetary Convention Center, was much older, and many of its buildings abandoned. Chinese gangs had recently moved over the border into Nepal and taken over the area, so once they engaged their attackers no one would intervene in what looked like just another street fight, exactly as Limbu had planned it. 
 
    Ready now to fight, he took his own khukuris from identical sheaths to his sons’. The four men blocking the way forward stopped almost within reach. Each man carried some form of knife, since gunfire was one thing the Nepalese police responded to immediately. Limbu noted they were definitely Chinese, and all bore the tattoos of Chinese prisons. 
 
    “Strip to your skin and beg,” the tallest of them said in heavily accented Nepali. He was a man of thirty or so, and towered over the Nepalese by at least five inches. “Do that, and we might let you live.” 
 
    The other Chinese laughed. They all wore western style jeans and basketball shirts.  
 
    “Move out of our way,” Limbu said. “I have other business today than killing rats.” 
 
    Without a word from him, Rambahadur spun to face the four men behind them, while his brother stood facing the four in front. Limbu took three paces backward but faced his two sons. Together they formed a pyramid.  
 
    “Laḍā'ī ruci!” Fighting stance! 
 
    All three of them dropped to a high squat, with one arm forward and the other cocked behind their ears, a khukuri in each hand. The Chinese gave each other a reassuring glance and began to move forward, cautiously, when Limbu barked another word. 
 
    “Sanlagna!” Engage! 
 
    To Limbu’s eye what happened next was in slow motion, even though each movement was a blur. It lasted less than thirty seconds. His sons each threw a khukuri with a three-quarter throwing motion so the blade tumbled through the air much like a boomerang. They each aimed for the neck, as he’d taught them, and neither Chinese even realized what happened before they died with razor sharp Nepalese steel buried in their flesh. Limbu also threw a knife at one of the Chinese facing Rambahadur. It struck the man lower than he’d intended, near the sternum, and while his target fell to the alley floor, he wasn’t dead yet. 
 
    Pivoting on his left heel, Limbu waited as a Chinese gangster with a pitchfork tattooed on his right cheek charged him wielding a long knife. Balancing on the balls of his feet, he slipped into that state of battle where his brain automatically took action, without the potentially fatal delay of conscious thought. His attacker did not bring his knife down in a stabbing motion, which some part of his mind recognized as a sign of experience. Instead, he leapt forward and slashed at Limbu’s waist in a sweeping motion. 
 
    He didn’t leap backward, which would have left him open to a backhand cut. Instead Limbu dropped nearly prone, keeping his knees bent, and let the knife whistle overhead. Then he sprang forward and brought the khukuri straight up, slicing the man open from groin to belly button. Screaming, the Chinese gangster fell backward and waved the knife in a desperate attempt at retribution. The blade cut Limbu’s right arm and left a shallow wound. His blood became indistinguishable from the ropes of the dying man’s blood that spurted onto his shirt and tie.  
 
    Panting, Limbu saw that Rambahadur had put a third one of his attackers down and had blooded the last man, but Devance was backed against the alley wall by his two assailants. Limbu ran to his son’s rescue and neither of the Chinese heard him coming. The khukuri severed the man to his right’s spine just above the pelvis. He fell in a heap, twitching and screaming. The other man turned and managed to block Limbu’s swipe at his throat. He could not block Devance’s stab to his heart, however. 
 
    “Are you injured?” Limbu asked. 
 
    Devance shook his head. “No, go help Ramba.” 
 
    “He does not need our help.” 
 
    As both of them watched, the last gangster lunged at the youngest of the Limbu clan, knife thrust before him. Rambahadur dodged to one side and brought the edge of the Khukuri down on the man’s wrist. The blade sliced through muscle, tendon and bone, severing the hand and leaving the man screaming on his knees as blood poured from the wound. 
 
    No police sirens could be heard over the crying and moans of the injured gangsters. Nobody stopped to peer down the alley at the sounds of battle, and no heads poked out of the abandoned buildings that were filled with the homeless. In Kathmandu, it was just one more fight to the death among hundreds of such every week. 
 
    Limbu’s sons stared wide-eyed at the destruction they had wrought, including the four men still writhing in the dirt. He allowed them a minute to regain their breath, and then patted each on the shoulder.  
 
    “We must be going, my sons.” 
 
    “Father,” Devance said. “We just killed eight men!” 
 
    “No, we killed four. The others are not dead yet. Now come, we have business elsewhere.” 
 
    After putting his socks and shoes back on, Limbu was careful not to get blood on the outside of his jacket. Then he led his still-shocked sons out of the alley, where a limousine awaited them at the far end. On sighting them the chauffeur got out and opened the back door. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Speaker,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Interplanetary Convention Center, Meeting Place of the Pratinidhi Sabha, Nepal’s House of Representatives, Kathmandu, Nepal 
 
    Sushil Yadav paused and tilted his head down so that he could see the assembly over his glasses. The head of the opposition was nothing if not an actor, Limbu thought. 
 
    “The world has found a path toward universal peace…” he said in a tone that conveyed both honest emotion and serious thoughtfulness, both of which Limbu knew were false, as was his premise. The world was as contentious as ever, but Yadav would sell his soul for a big enough bribe, or enough votes. “…as have we in Nepal. No longer do we send our sons into foreign wars in exchange for money, we have a path forward that is not paid for with our blood. And yet, not only would the Speaker of this most revered body have us resurrect that vile tradition, he would ask the people of Nepal to pay for it! My friends, I say no to this! Let us rise above our own bloody past and carve out a future of peace and prosperity for all!” 
 
    Limbu listened carefully to the applause. He knew exactly how loud Yadav’s party would be, and filtered that out. Instead, he wanted to know if any of the undecideds had been swayed, and by the response from the assembly, the answer was ‘quite a few.’ He had his work cut out for him. 
 
    The chamber resembled a Greek amphitheater, except carved from wood, not stone, and was well lighted by a huge chandelier of inlaid wood, with both open and recessed lighting on all sides. The 275 representatives sat at curved tables of highly polished wood. The officers of the House sat behind a desk facing the assembly on a raised dais, with a podium to their right. The opposition party sat on the left of the platform, with independents next and the ruling party on the right. 
 
    Limbu waited for Yadav to retake his seat in the front row of his party’s section before rising and moving behind the podium. His own party’s clapping drowned out the hisses from Yadav’s. He showed the audience an indulgent smile and motioned for quiet. 
 
    “Good morning, my friends,” he began. Turning to Yadav’s party, he continued, “Despite our differences, you are all my friends.” Limbu paused to pour a drink of water from the pitcher inside the podium. While drinking it, he used the moment to turn back toward his own supporters. 
 
    “In the year 2019, nine-point-one percent of our gross domestic product came from remittances…in other words, Nepalis working abroad and sending money back to the home country to help support their families. Today, that number is below one percent. This would be concerning if our economy was booming, but we all know that is anything but the truth. We are desperately in need of foreign capital, hard capital, to replace that which has been lost.” 
 
    So far there was nothing more than a few grumbles from the audience. Even the spectator’s gallery remained quiet, because everyone agreed on the problem. Differences arose on how to deal with it. 
 
    “I do not point a finger of blame at how this situation came to be. There is more than enough blame to go around, and we are culpable. But as my esteemed colleagues in opposition know all too well, we have tried many solutions and as yet none have worked.” 
 
    Like flipping a switch, the chamber erupted in loud cheers with an undercurrent of boos and insults. Cries of ‘we weren’t given enough time’ and ‘sabotage’ were clearly heard through the tumult. Limbu waited for quiet, which never came, so he raised his voice and used the power of the PA system to drown out his political enemies, who were trying to drown him out.  
 
    “What we have not done is turn to our heritage for salvation!” 
 
    Another eruption of displeasure, another wait, and another rise of his voice to be heard over his political enemies; it was always the same, day in, day out. Some things he would miss about politics, but not the endless bickering and upstaging. 
 
    “I am a Gurkha!” he shouted, letting passion drive his words as the Nepalese people had come to expect. “I am proud of my warrior forefathers! But we as a people have forgotten our heritage, and in the present crisis, our country is falling into chaos. It is no longer safe to walk the streets, even in daylight. Just this day my sons and I were accosted by Chinese gangsters not half a mile from this very room.” 
 
    “Liar!” Yadav had stood with hands cupped around his mouth and shouted. “I name you a liar, Mr. Speaker!” 
 
    Right on cue, the junior members of Yadav’s party stood and echoed the cries of ‘liar,’ and some demanded evidence of Limbu’s words. 
 
    Limbu had to fight down a grin. They had fallen into his trap and had no idea they had done so. This time, even the wily Yadav had underestimated him. Limbu allowed the yelling to continue for nearly a minute before stepping out from behind the podium and walking to the front of the dais. That highly unusual behavior brought silence to the assembly, and he could see suspicion finally dawning on Yadav as the older man’s thick gray eyebrows formed a V. 
 
    Too late, he thought. You should have seen this coming, Sushil. 
 
    “You want evidence of my words?” he said. 
 
    Before Yadav could direct his party, the one hundred three members stood and waved fists, yelling ‘Hō! Hō!’ Yes, yes! 
 
    “Then you will have it!” 
 
    With a flourish, Limbu removed his suit coat and laid it over the podium. Stains on the front of his white dress shirt looked like an artist had slung red paint onto a canvas. A large stain on his forearm led up to a bandage, stained with a circle of mahogany where blood had soaked through and dried. He still wore the crossed sheaths. Snarling now, he gripped the hilts of the twin khukuris and drew them with a scraping noise that was heard throughout the suddenly silent hall. 
 
    “I am stained with the blood of foreign criminals! And lest you think this blood is from a goat, heed the screen in front of you.” Each representative had their own private thirty-inch Tri-V display, in addition to the larger ones on all four walls of the chamber. Limbu shook his head, in Nepal that meant yes, and nodding meant no. A technician off to one side then triggered a video. What they saw was the body-cam footage from the alley fight, blended from all three cameras to make one gory collage. 
 
    “My sons and I live because we are Gurkhas! I have trained them in the ancient warrior ways of our people, and as you can see for yourselves, Earth has no better warriors than Gurkhas. Give us back our heritage, and let us help our beloved country by bringing in millions of Galactic Union credits. Tell the galaxy to tremble, because the Gurkhas are back!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The vote was closer than Limbu hoped, but better than he feared. The Government Sponsorship of Offworld Mercenary Activities Act passed the House of Representatives 153-122, which effectively meant it would become law. Nepal’s upper chamber, the National Assembly, had already let it be known they had the votes to pass any legislation that would stimulate the economy. Plus, the National Assembly’s most influential member was its Chairperson, Amir Pun, whose Gurkha lineage dated back as far as Limbu’s did. The nature of the GSOOMA, universally known as goosema among the English-speaking Nepalese, meant that Amir Pun would support it, despite the blood feud between the Pun and Limbu families. 
 
    The post-vote celebration went on for more than two hours in one of the convention center’s ballrooms. More than twenty of the House’s thirty-one independents came by to congratulate Limbu, despite most of them having voted against the bill. Yadav had convinced them he had the votes to stop it, and didn’t they want to be on the winning side? With no party mechanism behind them, most had been swayed to cast a ‘no’ vote and now had to answer to the voters for it. A good word from the leader of the dominant party might save their seat during the next elections. 
 
    Devance and Rambahadur did their duty, which meant glad-handing anyone and everyone until their father could spare a moment for the next well-wisher. Once the room had emptied, Limbu’s oldest son broached the subject he expected them to bring up. 
 
    “It was all a setup, wasn’t it Father? The fight in the alley…how did you know those men would be there?” 
 
    “My son, you give me too much credit,” Limbu said, squeezing Devance’s shoulder. “It was the grace of our patron saint, Guru Gorakhnath, which led me to that place.” 
 
    “But father…how did you know we would be victorious? There were eight of them!” 
 
    “I did not. A man can only do that which he thinks best, and pray it is the right thing. In this case, Shiva thought our cause to be righteous. We should give prayer that it continues to be so.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Eight Months Later 
 
    Gorkha Durbar Palace, Gorkha District, Nepal, Earth 
 
    It was the last day of Rot Mahotsav, the annual festival celebrating the life and teachings of Guru Gorakhnath. Amir Pun arrived at the base of the mountain, atop which stood Gorkha Durbar Palace, before dawn. Rather than drive to the car park below the northern gate, as a show of unity with the Gurkha people, he elected to ascend the 1,500 steps to the top before the usual throng made such a climb difficult, if not impossible. Even now, needing a flashlight to pick out the individual steps, well-wishers stopped him numerous times to pay their respects. Flanking him and two steps behind were his three eldest sons, Arai, Jenis, and Bikash. 
 
    The staircase had been carved from the living rock, which ascended more than 1,000 feet to become the knife-edged ridge atop which stood the combination fortress, palace, and temple. Walls lined part of the way as the steps sometimes went straight up, and sometimes zig-zagged close to the face of the ridge. Shade from ancient trees growing through cracks in the stone made little difference so early in the day as Pun sweated more from exertion than morning heat. 
 
    Halfway up, the tops of his thighs went from burning pain to fully numb, but Pun didn’t allow his face to change from a slight smile. A towel lay draped across his right shoulder to both wipe sweat from his face, and to hide it when he needed to grimace. No matter how much it hurt, he wouldn’t show it.  
 
    Dawn lit the weeping fig trees flanking the head of the stairs by the time they arrived at the top, after a half hour slog. They’d taken the direct route straight up after the way forked, instead of the gentler path up to the palace’s western side. Despite his aching lungs, the easier way wasn’t the path for Amir Pun to take. It took all his willpower not to bend over and gasp for air, but that wouldn’t do at all.  
 
    The complex called Gorkha Durbar Palace had been constructed in the 16th century CE by the first king of Gorkha, Dravya Shah. The buildings themselves were all surrounded by high brick battlements, with Kalika Temple on the western side and the main palace adjacent to it on the east. The entrance to the cave where the Gurkhas’ patron saint, Gorakhnath, was said to have lived and meditated, and where his footprints were preserved in stone, also stood within the walls.  
 
    Multiple catastrophic earthquakes during the 21st century leveled large parts of the compound, including the main palace, and every time, Nepal had invested in rebuilding and restoring everything possible. Aside from being a holy place, Gorkha Durbar Palace was also a major tourist attraction. To enhance the experience of visitors, multiple improvements and expansions greatly increased the size of the walkways and width of the battlements. A large patio on the north side now jutted over the forested valley far below, and sometimes doubled as a helipad for the evacuation of people in medical distress. Climbing fifteen hundred steps had induced more than one heart attack. 
 
    The microphones and cameras were already in place on the terrace overlooking the steps, as were many national and international reporters. Pun never doubted they would eagerly broadcast photos of the Gurkha’s chief leader in distress; nothing was better for business than bad news. 
 
    They were assembled for the results of the nationwide naming contest for the government-sponsored corporation overseeing the Galactic Union mercenary companies, which was scheduled for noon. It was also when the first two franchises would be awarded and signified the official re-entry of the fabled Gurkha Mercenaries into the annals of history. It was a major worldwide story. Pun expected to be first franchisee named and would do nothing to detract from that story by collapsing. 
 
    “Namaskar, Amir,” said Sejun Gerung, Special Assistant to President Ujesh Maharjan. The small man bowed slightly. Gerung wore the same black business suit with red tie and white shirt that he wore every single day. Pun wondered how many of each the man possessed, since they were always impeccably cleaned and pressed. “It is a pleasure to see you, as always.” 
 
    “Namaste, Sejun,” Pun answered, hands together as if in prayer. “I believe you know my sons?” 
 
    “I do know your most excellent sons. It is good to see you, gentlemen.” 
 
    The three young men shook their heads in agreement, but said nothing. 
 
    “Has President Maharjan arrived so soon?” 
 
    “No, the President is scheduled to be here a few minutes before the announcement. I came early to oversee the security arrangements.” 
 
    Pun had recovered from climbing the stairs enough to set his mouth in a grim line. “Have there been threats?” 
 
    Gerung stepped to the wall overlooking the town of Gorkha far below. Glancing around to make sure nobody could overhear, he dropped his voice anyway. “Yes, there have been threats. It would seem that not everyone is as happy about the return of the mercenary career path as you and I.” 
 
    “Threats against the president?” 
 
    “Threats against everyone involved, you included…and also Ganju Limbu.” 
 
    Pun felt Gerung watching intently for his reaction, but didn’t care. “Losing Limbu would be a boon, not a loss. Do we know who made these threats?” 
 
    “We do not know. Do you know Lekh Shreshtha?” 
 
    “He is with the NID, is he not?” Pun asked, referring to the Nepalese National Investigation Department.  
 
    “Yes, he is the head of counter-terrorism. According to Shreshtha, there are multiple indications of an attack today. Shreshtha says that his organization cannot say whether the attack has been planned by those inside of Nepal, or by outsiders.” 
 
    “Why not both?” 
 
    Gerung shook his head, the equivalent of a westerner nodding. “That is actually his biggest fear. Which is why the speaker’s stand will be protected by bullet proof glass, and there will be snipers and armed men all over the palace and mountain.” 
 
    Pun took a step back. “Gorkha is my hometown and these are my people. I will not sit, protected, while they may be in danger.” 
 
    To that, Gerung smiled. “You may wish to reconsider your animosity toward Ganju Limbu then.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because he said the same thing.” 
 
    Pun ignored the remark. “If you need any additional help, my personal bodyguard stands ready to assist you at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “Thank you for such a generous offer.” Extending his arm, Gerung pointed at a speck flying toward them high over the Trisuli Valley. As Pun watched a second dot came into view. It was quickly obvious they were helicopters. “But I think that will not be necessary.” 
 
    Something hung beneath each of them, something large and bulky, which swayed in the winds coming off the towering mountains surrounding the valley. Long before they came into focus enough to see details, however, Pun recognized them as CASPers. Had the Nepalese Army bought mechs that he didn’t know about? 
 
    When they grew close enough, he saw what was painted on the chest of each CASPer, a skull beneath crossed khukuri blades with a number 1 above. It was rendered in black and white. Adrenaline pumped into his veins as Pun recognized a variation on the insignia of the 1st King George V’s Gurkha Rifles, his family’s traditional regiment in British service. Indeed, his distant grandfather traced his service back to the Susseree Battalion in 1815.  
 
    “Did the Army buy these?” he said, wonder in his voice. As the helicopters lowered the machines to each end of the platform, Pun noticed their menacing angles and attached weapons, and also the numerous patches and repairs to both CASPers. They were old Mk 5s that had seen better days. He walked briskly toward the nearest one with Gerung at his heels, but stopped abruptly when Ganju Limbu, the man he despised above all others, appeared next to the CASPer. As Pun stared, Limbu ran his hand over the metal as one admiring the blade of a newly forged khukuri. 
 
    “Did he know about this beforehand?” Pun asked. His tone was no longer friendly. 
 
    “He did,” Gerung said. 
 
    “Then why was I not also informed?” 
 
    “I would surmise because he did not tell you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Pun said, openly angry now. His right eye twitched, as it always did when his temper kicked in. “Why would he have to tell me and not the Army?” 
 
    “Because they do not belong to the Army…they belong to him.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At nine feet tall, the CASPer Mk 5 towered over Limbu’s five feet, four inches. He walked around each leg like a tourist inside the Temple of Karnak in Luxor, admiring the intricate hieroglyphs with neck craned, mouth open and eyes wide. His fingertips felt the dings and dents in the CASPer’s skin, but his mind ignored that and concentrated on the hard coldness of the armor, and the freshness of the painted logo. 
 
    Limbu noticed his eldest son looking down at a slate as he crossed the terrace. 
 
    “It is a powerful thing, is it not?” he said. 
 
    “What? Oh, sure thing, Father.” 
 
    “You disagree?” 
 
    “It is a machine, and an old one at that. It is worn out, Father.” 
 
    But instead of responding to his son’s comment, Limbu ran his finger around the inside of a 10mm barrel at the tip of the right arm, and then pointed at the add-on missile launcher on the left shoulder. “The seller included an auto-cannon, if we decide to swap out for the machine gun.” 
 
    Devance rolled his eyes, thinking his father hadn’t seen it, but he had. “That’s great, Father.” 
 
    Limbu reached up to place a hand on his son’s shoulder, since Devance was several inches taller than he was. “If your khukuri had a crack in its blade, and a man wanted to kill you with his own knife, would you use your khukuri to kill him?” 
 
    “If I didn’t have another weapon, I would have no choice.” 
 
    “Even though your blade might shatter?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Limbu met his son’s eyes to emphasize the lesson. “Because it might not shatter, correct?” 
 
    Devance hesitated. “Yes.”  
 
    “And will a sword kill a man with a gun, if the swordsman gets close enough to use his weapon?” 
 
    “Yes, Father, I understand now.” 
 
    But Limbu was determined to finish the lesson. “An unbroken weapon remains as lethal as the day it was made.” 
 
    Devance started to say something else, but was cut off by an unwelcome voice. 
 
    “Limbu! Tapā'īṁ bandar ko chaak!” You monkey’s ass! 
 
    The words could have been good-natured banter from a friend, but they weren’t. Amir Pun stalked across the terrace toward Limbu, followed by all three of his sons. Devance immediately put the slate out of the way and balled his fists. One videographer smoking a cigarette behind them tossed the butt over the side and hefted his camera. 
 
    “Hello, Amir,” Limbu said in a quiet voice. “There is a lot of press here, so perhaps we should appear at least civil toward each other?” 
 
    “Civil?” The hatred squeezed into that one word didn’t surprise Limbu; he’d heard it often enough during their time in the legislature, but at least Pun lowered his voice. His sons spread out behind him, arms folded, while Devance stood ready to fight. “My company’s crest is painted on your CASPers and you want me to be civil? I should thrash you where you stand!” 
 
    “You would die quickly,” replied Devance, stepping forward to protect his father. 
 
    “Stop that, Devance! Listen to me, Amir; today is a celebration of Gurkha history. Putting the crest of the 1KGV on the CASPer was meant to honor our shared heritage, nothing else. And it is not the official emblem, either. We are forbidden to use that.” 
 
    “It’s close enough.” 
 
    “I meant no insult.” 
 
    “You’re a terrible liar, Limbu.” 
 
    “Do not call my father a liar!” said Devance, taking another step forward. Pun’s sons did the same. A fight was imminent, until a new voice spoke. 
 
    “Stop this right now!” said Senju Gerung in a loud whisper. Both Pun and Limbu obeyed, shocked because the President’s fixer and right-hand man had never before addressed them in such a way. “You both know what this day means for Nepal; more than any others you have worked to bring it about. And I’ve told you both that credible threats have been made against today’s ceremony, yet you stand here squabbling like children as the world’s press looks on.” 
 
    Pun didn’t stop glaring at Limbu until Gerung tapped each on the forearm. 
 
    “Very well,” Pun said. “We will settle this later, Limbu.” 
 
    “It is long past time to forget old scores, Amir.” 
 
    “No. A blood feud is never forgotten. This is a temporary truce.” 
 
    Limbu bowed his head as a sign of respect.  
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    Gerung inhaled, intentionally doing so loud enough that everyone turned toward him. It was the fixer’s way saying ‘pay attention to me now,’ without actually saying it. 
 
     “Please forgive my earlier tone, gentlemen, but the situation is dangerous. Various sources who have proven reliable in the past have informed us that certain groups are not pleased with the Gurkhas re-entering the mercenary field. The identity of those threatening us is, as yet, unknown, as is the nature of the threat, but as you must surely now understand, we have to be on our guard today.” 
 
    “Is that why these things are here?” Pun said, pointing up at the CASPer. “As a show of force?” 
 
    “Yes. Mister Limbu has recently purchased his first mech units, and we requested that he have two on hand today, just in case, and he graciously agreed if we could provide transport.” 
 
    “Do CASPers not need drivers?” 
 
    “They do. And they are here as well.” 
 
    “We have two experienced drivers on hand,” Limbu said. He turned and motioned to several figures in the shadows under the temple eaves. “These are Sergeants Spokelse and Riggert. We are lucky they were available, as both are highly rated veterans. We hired them specifically for today.” 
 
    “Like trained elephants?” Pun said with a dismissive wave. “What tricks will you have them do?” 
 
    “Hopefully none.” Limbu said. “Because the only trick they know is killing aliens, and they are exceptionally good at doing so.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Atop Mount Pilatus, Luzerne, Switzerland, Earth 
 
    Colonel Dieter van Owen stood alone at the pinnacle of Mount Pilatus as sunrise lit mountain peaks to the east in shades of pink and yellow. A winding wooden path led down across deep ravines to safer places down the mountain, but van Owen craved solitude as he awaited word from Nepal. Winds from the south carried the promise of spring, but up so high they burned his cheeks, so he turned north to keep his face from chapping. 
 
    All he could think about was why Master Sergeant Aksel Henrik hadn’t called yet. Van Owen had slept little the previous night because of a nightmare about an off-world debacle that left him nervous and gun-shy. He couldn’t remember many details, except that several times he woke up shivering after dreaming of being stalked by a ghost carrying a Thompson submachine gun. With the unfiltered light of dawn shining on the peak of Mount Pilatus, he knew how ridiculous that sounded, but knowing it did little to relieve the after-effects of his tormented dreams. So when the satellite phone on his belt chirped, he snatched it to his ear immediately. 
 
    He said nothing, only listened. “They’ve got mechs.” It was Henrik. 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “I’m looking at two Mk 5 CASPers with missile packs.” 
 
    “Drivers?” 
 
    “Veterans. One is Spokelse, the other’s Riggert.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch…they know what they’re doing.” 
 
    “No shit. Do we abort?” 
 
    Van Owen thought about it for a few seconds. Whatever else happened, his part in the day’s action should stay hidden. He’d used multiple intermediaries and off-world contacts to put together the strike team, which meant there was no way anybody could trace it back to him unless they first found who’d hired him, and that seemed unlikely since even he wasn’t 100 percent sure who it was. The project was brokered through a Veetanho he’d met once at Karma Station, with whom he shared mutual business associates, namely, the Brotherhood of the Free. The Veetanho knew who ordered the strike, but van Owen didn’t, and he didn’t want to know. The only thing that worried him was using the Brotherhood of the Free; like pirates all over the galaxy, they were an assemblage of loose cannons, and so far nobody knew they had a presence on Earth. 
 
    But unless somebody convinced a Peacemaker to get involved, where would investigators begin trying to figure out who profited from such an attack? Why would anybody try to stop a merc company from forming? It didn’t make sense except as a personal vendetta, or terrorism, and the truth was he didn’t know and he didn’t care about the why, and at that moment he didn’t care about the consequences. He wanted his fee, and the deciding factor for van Owen in how to answer Henrik’s question was not getting paid if they aborted the mission; he’d incurred a lot of expenses so far and wasn’t about to eat them. 
 
    He could hear Henrik breathing on the other end of the connection, loud enough to indicate impatience. Van Owen nodded once before giving his answer.  
 
    “No abort. Let it play out.” 
 
    “It’s gonna get bloody.” 
 
    “As long as it’s not our blood, and we get paid, who cares? Now get out of there before you’re recognized.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Terrace of the Gorkha Durbar Palace, Gorkha District, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Spokelse wiggled around in the CASPer getting comfortable. The fit around the crotch was tight, as it always had been when he drove a Mk 5. No matter how many adjustments were made, it always pinched him. But minor irritations aside, all system lights were green, so he keyed the comm circuit. 
 
    “You there, Val?” he said. 
 
    “I’m here. It’s been a long time since I was in a Mk 5.” 
 
    “It’s like riding a bike.” 
 
    “Maybe a bike that’s been wrecked a few times, and then got run over by a bulldozer.” 
 
    “Everything green?” 
 
    “So far. Why is there duct tape on some of the haptic connections?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “No, but it wouldn’t surprise me. I think parts of the previous driver are still in here too. It stinks.” 
 
    “Yeah, mine does too. But it’s a one-off gig, the pay is great and we might get to shoot up some bad guys. That’s a good day in any merc’s book.” 
 
    “True dat.” 
 
    “Alright, it’s nine seconds before eleven, so I guess we’re officially on the clock. Let’s walk around and look impressive to the locals, but be ready just in case somebody really is stupid enough to launch an attack.” 
 
    “We should be so lucky.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for. Remember, these are Mk 5s, not Mk 6s. They don’t do shit to protect against lasers.” 
 
    “Damn, you can be such a downer.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Private Apartment of Sushil Yadav, Kathmandu, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Sushil Yadav set his tea cup on the table next to his recliner and switched on the Tri-V. Live coverage of the ceremony for the naming of the first two Gurkha mercenary companies started an hour earlier than the noon announcement, and he didn’t want to miss one second of what was coming.  
 
    He turned up the volume. “This broadcast could not come to you without the support of our sponsor, Webb and Campbell Attorneys at Law, with offices in Houston, São Paolo, Mumbai, Karma Station, and our newest branch in Kathmandu. Specialists in Intergalactic Mercenary Contracts, call today for your free consultation!” 
 
    He leaned forward and talked back to the Tri-V screen. “You won’t have any customers in Nepal, not after today!” Then, forgetting for a second where he was, Yadav glanced around to see if he’d been overheard. Realizing he wasn’t home, but in the apartment he maintained in the city, he exhaled in relief. He didn’t even want his wife to know about his part in today’s events. Even though nobody was going to get hurt, it could still ruin him if word got out. Logaratchagi, his wife, would never intentionally betray him, but she had a loose tongue. Safer that she not know anything. 
 
    The various cameras showed a sea of humanity stretching from Pokharithok, east of Tallo Durbar, and all the way up the slope to the palace itself. Thousands upon thousands of Nepalese had gathered for the rebirth of the region’s mercenary heritage, and Yadav shook his head in satisfaction. They would get an eyeful today; oh yes, they most certainly would. 
 
    As he watched and listened to the commentators discussing the day’s schedule of events, Yadav saw that the Army appeared to have a heavier presence than he’d expected. Creases lined his forehead as his smile turned into a scowl. Heavily armed men lined the staircase about every fifty steps. He assumed they’d have guards on the terrace, and probably snipers, but on the stairs?  
 
    Then he got his first glimpse of the terrace, and whatever remnants of good humor had remained, vanished. On either end, framing the grandstand’s bullet-proof screen, were two enormous metal robot-looking things, with lots of sharp angles and ugly attachments. He’d never actually seen one before but knew what they were called: Combat Assault Systems, Personal, better known as CASPers. Where in hell did they get those? In fact, who got those? 
 
    Yadav picked up the Aethernet phone and did as he’d been instructed in case of emergency, giving a specific alpha-numeric code to the voice that answered, after which he requested the sending of an urgent GalNet message. Only later would he learn how useless the attempt had been. By the time he tried to send the message, it was far too late to call it off. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Hotel Berg Pilatus, Atop Mount Pilatus, Luzerne, Switzerland, Earth 
 
    Few people were awake yet as Dieter van Owen sipped coffee on the outdoor patio of the Berg Pilatus Restaurant. After coming down from the viewing platform at the mountain’s peak, he’d grabbed a table, propped his slate against the sugar dispenser, and settled in to watch the broadcast from Nepal, more than four thousand miles to the east. As he figured they would, cameras zoomed in on the mechs as the journalists walked through the crowd, stopping to show VIPs running their hands over the metal skins or touching the barrels of the 10mm guns on their left arms.  
 
    Van Owen shook his head in contempt and relief. To his practiced eye, the Mk 5s looked more like walking junk than machines of war. Whoever rebuilt them obviously did a good job, because he could tell the numerous places where lasers had penetrated the shells in whatever combat they’d seen in a previous life. That much damage wasn’t easily fixed. 
 
    “What are you watching?” the waitress asked in German as she set down a plate of sausages and toast on the table. 
 
    Even though she was only being friendly, his initial reaction was to tell her it was none of her business, but he stopped himself; if she remembered him it would make his alibi that much stronger. So he put on the same smile he gave recruits to the ‘meat’ squads, the term he used for rookie merc companies he formed so they could be wiped out without anybody being surprised. Then he and his pirate friends could make off with whatever it was they guarded, usually uranium. The smile was completely false and totally convincing.  
 
    Although his native language, Dutch, shared many similarities with German, he was not fluent in that tongue. So van Owen thought of what he wanted to say and had his pinplants tell him the German phrases, complete with pronunciation. It was something he’d done countless times when interviewing merc candidates in dozens of different languages, and he came across as a native speaker no matter whether it was Malay or Swahili. German was easy. 
 
    “The Nepalese are forming a new mercenary company. This is a live feed of the ceremony where they announce what they’ll be named.” 
 
    “Mercs!” she said. “I wish I could be a merc…I hear the money is great.” 
 
    “So what’s stopping you?” 
 
    The young woman shrugged. Her shoulders were narrow, and when van Owen studied her, he realized she was more petite than he’d first thought. 
 
    “I’m not a fighter.” 
 
    “Mercs aren’t all combat personnel, they need support like any other organization. Here, put your information in my slate and I’ll send you some links for aptitude tests. If you take them and your scores are good, forward them to me, and I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. Had he ever been that young? 
 
    “You’re a mercenary?” 
 
    “I run my own company, Triple-A Temporary Volunteers. I scout merc talent that may have gone unnoticed, train them, and find them jobs.” 
 
    “Wow,” she said, using the American word before switching back to German. “Thank you so much!” 
 
    “It’s my job.” 
 
    “Still, thank you!” 
 
    “You’re welcome. May I have some more coffee?” 
 
    “Oh my God; I’m so sorry.” She quickly turned and walked to the drink station across the patio. Van Owen watched her backside, distracted for a moment from the day’s coming events. Once she’d refilled his coffee she smiled again and opened her blue eyes wider. 
 
    “It’s very kind of you to help me, thank you so much.” 
 
    “My pleasure…what was your name?” 
 
    “Erica. Erica Glödder.” 
 
    He picked up his coffee cup like it was a wine glass, and he was giving a toast. “Well, Erica Glödder, here’s hoping I get to turn you into a merc!” 
 
    She giggled. “I don’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    “We’ll work something out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gorkha Durbar Palace, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    The macaque monkeys, sacred in Nepal, had the best seats for the coming ceremony. Dozens of them lined the steeply angled rooftops, the stairs, trees, and any other surface they felt like squatting on. Nobody bothered them, even when they stole food. 
 
    As for the soon-to-be-announced franchisees, although their usual place on a grandstand would be seated next to President Maharjan, both Ganju Limbu and Amir Pun had resigned their respective positions within Nepal’s congress to form their merc companies. Sejuh Gerung had arranged for them to sit next to the current leaders of Congress, but when the rumors of a threat became known, they were instead moved to opposite ends of the VIP seats. Their sons stood back ten feet, in a knot of wary soldiers. Snipers on the roof faced all four directions, even at the deep gorge of the Trisuli Valley. The two CASPers stood on the far sides of the terrace. Everyone in the know wore fake smiles, with nerves taut under laughing façades.  
 
    But President Maharjan was well into his speech and nothing as yet had happened, so Limbu began to hope the whole thing was a hoax. He scanned the red, pink, and orange garb of the crowd for signs of anything suspicious, but saw only happy Nepalis. 
 
    “You have chosen the name for the government-sponsored corporation that will regulate and award franchises for the mercenary companies,” Maharjan said, leaning closer to the microphone. “The results of the national naming contest have been tallied and certified, and with just over fifty-five percent of the vote, the winner is…High Mountain Hunters!” 
 
    The predominately Gurkha crowd cheered and applauded the news, as that had been the favored name in their region, until the president waved for silence. 
 
    “And lest I keep you standing in the hot sun too long, we come now to the moment you have all been waiting for, the moment when you find out who to see about getting a job as a merc!” That brought laughter. “We come to the awarding of the first two franchises, which unsurprisingly go to…Ganju Limbu and Amir Pun!” 
 
    The crowd erupted in cheers and applause. As Maharjan said it wasn’t really a surprise to anyone, but the reality now set in that the two men from Gorkha District were bringing high paying careers back to their people, who desperately needed them. In the days when Gurkhas worked for the British, being selected for service meant a secure financial future for the man’s family. Now that would again be the case, except this time women could apply, too.  
 
    Maharjan turned to his right and waved for Limbu to join him at the microphone, and was about to do the same thing with Pun on his left, except Limbu stopped in mid-step to look west. Maharjan squinted to see four small dots high over the valley moving toward the palace at a high rate of speed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Head’s up Val,” Spokelse said into the comm. “We’ve got four aircraft coming in hot, estimated speed one-nine-five mph. Get over here!” 
 
    “Holy shit!” she said. “That’s fast, what kind of birds?” 
 
    “Unknown at this point, now move your ass.” 
 
    Unaware of the approaching aircraft, the crowd oooed and aahhed when Riggert jumped from one side of the terrace to the other, thinking it was part of a show. Some on the stand even remarked about the odor of the jumpjet fuel. Seconds later, the two Mk 5s stood next to each other as their drivers focused on the rapidly enlarging dots. 
 
    “Those are old-style attack helicopters,” Riggert said. “Russian, I think.” 
 
    “Yeah, those are Mi-35s; Hind Es, they used to be called. Where the fuck did those come from?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but look at the cannon under their noses.” 
 
    Another voice broke into the conversation.  
 
    “This is Limbu, are you sure they’re Russian helicopters?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Spokelse replied. “Damn sure. Russian gunships, old but still highly effective. I’m guessing you weren’t expecting them.” 
 
    “No, I most definitely was not.” 
 
    “Do we assume hostile intent?” 
 
    Limbu hesitated. “Not yet. It could be some sort of salute.” 
 
    “They don’t look very friendly to me,” said Riggert. 
 
    “Can you lock your missiles onto them?” 
 
    Spokelse replied first. “Yes and no. Ours are simple heat seekers, decoys might defeat them, but at least we can make whoever is flying those things sweat. The closer they get, the better our chances for taking them out.” 
 
    “Can those things carry troops?” Riggert asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I think six or eight men, depending on how they’re equipped. We have to assume they’re loaded.” 
 
    By this point everyone on the grandstand and in the crowd saw the incoming gunships. Most pointed and shaded their eyes, probably thinking it was all part of the show, Spokelse thought. Others ducked behind walls or went back down the mountain when the Nepali Army trained their weapons on the intruders. Keyed up and itchy, now Spokelse could only wait to see what happened. 
 
    It didn’t take long before they were close enough to make out details. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” Spokelse said. “Mister Limbu, you still there?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “Evacuate the terrace, now!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do it! These guys are geared up to kill. Hurry!” 
 
    Riggert waited two seconds to make sure Spokelse didn’t need further communication with their employer, before speaking again. “I make out chin-mounted cannon under each nose, with rocket pods slung under the wings.” 
 
    “Me too. Those cannons are 23mm, probably loaded with a mixture of high explosive and armor-piercing rounds. They were built as tank killers.” 
 
    “Great, more good news. Think they can penetrate a CASPer?” 
 
    “These aren’t CASPers, they’re oil drums, and I sure as fuck don’t wanna find out. Those missiles probably aren’t dumb, either.”  
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Fire when in range?” 
 
    “Boss?” 
 
    “Negative,” Limbu said. “I repeat, negative. They’ve got to fire first, but be ready to return fire.” 
 
    “ROEs like that have gotten a lot of people killed, sir.” 
 
    “Then take extra precautions to ensure you are not the next one.” 
 
    Spokelse tried to remain professional, and not let his irritation affect his tone. Tried, but didn’t completely succeed. “Yes, sir, but I suggest you get those people under cover before the shooting starts.” 
 
    Limbu nodded. “May Shiva be with you.” Then he ran toward the grandstand. 
 
    “Be ready to jump, Val.” 
 
    “Jump where?” 
 
    “Anywhere those guns aren’t aiming.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Limbu shouted and waved to everyone still present, including the VIPs, journalists, and onlookers. 
 
    “Get inside, get inside!”  
 
    Some people didn’t move. Some people laughed, some screamed, some scrambled to be anywhere else. The journalists and their camera operators ran around asking for comments and recording the chaos. Nepalese Army troops surrounded President Maharjan and hustled him into the palace.  
 
    The earthquake of 2015 had wrecked the region and severely damaged Gorkha Durbar Palace, but it survived because of its ancient and stout construction. The crowd fled for safety but not into the Kalika Mandir, the revered western section where only Hindu priests were allowed. Even with danger bearing down on them, they refused to desecrate such a holy site. Instead, they headed for the eastern part, which also happened to be furthest away from the oncoming gunships. 
 
    Devance and Rambahadur ran up to their father. “What is going on?” 
 
    “Find weapons; we are under attack.” 
 
    He spotted Amir Pun and his sons running forward and went to meet them. 
 
    “What is this?” Pun demanded as if Limbu were staging some sort of demonstration to upstage him. 
 
    “Amir, get under cover; we think those are helicopter gunships coming in to attack.” 
 
    “And you just happen to have two CASPers to defend us? What a coincidence!” 
 
    “You think I did this?” 
 
    “This is exactly the kind of thing you would do.” 
 
    Pun’s sons moved out to either side, forming a semi-circle around Limbu. Devance and Rambahadur noticed, and ran to help their father. Somewhere they had found rifles. 
 
    “Listen to me, Amir, I had nothing—” 
 
    At that moment a sharp crack-crack echoed down the mountain, followed a second later by three more bursts, after which the ones that followed all melded into one continuous explosion. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Open fire!” Spokelse yelled. “Saturate them with missiles.” 
 
    Flashes from the gunships indicated cannon fire, and Spokelse hit the missile firing switch three times. As it always did, time both slowed and sped up once combat was initiated, the unique sensation that only other combat veterans could understand. Adrenal glands pumped their veins full of adrenaline and their minds went into what Spokelse called ‘hyper-time,’ when conscious thought gave way to reflexes and their brains processed information many times faster than normal. 
 
    Within the first two seconds of combat, men’s fates were sealed. Even as the trails of rocket engines streaked away from the knife-edged ridge where the Gorkha Durbar Palace stood, aiming for the four gunships heading their way, high-explosive and armor piercing cannon rounds struck all around the two CASPers in a spray of hot shrapnel and stone chips. Spokelse staggered backward as shells struck his armor. Some of the instrument panel indicator lights turned from green to yellow, but to his surprise the armor held. 
 
    “Jump!” 
 
    They were less than twenty feet off the ground when detonations surrounded the incoming helicopters. The attackers must have fired off decoys, because none of the explosions was big enough to be a helicopter. That is, until a larger blast was followed by a gigantic, expanding cloud of red, yellow, and black. Spokelse landed fifty feet to his left and lost sight of Riggert, but had a perfect view of the burning wreckage that had been a Hind E falling into the valley below. 
 
    The exchange of fire ceased for a few seconds as smoke concealed the hovering gunships, and gave Spokelse a chance to take stock of his CASPer. Something on his leg hurt and he wondered if an AP round might have penetrated. Otherwise, everything still worked, despite the warning lights. 
 
    “I’ve got three incoming over here Spook! I’m taking heavy fire, I’m—” 
 
    “Val!” He jumped again, this time all the way over the temple. A brief glance showed the rooftop snipers all out of action, dead or fled, and then he was hurtling down to a flat space where all three gunships disgorged troops. There wasn’t time to see what kind of troops they were, or how they were armed, or even what race they were. There was only time to blast away with everything he had.  
 
    Riggert’s CASPer lay partly inside a smashed wall of the palace, covered in broken stone, so he didn’t have to worry about friendly fire. Ten-millimeter rounds spewed from both arms as he made sweeping motions, turning on his heel to hose anything and everything within range. Globs of meat flew in all directions. It was only when he consciously aimed at a huge figure firing a laser rifle that he realized they weren’t all Human; the laser burned through the armor of his left thigh, simultaneous with his rounds ripping through the chest armor of a fucking Besquith! It fell and didn’t move again. 
 
    What the hell were Besquith doing here? But even as the thought raced through his mind, Spokelse tottered left as pain buckled his leg.  
 
    None of his enemies was more than fifty feet away, and he kept firing at fully automatic until the low ammo lights turned from yellow to red. Small arms fire and lasers hit the old CASPer from all angles, and warnings screamed as systems began to shut down. Then something hard slammed his chest and his vision went gray. One of the gunships had lifted off again and fired its cannon at point blank range. Knocked backward, by reflex he tried to jump but the jets didn’t work. Hit followed hit, driving him backward, until he toppled to one side. With a last thought before passing out, he fired one last missile salvo that couldn’t miss. 
 
    All three hit the Mi-35, which was no more than one hundred feet away. Multiple explosions ripped through the giant helicopter, showering the area with red-hot chunks of metal. Multiple systems designed to protect the helicopter’s propulsion system all failed, and the fuel tanks blew. The explosion was so violent the blast wave bodily lifted Spokelse’s CASPer and slammed it backward into the palace wall, where it lay beside Riggert. Bricks and masonry cascaded down and buried Spokelse in rubble. It was the last thing he remembered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Limbu, Devance, and Rambahadur flung off their dress coats and ties, but their only weapons were the khukuris worn on a traditional belt around their waists. And although the khukuri was a deadly blade in hands trained to use it, like theirs, Limbu knew that bringing a knife to a gunfight was a bad idea. 
 
    Unfortunately, they found weapons easily enough. Cannon shells had blown the four Nepalese Army snipers off the temple roof and they lay beside the grandstand, or, what was left of them did. One had no upper torso and another no head. All four of their rifles were smashed, but three of their sidearms had not been damaged. 
 
    Without hesitation Limbu and his sons drew those pistols and ran for the sound of the guns. The sheer volume of fire, punctuated by explosions they could feel in their feet and echoes from the red bricks all around them, warned the Gurkhas they were running into a full-scale battle. As they turned a corner, Amir Pun and all three of his sons sprinted toward them from the other direction, also carrying handguns. The two patriarchs exchanged glances without stopping, and despite their ancient feud, when blood ran in battle, they did what Gurkhas had always done, they put aside differences to kill the enemy. Pun nodded his head to indicate that he and his sons would take the right flank, and Limbu agreed. 
 
    They ran down a wide space between two buildings toward the patio/helipad. The sounds of fighting had died away but the whirring of helicopter blades drowned out their footsteps so the attackers didn’t hear them coming. Surprise was total for both sides. 
 
    Limbu’s brain processed the scene in milliseconds. Five Human mercs in body armor stood with laser rifles at the ready, protecting one of the helicopter gunships that sat on the helipad with rotors turning. A second gunship hovered over the canyon, with two palls of black, greasy smoke marking the death plunges of the other two. To his left, buried under a pile of shattered bricks, lay the two CASPers, while at least half a dozen mercs and nine Nepalese Army soldiers lay in puddles of blood on the stone floor. At the cliff’s edge he spotted a gigantic wolf wearing armor, a Besquith, its chest torn open and missing the left side of its face.  
 
    But it wasn’t the gruesome scene that shocked him, it was the eight-foot-tall purple bear, wearing body armor and holding a laser pistol that did. His newly installed pinplants said it was an Oogar. It stood a few feet away from where they exited onto the patio, and as he had sprinted into the midst of the fight, Limbu nearly collided with it.  
 
    Unable to train its pistol at him, the Oogar growled and swung a forearm at Limbu’s head. It was as thick as his calf muscle and probably would have snapped his neck, except he reacted faster. Unable to stop his forward momentum, the Gurkha dove to the Oogar’s left, taking the hard fall on elbows and knees. Pain shot through his limbs and he lost the pistol, but without stopping, he got his feet under him and drew a khukuri. The Oogar’s body had twisted right as it swung, and now uncoiled a backhand blow that would have sent him sprawling like a broken child’s toy, except it took half a second too long. Before it connected, Limbu drove the point of his blade up and into the unprotected armpit of the giant alien. 
 
    It screamed and kicked him in the stomach, knocking him backward. He fell to both knees and leaned forward, hands on the ground, trying to get air back into his lungs. As blood spurted from under its left arm, the Oogar brought its pistol around to finish him off, but never got the chance. Gunpowder-propelled pistol rounds were low tech next to lasers, but a bullet was still a bullet, and both Devance and Rambahadur saw their father in trouble and blasted away at the Oogar’s head and face. Its helmet only stopped a few of the rounds, and the result was the same as it had always been: one dead bear, missing most of its head. 
 
    Limbu was vaguely aware of laser fire all around him, of Pun screaming and men yelling at each other over the drone of the helicopters. A staccato ripping sound came from a Gatling gun, and the ensuing explosions indicated cannon rounds. He coughed blood onto the brickwork, but recovered enough to stand on his knees in time to see both of his sons firing laser rifles as the two surviving gunships sped away over the valley. One merc, hanging half out of the side door of one of the helicopters, was hit, lost his grip and fell into the valley thousands of feet below. 
 
    Devance and Rambahadur rushed over to him as his vision faded to black. The last thing he remembered seeing was Amir Pun close by him, rocking and crying and hugging the limp body of his youngest son.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Private Apartment of Sushil Yadav, Kathmandu, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Yadav could barely watch. It was a worse disaster than the last earthquake; at least, for him. What had been planned as a warning had become a bloodbath, but even worse, if there was one thing you didn’t do to a Gurkha, it was attack him in his home. Leaning forward in his recliner, forearms propped on his thighs, he wanted to bury his face in his hands to hide the smoking carnage of the firefight at Gorkha Durbar Palace.  
 
    Instead, he stared at a sharply detailed Tri-V picture so realistic he might as well have been looking through a window. As the horror of what he had unleashed washed over him, Yadav’s slate chirped with an incoming message. It was encrypted and took a minute for the slate’s processors to decrypt, but when he could finally see the message Yadav couldn’t believe what he read. 
 
    The 50,000 credits he’d left in escrow as final payment on the contract had been transferred out of the account; the message was a receipt for that money, plus a demand for the additional 20,000 credits for the combat bonus. If it wasn’t paid within 24 hours, the mercenary company involved would sue him for it and make sure the Nepalese government knew of his involvement. 
 
    Combat bonus? It was their damned fault the whole thing blew up! And now they wanted to squeeze him for more? It was extortion plain and simple, and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it. They would never sue him. That would be an admission of murder and conspiracy to commit kidnapping, so he ignored the empty threat. What he didn’t ignore was the underlying danger of stiffing a criminal outfit that killed people without compunction. If they would directly target the leader of a sovereign nation for kidnapping, they wouldn’t think twice about killing a mere politician.  
 
    His biggest problem now was where to lay his hands on another 20,000 credits. His shadowy partners, whoever they were, had made it clear that he’d gotten all from them he was going to get. Yet if he paid the 20,000 credits from his own pocket, such a sum would wipe him out.  
 
    Even as he watched the live video feed of the Nepalese armed forces crawling all over the wreckage of the palace compound, sifting through rubble and aiding the wounded, he already knew the only place he could find so much money. He would have to borrow it from the only loan shark he knew who might have that kind of cash on hand. It galled him, though, so he delayed, drumming his fingers on the recliner’s arm. Yet he could think of no other options. Everything led back to the only man who might help him keep a lid on all of this. 
 
    Yadav kept delaying making the call. It was like inviting a cobra into your house to keep out thieves; the snake was as likely to bite you as it was any intruders. Finally, taking a deep breath, he called Rohit Qabba. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Near Yonah, North Georgia, United States of America, Earth 
 
    Larry Weiner’s left knee hurt, as it always did when he walked too far or climbed a hill. He never complained, though. His people had used every nanite on the ship to save both his life and his leg, and pain was preferable to having no leg at all. So he limped, remembering the long-dead friends who kept him alive when he should have died. 
 
    A fresh breeze ruffled his iron gray hair. Gravel slid away underfoot with each step as he descended the trail leading from the cemetery where his parents were buried. He took it slow, careful to be sure of each step before he shifted his weight. There wasn’t enough knee joint left to damage in a fall, but it would hurt like hell. And since he left all his electronic devices at the house when he’d climbed up to the family graveyard, a fall might leave him there for hours before JoAnna returned home and came looking for him. 
 
    Once safely down, the hard-packed path to his back door made for a faster pace, so he made it back in time for the early news. He rummaged in the kitchen, put ice cubes in a glass, and poured three fingers of Kentucky whiskey. Using the control panel next to the refrigerator he turned up the sound on the Tri-V, sipped the whiskey, and retrieved a cigar from the humidor on the bar. He’d begun to trim the end when he spotted the words Special Report at the bottom of the news broadcast. The hi-res Tri-V screen covered an entire wall of his den, and he saw a scene of death and chaos.  
 
    The camera was obviously airborne over a deep, forested valley, and pointed at a ridgetop where a complex of red brick buildings showed major damage. It looked familiar. For a brief second, his mind wondered what happened, until he saw two silvery machines being dug out from under heaps of broken bricks by men passing the masonry to the cliff’s edge in a bucket brigade. From observation to identification took less than a nanosecond: CASPers. Mk 5 CASPers. And that’s when he also recognized the place…it was Nepal, the palace above the town of Gorkha, where Ganju Limbu lived.  
 
    All of that information coalesced instantly. Those CASPers were the two old Mk 5s that Weiner had brokered the sale of only the week before, to Limbu personally. And that meant they also had to have been driven by Riggert and Spokelse, the two veteran mercs he’d suggested to Limbu for driving them, and then training the new Gurkha merc companies. Limbu wanted them for show during the official Nepali awarding of the first franchises, but why was everything blown to shit?  
 
    Who would attack a ceremony announcing the formation of a new company? All he could think of was terrorists for some local political motive, until the camera swept over the scene of battle and there was a flash of purple fur, matted with purple blood. The cameraman focused on it and zoomed in close enough so there could no mistaking it…an Oogar. And the brownish-black lump in the back—was that a Besquith? 
 
    What the hell were aliens doing in Nepal? Aliens weren’t terrorists, and where there were two aliens, there were usually a lot more. And out of all the alien species out there in the vast universe, why an Oogar and a Besquith? Such off-world involvement lifted this from an Earth problem to something else entirely. Weiner picked up his slate and sent Limbu a message. 
 
    “On my way,” it said. Then he added, “Stay alive until I get there.” 
 
    He sent another message to a different address that was just as short and cryptic, because you never knew who might be listening in. 
 
    “Thirty minutes, Owen Terence Magnum.” OTM…on the move. 
 
    She answered immediately, not bothering with code. “Not without me, you’re not!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gorkha Durbar Palace, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Somewhere Rambahadur Limbu found a bottle of water and poured some on his father’s face. The older Limbu blinked and coughed, which sent ripples of pain through his groin and stomach. Blood had crusted on one side of his mouth, and its bitter flavor coated his tongue.  
 
    “Father, lie still,” Rambahadur said. “More emergency med techs are on the way, Devance has gone to fetch them.” 
 
    Limbu waved both hands and tried to sit up, which made his head spin. His son noticed and tried to push him back down, but he forced himself into a sitting position. Seeing Rambahadur holding the half-empty water bottle, he took it and drained it.  
 
    “How many dead?” he managed to say. 
 
    “We don’t know yet.” 
 
    “Help me stand.” 
 
    “You should wait until the medical technicians have checked you over, Father. That…bear, kicked you very hard. Its claws punctured your stomach and you may have internal injuries.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter, son. A Gurkha must do his duty, no matter the cost.” 
 
    Once on his feet, Limbu leaned on his son until the world stopped whirling. “I am fine, go find your brother and tell him to have the medical teams assist those more injured than I am. Go!” He could tell that his son wanted to argue, but when he smiled, Rambahadur shook his head and left.  
 
    When nobody was looking, Limbu threw up. Still panting, and with one hand on his knee, he felt inside his bloody, shredded shirt to see how badly he’d been wounded. He thanked Vishnu they were not deep. Scanning the chaos, he saw Amir Pun rocking back and forth, holding his youngest son and wailing. 
 
    “May Vishnu have mercy on Bikash,” he whispered. Straightening, he pushed through the mass of people who poured into the scene of battle and knelt beside Pun. The stricken father hugged his son with eyes closed and tears wetting his face, but Limbu saw right away that Bikash wasn’t dead. Glancing about, he spotted two med techs following Devance through the debris and bodies, looking for him. Seconds later, their eyes met, and Limbu waved his son over. The techs knelt to inspect his wounds. 
 
    “I am fine, see to the boy instead,” he ordered, in a tone that brooked no argument. It took several tries before they could pry Bikash out of his father’s grasp. After a brief inspection, one of the techs spoke to Pun, who simply stared back without answering. Getting no response, he turned to Limbu. 
 
    “He is in critical condition, sir,” the tech said in Nepali, using the Nepalese dialect known as High Respect speech. “Nanites might save him, but we have very few of them.”  
 
    Medical nanite injections were not cheap, even if they were common. Nepali hospitals with trauma units had limited supplies of them, but the country couldn’t afford to equip any field medical services with them, except the military. The first medical responders to the battle scene had been civilian, but the ones with Limbu were an Army team.  
 
    Limbu noted the two green stripes on the man’s sleeve. “Use all of your nanites on this boy, Corporal.” 
 
    “With love and respect, sir, I cannot do that!” 
 
    “You know who I am?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “Do this on my authority, and mine alone. Act fast and stop arguing!” 
 
    The corporal was obviously torn. Amir Pun was too grief stricken to say anything, and technically Limbu had no authority anymore, yet his influence within Nepal had only grown since he left office. Commanding a Gurkha merc company made him bigger than a pop star. So when Limbu guaranteed there would be no repercussions, the corporal gave in and used his only three injectors on the dying Bikash. 
 
    Seeing there was nothing more he could do for Pun, Limbu half walked, half staggered, to join the crowd of people around the collapsed wall where the two CASPers lay, unmoving. If they were still alive, Limbu knew the CASPer drivers’ medical kits had nanite injectors of their own, because he had authorized the payment for them. 
 
    Although nearly two dozen people dug frantically through the rubble to save Spokelse and Riggert, none of the Nepalese knew enough about CASPers to quickly pull the unconscious mercs free. Limbu joined them and worked until his hands blistered and then grew too bloody to grip the shattered masonry. Once they’d cleared away enough of the debris, he saw that even the most experienced technician would have had difficulty extracting them from such badly damaged CASPers.  
 
    By the time they finally got them out and could reach their medical kits, Riggert was already dead, and CPR had no effect. Spokelse had multiple wounds but his medical kit, containing a nanite injector, had been destroyed. At Limbu’s direction they jammed Riggert’s nanites into his neck, cut away his haptic suit and then the clothes beneath, to reveal black bruises covering Spokelse’s entire chest, shoulders, and abdomen. Fearing he was dead, too, Limbu craned to see over the shoulder of a med tech, but he could see shallow respiration.  
 
    “He’s got a chance,” the lead medical tech told Limbu after giving Spokelse a quick once over. “If we had more nanites I’d feel better about it.” 
 
    Not enough nanites again, he thought. On the spot he resolved that his mercs would never die because of too few nanites. If it came down to medical supplies or more mechs, keeping his people alive would always come first. 
 
    “Randiko choro!” somebody yelled from the edge of the helipad. Son of a bitch! Limbu hopped over bodies and wreckage to stare where the man pointed, at one of the dead attackers lying twisted near a pile of bodies. 
 
    “Ēka bhūta!” he cried, backing up. A demon! 
 
    “That’s not a demon,” Limbu said. “That’s a Besquith.” Then, after digesting what the pinplants informed him about Besquith, he reconsidered. “Or, maybe you’re right, after all.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Tribhuvan Starport, Kathmandu, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Larry Weiner’s bad knee never let him walk very fast, but as he made his way across the terminal floor, he went slower than usual, almost dragging his left leg. It wasn’t just pain that slowed him down; rather, it was also to appear more harmless than was actually the case. The assassin he knew to be somewhere in the milling crowd could be anybody, and he needed them to reveal themselves before he could act to take them down. But his knee really did hurt, so when he spotted a tiny woman in traditional Nepali garb get up from a seat, he hurried over and took her place before anyone else could grab it. 
 
    Although he trusted that JoJo had actually picked out an assassin in the crowd, and identified him as the target, that only verified what he already suspected. Since they had first exited the shuttle, some part of his mind had screamed a warning that he was being watched. Massaging his knee, he surreptitiously scanned the hurrying people to spot anyone that might be out of place. The first thing that struck him was the total lack of species other than Human. Aliens had become so common in starports and shuttleports that a lack of them stood out as odd.  
 
    But his instincts had kept him alive in countless dangerous situations. They told him that wasn’t what JoJo and his subconscious was trying to warn him about, so he squinted, and kept studying his surroundings. 
 
    Then he saw his would-be killer. Twenty paces away, sideways to him and staring up at a Tri-V screen where replays of yesterday’s attack ran in a loop, stood a bent figure heavily wrapped in drab clothing. Unseen under a head-wrap, the face never looked in his direction, or gave any indication of noticing him. The hands might or might not have held a weapon, but they remained hidden in the folds of the same long, gray scarf that covered the head and part of the face. It would have been traditional garb for Nepali women, although he didn’t assume it was a female under all of the layers, except for one thing, the color. 
 
    Whatever the sex was, Weiner knew their mission because the would-be assassin had made a critical error by dressing in plain wraps. In the bright world of sub-continental clothing, they stood out by not standing out. They could have worn almost any color and tint known to man and not been conspicuous, but grays and blacks were conspicuous. Although they weren’t entirely unknown, it wasn’t common to see them except in western-style business attire.  
 
    Regardless, somebody wanted him dead bad enough to commission a hit in public, which meant it was also intended as a warning to a party or parties unknown. The corner of his mouth twitched a slight smile at the thought of the warning rebounding on whoever paid for the murder. 
 
    The first thing he’d done on exiting the shuttle was to assemble his personal firearm, a specially modified chemical laser pistol, with an after-market barrel that allowed higher power settings at the expense of fewer shots. As long as the assassin wasn’t a Goka, or maybe a NapSha, they were in for a nasty surprise. Reaching under his shirt as if scratching his side, he discreetly withdrew the weapon and thumbed the power switch to ‘Full.’  
 
    As he watched the assassin in his peripheral vision, Weiner scanned the room for the assassin’s assassin. Rather than using their pinplants, which could be compromised if somebody wanted to bad enough, he preferred to give it another few seconds. That was assuming he had another few seconds. 
 
    He didn’t.  
 
    The assassin whirled holding a laser pistol of its own, and Weiner snapped off a shot. His beam struck it dead center on its right side, a killing shot…and deflected through a window high on the outer wall. His brain recognized the species within nanoseconds after firing, when he simultaneously realized he had the wrong weapon…it was a Goka!  
 
    After watching the news of the terrorist attack on the Tri-V all day, people screamed and threw themselves on the floor. The Goka flinched as Weiner’s laser hit it, probably because the power of the beam scorched its carapace. That tiny, reflexive movement proved its undoing. In the one second it took to re-aim its own laser pistol, a long steel blade pierced what passed for its neck from back to front. The giant insectoid hissed and staggered forward a pace as viscous fluid poured down its chest. The blade then swished through the air in a long arc, decapitating the huge cockroach. It’s mandibles clacked as it rolled on the floor. 
 
    A small woman, wearing green and blue wraps, held a khukuri covered in the Goka’s blood. As the corpse twitched and poured out bodily fluids, she walked over to the head and impaled it on the point of the khukuri, then held it up.  
 
    “That’s where alien heads belong,” she said. “At the end of a blade.” 
 
    Weiner grinned, not only because he was still breathing and loved his wife for it, but also because she’d given him the perfect slogan for the new merc company. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kathmandu Trauma Center, Kathmandu, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Ganju Limbu found Larry and JoJo Weiner in a separate room, hands cuffed, with a gore-coated khukuri on a nearby steel table. Five Starport Security guards surrounded them, with their electrified batons at the ready, like the two Americans were rabid yaks. Limbu stopped short and frowned at a guard wearing four pips on each shoulder board, the rank marking of a captain. 
 
    “Release these people,” Limbu said, not bothering to hide his anger. 
 
    The captain, a man Limbu didn’t know but a type of man he knew all too well, tilted back his head so the Gurkha commander looked up his nostrils. 
 
     “I am in charge of this investigation, Mister Limbu. You are no longer the Speaker of the House, and you have no power here.” 
 
    The Nepali language had three levels of respect, inferior, medium, and high. The captain used the inferior form in his reply, which was an egregious and deliberate insult. Rather than slap the man, his first impulse, Limbu realized something else had to be at work here that he didn’t understand. 
 
    “Why would you speak to me thus?” 
 
    “You Gurkhas think your shit doesn’t stink, and I’m sick of it. What makes you think you’re better than the rest of us?” 
 
    Now Limbu understood. “You are a supporter of Sushil Yadav.” 
 
    “What if I am?” 
 
    “Who is the commander of Starport Security, Captain?” 
 
    “I am!” 
 
    “No, you a subordinate of the commander.” 
 
    That confused the man. His thick upper lip wrinkled as he scrunched his face in thought. “The Secretary of State Security,” he said, as if starting to see where the conversation was headed. 
 
    “His name is Lekh Shreshtha, Captain. And who commands the Secretary of State Security?” 
 
    “President Maharjan.” 
 
    “That is correct, President Maharjan. My close personal friend, President Maharjan, who could have you fired within five minutes of my informing him of your insulting and unprofessional conduct.”  
 
    The captain’s chin came down a few inches, and the arrogance left his eyes.  
 
    “I do my job, nothing else.” 
 
    “It would seem to me that your job was to keep a Goka assassin out of the starport, not to detain the target of the assassination attempt, and the very people who prevented further casualties by killing the killer. Would you not agree, Captain?” 
 
    “The Goka would not have harmed anyone else.” 
 
    Limbu’s voice dropped to a dangerous stage whisper. “And you know this, how?” 
 
    “I…I just assumed…” 
 
    During his ten years in the Nepalese Army, Limbu rose to the rank of colonel chiefly because of his no nonsense, no excuses demeanor. Despite the captain being the taller of the two, it was Limbu who dominated the room. The other four security guards didn’t intercede as the new merc commander approached within inches of the captain, his face slightly upturned and his eyes locked onto the captain’s. 
 
    “If I find out you had anything to with this assassination attempt, Captain, or if you even knew about it in advance, I will see to it that you never again, no matter how long you live, feel sunshine on your face. You have made a grievous error in underestimating me. Now, are you going to release these innocent victims, or do I speak to my friend the president? And by speak, I mean call this very moment.” 
 
    The captain turned on his heel and barked out orders, as if the fault lay with his subordinates. Within seconds, the Weiners rubbed where the shackles had cut into their skin. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    The man bowed his head. This time when he spoke, he used the language of high respect. “Of course, Mister Speaker.” 
 
    “Colonel will do.” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel.” 
 
    “May we use this room, Captain? I wish to be alone with my friends.” 
 
    “Of course, but you should know, Colonel, that a Peacemaker is inbound and expected shortly.” 
 
    “A Peacemaker?” 
 
    “Yes, by the name of…” He consulted a slate. “Jaypaas. The Peacemaker is a Zuul.” 
 
    Now it was Limbu’s turn to be surprised. “Surely he’s not coming because of this Goka?” 
 
    “No, Colonel, he left Mars well before the assassination attempt.” 
 
    He’s coming because of the attack at the Palace, Limbu thought, nodding to himself. Excellent! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I am very sorry for how you have been treated, my friends,” Limbu said.  
 
    “Did you get my message?” Larry Weiner said, still rubbing his wrists.  
 
    “Yes, but I haven’t had time to reply. I am so glad to see you both.” 
 
    “What happened, Ganju?” JoJo Weiner said. “Do you know who did this?” 
 
    “No, it makes no sense. Why would someone care that two new mercenary companies were being formed? That happens all over the world, every day.” 
 
    “Could it be terrorism?” 
 
    “That would be my guess, were it not for the Oogar and the Besquith. What would two aliens care about Nepal’s politics?” 
 
    “Perhaps they were paid to care.” 
 
    “Which brings us back to who paid them to get involved, and why? The only thing that seems certain is that the assault force was made up of mercs.” 
 
    “You mean ex-mercs, don’t you?” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    “Yes. Mercs attacking civilians is strongly frowned upon. Aside from just getting you blacklisted, nothing attracts Peacemakers faster, and if the Peacemaker Guild wants you bad enough, they’re gonna get you. Could this be because of your history?” 
 
    “My history?” 
 
    “Your peoples’ history.” 
 
    “You mean because of the Gurkha reputation as the best mercenary troops on Earth? Anything is possible, I suppose, even if it makes no sense.” 
 
    Weiner smiled. “Oh, it makes perfect sense…to whoever paid for it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Hotel Berg, Mount Pilatus, Luzerne, Switzerland, Earth 
 
    Spring had come to the idyllic city which hugged the shore of Lake Luzerne, far below the spot where Dieter van Owen sipped thick hot chocolate laced with cognac, and lost a few moments admiring the wonder of the Swiss landscape. Without realizing it, he smiled. 
 
    Bright green grass thickly carpeted the slopes of Mount Pilatus, with fat cows wandering wherever they wished and eating their fill. School children played tag among the beech and walnut trees lining the mountain’s lower elevations. Atop the mountain, however, the air kept a chill bite even in the early afternoon, with the patio of the hotel splashed with sunshine, and only here and there had patches of green sprung up through the snow. 
 
    He watched Erica Glödder serving patrons at nearby tables, and his smile changed to a lascivious grin, but that didn’t last. She had certainly made his time there more pleasant, and the thought of hanging around a while to enjoy her company had a mild appeal. Except van Owen hadn’t survived living the double life of merc commander and pirate by being passive, not when events that might crash down on his head swirled elsewhere, in this case, Nepal.  
 
    Behind sunglasses, he studied every person who passed within sight, ready if need be to deal with a threat to life and limb using lethal force. His eyes roamed without pause, lighting first on the couple sitting on the retaining wall and trying not to be too obvious about their hands under each other’s clothes. Then on the man hobbling along with a cane; did it have a gun concealed in the tube? Or the giggling girl of four or five, who ran away from her mother, was she a distraction while a killer put two bullets into the back of his head? 
 
    Sticking both forefingers under his glasses, van Owen rubbed his eyes. He sat facing one of the world’s most breathtaking views, and couldn’t appreciate it because of anxiety about the damned operation in Nepal! A fast and easy money job had turned into a nightmare that had him losing sleep. He couldn’t even rightly appreciate Erica’s perfectly rounded backside.  
 
    Then his pinplants alerted him to an incoming call and things got a whole lot worse. It was Noddy Larsen, his Chief of Operations, and for the one-eared, one-legged merc-turned-pirate to call him now could only mean trouble.  
 
    “If it’s bad news, don’t tell me,” he said using the pinplants. 
 
    “Never mind then, enjoy yer vacay.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “You said not to if it was bad news.” 
 
    “And it’s bad news?” 
 
    “Don’t know how it could get much worse...a Peacemaker showed up at the Kathmandu Starport, looking to investigate the attack on the Royal Durbar Palace.” 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    He thought Larsen chuckled. “Oh, that’s just the tip of it. The first thing she did was investigate the assassination attempt on Larry and JoJo Weiner, inside the starport, which happened to be filled with travelers at the time.” 
 
    “One thing at a time. The Weiners are in Nepal?” 
 
    “Jævla rett!” There was a microsecond’s delay as the processors of his pinplants translated the Norwegian phrase into English. Fuckin’ yeah. Most people would never have noticed the lag, but van Owen did. 
 
    “English, Noddy, we’ve having this conversation in English. Capiche? Why the fuck didn’t we know ahead of time that Larry and JoJo were headed for Nepal?” 
 
    “My contact in Kathmandu got his position because of influence, not brains. But I can’t fault him too much, boss, it’s us that should have seen that coming.” 
 
    “It’s you who should have seen it, you mean.” 
 
    “I ain’t never met those people; you have. But let’s not get bogged down in blamery—” Larsen frequently made up words like blamery, which van Owen’s pinplants had logged into their database for future reference. “That still ain’t the groom on top o’ the cake.” 
 
    Van Owen took off his sunglasses and covered his face with both hands, completely forgetting his earlier paranoia.  
 
    How did this all go so wrong? 
 
    “By tried I assume you mean that he failed?” 
 
    “He didn’t just fail he got his head cut off by JoJo Weiner.”  
 
    “Who was it? Anybody we know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d say we know him…it was Seessuss.” 
 
    Van Owen couldn’t help his jaw dropping open. “Somebody sent that dumbass Goka to kill Larry Weiner?” 
 
    “Yep. And Seessuss might as well have carried a banner saying I’m here to kill somebody, because the clothes he wore were gray.” 
 
    Van Owen’s mind was still registering that somebody was stupid enough to send a Goka into a place that had likely never seen one before, a place already overrun with cockroaches of the Earth variety. That was bad enough, but to send that particular Goka, who was noted for gross incompetence, made absolutely no sense. Then his mind realized what Larsen had said. 
 
    “So in a country noted for bright clothing, a giant cockroach trying to be invisible wore gray?” 
 
    “Jepp.” 
 
    “Thanks Noddy, I hated hearing this, but—” 
 
    “Stopp en hal, boss.” His pinplants already had that one logged too…hold your horses. “I still ain’t done yet. Since the last time we seen him, Seessuss went and got his carapace ground with a symbol, like a tattoo. In his language it said Brotherhood of the Free.” 
 
    “Please tell me you’re making a joke. Please?” 
 
    “Ain’t nothin’ funny here.” 
 
    “And the Peacemaker’s going to find that and know who launched the attack…damn! Damn, damn, damn!” He took a moment to calm down. “Alright, I’m packing up, I need to get home and—” 
 
    Larsen was the only person in the world allowed to interrupt him without consequences. “You need to stay right where you are, boss, and let this play out. Anything you do now is gonna look suspicious.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that a Peacemaker’s gonna track this back to the BOF, and you want me to sit on my hands and do nothing?” 
 
    “You knew there could be owls in the moss when we hired the BOF, that’s why we covered our tracks. This ain’t comin’ back on us; we’re good. Give it a few days, act like you’re on a mountaintop in Switzerland, find a pretty girl, and have some fun. I’ll keep ya up to date.” 
 
    Larsen had the coolest head of any merc he’d ever met, except maybe Sansar Enkh, head of the Golden Horde.  
 
    “How did a Norwegian fisherman’s son get so smart, Noddy?” 
 
    “When ya only got one leg that leaves more blood for yer brain.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kathmandu Trauma Center, Kathmandu, Nepal, Earth 
 
    “His injuries are deep, and extensive,” the doctor told Ganju Limbu. “He suffered multiple broken ribs, broken left shoulder, broken right leg, impact injuries to his spleen, liver, kidneys, lungs…in short, this man has been injured almost everywhere there is to be injured on his body. He should be dead now. The only explanation for why he’s not are those nanite injections. Otherwise…” 
 
    “But he will live?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “But you’re not certain?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How can I turn that into a yes?” 
 
    “Get me a lot more nanites.” 
 
    “You have exhausted your supply?” 
 
    “With so many trauma cases, and more coming, my resources are spread thin.” 
 
    “You will have them by morning, and if I can obtain more for general use, I will.” 
 
    The doctor gave a slight blow. “Thank you, we need all the help we can get. We admitted this man without a name because of who you are, Speaker Limbu. Any information you can give us in that regard will allow us to contact his family.” 
 
    “You already have, doctor. His name is Spokelse, and he signed a mercenary contract with the Gurkha Rifles.” It was only for one day, but that is irrelevant, he thought. “We are his family now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amir Pun sat in the same position he’d maintained for hours, with elbows on knees and hands clasped, staring at the floor. By and large he wasn’t a praying man, but as his youngest son Bikash hovered between life and death, he muttered prayer after prayer to Dhanvantari, God of Medicine, to spare his son’s life. He’d left his other two boys back in Gorkha to comfort their mother and younger sisters, but his place was here, with Bikash. For better or worse, he wasn’t going to move until the boy either lived or died. 
 
    The waiting room had emptied several times since he got to the trauma center, and once again he was the only occupant when shoes scuffs caused him to look up. The limping figure of Ganju Limbu entered, and Pun glared at his mortal enemy. 
 
    “May I sit?” Limbu used High Respect. 
 
    Pun met his eyes, and answered in Medium Respect. Outsiders might not have understood the nuances, but the two Gurkhas did.  
 
    “It is not my hospital, nor my place to tell you where you may sit.” 
 
    Limbu nodded his head and sat in a chair across from Pun. “My sons and I have prayed for Bikash’s recovery.” 
 
    “Thank you. And I also thank you for directing the EMTs to give Bikash all of the nanite injections. The doctors say that if he lives, it will be because those injections kept him alive until he could be transported here.” 
 
    “I’m very glad to have helped, even in such a small way. I am trying to arrange for more nanites to be brought in tomorrow.” 
 
    “Nanites can only do so much.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “This does not change the situation between us, Ganju. I hope you know that.” 
 
    “Why must we fight, Amir? I have never understood this feud. It happened three hundred years ago; why must we carry the hate forward with us?” 
 
    “You know the answer to that as well as I do. We inherit all that our ancestors were, we have their eyes, their noses, their blood…and we have their debts and obligations, too, their friendships and their enemies.” 
 
    “But why? Why must it be that way?”  
 
    “You might as well ask why the sky is blue or the laliguras is red. Things are, Ganju, they just are.” Pun watched Limbu lower his head and nod, slightly. “But,” he continued, “that does not mean we cannot cooperate moving forward with our respective franchises. For the good of our people, we should do this thing. We have been political allies for many years and that can continue.” 
 
    Limbu smiled. “There is more negotiating power in two companies buying together, than just one. And while we will both be recruiting from the same manpower pool, one thing the Gurkhas have never lacked is numbers.” 
 
    “On that we agree.” 
 
    “A Peacemaker has come to investigate this attack, since it appears that mercs were involved and civilians killed. No one has identified the Besquith, but the Oogar has a long and disreputable record. The Peacemaker may wish to speak with you. She is a Zuul.” 
 
    Pun scowled at that. “They sent a dog to investigate this atrocity? A fucking dog!” 
 
    “Zuuls only look like dogs, Amir. They are a highly intelligent race that is technologically far ahead of ours. You know this.” 
 
    “Perhaps so, but I will not speak with this Zuul.” 
 
    “The universe is large, with many species. Mercs must work with them all.” 
 
    The slight dissipation in tension ramped backed up as Pun’s cheeks flushed red, and his hands clenched into fists. He looked at Limbu without tilting his head up, which reduced his vision to slits. “I do not need lectures from you, of all people. For now, it seems that you may be better suited to help the Zuul. Until I know whether Bikash will live or die, I will keep my own counsel.” 
 
    “I knew nothing about the attack, Amir. Despite our disagreements, I think you know I would never do that. The CASPers were there just for show.” 
 
    “Perhaps I believe that, because I don’t want to believe that a Gurkha would do this to his own people. But even if I do, what would have happened had they not been there? Can you answer me that, Ganju? Would my son be at death’s door had you not been showing off for the crowd?” 
 
    “I have asked myself that question many times over the past twelve hours.” 
 
    “And what answer have you found?” 
 
    “None yet.” 
 
    “Let me know when you do.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Hotel Berg, Mount Pilatus, Luzern, Switzerland, Earth 
 
    The pounding at the hotel room door matched the one in Dieter van Owen’s brain, hammering and insistent. Disentangling himself from the sleeping Erica Glödder’s right arm, he stumbled to the door and looked through the peephole to see the front desk manager. 
 
    “Herr van Owen, geht es Ihnen gut?”  
 
    Van Owen forgot that he’d turned off his pinplants, along with their translator. He spoke enough German to get by, but wasn’t fluent, he knew that meant “are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m in here, I’m fine,” he called through the door. 
 
    “Ich habe eine Nachricht für Sie.”  
 
    Leaning his head back, he turned the pinplants back on and was immediately bombarded with messages from Larsen. Staggering to the nightstand, he retrieved the translator, and cracked the door just enough to peek out at the manager. 
 
    “Would you repeat that, please?” 
 
    “I said, I have a message for you. You are to call Mr. Larsen immediately.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said with a half-hearted wave, before closing the door. Then he called Larsen. 
 
    “Odin’s One Eye, boss, where the fuck ya been for five days?” 
 
    “You told me to take a vacation so I took a vacation.” 
 
    “I hope there was a young lady involved.” 
 
    He glanced at the bed. “It wouldn’t be a vacation without one. What’s so urgent?” 
 
    “Fy faen, boss, the shit’s hit the fan!” 
 
    “I’ve told you before about Norwegian slang, the translator doesn’t always pick it up.” 
 
    “I said fuck, boss, the shit’s hit the fan. The day after we talked, the BOF tried to kill the Peacemaker as she left her hotel.”  
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    “Yeah, now you’re catchin’ on. But they fucked that up, too. Instead of killin’ the Peacemaker, they all got killed, including Matthew Kurtz.” 
 
    Van Owen filled a glass from the sink, drank it all, and then refilled it.  
 
    “Kurtz is no loss. What about the Peacemaker?” 
 
    “Minor cuts and scrapes, nanites had her cleaned up in no time. She was helped by the Weiners.” 
 
    “Of course she was.” He fumbled around in his briefcase for the pain killers he was never without. Some part of his brain cut through the hangover to process the information, and something opened, like a window in the fog of his thinking. “This isn’t necessarily a bad thing, Noddy. What have we heard from Qabaa?” 
 
    “Boss, you’re jumping ahead again. I wasn’t finished.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “You told me to vacay, so I vacayed. Hard.” He downed the second glass of water and filled a third. “Tell me the rest.” 
 
    “A bunch of people who…how to put this? We all traveled in the same circle…they died all at once, under mysterious circumstances, including Chaar Yadav.” 
 
    Death rarely affected van Owen physically. His only concern when someone died was how it affected him. But news of Chaarumathi Yadav’s death was different, he felt the two glasses of water rise up his throat, and he had to pause and concentrate to keep himself from vomiting. Larsen said nothing as van Owen processed the information. 
 
    “How?” Even though he wasn’t using his vocal cords, it was all he could think. 
 
    “This part comes from an inside source in the Nepali State Security Police, boss, so vær stille!”  
 
    Keep quiet. 
 
    “Need I remind you which one of us owns the company?” 
 
    “I’m just reminding you to be careful.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Van Owen packed as much anger and sarcasm as possible into those two words. 
 
    “Somehow, they tracked the money trail back to Chaar Yadav. She was paranoid about that sort of thing, so I’m not sure how they did it…” 
 
    “Larry Weiner.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah. Once upon a time he was a world-class hacker, who specialized in tracking money. I’m betting that Peacemaker gave him access to financial databases.” 
 
    “Whatever happened, they showed up at her condo in Kuala Lumpur to arrest her, but she and all of her guards were already dead. You know what happened next.” 
 
    “The place was wired.” 
 
    “Right, with a lot of C-4…blew off the whole top of the building. Somebody’s covering their tracks, and they don’t care who gets hurt doing it.” 
 
    “Qabaa.” 
 
    “He seems to be the most likely candidate. He’s got the money, the connections, and the motive. And if he’s cleaning up loose ends…” 
 
    “That puts me on the list.” 
 
    “And me.” 
 
    “Have you contacted him?” 
 
    “Qabaa? He’s not answering. My source at the starport thinks he might have headed off-planet.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Thanks, Noddy, I’m awake now, keep me updated.” 
 
    “You know who’s coming for you, boss.” 
 
    Even though Larsen couldn’t see him, van Owen nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “He’s damned good at killing people.” 
 
    “At least he’s not a Depik.” 
 
    “No, but he’s probably got enough money to hire one.” 
 
    “Thanks. That’ll help me sleep better.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The Private Apartment of Sushil Yadav, Kathmandu, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Sushil Yadav blinked back tears as he studied the face of Lekh Shreshtha for any signs of humor or deception. It couldn’t be true. His precious, beautiful daughter Chaarumitha simply couldn’t be dead. It just wasn’t possible. 
 
    “I wanted to bring this terrible news to you in person, Sushil, so you would know the depth of my sorrow for your loss.” 
 
    The usually urbane politician stammered a response he didn’t later remember. “I…I am grateful to you, my friend.” 
 
    “If I could save you from this pain, I would.” 
 
    “How did it happen? A traffic accident, perhaps?” Yadav felt a glimmer of hope that Chaar’s death was the worst of it. It wasn’t. 
 
    “I would not normally tell the family of a murder victim the details of their death, but you are a famous man and the media will be hounding you soon.” 
 
    “Murder?” 
 
    “The Peacemaker went to speak with her about certain…monetary transactions…when her condominium exploded from the profligate use of a plastic explosive called C-4. We have not recovered her body, my friend, for which I am truly sorry.” 
 
    Yadav’s face brightened. “Then perhaps there is hope!” 
 
    Shreshtha nodded. “We…we found part of her, Sushil; enough for a positive identification. I asked the Americans to conduct a DNA match, and they did so faster than I thought possible. We did find most of one of her bodyguards, and he’d been shot through the forehead.” 
 
    “Who would do such a thing?” Yadav said. 
 
    “I was hoping you could tell us.” 
 
    “I know of no one.” 
 
    Shreshtha studied his face, and Yadav took care not break their visual contact. He was being judged, and he knew it. Shreshtha was his friend and political ally, a man who rejected the idea of Gurkhas returning to the mercenary service as much, or more, than did Yadav. But the State Secretary for Security also had eyes watching him, and when it came to power politics, friendship came in second to ambition. 
 
    “If you would like a security detail, I can provide one.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. I know of no one who would wish me dead. Bad fortune, yes, that is a long list, but not dead.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Shreshtha stood, but didn’t turn to leave yet. “I remember when Chaar was a little girl, Sushil. I sat in this very chair as she pretended to cut and braid my hair. She would use plastic clips, and a little comb. One day I returned to the office after a visit to your home, and attended a meeting where one of those clips fell onto the conference room table.” He smiled a wistful smile, and stared out the picture window at downtown Kathmandu. “Everyone laughed. I will cherish that memory forever.” 
 
    Once he had gone, Yadav wasted no time grieving. Although heart-broken, there would be time for that later…if he lived. Because Yadav knew exactly who had ordered his daughter killed—Rohit Qabaa. And if Qabaa ordered her death, then his couldn’t be far behind. 
 
    He picked up his slate and pushed the button for a number he had saved for just such an emergency. At first glance, it might have seemed like a bizarre choice, but Yadav was nothing if not astute at judging motives and opportunities. When the voice answered, it showed the surprise he expected that it would. 
 
    “Sushil,” Ganju Limbu said. “To what do I owe this honor?” 
 
    “Good day to you Ganju. I want to invest in your company.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gurkha Rifles Compound, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    The sprawling compound for the Gurkha Rifles climbed up the slope and crest of a steep foothill near Mount Manashu. Numerous buildings at varying elevations had connections of covered trails, or, in one case, a building that was stair-stepped down to the one below. Flat, cleared spaces allowed for the storage of vehicles, equipment, and tanks of various fuels and chemicals.  
 
    From afar, Larry Weiner thought the area looked ramshackle, like squatters had moved into the forest or perhaps a cult of some sort. Weiner had seen old photos of Jim Jones’ People’s Temple in Jonestown, Guyana, and what he saw reminded him of that thrown-together group of shacks. Until he got close, that is, and realized it was all part of a very clever deception plan. 
 
    He and JoJo passed through a newly erected wooden sign that read, in English, High Mountain Hunters, Gurkha Rifles Company. Those with Bad Intent, Enter at Your Own Risk. Pinplants translated the Nepali letters under the English ones as saying the same thing. Above those were crossed khukuris over a grinning skull, with the number 1 above the knives. A deceptively simple guard shack stood to one side, with a flimsy wooden barrier to block the road. Two guards manned the position, but Weiner had seen the fixed position machine guns covering the road from a series of old school pillboxes on the hill. Lasers and missiles were all well and good, but there was still something to be said for armor piercing fifty-caliber rounds. Nor did he doubt the road was lined with electric mines.  
 
    Their driver stopped short of the rail blocking the entrance, as Weiner expected he would. Stone-faced guards in uniforms of a camo pattern that reminded him of the old Spetznatz one, wearing standard military-issue Nepalese helmets, demanded their IDs in English and then scanned their faces with an older model slate. Their automatic weapons, ancient but effective AK-74s, never quite pointed at Larry Weiner or his wife, but never quite pointed away from them, either. 
 
    “We’re expected,” JoJo Weiner said. “Ask Colonel Limbu, he’ll tell you. He’s the one who sent for us.” 
 
    Larry Weiner kept his face impassive. His wife was stretching the truth; they came to Nepal on their own volition, but, once there, Limbu had gladly accepted their help. 
 
    Evidently, the guards didn’t have pinplants of their own, because the older of the two men used a hand-held radio to call someone and spoke in Nepali. Weiner only heard one side of the conversation, but his pinplants translated every word in real time. 
 
    “Two people, older, say they’re expected.” Then there came a delay while the person on the other end of the radio spoke. All Weiner could hear was garbled words. “Weiner, sir, yes, that’s right…yes, sir!” 
 
    The guard whirled and saluted. “My apologies, sir!” he said.  
 
    “Never apologize for doing your job,” Weiner said. “You’re a merc now. You did the right thing, son, keep doing it!” 
 
    “Thank you, sir!” 
 
    Handing back both of their yacks, he waved the car through. The driver, who up to that point had seemed bored with driving the two Americans from Kathmandu to Gorkha, had taken on a new demeanor.  
 
    “Are you with us, sir?” the man asked in Nepali. “Are you one of us?” 
 
    “I’m your new Director of Operations, son, and she’s your new Director of Logistics and Supply.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gurkha Rifles Compound, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    A switchback road crisscrossed the face of the hill—in other places it would have been called a mountain—until the driver pulled over at a long, two-story wooden building with a covered porch on both levels. Painted blue, with silver trim and a black front door, a discreet sign announced it as the Operations Building in both Nepali and English. The crossed khukuris emblem over the door harkened back to the symbol of the Royal Gurkha Rifles, except without the crown marking them as a regiment of the British Army, and a skull instead of a powder horn.  
 
    Weiner’s knee throbbed, but he’d be damned if he’d show it in front of his new mercenary comrades. He ignored the pain shooting up the back of his leg into his hip and walked up the stairs to shake the hand of a waiting Ganju Limbu. The merc commander grabbed Weiner’s right hand in both of his. He then smiled at JoJo, without offering to shake hands. She had downloaded Nepalese customs and gestures before they left the States, and therefore knew that it was rude for a man to offer his hand to a lady, but not the other way around. Extending hers, he shook it with a slight bow of his head.  
 
    “Welcome, my friends. I am very happy to have you both with us.” 
 
    “It’s nice to feel needed again,” JoJo said. “You have grown fat since our last meeting, Ganju.” Weiner smiled at his wife’s politeness, while Limbu beamed. In Nepal, that was considered a compliment, indicating the person had enough money to eat well, whereas in fact Limbu looked like he’d dropped ten pounds from his already lean frame. 
 
    After leaving their shoes in the foyer, they followed him through a traditionally appointed Nepalese home into the back rooms, which most decidedly were neither homey nor traditional. One large space, which had probably been a den or family room, had no less than a dozen metal desks lining each wall with a row in the middle. Tri-V screens hung on every wall and took up the surface of every desk. More arcane electronics that Weiner didn’t recognize spilled off any flat surface not already cluttered by slates, coffee cups, or boxes of this or that. To his utter shock, there were even stacks of paper. 
 
    Limbu led them through the room and up a flight of stairs that had obviously been added to connect the main house to one further up the mountain. As he did so, he explained the setup. 
 
    “For now, the permanent headquarters staff will live and work in that building, while the C-level corporate officers and command staff will do the same in a more secure building. I know this climb is hard on your knee, Larry, but we haven’t finished cutting the driveway through to it yet. I have ordered a seated escalator system installed up and down the mountain, but that will take time.” 
 
    Weiner had to take a step, and then pull his leg up, before he could take another step. It hurt like hell. 
 
    “What’s that costing?” he said, trying not to grunt. 
 
    “That is my worry, not yours,” Limbu said. “It will greatly enhance your mobility.” 
 
    “I’m not crippled, but I am the Chief Operating Officer of this franchise, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “In that case the cost is most definitely my concern. Put that off until we’ve finished our first major contract. In the meantime, JoJo can use that money to buy more and better equipment to keep our people alive.” 
 
    At length they came to the landing for the next building, and passed through what had formerly been the front door. Limbu showed them to their quarters and offices. JoJo would also act as Chief Legal Advisor, since not only was she an attorney certified in International Law, but her sister was the Campbell part of Campbell & Webb, Attorneys at Law, specializing in Mercenary Contracts and Disputes. Legal matters in Nepal would be handled by an as-yet-to-be-hired native, but plans included opening a branch office in Houston. Limbu’s youngest son had already proposed founding a merc training center there, even naming it: Ramba’s Merc Factory. 
 
    All three of their offices adjoined each other and opened onto a smaller, central room. A hallway from there led to the kitchen and a second the other direction to their living quarters. After showing them around, they all sat in the common room. Limbu’s youngest son, Rambahudar, brought them tea and coffee. Limbu encouraged Weiner to light a cigar if he so wished. 
 
    “My doctor discourages my use of tobacco,” Limbu said. “But he said nothing about you using it.” 
 
    Despite his courtesy, Weiner knew from their previous time together that his host didn’t appreciate cigar smoke. “Thanks anyway; I’ll smoke outside.” 
 
    Limbu’s smile held obvious gratitude. “We have another prominent board member meeting us soon…Sushil Yadav.” Weiner saw him waiting for a reaction, and gave him one quickly. 
 
    “My friend, have you lost your mind? Do you not know—” 
 
    “Of his daughter’s involvement in the attack on the ceremony? Few things happen in Nepal of which I am unaware. Remember, my friends, that while my family’s history is of mercenary service, and I served in the Nepalese Army, I have been a politician for a long while now. I have reached the pinnacle of power within my country, and the life’s blood for success in such a vile arena of Human endeavor is information. I have spent much effort building up sources throughout my country. Nor am I unable to take harsh action, if called for. I did not rise to the leadership of my party strictly by making friends and playing nice. So if something occurs within Nepal of which I need to be aware, I hear of it.” 
 
    The Weiners glanced at each other before JoJo spoke up. “I understand what you’re saying, Ganju, but…Chaar Yadav’s father was almost certainly involved in the attack, too.” 
 
    “Does the Peacemaker have hard evidence of that?” 
 
    Larry Weiner answered. “No, the money trail dried up before it got that far, but the circumstantial evidence seems overwhelming.” 
 
    “That’s because Sushil is assuredly guilty.” 
 
    “I…what?” 
 
    “Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.” 
 
    Weiner nodded, but then remembered that in Nepal that was a negative, and shook his head. “Sun Tzu.” 
 
    “Yes!” Limbu beamed. “Most Westerners would have said it came from that old movie, but Sun Tzu said it thousands of years ago.” 
 
    “Niccolo Macchiavelli is also reported to have used those words,” JoJo said. 
 
    “So he did! I forget that you both are also students of the warrior philosophers. Well, regardless of the origin of the phrase, its inherent truth is profound. I am firmly convinced that Sushil is either behind the attack, or knows who is. By having him close I will know if he is planning further devilry. Plus, he invested a rather substantial amount in the company.” 
 
    “Why yours and not the Headhunters?” 
 
    “I assume it is because we need the money, and they do not.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Weiner said. “Can you think of any reason why he might have done such a thing?” 
 
    “The oldest reason in the world…” 
 
    “Sex?” 
 
    Limbu smiled at her and shook his finger. “Greed…in this case, greed for power. My party supplanted his as the most powerful in the country. I led the House of Representatives, while Amir led the National Assembly. Both of us relied heavily on bringing in new sources of revenue to win elections and keep our positions, and High Mountain Hunters is a key to doing that. Sushil’s party does not believe the government should be supporting a private corporation, except when his party did support it before polls said they should not. Before that, he found it to be a splendid idea.”  
 
    Weiner’s face folded inward like he’d just sucked on a lime after downing a strong margarita. “It sounds like it’s a fait accompli, Ganju, so unless he gets in my way I’ll make it work, but make sure the really important files and accounts are out of his reach. A mole can do a lot of damage, even if you know they’re a mole.” Slurping coffee, he held up a forefinger to stop Limbu from saying something. “Hold that thought…in the history of Earth’s mercenaries, there are numerous examples of one person wrecking an otherwise wealthy and powerful company, and I don’t want the Gurkha Rifles to be another one. Because of your kind heart, I could see you giving someone the benefit of the doubt when they don’t deserve it. Being nice is not always a good thing.” 
 
    Weiner thought Limbu’s smile showed more humility and embarrassment than any expression he’d ever seen in his life. But the Gurkhas’ words said something entirely different. 
 
    “I am flattered that you think I am that nice of a man,” he said, with a half-bow. “But I can assure you that I am not.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gurkha Rifles Compound, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Ganju Limbu’s wife, Hasri, presided over the dinner table. She passed a plate to JoJo Weiner first, who smiled and took it using only her right hand. It was considered rude to handle communal plates with the left hand, another potential faux pas on the list of Nepalese customs, gestures and language she and Larry had downloaded. Once the hiring of mercs began in earnest, they wanted to avoid blatant cultural faux paus if at all possible. The Gurkha reputation was of fierce loyalty and death before dishonor; it was deeply ingrained in their DNA, and the Weiners didn’t want to do anything that might blunt that warrior spirit.  
 
    They ate with relatively little speaking. Once the meal ended, Hasri left them, as was the Nepalese custom for visitors. She lived in a separate house, where her husband usually slept, too, except when he worked late.  
 
    “The food was excellent, Ganju,” JoJo said. 
 
    “You asked for a third portion…that made Hasri very happy.” 
 
     “I almost asked for fourths,” Larry Weiner added.  
 
    “You should have. I know you are tired, my friends, but I’m told that our Chief Financial Officer has arrived. Would you like to meet her before you retire?” 
 
    Despite the fatigue that dragged at him, Weiner nodded. “Sure, what’s her name? Maybe I know her.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m told that you do.” 
 
    Weiner started to ask her name again, but his wife cut him off. 
 
    “It’s a she, you say?” JoJo said.  
 
    Limbu smiled. “Yes, and I am told she is very attractive…among her kind.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Limbu waved to a doorway. “It is safe.” 
 
    The translator couldn’t hide the squeaky tone of the voice which came from inside a room on his right. “Are you certain?” 
 
     “I am quite certain. You are safer here than anywhere else on Earth.” 
 
    “Forgive me if that holds no comfort.” 
 
    Two feet off the floor, a stubby snout poked around the jamb of the door leading into the darkened room. All at once, a slim figure materialized from the shadows and scurried into the room on two feet, as if glowing coals covered the ground. With a leap, the figure landed in the seat of the chair next to Larry Weiner. Whiskers that ringed a wet, black nose twitched in a pattern that indicated fear to those familiar with Zuparti. 
 
    “Klenda?” Weiner said. 
 
    “Hello, Larry Weiner.” Klenda’s left shoulder twitched as she peered around him to wave at JoJo. “Hello, Mrs. Larry Weiner, who is more commonly called JoJo.” 
 
    The Human woman smiled until the apples of her cheeks pushed her eyes into slits. “It is well to see you again, Klenda.” 
 
    “Yes, I share that feeling. Are any of you Humans going to eat that?” Klenda pointed to a serving platter with a bit of Sukuti left. After everyone said no, she reached with a short forelimb and pulled the dish close. “Please forgive the necessity of me consuming food in the way that I do,” she said, before plunging her muzzle into the spicy mound of mutton strips. 
 
    Limbu watched indulgently. Klenda’s manners would have appalled most of his people, as Nepalese meal customs tended to be more ritualistic than in some cultures, but he had long since learned to tolerate the mannerisms of others. Only intentional insults bothered him.  
 
    Every few seconds Klenda stopped eating and glanced around the room, as if expecting a Depik assassin to leap out of a corner. Once she had finished the meat, the Zuparti used her long tongue to lick the plate. That made Limbu grimace a little, but he still said nothing. A merc commander had to learn extreme tolerance for alien customs, even beyond those he already had. 
 
    Weiner waited until Klenda licked the last bits of spice from her paws before speaking. “How have you been, Klenda?” 
 
    “I live, I sleep, I eat, I work, and I perform necessary bodily functions.” JoJo couldn’t help laughing. Klenda stopped cleaning her face and tilted her head. “Why does that amuse you? Is there something I do not know about my present situation?” She shrank back, ready to spring away in any direction. 
 
    “JoJo found your words amusing, Klenda,” Limbu said. “You know Humans well enough to realize that we are not usually quite so literal, when answering questions, as a Zuparti.” 
 
    “Oh…yes, amusing. Ha-ha, of course. We Zuparti are also known for our sense of humor.” 
 
    Limbu raised his eyebrows but said nothing. “Is the hour too late to discuss business?”  
 
    Instead of saying anything, the Zuparti bent down and inspected under the table. 
 
    “Klenda?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Business?” 
 
    “My body has not yet processed my meal.” 
 
    “Are you too tired to discuss the business of the Gurkha Rifles?” 
 
    “No! Fatigue is the fuel of business. That is a well known aphorism among my kind.” 
 
    “Larry, JoJo?” 
 
    “Can we get some coffee?” 
 
    In deference to the Americans, Limbu nodded, but they mistook that as being the Nepali negative response. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Weiner said, “perhaps some tea then?” 
 
    But Limbu chuckled. “It appears that we have some language barriers to overcome that our translators cannot help us with. We will have coffee.” 
 
    Once they’d been served, and Klenda had circled the room searching for hidden threats, Limbu steered them toward the hard realities of getting the new company off the ground. 
 
    “What is the state of our finances?” he asked, speaking to Klenda. 
 
    The Zuparti considered her answer. “Unfortunate.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Weiner said. 
 
    “Having or marked by bad fortune, unlucky.” 
 
    JoJo smirked with her face in her palm as Weiner closed his eyes. “No,” she said. “My husband meant, what does it mean that the Gurkha Rifles’ financial situation is unfortunate?” 
 
    “Oh. Yes, once again I have forgotten the vagaries of Human speech patterns. You will please forgive me, with practice my understanding will again increase. I have recently been dealing with many Jehas, and their speech patterns differ greatly from those of Humans. I will search for the appropriate translation modifier and download it.” 
 
    “Why don’t I write it for you?” Weiner said. 
 
    Klenda shrank back as if whipped. “To what purpose?” 
 
    He sighed loud enough for her to hear, knowing the translator would provide her with a series of meanings for such a gesture. “To help you understand us, Klenda. We have worked together before, have we not? Did I not prove myself as trustworthy then? I am older now and far less prone to duplicity than when we first knew each other.” 
 
    The Zuparti inspected him like an entomologist scrutinizing a new species of dung beetle.  
 
    “You were duplicitous during our first joint effort?” 
 
    “Not with you, no. But in general I have matured beyond duplicity with anyone.” 
 
    “Does the same hold true for the female to whom you are permanently pair-bonded?” 
 
    “I have a name!” JoJo cried. “We’ve known each other for decades.” 
 
    “Yes,” Weiner said. “My wife remains as worthy of your trust as she was back then.” 
 
    “You came to work for me, Klenda,” Limbu said, “because you knew of my people’s legacy of death before dishonor.” 
 
    “Better to be dead than to be a coward,” Klenda said, quoting the motto of the old Royal Gurkha Rifles. “But that is not the same as being trustworthy.” 
 
    Limbu’s tone reflected his growing impatience. Zuparti were known for being jumpy and paranoid, but even a politician trained for tolerance had his limit.  
 
    “It is the same to a Gurkha, and to those a Gurkha accepts as one of their own. I sought you out, Klenda, because of your reputation as a wily trader and as someone who could oversee a tight budget and squeeze out every last credit to keep the company afloat. You have done it before, and I offered you a significant raise to do it again.” 
 
    Klenda made to speak, but he held up his hand. “Let me finish. You three are the brain trust of this company, you have experiences that I do not, but for this to work you will have to work closely with each other on a daily basis. There can be no mistrust between you if the Gurkha Rifles are to be a success, and, do not be mistaken, the success of this company is my first and chief priority. If any of you cannot work together, tell me now so that I may replace you.” 
 
    No one spoke for a moment. Limbu thought they looked like his sons after he’d admonished them for some foolish prank. Weiner made to speak but Limbu stopped him with a stern glance. He wanted Klenda to talk first. 
 
    “I apologize if I have given offense,” the Zuparti finally said, hanging her head. “It is my honor, privilege and pleasure to work with Larry Weiner and his…wife, JoJo. They have been my friends in times past, and it seems unlikely they would do me harm now. Please forgive.” 
 
    “There is no apology needed, and nothing to forgive!” Limbu said. “It was simply a miscommunication that will not happen again. Am I correct, JoJo, Larry?” 
 
    They nodded, quickly shook their heads, stopped, nodded, and then all three Humans laughed as Klenda looked confused.  
 
    “Let us get down to business,” Limbu said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gurkha Rifles Compound, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    The bamboo veranda of the mess hall teemed with newly hired mercs eating breakfast and getting to know each other. Sipping the day’s first cup of coffee, Larry Weiner felt so good he almost started to whistle. The mountain air of Nepal must have agreed with him; either that, or all the turmeric in his food lately had calmed the inflammation in his knees. He still limped, but it was more from habit than necessity.  
 
    A cigar would have made the morning one to remember, but he’d promised Limbu he wouldn’t smoke in public places. A Red-Rumped Swallow sang from a nearby oak tree, something he knew because he’d used his pinplants to identify it. For just a moment, a feeling of peace and tranquility allowed him to relax. 
 
    Until the face of a man he’d hoped never to see again appeared in his mind and destroyed the moment: Dieter van Owen. Against his instincts, he allowed the contact.  
 
    “Larry Weiner, it has been a long time since we last spoke,” van Owen said in Dutch. 
 
    Not long enough, Weiner thought but didn’t allow his pinplants to transmit. He’d considered declining the call, but as COO of the Gurkha Rifles, taking calls from people like van Owen constituted a fiduciary duty. You never knew where a contract might come from. 
 
    “Good morning, Dieter,” Weiner said, in English. Van Owen spoke English better than most native English speakers did, and he’d be damned if he gave the man the satisfaction of conversing in Dutch. It was petty, but Weiner didn’t mind being petty if the situation called for it.  
 
    Van Owen chuckled, understanding the unspoken meaning behind the switch in languages.  
 
    “Did I catch you at a bad time to discuss business?” 
 
    “There’s never a bad time to talk business. Got a contract for me?” He hadn’t meant that seriously. Although van Owen had his own merc company, Triple-A Temporary Mercs, his reputation was best described as ‘iffy.’  
 
    “You said that thinking it was a joke, but I actually might have something for you. Wanna hear about it?” 
 
    Weiner sat up straighter. Suspicious or not, what the GR needed more than anything else was revenue. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “There’s nothing concrete yet, but the potential contract I’ve heard about needs two companies. You’ve got one, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, full complement.” 
 
    “But just the one.” 
 
    “Just the one.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “What about yours?” 
 
    “All my temps moved on, and I’m rebuilding from scratch; mine won’t be ready in time. You’ve already started training, right?” 
 
    “Yep, three weeks’ worth.” 
 
    “You’re two ahead of me…damn.” 
 
    “It definitely needs two companies?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Let me talk to the boss, Ganju Limbu. An associate of his, Amir Pun, also has a company, the Himalayan Headhunters.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard, but I know this Pun guy. Let me know as soon as you can. But, Larry, if I steer you to this contract, I’ll want a ten percent referral fee.” 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    “Seven.” 
 
    “Done! Seven it is. But listen, the other thing is that it’s my rep on the line. I need to make sure your people can do the job.” 
 
    “My assurance isn’t enough?” 
 
    “I like you, Larry, but no, it’s not enough. How about this? We conduct some company-sized war games, your people against mine? We can do it right there in Nepal, and once we’re done, I can do the same thing against the other company. Is that the one called the Headhunters?” 
 
    “That’s them.” 
 
    “So is that a ‘yes?’” 
 
    Weiner thought about it for second, but while he didn’t trust van Owen, he truthfully couldn’t see any downside to a war game.  
 
    “Live training is definitely better than sims…yeah, sure, it sounds like a good idea. No live ammo though.” 
 
    “Of course not. Lasers set strong enough to trigger a sensor but not to injure, maybe have judges.” 
 
    “Sounds good, I like it.” 
 
    “You don’t need to ask Limbu?” 
 
    “I’m the Chief Operations Officer. It’s my call.” 
 
    “Alright then, I’ll send you some dates.” 
 
    “Keep in touch.” 
 
    After he broke the connection, Weiner’s previous good humor had faded. Instead he scowled at the nearby mountainside in deep thought. He knew that Dieter van Owen never did anything that didn’t benefit Dieter van Owen, but even knowing that he couldn’t see how a simple training exercise could hurt the company. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Outside Lubbock, Texas, United States, Earth 
 
    No part of Ganju Limbu’s business suit remained dry as sweat poured down his body. Unlike the merc commander, Larry Weiner wore shorts and an oversized t-shirt with the logo of Cartwright’s Cavaliers on the back. He scuffed along the warehouse floor in athletic shoes worn through at the toes. Normally it would have been JoJo on the trip, not him, but she had her hands full refurbishing equipment back in Nepal. They had also acquired some CASPer Mk 7 shells that needed to appear brand new. With their low budget, most of what they could afford was either antique or didn’t work, and besides, she’d been to Texas in the summer. 
 
    “Why does anyone choose to live here?” Limbu said. “This heat is oppressive and relentless.” 
 
    “Only during most of the year,” said their host, the towering giant named Bucklehuck Simmons, Buck for short. “During winter it’s cold enough to freeze the devil’s dick.” 
 
     Clad only in chemical-stained coveralls and work boots, with no shirt, Simmons used his index fingernail to scrape something from between his front teeth. Limbu turned his head to keep from being sick.  
 
    Weiner swept his hand across the vast interior space of the warehouse, most of which lay empty. Only at the far end were there some CASPers and other equipment. 
 
    “What happened to your inventory Buck? Did a tornado come through and blow it all away?” 
 
    “Same reason there’s a shortage of mercs, business is good. Seems like everybody and their little brother is forming a company, and most of ‘em cain’t afford new equipment. That leads ‘em to me!” He pointed at his chest using his thumb. 
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
    “Not a lot, but let’s go take a look.” 
 
    After three more sweaty hours climbing on salvaged CASPers, handling spare parts for Advanced Combat Armor, and crawling into and through a dropship that had seen better days, the three men sat down to haggle over price. It was a strong seller’s market, and the Gurkha corporate officers had little room to negotiate, but Buck gave them a decent deal anyway, so they all went away satisfied. 
 
    “Thirty-seven CASPers for 240 mercs,” Weiner said. “We’re gonna have to be really careful about what contracts we take.” 
 
    “We already knew this.” 
 
    “We did; I’m just repeating it for emphasis.” 
 
    Limbu smiled and patted his hand. In Nepal that was an accepted practice, but it had taken Weiner a while to get used to it. “We have the best COO on the planet. You will find us profitable contracts regardless of our limitations.” 
 
    “Anything to keep that Zuparti from bitching about expenses.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gurkha Rifles Compound, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Spokelse left the main barracks and went up the twelve stone steps to the noncoms’ house, being careful about his footing. A little stream splashed over the hillside next to the stairs, keeping them wet and slippery, and while he had fully healed physically, moments remained where he seemed less than sure of his balance. The doctors said it was his imagination, but private doubts remained.  
 
    The house itself was old and also made out of stone, having been repurposed as quarters for the non-commissioned officer mercs. Turning left into his room, he stopped short at the figure already in there, a lean man of medium height, who glanced up from unpacking a duffel bag. 
 
    “You must be Master Sergeant Bloodworth,” Spokelse said. 
 
    “That’s right, Jesse Deloach Bloodworth would be me, for certain. And you must be that Norwegian First Sergeant that Colonel Limbu warned me about.” 
 
    “Well, I’m the only Norwegian here…” 
 
    Bloodworth waved, as if to say ‘forget it.’ “I am only joking,” he said, with a slow cadence and pronunciation of every syllable. “He stated in no language that could be mistaken that you were a good man. Colonel Limbu said that, but he did warn that I might want to be careful about turning my back and leaving anything valuable within your reach.” The grin that followed went with an outstretched right hand. The two men shook, and Bloodworth went back to unpacking. 
 
    “Would it be acceptable to you if I took this bunk?” 
 
    “Sure, nobody’s claimed it yet. Aside from the colonel’s two sons, you’re only the fourth noncom to sign on. Did I hear right, that you’ve done tours with both Asbaran and The Golden Horde?” 
 
    “You did indeed.” 
 
    “Where are you from, originally?” 
 
    “I assume you mean what part of the United States, since I would say it is pretty obvious that I’m from the American south.” 
 
    Spokelse nodded. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “I was born and raised in Holly Springs, Mississippi, same as my grandfathers before me all the way back to before the war.” 
 
    “Which war? World War Two?” 
 
    “Long before that, the War for Southern Independence.” 
 
    Even though he’d grown up from the age of two in Minneapolis, Spokelse had to pause while his pinplants searched for what that meant. “Oh, the American Civil War.” 
 
    “I would advise against you saying those words around anybody in my family. One of my grandfathers rode in the 3rd Mississippi Cavalry.” 
 
    “Was that with Forrest?” 
 
    “The records are not terribly complete, but if he did ride with that Devil Forrest we do not know of it.” 
 
    “So you’re from a warrior tradition, is that why you became a merc?” Spokelse asked. 
 
    “I suppose my reasons are the same way as most folk, my VOWS got me my first chance, the money was considerably more attractive than other professions, so I decided to pursue it as a career. If my ancestors could kill Yankees for invading our country, I can kill aliens for pay.” 
 
    “I read your application. You were with two of the Horsemen, so why the hell would you leave Asbaran or the Horde to come here?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same question, Top.” 
 
    “That’s easy, I’m stupid.” 
 
    Bloodworth barked a laugh. “My contract with the Horde ran out last month. They offered me a new contract for Staff Sergeant, but I was already a Staff Sergeant and asked for a promotion. The company was nice about it and all, and promised a promotion at the earliest opportunity, but they had no position right then for another Master Sergeant. I came very close to signing anyway, until I found out the Gurkhas were forming their own company and inquired about offering my services. You see, I have fought beside Gurkhas before, I had four of them in my platoon with the Horde, and they are the damnedest fighting men that I have ever met.” 
 
    “Yeah? Before joining the GRs, all I knew about was their reputation. What more can you tell me?” 
 
    “What specifically are you asking for?” 
 
    Spokelse shrugged. “Tell me what kind of people they are, what they’re like to serve with. If my life depends on them, I want to know everything I can know.” 
 
    “Well, let me think. There is a lot. Hmmm…I introduced them to country music, and as it turns out, they love Reba McEntyre. At least the ones in my platoon did. We once visited this dive bar around some God-forsaken planet at the ass end of nowhere, where the authorities confiscated their khukuris, although stealing them would be more accurate of the situation. The Gurkhas hated those people for doing it, and the two that took their knives went missing. We pulled out just in the nick of time…I would not be surprised to learn that a Peacemaker was looking for those boys. Strangely enough, they had somehow re-acquired their khukuris. 
 
    “Whenever we came into a theater, they were happy men. They joked around a lot, and ate food that had WAY too much spice for me, and my mama’s mama was Cajun. They liked protein bars a lot. I got more respect than I probably deserved, because a Randall Model 14 was my constant companion, and while they preferred their khukuris, they both recognized and appreciated a fine blade, and the man who held it. I also knew their people and their history. I read a lot, you see, for pleasure, and history is my preferred reading material, along with old science fiction books. I have always been fascinated with the Gurkhas, and that knowledge served me well. 
 
     “I would go to war with those guys anytime, anywhere; they were fine mercenaries. Every one of them would have given his life for me or any of the others, without conscious thought. It took a long time for them to become accustomed to the CASPers they were issued. Apparently they much preferred fighting without armor of any sort, although over time they became first class drivers. I remember when they got access to first rate outfitters, they were like kids in a candy store in the tactical gear aisle, with boonie hats and good quality ammo pouches being their favorites. They were quick and eager learners, and loved going out and rehearsing immediate action drills for whatever scenarios we chose. Oh, and they loved Oreos, most having never eaten them before.” 
 
    “You like them, then?” 
 
    “I think you may fairly surmise that, yes.” 
 
    “Is the contract you signed with us better than the one offered by the Horde?” 
 
    Bloodworth shook his head. “No, the Horde pays very well.” 
 
    “Then why do it?” 
 
     “Please do not misunderstand me when I say that credits are not everything. I like being well paid as much as the next man, and while the promotion here is nice, most of my salary will come from bonuses. So in that regard, the Horde had much the better offer. But the Gurkha Rifles have something that the Horde does not, namely, the Gurkha tradition. It is a high honor for me to be counted among their number, and I only hope that I am worthy.” 
 
    “I hope that doesn’t translate to you going easy on the recruits.” 
 
    Bloodworth grinned. “There is absolutely no chance of that, Top. I plan to kick their asses all over this mountain.” One slight turn of the head indicated that Bloodworth had a last question, so Spokelse waited him out. 
 
    “We are platoon leaders here, First Sergeant, may I ask why? In my experience Sergeants lead squads and officers lead platoons.”  
 
    “Colonel Limbu’s sons are the other platoon leaders, and the colonel didn’t want to simply award them a rank they hadn’t earned yet, so they both started as staff sergeants, junior to both you and I. They’ll have to earn their rank just like everybody else.” 
 
    “Does that include us?” 
 
    “I suppose so, if you want it.” 
 
    “I will have to consider that. The pay scale is considerably more attractive, I will admit, but I have never seen myself as an officer.” 
 
    “Me either, but if you do decide to go for a promotion, I’ll salute you in the same way I salute all officers.” Spokelse held up his middle finger and grinned. “When they’re not looking, of course.” 
 
    “Does that include Colonel Limbu?” 
 
    “I don’t think it does. The colonel might actually be that rarest of all creatures…a competent officer.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Three Months Later 
 
    Copenhagen, Denmark, Earth 
 
    As a thunder snowstorm passed over Copenhagen and entered the Øresund, headed for Sweden, Dieter van Owen drummed his fingers on his desktop and stared at his closed office door. After a fast knock, Noddy Larsen stuck his head in.  
 
    “Ready for the next one?” 
 
    Instead of answering, van Owen waved him inside. 
 
    “What do you think of that last guy?” 
 
    “Sigurdsson? I don’t know; he’s a stout enough lad, and he’s got a good name. You gonna hire him?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am, but I don’t know for which company. What do we know about him?” 
 
    “It’s all on his application.” 
 
    “Nothing else?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Dig deeper. If he’s really as good with a CASPer as these reports say he is, he could have a long career with us. But if he’s as naïve as he seems, he’s perfect for the bait squad.” 
 
    Larsen scratched his upper lip. “You thinking of recruiting him for the Brotherhood?” 
 
    “I told you I’m not sure yet, but maybe. If we can get solid evidence that he would be a good fit with the Brotherhood, I’ll put him there.” 
 
    “You mean off world, right? The BOF here is fucked for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “Yeah, off world. We might even have to find another outfit to hook up with on Earth, or start our own. But for now we’ll play nice with the BOF and see what happens, so we’ve got to be sure about this Sigurdsson kid; we can’t embed somebody in the Brotherhood and then have them go all Boy Scout on us…that could get ugly.” 
 
    “Got it. Sign him up, wait to assign him.” 
 
    “Let’s take him to Nepal with us; that’ll give us a chance to observe him up close. Nothing reveals more about a man’s character than when he’s in combat.” 
 
    “And if he turns out to be a paragon of virtue?” 
 
    “We stick him in the Bait Squad.” 
 
    “Seems kind of a waste.” 
 
    “Would you rather have him running around telling everybody we’re not as legit as we appear to be?” 
 
    “Uh…helvete til nei!” Hell to the no! Larsen turned to leave but stopped. “You heard about Qabaa, right?” 
 
    “Rohit Qabaa? Has the bastard reappeared?” 
 
    “Sort of…word is, that Zuul Peacemaker caught up to him way out at some dive in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    Van Owen sat up straight in his swivel chair. “Has he talked?” 
 
    “Not yet, not ever. He’s dead.” 
 
    “Oh…what a shame.” 
 
    “You don’t exactly sound broken hearted.” 
 
    “It’s one less loose end. Where did you say this happened?” 
 
    “The only thing I know about it, the dive where it happened had a Thompson submachine gun displayed in a case.” 
 
    Van Owen tried not to show his shock, but Larsen knew him too well to miss the signs. 
 
    “You been there?” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Damn, Dieter, you used to be a lot better liar. Ain’t no crime to drink at some dump nobody remembers, except for some old gun, unless you’ve got a wife stashed somewhere I don’t know about. You didn’t do somethin’ stupid in Switzerland, did you, like get ball-and-chained again?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That girl, you didn’t go and marry her did you?” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    “Then you ain’t got nothin’ to worry about.” 
 
    “No, I guess not.” 
 
    Dieter van Owen didn’t believe in coincidences or synchronicity, which meant that either the universe had a nasty sense of humor, or there were things going on that he needed to find out about. He wasn’t sure which one he preferred. 
 
    Because he knew exactly where that dive bar was, and had admired that Thompson for years. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Overlooking the Seti Gandaki River, Nepal, Earth 
 
    “Without using the CASPers we don’t have a chance, Colonel,” First Sergeant Spokelse said.  
 
    “A chance for what, Top?” answered Ganju Limbu.  
 
    “To win!” 
 
    Standing in the shade between two teak trees, Limbu focused his binoculars on the enemy positions across the river valley. From their vantage point atop the mountain, all they could see was an ocean of green on the opposite slopes, but somewhere down there was Dieter van Owen’s merc company. Limbu presumed they all had CASPers, probably some large caliber MACs, air defense batteries, and plenty of drones, while his men had nothing more than infantry laser weapons, with one platoon wearing advanced combat armor. 
 
    Without moving the binoculars, he replied to Spokelse’s statement. “Winning is not the point of this exercise.” 
 
    “So you don’t mind losing?” 
 
    “Do I mind? No, not today I do not. Make no mistake, I will always win if it is possible, but today there are more important lessons at stake.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Obedience in the face of the enemy. You see, I do plan to win this exercise, but as you know we are heavily outgunned. Force will not provide victory, but if the Gurkha Rifles obey my orders exactly as they are issued, and without knowing the overall plan, then perhaps we will best the foe despite our material disadvantage. If they do not, then superior weaponry will defeat us. Either way, the lesson is driven home.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right boss, but you know what they say about making battle plans.” 
 
    “Now you understand why I draw mine up in such broad strokes. To avoid what is strong and strike what is weak is the way of war, but when our enemy is stronger than we are, then we must wait for the storm to pass before we can throw our own thunderbolt.” 
 
    “Like I said, I hope you’re right. They can fight three dimensionally, and we can’t.” 
 
    “Perhaps so, but that also means they can fall in three dimensions.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Even with a new moon, starlight lit the valley floor bright enough that a veteran merc like Spokelse moved with the same ease as he would under a noontime sun. When he was still fifty yards from the enemy encampment, Spokelse could hear the Triple-A Temporary sentry’s noisy breathing. If this was a real attack, he could kill the fool without breaking a sweat. Did the man not at least have night vision gear? Apparently he did not, which was a sloppy and potentially fatal oversight. Even cheap NVGs were better than nothing. 
 
    “Ho, in the camp. Incoming.” 
 
    Like every incompetent soldier throughout history who was caught being inattentive, the man overreacted with bravado and bluster. 
 
    “Halt and identify yourself, or I’ll blow your head off.” 
 
    “You can try, but if you do I’ll shove that laser so far up your ass you’ll have to open your mouth to shoot. I’m First Sergeant Spokelse from the Gurkha Rifles, and I’m here to see one of your new recruits.” 
 
    “Yeah? Who’s that?” 
 
    “Roland Sigurdsson.” 
 
    “What do you want him for?” 
 
    “That’s none o’ yer fuckin’ business, Sonny. Would you get him for me, so I don’t have to go find him myself?” 
 
    “How do I know he’s not passin’ you our battle plan?” 
 
    “Are you always this stupid? It’s a training exercise, dumbass, nobody’s gonna die, ‘cept maybe you if you keep shitting through your gums. Now call the officer of the watch and tell him Roland’s a friend o’ mine, and I just want to say hello.” 
 
    “He’s not going to like this.” 
 
    “I’ll be surprised if he gives a shit.” 
 
    He didn’t. Minutes later the tall form of Roland Sigurdsson materialized in the darkness where the sentry had stood.  
 
    “Spook?” 
 
    “Over here, boy. C’mon out, let’s talk for a few minutes.” 
 
    Sigurdsson could have been the poster boy for the health benefits of living in Norway. Tall, with heavy muscles, his blonde hair, blue eyes, and ruddy cheeks were so vivid they looked like contacts, a wig, and rouge. A natural naiveté added to the image of him as being a harmless backcountry Norwegian farm boy. In fact, he was the best natural mech driver Spokelse had ever met. 
 
    Once they were alone Spokelse moved in close and lowered his voice and switched to Norwegian. 
 
    “What are you doing with these bottom feeders, kid? Didn’t I tell you to steer clear of van Owen? The guy is bad news, Roland, bad news.” 
 
    “He’s been square with me so far.” 
 
    “You’re not the first guy that’s said that and then regretted it later. Look, I promised your dad I’d look after you, okay? Take my word for it, and get away from van Owen while you can.” 
 
    “Are you guys hiring?” 
 
    Spokelse looked away and then kicked a rock. “It’s in the charter that non-Nepalis have to be veterans, if you had some experience that would change everything.” 
 
    “Which is why I signed with Triple-A, to get experience.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    “But what, Spook? Give me some other choice, and I’ll take it. Call your buddies at Cartwright’s Cavaliers and I’ll be on the next shuttle.” 
 
    “I would if I could; you know that. Everybody I know is off world; just wait until they get back or a reputable outfit is recruiting again. Give me a chance to make some calls.” 
 
    “In other words, hurry up and wait. I’m not married to Colonel van Owen, Spook. Find somebody who will hire me, and I’ll break my contract in a heartbeat. But in the meantime, I’m getting trained without paying for it.” 
 
    “That’s what worries me,” Spokelse said, turning to stare at his young countryman. “Van Owen doesn’t do anything for free. One way or the other, you’re going to pay for it before it’s all over.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Spokelse didn’t want to make the call, because he couldn’t stand the man he needed to speak with, not because he didn’t want to protect Roland. He did. Among Norwegians, even those raised in America, second cousins were considered close family. 
 
    “Spokelse, thank you for the last time!” said Noddy Larsen. The idiom meant nice to see you again. 
 
    “It’s not mutual, you piece of shit.” 
 
    “Ha! Speak from the liver, why don’t you?” 
 
    “My cousin is a member of your company. Roland Sigurdsson.” 
 
    “Yeah, the big Norwegian kid. What about him?” 
 
    “If anything happens to him—if he doesn’t come back from his first contract—I’m coming for you, Noddy. Got that? No excuses, no mercy. And this time I won’t just cut off an ear.” 
 
    “I heard you got hurt pretty bad up in them mountains, but not bad enough from the looks of it.” 
 
    “You heard me, Noddy, and you know I mean it.” 
 
    “Faen av, Spook, if you think yer scarin’ me.” 
 
    “Tell your boss the same goes for him.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll wet himself.” 
 
    “This is your only warning.” 
 
    Spokelse broke the connection. He’d done what he could, and meant what he said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The ground rules were simple enough, and based on the children’s game called Capture the Flag. Each ‘team’ displayed their company’s challenge coin on a six-foot tall metal pole at a place that would act as their headquarters. It could not be hidden, buried, or off the ground, although it could be surrounded by some type of palisade or fortress. To win, an enemy had to not only grab the coin from their opponent’s pole, but then had to make it safely back to their own headquarters. 
 
    Both opponents had a day ahead of the exercise to examine the ground and prep for the engagement. Limbu decided well ahead of time that his company would use nothing more than traditional weapons, with the sole exception of lasers. That meant his men had no CASPers, no Magnetic Accelerator Cannons, no drones, and none of the high-tech stuff they didn’t have much of anyway, but was available to mercs with deeper pockets. Their few old CASPers had been repaired so many times that he didn’t want to risk losing any in a practice battle. His men would just have to fight the way they always fought, relying on their guts to win or die. Of course, a healthy dose of Sun Tzu wouldn’t hurt anything. 
 
    Both sides also agreed not to use artillery. That was a big advantage for the Gurkhas, since all they had were some mortars. 
 
    “The key to us winning is how well you and Master Sergeant Bloodworth defend your position,” Colonel Limbu said after turning to face Spokelse. “You must hold them off for as long as possible.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, but I’ve gotta tell you straight up that we can’t stop ‘em. If they want that coin bad enough, they’re going to get it.” 
 
    “Yes, I am counting on that. The critical moment will be once they do and how we respond. You must launch your counterattacks with enough energy to sell the deception, and divert their attention. Do whatever you must to keep their attention on you.” 
 
    “How do I divert CASPers with nothing more than warm bodies?” 
 
    Limbu checked his watch, although his pinplants kept up with local time anywhere in the universe. “You have an hour before we start. Is that not plenty of time to figure out something?” 
 
    “It might help if I knew the overall plan. I am both your most senior and experienced noncom. For example, what deception?” 
 
    Telling junior party members was not part of how Limbu gained and maintained power in Nepal’s legislature. You never knew who had been co-opted by the other side, so keeping his plans private had become second nature. But while politics was a form of war, it wasn’t this form of it, and he knew that Spokelse was right. 
 
    “Your point is well made, First Sergeant. Alright then, here is my plan…” 
 
    When he’d finished, Spokelse rubbed his chin. “I thought you said it was a plan, boss. Sounds more like a prayer to me.” 
 
    “Do you doubt that van Owen will take the bait?” 
 
    “Him? No. His Operations Officer, Noddy Larsen? Yes. Noddy can sniff out an ambush a hundred miles away. We served together for eight years, until he lost an ear and a leg and retired from killing aliens. I had something to do with the ear.” 
 
    Limbu arched his eyebrows, but there was no time for war stories right then.  
 
    “What makes him so good at recognizing a ruse? Experience?” 
 
    Spokelse laughed. “That, too, but mainly he’s Norwegian. It’s in our DNA.” 
 
    “Your Viking ancestors?” 
 
    “We both trace our ancestry to Olav Tryggvason, King of Norway.” 
 
    The diminutive Gurkha colonel’s face reflected surprise and mirth. “Forgive me, Majesty, I did not realize that I was in the presence of royalty!” 
 
    Spokelse squinted. “Sarcasm from a Gurkha?” 
 
    “Of course! We are much more than our reputation suggests. Occasionally we are even funny.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Seti Gandaki River Valley, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Noddy Larsen bent over the shoulder of a corporal as she fiddled with the controls on her slate to adjust the LIDAR images sent back by Drone Number Six. Like everyone else of his time, Larsen took the quality of the pictures for granted as the LIDAR stripped away the heavy canopy of vegetation over the river valley to reveal the landscape beneath. She then activated the infrared sensors, which populated the image with white figures in the shapes of men. With a satisfied smile she leaned back and turned her right thumb up.  
 
    There was no hiding from the all-seeing cameras and sensors mounted on the drones. She had linked the data from all of them to form a picture of the entire enemy position. Larsen studied it for nearly half a minute. 
 
    “Why’s this showing so hot?” he said, pointing to parts of the river where sections appeared as lighter blue than the rest of the water. 
 
    “Depth,” she said. “That water is cold, and those are shallows and the sun has heated the water up more than in the deeper pools.” 
 
    “Huh.” Larsen had a way of putting a lot of disapproval into a simple grunt. Having seen enough, he stood up and rubbed the joint where his severed leg met the prosthetic that allowed him to walk. Most of the time it didn’t bother him, but something about the thin mountain air made his body ache. He couldn’t wait to get back and taste the dense, salty air of Denmark, or, even better, his chalet overlooking Trondheim Fjord in Norway. 
 
    “They’re all right where you thought they would be,” he said to his boss, Colonel van Owen. The obvious concern on Larsen’s face amused van Owen. 
 
    “Are you worried it’s a trick, Noddy?” 
 
    “I don’t know, boss, just seems like there might be pigs in the woods, that’s all.” 
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    “It’s too easy.” 
 
    Van Owen had also been watching. “Why do you say that? Are they standing in the open with their hands raised in surrender?” 
 
    “I know, I sound like an old lady. We’re sittin’ like butter in the porridge and here I am all worried about it, but you pay me to speak from the liver.” 
 
    At that, the technician glanced up and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Enough with the folksy idioms.” Van Owen tapped behind his ear, meaning they should continue the conversation via pinplants.  
 
    “Now what’s really bothering you Noddy?” 
 
    “Nothing I can put my finger on.” 
 
    “Then stop fretting about it. Without heavy weapons they’ve done the only thing they can, they’ve deployed most of their men around the headquarters to defend it, and put infiltrators on either flank. It’s what I would have done.” 
 
    Larsen pursed his lips despite their conversation being private. “Some of their people appear to be up in the trees.” 
 
    “C’mon Noddy, you used to be a sniper yourself, you know that’s SOP!” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, maybe it is. Oh hell, it’s only training anyway.” 
 
    “Twenty minutes ‘til we go…you watch, Noddy, this shouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes to finish. A quick win will make the beer taste better tonight.” 
 
    “Sure thing boss, whatever you say.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The referees were Larry Weiner and Amir Pun, which van Owen agreed to because he didn’t plan on there being any doubt who won the exercise. He was also aware of the animosity between Pun and Ganju Limbu, because the former made it abundantly clear in their conference to discuss the rules. He might actually have the advantage. 
 
    Sky conditions were mostly sunny with high, scudding clouds and a light breeze out of the southwest, swirling down the river valley. The site they’d selected had gentler slopes than the sheer canyons to the northwest, where dense forests of teak and oak trees covered high ridges on both the north and south. The low water level in the river offered no barrier to infantry. At precisely 1000 hours local time, a five second, 500 hertz tone echoed down the valley, the signal to begin the exercise.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Here we go,” Spokelse said. “Let’s hope your plan works.” 
 
    “Victorious warriors win first and then go to war, while defeated warriors go to war first and then seek to win.” 
 
    “Meaning no disrespect boss, but whatever.” 
 
    At Limbu’s order they had not tried to hide from the drones, because he wanted them to see exactly what they expected to see. The Gurkhas fortified a small clearing surrounded by heavy woods, using a simple walled system made from small boulders, already felled tree trunks and rocks. It could have been from the time when the Kirats first moved into Nepal from Tibet around 2,500 BC; simple but effective. With a radius of about twenty feet, at the center stood the six-foot pole and overhead, like the spokes of a wheel, small trees provided an arbor-like canopy.  
 
    Those trees wouldn’t even slow down a CASPer that landed within the little fortress, but that wasn’t their purpose. Woven between them were hundreds of yards of gufala, Nepal’s famous ‘sausage vine,’ so called because of its reddish-purple sausage-shaped fruit. Twined like ropes by the Gurkhas, they were designed to act as nets for any CASPers that landed inside the circle, slowing them down until they could be hit with a laser to put them out of action. 
 
    Like most mercs, Spokelse envisioned three-dimensional combat as including up, but not down, and Limbu counted on van Owen thinking the same way. From inside the ring, they had dug shallow trenches out about fifty feet in all directions, covered them with rocks and then a layer of loam from the forest floor. The instant the tone announced the beginning of the battle, twelve men with laser rifles crawled through those makeshift tunnels. Doing it that way meant no heat signatures would show up on the drones’ sensors until the exercise was underway, and by then Limbu hoped it would be too late for van Owen to adjust his attack plans. 
 
    Limbu had positioned himself inside the headquarters compound, with Spokelse far away and all by himself. He stood beside a second six-foot pole, well upslope and by itself in a stand of teak trees. On top was a challenge coin with the crossed khukuris logo of the Gurkha Rifles stamped into the metal. To maintain the fiction that the Gurkha Rifles had no tech to speak of, even the lone guard of their real headquarters had only a laser rifle and pistol for defense. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The only things sticking out of the water were a snorkel with a one-inch tube, and a hair-thin whip antenna connected to Rambahadur Limbu’s pinplants. He heard the tone that announced the start of the mock battle, which made it doubly hard being wedged under a rock shelf in the languid current of the Gandaki River. But despite being the younger of Ganju Limbu’s sons, Rambahadur had the more patient personality of the two, with Devance being more of a fight-now-and-ask-questions-later sort.  
 
    His father had made it plain that on him rested victory or defeat. It was a mission of great honor, but also crushing pressure. The entire company would fight in such a way as to give him a chance to snatch away the victory, so all he could do was lay there underwater and concentrate on breathing through the snorkel. Hypothermia was a serious concern, and his father made it clear that losing the exercise was of no consequence against his son’s safety. If Rambahadur felt symptoms of hypothermia, he was to immediately leave the water.  
 
    But if he could endure it, when his moment came he would receive a single code word, Uḍāna…soar. That’s when he would rise up and sprint for the crevice that only locals knew about, the one that led through the ridgeline to the spot of van Owen’s headquarters. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Triple-A’s attack plan was the essence of simplicity. In overall tactical command was van Owen’s most trusted field commander, Master Sergeant Aksel Henrik. With three platoons of CASPer Mk 6s on hand, Noddy Larsen wanted to keep half a platoon at headquarters as a reserve, but Henrik objected, and van Owen ultimately agreed with Henrik. The rough terrain and thick forest limited sight lines. The rules of engagement stressed doing minimal damage to the Nepalese countryside, so the CASPers did not have the mutual support that better ground would have allowed. Therefore, he split one platoon to hold back the Nepali infiltrators on the flanks, and sent one platoon to secure the crest of the ridge, with orders to first secure that position, and then move down the reverse slope toward the enemy headquarters. The third platoon would wait three minutes after the initial assault, after which they would jump directly onto the Gurkha’s fortified space. With support from the platoon moving downhill, it would all be over fast. Once they had the challenge coin, whoever possessed it would jump straight back to their own headquarters with the victory in hand. 
 
    Instead of participating, van Owen was content to let Henrik execute the attack plan. The colonel watched from his side of the valley to evaluate the performance of his company, listening on their radio net and tapping into the cameras of the platoon and squad leaders. At the opening tone, the full designated platoon jumped in four squads of six, with the platoon command staff in a fifth wave of four CASPers. As the first hurtled through open space, a dozen laser beams flashed toward them from the facing enemy slope. 
 
    “Ah, tricky tricky Limbu, you must have had them hiding under rocks. Too bad that’s not going to help you much.” 
 
    For three seconds as the CASPers arced toward their landing spots, a firefight involving dozens of lasers crisscrossed the valley as van Owen’s company returned fire. One of the CASPers took a hit in a jumpjet. A sensor fed the hit to the referee computer, which recorded that it was disabled, although for safety’s sake it kept working. A training algorithm determined there was a 62.5 percent probability that the CASPer would have crash landed, thereby damaging the suit too badly to continue. 
 
    First blood to the Gurkhas. 
 
    Thanks to updates in real time from the referee computer, van Owen instantly knew what had happened, and nodded in appreciation. Despite being associated with the notorious Brotherhood of the Free, he also moved in the legitimate world of the Mercenary Guild, and could appreciate a well thought out battle plan.  
 
    “I guess we will take some casualties today,” he said to no one in particular. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The speed of operations, and instant reactions by the enemy, wasn’t something that could be totally replicated by simulators; it had to be experienced. Ganju Limbu objectively knew that, but only when faced with the need to react at the speed of thought did he really understand what it meant to command troops in combat. Four years in the Nepali Army helped, but apart from a few minor operations against drug runners, there was never any shooting.  
 
    Within half a minute of initiating combat, the lights representing 13 of the 20 men Limbu had posted on the facing slope had gone red, and all but one enemy CASPer was astride the crest of the ridge. He’d counted on them delaying the enemy for at least ten minutes and inflicting more than one casualty, and it threw off the timing of his entire plan. 
 
    “Bloodworth, Devance, move out now! I say again, cross the river now!” 
 
    Approximately 100 yards separated the top of the ridge from the fortified clearing. With no clear sight lines, and no forward cameras to tap into, Limbu relied on brief bursts of laser fire glimpsed through the trees, and the sound of CASPers crunching over a forest floor deep in loam and downed branches, to keep track of the fighting.  
 
    The tactical network didn’t help much, as his new recruits forgot radio discipline the moment battle was joined. Most it was indecipherable, the words screamed out rather than spoken, with everybody talking at the same time. He could make out enough, however, to realize that his command was rapidly disintegrating. 
 
    “Enemy on my right, need support!” 
 
    “Pinned down, somebody cover me!” 
 
    “I’m hit, I’m hit!” 
 
    “Pour it on, they’re coming through!” 
 
    Limbu triggered the override switch, muting all other inputs except his. His impulse was to vent his frustration and anger by yelling at his company, but as he’d learned to do in the Pratinidhi Sabha, the House of Representatives, Limbu forced calm into his voice that he didn’t actually feel. If he wanted his recruits to stand and fight, then it was important that he exude confidence and resolution. 
 
    “Gurkha Rifles, this is Colonel Limbu. Remember your training on the comm networks. Speak calmly and slowly so the company knows your situation and can help if you need it. Above all else, do not panic! Remember you’re Gurkhas!” 
 
    It had the desired effect. From that point onward his company settled down to fight, although men in nothing more than advanced combat armor, those who even had that much, against CASPers, wasn’t really much of a fight. Despite the CASPers not being able to use missiles, MACs, chain guns, or much of anything other than lasers, they still moved inexorably toward Limbu’s position. The Gurkhas stood their ground and ‘died’ by the dozen, but they did manage to inflict some damage. 
 
    Armored as they might be, it was also the first fight for the Triple-A Mercs, and with one exception, their handling of the CASPers in the dense woods bordered on clumsy. But that one exception broke the Gurkha line, as Roland Sigurdsson jumped over, ran through, or blasted anything in his way. Standing on a boulder to look over the rocky palisades, Limbu watched the lone CASPer dodge and weave in a crossfire of lasers. He wondered who the driver could be, and whether he might be a veteran. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Colonel van Owen frowned. He wasn’t worried; not yet. The engagement was only about four minutes old, but he’d hope to smoke the Gurkhas and get out scot free. Then he could leverage that victory to score higher payoffs when he offloaded the permanent contracts of his trainees to some of the shady companies he knew needed fresh blood. That sort of thing was frowned upon, but none of his people would object until they were in the new company and it was too late. Especially if he shipped them to the Brotherhood of the Free; once a member, you couldn’t leave under penalty of death, whether you joined voluntarily or not. 
 
    Except maybe the Sigurdsson kid. The others just wanted to be mercs, and with no offers from more established companies, they would go wherever he sent them and thank him for doing it. But Sigurdsson had an unfortunate moral streak, and that made him unpredictable. As for the others, every casualty and every extra minute potentially cost him thousands of credits by lowering their combat records.  
 
    “Henrik, report! You’ve got three yellows and a red. What the hell’s going on?” 
 
    “These are some stubborn fuckers, Colonel, and they’ve got traps everywhere. Green two-two fell into a pit and the computer judged him dead. We’d jump again but they wove vines into nets up in the trees. We’re making progress, though, and that Sigurdsson kid is living up to the hype!” 
 
    Damn! The one cadet he might not be able to turn was also his best prospect. It figured. 
 
    “I’m sending in the rest, Master Sergeant. Be prepared to assault their headquarters to support the main effort.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “Flanks are pushing them back, boss,” Noddy Larsen said, also through pinplants. “Do we pursue?” 
 
    “Yes, keep them running, that way they won’t have a chance to launch counterattacks.” 
 
    “They ain’t thinking about much except runnin’.” 
 
    Good, van Owen thought but didn’t say. He’d had his fill hearing how great the Gurkhas used to be. Maybe the legends were true, and maybe they once deserved their reputation, but that was more than a century before. The worse their defeat today, the easier it would be for Scoof to kill them when the time came.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Seti Gandaki River Valley, Nepal, Earth 
 
    CASPer jumpjets had their own unique sound, one Ganju Limbu had come to know well during the previous three months of training. Despite only having enough refurbished or rebuilt Mk 5s for about 15 percent of the company, each Gurkha had gotten equal time training in the ones they had, including him. So when he heard a roar beyond the overhead forest canopy, there was no doubt what it meant. 
 
    The men stationed high in the teak trees engaged the incoming CASPers with shoulder fired rifles, to no apparent effect. Over the sounds of battle came the loud snapping of limbs as the Triple-A CASPers landed in a ragged circle around the fortified area. Through a shooting slot in the stone wall, Limbu saw his outer pickets engaging them. 
 
    “Tunnel rats, go!” he said through the tacnet. A quick glance at his slate showed less than 140 green dots left for his side, meaning they had already taken 100 casualties. At the rate they were being knocked out they wouldn’t last long; using his pinplants, Limbu called his youngest son. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It felt like he’d been underwater for hours, but in reality it had been less than 27 minutes when Rambahadur Limbu’s father sent him a one word message: Uḍāna. Without hesitation, he scrambled out from under the rock ledge and onto the bank. His bare feet didn’t sink too deeply into the mud, and once on solid ground, he ran toward the enemy ridge, his boots tied together and looped around his neck. The sun on his back felt wonderful. He carried no weapon to slow him down. 
 
    Like their own headquarters, they knew the approximate location that Triple-A put theirs was somewhere on the reverse slope on their side of the valley. The promontory soared nearly two thousand feet, and not even a Gurkha could climb that high, and then down the other side, before the enemy overran the GR headquarters. Nor was there any guarantee the enemy would fall for the trick they’d built into their battle plan. 
 
    But the Valley of the Gandaki River was part of their home. The men and women of the Gurkha Rifles spent their childhoods playing and running over all those mountains; they’d grown up in the region and knew it well, and Ganju Limbu’s youngest son was no different. 
 
    The slope rose at thirty degrees until halfway up, increasing then to something closer to fifty degrees. From close to the riverbank, the forest rapidly grew thick again, giving Rambahadur the illusion of invisibility from the overhead drones. Just off a game trail two hundred feet up, he found the cave entrance he knew to be there. Unless you knew what to look for, you’d never see it. A thick outcropping hid it from above, and the only way to enter was on hands and knees though a narrow gash in the rock. Without hesitation, Rambahadur squeezed inside. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Noddy Larsen knew the instant he saw the heat signature materialize in the middle of the river what it meant. What he’d seen earlier, when he asked why the river showed as being hot, was a man hiding under the water. It was a neat trick, but he wasn’t overly concerned about it. One man on foot seemed more of a feint than a threat, no matter how well armed he might be. Just in case, though, Larsen’s personal CASPer stood by for him to personally defend their headquarters.  
 
    Besides, scaling the peak would take at least half an hour even for a Gurkha, whom Larsen thought of as half man, half mountain goat. By then they’d be well on their way back to Gorkha for a well-deserved beer or five. Despite all that, he nevertheless pictured the face of Dieter van Owen. 
 
    “Go, Noddy, what have you got?” 
 
    Larsen kept his eyes on the display screen. Even with state of the art chips, a lag of about one second remained as the computer correlated the data between the LIDAR, the infrared, and the 25k super-high definition camera.  
 
    “We got a lone enemy infiltrator headed your way, boss.” 
 
    “How did he get so close?”  
 
    “He was hiding in the river.” 
 
    “Limbu is trickier than I gave him credit for. Anything to worry about?” 
 
    “Nah, I don’t think so. It’s just one man and—” 
 
    “Noddy?” 
 
    Larsen leaned closer to the screen, as if that would sharpen the perfect picture even more.  
 
    “He disappeared.” 
 
    “What do you mean disappeared?” 
 
    “I mean he vanished, poof, gone, disappeared.” 
 
    “Ghost in the machine?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so. I’m looking for a cave, but there’s nothing there.” 
 
    “He probably realized it was hopeless and is holed up somewhere. Don’t worry about him, get back to monitoring the main battle. We’re about to overrun their headquarters. I don’t want any surprises.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The CASPers landed in a rough circle around the headquarters and were immediately engaged by the Gurkha skirmishers. Coherent light reflected off leaf and tree as lasers lit up the forest. Within two minutes, the green lights on Limbu’s slate that represented all of the skirmishers had gone red, but they’d crippled two CASPers before going down. The rest now turned their lasers on the stone walls.  
 
    This was the point at which actual explosives, like missile packs, would have made short work of the field fortifications. Even so, the CASPer drivers raked the laser pulses over the face of the walls until the beams found firing ports, knocking out anyone in their paths as they swept through the interior of the little fortress. Limbu dove to the dirt as one laser came through, passing over his head by inches, while a man standing behind him wasn’t so lucky.  
 
    “Maa chikni!” the ‘dead’ man yelled out. Motherfucker! 
 
    Lying on his stomach, Limbu saw a shadowy figure approaching from beyond the wall. Since it was six to eight feet tall, it could only be one thing. He rolled onto his back and shouldered his rifle, aiming in the direction of the shadow. Two seconds later, a metal arm extended over the wall holding a rifle. 
 
    Before it could sweep the circle and wipe out his headquarters, Limbu fired at the arm’s wrist joint, which caused a sensor to lock it in simulation of battle damage, so the hand couldn’t pull the trigger. The driver jerked the arm back out of sight, allowing Limbu to scramble back to his feet. Sticking the barrel through an opening in the wall he depressed the trigger and swept it back and forth until the chemical pack went dry. He loaded in the last of his ammo and prayed that Rambahadur had made it safely into the mountain. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once inside the darkness of the crevice, Rambahadur stuck a short, powerful flashlight into his teeth. The narrow crawlspace went back about twenty feet, but he didn’t need the light to navigate. He and Devance had been through the cavern at least a hundred times during their youth. What he needed it for was to avoid putting his hand on one of Nepal’s venomous snakes. 
 
    Although not as commonly found in Gorkha District as further south, Rambahadur had, at various times, encountered all five of Nepal’s deadliest snakes along the Gandaki River Valley, including a banded cobra in that very cave. A bite now would likely be fatal, even with all of the upgraded medical technology available; cobra venom acted too fast, and Vishnu forbid he encounter one in such an isolated place as the tunnel.  
 
    While crawling, his hands and arms were exposed, but once past the entrance, where the cave opened into a wide tunnel that plunged deeper into the mountain, he put on his boots and felt much safer. They were made of tough leather and came nearly to his knee. No snake fangs in Nepal could penetrate them. Once he had them snuggly tied on his feet, the youngest of Ganju Limbu’s sons sprinted off into the deep darkness.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’m hit, I’m—” 
 
    “Morr, sali, morr!” Die, bitch, die! 
 
    “They’re coming through, I can’t stop them!” 
 
    With his back to the pole at the center of the headquarters fort, Limbu whirled this way and that, firing at anything that moved. His last check showed only nine Gurkhas still green, with Bloodworth’s platoon completely red, with Devance and one other Gurkha still on their feet. His ‘dead’ headquarters people all stood to one side, while the last six men still fighting retreated to the pole and circled it, awaiting the final onslaught. And then, off all by his lonesome self, was Spokelse.  
 
    With a great push one of the rock walls caved in, which was definitely against the agreed rules. Had anyone been underneath they would have been crushed, but in that instant Limbu had no time to protest. Metallic shapes filled the opening, lasers flashed back and forth, and then his combat armor locked up. He’d been killed.  
 
    The ‘lock up’ didn’t mean he couldn’t move, it meant that each movement had resistance so that he couldn’t run or fight. Within seconds all of his men had turned red, except Devance and one other man who fled through the trees somewhere on his right flank. He watched, unable to intercede as a CASPer with the name ‘Henrik’ stenciled across the front reached past his shoulder and picked up the challenge coin from the top of the pole. The driver opened his hatch and grinned at the defeated Gurkha colonel. 
 
    “Not a bad fight,” Henrik said, “if you were children.” 
 
    Limbu glared but said nothing. His grandfather used to quote some man named Will Rogers, and the saying that always stuck with young Ganju applied to his current situation; never pass up a chance to keep your mouth shut. So he said nothing that might jeopardize the plan. Everything now depended on Rambahadur. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    If you knew which branches to take, the tunnel that Rambahadur ran through was surprisingly straight, and the ground flat. Rocks could trip up even someone as familiar with the place as Rambahadur, as shifting ground and minor earthquakes often shook the mountain, so usually he would have walked the route. But not that day; that day he ran flat out, counting on the little light to warn him of obstacles in time. In a couple of spots, he hurdled over small rock slides, and in another, he had to crawl and dig through a mound of dirt and small stones, but he came out on the reverse slope only thirty seconds behind his intended time. 
 
    To exit, he turned sideways to scrape through a narrow fissure, and emerged into a treed slope with a stream nearby to mask the sound of his footfalls. The overhead canopy left the forest floor in green shadows, dappled here and there with bright sunlight. Rambahadur paused to inspect his surroundings, and spotted the enemy headquarters more or less where he’d expected it to be, a few hundred yards up the slope to the west. It wasn’t hard to see, what with all of the CASPers gathered around it, waving their arms as their drivers cheered. He set off at a trot. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Noddy Larsen leaned against an oak tree, scowling as the company pranced about in the CASPers like an army of giant robot toys come to life. The new recruits he could understand being ecstatic at their first victory, but Master Sergeant Henrik should have known better. Instead, he hopped about with the enemy challenge coin held high overhead as the MVP of the World Cup might hoist the trophy. Colonel van Owen noticed and came over. 
 
    “Are you ever happy?” he said. 
 
    Larsen glanced at his boss and then back at the revelers. 
 
    “We took 15 percent casualties.” 
 
    “So what? We’re called Triple-A Temporary Mercs, remember? These aren’t our people, we’re only training them. Lighten up, pack up, and let’s go drink some beer.” 
 
    “I never mind doing that,” Larsen said, still not moving. 
 
    “Henrik says the Sigurdsson kid was the best driver out there, just like we heard, but doubts the kid will join our special company.”  
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Intruder in the camp!” 
 
    Van Owen sprang away through the trees to find two CASPers with lasers lowered at a lone Gurkha. He recognized the young man. 
 
    “You’re one of Colonel Limbu’s sons, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I am Rambahadur Limbu. I see that I am too late.” 
 
    “How did you slip past my sentries?” 
 
    “I did not, sir. They have caught me, as you can see.” 
 
    “No, how did you get through the mountain?” 
 
    “Ah, now I understand…there is a passageway, for those who know of it.” 
 
    “Your father is a clever man.” 
 
    The young Gurkha looked down, his face glum, and kicked at a stone. “My father is not to blame, I was too slow. If only I had at least gotten your coin to give him, it might have saved my embarrassment.” 
 
    Van Owen instantly saw the chance to make inroads with the Gurkhas for what came next; you never knew when a kind gesture might pay off. He spread his arms with a big smile. 
 
    “You did well today, Rambahadur. Would you like our challenge coin anyway, as a souvenir?” 
 
    “That is very generous of you, Colonel. Yes, thank you very much, I would like it.” 
 
    “Then you will have it!” Snapping his fingers, van Owen pointed at the pole and extended his hand, palm up. Seconds later, Henrik handed over the Triple-A coin. In turn, the colonel gave it to Rambahadur. 
 
    Gawking at the shiny disc as if he’d never seen something so amazing before, Rambahadur bowed deeply. “Your generosity will be known throughout Nepal.” 
 
    “Consider it a token of our respect for your fighting prowess. And there is no reason for you having to cross the valley on foot. Even for a Gurkha, that’s a long way. Master Sergeant Henrik, do you have enough jump fuel to deliver our guest to his father’s headquarters?” 
 
    Henrik grinned, and van Owen recognized that he relished the chance to rub the victory into the Gurkhas’ faces. Henrik might be a brutal son of a bitch, but his personality was that of a maladjusted 16 year-old. 
 
    “You ready?” Henrik said. Rambahadur nodded. Standing next to the enormous CASPer, the Gurkha appeared much smaller than his five-foot, four-inch frame. Henrik wrapped an arm around Rambahadur’s waist and hit the jets, jumping through a small opening in the greenery overhead. 
 
    Once he was gone, Colonel van Owen ordered their equipment packed up and the whole company to move back to Gorkha. As they went on, he and Larsen left to find a quiet spot to show the coin to the referees. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Seti Gandaki River Valley, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Ganju Limbu watched Henrik take care not to land on any Gurkhas, as he settled the CASPer twenty yards from the stone headquarters circle. The ‘dead’ Gurkhas stood around waiting for the official end of the exercise. Limbu leaned against part of the wall that was still standing, arms crossed. He didn’t use pinplants to communicate with Rambahadur, because you could never tell, the enemy might be listening and waiting for just such a thing. 
 
    “Thank you for returning my son…” he called out. “Sergeant Henrik?” 
 
    “Master Sergeant Henrik. And it’s the least I could do, considering that I wiped out your whole command.” 
 
    Not all of it, Limbu thought.  
 
    Once the Triple-A merc had jumped back out of the forest, Rambahadur walked over to his father, grinning and holding up the coin. A vagrant shaft of sunlight found the metal and shone from it, like from a tiny mirror. With a flourish, Rambahadur held the coin out to his father, but instead of taking it, his father held up his hands. 
 
    “I’m dead, son, you must take it to the referees.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “There is a slate inside the headquarters, with a link to their live feed. You must show them the coin.” 
 
    “Is Spokelse still undiscovered?” 
 
    “He is.” Limbu grinned. “I do wish that I could see Colonel van Owen’s face.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Much to his shock, after spending time observing the battle with Amir Pun, Larry Weiner found that he liked Ganju Limbu’s rival. Pun was gruff and direct, aggressive but loyal, while Limbu was softer spoken and more prone to compromise. Pun seemed the sort of man who liked to laugh, except where his fellow Gurkha was concerned. Every time Limbu’s name came up Pun’s face clouded over, although he wouldn’t say why. But when Colonel van Owen’s face came on the screen, a wide grin split Pun’s heavily bearded face. 
 
    “Hello, gentlemen,” van Owen said. “I’m sorry it took so long to claim victory; I hope you didn’t miss lunch.” 
 
    Weiner saw no reason to be anything more than civil to the gloating bastard. “You’ve got the coin?” 
 
    “I do!” Van Owen held it up to the camera. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful coin,” Weiner said, trying to keep a smile off his face. Colonel van Owen turned it around so he could see it, too. Van Owen didn’t notice the deep lines etched into Amir Pun’s frown. 
 
    “I have to agree,” van Owen said, “the severed head is a nice touch.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Pun said with his teeth firmly clenched in anger. Limbu’s trick had worked, which meant van Owen would be well and truly pissed off when his men fought Pun’s in two days. “But it is a nice touch for my company, not Limbu’s!” 
 
    “What?” Van Owen checked the coin again, holding it close to examine the writing, in particular the part that read ‘Himalayan Headhunters.’ 
 
    At that moment another face materialized, that of Rambahadur Limbu, holding up a Triple-A Mercs challenge coin.  
 
    “Esteemed referees,” he said, “and honored opponents, please allow me to present the token we were tasked with collecting.” 
 
    Weiner and Pun both studied the coin in the youngest Limbu’s fingers.  
 
    “Do you agree that’s your challenge coin?” Weiner said.  
 
    All of van Owen’s mirth had vanished. “Yes.” 
 
    “Amir?” Weiner said, turning to his fellow referee. 
 
    Clearly unhappy, Pun’s face looked like he’d eaten something rotten. “The Gurkha Rifles are the winners.” 
 
    “You heard?” Weiner said to van Owen. 
 
    “I heard. Give your father my congratulations. Van Owen out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dieter van Owen threw the Himalayan Headhunters coin as far as he could.  
 
    “How did we lose that?” he roared. “We wiped them out! How could we lose?” 
 
    Noddy Larsen headed back down to his CASPer, his face no longer twisted in a scowl. Van Owen noticed. 
 
    “What are you so happy about?” 
 
    Larsen took it to pinplants. 
 
    “I ain’t happy we lost; I’m happy that my instincts were right. And maybe next time you’ll listen to me when I warn you.” 
 
    “You weren’t in on this, were you?” 
 
    “Why the fuck would I do that? But I told you there was somethin’ wrong, and you didn’t listen. This time it didn’t cost us nothin’, but ain’t no guarantee about next time.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” van Owen said. “You sound like most of my ex-wives.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Word of the day’s victory spread fast through the town of Gorkha. The families and friends of the victorious Gurkha Rifles celebrated far into the night, but they did it without the triumphant mercs themselves. The victors returned to their compound, were given an hour to eat, bathe, and change into fresh uniforms, and then assembled in the main hall for a not-so-cheerful evaluation of their performance by their commanding officer. 
 
    The building was a ramshackle gymnasium that had been hastily repaired for the use of the company. With one end taken up by a simple stage, it had a capacity of no more than 300, and none of those on hand dared sit in the back. Most thought they’d be given a pep talk and then released to party in town, until Colonel Limbu walked on stage. Those ideas evaporated after one look at his scowl. Already standing near a podium were Larry Weiner, both of Limbu’s sons, Master Sergeant Bloodworth, and First Sergeant Spokelse, all in full field uniforms.  
 
    Limbu had learned the knack of persuasive public speaking during his years in politics. Before speaking, he stood with hands clasped behind his back, eyeing his audience for almost twenty seconds, enough that many of them began to squirm. Then, when he began to speak, his voice had a loud but moderated tone, one that simultaneously conveyed authority, sarcasm, and empathy.  
 
    “On behalf of First Sergeant Spokelse and my youngest son, Staff Sergeant Rambahadur Limbu, I would like to thank you ladies and gentlemen for dying so nobly today and allowing them to pocket hefty bonuses for having won the battle. Of course, they cannot thank you in person, because you are dead. The company is also grateful for your service, since our contract was paid on time and in full, and to show its gratitude it will pay your beneficiaries the death benefits called for in your contracts. You will be remembered as fighting and dying in the best traditions of our people. Does that make you happy?” 
 
    Limbu had begun pacing as he spoke, and now turned to walk the other way. When a few people in the audience spoke out, he put up a hand to stop them. 
 
    “But wait, how foolish it was to ask if you are happy, because, of course…you are dead!” Once again he paused for effect. “Through samsara you may, perhaps, reap the benefits of the good karma brought on by such a heroic death. Most of us believe that to be true, and strive for moksha, but all that is for another time and another life, not this one. Because, you see, for all of you listening to me now, and for me and my oldest son, and for Sergeant Bloodworth, this life is over, because we all died such good deaths today. And that is not what it means to be a merc!” 
 
    Even the most optimistic Gurkha in the room had by now realized they wouldn’t be getting drunk that night. 
 
    “You are mercs; you are not soldiers. Learn the difference! If you have questions about what that means, ask! 
 
    “Today we fought a foe equal in numbers, but with vastly superior technology. I drew up the battle plan, and I take full responsibility for what occurred. Many of you no doubt wondered why I didn’t allow the use of our CASPers, since they would have partly offset the armored advantage of our opponents. My reason was simple…a Combat Assault System, Personal is a tool of war, not a necessity of war. I wanted you to know that you can defeat anyone, and any race, alien or Human, anywhere and under any conditions, using only your brains.  
 
    “We were always going to suffer heavy casualties today, and your deaths were my fault, not yours. I knew that we would lose heavily when I drew up our battle plan, and indeed incorporated those losses into the ruse de guerre we played on our opponents. I want you to know that in a real engagement, I would never use such a plan, but casualties are an unavoidable part of combat. Even with no enemy and no fighting, accidents may still happen. 
 
    “However, heavy casualties and complete obliteration are two very different things, and today you were obliterated. Your bravery today was never in question…your discipline was a different story. First, your fire discipline broke down immediately. No one told you to shoot at CASPers in flight, you were instructed to wait until they landed. Somehow, some of you managed to put shots on target, but many more of you missed and were hit by return fire before our enemies touched down. The next breakdown was radio discipline. I could not direct the battle because I was unable to get a clear picture of events.  
 
    “There were other problems, too. Many of you lost situational awareness, some of you appeared to think today’s exercise more of a game than training…all of these issues must be corrected immediately. So tonight, instead of celebrating, you will be doing remedial training with your squad and platoon leaders.” There was an audible groan, although muted in comparison to what Limbu was used to in the legislature. “And as you work to correct your mistakes, remember that had today been real, this room would only have three people in it; Staff Sergeant Rambahadur Limbu, First Sergeant Spokelse, and our referee, Larry Weiner. The rest of us would be dinner for alien worms on some nothing planet, somewhere off in the galaxy. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 High Mountain Hunters Compound, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    In the intervening 24 hours since Dieter van Owens’ mercs had been embarrassed by the Gurkhas, the angry colonel spent the first six hours raging at the stupidity of everyone in his command except for himself. Despite ample evidence that he was chiefly to blame, van Owen refused to accept responsibility. But after waking up that morning he had worked at pasting a smile on his face for the meeting with Ganju Limbu, keeping in mind that there were things at work much larger than one mock battle. And the next day he could vent his rage on the other Gurkha Company, the Himalayan Headhunters.  
 
    Noddy Larsen drove them through the guard gate and up the long driveway to the main house. Van Owen read the stenciled slogan on a small sign, ‘Gurkha Rifles: For When Alien Heads Belong on a Stake,’ and thought that seemed more appropriate for the Headhunters, but admitted it was catchy. They had no sooner parked than a face he didn’t know, that of an older Nepalese man, appeared in van Owen’s mind, calling him via pinplants. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “My name is Sushil Yadav; we need to talk!”  
 
    “About what? I don’t know you.” 
 
    “I hired those thugs you sent to the naming ceremony.” 
 
    Oh, fuck! That answered that question. 
 
    “Shut up, you idiot! These conversations aren’t as private as you think. We’ll talk in person before I leave.” 
 
    “I really—” 
 
    Van Owen disconnected from the call. Larsen noticed his expression and knew what it meant. He whispered in case there were microphones nearby. 
 
    “Anything I should know about?” 
 
    “Just that some of our business associates are incorrigible morons.” 
 
    “That’s news to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gurkha Rifles Compound, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Van Owen sat in a wicker chair on the lanai of Ganju Limbu’s home, on the mountain above the Gurkha Rifles’ compound. The last thing Limbu wanted after the week’s stresses was to meet his opponent, but not inviting him to dinner would have been rude. And besides, van Owen had mentioned a possible contract to Larry Weiner, so Limbu smiled as he would in the presence of a politician whose position he didn’t know, wary but hopeful. They had pulled their chairs into a circle to face each other, and both of the Weiners sat on Limbu’s left. Larry wore a smile, an obviously fake one but still a smile. JoJo glared at van Owen, who ignored her. 
 
    “I thank you for allowing my mercs to train against your company, Colonel Limbu,” van Owen said. “I have never been to Nepal before, and I must say that I find your country enchanting.” 
 
    “It is we who should thank you, Colonel van Owen, both for the opportunity to test ourselves against your mercenaries, and for your kind words about our country. May I have refreshments brought for you before we eat? Beer perhaps, or tea?” 
 
    “I’d love a beer.” 
 
    “Me too,” said van Owen’s companion, First Sergeant Larsen, without being asked. Limbu nodded to acknowledge Larsen, without showing how much the rudeness of Larsen answering without first being asked bothered him.  
 
    “Then beers you shall have.” Limbu called inside and his sons brought each of them a locally brewed beer in a green bottle, plus one for their father. They had been listening from inside the house and hadn’t yet learned the art of hiding your feelings, as both wore frowns that made it clear they weren’t so forgiving of rude behavior as their father.  
 
    The beer had a bittersweet aroma with a hint of grain that always made Limbu’s mouth water. Once they’d been served, Limbu asked his sons to join their conversation, although to be polite he asked first.  
 
    “They know the Warrior Way, but need to learn the way of the merc,” he explained. 
 
    “Of course!” van Owen said, smiling at the stony faces of the younger Limbus. He stood and extended his hand to each in turn. At least a dozen chairs sat on the long porch and they took the first two at their father’s right hand, Devance closest and Rambahadur next. 
 
    “Perhaps you can stay for Daśãi next week,” Limbu said, watching the larger Norwegian’s sunburned face for clues about what the meeting was really about, while secretly hoping he turned down the invitation. 
 
    “That’s the festival that celebrates the triumph of good over evil, isn’t it?” 
 
    Devance sat forward to explain but Limbu stopped him by holding up one hand. 
 
    “At its most basic level, yes, Colonel, that is correct. It is one of the two most important celebrations of the year among my people, many of whom return to Nepal for its celebration. We would love to have you stay as our guest. My wife prepares a wonderful fried goat.” 
 
    “I would be honored, Colonel Limbu, but unfortunately, after we train against the Himalayan Headhunters, we must leave on a previously signed contract. Perhaps next year?” 
 
    “Please consider the invitation as standing.” 
 
    “Excellent. And so is this beer.” Van Owen raised the bottle and drained half. 
 
    “The mention of a contract has reminded me that you said something about one that might fit our current capabilities?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I’m sorry, Colonel, I do indeed know of one that might interest you. Larry and I have already discussed this in broad terms. This contract was offered to me for Triple-A Mercs, but we are already under contract for the period in question. And to be perfectly honest, if there were some way to cancel the existing contract without penalties, I would, as the one you may be interested in is much more lucrative than the one I accepted first. But as anyone will tell you, Dieter van Owen is nothing if not a man of his word.” 
 
    Limbu’s grin didn’t change, except he wondered how van Owen could lie so perfectly. He’d met great liars before, but never this good. The name of Dieter van Owen had nothing but negatives attached to it. The most common term he’d heard was ‘scumbag.’ 
 
    “It’s a simple matter of timing, because while I am in the process of recruiting a second company for Triple-A Temporary Mercs, it will not be ready in time, so I am glad to steer them toward the Gurkhas, as I have long admired your people’s military reputation. Of course, in return I would be owed a referral fee of seven percent, as Larry and I also agreed to.” 
 
    “That is quite a sum, Colonel van Owen. I am not opposed to paying a reasonable amount, but I trust the contract will allow us to make a reasonable profit even after paying your fee.” 
 
    “Of course! I want to establish a long and mutually profitable working relationship, Colonel Limbu, and a new merc company needs revenue, lots of it. I will forward the conditions, withholding only the name of the employer, the coordinates of the planet where you would be deployed, and the nature of the materials being mined.” 
 
    “Can you perhaps give us a brief overview?” 
 
    “Certainly. An old business acquaintance of mine, who made a fortune as a mercenary, has invested his fortune in a highly respected mining corporation. Through his contacts, he was asked for a merc company recommendation to guard a mine and refinery until the ore can be sold and transported off world. It’s a six-month contract, but you’ll likely only be there half that time.” 
 
    “And what are the chances of encountering hostile forces?” 
 
    “Very low. Not only are there are no known threats, but the metals being mined are not rare. It isn’t romantic to think about, but the galaxy needs common metals perhaps more than it does precious ones. That is why they don’t need mercenaries with heavy weapons and are willing to pay a five percent combat bonus for each day of combat.”  
 
    “That is…beyond generous.” 
 
    Van Owen nodded. “I have just sent all the details to you, minus the location and ore being mined.” 
 
    “Thank you, van Owen. If our business is finished, would you care to stay for dinner? My wife is a wonderful cook.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that I can’t, Colonel; I have to prep for tomorrow, but it has been a pleasure to meet you, and I hope for many amicable discussions in the future. And I look forward to receiving your response to the contract soon.” After descending the porch steps, he turned. “I forgot, one of your people asked for a ride into Gorkha.” 
 
    “Oh?” Limbu said.  
 
    “Yes, your government oversight officer?” 
 
    “Ah, that would be Sushil Yadav. I will let him know that you are leaving and to meet you in the parking lot.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With his long legs, van Owen took the stone steps leading to the road that wound up the mountain two at a time, beyond which lay the parking lot. Limbu contacted Yadav and let him know that his ride into town was leaving.  
 
    Devance once again started to speak, and his father once again held up a finger to stop him. Using that same finger, he pointed to the chair van Owen had used and motioned for his son to flip it over. Only when they’d thoroughly inspected for listening devices, including micro ones disguised as insects, did Limbu speak. 
 
    “Well my sons…tell me what you thought about our discussion.” 
 
    “He’s lying, Father!” Devance blurted out, as if he’d been holding his breath. “Surely you saw that!” 
 
    But Limbu only smiled. “Rambahadur, may I have your impressions please?” 
 
    “He was lying, Father,” his younger son said, but without the conviction of his older brother. 
 
    “Since you are both in agreement, then pray tell me what it is that you think he lied about.” 
 
    Limbu knew his boys well enough to follow their thoughts by the expressions on their faces. They knew their father was trying to direct them toward a conclusion, but didn’t know what that conclusion was yet. 
 
    “He was being truthful?” Rambahadur offered. 
 
    “How can it be both?” Limbu said, spreading his hands in a questioning gesture. When neither said anything else, he patted their forearms and told them to sit down. 
 
    “Colonel van Owen is very skillful. He did not tell us any lies, nor did he tell us all of the truth. When a man whose word you are unsure that you can trust speaks, watch him. Do not look away, do not be distracted, focus on him, but not in such a way that he knows he is being judged. What he says is less than the information he can tell you with his face and his body, in how he reacts to what he says. In particular, study his nostrils. Use all of your senses to do this. As an example, a fearful man smells fearful, but only to those who know what fear smells like.” 
 
    Rambahadur visibly considered his father’s words before speaking. “Is it strange that Assemblyman Yadav asked him for a ride into town?” 
 
    Limbu sat back in surprised satisfaction. “It is son, very astute of you to notice.” They waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. They would figure it out for themselves, if not now, then later. The lesson would be better learned than if he simply told them that Yadav was likely behind the attack on the mountain, and that van Owen was probably mixed up in it too.  
 
    “Do you think we will accept this contract he spoke of?” 
 
    “I do not yet know, but if we do, that will certainly make our Zuparti friend happy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Four mornings later, once Yadav had returned and the Himalayan Headhunters had lost to van Owen’s company in their training exercise, the Board of Directors meeting for the Gurkha Rifles had barely been called to order by Ganju Limbu when their CFO spoke up. 
 
    “The contract forwarded for our consideration by Colonel Dieter van Owen leads me to confusion,” Klenda said.  
 
    Sushil Yadav cocked his head. As a Director-at-Large, under their charter he had no voting power and was there strictly as an observer, but he could ask whatever questions he wished. 
 
    “I am not well versed in mercenary contract law,” he said, “but to my untrained eye the contract appears very generous.” 
 
    “That’s because it is,” said their special invited guest, Amir Pun. Since the Himalayan Headhunters had been offered an identical contract, and two companies were required, it was felt they might consult together before making a decision. Pun came, but made it clear that old animosities were in no way mitigated by any cooperation on his part. 
 
    Ganju Limbu refrained from speaking for the moment. Instead, he stroked the short beard he had grown and watched the proceedings, paying close attention to Yadav and Pun. 
 
    “Yes, the contract is absurdly generous; that is not in dispute.” Klenda said. “The question at hand is…why?” 
 
    “Who cares why?” Pun said. “We’re Gurkhas, obviously our reputation precedes us into space.” 
 
    The last three board members present, the president’s special assistant Sejun Gerung, who was there as the government’s official representative on the Board of Directors, JoJo Weiner as Chief Logistics and Supply Officer, and Larry Weiner as Chief Operations Officer, all kept quiet so as not to anger Amir Pun with a careless word.  
 
    “That seems highly unlikely,” Klenda said. “Most races in the Galactic Union know very little about Humans or Earth history.” 
 
    “Why are you questioning all of this?” Pun said, growing agitated at arguing with a big weasel. “Why did you offer to bring me in on this contract, if you did not mean to follow through with it?” 
 
    “As Chief Financial Officer, it is my duty to question every clause in our contracts. For example, a five percent daily combat bonus is nearly unheard of.” 
 
    Pun edged further away from the Zuparti.  
 
    “You are not my CFO, Klenda, and mine says that we should jump at signing this contract! So why are you hesitating to endorse it?” 
 
    Because I told her to keep talking until you said what you just said, Limbu thought. He picked that moment to jump in. 
 
    “I must agree with Amir on this matter, Klenda,” he said. “The amount of payment does seem excessive for such a reportedly simply mission, but unless it is not a legally binding contract, then it may be a factor of there being a high demand for mercs at the moment.” 
 
    Pun leaned back in surprise, squinting at a man he claimed to hate as if Limbu had pulled a trick of some sort, which he had. But as Limbu knew from experience, Pun’s forthright and straight ahead manner, that had made him such a force in Nepalese politics, also made him susceptible to subtle trickery. 
 
    “Now I wonder if perhaps I have missed something,” Limbu’s rival said. 
 
    “You are a very smart man, Amir. Despite our differences, I have never questioned that fact. I have read the contract, I have listened to Klenda’s objections, and I find that your assessment is the correct one. Should we schedule a ceremony to mark the signing of our first contracts? Perhaps it could coincide with the first day of Daśãi.” 
 
    “No, not after what happened last time. I am fortunate to still have three living sons, so I will sign my contract now.” 
 
    Limbu’s face went solemn, but inside he smiled. Everything had gone exactly the way he’d hoped it would.  
 
    “In the interest of solidarity,” he said, “I will do the same.” 
 
    Van Owen had forwarded both contracts to Pun and Limbu and both men pulled them up on their pinplants, digitally signing each one. It only took a few seconds.  
 
    “It is done,” Pun said. 
 
    Limbu stood and extended his hand. “Mine as well. I look forward to this first step toward continuing the proud legacy of our people.” 
 
    Pun rose, but didn’t shake Limbu’s hand. “As I told you before, Ganju, this is a necessary cooperation for the good of Nepal, but don’t think for one moment that it changes anything between us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With night falling fast, Limbu found himself alone with Larry Weiner and Klenda. The Zuparti twitched and jerked and seemed even jumpier than usual. 
 
    “I must assume that you do know this contract exceeds the standard parameters for what appears to be a simple deployment,” the Zuparti said. 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    Weiner folded his arms and spoke around an unlit cigar clenched in the corner of his jaw. “I hope you aren’t trusting van Owen. He’s a deceitful prick, and Klenda’s right, there’s something here we’re missing. If this mine is producing enough of whatever it is they’re mining for them to pay a brand-new outfit like ours twenty-million credits, then you can for damned sure bet others know about it, too.” 
 
    Limbu smiled his gentle smile, the one reserved for friends and family. “He is keeping secrets, yes, that much is obvious. But the payout for this contract is far more than we could have hoped for by finding a contract on our own. We must therefore be prepared for whatever duplicity we may encounter.” 
 
    “I do not like that the sound of that,” Klenda said. Limbu had learned enough about reading Zuparti body language to understand his CFO’s mood. Pinned against the sides of her triangular head her stubby ears were a sign of suspicion or wariness. The twitching of her narrow shoulders was normal and meant nothing.  
 
    “Is Interspatial Mining Concerns a legitimate corporation?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Can they afford to pay us? 
 
    “Twenty million credits are almost too small of an amount for such a large corporation to notice.” 
 
    “Then we will have to find ways to offset our deficiencies and earn our pay.” 
 
    “It sounds expensive.” 
 
    “There are perhaps ways to mitigate excessive expenditures.” 
 
    “What are you thinking, Ganju?” Weiner said. 
 
    “I am thinking that dead is dead, regardless of the level of technology used to make that happen.” He paused for a moment. “Larry, how many more of those cheap, non-working CASPers can we get?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Incense filled the meeting hall as bells rang local priests prayed for the safe travels of the Gurkha Rifles. Each company member lined up to sip yogurt and receive a red tika on their forehead from the head of the Company, acting as a surrogate father, Ganju Limbu. Some already had a tika from the head of their own family, and received a second one from the man they followed into harm’s way. 
 
    Once the ceremony ended, they piled into trucks and buses for the journey to Kathmandu, where most of their heavy equipment awaited loading onto a transport they’d leased from The Golden Horde. It was old and needed refurbishing, but that wealthy company had newer, faster, and better ships, so rehabbing it wasn’t a priority. Limbu silently prayed that he might be able to buy it on credit after the completion of their first contract. Only once they could internalize transport to control expenses could they begin to bring prosperity to Nepal. Next on the list would be dropships. 
 
    But for the time being, they had to board rickety buses and sit on boards because the seats all had holes. The driver alerted pedestrians, animals, and other cars by using the horn in rhythm with his heartbeat, like a drummer. The constant jostling from potholes was just part of everyday life. One day he would change all of that, Limbu vowed. One day, Nepal would be a rich country, with proper roads through the mountains, and their journey was the first step. Larry and JoJo Weiner wanted to go with them to the planet called Verrat, but Limbu wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    “I need you two here to keep watch over Yadav. The president supports the mercenary agenda, but with Amir Pun and I both off planet, I do not trust that Yadav will not withdraw his support.” 
 
    “What’s his deal, anyway?” JoJo asked. “Why is he so anti-merc?” 
 
    “He is not ‘anti-merc,’ as you put it. He is anti-Limbu-and-Pun. The money spent on our mercenary initiatives could have been used on social programs that would catapult him to the presidency.” 
 
    “But that’s a zero-sum game,” Weiner said. “We can argue about the proper role of government, but first you have to make the money before you can distribute it. Doesn’t he know that?” 
 
    Sometimes the only proper response was a smile. “He is a politician, Larry. Economics do not matter when it comes to winning elections.” 
 
    “No offense, Ganju,” JoJo said. “But you’re a politician.” 
 
    Limbu nodded, which in Nepal was a negative. “No, my friend, I was a politician. Now I earn an honest living.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Dorka’s Dump, Dorka Station 2, orbiting Dorka Planet, Dregg System  
 
    “Why do we always have to meet at this dump?” Scoof said. “The Toast…why name a bar after burned bread?” 
 
    “That’s the old name,” van Owen said. “Now it’s called Dorka’s Dump.” 
 
    “At least that’s accurate. This place is so far from anywhere, the bartender acts like he’s never seen a Blevin before. In our line of work, that’s not a good thing, Dieter.” 
 
    Van Owen took a hit of what the locals inaccurately referred to as vodka. He wasn’t sure of the ingredients list, he only knew that it tasted vaguely like licorice, and gave him a buzz like he got from absinthe. The more of it he drank, the more Scoof looked like a Komodo dragon, which was alarming because Blevins only had a vague resemblance to lizards. He had to conduct business with the pirate chief quickly, since alcohol seemed to have no effect on the Blevin.  
 
    “She’s Gliboonian,” van Owen said, as if in answer. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means they’re natural bartenders, it’s like bartending is in their genes, and they all have that bartenderish outlook on life. She doesn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    Scoof brushed all six fingers on his right hand down the line of his cheek, which meant he was pondering something. “You and her aren’t…you know…” 
 
    “What? No,” van Owen said. “I’ve heard all the stories about Gliboonians, but I don’t go that way. I just like this place. I know it’s a pain in the ass to get here, but that’s kinda the whole point. I seriously doubt there has ever been a Peacemaker out this far...” 
 
    “Then you are not keeping up,” Scoof said. “A Peacemaker showed up in this very bar to arrest another of your race, a Human named Qabaa.” 
 
    Van Owen acted shocked, and on hearing Rohit Qabaa’s name come out of the Blevin’s mouth, he gagged on the liquor in his throat. He knew Scoof had seen it…hell, it brought around the head of a Besquith sitting at a nearby table. People choking to death always drew a crowd in a dive like that, where you found entertainment wherever you could. To sell the charade, he pretended he’d had a throat spasm. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said. “That stuff burns going down.” 
 
    Scoof made a sound that was half hiss, half growl, and which the device around his neck translated as “Uh-huh. Sure.” 
 
    As far as van Owen knew, Qabaa and Scoof had never met. And letting the pirate see his reaction to Qabaa’s name was necessary. He trusted the Blevin about as much as he trusted anyone, but once a Peacemaker had been around you never knew who might be their confidential informant. The faster he could change the subject from Qabaa, the better. 
 
    “Besides,” van Owen said. “When we want to meet face to face, my choices are somewhat limited. There aren’t that many places in this galaxy where there’s not a reward for your ass, and half a million credits ain’t chump change.” 
 
    “Ssss!” Scoof stared down the Besquith at the next table, who once again had turned to eavesdrop. Intimidating a Besquith wasn’t easy, but Blevins were known for having a crazy streak. “You’ve made your point, so let’s get down to business. What is your evaluation of this new species…Gurkhas, is that correct?” 
 
    “They’re not a species or a sub-species, exactly. Think of them as a different tribe.” 
 
    Scoof not only dropped his voice, he also turned down the volume on his translator. “That is irrelevant to me…they’re Humans, so why do you think I would care about the details? They are going to die, and I only care about convincing the Council to allow me to lead the regiments against them, instead of...instead of the Oogar.” 
 
    “Ayisi.” 
 
     Scoof’s leathery cheeks lined with deep creases as he stretched his jaw in the Blevin gesture of disgust. A low growl came from deep in his chest.  
 
    “Yes. The Council fears her ambition, but Oogar are hard to control. However, I am assured they will give me command of two regiments, so I must have a plan in place. I would prefer to blood the new recruits, but above all, we must not fail.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Van Owen said. “This will serve as a model for future operations, but it is the first time we’ve tried this particular type of op, and there are a lot of moving parts. The Brotherhood is moving from a loose confederation of pirates to a quasi-merc platform.” 
 
    “Agreed, but that doesn’t help me form a plan.” 
 
    “The Gurkhas are among the toughest Humans on Earth. They tend to be smaller than Humans from the west, such as me, but when it comes to combat their heritage is unparalleled. The recent war games proved this new generation has the same values and courage as earlier generations, but what they don’t have is proper weaponry. I visited all of my equipment suppliers in person, because one of my sources said they might have bought some refurbished CASPer Mk 5s. All of the dealers denied it, and I tend to believe them. At any rate, they didn’t deploy them in the war games, which I would have assumed they would do. CASPer drivers need a lot of training, as you know, and this was the perfect opportunity to gain some mock combat experience.” 
 
    “So you doubt they have these CASPers?” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter that much. Mk 5s are obsolete and vulnerable to lasers. And this only applies to the merc company called the Gurkha Rifles. The other company had more and better ones.” 
 
    “There’s a second company?” 
 
    “Yeah, I convinced Kadal to hire a second company. That doubles our referral fee.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “They’re called the Himalayan Headhunters. The Himalayas are mountains in their home country of Nepal. This group is better funded, and they are advertising having three full platoons equipped with CASPer Mk 6s and 7s. According to my sources, they do have that many.” 
 
    Scoof’s face relaxed, and the creases near his eyes and the corners of his mouth smoothed out. Van Owen had been around him enough to know this was another Blevin version of a scowl.  
 
    “The additional referral fee is nice,” Scoof said, “but if they are well equipped, it will increase casualties. A full company of CASPer Mk 6s has quite a lot of firepower. I’ll have to use my veterans against these Headhunters, and I have to question if there is enough platinum already stockpiled to make this economically feasible. Platinum is only the fifth most valuable noble metal, after all, and I don’t know if I can muster enough force to take on that many mechs without bringing the Brotherhood of the Free into this. And when they get their cut…well, it’s starting to get expensive.” 
 
     Even as the alcohol blurred his vision, van Owen felt on firmer ground. Although it slurred his words, he whispered his response. “Stop whining and listen. According to Kadal, there’s more than 900 tons of pure platinum already refined and awaiting transport.” 
 
    “By the time I deduct expenses, that leaves a thin profit margin.” 
 
    “That’s Goka shit. I know what all this costs, dumbass. But the fuckin’ platinum is just the start of it, anyway. There’s copper, nickel, and cobalt, too.” 
 
    “Useful, but how much transport capacity are we talking about here? By the time you factor in stargate fees, labor, and F11, those are barely worth transporting.” 
 
    “You’re looking at clearing 20 percent, and we both know it.” 
 
    “Wholesale yes, all combined it would make for a tidy profit, but black market prices are running half of wholesale right now.” 
 
    “What? The last time I heard it was 75 percent.” 
 
    “It was, before the Brotherhood tried to kill that Peacemaker on your Earth. That brought a crackdown on all pirates, even those not affiliated with the Brotherhood. The Peacemakers have CIs everywhere. That has hurt black market prices, probably for the next year or two.” 
 
    “Damn…that I didn’t know. Are you backing out?” 
 
    “No, I’m just letting you know what I’m up against.” 
 
    “What we’re up against.” 
 
    Scoof shrugged, a gesture he’d learned from van Owen.  
 
    “So what if there was something more valuable than platinum on Verrat…would that increase your enthusiasm?” 
 
    “If it’s red diamonds, yes.” 
 
    “No, not red diamonds, not F11, not even uranium, but something almost as good.” Now it was van Owen’s turn to glance around. The Besquith leaned forward on his own table, and over the ambient room noise van Owen doubted he could hear even the Cochkala sitting next to him. Nevertheless, the Human dropped his voice even lower. “Rhodium,” he said. “Nearly 50 tons.” 
 
    Scoof’s body tensed, which indicated excitement. “Even on the black market, that is worth an absurd number of credits.” 
 
    “Absurd is a good word for it.” 
 
    “Yes, but I will have to use my veterans against them, and will take heavy losses. As you are well aware, it is not easy to recruit combat-tested mercenaries into such an unproven enterprise as mine. It might take years to reconstitute that company.” 
 
    This was the argument that van Owen had been waiting for. He smiled, although his head wobbled a little. “Who cares? Even after expenses, it would take a lifetime to spend all the credits you’ll earn. Besides, you’ve got it backwards, Scoof. You don’t send your veterans against the stronger company, meaning the Headhunters, you send them against the weaker one, the Gurkha Rifles. Let your inexperienced troops keep the CASPers of the Headhunters busy, while your better troops plow through the lightly equipped Gurkha Rifles. They can then take the Headhunters from behind, and wipe them out in a front and rear crossfire. With any luck we can even salvage some of the CASPers.” 
 
    The Blevin leaned back, thinking about it. “And any of the rookies who survive will be the best of the lot, with valuable experience.” 
 
    “Now you’re getting it.” 
 
    “I like this plan of yours Dieter; I like it a lot. And I like 50 tons of refined rhodium even more. You have a deal.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Van Owen said. “Let us have another round, and then I’ll show you this dive’s antique weapons museum. They have a relic of my species left over from the Alpha Contracts, it’s called a Thompson submachine gun.” 
 
    Even as he said it, the nightmare of being stalked by the headless Thompson gunner flashed into his brain. Blaming it on the bad vodka, he sprinted to vomit in the restroom.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    Winds buffeted the shuttle as it descended to the small bit of concrete optimistically referred to as the starport. The three Limbu men tried to remain stoic, but it wasn’t working, and each had their puke bag within easy reach. First Sergeant Spokelse and Master Sergeant Bloodworth glared at First Platoon seated in benches along either side as a warning not to chuckle at the discomfort of their leaders. Some of the younger men had elbowed each other and raised their eyebrows when Colonel Limbu visibly struggled not to vomit, but then their own stomachs roiled, and the glares were no longer necessary. 
 
    Both pilots were HecSha. The one in the left seat stretched its jaws like a viper resetting them after swallowing a rat. Limbu tried to focus on what the gesture meant and ignore his nausea. Using his pinplants he searched the database of Galactic races for HecSha facial expressions and found the widening of jaws under the heading ‘Showing Amusement.’ So the creature found their discomfort funny? He filed the information away in case it was ever needed, which guaranteed he wouldn’t forget it. 
 
     The instant the shuttle settled onto the pad, Spokelse and Bloodworth were on their feet barking orders. The looks from the Gurkhas made it clear they hadn’t recovered yet from the flight down to the planet’s surface, but both sergeants had seen this before. They knew the best way to overcome air sickness was simply to power through. 
 
    “Keep your puke bags ready and get on your damned feet, Gurkha Rifles!” Bloodworth yelled as he walked down the right hand side of the shuttle. When one man didn’t glance up, the Master Sergeant dropped to one knee so he could yell in the man’s ear. “Your enemy’s not gonna care if you’re sick, Private Shah! They’ll solve your problem by blowing your fucking head off!” 
 
    Not to be outdone, Spokelse walked down the other side of the shuttle. His style was radically different from Bloodworth’s, more empathetic and less confrontational, although both worked.  
 
    “You ain’t getting paid to sit here and look pretty!” he said. “Sujan, let’s go…c’mon Ram, those CASPers aren’t gonna drive themselves.” 
 
    Verrat’s gravity was a very pleasant 94 percent Earth normal, with oxygen levels steady at 21.4 percent, slightly higher than at home. For the Nepalis, most of who lived in Gorkha District, it was like breathing from an oxygen tank. Fully four out of every five people in the district lived above 3,300 meters altitude, which meant their lungs had adapted to thinner air and lower oxygen saturation. 
 
    Ganju Limbu climbed out with his head pounding from dehydration. The water on Verrat was potable, so rationing their supply wasn’t necessary, and he sipped from his canteen to see if it would stay down. With a quick prayer of thanks to Shiva, he drank enough to begin rehydrating his body. 
 
    Although his two sons were platoon leaders, and they had rehearsed the unloading process many times, both of them waited for instructions from either Spokelse or Bloodworth. He was about to say something about showing initiative when Spokelse called to him. 
 
    “Colonel, company’s coming.” The lean Norwegian pointed toward what looked exactly like an old style American Jeep, the kind Limbu had only seen in old pictures, speeding toward them from a small building on the edge of the landing pad. The driver he instantly recognized as Amir Pun, but the creature in the backseat resembled a flying dinosaur. 
 
    “Maa chikni,” said one of the Gurkhas.  
 
    “Watch your language,” Limbu said, loud enough for them all to hear. “That’s a Sidar, and they wear translators just as you do. That’s also our employer, so act like professionals.” 
 
    By the time Pun braked to a stop near the shuttle, five CASPers had already been unloaded and, despite being mechanically sound, their exteriors remained battered and, in places, scorched. A casual observer could be forgiven for thinking that any well-armed enemy would take ten minutes to destroy them, nine of which they would spend laughing, as Amir Pun did when he climbed out of the Jeep. 
 
    “I see you brought your junk pile with you!” Pun said.  
 
    “It is nice to see you again, Amir.” 
 
    “I knew your budget was low, Ganju, but paint is pretty cheap.” 
 
    All warfare is based on deception, Limbu thought. “I will remember that when we get back to Earth, Amir, but in the meantime, we will fulfill the terms of our contract exactly as negotiated.” 
 
    “I’m sure our employer is glad to hear that. As you can see, we arrived first because the Headhunters have their own transport and, well, I don’t pay my men to dawdle.” 
 
    Ignoring Pun’s latest jab, Limbu turned to the Sidar. “I am Colonel Limbu of the Gurkha Rifles.” 
 
    The Sidar bowed his long, bony head. “I am Kadal. Your presence on Verrat is most welcome.” 
 
    “Thank you. Would you have any suggestions as to how I should dispose my positions, to best protect your mining operation?” 
 
    “Come with me to our office, and you shall see.” 
 
    Limbu called Spokelse over and introduced him to Kadal, and together they climbed into the Jeep. It was a tight fit. The Sidar could only bring his wings in so far and that didn’t leave much room in the backseat for Spokelse. Limbu rode up front. 
 
    “I was unaware of your affinity for antique vehicles,” he said, loud enough to be heard over the Jeep’s engine.  
 
    “It’s perfect, I don’t know why the Americans ever stopped producing them. If it breaks down, you just hit it with a wrench, and that fixes damned near anything.” 
 
    “While that’s wonderful, I understand why they quit manufacturing them.” 
 
    “You mean the smell? Nah, that was us. Once we got it up and running, I had it modified to run on methane.” 
 
    “Very smart, you will never run out of that.” 
 
    “The valve leaks a little; that’s what you’re smelling.” 
 
    Kadal had been listening in, and leaned forward. “I find it rather pleasant.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Verrat had three main continents, with fresh water oceans covering much of the rest of the surface, and a smaller salty sea at the center of the largest land mass. Kadal led them into a small, darkened control room ringed with Tri-V screens and holographic projectors. Two harried Sidar glanced over when they entered, but apparently the sight of Humans was less interesting than whatever they were working on. 
 
    A 3D holographic map allowed Limbu to see the mining complex and a fifty-mile radius around it, and to his eye it all looked like home. Forested valleys separated high, sharply sloped mountains. Streams fed by melting snow ran down the mountains to meet cold rivers that flowed west into the sea. Half a mile separated the small starport from the ore refinery. Large diameter pipes fed the refinery and carried away wastewater.  
 
    “What is this building?” Limbu asked, pointing to a long virtual structure with a high roof and ventilation tubes on the whole length of its roof. 
 
    “That’s for the ovens.” 
 
    “You’re mining nickel and copper?” 
 
    “Yes, and some cobalt.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware there was so much profit in such common minerals.” 
 
    Before Kadal could answer, Pun stepped forward and waved away Limbu’s words. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him, Kadal, Limbu isn’t happy unless he’s worrying like an old woman.” 
 
    The Sidar’s head turned almost sideways. “I do not understand. I am considered old among my people, and I am female.” 
 
    Limbu grinned as Pun fumbled for the right words. 
 
    Having gotten there first, the Himalayan Headhunters had chosen the eastern side of the mining complex to defend. The hills were lower and had better sight lines, with stands of dense woods and swaths of fresh grass. That left the Gurkha Rifles in the west, where the slopes were mostly bare rock, with some scrub weeds.  
 
    “He didn’t do us any favors,” Spokelse whispered.  
 
    Limbu gave him an amused smile. “Opportunities multiply as they are seized.” 
 
    The First Sergeant lowered his voice further. Limbu touched his ear to indicate he couldn’t hear, so Spokelse risked his pinplant call being intercepted. 
 
    “May I speak freely, boss?” 
 
    “You must speak freely to me, First Sergeant, even if I do not wish to hear what you say.” 
 
    “Good…you know all those little sayings of yours?” 
 
    “Sayings?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, like the opportunities multiplying.” 
 
    “Do you refer to when I quote a lesson from the master, Sun Tzu?” 
 
    “Yeah, those.” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Meaning no disrespect, but that really gets annoying.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kadal offered to lead them on a tour around the refining complex. Limbu accepted, but Pun waved if off and said that he’d already seen enough. They transferred from the Jeep to a wider, six-wheeled electric vehicle built to fit the body of a Sidar, and while there were hand controls, Kadal didn’t use them. 
 
    “We have a neural network with contact points for when we are using machines,” she explained.  
 
    “Similar to pinplants?” Limbu said, genuinely curious. 
 
    “Perhaps, except ours require a physical connection. This is a safety feature.” 
 
    “If you consider this question impolite, I shall withdraw it, but what brings a Sidar to such an out of the way place as Verrat?” 
 
    “I do not oppose giving you an answer. The trading group in which I am a debt collector loaned a considerable sum to a wealthy Gtandan with a gambling problem. He owned mining rights on Verrat and used those as collateral. We accepted them against his debt because he had a prospectus showing a large quantity of copper on his claim. Copper is always in demand, even if not overly profitable. When he could no longer even pay the interest on the loan, the group had no choice except to foreclose. I was sent to estimate the claim’s value to determine whether we would sell it or hire a mining firm to work it. 
 
    “Then we discovered the nickel and cobalt. That changed everything, and the group chose to work the mines ourselves. I was ordered to remain and oversee operations until the first batch of ore can be shipped off world, when I will be relieved. Once the value of our refined ore was established, I was given a budget to hire mercenaries to protect our investment. Unfortunately, mercenaries are in high demand at the moment, which is how you came to be here.” 
 
    “We were not your first choice?” Limbu said. 
 
    “You were our only choice. We only found out about you thanks to Colonel van Owen, who heard that we were looking for mercenaries and contacted us. To be perfectly honest, hiring Humans never occurred to me as an option. Your planet’s mercenary reputation is…inconsistent, at best.” 
 
    Ignoring the insult, something he’d done so many times in the House of Representatives that it was second nature, Limbu knew that she wasn’t telling him everything. Not that she was required to, but withholding secrets from those who were paid to keep you alive seemed like a bad idea. More to the point, if Limbu knew what was at stake he could better plan accordingly. 
 
    “Please forgive my bluntness, Kadal, but while copper, cobalt, and nickel are all useful and valuable metals, the time, trouble, and expense that your company has invested on Verrat hints at there being something else in the equation.” 
 
    “I forgive your bluntness, Colonel Limbu, but you are being paid to protect my operation, not determine whether our credits are well spent or not.” 
 
    Limbu hung his head. “My apologies.” 
 
    To Limbu’s surprise, the Sidar leaned back her elongated head and croaked. Even more shocking, the translator read that as a laugh. 
 
    “I do not fault you for asking, Colonel.” 
 
    They drove out of one building into the day’s bright sunshine, and then into yet another tall, covered structure that measured at least 300 feet long. But no sooner had they entered than Limbu asked Kadal to drive back outside for a moment. Perplexed, the Sidar did as she’d been asked. 
 
    A gleaming pile of metal rose at least twenty feet high and thirty wide in the space between the buildings. Limbu directed her to park near it, and then got out to inspect the thousands of metallic objects formed into a pyramid there. They ranged from the size of his thumbnail to bigger than his leg, and came in many shapes. Within seconds, Limbu had discovered two large drill bits. 
 
    “What is this?” he said.  
 
    “Junk,” Kadal answered. “Broken tools, bits, scraps, anything we have no more need of. The mining is done by Caroons, and they brought their own equipment. Why they do not use more advanced techniques I cannot say, nor do I care. My only concern is how much ore they refine per day.” 
 
    A flash of inspiration ran through Limbu’s mind. “May I have these?” 
 
    “You want our garbage?” 
 
    “Not all of it, just this pile.” 
 
    Kadal stopped the vehicle and her head tilted slightly. “What do you intend doing with it?” 
 
    Limbu’s mind had long since learned to parse words and decipher hidden meanings in the words of political friends, enemies, and neutrals. Whenever his subconscious picked up on something potentially dangerous, it warned him with a shiver down the back of his neck. He felt that now. 
 
    “We Humans bore easily,” he said, playing on the stereotype most of the Galactic Union races felt about Humanity. “Gurkhas like to take scrap metal and make things out of it, or compose it into sculptures. I think they would be fascinated with such unfamiliar shapes and parts.” 
 
    The translator interpreted Kadal’s response as a chuckle. “If you want our trash, you are welcome to it!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    Arms folded, Ganju Limbu stood atop a protruding boulder at the mountain’s highest point, approximately 2,500 feet of altitude. Standing behind him were his four chief subordinates, his sons, Master Sergeant Bloodworth, and First Sergeant Spokelse.  
 
    The ridgeline extended for miles to his right and left, that is, north and south, cut only by a gap through which flowed a river, and beside the river was a game trail used by whatever wildlife inhabited the region. Stretching before him was a broad, flat valley that led to the next ridgeline about five miles to the west. To his left, south of the river, the valley became marsh, while to the north it was slightly higher ground and dry. 
 
    Limbu’s time in the Nepalese Army had given him an appreciation for good ground on which to fight, and how to use it. Combined with a lifetime of living in mountainous territory, he felt confident in how to defend his part of the refinery complex.  
 
    “This is where we want the fight to begin,” he said, in low tones as if he spoke only to himself. Although winds atop the mountain were light, they carried away his words so that the others couldn’t make them out. Pointing to the flat area north of the river, he went on speaking. “The first transport will land there, because of its proximity to the road and the ford through the river, there, at that white water.”  
 
    “Colonel?” said Spokelse.  
 
    “Mmm?” 
 
    “Were you talking to us, sir? I thought I heard you say something about a fight?” 
 
    “Yes, this is where we want it to begin, right down there. That is where the first transport will land.” 
 
    The other three noncoms glanced at Spokelse. Bloodworth’s expression implied both confusion and concern, as if their commander had suddenly lost his mind. Limbu’s sons simply crossed their arms and waited.  
 
    “Do you know something we don’t, Colonel?” 
 
    Limbu came out of his reverie and fully back to the present. “I know that Colonel van Owen is not to be trusted, and now that we are on Verrat, I have to wonder what he did not tell us. For example, and this stays between us, if they are mining copper, nickel, and cobalt, and while those are useful metals, their protection would not merit how much we’re being paid on this contract.” 
 
    “So you don’t think they’re really mining those ores?” Devance asked. 
 
    “I believe those metals are the by-product of what they’re actually here to mine.” 
 
    “Which is what?” Spokelse asked before Devance could. As First Sergeant, this should have been his conversation alone. 
 
    “Gentlemen, I’m disappointed. You all have pinplants now, and the databases with the answers you seek are merely a thought away.” 
 
    Rambahadur got the answer first. “Platinum,” he said in an awed hush.  
 
    “Yes, I believe that is part of it, Rambahadur. And based on the quantities of copper and nickel we were shown, I have done some calculations and believe they have approximately 900 metric tons ready for transport.” 
 
    Not to be left out, Bloodworth joined the discussion. “That sounds like a lot.” 
 
    “It is and it isn’t. If I have correctly surmised the situation, then the value lies less in the metal, as it does in having it already refined for use. Extracting platinum is a time consuming process, and the value is that process. And, of course, copper, nickel, and cobalt also have value, but I believe there is one more thing here, something far more valuable than any of those. If I am correct, then a large quantity of rhodium would certainly justify paying mercs to guard it. It is the second most expensive metal mined on Earth, in terms of its value throughout the galaxy. It is also the most expensive noble metal.” 
 
    That quieted everyone. 
 
    “If my estimates about the quantities of platinum are correct, and if rhodium is present, then the amount could range between 40 and 80 tons already refined. That is why I believe we are here on Verrat, because so much rhodium alone would total into the billions of credits, without even taking into account the lesser metals. Furthermore, I believe that Colonel van Owen knows what is being mined here, and feared that if he accepted the contract, then his company might not be equal to the task of defending it. By recommending us, he receives a referral fee whether we complete the contract or not, and has, in fact, already been paid by both us and Amir Pun’s company, so he loses nothing if we are not successful in fulfilling the contract. It is also possible that Kadal paid him a fee to find a mercenary company who would take the job. 
 
    “So now you know as much as I do, but regardless of whether or not we have been lied to, we have no choice except to execute the contract, and the safest way to do that, is to assume we will be attacked. So, acting on such an assumption, we have to plan our defense.” 
 
    The First Sergeant nodded. “Alright, I get that, sir, but why here, so far out? We’re nearly seven miles from the refinery. You said they would land here…why wouldn’t they choose a closer place to land?” 
 
    Limbu smiled. “I would tell you, First Sergeant, but I have no wish to annoy you.” 
 
    Spokelse bit his lip and turned away. “I guess I earned that one.” 
 
    “The clever combatant imposes his will on the enemy, but does not allow the enemy’s will to be imposed on him.” 
 
    When he didn’t say more, Spokelse turned to Limbu’s sons and raised his hands in a gesture that meant ‘do you know what he’s talking about?’ Devance grunted a single ‘ha!’ 
 
    “Father…I mean, Colonel Limbu, does that a lot. It means that he wants you to figure it out. He says it is the Socratic Method.” 
 
    “Oh.” Spokelse rubbed his chin as he stared at the ground, obviously pondering his answer.  
 
    Despite being a head shorter than either of his non-Nepali sergeants, Limbu dominated the mountaintop with his very presence. Arms crossed, he wore a benevolent smile as he awaited the response. 
 
    “Colonel, it seems like we’re makin’ all these plans, but isn’t it true that no plan survives contact with the enemy?” 
 
    “First Sergeant, I am impressed. That was exactly my point.” 
 
    Spokelse pondered that a moment, and then turned to Devance. “Do you know what he’s talking about?” 
 
    “No,” Devance said. “We usually don’t.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two days of intermittent rain showers turned the river road muddy, so the cargo carriers filled with the refineries’ scrap metal slid and skidded on the bank of the swift water. A mud-spattered Staff Sergeant Devance Limbu guided the vehicles through the final pass to the fields where his father declared any attackers would land. He had doubted his father’s judgement this time, but he said nothing and was glad he hadn’t.  
 
    Six ridgelines stood between a plain of rolling hills ten miles to the west, and the mining complex. All of the high ground had slopes too sheer for armored vehicles, restricting avenues of approach to following the river through its passes. The ridges formed five valleys, and the Gurkha Rifles planned to start their defense in the fourth one. The fifth valley, the one farthest west before the last ridgeline gave way to the plain, Colonel Limbu judged too swampy to support anything bigger than a shuttle.  
 
    Of the four other valleys leading to the mining complex, two were so heavily wooded that no ship could land there. So while Devance directed his platoon in laying out minefields in the fourth valley, the other two platoons, including the CASPers, had the job of embedding sharped stakes ten feet long on the valley floor. Large boulders were positioned to prevent flat landing spaces, with explosives strategically placed along the route an attacker would have to take. 
 
    That was the easy stuff. Second Platoon, his, had drawn the short straw of laying out the minefields, which was where the scrap metal came into the picture. Devance’s father laid out a detailed plan for where he wanted the parts buried, and how deep. “Each one has to match this exactly, for the plan to work.” He’d pulled up the grid on a wrist mounted mini-slate, complete with map coordinates of the river’s flood plain for each piece of junk.  
 
    At first the men grumbled about digging holes instead of killing aliens, until the Colonel, in a rare flash of anger, told them they’d do whatever he told them to do without questioning his orders, or they could find another job. Then, in true Ganju Limbu fashion, he’d explained the reasoning behind his orders. Once they heard that, nobody complained again.  
 
    It took all of three days to finish the project, with the men of Second Platoon digging with shovels until bloody blisters covered some of their hands. “Not if Vishnu himself asked me!” Devance said, when a few asked for nanites to heal their hands. “If your hands are that soft, they need toughening up!” He’d had antibiotic cream and extra bandages distributed, but otherwise made no allowances for their torn up hands. He made sure that his stayed covered up, so the men couldn’t see the raw sores covering his palms. 
 
    Second Platoon camped in tents on the plain, and despite intermittent rain they never stopped working. By the dawn of Day Four, they had completed burying all of the scrap metal, and it was time to begin the dangerous part of their job. With a shoestring budget, Limbu and Larry Weiner had searched for cheap, surplus weapons that might give them a chance of surviving their first contract if it came to a fight. One of the best buys they’d made were 1,000 surplus Serbian TMA-4 anti-tank mines. 
 
    With an explosive charge of nearly 12 pounds of TNT, the mines wouldn’t destroy a tank, Armored Fighting Vehicle, or Infantry Fighting Vehicle, but they would sure as hell stop it dead in its tracks. A merc triggering it would be a different story; that much TNT would blow even a Tortantula in half. The mines contained very little metal, and so were hard to detect without more sophisticated sweeping equipment. Maybe an attacking force would have some, and maybe it wouldn’t. But if all they had were metal detectors, they’d have to go through one helluva big field of scrap metal before they got to the real mines, and by then, Limbu counted on them assuming every signature was harmless. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Colonel Limbu established the company command post in a ground-level cave on the ridgeline nearest the starport, both for reasons of security and deception. His engineers wanted to smooth out the mouth to make entrance and exit simpler, but Limbu wouldn’t allow any modifications. A competent enemy might find the headquarters anyway, but there was no reason to make it easy for them. 
 
    A large chamber served as a hot-sheet barracks with twenty cots for the Gurkhas stationed close by, who shared them in eight-hour shifts. Unwilling to pull rank, he shared his bunk with a 20-year-old corporal who specialized in weapons maintenance, which hadn’t mattered until now. For the first two weeks, Limbu had spent so much time in the field overseeing the defensive work that the corporal virtually had his own personal cot.  
 
    But two weeks into their 6-month contract things were progressing better than he could have hoped, and while Limbu would never admit it, he was tired. So, for the first time since they’d arrived on Verrat, he leaned back in his bunk, laid a glowstick on his chest, and lifted a print copy of Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations until the blue light lit the pages.  
 
    He’d gotten the copy on Boi Para, College Street, in Kolkata, India. Even centuries after the coming of digital books and e-readers, the one mile stretch of College Street remained the largest used book market in the world. Limbu didn’t so much dislike digital books as he preferred print copies. It was one of the few luxuries he allowed himself to bring along as the commanding officer. His pinplants contained the full text of a translation done long before by a man named Hays, but for some reason Limbu preferred an earlier, less modern translation done by someone named Staniforth. And he wanted to read a book, not call it up in his mind.  
 
    A slight giddiness made him feel like a little boy again, waiting for his aunts, uncles, and cousins to arrive so the family could celebrate the tenth day of Dashain. Removing an old style paper bookmark for later use, Limbu’s pulse quickened as his eyes scanned the first sentence. The example of my grandfather Verus gave me a good disposition… 
 
    “Is Colonel Limbu in here?” 
 
    The words weren’t loudly spoken, and came from the cave mouth some one hundred feet down the cavern, but like all good commanders Limbu always heard when his name was spoken. Particularly because his name was spoken. In the original Gurkha Rifles, the men referred to each other by the last four digits of their personal numbers, the ones issued to them upon enlistment. Tribal names acted as surnames, and there were only six common ones, so ten men from a 14 man squad might have the same last name. Since their officers were all British, the proper form of address carried over to the Gurkhas. 
 
    Limbu tried to change that. Technically, he should have been the first member of the new Gurkha Rifles, with the number 0001, but he insisted that go to Sergeant Riggert. His official number was 0002, Triple-Zero Two, and in the beginning he’d referred to himself as Colonel Two, but it didn’t stick. 
 
    Dim lighting in the sleeping chamber allowed men to sleep in the other bunks, so the man seeking him leaned over several bunks before he heard Limbu whispering to him. Only when the man knelt beside him did Limbu recognize Padam Gurung, the 22-year-old son of Lachhiman Gurung, a close friend and the namesake of a Victoria Cross winner. The boy might have qualified for an initial rank higher than private, but Limbu had great hopes for his career and wanted him to understand the complete merc experience. Assuming his performance matched expectations, promotions would come fast. 
 
    “Colonel?” 
 
    Limbu put a finger to his lips and replied in a whisper. With less than 200 people deployed on their first contract, there was no reason to use four numbers yet when addressing each other. 
 
    “What is it, One-Two?”  
 
    “Indig, sir. Top said you need to see it.” 
 
    “Indig?” Limbu looked away, thinking. Using his pinplants hadn’t yet become second nature.  
 
    “Indigenous fauna, Colonel.” 
 
    Now he searched for the term and found it was American. That explained it. If it was American, the young people automatically embraced it. Since arriving on Verrat he’d slept in his uniform, but it took a minute to lace up his boots, don his advanced combat armor, strap on his combat belt and check the ammunition load for his laser pistol, and finally to sling his laser rifle over one shoulder.  
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    They found Spokelse in a dry clearing not far from the river, kneeling beside something with yellow-green stripes over gray scales. At least a dozen Gurkhas surrounded him, hands on knees, staring at whatever lay on the ground. They parted for Limbu with hurried salutes. He could only see a long, tubular lower body, but it was obviously some sort of creature. Spokelse leaned over whatever it was and blocked the upper half. 
 
    “What is it, First Sergeant?” 
 
    “Beats the hell out of me, Colonel, but whatever it is, it’s still alive.” 
 
    Limbu knelt on the opposite side to examine the indig, which on first glance appeared to be a thick, meter long snake. That impression only lasted until he’d had a chance to inspect it closer, though. The first variation was the head, which looked very much like that of a Russell’s viper, which was native to Nepal, except the indig had a rounded crown and elongation at the back which clearly housed a much larger brain. Long, closed eye slits resembled those of a reptile. 
 
    The thing lay on its back. Its sides inflated and deflated, indicating some type of air-processing lungs. The stomach scales carried over the same pattern as its back, only in paler tones. What caught Limbu’s attention were four larger scales in pairs, where a lizard would have legs. Using hands to lower himself, he got with inches of them. 
 
    “It has feet,” he said, and pointed at the scales. “Those flaps open and close.” 
 
    “I’ve had more time to check it out, Colonel,” Spokelse said. Using his finger he indicated a discolored area on the side of the creature’s head. “I think it fell out of a nest or something…see this part here? It looks like swelling.” 
 
    One of the other Gurkhas pointed at a seam running down the visible part of its back that Limbu and Spokelse had thought was part of the color pattern on its body. It ran from where the body widened for the leg-flaps nearly to the rear flaps.  
 
    “What could that be?” the man named Seventy Four asked.  
 
    “Wings?” somebody else said. The instant he heard the word, Limbu knew it was right. 
 
    “It’s a flying snake,” Spokelse said, not bothering to hide his wonder. 
 
    “With legs,” Limbu added. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    One thing that had surprised everybody during their time on Verrat was the lack of indigenous fauna. A few days after arriving on world, Limbu thought he spotted something framed against a rain cloud in the distance. Whatever it was quickly disappeared behind a mountain, but if he’d really seen what he thought he’d seen, then there was no doubt it had been a living creature.  
 
    They called for the closest trained medic, who happened to be asleep in the headquarters cave. Private Chimini Limbu, no relation, who answered to Forty, double-timed it when told the colonel wanted her. She pushed through the circle of onlookers thinking her CO had been injured, but pulled up short when she saw the indig lying on the ground. She stared until the colonel filled her in on everything they knew, or thought they knew, about the snake-thing. 
 
    “Private, please do what you can for this poor creature.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is, Colonel.” 
 
    “That is fine, neither do we.” 
 
    “But…what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Help it.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be disrespectful sir, but how? Without knowing anything about its physiology, I could kill it as easily as help it.” 
 
    It was a good point, and unfair to ask her to treat an unknown alien species. Using his pinplants he called up known species that were at least similar in appearance. 
 
    “Whatever you decide,” Spokelse said, “you’d better hurry. Its breathing is rapid and shallow. I’m gonna guess that’s a bad sign.” 
 
    An answer appeared in Limbu’s mind. He could only hope it was the right one. 
 
    “Treat it as you would a Hano, Private. You should have their medical details in your slate.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, but...” 
 
    “Do not hesitate to tell me things I need to hear, Private. You would not have your job if you were not the best fit among us.” 
 
    “You said that you think this thing flies, right? Unless the laws of physics vary from everywhere else, wouldn’t that mean the weight-to-lift ratio had to be in line with birds?” 
 
    Damn, Limbu realized. She was right.  
 
    “Its bones must be hollow, meaning they are easily broken.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Do your best, Forty.” 
 
    Limbu sent the men back to work, but allowed Spokelse to remain in the clearing. Light winds blew down the east side of the ridgeline and dried the sweat on Limbu’s back as he watched Forty work.  
 
    “What if they’re intelligent?” Spokelse finally said, voicing what Limbu had been thinking.  
 
     “That is a highly adapted animal, First Sergeant, and I would not be at all surprised to discover it has a higher intelligence.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Colonel.” Spokelse pointed skyward, where at least twelve flying somethings rode the air currents high overhead. Then he shouldered his laser rifle. “I’m calling for backup.” 
 
     “Not yet, Top,” Limbu said. It was the first time he’d ever used Spokelse’s nickname instead of his rank. “Let us not assume the worst without evidence.” 
 
    “No offense meant boss, but the evidence might be them ripping us apart.” 
 
    “This planet has no known technology, so I doubt they have ever seen a laser rifle before. If it comes to violence, I do not fear the outcome.” 
 
    “I sure hope you’re right, ‘cause here they come.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Limbu studied the creatures as they dove, noting that none of them flapped their wings even once, although they did elevate and depress them. It was only when they got close that he spotted something near their tails that looked a lot like a bird’s fan of feathers. 
 
    “They appear to be some cross between a snake and a bird,” he said. “At least as we know those things.” 
 
    “Whatever they are, they don’t look happy.” 
 
    “Stand behind us, Private,” Limbu said. “Have your pistol ready, but do not draw it yet.” 
 
    “There’s something you should know about the injured…thing, Colonel. It’s endothermic.” 
 
    Limbu blinked, unsure how to respond. Finally, never taking his eyes off the flying creatures, he stated the obvious just to say something. 
 
    “It’s warm blooded?” 
 
    “More like hot, sir. The internal temperature is around 49 degrees.” 
 
    “Celsius?” 
 
    She seemed surprised that he asked, since that’s the only scale used in Nepal. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Damn,” Spokelse said. 
 
    The creatures glided toward a landing, so Limbu refocused their attention to honor the threat. “We can discuss it later.” 
 
    “If there is a later.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They glided to a landing in a rough circle around the three Gurkhas. Each one of the snake-bird things held a long pole with a suspicious blue smear at one pointed tip. Most stood between five and six feet tall, except for one at the center that towered at least seven feet high, which Limbu instinctively knew to be the leader of their…gaggle, pack, whatever they called it.  
 
    Their gait wasn’t what Limbu had expected. Bird-like hind legs seemed more for maintaining balance than locomotion. The powerful tail supplied that in much the same way a snake moved on Earth. He only had seconds to observe the leader’s wings, before they collapsed inward against its back like a Chinese folding fan, but he judged the span to have been at least thirty feet. What’s more, Limbu could have sworn they were translucent. 
 
    Spokelse braced his laser rifle against his shoulder, the barrel pointed at one of the snake-birds.  
 
    “What the fuck, Colonel? I’ve drunk at a lot of merc bars all over the universe, and I’ve never heard of anything like these before.” 
 
    “I doubt that anyone has. Private Forty, do not shoot without my specific order.” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir.” 
 
    The snake-bird leader hissed and made coughing sounds that sounded like he was clearing his throat, and the others raised their spears to a jabbing position. They moved forward, pushed by their tails and held up by their legs, all except two of them. Those were the smallest of the twelve, and they did something that seemed unbelievable, even after Limbu had examined the injured one. Retracting not only their wings, but all four legs, they became true snakes. Both hissed at the Gurkhas, and in place of two sharp fangs in the upper jaw, he counted four in both the upper and lower jaws. 
 
    “Hey boss, do you see what I see? Do you think—” 
 
    Limbu cut him off. “Fangs don’t evolve without a purpose, Top, so yes, I think they’re venomous.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Behind him, Private Forty mouthed a prayer to Vishnu. One of the smaller creatures slid forward faster than Limbu would have thought possible, scooped up the injured juvenile and carried it back to the biggest one. The leader flicked a faintly yellow tongue over the little snake-bird, its reptilian eyes never leaving the Humans. Instead of a fork, the tongue had five tendrils. Small bumps covered its surface.  
 
    None of the Humans moved as the snake-bird leader used its tongue to examine…its child? The thought hit Limbu as an epiphany. That was its offspring! Whether male or female, or if they even had sexes, he couldn’t say, but the concern of a parent transcended time, space, and species.  
 
    The snake-bird leader handed its child, Limbu had decided for certain that was the relationship between them, back to the one who had retrieved it. A series of low hisses followed, which the Gurkha commander recognized as orders. The creature’s forelimbs appeared awkward, with long, sharp claws, but they had no problem peeling off a small silver attachment from the back of the juvenile’s head. The leader took, sniffed it, held it close to its mouth, and appeared to taste it. Once it had done all of that, it placed the metallic foil object back against the knot on its child’s head. Looking up, it again met Limbu’s eyes. 
 
    “Private Forty, what is that?” 
 
    “It’s a cold pack, sir. I treated the injured…animal, as I would a Gurkha. Because of its hot internal temperature, and what appeared to be internal hemorrhaging, I thought the biggest danger would be from swelling.” 
 
    “Then let us pray that Dhahvantari filled you with her wisdom.”  
 
    The leader’s tongue disappeared back into its mouth and something about its face changed. He didn’t know what it meant, but the hue of the eyes turned from hunter green to something closer to leaf green. Four holes opened along the upper jaw that Limbu assumed to be nostrils and a strong smell suddenly permeated the breeze out of the west. 
 
    “You smell that boss? It smells like lemons,” Spokelse said. 
 
    “Ssshhh.” 
 
    A short, loud hiss escaped either side of the snake-bird leader’s closed mouth. Limbu squinted. Was that speech? He started to ask Spokelse his opinion when the translator around his neck squawked. It was static, but that wasn’t what shocked him; the translator only reacted to what it recognized to be speech. 
 
    “Tapā'īlā'ī svāgata cha,” he blurted. You’re welcome.  
 
    Limbu found it difficult to distinguish one hiss from another, but the third time the leader made the same sound, he pushed the translator’s input button and instructed it to record the leader’s hisses as ‘thank you.’ He realized it was a guess, but doubted it was wrong. 
 
    “Assign this language the working name ‘sarpa-carā.’” Snake-bird. 
 
    “Do you wish the language named Sarpacara added to the standard translation database?” 
 
    The device had run the two Nepali words for ‘snake-bird’ together, but Limbu didn’t bother changing it. From now on they were Sarpacaras. In a quick vagrant thought, he wondered what slang the enlisted personnel would come up with instead of the full name. 
 
    “That’s what those things are?” Spokelse said. “Sarp-somethings?” 
 
    Despite the situation, Limbu smiled. That didn’t take long.  
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
    The Sarp leader hissed again, but this time the translator came to life.  
 
    “Thank you,” it said, for what the Sarp must have thought was at least the fifth time, because it paused again as if expecting a reply. 
 
    “Translator, use the Sarp word for ‘you’, and the English words for ‘are welcome.’” 
 
    “Your first reply was in Nepali, do you now wish to switch to English?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Nepali wasn’t a standard language in the translator database, it was an optional add-on, and would delay future translations for non-Nepali speakers. The device made a hiss followed by ‘are welcome,’ and this time Limbu heard a soft bark to the hiss that he’d missed previously.  
 
    The Sarps jumped back like Limbu had spontaneously burst into flame. Even the leader reacted by moving back two feet. He recovered quickly, though, and hissed a longer sentence. Limbu thought he recognized the Sarp’s hiss that meant ‘you,’ but the rest of his translation was pure guesswork. 
 
    “Translator, assume an eighty percent probability that the last phrase by the indigenous species we have labeled as Sarpacaras means ‘you speak our language?’” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “Yes,” Limbu said, with an exaggerated shake of his head. To the rest of Humanity that was a negative, not a positive, but if they wanted to control how a language was spoken, they could find their own unknown alien species. He then placed a hand on his chest, hoping it might understand the gesture meant ‘me.’ 
 
    “Limbu,” he said. The Sarp leader’s narrow shoulders twitched, so he repeated the word three more times. Finally, the creature hissed something that had a sing-song tone.  
 
    “Assume that means Limbu, translator.” 
 
    The injured juvenile picked that moment for its eyes to flutter open. A low hiss followed by a rolling cough grabbed the Sarp leader’s attention. Gently taking back the child, it gave Limbu a final glance. 
 
    “Thank you,” it said again.  
 
    Wings unfolded as they had when it flew in, and if anything, Limbu thought he’d underestimated their span. How could so much lift area compress into so small of a space? Leaning forward, the Sarp caught a gust of wind and lifted into the sky without a sound. Like huge sails, the wings bore it aloft without need of flapping. Only once did it move the wings at all, which was obviously to change course. From the rear, the smaller fins acted as rudders, and probably dive brakes, too.  
 
    The entire group followed its leader, in what had to be descending order of importance. The final two, the ones that moved overland on their bellies, took off last. The mercs watched the Sarps head west through the gap in the ridgeline until they disappeared. 
 
    “What would Sun Tzu say about that, boss?” 
 
    “There are things known and things unknown, and in between are the doors of perception.” 
 
    “Sun Tzu said that?” 
 
    “No, Aldous Huxley.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    Once upon a time, Ganju Limbu had served a term on enlistment in the Nepali Army. He’d been an officer, but the language of the troops wasn’t entirely foreign to him, however politicians rarely benefitted from using coarse language. Sometimes, however, nothing else fit the situation.  
 
    “Top, it means ‘what the fuck did I just see?’” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Nine Weeks Later 
 
    Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    The Sarpacaras called themselves Najjans, with the twin ‘js’ pronounced with two ‘h’ sounds, back to back. At least, that was how the translator said it. That translation came at the end of week four of an intensive language-swapping engagement between the two species. By the end of nine weeks they had identified more than 800 words, allowing for a complex exchange of information. Colonel Limbu had been closely involved in the process and had begun to recognize many of the words as they were hissed. When he tried to reply in that language, however, it only resulted in blinks, which he now knew represented laughs. 
 
    The Sarps—by then the name had stuck fast—were only a subset of Verrat’s dominant species. The ecosystem resembled Earth’s dinosaurs, with Najjans coming in all shapes and sizes and sharing only the basic shape of snakes. Some were herbivores, some carnivores, and others omnivores. The Sarps had adapted as meat-eaters with the ability to supplement their diet with certain plants and fruits, much like Humans. 
 
    Life teemed on the Earth-like world, and all of it seemed both familiar and distinctly alien. Mammals were everywhere, the Sarpacaras were mammals, but almost every species was a monotreme. They laid eggs, yet nursed their young. Unlike Terran monotremes, however, their body temperatures were higher than the marsupials and placentals. Insects and reptiles were much closer to their Earthly counterparts. From casual observation, the Gurkhas could tell no difference between Verrat ants and those from Earth. 
 
    Under a G star very similar to Earth, and not a binary star like so many systems throughout the universe, Limbu was surprised that such a planet as Verrat had never before been explored or claimed. He mentioned that to Kadal during a visit to inspect defenses at the starport and complex. The translator couldn’t filter out all of the Sidar’s sarcasm. 
 
    “The galaxy is very large, and your planet is insignificant, your scope of reference small. Outside of the guilds, many people in far galaxies don’t know you even exist. No one knows how many planets like this one that have yet to be discovered, but estimates range into the millions.” 
 
    Kadal meant the statement to be insulting and dismissive, and that’s how Limbu took it. But he’d been a politician too long to show anger and only smiled in response, hiding a growing suspicion there was more to their hiring than first appeared. Only when they were alone did he voice his doubts to Spokelse. 
 
    “If Kadal holds humanity in as much contempt as she showed me, then why are we here? Why does she trust van Owen?” 
 
    “Mercs are in short supply right now, boss.” 
 
    “Are they?” Limbu rubbed the half-inch beard he’d grown since they landed. “Is that throughout the galaxy, or only on Earth? Kadal told me we are insects in the overall workings of the Galactic Union, yet we are being paid as much or more than a veteran merc company would have gotten.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s a bad businessman?” 
 
    “From what I understand, Sidar are not known for sending their incompetents to oversee valuable mining operations.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay…since you put it that way, I see your point. That fish has been out in the sun too long.” 
 
    Without realizing it, Limbu tapped his front teeth. It was something he usually did when alone, considering it a bad habit, but he had become so comfortable around Spokelse that he forgot him in the moment. 
 
    “We need to ask the Sarps about caves in the area…do you remember the exercise against van Owen? The cavern through the mountain?” 
 
    “Sure, you thinking about doing that again?” 
 
    “If it is feasible, yes, but what we need most are hardened defenses. Make no mistake, Top, we are going to be attacked here, the only question is when. And when they come, they will not be in a mood to leave witnesses.” 
 
    “You got all that just from one conversation with a giant talking pteranodon?” 
 
    “Only in part, but when you add it all up nothing else makes sense. Double the guard, no one enters or leaves the river valley without me knowing it.” 
 
    “Add all what up, boss?” 
 
    Limbu didn’t wait around to answer questions. As he headed back toward the headquarters cave, he thought of one last thing. “Don’t let Kadal anywhere near our men, machines, or defenses. If she complains, send her to me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The intricate nuances of the Sarps’ language became more obvious as Limbu heard it spoken. In addition to hisses, they had vocal cords, which allowed them to both growl and shriek. They could flutter their necks, and that seemed both a physical, unspoken gesture and one that could cause sounds. He thought the leader’s name was something like Sssesss, so he was amazed to discover it was actually Zonpiticuss. When after a month the translator had only identified 400 words of Sarpacaran language, Limbu inquired as to why it was taking so long. 
 
    “It is larger and more complex than any Human language,” the device answered.  
 
    He also learned that their culture shared many similarities with Terran communities of the same technological and evolutionary status. Sarps had no knowledge of working metal into weapons or tools, and while they had four prehensile fingers on each limb, the musculature for those limbs was birdlike. They could handle light things, but without machines, even cooperating in groups didn’t allow them to manipulate heavy objects or tools. 
 
    Limbu discovered all of this and more after accepting Zon’s invitation for dinner for both himself and Spokelse. Arriving at Zon’s ‘front door,’ a wide, oblong hole in the side of a low hill, Limbu removed his shoes, which caused a young Sarp standing guard to pull back its head. By now, the Human recognized that as a gesture of surprise and confusion. He briefly explained the Gurkha tradition behind taking off one’s shoes before entering a house or temple, but that only confused the Sarp more. They still didn’t really understand the concept of ‘shoes,’ either. 
 
    “Let him spend a winter in Norway,” Spokelse said. “Then it’ll make sense.” 
 
    “Did you not grow up in Minneapolis?” 
 
    “Same thing.” 
 
    Limbu couldn’t help laughing. 
 
    The Sarp chieftain’s den lay beyond a long underground tunnel hewn from rock, and Limbu knew right away it was reclaimed from some other creature. Long gouges in the stone that he’d first thought to be tool marks, he realized were actually from talons—heavy, sharp talons. Something had dug a passage out of solid rock that was wide enough for a man to pass through without stooping and must have been an enormous creature. 
 
    The central chamber measured ten feet tall, twenty wide, and thirty long. In Limbu’s experience, such underground spaces tended to be cool, but the Sarps’ higher body temperature raised their most comfortable temperature from what Humans preferred—around 72 degrees Fahrenheit—closer to 80 degrees. Flames rose from a firepit, with the smoke vented into a chimney that channeled it above ground. 
 
    Sarps expelled excess heat by rapid breathing, like Terran birds, and had been surprised when they first saw Humans excreting water droplets through their skin. When Zon saw Limbu and Spokelse wiping sweat away from their faces, the Sarp chieftain asked if they were too hot. 
 
    “You are kind to ask, but we are fine,” Limbu said. Spokelse didn’t need to use pinplants to convey his feeling about it. He cut Limbu a glance that meant speak for yourself in every language on Earth.  
 
    The juvenile that the Gurkhas rescued to initiate their meeting had fully healed by now and lay coiled near his father, along with Zon’s mate and two other small Sarps. Catallis, Zon’s life mate and what Limbu later came to think of as the clan’s matriarch, differed from him by being both larger and heavier, which Limbu by now knew was indicative of the race. Females had evolved as the stronger sex physically, while the males were more mobile to extend their hunting range.  
 
    The Sarps had no teeth, only fangs. Males had ten, five in both upper and lower jaws, arranged two on each side with one longer one in the center. Females had the same except with two extra fangs in the top jaw, for a total of twelve. Limbu assumed they ate like Terran snakes did, swallowing their food whole, and he was partly right, partly wrong. 
 
    The Sarp sounds for Verrat’s most common herbivore translated as ‘omms,’ that planet’s version of Earth’s cows, although the only real similarity was hooved feet. Although they were mammals, omms had segmented bodies, like Terran annelids. Each segment had a pair of legs. The head looked like that of a centipede, with wide jaws that opened side to side, instead of up and down. Herds of them grazed near the starport, with the biggest growing to the size of a yak. Zon’s three children disappeared through an opening and came back pushing four small omms ahead of them, with each omm being about two feet long.  
 
    “Hey boss,” Spokelse said via pinplants. “We’re not gonna have to drink blood, are we?” 
 
    “How would I know, First Sergeant?” 
 
    “I thought you might have heard something.” 
 
    “Only that those things taste like chicken.” 
 
    Spokelse glanced at him like Limbu had grown a second head. “Did you just crack a joke?” 
 
    Limbu half smiled. “I allow myself one per year.” 
 
    What neither Human found quite as funny was when the children used rocks to bash in the heads of two omms, which they threw into the fire. Limbu watched impassively as the omms’ legs twitched and jerked in the heat. Spokelse tried to keep his face neutral, but couldn’t hide his revulsion. 
 
    “Don’t tell me they expect us to eat those.” 
 
    “You did say you were hungry, First Sergeant.” 
 
    “Were…past tense. I’m not anymore.” 
 
    “That is too bad, since you will insult our hosts unless you eat it, therefore, you will find a way to do so.” 
 
    “You want me to choke down that…that, thing?” 
 
    “It matters not whether you want to or not, you will, as will I.” 
 
    “Is it too late to back out of this contract?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Broad leaves placed in the dirt acted as plates. Using sticks, the young Sarps lifted the charred omms out of the fire and placed them in front of the Humans, one each. The two older Sarps also had omms placed before them, but theirs were still alive and squirming. All of the Sarps watched their guests, apparently waiting for the Humans to eat first. 
 
    Limbu smiled and grabbed the sizzling omm in both hands, thinking he would simply bite into the side and see what happened. To his surprise, the back and sides had a hard exterior that wasn’t readily apparent just from looking at it. It reminded Limbu of the leathery skin of an Indian rhinoceros, and there was no way his teeth could penetrate such scorched armor. It would be like trying to eat the bottom of a burned up shoe. Touching it here and there, he couldn’t decide on how to begin eating it. Glancing up, he hoped that his hosts might give him a clue, but that only made things worse.  
 
    Zon’s long neck uncoiled toward the squirming omm in front of him. Using his forelegs, Zon turned it lengthwise toward him, and then struck like a cobra at its neck, just behind the skull. It happened so fast that Limbu didn’t actually see it so much as sense it, but the effect was instantaneous. The omm’s chest collapsed within one second. Its legs straightened in a death stretch and something greenish-brown leaked from the puncture wounds. A long protuberance, shaped like a drinking straw, extended from Zon’s throat and began sucking up the dead animal’s inner fluids. Only after watching for nearly a minute did Limbu realize it wasn’t blood, it was dissolved internal organs. The more Zon sucked on it, the more the dead omm shriveled up like a deflated balloon. 
 
    “Boss…what the fuck? I was kidding about drinking blood.” 
 
    Spokelse gaped and it took all of Limbu’s willpower not to do the same. Closing his eyes, he allowed the First Sergeant to hear his mantra. 
 
    “Om ram ramaya namaha, om ramaya namaha…” 
 
    “Not helping boss.” 
 
    “Have you ever tried meditation?” Limbu asked.  
 
    “No, and I’m not going to start now. What do we do?” 
 
    Limbu opened his eyes and smiled at their hosts, who by now knew that was a Human gesture of happiness. “Now, we eat.” 
 
    With no more hesitation he grabbed the omm’s body with his left hand and tore off a leg with his right. Grease ran down his fingers and palm and, although still very hot, he didn’t hesitate to take a big bite. He knew instantly that he’d burned the roof of his mouth, but swallowed a chunk of flesh anyway and washed it down with a gulp of water. Only then did his taste buds tell his brain that it tasted good. 
 
    “Taste it.” 
 
    “Boss, please don’t make me. Tell me to face a Besquith bare handed, and I’ll do it, but we Norwegians have sensitive stomachs.” 
 
    “I have eaten Lutefisk, Top, and if you can eat fish soaked in lye, you can eat omm. The flavor is very similar to—” 
 
    “Don’t say chicken.” 
 
    “I was going to say cobra, but now that you put the thought in my mind, it does taste like chicken.” 
 
    Limbu reached over and ripped a leg off Spokelse’s omm, and then handed it to him. Sucking in a deep breath of resignation, the veteran merc took a small bite and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Hey,” he said out loud. “Hey, that’s not bad.” 
 
    “Why we eat you something bad?” Zon asked. The translator still missed some words and conjugations, so Limbu told it to fill in blanks with the most probable missing parts of speech. 
 
    “It is a Human expression, which means the opposite of the words’ usual meaning,” Limbu said. “It means that he likes the taste.” 
 
    The Humans ate with gusto, once they decided that omm tasted good. Next time, they would bring utensils and learn how to carve up an omm as they would a Terran animal. Cooked with salt, pepper, and spices, especially as a ‘momo,’ the popular Nepalese dumpling, it could be delicious. A vague idea that Limbu had thought of the moment they landed on Verrat began to crystalize; as a new home planet, they could do a lot worse. 
 
    Once the Sarps had sucked the omms dry, they swallowed the husks whole, like an Earth snake or bird would. It made sense that if their venom was so potent it dissolved flesh on contact, their stomach acids could break down the omms’ tough hides. As Sarps and Humans exchanged information about their respective races, Limbu heard something that surprised him; the Sarps could digest plants. 
 
    “Along the riverbanks are many orange flower bulbs,” Zon said.  
 
    “We have seen them.” 
 
    “Sarpacaras find them tasting well, but must show cautious. It is how bring fire.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” Limbu said.  
 
    “Easier to show.” 
 
    One of the children slipped back out of sight and returned with something that resembled a small ear of shucked orange corn. Zon put it into his mouth but didn’t swallow for a few seconds, and Limbu got the impression the ‘ear,’ as he thought of it, must be melting. Then, when Zon finally did swallow, his reptilian eyes half-closed in a very Human gesture of pleasure, after which he heaved like a cat hocking up a hairball. Stretching his neck close to the firepit, Zon belched a streak of flame, quickly followed by a second and smaller one. 
 
    “They breathe fire, boss.” 
 
    The display stunned even the usually unflappable Limbu. “So they do.” 
 
    “Are we dreaming this?” 
 
    “I think not…this is all quite real.” 
 
    “Great, that’s just fucking great. Our first contract is on a planet full of fire-breathing dragons.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    Rock dust swirled in Staff Sergeant Rambahadur Limbu’s light beam, as expected after setting off so much dynamite. Rambahadur and his platoon had spent weeks helping the engineer squad turn the cavern facing the western fields into a tunnel. The latest blast widened the eastern exit, while the Gurkhas used the loose rocks to build a series of walls, staggered backward from each side, with a straight corridor down the middle. Ports would allow the defenders to stay under cover while maintaining fire on any attackers.  
 
    It was back-breaking work. Rambahadur’s father offered to loan them some CASPers, which was a truly generous offer. They didn’t have many of the precious machines, and First Sergeant Spokelse described them as ‘held together with duct tape and chewing gum,’ so Rambahadur appreciated the offer. But it was moot, since a CASPer wouldn’t fit. 
 
    The men didn’t grumble, though. Colonel Limbu drilled it into their heads that they were not a military force. In the days of their grandfathers and great-grandfathers, the Gurkhas were mercenaries, it was true, but they were part of military armies, mostly the British and Indian Armies. They fought for whatever objectives their employers ordered them to fight for, and it was good for business to be known as a force that fought to the death. Now they fought for themselves. It was a subtle difference and hard for many of them to understand. 
 
     “Hey, Sergeant, is this good?” 
 
    Rambahadur stood from where he’d been moving a heavy rock into place, and joined the corporal in charge of the Engineers beside the wall nearest the western entrance. Waist high and a foot wide, the corporal smiled and pointed at his work.  
 
    “Damn good, Corp. Now, make it two feet higher and a foot wider.” 
 
    “But…you said it was damn good.” 
 
    “It is, a damned good start.” 
 
    The corporal dropped his voice, speaking to Rambahadur noncom to noncom. “What are the chances you’re even going to need this, sergeant? I’ve got a list of jobs to do that’s longer than my arm.” 
 
    “Then I guess you had best get back to work, Corporal.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gurkha Rifles Compound, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    All the windows in Larry Weiner’s office were fully open so the smoke from his cigar could swirl outside. A self-contained HVAC system kept it from circulating into the rest of the building, which housed only C-Level executives and their staffs. JoJo’s office was at the other end of a long hall. Staring through old-style glasses at a Tri-V display, Weiner was reviewing hiring applications for a new platoon when his administrative assistant alerted him to an incoming call.  
 
    “Who is it?” Weiner growled around the stump of his cigar, without looking away from the screen.  
 
    “It’s a Mister Buck Simmons. He says it’s important.” 
 
    Touching the small slate that fed into the display, he shifted from the application to a live video feed.  
 
    “Put him through.” Simmons’ face materialized within two seconds. “Buck, how goes it? Got some Mk 7s you wanna unload cheap?” 
 
    Simmons closed one eye, which meant he’d play along with the joke. “If by cheap you mean full boat retail plus ten percent, yeah, I’ve got all you want.” 
 
    After they both chuckled for a few seconds, Weiner got to the point. He had 17 more applications to get through that day and was already tired. 
 
    “If you’re not trying to screw me on a deal, Buck, then to what do I owe the honor of this call?” 
 
    The wide grin that split Simmons’ lips faded into a straight line. “I had a visitor yesterday…Dieter van Owen. He was asking about you.” 
 
    That got Weiner’s full attention. “Oh yeah? What did he want to know?” 
 
    “He asked if you’d bought any CASPers for that new outfit of yours, the Gerkins.” 
 
    Weiner gave him a look that meant really? “Gurkhas.”  
 
    “Yeah, whatever.” 
 
    “Did you tell him to go fuck himself?” 
 
    “I wanted to, but you know, business and all that. Van Owen buys stuff every now and then. I told him that all transactions are confidential, yours, his, everybody’s.” 
 
    “What did he say to that?” 
 
    “He winked, like I was telling him somethin’ without tellin’ him, so…I kinda lied. I told him you tried to buy some CASPers on credit and I said ‘no’ as nice as I could. Then I kinda told him I was your last chance, everybody else had already turned you down.” 
 
    “Wow, Buck, I really appreciate that. I know you didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. So I figure you owe me a box of them cigars you like so much.” 
 
    “Habana Especiales Monte Christo Number Three…you got it.” 
 
    “And a bottle of the good stuff to drink with ‘em, and I don’t mean none of that Kentucky crap. I like Tennessee whiskey.” 
 
    “If I do that, I might show up to drink it with you.” 
 
    “You’re always welcome…just bring a second bottle for you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Weiner felt the urgency to do something, and in his younger days might have called Dieter van Owen to tell him to worry about his own company, but that was then and this was now. So instead, he leaned back in the overstuffed swivel chair and smoked the rest of the cigar while staring out the window. Two Assamese monkeys scurried through a tree, chasing a third, most likely in a squabble over food. But Weiner wasn’t watching their antics. Instead, he was busy trying to discern van Owen’s intent. 
 
    The cigar had long since gone cold when he noticed it wasn’t lit and laid the butt in an ashtray. Then he composed a message for Ganju Limbu and labeled it ‘urgent.’ 
 
    “Van Owen has been asking about your equipment. I don’t know what this means, but he’s a deceitful bastard. Plan accordingly.” 
 
    There didn’t seem anything more to say, so he sent it to the local collection node. It would go out on the next ship heading through the stargate. He’d done all he could do to warn his employer of potential danger, but that wasn’t all he could do, so Weiner settled in to plan what he’d do to van Owen if the son of a bitch double crossed them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    Ganju Limbu had known from the first instant he saw it that the small starport serving the mining complex was for temporary use only. While it had makeshift hangars for repairs, tools, and everything else needed to keep a ship space worthy, the actual landing area had room for only one large ship and a few smaller ones. Dense trees and tall rock formations crept right up to the edge of the concrete apron. The first sight of it pissed off the pilots of their transport, and he could understand why; maneuvering a big ship onto that small landing strip would challenge even the best pilots. And that made it perfect for Limbu’s plan. 
 
    The miners had heavy lifting equipment but Kadal wouldn’t let it be diverted from mining operations, so he ordered six CASPers pressed into service to set up the defenses for the starport. First Sergeant Spokelse stood to one side with his arms folded, left eye twitching, and pinplants keyed into the tactical net, and Limbu knew he wanted to be inside one of those CASPers. Mk 5 or not, a CASPer was a CASPer, and it galled the veteran noncom to watch the six worst drivers in the company struggling to move material where Limbu wanted it placed. Especially when it came to the stripped out CASPer Mk 6s and 7s.  
 
    “I could do this in half the time,” he said when Colonel Limbu came to check on progress at the starport. “Hell, a quarter of the time.” 
 
    Hands on hips, Limbu paused to inspect what had already been done. For his defense plan to work, everything had to be perfectly convincing. Given how thin his company’s resources were compared to the task at hand, even perfect might not be good enough. 
 
    “Yes,” he nodded in response to Spokelse’s statement. “And thereby save great wear and tear on our CASPers, not to mention fuel.” 
 
    Spokelse spread his hands. “If you realize that, then why am I standing outside when I should be inside a CASPer, where I belong?” 
 
    “Because those men need the practice more than you do.” 
 
    The First Sergeant opened his mouth and then closed it again. Limbu chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder. Both of their eyes came up at the sight of Kadal’s vehicle heading their way.  
 
    “When the shooting starts,” Limbu said, “you will be in a CASPer, where you belong. In fact, consider that an order.” 
 
    “You mean if the shooting starts don’t you?” 
 
    Limbu did what he always did when avoiding a question, he changed the subject. 
 
    “Let us see what our employer has for us on such a fine morning.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Spaced well apart at key points, but in positions of mutual support, fourteen brand-new CASPer Mk 7s protected the western half of the mining and starport complex, the half that was the responsibility of the Gurkha Rifles. Limbu set up his defenses exactly as called for in the contract. No dents or flaws marred their skins, the angular metal was as smooth as Gort the Robot’s in the classic movie, The Day the Earth Stood Still. Their condition was so pristine the machines could have been used in an ad for Binnig, the manufacturer. New paint gleamed in the afternoon sun as the machines stood watch, the rocket packs, railguns, MACs, and machine guns attached to various points on their frames, all promising death to whomever dared come with violent intent. 
 
    However, CASPers alone weren’t enough to fully secure so large an area, so missile and laser cannon batteries in fixed bunkers provided heavy support for the mechs. Whoever dared assault the base from above could expect ruinous casualties in return...had any of it been real. 
 
    Unfortunately for the GRs, none of it was. In the future, Colonel Limbu wanted to have a properly equipped mercenary company, one fully outfitted with the latest CASPers, armor, crew-served weapons, air assets, and anything else they needed. He appreciated guile and the tactical advantages that could be accrued by an effective ruse de guerre, but depending on such sleight of hand entirely wasn’t his preferred method of fighting, either in the Legislature or combat. Overwhelming strength properly applied made for a much more certain outcome. 
 
    When Kadal’s vehicle pulled up beside him, the Sidar was obviously impressed even before she spoke and said as much. 
 
    “Your company has much greater strength than you led me to believe,” she said. Limbu had only the electronic voice of the translator to judge the mining chief’s tonal inflections, and absolutely no knowledge of Sidar body language, and yet some inner voice warned him not to disclose the sham of his defensive setup. And when Spokelse made to speak up, Limbu cut him off. 
 
    “We prefer not to let potential enemies know in advance how strong we are. The logical strategy for an aggressor would be to seize the starport in a direct attack. Between the Himalayan Headhunters and the Gurkha Rifles, we have more than thirty modern CASPers already deployed here, backed up by dozens of hardened rocket and laser cannon emplacements. Anyone attacking this position will be sorry.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that. I am greatly heartened by your strong defenses. If you will excuse me, I have something urgent to attend.” 
 
    “Of course.” Limbu smiled and waved as Kadal drove away. 
 
    “You’re gonna have to explain that one, boss,” Spokelse said. “I thought Kadal was our employer.” 
 
    “Technically, no, Kadal is the legal representative and local liaison for Interspatial Mining Concerns, but it is that corporation who hired us.” 
 
    “Aren’t she and them one and the same?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. Please pass the word that she is not to be given access to any of our machines, emplacements, or facilities. Be polite, but firm.” 
 
    “In other words, don’t tell her the CASPers are just shells, or the rocket batteries are empty?” 
 
    “Especially not that.” 
 
    “Tell me what you’re seeing that I’m not, boss. It’s obvious you don’t trust her.” 
 
    “I cannot.” 
 
    “You don’t trust me?” 
 
    “I trust you…but Kadal? No. The reason I cannot tell you why, though, is because I do not know.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, you’re acting on instinct? You? I gotta admit boss, I never saw you as a trust-your-gut kind of guy.” 
 
    “The intuitive mind is a sacred gift, and the rational mind is a faithful servant. We as a people remember the second but have forgotten the first.” 
 
     “More Sun Tzu?” 
 
    “Albert Einstein.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you warn the Headhunters not to trust our employer?” 
 
    Limbu chewed his lip. He’d been agonizing over that very question for days. “Not for the time being. Unfortunately, Amir is as likely to inform Kadal of my distrust as he is to believe me, perhaps more so. My loyalty is to my own company first.” 
 
    “Harsh, boss, but smart.” 
 
    “Politics is the perfect forum for learning how to be harsh.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 IMC Mining Complex, Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    “You’re back sooner than expected,” said the young Sidar named Dakri, without looking away from the Tri-V screen tied into his slate. By the intensity of his stare, Kadal knew he was probably studying the Caroons as they worked the mines, learning their secrets so he could better serve the corporation. The elder Sidar would have felt better if it were males with blue and orange spots painted on their beaks.  
 
    She’d figured it was just her luck that the only other Sidar on Verrat was an apprentice accountant, who happened to be Kadal’s cousin’s youngest son. Kadal had asked for a full staff for such a long deployment on such an outlier world, but the corporation they both worked for, Interspatial Mining Concerns, felt the two of them could handle the operation by themselves. IMC was notoriously cheap about such things, although the CEO, a Cochkala named Nro-Sta, would have said he was “protecting the investors’ investment.” To Kadal it looked and felt a lot more like a personal insult.  
 
    Even the bonus she’d been promised in return for a full year of her life seemed inadequate to the hardships of life on an outlier planet. She was bitter before they even arrived in Verrat’s system. So when she accidentally ran into the Human named van Owen during an unscheduled repair stop on the way to Verrat, it seemed fortuitous, as if the Universe was trying to tell her something. 
 
    Dakri was the eager type, always bugging Kadal about why she did things the way she did. When the older Sidar had gotten back to their little metal-skinned office near the mine’s main entrance, she’d hoped Dakri might have stopped working early. Whoever was on the way—van Owen said it was a Blevin named Scoof—needed to know not to land at the starport. Kadal urgently needed to record a message for this Scoof to warn him, but she couldn’t do that until Dakri left. For several minutes she stood and stroked under her beak with the foreclaw on her right hand. But Kadal was the unusual Sidar who lacked patience. 
 
    “You win,” she said, as if Dakri would know what he meant. 
 
    The younger Sidar twisted in his seat. The leathery skin around his neck barely stretched, unlike Kadal’s, which showed white cracks inside deep wrinkles whenever she did something similar. It was a reminder that she wasn’t as young as she pictured herself being, and reinforced her decision about cooperating with Scoof. 
 
    Dakri tilted his head almost ninety degrees, a sign of confusion. “What did I win?” 
 
    “You’ve been pestering me to allow you into the mines, so I told their foreman, Ba-stal, to expect me. He resisted at first, but eventually agreed that I had the right of inspection. I have not exercised that right yet…would you like to go into the mines as my proxy?” 
 
    Kadal had forgotten how fast a motivated Sidar could move. Once her young cousin disappeared underground, she checked the position of the system’s relay satellite put in place by IMC to speed up communications with Verrat. In a geosynchronous orbit over the mines, it automatically stored any message sent to it from the complex, and relayed that to the first passing ship to come within range. But it also kept a copy of the signal, with no way for Kadal to disable or erase the incriminating evidence.  
 
    Unless she could fire off a message directly toward an incoming ship, there was no getting around using the satellite. Her transmitter just didn’t have that kind of power. At first that seemed like an insurmountable problem, until she realized she was overthinking the solution. It was terrible, and if she got caught there could be no redemption. But van Owen had promised her 5 percent of the gross take for accurate information on the Human defenses…5 percent of the gross! That would easily amount to millions of credits, and possibly tens of millions. Such a sum justified any risk or deception. 
 
    Starport very heavily fortified, she wrote. Counted 40+ Human machines called CASPers, many more close by, fixed rocket and gun positions. Eastern defenders have many more CASPers, all in exposed firing positions. Western defenses appear minimal outside of starport. Recommend landing on the periphery in both areas, defenses there weak or non-existent. Humans appear inept and stupid, and very superstitious. Then she signed it with the Sidaran symbol for the first letter in the author’s name— D. 
 
    Short for Dakri. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Aboard Brotherhood of the Free Transport Jimbalang, Hyperspace 
 
    Scoof pulled himself down the central corridor of the Jimbalang, his flagship, using rings attached to the bulkheads. He had named his command Portal to Pain, or as Dieter van Owen said it translated into Human languages, Gateway to Hell. Most of the universe had no concept like Earth’s Hell. And while something about the translation appealed to him, especially after his investigation showed apocalyptic images of death and suffering for most Earth religions’ concepts of Hell, which he liked, he stuck with the name Portal to Pain. 
 
    Regardless of its name, though, he’d been damned proud when the anarchist-outlaw organization called the Brotherhood of the Free allowed him to form a regiment of his own. Scoof had risen through the ranks to become a Brigand, a junior member of the Brotherhood’s ruling council. Like many businesses and corporations through the GU, the Brotherhood awarded franchises to its best performing officers, like Scoof. In return for a ten percent cut to the larger group, they had access to a shared pool of resources, including the recruitment of mercs who couldn’t get legitimate jobs for some reason and came to the BOF looking for a payday. 
 
    Van Owen told him it was like something from Earth’s history. Apparently a Human named Blackbeard had a loose association with other pirates, who attacked merchant ships sailing across watery seas. The Human explained that Scoof cooperated with his version of this Blackbeard when it was mutually beneficial, but took his ship and sailed off to plunder for himself sometimes too, all while remaining friendly with the larger group, and paying the ‘Blackbeard’ in the Brotherhood enough to keep the peace. The Blevin didn’t follow most of it and quit listening, but agreed with van Owen just to shut him up.  
 
    Aboard the flagship of the fleet bringing Scoof’s Scavengers to Verrat, the armed transport Jimbalang, Scoof moved with ease down a central corridor toward the officer’s mess. Weightlessness had long since stopped being a problem for him, and he forbade spin to achieve even low gravity for disciplinary reasons. By its nature, Portal to Pain was a contentious group of misfits and malcontents, most of them looking to take offense at any perceived slight. His outlaw mercs really just liked to fight, which is why he wouldn’t allow spin. Weightless conditions tended to slow down reaction times, giving cooler heads a chance to prevail, and sometimes they did. When they didn’t, and bodily fluids wound up floating through the ship, Scoof made the victor clean it up. 
 
    The minute they’d finally left hyperspace, a warning came in from the IMC satellite relay above Verrat that a message awaited him when the Jimbalang came within range. Based on van Owen’s intelligence about how the Humans fought, nothing would surprise him. He fully expected their tactics to mirror the same ones they’d used against van Owen’s mercs in their training skirmish. Every commander had his favored tactics he relied on, and all he needed to know was what they were. 
 
    Now it was time to discuss the battle plan, so he’d ordered an assembly of the officers and noncoms of the three assault battalions aboard the Jimbalang. The signal from his contact on the planet’s surface, the Sidar named Kadal, should come through soon, but for now he could share the overall objectives for each of his battalions.  
 
    Two full regiments had been recruited for the operation, and represented in the ranks of the outlaws were nearly a third of all the merc races in the GU. It was a lot of troops, and all of them expected to get paid. Well, all that lived, anyway. Unlike mercenary contracts, only the living got paid. There were no death benefits for families, because in most cases nobody knew the pirates’ real identities, or, if they did, the families had disowned their criminal relative.  
 
    While the Brotherhood hated being referred to as mercs—they were by definition failed mercs and criminals—by any meaningful designation, they were a mercenary organization. Someone called them anti-mercs, but whatever they were called, they were fighters. 
 
    Although the whole force moving to Verrat was a two-regiment brigade, the regiment aboard the Jimbalang was called, for simplicity’s sake, First Regiment, containing First, Second, and Third Battalions. Most of the heavy weapons came on the Jimbalang with the veterans, while most of those on the second transport, the Sotznek, had seen little or no combat. The third ship wasn’t a transport, but instead was an ore carrier, capable of hauling more than 20,000 tons of cargo. The only escorts were two small destroyers, because Scoof’s operation wasn’t big enough yet to either buy or hire more, but it was a gamble, and it made him nervous. Such a valuable haul called for at least a cruiser escort, and even battlecruisers. But if he hired more escorts, the only way he could pay them would be to offer them a share of the profits. That, however, would cost him the very credits he’d intended to use to buy more warships and attract attention to why he needed such a strong escort. 
 
    So as van Owen put it, he’d elected to ‘roll the dice’ and hope no other pirate outfit tried to rob the thieves, but he wouldn’t sleep well again until they were safely home. Without more warships, the little fleet was vulnerable. 
 
    Rounding a corner outside the wardroom, Scoof saw a SleSha holding onto a steel rung waiting for him. The triangular face of his second-in-command, Isop, had once intimidated him, because it was hard for other races to read a SleSha’s body language. Like most insectoid races their features weren’t very flexible, so you had to learn the difference between antenna held forward at twenty degrees and twenty-five degrees, or the pattern made when they clacked their powerful jaws. It had taken Scoof nearly two years to feel comfortable that he could read Isop’s body language. 
 
    “Did you miss me so much that you couldn’t wait to see me?” he said. Also like most insectoid races, they didn’t have much of a sense of humor. 
 
    “I miss fertilizing females, not grotesque mammals.” 
 
    “Then why meet me out here? Twenty more feet and we’ll be inside with the others.” 
 
    “I fear we may have a problem…or, the same problem over again.” 
 
    Scoof tensed. The last thing he needed right now was problems. 
 
    “Don’t tell me it’s Ayisi again.”  
 
    “She is the leader, yes.” 
 
    “May the Universe save me from Oogar. What is her issue this time?” 
 
    “She states that our opponents are too weak to justify her best efforts and that as combat veterans they should confront the Human armored warfare machines colloquially called CASPers.” 
 
    “Wait…she is complaining our enemies are not strong enough?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And some of the veterans agree with her?”  
 
    “For the most part, it is only the other Oogar.” 
 
    Idiots, he thought. They’re angry because they have the easier target? Because of their extreme value in combat, Scoof had studied Oogar to better understand them. Yet after three years of immersing himself in everything recorded about their culture, the only thing he’d learned was that a complex soup of hormones controlled their moods, and they were almost always angry. It made them a pain in the ass until the shooting started, when their barely contained rage also made Ayisi’s battalion his fiercest fighters, so he tolerated their perpetually bad mood to a point. But Ayisi’s current tantrum was a fire he needed to extinguish right away, before it could spread to others. 
 
    Three hundred of the regiment’s officers and noncoms packed the meeting room, while the rank and file watched on closed circuit Tri-V. By its very nature, a pirate army like Scoof’s contained mostly beings whose disciplinary issues got them tossed from legal merc units. More than half had assaulted their previous noncoms or officers, or both, and until they joined Scoof’s authorized brigade under the aegis of the BOF, they remained disciplinary problems even in an organization of criminals.  
 
    “Attention!”  
 
    Isop’s translated, amplified voice came through as thin and emotionless, but the gathered pirates stood up from their seats, which was as close to attention as a motley group of nihilistic outlaws got. Only Isop’s personal bodyguard squad of SleSha drones stiffened, as if on parade for a real military. 
 
     Scoof’s four Lumar bodyguards held laser rifles at the ready, two guns per Lumar. Surly as they were to everybody, including Scoof, under Brotherhood rules they got a double share for protecting the commander, who at the moment was Scoof. The Blevin stepped onto a small platform and waved his audience back into their seats.  
 
    He could have held the meeting via the ship’s internal audio-video network, and, amidst so many outlaws, it would have been far safer that way. More than once, during a heated meeting, a leader had been challenged to a leadership duel. Such fights were always one on one, and always to the death, with the survivor taking over as leader on the spot. Scoof’s personal prowess in hand-to-hand combat had so far avoided such a confrontation, but he knew that some members of his audience watched his every move, waiting for some sign of weakness. He attended in person for that very reason; if somebody wanted him dead, Scoof wanted to know it, and that meant observing them in person. 
 
    “Has everyone studied the battle plan?” Scoof said. Most of the room mumbled assent. Ayisi sat in the front row with her staff, as befitted a Major in command of a battalion, and Scoof’s eyes never left her. Oogar weren’t good at hiding their feelings, and, when Ayisi’s lips drew back over three-inch long canine teeth, he knew that Isop had been right. If anybody ever challenged his leadership, it would be her. “Are there any comments?” 
 
    As if on cue, the entire audience turned to Ayisi. 
 
    “Why are we fighting the unarmored Humans instead of their machines? Do you not feel we are capable of defeating their CASPers?” 
 
    “I believe the opposite Major Ayisi; I think you would destroy them.” 
 
    The Oogar’s nose twitched, which Scoof recognized as a sign of confusion. “Then why does your plan have us fighting the Humans who have no machines?” 
 
    “You,” Scoof said, sweeping his finger to indicate the entire audience, “are all veterans, the best fighters in all the Scavengers, and to my way of thinking, the best in the entire Brotherhood. I would rather lose one hundred from the Second Regiment than one of you.” 
 
    “We love you, too!” somebody called out.  
 
    As much as Scoof disliked such loose discipline, he had to keep the reins of power loose. The translator didn’t pick up most of the sarcasm in his reply, but it did get some of it. “I’m sure if I was dying you’d all chip in a thousand credits to keep me alive.” Everybody laughed, except Ayisi and the other Oogar scattered through the crowd. “But that’s okay, because I feel the same way about you. Now to finish answering the Major’s question…you would triumph against the Humans and their machines, there is no question of that, but in doing so you would suffer heavy losses. If someone wants to be cannon fodder, raise your hand, and I’ll make sure you can charge into their guns.”  
 
    Ayisi snarled but kept her paw at her side. Nobody else lifted an appendage either. 
 
    “So no one wants to die? Then be glad you will not face their CASPers, because those are very effective killing machines, which is why Second Regiment will be attacking that company and you will attack the other. Once you have overrun the weaker Human force, the stronger one will be caught in a crossfire and be forced to either surrender or be destroyed. If they surrender, accept it! No shooting of prisoners, is that clear? They have ransom value, and those CASPers are worth a great number of credits.” 
 
    A clawed paw rose from the third row. It belonged to a Besquith named Lappar. 
 
    “What about their wounded?” 
 
    Scoof knew what he was really asking. “We are not going to expend nanites on mortal wounds, so you can have those, Lappar, but not the lightly wounded. Is that clear? I don’t want to hear later that you ate a prisoner with a flesh wound in the arm. We’re here for ore, not lunch.” 
 
    Lappar growled and lowered his paw. Ayisi fidgeted in her seat and bared her teeth again, as did all of the Oogar. Sitting for more than five minutes typically made them jumpy, while taking prisoners went against their nature, the same as it did for Besquith.  
 
    “Many of you are familiar with Colonel Dieter van Owen, one of our Human company leaders, and you should all have the AAR from the combat simulation his company recently fought against the mercs you will be facing. Their company names are the Headhunters and Gurkha Rifles…” 
 
    “What is a Gurkha?” asked a Goka staff sergeant near the back. “I thought these were Humans.” 
 
    “Gurkhas are a tribe of Humans. Van Owen says they have a long tradition of mercenary work on their homeworld of Earth. They will stand their ground and die rather than retreat, so don’t expect to meet zero resistance. Apparently they inflicted moderate casualties on van Owen’s force, even though he had CASPers and they didn’t. We believe they will fortify the mining complex, and have skirmishers waiting in ambush to bring down our numbers before we get there. You can expect mines, so the sweepers will go on the first dropships. We are not aware of any heavy weapons to challenge our armor, but it is safer to assume they will have some sort of anti-tank defense. Perhaps tank traps. Regardless, although they are vastly outgunned, do not mistake these Humans for easy meat.” 
 
    Scoof immediately regretted using the word ‘meat,’ which brought cries of, “I like mine raw” and “are Humans crunchier than they look?” 
 
    “So don’t any of you underestimate your enemy, because if you’re dead, whoever is sitting next to you will get part of your share, and who deserves it more, you or them?” 
 
    That brought hoots and howls. Ayisi knew exactly what Scoof was doing and crossed her arms; you didn’t have to be an expert in Oogar body language to know she was unhappy, especially since they were always unhappy. Seeing her discomfort, Scoof flared his nostrils, which was the equivalent of a Human grin. He’d won this round, but the day was coming when she openly would challenge him, and on that day one of them would die. It was the Brotherhood way.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “So the Humans are not as unarmed as we were led to believe,” Scoof said. “Too bad for them; their tricks won’t make any difference.” 
 
    Advance scouts had sent back detailed maps of the refining complex and the adjacent starport. Scanners picked up partial signatures of large metallic objects scattered around the perimeter at strategic places, obviously CASPers, missile batteries, and probably heavy anti-aircraft lasers, too. But sensors found no radiation or energy emissions, which verified Scoof’s opinion of Humans; they were sloppy. He believed van Owen’s report that the Gurkha Rifles fought bravely and died well, but dead was dead, whether you died facing the enemy or running for your life. They should have had part of the defenses on alert at all times and didn’t. 
 
    “Do we change the plan and land at the starport?” Isop said. “It would save much time.” 
 
    When it came to tactics, Scoof listened to his Chief Advisor. Isop had a good mind for warfare, and often saw both opportunities and dangers that Scoof did not. Moreover, he had no desire to take Scoof’s position as leader, being content to work behind the scenes. But sometimes he could also be too cautious. 
 
    “No,” Scoof said after thinking about Isop’s question. “Van Owen said that these Gurkhas are tricky, and that I should not believe anything I see. Apparently, they like to lay traps, to make you think one thing is true, when it is really false.”  
 
    Floating in the transport’s communications bay, where the scouts sent live feeds to the Tri-V displays, Scoof closed his eyes and knocked a knuckle against his forehead. It was his version of pacing while he thought. 
 
    “It’s definitely a trap,” he declared. “They could not entirely hide their defenses, so they powered them down and only showed us a small portion of what they can bring to bear. Without question, those we have spotted can be activated quickly, their crews are probably hiding nearby, and who can say how many more they have that we can’t see. These Gurkha-Humans appear to be as tricky as van Owen said.” 
 
    “Are you certain of this to a statistical probability? They could also be non-functioning machines put there to make us believe they are stronger than is the reality, and the physiology of many of our shock troops does not lend itself well to long overland marches.” 
 
    Scoof snorted. Isop had been around his captain long enough to know it was a negative gesture, which reflected on his insectile face in ways so subtle few could read them. But Scoof could, and recognized the disapproval there. 
 
     “That is too obvious a ploy,” Scoof said. “And the Humans are far from their home world, transporting non-working mechs to Verrat would have taken up room better used by bringing other weapons. No, it’s not a ruse, Isop; they are in fact quite strong at the starport. It is their fortified position, just like van Owen said they would be.” 
 
    “You did not tell me that he said such a thing.” 
 
    “You have to extrapolate the conclusion from what he did tell me.” 
 
    Isop’s jaws clacked once. Just as the SleSha had understood Scoof’s unspoken meaning, so did he understand his lieutenant’s.  
 
    “You disagree,” he said. 
 
    “If we do not use the starport, the closest landing sector is seven miles to the west.” 
 
    “And if we do use the starport, and it is as heavily defended as I believe it to be, then we may destroy the very thing we have invested so much time, effort and money to get.” 
 
    “Our weapons would not damage the rhodium.” 
 
    “No, but what about the machines we intend to use to load the rhodium? And the Caroons we intend to make load it? We need the miners and their equipment intact, unless you can persuade our roguish company to do hard manual labor for a few weeks. Remember, we brought weapons of war, not heavy loading equipment. The plan all along was for the miners themselves to use their own cranes and loaders, instead of us having to do it, unless you’d rather expend your drones doing it.” 
 
    “You make a salient point.” 
 
    “The Gurkha-Humans have sabotaged potential landing grounds closer to the mining complex, no doubt backed up by defensive weapons. I feel sure they would have done the same to the valley in the west, but we arrived too soon for them to finish their work. That will be their doom.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    For practical reasons, the various races that made up Portal to Pain all had their own chosen leader. Even the small Selroth contingent, 22 individuals, had a Selroth commander. This held true for the other regiment assaulting the Humans on Verrat, too—the Gaping Maw of Death—but nowhere was that tribalism fiercer than among the veterans of Portal to Pain. 
 
    Scoof rose to Captain, which was his title not his rank, not only by climbing the ranks of the Brotherhood of the Free, but by maintaining a balance of power within the regiment. The various races who made up the Brotherhood barely tolerated each other at the best of times, and combat stressed that unity to the breaking point. Their solidarity largely rested on the fact they were all outlaws with a price on their heads, and none of them were employable through conventional channels. Most had anger issues, which made the election of a Captain a dangerous proposition. Scoof won after long negotiations between the various factions and duels which led to several deaths. The only commander who didn’t agree with the majority decision was Ayisi, whose Oogar all voted for her as Captain. 
 
    Isop led the largest force within the regiment, 1,000 SleSha drones loyal to the queen of his House, and therefore to him as one of her warriors. Although essentially mindless, under the laws of the Brotherhood, the drones all got a vote, which is how Scoof got elected, as Isop wanted no part of such a precarious position. 
 
     The second largest contingent of fighters in First Regiment were the Oogar, numbering more than 250, which is why Ayisi held so much power. The third biggest were the Tortantulas and their Flatar riders, totaling more than 400 with both species combined, each of whom counted as their own species despite their symbiotic relationship. 
 
    That’s why 14 species crowded the transport’s forward observation room to get a first-hand look at the planet where they were about to land. The floor of the room had a triple-pane of transparent aluminum protected from open space by a retractable hull section, and this was the first live glimpse any of them had at the planet below. As they milled about, trying not to provoke each other, Scoof stood to one side watching them. Two Blevins flanked him, the only non-commanders in the little room, acting as bodyguards. 
 
    Despite all of them being leaders of their various contingents, and having been through numerous staff meetings together, cramming them all into such a small space proved problematic. For one thing, the Tortantula commander took up fully a third of the space by herself, jamming the rest far closer together than was wise for such a foul tempered lot of high—ranking miscreants. For another, most of them detested the smells of the others, which turned already sour moods decidedly ugly.  
 
    Scoof waited until they had grown impatient enough to begin shoving each other, thus using up some of their latent anger before he revealed the battle plan.  
 
    “We are currently 53 miles above the surface of Verrat. Below your feet and slightly to the right, you can clearly see the line of 10 ridgelines extending north to south for several hundred miles, broken only by the one river which cuts through them all. Counting from your left, the oblong area between ridges four and five contains the mining complex which is our target, and the small starport that serves it. Our objective is the area west of the complex, which is defended the Human merc company known as the Gurkha Rifles—” 
 
    “What kind of rifle is a ‘Gurkha?’” said Vrimka, commander of the NapSha, who perched on an overhead conduit to avoid the crowd below. 
 
    “That is not a type of weapon, Vrimka, it is the name of their tribe. Some of you know the Human named van Owen, and he informs me that these Gurkha Rifles have a mercenary history on Earth going back for 300 of their solar years. The other Human company, the one that Gaping Maw will have to deal with, is called the Himalayan Headhunters, with Himalayan being a chain of mountains in their homeland on Earth.” 
 
    “Headhunters!” cried Baga, leader of the Pushtal company. She stood as far across the room from the MinSha commander as space allowed. “There’s a proper name for mercs!” 
 
    Scoof saw what was coming next as Klij’to, leader of the MinSha, continued the long-running blood feud between her pirates and Baga’s by taunting the Pushtal, but he couldn’t speak up in time to avoid the dangerous exchange. 
 
    “Or for anyone snacking on Pushtal brains,” Klij’to said. 
 
    “Do they have any?” Vrimka asked, squawking what passed for a laugh among the NapSha. 
 
    “Stop it!” Scoof said, stepping forward. “You can all kill each other later, but any further interruptions will not be tolerated. I consider this operation to have already begun under Brotherhood rules, and you all know what that means to anyone who disrupts this meeting again! Now let’s refocus on the job at hand. As I said, The Gaping Maw of Death is responsible for taking out the second Human company, although because they lack armor and experience, the reality is they will likely only tie down the Humans. But that’s all we need them to do. Once we have taken the mine complex, whatever Humans have survived will be powerless to interfere with our trans-shipping the ore off world.” 
 
    “If the mining complex is our objective, then why are we landing so far away from it?” Ayisi demanded. “It is two miles or three miles away to the west.” 
 
    “It is just under seven miles, Ayisi, and we are landing there to maximize profits so that each and every Oogar in your battalion gets the largest share possible. Scanners show that the Gurkha Rifles have concentrated their defenses around the starport—” Scoof resisted the urge to glance at Isop to see his reaction, “which could result in the loss of not only our dropships, but damage to Jimbalang. All of that cost comes off the top line. Replacing dropships isn’t cheap, especially if they destroy the ones containing armor, or…Oogar.” 
 
    “What—” started Ayisi, but Scoof cut her off. 
 
    “And damaged transports can run millions of credits to repair. It is not worth the risk when we can simply cut through them down the river road.” 
 
    “Losses will be heavy!” said Ayisi. Everyone in the chamber knew of the hostility between the Blevin and the Oogar, that a confrontation between the two was coming and that taking sides without knowing the victor could be dangerous. Support the wrong one, and you might find yourself shunned if their opponent won. So, instead of taking sides, they all shrank back in case it came to blows and watched. “You’re trading lives for profit.” 
 
    One gesture that Scoof had picked up from Dieter van Owen was to throw his hands up to show confusion, which he did now. 
 
    “If we lose dropships full of troops, armor, or artillery, not to mention the Jimbalang, do you think casualties won’t be even heavier? If that happens, even if we get the ore, there won’t be anything left to share after deducting for expenses. War is always a cost-benefit analysis, isn’t it? But if the majority of you disagree with my decision, then I will accept your advice, so what say you, do we land at the starport?” 
 
    It was a risky gamble on Scoof’s part, and he knew it, but the second guessing of his strategy had to stop right here and now. Scoof saw triumph on Ayisi’s face as she tilted her muzzle upward and gurgled, the Oogar version of a victorious laugh, but it was short lived. None of the others spoke up in favor of a direct attack on the starport. Finally, tacitly speaking for everyone except Ayisi, Klij’to made a chittering sound to get everyone’s attention. 
 
    “You are the Captain; we follow your orders.” 
 
    “Then prepare your troops for action. Those making assault landings get to your dropships. In one hour, we land to the west.” Then he turned away, so his subordinates couldn’t see the immense relief in Scoof’s body language. 
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    Limbu had always thought they’d be attacked, but he never dreamed that the enemy would outnumber his company by ten or twenty to one and outgun it, which had to be the case given the size of the fleet approaching Verrat. He didn’t like cursing where others could hear, and yet only an American expression seemed to fit the situation…if he was right about what was headed their way, they were well and truly fucked. 
 
    It wasn’t in his nature to just roll over and die, however. He’d already heard of landings to the east, meaning that Pun’s company would also be engaged, so all of those CASPers were unavailable to help the Gurkha Rifles. They might wind up being wiped out on a planet nobody had ever heard of, in a star system so remote that news of their fate would never reach their families back on Earth. Nobody would sing songs or tell stories about their valiant last stand against overwhelming odds; they would simply be gone, with their fate forever unknown.  
 
    Regardless of who might or might not ever hear about it, Ganju Limbu never let defeat enter his mind. Somehow they were going to beat those bastards, whoever they were. With a sudden thought, he told the entire company to warn the Sarps about what was coming and for them to find shelter until it was over. From what he could tell, organized warfare was unknown on Verrat, and while the purpose of their presence wasn’t to protect the locals, and collateral civilian casualties were to be expected, Limbu had grown to respect Zon and his people. 
 
    Steep, jagged peaks surrounded the mining complex and starport. The terrain was roughest to the north, with no suitable landing areas for any craft larger than a skiff, and no valleys between towering lumps of rocks. Coming up from the south was only marginally easier, with more flat grassland between the mountains, but countless sharp boulders protruded from the soil like dragon’s teeth. The only directions that a large force could approach, therefore, was through the river valley from west or east, where each bank cut through the ridgelines that ran north to south. Four ridges separated it on the west and six on the east, with the complex and starport in a large flat area between them. 
 
    Amir Pun had a full company of CASPers, although most were Mk 6s, and so elected to fight the invaders as they touched down. He compared it to Rommel wanting to stop the D-Day landings at the water’s edge, and Limbu had to admit that Pun had a point. If he’d had that many CASPers, he might have done the same thing. 
 
    Since he didn’t, the Gurkha Rifles would have to rely on deception, misdirection, and passive defenses to whittle down the enemy advantage in numbers before hammering them so badly in the final valley they gave up the fight. That was the plan, anyway. From the instant radar picked up the incoming enemy ships, Limbu had prayed they wouldn’t see through his dummy defenses and land at the starport. Even with half of his available manpads deployed there, and all of the third generation Starstreaks, an armed and determined landing force could get down intact, even if it took casualties doing so. If that happened the battle was over before it started. Watching the radar display in the CP, he thanked Shiva when the biggest targets, which had to be the transports, split to east and west to attack down the river valley.  
 
    So far, so good, but now it was time to finish the defensive preparations, while they still had time. Limbu knew they’d be needed soon.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Colonel Limbu pushed against the boulder with all his strength, straining along with five other Gurkhas to get it into place in front of the cavern mouth. Heavy equipment would have made short work of the job, equipment they didn’t have. Or he could have used the CASPers, but as Buck Simmons warned, some of them were held together by duct tape and shouldn’t be pushed too hard unless it was a matter of life and death. Larry Weiner got a laugh when he caught Limbu trying to find any exposed tape, and explained it was just another Americanism. 
 
    But the point was well made, and in building their defenses he’d forbidden their use and his company understood the reason. What they didn’t understand, and neither did the colonel, was why Kadal didn’t allow them to use the bulldozers, excavators, earth movers, and mining lasers sitting idle inside their sheds at the refinery. Not wearing out the expensive machinery when no threat existed made sense, but once the approaching fleet entered the system with Verrat as its obvious target, Kadal’s refusal turned from her being protective of company property, to suspicious in Limbu’s mind. And even though Kadal professed to be worried about who might be in those ships, Limbu’s gut told him otherwise. Reading a Sidar’s body language wasn’t easy, though, even with the database stored in his pinplants, so he could be wrong. 
 
    “Colonel,” said a sentry over the tacnet. “I’ve got those two Sidars approaching your position on the river road. Do I allow them to pass?” 
 
    “Negative, Private. Detain them at the roadblock, and I’ll come to you.” 
 
    He didn’t leave right away, though. The camouflage for the cavern entrance where the CASPers lurked had to be perfect, and he nodded in satisfaction that it was, but that wasn’t the tricky part. That came next, with placement of the explosives that would blast open the hole so the CASPers could enter battle. Focusing most of the blast outward would kill anybody in the immediate vicinity, thus giving the CASPers a chance to exit their underground lair safely. To that end, the company’s explosives team packed the remainder of the scrap metal Kadal had given them to act as shrapnel, very much like canister fire. Putting all of that in place without killing yourself took skill and patience. 
 
    When his flyer reached the checkpoint on the starport’s western perimeter, Limbu didn’t need pinplants to see Kadal and Dakri’s anger. Both stood with wings partly outstretched, chests puffed up and beaks clacking. Limbu’s private reaction harkened back to his younger days, before self-discipline harnessed his naturally aggressive nature…too fucking bad! 
 
    “You do not own this planet!” Dakri yelled as he exited the flyer. “You cannot tell us where to go!” 
 
    Kadal extended her wing to block Dakri’s sight line to Limbu, the standard Sidar gesture for silencing an errant subordinate. Dakri immediately hung his head in obedience. Limbu noticed when Kadal’s eyes glanced at his and the sentry’s laser weapons. It was quick, like the flick of an eye toward an insect in one’s peripheral vision, but it was there. 
 
    “Forgive my young associate, Colonel Limbu, he is unschooled in the ways of higher business. His point is well made though. Why are we prevented from inspecting the defenses we hired you to construct?” 
 
    Every internal warning instinct screamed in Limbu’s mind. 
 
    “Because that is not what you contracted for,” he said, not bothering to hide annoyance at being pulled away from preparations to meet an attack. Was that intentional? “The language is that of a standard mercenary contract. You hired us to defend your mines, processing complex, and starport. The methodology for accomplishing that is left up to us. More to the point, having non-combatants roaming the potential battlefield, not to mention that they are our employers, might confer significant tactical disadvantages. I am sorry, but I will tell you this much…you saw our basic defenses weeks ago, and they have not changed much since then. Without heavy machinery there is only so much we can do.” 
 
    “We have heard much blasting lately.” 
 
    Limbu shrugged, hoping the Sidar knew what the gesture meant. “We have been improving the river road.” 
 
    The two Sidar argued a few more minutes and then turned back, clearly angry. Limbu watched them go with arms folded.  
 
    “I don’t know about you, Colonel,” the sentry said, “but I didn’t believe one thing that flying dinosaur said.” 
 
    Pursing his lips, Limbu cocked his head and studied the young man for a few seconds.  
 
    “Private Narmu, right? Your father is a farmer.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “If it comes to a fight, take care of yourself, Private Narmu. When this is over, I need men with instincts like yours.”  
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    Ganju Limbu stood atop a boulder on the far side of the first valley west of the mining complex, shading his eyes from the midday sun. The river road ran along the south bank, and he’d spent the morning overseeing site placement of the company’s heavy machine guns along the stone wall on the valley’s eastern edge, using a low-powered green laser to map out sight lines. The one and only large-bore MAC had a balky sight, which necessitated extra care in lining it up to hit any armor coming through the gap immediately, since a miss with the first shot could mean never getting a chance to fire a second one. As he squatted atop the large rock to spot any potential obstacles that might hinder the cannon’s accuracy during combat, the message he’d dreaded might come over the tacnet, came. 
 
    “Spokelse for Colonel Limbu, do you read me?” 
 
    “I hear you fine, First Sergeant.” 
 
    “Sir, radar shows four dropships approaching the area, with a larger ship five miles to their rear. That mirrors what could be expected from a transport waiting for assault troops to secure the LZ.” 
 
    “Have you queried for identity, Top?” 
 
    “Aye, sir, three times, no reply.” 
 
    “Right then, alert the company we are under attack. Tacnet security protocols now in place. Prepare to lock down First Platoon.” 
 
    “Will do sir, Badamāsa One out.” 
 
     Satisfied with the MAC’s placement, Limbu stood up on the boulder and saw his young skiff driver staring up at him with wide eyes. Like them, he had never before been under live fire from people trying to kill him, but he was their leader, and they expected him to be fearless in the face of danger. After all, he wasn’t just a Gurkha, he was a Gurkha commander. Without realizing it, he slipped into the British officer style training that even then permeated the Nepalese Army. 
 
    “Have you had your lunch, Netrabahadur?” he said to the young private. 
 
    “Lunch, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, lunch. I presume that you eat a midday meal on a regular basis, do you not?” 
 
    “I…yes, sir, I do.” 
 
    “As do I. What say you and I go find some lunch then, shall we? It sounds like supper might be a bit delayed.” 
 
    His nonchalance calmed the frightened young man, as he’d known it would. The British had conquered an empire with such an attitude. Limbu only wished that it reassured him, too. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Staff Sergeant Rambahadur Limbu sat cross-legged in the shadows of his cavern on the last ridgeline, and focused his simple binoculars as an alien dropship landed in the field below. Along with two men from his platoon, the colonel’s youngest son insisted on personally taking his turn in the forward observation post. A carefully piled jumble of stones hid them and their heat signatures from any sensors not directly overhead. At their back, a crawl space into the rock opened into a cavern large enough to walk upright, that led through the ridge to exit on the eastern slope.  
 
    Rambahadur had never before seen a dropship in flight. The medium gray hull showed scrapes and scorch marks, before reflected sunlight caught the perfect angle to blind him. Rubbing his eyes, he handed the binoculars to Corporal Lachhiman Gurung, who took over observation. 
 
    “Something’s emerging from the left side hatch,” the corporal said. “Looks like a dozen or so drones moving low and slow, about five feet off the ground. They’re fanning out in all directions.” 
 
    “Searching for mines, I would imagine. That means they detected the metal scraps we buried. Report it to the CP,” Rambahadur said, his eyes still watering, a kaleidoscope of colors blocking his vision.  
 
    Corporal Gurung called it in, shaking his head as they both heard the orders to observe and report as long as possible, then to withdraw into the mountain. Moments later Rambahadur’s vision had cleared, and he took back the binoculars. 
 
    “They’re falling for your father’s trick,” Gurung said. “He’s a damned smart man.” 
 
    “While we’re deployed, he’s not my father, he’s the commanding officer. And yes, he’s got a full knocker on his shoulders.” 
 
    “Must’ve made it hard to get away with stuff.” 
 
    Rambahadur nodded. “Hard, yes, impossible, no. He never did know about the night I smuggled Baijanthi Lama into the house.” They both laughed, and Rambahadur was about to say something else when Ganju Limbu’s voice interrupted them.  
 
    “The first lesson to learn for when you are observing the enemy is to focus solely on observing the enemy, not on idle chit-chat that has nothing to do with the reason you are perched behind a pile of rocks on the side of a mountain! And the second lesson is perhaps even more important, namely, be sure your comms are off before you lay bare past sins for the entire company to hear.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 In the Sky Over Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    Isop commanded the first dropship, which was a dangerous but necessary risk. Since drones essentially had no will beyond that of their queen’s orders, or the warriors who served her such as Isop, they only got five percent of one share of the profits, which meant that all 1,000 of those on the expedition only counted as 50 shares. That ranked them 17th in share terms, and thereby made them more expendable than, say, the Pushtal or Jivools. 
 
    Standing in his command center on the Jimbalang, Scoof had slipped into Xialantae, the trance-like state that Blevins could slip into that sharpened their senses and slowed their bodily functions. As he listened to Isop’s reports coming in from the planet’s surface, it helped him visualize the bigger picture instead of relying solely on video monitors. No matter how good the Tri-V display, they had limitations that his mind did not. 
 
    “In the field immediately to our south, which blocks access to the river and the road beside it, our ground penetrating radar shows there to be numerous metallic objects a foot under the surface,” Isop said. “We now have enough data to show that what at first appeared to be a random scattering is actually a pattern. The probabilities of it being anything other than a minefield are remote. I will deploy a flail to verify this conclusion.” 
 
    “Mines!” roared a voice behind him, one filled with outrage. He recognized it as Ayisi, and for once he agreed with her. Some part of Scoof’s brain understood the reason; mines weren’t forbidden for merc use, however, by tacit agreement they were frowned upon. Not that he cared. Portal to Pain were already outcasts, but for the Humans to use them showed their inexperience, and if the minefield was so easily discovered, it also showed their incompetence. He tried to remain within the state of Xialantae, but Ayisi wouldn’t shut up, and he snapped out of it. 
 
    “This smells of a trap!” she bellowed. “That ridge probably has a dozen heavy weapons trained on us right now. What have you led us into?” 
 
    “Do not speak to me as if I’m one of your underlings, Ayisi; I am the Captain of Portal to Pain, and you will show me the respect I am due.” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    Already angry at being pulled out of Xialantae, in a gesture Humans would recognize as conveying a threat Scoof’s voice dropped into a low whisper. “Are you challenging me during an authorized operation?” 
 
    The rules of the Brotherhood were clear about when a challenge could and could not be issued. Doing so during an authorized operation was punishable by death, regardless of whether the challenger won or not. There was no second chance, there was no trial, and there was no appeal; the challenger either died fighting the duel, or afterward at the hands of the Brotherhood. 
 
    The hulking Oogar glanced at the faces of her fellow outlaws and found no support there. None of them wanted to risk such an easy, and potentially profitable, opportunity for an internecine squabble. There would be plenty of time for that later. 
 
    “You are the Captain,” she said. “I follow your orders.” Even through the translator he could hear the grinding of her teeth. The curl of her lip revealed the three-inch canines and left no doubt about her later intentions. A Death Challenge was in the near future. Although he should have been concentrating on Isop’s actions on Verrat, instead, he accessed the ship’s database with his pinplants, and Scoof downloaded a file on the best ways to kill an Oogar without using a beam or projectile weapon.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    Rambahadur adjusted the binoculars to zoom in on the two machines that crawled out of the dropship. Fifty of the waspish creatures that his pinplants identified as SleSha, had by now formed a defensive perimeter with two crew-served MACs and a small missile battery, but that was to be expected. What surprised him were the odd crawling things that looked like something from a World War Two vid. 
 
    “Badamāsa Four to CP, aliens have deployed a small tracked vehicle with rotating chains on a bar out front. They appear to be something like a Sherman Crab.” 
 
    After a slight pause, Colonel Limbu himself responded. “Say again, B-Four.” 
 
    “Sherman Crab, B-Malika, like Hobart’s Funnies. Different design, smaller, but the same idea.” 
 
    Corporal Gurung touched his shoulder and pointed into the field below, where the SleSha missile battery had rotated to aim at the mountain. It wasn’t aimed directly at them, but that didn’t stop Rambahadur’s heart from pounding. 
 
    “B-Malika, our position may be compromised, enemy weapons bearing on my nose. Request permission to withdraw.” 
 
    “E and E, B-Four, report in after redeployment, then stand by to fire mines and deploy micro-drones, at my order.” 
 
    “On it, B-Malika, B-Four out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Landing and unloading Portal to Pain in the western fields took six hours, which Scoof considered disgraceful. But it also reinforced the wisdom of his decision not to assault the starport directly. The bickering and lack of coordination that plagued his regiment would have led to them being slaughtered, and the whole operation would have likely failed. By itself, nobody would have cared about the casualties, except maybe the dead. However, heavy losses with no profit were a different matter, and even if he survived, Scoof’s days as a commander in the Brotherhood would have been over. 
 
    The flails left furrows in the wet soil for nearly half a mile toward the river. Scoof descended the stairs from Jimbalang and boarded his personal skimmer, with the four Lumar bodyguards at each corner. Leaving the shadows under the transport, the craft zipped south to join Isop at the edge of the ‘minefield,’ where no actual mines had been found. The Humans had buried hundreds of pieces of scrap metal in an apparent attempt to simulate a real minefield, although to what purpose Scoof couldn’t imagine. Based on van Owen’s information, he simply assumed they were stupid. 
 
    As the craft sped through the assembled ranks of his regiment, despite their collective bad tempers and combative natures, Scoof could sense the latent power of so many dangerous weapons in the hands of those who knew how to use them. For a brief moment, he almost felt sympathy for the Humans. 
 
    The two dozen NapSha had cleared the facing mountainside, thereby verifying that the Humans had left the field undefended, and while Scoof was grateful they had been so inept, a thought tickled his brain that perhaps there was more at work here than he realized. Then the skimmer touched down near Isop, and he forgot about it. 
 
    Eight tanks and six AFVs would lead the force forward. Crewed by Altar, their infantry escort would be 57 Aposo, who were the only species comfortable with 168 Besquith at their backs. The prospect of being wounded, with Besquith nearby, scared the hell out of most species, despite the all-for-one nature of the Brotherhood. For some reason, that didn’t seem to bother the Aposo. 
 
    Controlled from Scoof’s armored command vehicle, drones provided air support and reconnaissance. The mine detecting drones had already found the edge of the minefield and cleared the way down to the river road, and then several hundred yards after that.  
 
    “Everything is in readiness, according to your instructions,” Isop said as Scoof stepped off the skimmer.  
 
    “Any sign of the Humans?” 
 
    “No. I consider this cause for…consideration.” 
 
    “Because of how long it took us to land and deploy?” 
 
    “Yes. The Humans could have inflicted numerous casualties before we could return fire.” 
 
    Scoof slapped an insect on his arm, leaving a smear of blood from whatever animal the bug had last stung. Clouds of the biting things rose up from thick growths of orange burr-topped reeds that lined the river, feasting on the sudden influx of new targets. It occurred to him that even on remote planets, there were unknown species that only wanted to eat you. 
 
    “You fear this is a trick.” 
 
    “It seems a distinct possibility.” 
 
     “There is no reason to ascribe to deceit, what is easily explained by incompetence.” 
 
    “You are Captain.” 
 
    “I am, let’s move forward and end this quickly. There are still seven hours of daylight, and I’m already tired of these Humans.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Inside the shadows near the tunnel’s eastern end, away from the aliens, Rambahadur Limbu held the slate close. Details on the small screen were hard to make out, but the overall image was clear enough. The aliens were ready to move out, and there were a helluva lot of them. He’d perched a Dragonfly drone atop the remains of an old rock slide halfway up the ridge. Gurkhas weren’t supposed to show fear, especially noncoms and officers, but what he saw in the video feed scared him.  
 
    The aliens outnumbered the GRs by ten to one or more and had a lot more firepower, but for 1st Squad, 4th Platoon, the worst part was the group of Zuul moving up the cliff face toward them. Rambahadur had trained his entire life to be a merc, in the greatest traditions of his father and grandfathers going back five generations, but now that his baptism of fire beckoned, the reality didn’t seem like such a great idea. No matter how you looked at it, they were in deep shit. 
 
    “Badamāsa Malika, this is Badamāsa Four. Estimate 2,000 plus aliens, eight medium tanks with six AFVs, no air assets seen other than drones and birds. Drone swarm is deployed and ready. I have alien infantry moving toward my position, over to you.” 
 
    “Understood, light off the drones at your discretion and pull out.” 
 
    “Request permission to stay and deny aliens use of this position, sir. The eastern access makes an excellent forward observation post.” 
 
    “Denied.” 
 
    Rambahadur knew that if he were not Ganju Limbu’s son, the answer would be different.  
 
    “Begging you to reconsider, this is a tactically vital post, Colonel.” 
 
    “You—” 
 
    The voice stopped mid-sentence. Unsure what happened, he visualized his father’s face as he had done since getting the pinplants implanted, to no avail. Something had blocked his signal. Concerned showed on his face without him realizing it. 
 
    “How fucked are we, Sergeant?” asked one of the men who stood in a half circle behind him. 
 
    Rambahadur raised an eyebrow and tried to smile. “That depends on how fast you can kill the doggies heading our way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Scoof couldn’t help feeling a little nervous that, despite the size of his force, the only way to the mining complex was along the river. The current was sluggish enough, there was a ford near their landing place, and the width was no more than thirty yards at that point. The north bank sloped into the river at a gentle angle, although the biting insects swarmed over densely placed reeds topped with orange, oval bulbs that were covered in burrs. From ill-tempered pirates who already hated the idea of marching into a fight, it brought louder than usual grumbles. 
 
    Despite the shallow angle of the north bank, it narrowed where it met the ridge wall to a bare three feet from the water, not enough room for vehicles to pass, only infantry in single file. The north bank rose at a steeper angle to a height of thirty feet above the water, where a relatively flat strip forty feet wide acted like a purpose-built road, before giving way to boulder-studded fields that marched away south. Only at the ridgeline did it narrow, although not as much as on the north. 
 
    Clad in passive armor and carrying infantry weapons, a company of Jivool took the north side, while the Aposo led the way for the armor along the south. Three AFVs followed close on their heels, then the eight tanks, the other three AFVs, and finally miscellaneous vehicles including prime movers and Scoof’s command vehicle. The Pushtal moved over the ridgeline on their left flank, the north one, while the Goka did the same thing on their right. The Selroth slipped into the water to scout for potential ambushes. Instead of using the NapSha overhead, a cloud of drones preceded them. Behind all of that came the rest of the regiment. 
 
    Listening to his communications network, Scoof heard two excited messages nearly on top of each other. The first one came from the Aposo moving east down the river road. “Tripwire!” Before he could react, a private message came to his pinplants from Chedora, the regiment’s elSha head of signal security. “I have discovered the enemy tactical network.” 
 
    “Are you certain it’s a merc setup and not the mining complex?” 
 
    “Do the miners have a network, and if they do, should we expect them to employ firewalls?” 
 
    “I don’t know Chedora, should we?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Can you hack it?” 
 
    “Merely asking that question is an insult.” 
 
    Scoof reminded himself that aside from being the smallest member of the regiment, Chedora might also be its single most important one.  
 
    “I apologize. Have you done so yet?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. The Human’s security was quite good, much better than it should have been if they are as incompetent as you state, but I am me, so all of their precautions were to no avail.” 
 
    “Excellent, Chedora, I’m sorry to have doubted you. What have you—”  
 
    His thoughts were cut off by a thunderous explosion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gurkha Rifles CP, Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    Although born in Nepal, some people around Gorkha grumbled when Ganju Limbu hired Prisha Khatri as a corporal, specializing in communications. About three years after she was born, her family moved back over the border into nearby Uttar Pradesh, India, the family’s ancestral home, where Khatri was considered one of India’s most talented (or notorious) hackers. In fact, she’d joined the Rifles to disappear from the Nepalese police, who pursued her on a warrant from India, and Colonel Limbu made the main condition of her employment that all criminal activities cease while working there. It had been a gamble on Limbu’s part, but as the aliens began exiting their transport it paid off big. But he didn’t know that yet when she called him on the TacNet, unencrypted.  
 
    “Colonel, I need you at the CP right now.” 
 
    The politeness he’d learned for politics, which carried over into everyday life, ended when combat loomed in the near future, and he wanted to personally make sure that his company was as ready as possible. 
 
     “We are under secure communication protocols corporal, what part of that do you not understand?” 
 
    “Now, sir, I need you at the CP, it’s urgent we talk face to face.” 
 
    Climbing into the utility flyer, he told the driver where to go and then replied to Khatri, making sure that his tone reflected his displeasure. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    Once there, he stalked into the cave as the staff looked down so as not to make eye contact. He found Khatri surrounded by Tri-V displays, headsets, wires, and lots of electronic gear that Limbu had paid for but had no idea of their functions. 
 
    “Well? We’re about to come under attack, so this had really better be urgent.” 
 
    “They’ve got their own hacker.” 
 
    That stopped him cold. “Who does?” He knew who she meant, but wanted to make certain. 
 
    “Whoever the bad guys are, Colonel, the minute they left that ship I caught somebody trying to crack our tacnet.” 
 
    “Were they successful?” 
 
    Khatri shrugged, as if it was obvious. “Of course they were, I let them.” 
 
    “You let them?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Disinformation, Colonel. Right now, that hacker doesn’t know that I know what he did.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s a ‘he’?” 
 
    “Figure of speech.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “We can feed him whatever we want just by using the tacnet, and he’ll never know that we’re on to him. During the ground tactics part of training, you emphasized the importance of deception when facing a superior enemy—” 
 
    “Any enemy,” he said, automatically. Without realizing it, Limbu had shifted his gaze into the cavern shadows high overhead as he considered the possibilities. 
 
    “But especially one superior in numbers and/or firepower. Your words, sir.” 
 
    “It is a great idea, Corporal, but we need the tacnet to fight. Unfortunately for us, the translators all contain English, Nepali, Hindi, and any other language we might use in their database, and there is no time to develop even a rudimentary code and disseminate it. I think you will have to block him, although your problem solving was high level. Now I must return to oversee final defensive preparations.” 
 
    “There’s one language they don’t have, Colonel.” 
 
    Limbu tilted his head and lifted his left eyebrow. “Assuming they have the latest updates, translators contain every known significant galactic language.” 
 
    “Except for the ones that haven’t been uploaded to the GalNet yet.” 
 
    “I…do you mean Sarpacara?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, sir, exactly. The key is that the translators are like filters on either end of the tacnet, but aren’t actually part of the signal system. I can set it up so that when we speak English, our tacnet leaves it in the encryption I’ve already let them crack, but if you speak Nepali it will automatically translate it to Sarp before relaying it. All their eavesdropper will hear are those hisses and grunts the Sarps use for words, but once the signal reaches its destination our translators will change it back from Sarp into Nepali. You just have to be careful not to use unusual words that might have no Sarp equivalent translation yet.” 
 
    “How long will it take you to set that up?” 
 
    “Half an hour, maybe less.” 
 
    “What about their signal security, have you checked it yet?” 
 
    “Sure thing, can’t let you mudbugs have all the fun. Uh, no offense, sir.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
     “I rode the hackers’ signal into their system, and it’s a hella-good security setup. Somebody didn’t want their shit getting overheard. Triple encryption of a kind I’ve never run into before, and a double code on the backend.” 
 
    “Can you break it?” 
 
    Khatri looked up at her CO, an offended look on her broad young face. “I’ve already done it, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Scoof had turned away to stare south during his discussion with Chedora, so he didn’t see what happened at the front of the column, but he felt it through his feet, and in the shower of dirt and rocks that rained on his CV like a hail storm. Whirling around, he saw a cloud of smoke and dust billowing skyward, but not from any of the tanks, or the road bed, or even the rock wall close by on the south. It came from the riverbank under the road. Within seconds the slope began to give way under the last three tanks. 
 
    The lead driver gunned his engine and the tank leapt forward, but the middle driver panicked and threw his machine into reverse. It rammed the last tank, bending treads and smashing sprockets. When both drivers tried to maneuver out of danger with their damaged drive trains, the tanks only slewed from side to side. With rocks and dirt rolling into the river beneath them, both crews realized there was no saving the tanks and tried to bail out. 
 
    It was too late. 
 
    As the bank rolled into the river in ever bigger chunks, it could no longer support the weight of the tanks. Both first tilted to the left, slid downward, and rolled over and over until they hit the river below. Scoof watched as one of the tank commanders, who had made it halfway out of the turret hatch, was smashed flat when his machine rolled over on top of him. Nothing was left besides a red smear on the riverbank. Nobody ran down to check for survivors; they would leave that to the Altar technicians who were along to keep the tanks in service. 
 
    “Move out, move out!” Scoof yelled. For the moment enough of the ‘road’ remained intact for them to squeeze through the pass, but there was no way to know what else the Humans might have planned to block it. He hated the idea of following them, fearing the road would collapse further and take him into the water, too, but surviving as a Captain in the Brotherhood of the Free was brutal. Pirates weren’t tolerant of even the least sign of weakness, especially pirates who were mostly ex-mercs, and Scoof was all too aware that the only exception to the rule about challenging a Captain during battle was if that Captain showed cowardice. Killing a cowardly Captain then became an obligation. 
 
    Swatting at the annoying insects buzzing around his face, he tried to access the feed from body cameras on the leading Aposo. Those fed back into the CV’s Tri-V displays so he could make instant decisions, but something interfered with the signal so he ducked back inside. His leathery face lit by the monitor’s glow, Scoof studied the image but could see nothing threatening in the terrain ahead of the point Aposo.  
 
    Bam, bam, bam, bam, bam, bam! 
 
    With the noise from a series of small blasts still ringing inside the CV, Scoof stood in the hatch to find sharp shards of metal scattered on the hull. Up and down the column reports came in of vehicle commanders dead or wounded from tiny, exploding drones filled with needles. Only one tank commander had avoided the carnage, being inside the armored hull at the moment of detonation. 
 
    “No mercy to Humans!” somebody yelled over the communication network.  
 
    Scoof started to join the chorus calling for slaughter. Mines were frowned upon by most mercs, it was a violation of the unwritten rules to use them. Of course, the Brotherhood weren’t mercs, but that missed the point. Their defenses took weeks to build and there was no way the Humans could know ahead of time who they might be fighting. But even as the words formed in his head, the Captain in him stopped them from going onto the net. 
 
    “Anyone killing Humans who want to surrender will answer to me for it!” he said instead. “Mercs only fight to the death when they don’t have a choice, and that will run up our own casualties.” Which might cause me problems after the fact, he thought but didn’t say. “Live mercs can also be ransomed, so remember why we’re here.” 
 
    Gunshots came from the north simultaneous with distant explosions at the front of the column. Scoof dropped back inside at the cry of his staff. What now? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The kitties are wearing armor!” Corporal Gurung said over the tacnet. “Lasers aren’t having much effect.” 
 
    Sergeant Rambahadur Limbu could hear the excitement in the corporal’s voice, and forced his reply into a calmer tone than he felt. 
 
    “Target the legs and heads. B-451, I need smoke grenades in the direction of the enemy. RPGs stand ready.” 
 
    When they blasted to enlarge the natural cavern into a tunnel through the top of the ridge, they had left the narrow place they now held as a choke point and defensive position. Piled boulders with firing slits were very much like the construction they’d used against the Triple-A Temps back in Nepal.  
 
    Death flashed through as lasers filled the cavern. A strangled cry, followed by a gurgle, made him curse. He needed to rotate back to check on the man, but ahead, in the direction of the Pushtal, a second body rolled into view, although all he could make out was a bulk.  
 
    Shifting to a different firing port through the rocks, he waited for the dark outline of a Pushtal to rise high enough to fire, centered his laser on the kitty’s throat, and touched the trigger. Then he pulled back from the opening a millisecond before return fire sent hot slags of rock onto his arm. Had Rambahadur waited to see the effect of his shot on the Pushtal, he’d have a hole between his eyes. It was obvious their enemies had better NVGs than they did. 
 
    “B-451, where the fuck is my smoke?” 
 
    “B-451 is down in the tunnel, I’ll try to reach him.” 
 
    “Negative! Who is this?” 
 
    “B-459, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Stay behind cover, damn it! RPGs, fire!” 
 
    The rockets whooshed into the darkness and exploded, temporarily suppressing fire from the Pushtal. Dust acted as a smoke bomb would have, and without thinking Rambahadur leapt up and dragged B-451 behind a boulder. Checking for wounds, he didn’t see any, yet there was no pulse. Intending to administer CPR, he rolled B-451 onto his back and took off his helmet. Only then did he see the neat hole through the dead man’s left eyeball.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The face of First Sergeant Spokelse appeared in Colonel Limbu’s mind.  
 
    “What about the Sarpacaras?”  
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we warn them of what’s coming?” 
 
    “We have already done so.” 
 
    “I know, sir, but now it’s imminent maybe we should do it again.” 
 
    Limbu blinked as he realized the first sergeant was right. It wasn’t required by Mercenary Guild guidelines, but Limbu felt strongly that it was the right thing to do.  
 
    “Yes, Top, you are right as usual; we absolutely should. This is their world after all. I will attend to it.” 
 
    “No, Colonel, you’re the commander. Let me handle it.” 
 
    “It is more important that you continue concealing the CASPers. I will attend to it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Limbu broke the connection and trotted to his skimmer. Remembering he’d sent his driver to help seal in the CASPers, Limbu climbed into the driver’s seat and sped off to find Zon. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Some of her species had acquired a taste for the Human liquor called bourbon, but when something upset Kadal, her reaction was to eat. Sidar had a high metabolic rate so frequent meals were part of everyday life, but as an avian species, they also had to be careful about gaining weight. Their thrust-to-weight ratio was a delicate balance. So when she dipped her beak into the large bowl beside her chair, came out with a wiggling fish, then tilted back her head and gulped it down, Kadal sensed Dakri’s judgment. 
 
    “You expected these starships, didn’t you?” Dakri said without preamble. 
 
    Kadal had leaned over the bowl to select another of the river fish, but stopped at Dakri’s words. 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    Dakri pawed the floor with the claws of his right foot. “You must really think I’m stupid, Kadal. I set up a backup data storage system outside the network, just in case ours ever went down. ‘Nothing is more important than information,’ don’t you remember teaching me that? I’ve read every message you sent to this Scoof, and I know the reports you’ve sent to IMC. I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” Kadal said. She pushed a button on the side of her chair and a flap opened to a small chamber with a laser pistol inside. Aiming it at Dakri, she leaned back in the chair. “Bare your breast, and I’ll make it quick.” 
 
    “A quarter share.” 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “Look, you’re not fooling me; you would have killed me anyway to cover up your dealings with the Brotherhood of the Free. You haven’t done it yet because you want the Caroons to keep mining right up until the end, and I’m the mine boss. Coordinating everything with Scoof, while also running the mines, was more than you could handle.” 
 
     “What exactly is your point?” 
 
    “You’re getting one percent of the gross profits. A quarter share buys my cooperation. Right now we’re into a rich vein of rhodium, so if I can keep the Caroons working for another two or three days, that will more than offset anything you lose by cutting me in for a quarter share. I’m not greedy, so if we only get half what this material is worth, that will be plenty for me to live comfortably for the rest of my life, and you’ll still be as rich as you would have been by killing me now. Except this way, you’ll have a reliable witness to back up your story to IMC. It seems like a fair bargain to me.” 
 
    “Have you heard the explosions? We don’t have two or three more days.” 
 
    “Then two or three or eight more hours, whatever time we have left. I’ll keep them working right up until the moment we have to execute them.” 
 
    Now Kadal’s surprise turned suspicion. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “I know you well enough by now to know that you enjoy the luxuries of civilization, and that means going to back to IMC. The Caroons are witnesses, as am I, but killing all of us will look very suspicious; it might even attract a Peacemaker. But with me to back up your story…” 
 
     “I hope you realize that traveling this path brings with it automatic membership in the BOF?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “From this point forward, for every minute of every day for the rest of your life, you will be living a lie. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Do I have much choice?” 
 
    “Yes, you do. A fast and painless death might one day look like a good bargain.” 
 
    “Maybe it will, but that day is not this day.” 
 
    Kadal lowered the pistol. “In that case, welcome to the Brotherhood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    More mines! Scoof’s contempt for his Human opponents was rapidly evolving into hatred. Instead of direct combat, their use of passive defenses and trickery went against the spirit of how the galaxy had agreed to kill each other. And the losses were beginning to add up.  
 
    The Aposo were all veteran mercs, yet their tendency to bunch up during operations meant heavy casualties when they stumbled into the next Human minefield. Then they had to waste time while the mine detector drones scanned for more and found nothing except traces of metal in the soil. Scoof ordered them to wait until the flails could be brought up, but the Aposo commander scoffed and moved out again, trusting the machines. Within ten paces he had four new casualties and held in place there to await the flails. 
 
    It was summer in that region so the sun shone for 17 hours out of Verrat’s 27 hour day, so they still had five hours of daylight left to crush the Humans. The regiment’s initial surge of enthusiasm had worn off, and each delay sapped their energy further. Even so, Scoof reminded himself they were making progress. An entire company of Jivool had nearly reached the second ridgeline north of the river, with the Zuul following right behind them, while the Pushtal had engaged an unknown number of mercs inside some sort of cave. Losing two tanks angered him, but measured against the immense wealth they would soon ship off the planet, it was a pittance. 
 
    One of the flail operators ran back carrying a deactivated mine and handed it up to him. Scoof turned the small device over and over in his hands, marveling at how crude it was, and yet how effective. Its metal content was so small that he understood why the detectors hadn’t picked it up. Anger began to turn into hate when he realized the devious nature of such a thing. Even among pirates there were rules. 
 
    As he watched the flails moving to one side, Scoof issued orders to not let anything stop them short of the next ridgeline. The Aposo had already lost half their number so they rotated back and let some Jivool take over. That way, Jivool infantry advanced on both sides of the river. With Jivool clinging onto their tanks and AFVs, the Altar moved out again. From that moment on, the fighting wouldn’t stop for the next four hours. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ganju Limbu’s concerns about how to get Zon’s attention if the Sarp was underground evaporated when the hill came within sight. Gathered near the lair’s entrance were Zon, Catallis, their children and no less than 20 of his tribe.  
 
    “Friend Ganju,” Zon said as the skimmer came to a stop. “Thunder comes from the west, you need overhead, great storm.” 
 
    There wasn’t time to dismount, so Limbu spoke from the driver’s seat.  
 
    “It is not thunder, friend Zon; it is war. The Bad People are coming now; you must get your clan and leave this area. Go somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Leave? Go?” 
 
    “Yes, hurry!” 
 
    “We do not understand why these bad people would hurt Sarpacaras?” 
 
    “These are not people who need a reason, Zon, they enjoy being cruel. They are here to steal metal that has been dug out of the ground, and will destroy anyone they think may stop them. Killing Sarpacaras would bring them pleasure.” 
 
    “I hear your words, friend Ganju; they make no sense.” 
 
    Limbu could feel the seconds ticking away. How do you explain the economics of mining to someone with no concept of money?  
 
    “Later, there will be time to tell you about why the metal is important, but now I must go fight with my clan. Please do as I ask, Zon, I cherish you and your clan. Now I must go.” 
 
    Without awaiting an answer, he turned the skimmer and headed back to the CP at max speed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The small battalion of Goka crossed the ridge south of the river without a problem and spread out in a skirmish line moving east. Boulders and squat, thick-boled trees provided countless ambush points, so the Goka moved cautiously. Drones overhead showed no enemies hiding behind the trees or rocks, but by now Scoof’s regiment was becoming gun-shy, so the Goka moved as if clearing a very large building. Once they had caught up to the head of the armored column, with Jivool on the north bank ahead by several hundred yards, the pirate force moved out again. 
 
    Without warning a score of trapdoors dug into the dirt beside the road flew open as Gurkhas stood and fired RPGs at the armored column. Point blank range meant only one rocket missed its target, while seven struck the drive train of the leading tank, five each on the next two tanks, and two into the first AFV. The blasts caused everyone close by to hit the ground. Scoof dropped back into his CV.  
 
    “Report, report!” 
 
    In response, all he heard were screams, bellows, more detonations, and return fire from the tanks and AFVs. Something chattered, and some sort of ordnance walked down the CV’s outer hull with a ringing thunk-thunk-thunk noise. The driver backed up, nearly running over a squad of Zuul who dove to get out of the way. A hundred voices spoke at once on the regiment’s tactical network in a dozen different languages, overwhelming the translation algorithm’s ability to keep up. The only word Scoof recognized in all the screaming was the Altar word for fuck. 
 
    “Report, report!” 
 
    Instead of getting a reply on the radio net, Isop hailed him via their pinplants. 
 
    “I am not fluent in Altar, but I understand enough to know that the Humans popped out of holes in the ground and fired chemical explosive rockets at the tanks and armored fighting vehicles, and have engaged our infantry with laser and projectile weapons. The two leading tanks are disabled and the leading AFV destroyed. Casualties appear to be heavy.” 
 
    “Damn these Humans!” 
 
    “What is your distance from the point of contact?” 
 
    “I’m close enough to take over tactical command.” 
 
    At times, Scoof had thought Isop might disapprove of his actions and be trying to subtly nudge him in a different direction, but this time there was no subtlety. His XO might as well have hit him over the head, which was a problem. Scoof could never let anyone know, not even Isop, that he was a raging coward. Breathing heavily, he stood in the hatch and swiveled the pintle-mounted MAC in a search for targets. 
 
    Boiling smoke and flames from the first AFV obscured the front of the column. Figures darted this way and that in the field south of the river, while dozens of lasers crisscrossed the battlefield. Heart pounding, Scoof saw the general location where some Zuul concentrated their shots, and added his own fire to suppressing whatever they were all shooting at. At that moment, the target didn’t matter; what mattered was him joining the fight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The twenty blasts could be heard even two miles to the east at the Gurkha Rifles’ command post. Colonel Limbu turned to Prisha Khatri, who patched the live intercepted feed from their enemies’ radio network into his pinplants, but all he heard was a jumble of noise. Khatri listened using a standard headset, but to his questioning glance she only shrugged.  
 
    “Badamāsa Four, this is B-Malika, report status of 3rd Squad as soon as you know it, over.” 
 
    “We’re under heavy pressure, B-Malika, I am with 4th Squad currently and not in contact with 3rd Squad. I will check in ASAP.” 
 
    Limbu heard something in the background that sounded like roaring. Only after the connection broke did he recognize the sound of high pressure flames, and knew the bastards were using a flamethrower against his youngest son. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fire spewed down the tunnel toward Rambahadur Limbu’s position. Pressing his back against the piled rocks blocked most of it, but tongues licked through the firing ports, which he only realized when his backplate grew hot. Scooting over the last foot, he was against the side wall with nowhere else to go. 
 
    The cavern reeked of oil, which told him the Pushtal were using a petroleum-based fuel. Rambahadur tried to call the squad over the tacnet, but his voice failed. Inhaling the oily fumes twice, he spoke again.  
 
    “Fourth squad, anybody got an RPG?” 
 
    The replies were all negative. 
 
    Sweat rolled into Rambahadur’s eyes as the stone walls absorbed the extreme heat. Hot air seared his lungs. A momentary pause gave him a chance to stick his rifle around the wall and fire twice, which brought laser beams and more flames. Someone screamed, but he couldn’t tell if it was Human or Pushtal.  
 
    “Fourth Squad, prepare to withdraw to the eastern exit on my command.” 
 
    “B-4, this is B-447, we’ve got armed drones in nearby airspace and Jivool on the slopes, headed for the cavern opening.” 
 
    “Numbers?” 
 
    “At least four drones and twenty Jivool.” 
 
    Another gout of flame forced him back against the side wall. Rambahadur’s brain raced to think of some way out, but as the heat grew worse he could think of nothing, except maybe surrender. Mercs fought for pay, not patriotism or glory. His father had drilled that into their heads since day one of training. In the days when Gurkhas fought for the British, surrender was unthinkable, but those days were long gone. Except no matter how much Colonel Limbu emphasized the difference between mercs and soldiers, Rambahadur knew that if given a choice, the rank and file had no intention of ever being taken alive. He would have to give them a direct order, even if it would save their lives, and he’d sworn to his father never to fight to the death just to avoid surrender. But now, facing nearly certain death, he hesitated to ask it of them, which meant they were trapped with no way out. 
 
    Until a half screaming, half weeping voice filled his earphones. 
 
    “I can’t stay here, I’m burning alive. Tell my mother I love her!” 
 
    “Who said that? Report, anybody know who said that?” 
 
    “I think it was—” 
 
    “Aaahhhh!” 
 
    Whoom! 
 
    A small explosion was followed instantly by a blast so powerful it shook the mountain. A tidal wave of fire swept down the cavern and out the eastern side, where it flash-fried a lurking Jivool and lit up a drone hovering close to the mountainside. Rocks poured down from above, blocking the cavern’s western end under a landslide that would take weeks to dig out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ramba!” 
 
    Everybody in the CP glanced at each other as Colonel Limbu jerked upright, staring into space with unfocused eyes. Seconds passed until a weak response let him know that his son still lived. 
 
    “Explosion…cave-in…gotta check on my people.” 
 
    The connection broke. 
 
    “Colonel!” 
 
    Limbu blinked and came out of his stupor to see one of his comm techs pointing to an ear. Somebody needed him on the tacnet…had he turned it off? Yes, he had. Damn! 
 
    “Go for B-Malika.” 
 
    “This is B-2, sir.” Master Sergeant Bloodworth. “They’re coming through the second pass at speed. I’m in position to…oh shit!” 
 
    “Are you under attack B-2?” 
 
    Limbu heard Bloodworth giving orders, followed by yells and scuffs. 
 
    “There’s something in the water, let ‘em have it! Grenades, grenades!” 
 
    “B-2, I need a sitrep.” 
 
    “Something attacked us from the water sir, it had tentacles, we’re responding with grenades. We also have armor closing on this position and—” 
 
    More blasts cut him off.  
 
    “B-2, do you copy? B-2…anybody from Second Platoon, I need a sitrep on B-2.” 
 
    “This is B-16, B-2 appears to be under attack from two sides. Heavy enemy pressure along the entire front, minefield has slowed the enemy advance but they’re past it now. I’m going to fight through to 1st Squad, over to you, B-Malika.” 
 
    “Negative, B-16! Second Platoon, conduct a fighting withdrawal to 3rd Platoon positions in the last valley.” 
 
    “What about B-2, sir? I can get through to them.” 
 
    “I say again B-16, negative! Withdraw your people and leave 1st Squad to me.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.”  
 
    Ganju didn’t realize he was panting from the stress of battle until he tried to give the command post staff an order. Everyone watched him, waiting, obviously concerned that the situation might have overwhelmed their stalwart CO. Limbu held up a hand for patience, drank two swallows from his canteen, and exhaled. 
 
    Half of the command post staff, ten people, had been designated earlier as the ready reserve. Sweeping his finger to indicate them, he then pointed outside. 
 
    “Ready reserve, knives and guns, get to the rumblers!”  
 
    As his people scrambled outside, trying not to look terrified, Limbu called Spokelse. 
 
    “I am going out to retrieve Master Sergeant Bloodworth and his squad. If something happens to me, you are in charge of the company.” 
 
    “Sir—” 
 
    “There is no time for that! Do not let my people fight to the death, Top. It is ingrained in Gurkhas to never surrender; make them understand they are mercs now, this is not the army.” 
 
    “Thor be with you, Colonel.” 
 
    “I will take help from any god who is inclined to give it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Scoof’s command vehicle pulled into a small clearing near the river road, about halfway between the second and third ridgelines. Four Lumar piled out of the back, each holding two laser rifles, while Scoof opened the commander’s hatch and stood to inspect the battlefield.  
 
    The river road had been cut through a steep slope that led to the swift river below. Lying on its side in the water was the first tank they had lost, the one that ran over a mine and had a track blown off. Seconds later multiple rockets had struck its right side, further damaging the tracks and sprockets and forcing the tank onto the left shoulder before the driver could regain control. With the hill down to the water close by on his left the driver overreacted and, apparently fearing the tank might flip, caused that to happen when he slewed the tank sideways until the left track slipped off the shoulder. Suddenly tilted at a forty-five degree angle, the driver panicked and threw the tank into reverse, but that caused the left tracks to chew up the soil and sink, increasing the tilt until the armored vehicle rolled into the river. Its crew died without ever firing a shot. 
 
    Amid the boulders closer at hand to the right of the tank were five dead Jivool and the Human who had killed them. Scoof had been a merc and rogue merc for more than 20 standard years, so for him reconstructing the fight was easy. The Human hid in a well-camouflaged hole, waited for the first three Jivool to pass and then shot them in the back. Others saw what happened and charged to avenge their fallen comrades, and a hand-to-hand fight broke out. Multiple Jivool should have made quick work of one Human, especially one as small as the dead one. Unlike men such as Dieter van Owen, who stood taller than Scoof by at least six inches, the dead Human merc was both shorter and lighter. Yet he’d killed two Jivool with nothing more than the knives in his hands and had been cut to pieces in the fight.  
 
    What had van Owen called these mercs? His pinplants had it recorded…Gurkhas. Scoof had fought Humans before and knew them to be tough and often foolhardy, but not suicidal. The Gurkhas, though, didn’t fight like mercs should have; when the situation was hopeless, mercs usually surrendered. So, as he inspected the Human’s twisted body for the third time, he wondered why the man hadn’t given up and saved his life. Was he an outlier, or did they all fight to the death?  
 
    His stomach roiled at such a thought, because maybe the Humans would go down fighting, but his regiment of cutthroats and thieves wouldn’t. They came to steal and pillage, and while most didn’t mind killing to get it, if casualties grew heavy, Scoof knew they might say to hell with it and retreat back to the ship. If that happened, the fight to the death with Ayisi would be sooner, not later, and he still had no idea how to kill an Oogar in single combat.  
 
    Or did he? 
 
    “Taldu,” he called down to one of the Lumar. “Hand me the dead Human’s knives.” 
 
    With a grunt of acknowledgement, the enormous Taldu knelt and peeled the Gurkha’s dead fingers off the handles of the two blades. Gore clotted the cho, the three notches under the blade near the handle, and tacky red blood covered the entire knife. Scoof used two fingers to inspect it, turning it over and over. It was a marvelous design.  
 
    “Commander,” said the comm tech inside his vehicle. “The Humans have retreated to a line of defense near the starport.” 
 
    The knife fascinated Scoof, and his subconscious alerted him of a possible use for them. “Taldu, wash these off for me,” he said, handing them back to the surly Lumar. Frowning and grumbling, Taldu descended the slope toward the rushing water. Then he ordered Isop to assemble his drones for an attack on the Human lines, and for the surviving Jivool, Pushtal, Zuul, Tortantulas—with their Flatar riders—and all the NapSha to support them, along with the remaining armor.  
 
    “What about the Oogar, Battle Commander?” the tech asked. “They haven’t been committed yet.” 
 
    Scoof considered the question. Unlike a mercenary company, the rules for pirates depended on the acquiescence of the rank and file. Commanders existed at the discretion of those they led, and all of Scoof’s Scavengers knew that Ayisi’s group was their most powerful contingent. Keeping them in reserve prevented them from supporting the other groups, thus increasing casualties for those who did fight and smacked of favoritism. It was a well traveled road toward mutiny. 
 
    But Scoof needed to keep Ayisi’s Oogar battalion intact to breach the Human defenses around the starport and what lay beyond. Everyone else seemed to have forgotten about the other Human company fighting on the eastern side, the one fully equipped with CASPers, the company that his regiment planned to take in the rear. He’d earmarked Ayisi for that attack, hoping she would be killed in the fighting, because whoever faced those Human killing machines would come out of the battle as a Brotherhood legend. 
 
    “No,” he said. “They are to stay in reserve.” 
 
    “As you say, Battle Commander, I’ll relay your orders.” 
 
    Scoof ignored the disapproving tone. “Of course you will.” One of the good things about being a leader in the Brotherhood was not having to take care about what he said to subordinates. Unless, of course, they decided to challenge him for the leadership, but that was a worry for later.  
 
    Taldu handed back the now clean khukuris, which Scoof hefted and swung to judge their balance. Even with a hilt made for five fingers instead of six, anybody whose life depended on knowledge of weapons would have immediately felt the perfection in the knives’ deadly balance. Scoof certainly did, and at his gesture, the surly Lumar pulled both sheaths off the dead Human and handed them up, grumbling more as he did so. Even as the sounds of battle raged in the distance, Scoof lost situational awareness while admiring the perfection of the khukuris’ design. Moments later he looked up at a disturbing realization; anybody that could design such a perfect weapon might not be as easy to kill as he’d been led to believe.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The rumblers only had light armor, with a single pintle-mounted 12.7mm machine gun to the front and rear. The CP was north of the river, while Master Sergeant Bloodworth’s position was to its south, and the only ford led them a quarter mile east. Leading the small column of three vehicles, Colonel Limbu got drenched when they crossed the river. Gunning up the far bank, they finally turned west on the shelf nicknamed the River Road. 
 
    Bouncing so hard the shock absorbers squealed, once they passed the second ridgeline, which had nearly a fifty-yard gap between the ridge and the riverbank, they sighted the enemy armor at the same instant it sighted them. One hit from a tank’s main battery would turn them into a mass of flaming metal, so Limbu’s driver veered downward one second before a MAC round zipped into its just-vacated space. The angle of the slope lessened the further the river flowed east, and while the rumbler bottomed out it didn’t roll. It came to a rest a few feet from the water and one hundred feet short of where Bloodworth and his squad were pressed into the mud, pinned down. From above, the alien tanks couldn’t depress their weapons enough to bring them to bear. 
 
    A second rumbler sped up and followed them down. Dust clouds mushroomed up around them as Limbu grabbed a medical bag, jumped out, and ran toward Bloodworth’s position, followed by seven Gurkhas. There wasn’t time to think about the third rumbler. 
 
    When he’d covered half the ground toward the trapped squad, two creatures stood up in the river aiming laser rifles at Bloodworth’s people, creatures that Limbu recognized as Selroth. Shouldering his rifle as he ran, Limbu triggered three shots. The last one struck a Selroth in the torso, and it fell back into the water. Instead of diving to safety, the second one turned to see who fired the laser beams and died as the Gurkhas following Limbu cut it to pieces.  
 
    Apparently that enraged the Selroth, who now rose in unison to kill the Gurkhas. More fire came from Zuul hiding behind the armor on the shelf above, and on the north bank Limbu saw Jivool running back from the next ridgeline to lay down even more fire on them. They had at most two minutes until the Jivool came within range, at which point they’d be taking fire from three sides. 
 
    Two of Bloodworth’s people were dead and four wounded, including the Master Sergeant. Blood soaked his blouse from a neck wound. Somebody had slapped on some fast clotting combat gauze, but Limbu recognized that was only a stopgap. With mere seconds to work, he dug in the medical bag for what he needed. First, he used a clean cloth to wipe away as much blood as he could, then opened a container of nanite gel and smeared it around the combat gauze. Finally he put two nanite injectors into Bloodworth’s throat, near his injury. One probably would have done the job, but he wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    Drivers sprinted back to the rumblers and brought them forward. Zuul lasers from above burned around and into the Gurkhas, while Selroth beams came from the river and their own lasers cut into the aliens. The fight on the riverbank flashed by in a blur of images until three minutes later the two rumblers, piled high with Gurkhas, bounced up and back onto the road. Black smoke from the third rumbler reeked of rubber as they drove through it, thankful for the screen but shocked at the blackened bodies lying nearby.  
 
    Limbu stared skyward and sucked deep breaths, trying to slow his racing pulse, and he spotted several dozen forms flying west about 500 feet above the valley floor. A surge of adrenaline spiked his heart rate at the prospect of air attack from drones, until he saw the long bodies and accordion-like wings. Sarps! Zon had taken his advice. At least something had gone right. 
 
    Until more airborne shapes raced toward the native Verrat fauna on a collision course, and lasers cut toward the Sarps. Drones.  
 
    “No!” he yelled. Standing in the rumbler he shook his fist as tears rolled down his cheeks. Killing mercs was one thing, but killing helpless civilians was evil. “They’re not part of this!” 
 
    The Sarps dodged and whirled, heading for the first ridgeline to the west, and none of the lasers came too close to hitting one…until the smallest Sarp flew too straight for too long and a beam knocked it out of the sky. 
 
    The useless murder of an intelligent creature like one of the Sarps, whom he considered friends, left Limbu so enraged that he couldn’t speak. With trembling hands, he shook a fist at the pirates hidden behind the wall of smoke from the knocked-out rumbler. He’d spent his entire adult life suppressing strong emotions in favor of important political goals, but he could only keep in check the warrior spirit of his ancestors, he could not extinguish it. Like in the alley fight in Kathmandu, Limbu was at his best when facing danger, and for wantonly murdering a small Sarp child, he vowed that somebody was going to die. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    For all the alien high tech weapons rampant throughout the galaxy, the essence of battle hadn’t changed since the first proto-Humans climbed out of the trees to hit each other with clubs. And now the fight for Verrat had come to the critical point, just as Ganju Limbu had always known it would, vicious, close-quarters ground combat with no quarter asked or given. He now had all the intel he needed to judge the enemy strength, which turned out to be far greater than his worst-case scenario. Whittling down their numbers with skirmish lines, ambushes and minefields wasn’t going to stop so many of them, so he ordered all units that could withdraw to the main line of resistance at the starport to do so.  
 
    The deciding factor now would be which side could keep fighting as their comrades died around them. He counted on it being the Gurkhas, but even their legendary courage could be overwhelmed by superior numbers. Victory or defeat now hinged on the willingness of the enemy to accept heavy casualties, in order to bring more firepower to bear than the Gurkhas could fend off. One thing he knew for certain, though; he would surrender his force rather than let it be wiped out, whether they wanted him to or not. But only if there was no hope left. 
 
    Every Gurkha still on his or her feet knew they were the last line of defense. If the pirates broke through to the starport, they could suppress the air defenses there and ferry reinforcements behind the Gurkhas, thereby cutting both the Rifles and the Headhunters from their final refuge in the mines, with no way off the planet. Nobody would ride to their rescue, and even if the enemy didn’t come into the mines after them, it wouldn’t be long before they starved. No, losing the starport would be a death sentence, which lent courage to any of the Gurkhas who might want to run, since there was no refuge anywhere on Verrat. All of them wore their khukuris as part of their combat gear. Limbu had mandated it, but until now he’d never really thought they might need them in combat. 
 
    And now their backs were literally against the wall of the last ridgeline. Several times he had thought he could hear the sounds of battle coming from the east, in the Himalayan Headhunters zone, and seriously considered asking Amir Pun for help. As embarrassing as that might be later, saving his company was all that mattered in the moment. Then it became a moot choice. 
 
    “Colonel Limbu,” said Prisha Khatri on his private channel. She was one of three people left in the CP, the others having been ordered to the firing line. “The Headhunters are requesting support.”  
 
    For the first time in the battle, Limbu had what he called an ‘oh shit’ moment. The Himalayan Headhunters were fully equipped with CASPers, if they couldn’t stop and turn back their attackers, what did Amir Pun think Limbu could do to help.  
 
    “Tell them we have fallen back to the main line of resistance, are heavily engaged and cannot spare anyone at the moment, but will do so if the situation allows. Request they keep us informed as to any retrograde movements on his part.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    There was a famous American battle that felt a lot like their present situation, the Battle of the Little Bighorn. But unlike Custer, Limbu, who loved poker, made sure to have one last ace up his sleeve.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rocks piled around boulders and braced with wood formed the Gurkha main line of resistance, both north and south of the river. The height varied from four to six feet, and differed little from what ancient armies would have built as field fortifications, and just as hard stone then was proof against arrows and spears, so now did it turn aside laser beams. MAC and artillery rounds were a different story, though. 
 
    Directly at their backs was the last ridge, a sixty degree slope of rock and scrub trees rising to a height over 3,000 feet. At the point where the river flowed through the gap in the long march of stone, the rocks ended sixty feet from the water’s edge on the north shore, and nearly double that on the south. This created an obvious weak point where any more aquatic species like the Selroth could potentially breach the Gurkhas’ defenses. The water wasn’t too deep, about three to four feet in that section of the river, but only the 12.7mm machine guns might threaten a deep swimming enemy, and those were needed on the firing line. So Limbu assigned the two youngest technicians from the CP to roam both shorelines looking for underwater infiltrators, and handed each of them four hand grenades, with orders to use them wisely. 
 
    The long shadows of the short night had begun to creep over the battlefield when Limbu saw his enemy gathering half a mile away, across the valley to the west, very close to the second ridgeline. It wouldn’t be long now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Smoke and rock dust made Rambahadur Limbu cough himself awake. Propped against the cavern’s side wall, he leaned over on his left shoulder to gulp air inches off the floor, where the cloud wasn’t so thick. Gritty particulates clogged his nostrils, but he was able to gulp enough oxygen to revive his brain and remember what just happened. 
 
    Except…what did just happen? 
 
    “Fourth Squad, sound off with condition status.” 
 
    One by one, nine survivors checked in, two with serious wounds they had already treated with combat gauze and nanites from their medical kits. The one thing Colonel Limbu insisted on having was a personal med kit stocked with state-of-the-art battlefield treatments for each Gurkha, which served Rambahadur well in that moment. The gauntlet on his left hand had partially melted along the outside edge, allowing heat to scorch the skin beneath. Pain lanced up his arm as he worked the ruined metal glove from the injured hand, trying not to pull skin off, too. Once removed, he tossed aside the gauntlet and squeezed nanite gel onto the wound, then used an entire roll of combat gauze to protect it.  
 
    “Anybody know what happened?” he said over the tacnet. 
 
    “It was B-460, sergeant,” replied B-457. “I saw him run by my position, straight into the flames, holding a grenade in each hand. He was screaming something. I think it was goo-khai ra morr!” 
 
    Eat shit and die! 
 
    It made sense. The grenades had set off the flamethrower’s fuel tanks, which caused a cave in, probably crushing and roasting the Pushtal all at the same time. Good! Rambahadur thought, the fuckers deserved it for using a flamethrower.  
 
    Rambahadur had to blink back tears. He had known B-460’s family all of his life. The young man’s name had been Private Finjo Bhatt, one of the youngest Gurkhas at age 19, seventh of nine children, whose older sister Yahnaa had given Rambahadur his first kiss on the cheek from a girl. Both were 12 at the time and kept it strictly secret, since such a thing was considered scandalous. To that day nobody knew, and he still had a crush on her. Now, instead of courting her when he got back, he’d have to explain how her little brother died in fire. 
 
    “We’ve got Jivool approaching the eastern exit,” said one of the two Gurkhas stationed there. 
 
    Great, just what they needed, bears with guns. Rambahadur inspected his own rifle, which showed one burst left in the chemical pack, which was his last.  
 
    “Ammo check?” 
 
    Only two Gurkhas had a reload; everybody else was either out of ammo or almost out. That meant it was down to knife work, which in turn would require getting close to the Jivool.  
 
    “Assemble at the exit for a breakout. Those with ammo cover those without. If you’re empty, use your khukuris. Cut the fucking bears’ hearts out.” 
 
    “My uncle told me he ate bear once,” said B-457. “He said it tasted like chicken.” 
 
    “I’d better not see anybody eating a Jivool,” Rambahadur said.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ayisi found herself in a very awkward position. The plan from the start had been to save Portal to Pain’s hardest hitting shock troops, her Oogar battalion, for the final assault on the starport. She liked that on several levels. First, as contingents of other species saw their numbers decreasing, by default that meant so long as her battalion’s numbers stayed the same, her power within the regiment increased. Second, the others were doing all the fighting and dying, and that should have pleased her Oogar; they were making money without doing anything. And that’s exactly what upset them. If they didn’t do anything, would they still get paid? 
 
    Theoretically, yes; that’s how the Brotherhood worked, but it was the first largescale operation ever undertaken by Portal to Pain and few trusted Scoof to stick to the letter of a contract that couldn’t ultimately be enforced. It was all a matter of trust within the Brotherhood, and trust was in short supply in an organization comprised entirely of pirates, thieves, rogues, and liars. She also knew, but would never admit, that Scoof was far more devious than she could ever be; one word rarely used to describe an Oogar was ‘subtle,’ and because of her bellicose nature, Ayisi always felt manipulated by her Captain. 
 
    Now, her battalion stood in reserve at the pass into the last valley, leaning against the west-facing rocks and watching company after company of SleSha drones marching past. Sullen glances her way were a reminder that in the Brotherhood, a leader was either on the rise or on the fall, and falling leaders seldom survived long. 
 
    Just below a whisper, she could make out enough words to know that her battalion worried about getting their cut of the spoils. Her position vis-à-vis Scoof mattered not at all to the rank and file Oogar, so she let them grumble to diffuse their frustrations. A pot without a top would eventually boil itself dry, as her mother often said, and they would soon have settled down if not for the Besquith. 
 
     “Hey look, boys!” one of them called. “The Oogar are sitting this one out…that must mean the Humans aren’t dead yet!” 
 
    Others responded with gusto. 
 
    “Let ‘em get a whiff of that purple fur, and we won’t have to shoot ‘em, the smell will kill them.” 
 
    “We’ll leave some scraps for you, in case you get hungry watching real warriors fight.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself! They can suck the marrow, but I’m not leaving any meat for an Oogar!” 
 
    “Don’t you remember? Oogar are too civilized to kill their own food. Now they pay somebody else to do it for them.” 
 
    “They’re afraid the food might kill them!” 
 
    The taunts and chortling went on like that until one of Ayisi’s more hot-headed Oogar raised a rifle, causing her to jump in front of the barrel. She roared in the offender’s face, a universal reaction common to every merc species in the galaxy when a member disobeyed. The last Besquith laughed his way out of sight behind the ridge wall, heading east.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Based on everything van Owen had told him, Scoof had expected a fast, hard fight. What he hadn’t expected was to lose three tanks, two AFVs, and over 200 casualties, without even facing the enemy’s main force. Half of the Aposo and Selroth were either dead or wounded, and both groups refused to lead any more assaults. The Jivool had also been hard hit, and while they stayed in the fight for the time being, a noticeable drop in their morale forced him to rotate them to the ready reserves. That left the Pushtal as the lead skirmishers. 
 
    But resistance in the second valley never materialized, not even a minefield. Now, perched high up on the third ridgeline north of the river, he had a perfect view of the last valley floor spread out below. To prevent landings there, the Humans piled either boulders in heaps, or planted tree trunks with sharpened points, near enough together that even a dropship couldn’t land safely. That would now act against them, as his ground troops could use them for cover to advance across the half mile of ground before reaching a wall the Humans had built.  
 
    Halfway between the two ridges that formed the valley was a long trench, which extended both north and south of the river. Several cross-trenches then connected that one to the main line of resistance. It was all laughably crude, which even the Humans must have realized, since they had abandoned the forward trench line. 
 
    With actual fixed defenses to attack, Scoof could now bring his artillery and mortars into action, although both contingents were small. Such specialized mercs tended not to be discipline problems, which meant they could earn a fat living with legal merc units, instead of openly being criminals. So far, the Brotherhood was too small and localized for the Peacemakers to worry about, but that could one day change. 
 
    With daylight fading fast, Scoof watched with growing impatience as Isop’s 1,000 SleSha drones lined up near the valley’s western edge. Armed with laser rifles and hand grenades, they would attack heedless of enemy fire, casualties, or anything other than orders from their warrior-commander, Isop. With no will of their own, even if only one drone still lived it would fight until it died or was called off.  
 
    Since the Humans would have to concentrate their fire on the SleSha, heavier infantry forces would follow close in their wake, those being the Besquith and Tortantulas, along with their Flatar riders. South of the river it would be the Zuul, Goka, and MinSha, with the mission of fixing the Humans in place so they couldn’t support their forces on the north shore. The remaining attack drones would be used to distract the Humans, since acquiring targets in such a dynamic environment was challenging at best. Real air support would be offered by the small contingent of NapSha.  
 
    Once they had broken the Human resistance at the wall, then he would send in the Oogar to finish them off and drive through to the starport, where Scoof expected the worst fighting would happen. The biggest advantage of holding the Oogar out so long, though, was in case the Humans had a final trick to play, the Oogar would act as a very powerful ready reserve.  
 
    After a difficult day, everything was finally in place. Word came from the east that those Human defenses were crumbling, so, despite heavier than expected losses, they were all about to get paid. Nothing could go wrong now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Peering out from inside the cavern, the survivors of 4th Platoon, 4th Squad, aka “Bad 44,” could see four Jivool cautiously approaching the cave mouth. Eight feet wide and seven tall, the afternoon sun had earlier illuminated far inside the cavern, but, with night coming, Rambahadur knew the Humans were nearly invisible in the shadows. Using hand gestures, he detailed those with rifles to provide flank protection, while he and the others with khukuris would attack the Jivool near the entrance. With a nod, they sprang into the fading afternoon light.  
 
    Head down, Rambahadur ran straight for the nearest Jivool. It wore combat armor on arms, legs and torso, with a tight fitting helmet and gauntlets. Having watched it approach, he had already decided that the only real vulnerable spot was at the neck, except with the Jivool shouldering its rifle the arms would block thrusts from either side. That left only two choices, driving straight ahead with the khukuri points aimed at the Jivool’s throat, or keeping the knives low before swinging upward when he got close enough. If he did the first, aiming directly for the neck, the bear might be able to turn fast enough to block his thrust with an arm, so even as he ran Rambahadur chose the second. 
 
    A hastily aimed laser beam burned through his helmet and singed the tip of his right ear. Three steps from the Jivool, running hard, he swung the two blades into its torso. They hit the breastplate and skittered upward, scarring the armor. A lesser blade would have snapped but the khukuris didn’t even bend. Both points slammed into the soft flesh beneath the Jivool’s lower jaw and penetrated into its brain. 
 
    Rambahadur’s momentum carried the Jivool over backward, and they rolled down the slope. When they finally stopped, blood covered his hands, forearms, and chest. Fortunately for him, it was all from the Jivool. Grabbing the dead bear’s rifle, he picked off two other Jivool who were drawing a bead on other squad members, and then, just like that, it was over. One Human lay dead and one needed immediate medical care, but five Jivool lay sprawled in the rocks, all dead. 
 
    Now what? 
 
    The booming of artillery fire echoed from the east, which meant that fighting must have moved to the MLR, so Rambahadur’s first impulse was to rejoin his father for the final battle. But then he stopped and reconsidered. There were no living enemies in sight, either on the ridge, in the valley below, or by the river half a mile to the south. In effect, it was the same situation as during the exercise against van Owen’s men back in Nepal. He was behind enemy lines without them knowing it.  
 
    They collected all of the Jivools’ rifles and ammo, their grenades, and some satchel charges filled with K2 that, had they been tossed into the cavern, would have brought half the mountain down on top of 4th Squad. They hadn’t acted a second too soon. 
 
    Once they were ready, Rambahadur led five Gurkhas up the slope and over the crest, leaving one man to tend to the wounded. Six Gurkhas couldn’t do much in a battle the size of what he could hear coming from the direction of the starport, but maybe he could give the aliens something else to worry about. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    “Badamāsa Mālika, I’ve got giant birds on the right!” Devance called over the tacnet. Two seconds later, after his pinplants identified them, he continued the contact report. “NapSha, armed with laser rifles and hand grenades. Shit, it’s redders up here sir! Our lasers are ineffective, it’s like they have some kind of armor on their feathers.” 
 
    “Badamāsa Two, do you still have machine guns operational?” 
 
    “Two, bringing online, permission to use manpads.” 
 
    “Permission granted Badamāsa Two; use at your discretion.” 
 
    From his position behind the rock wall blocking the river road, Colonel Limbu didn’t need binoculars to spot the NapSha coming in low from the west in three formations; laser beams lanced down at the Gurkhas manning the front trenches, while friendly beams shot skyward in reply. Once they realized the Humans weren’t hurting them, the NapSha swooped lower. Three groups merged into one, and the birds flew down the trench line, lasers in continuous fire mode. 
 
     Limbu felt rage flooding his face as he watched them killing his beloved Gurkhas, unable to help, until three lines of tracers ripped into the NapSha formation. The heavy, 12.7mm bullets ripped through the bird’s lightweight armor and into their bodies in sprays of blood and feathers. Four fell right away and the others broke to either side, with two soaring toward the rock wall. Without thinking about whether it was a cost effective use of a Stinger or not, he grabbed one leaning against a nearby boulder, shouldered it, and tracked the meter-long bird. The heat-seeking element probably wouldn’t lock onto its relatively low body heat and the missile would race off to nowhere, but in that moment he didn’t care. All he knew was that it had shot at his people, and he wanted to kill it, or at least scare the hell out of it. 
 
    Then the NapSha made a fatal mistake. As it flew toward the Human positions it opened fire again, and by instinct his people returned the fire, striking its armor. Limbu’s mind instinctively told him to fire, in the hope that the combination of heat generated by its laser rifle, and that absorbed by the armor, might be enough for the missile to lock on. Apparently it was. 
 
    Or maybe it was too close to miss, or just plain luck. Regardless of why, less than one second after the missile left its firing tube, an explosion drowned out echoes from the crack-whoosh of the launch. The NapSha vanished, to be replaced by falling metallic fragments and drifting bits of flesh. Twenty feet down the line, an awestruck private stared at him. 
 
    “Forgive my saying so, Colonel, but damn!” 
 
    A glance downrange showed the remnants of the NapSha formation exiting the valley through the river canyon, headed west. 
 
    “Badamāsa Two, report, what is your status?” 
 
    “Two dead, three wounded sir. I count seven NapSha down and two more probables.” 
 
    “I hit one, so that makes it an even ten. That should make them think twice.” 
 
    “Badamāsa Mālika, this is Badamāsa Three-Seven, I’m trapped on the ridge just west of your position, and its crawling with aliens. I must keep my voice down. There is a large formation of drones headed your way at speed, just ahead of an infantry force, with armored support. I see four tanks, three APCs.”  
 
    “Estimate of force number?” Limbu said, forcing his voice to sound calm. 
 
    “I estimate more than a thousand, sir, but it’s hard to tell with all the dust. Most of the infantry look like really big wasps.” 
 
    SleSha! Those had to be drones, which meant they would attack until killed.  
 
    “What else can you see?” 
 
    “There’s some Besquith down there, too, and something else…oh shit! I mean, sorry, sir, giant spiders, so they must be Tortantulas, Colonel; a lot of Tortanulas.” 
 
    They’ll have Flatar riders, then. 
 
    “Three-Seven, are you alone?” 
 
    “Negative, sir, there are nine of us here from Second Squad.” 
 
    “How fast you can yomp it back to the MLR?” 
 
    “Translation error, sir, how fast can we what? Part of your transmission fuzzed out.” 
 
    Limbu recalled the limitations on the translator system’s Sarp language base, and realized he’d used the British Army slang for a hard march, ‘yomp.’ 
 
    “How fast can you retreat to our lines?” he said. 
 
    “Doubtful we can sir, the enemy is closing on your position fast. Recommend we stay here and act as spotters. And there’s a group off to our left that looks like some kind of command staff, we might be able to ruffle them a bit.” 
 
    “Acknowledged Three-Seven, but be aware that none of you have permission to get killed.” 
 
    “Permission to die is denied, yes, sir, I’ll pass that along.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A huge explosion vibrated the ground under Colonel Limbu’s feet, followed one second later by the sound of the blast. Coming from the east, where Amir Pun was being pressed hard by more aliens, Limbu didn’t know what might cause such a titanic blast. But it underlined the reality that no help would be coming from his fellow Gurkhas, and that the GRs were on their own.  
 
    Staring west across the battlefield from ground level at the main line of resistance, the untrained eye would see only a jumbled expanse of rock piles, standing stones, and sharpened trees, so that the ridge beyond all of that could hardly be seen without looking above the ground clutter. The layout seemed to provide attackers with cover while they advanced, but that was an illusion. In reality, Limbu had personally overseen the construction of oblique and mutually supporting firing lanes. Anything taking cover behind a boulder or tree, thinking they were safe, would be in for a deadly shock. Then his time for inspecting the defenses ended with a flurry of artillery and mortar rounds that impacted along the Gurkha’s front line.  
 
    “Battle is joined,” he said over the tacnet. “Fight now as only Gurkhas know how!” 
 
    As with the earlier explosion, his feet felt the onrush of enemies before he saw them. With his naked eyes they appeared to be spindly black shapes bounding over the ground. Laser beams flashed overhead and into the rock wall. An artillery round hit to his right, a direct hit on the wall that left screams in its wake. Someone to his left fell straight backward from a laser hit between the eyes. Machine guns sent streams of 12.7mm bullets into knots of SleSha. At that distance Limbu couldn’t see the wasp-like bodies being ripped apart by the big slugs, he could only see them falling in heaps. 
 
    A volley of surface-to-air missiles raced up at the wave of aerial drones, as they fired their own rockets and lasers down at the Gurkhas. Blasts covered the sky and rained molten metal and shrapnel on the charging drones. 
 
    Limbu sighted his own rifle on a SleSha four hundred yards away, down a firing lane sixty degrees right of his own position. Four more trigger touches emptied the magazine containing chemical ammo, and he could feel the heat pouring out of rifle’s dissipaters. Once he’d reloaded he sought a new target, but the SleSha had gone to ground.  
 
    “Where’d they go?” somebody yelled on the tacnet. 
 
    “They’re in the trench, blow it, blow it!” 
 
    Limbu should have verified the info, since blowing the trench was one of their few remaining traps, but too much adrenaline filled his body, and he gave the order. Seconds later, it went up, and only then did it occur to him to wonder if his enemies were in it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Isop had joined Scoof on the ridge to direct the battle. Surrounded by their combined bodyguards, with artillery spotters and comm techs nearby, they numbered about 30. A Human unfamiliar with the galactic merc species would gawk at seeing a reptilian humanoid and a giant wasp talking, while guarded by four-armed giants, more wasps, some tigers, and a small elephant with two trunks.  
 
    “The Humans seem to be more clever than you described them to be,” Isop said.  
 
    It was only when the SleSha drones surged forward, with seemingly heavy cover to protect them from the Gurkha’s fire, that Scoof realized that he’d sent his troops into a trap. The Humans had arranged the stones and trees to channel attackers into lanes, which they had covered with lasers and heavy weapons. Drones fell in clumps under the deadly fusillade, leaving a trail of thrashing SleSha behind.  
 
    So many fell, so fast, that the SleSha formation began to lose cohesion, and when they approached the trench Scoof ordered them into it to regroup. At least two hundred lay scattered across the battlefield, either dead or dying, cut down by the deadly Human fire in less than a minute. For his plan to work, it was necessary that their attack should carry almost to the Human lines, after which the follow-on shock troops could overrun the defenders. But the drones would only take orders from their commanding warrior, however, so it was up to Isop to send the order. And when Scoof ordered him to do so, Isop hesitated. 
 
    “My training was never to break the momentum of an attack.” 
 
    Below, the first SleSha reached the trench and leapt over its six-foot width. One was in mid-leap when a laser struck the torso. Upon landing, the drone crumpled and rolled in the dust, then pushed to its feet and staggered forward leaving a smear of ichor in the dust. 
 
    With each second the main grouping of drones drew closer to the trench. Still running forward, losses not only carved gaps in their lines and disrupted the volume of their return fire, but the drones’ main mission of distracting the Humans from the follow-on assault forces was in danger of failing. 
 
    “They must regroup!” Scoof said. “Order them into the trench, Isop!” 
 
    The only change in the SleSha warrior’s demeanor was a slight shift of weight from one foot to the other.  
 
    “It is too convenient,” Isop said. “This makes me suspicious.” 
 
    “It’s a long hole in the ground!” 
 
    Isop’s oval black eyes were incapable of showing emotions, but when he turned them to face Scoof, the antennae above them twitched back and forth quickly, which the Blevin knew indicated irritation or anger. It didn’t matter now, however, because although the SleSha commander was his biggest supporter, Scoof knew the bodyguards and comm techs could hear them arguing. Whether it was a good idea no longer mattered; Scoof couldn’t be seen as indecisive or weak. In the Brotherhood that was fatal. 
 
    “Hurry and order them into the trench!” 
 
    “This is another Human trick.” 
 
    “Order them into the trench!” 
 
    Isop lifted a forelimb to point at the battlefield below. “It is too late.”  
 
    It was true. Hundreds of the drones had reached the trench and leapt over already. A few fell in, a few more were hit, but most made it safely beyond. Scoof tried to think of how to save face, until Isop did it for him. 
 
    “I failed you Captain,” Isop said. “I am sorry.” 
 
    No commander in the Brotherhood ever apologized. If they did, their own contingent would tear them apart. Weakness wasn’t tolerated. Except for the SleSha, where Isop’s drones effectively had no minds of their own. He didn’t have to worry about a mutiny, and he wasn’t interested in being the Captain, so his apology gave Scoof a way out of what was otherwise open mutiny. 
 
    “Let’s hope your hesitation doesn’t lead to disaster.” 
 
    The words had barely been spoken when the ground shook from a gigantic blast that ripped along the trench, throwing boulders and dust and bits of Altar bodies over the battlefield like debris from a storm.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Colonel Limbu walked down the firing line offering encouragement, passing out ammo, helping the wounded, and snapping off his own shots whenever a SleSha drone presented a target. Kneeling beside a man with no lower left leg but a weak pulse, he applied a tourniquet as he’d been taught in the Army, and smeared nanite gel around the wound. Reaching into the man’s medkit, he shot him with both nanite injectors and leaned close to whisper in his ear, “You will be dancing before you know it.” 
 
    Although grimacing with both eyes closed, the injured Gurkha managed a smile. 
 
    “Badamāsa Malika, this is B-3, the aliens did not stop at the trench, I repeat, the aliens are still incoming.” 
 
    Limbu stood to see the SleSha drones only 300 yards distant from their line, and while the Gurkhas had inflicted heavy losses on them, hundreds still ran forward on their spindly legs. Only now, instead of sprinting on just their back legs, they used the middle pair, too, which slowed them but increased the accuracy of their shooting. One shaft of light missed Limbu’s head by inches. He ducked as a reflex half a second before another beam flashed exactly where his forehead had been. 
 
    Then, above the yelling, artillery, and mortar explosions, screams of pain and anger, and hammering of the machine guns, Limbu heard a series of sharp cracks and knew they’d reached the last minefield. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The fastest SleSha drone dodged and weaved as it passed the last of the boulders and broke into cleared ground 200 yards from the Human’s line of defense. Lasers flashed all around it, but it was extremely agile for a SleSha, and they all missed. Others followed by the hundred. Some fell; most didn’t.  
 
    Despite his species’ aversion to outward displays of emotion, and the inability of other races to read them, Isop felt pride welling within. SleSha drones had no minds of their own, so strict obedience to their queen or her appointed warrior was expected, even unto death. He could take no credit for that. But drones were not born with skills, those had to be taught, and it was Isop who had trained them to fight. Now those countless hours spent maximizing their combat prowess was about to pay off. 
 
    The leading edge of the attack had moved more than half a mile from the ridge, so he needed augmentation lenses to see that far. The trees and boulders slowed down the Tortantulas, but with the SleSha absorbing most of the enemy fire, the spiders had suffered few losses so far. Some of them were also getting close to the enemy lines, while nearer the river the racing Besquith had nearly caught the rear knots of SleSha. Isop couldn’t help clacking his jaws in satisfaction. 
 
    Then the leading SleSha fell, which wasn’t a surprise considering how many lasers had been fired at him. Zooming in his lenses, Isop saw puffs of smoke erupt out of the ground down the entire SleSha line. Some of the drones collapsed and lay still, while others fell, and then rose again, limping forward missing one or more legs. Lasers quickly finished them off. 
 
    “What’s happening to them?” Scoof asked. “Why have they stopped?” 
 
    “Another minefield,” Isop said, without noticeable inflection in his tone. But there was no mistaking the anger behind his next comment. “I am beginning to hate Humans.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    Rambahadur Limbu and the other five Gurkhas crouched at the crest of the ridge, watching a knot of Pushtal clawing and digging at the collapsed cavern entrance 500 feet below. He counted eight of them. None held a rifle or stood watch, and Rambahadur could understand how they felt; if any of his people were trapped by a rockslide, he’d work until his hands were bloody to reach them. For a brief moment he empathized with the tigers, until he spotted the flamethrower lying to one side. That meant the Pushtal had a second one in case the first wasn’t enough, and with that realization he quit trying to understand their feelings. Now, he only wanted to kill them. 
 
    On impulse, one of his men started over the crest but Rambahadur dragged him back. The man was so enraged he hadn’t seen anything except the Pushtal who’d killed his friends, somehow overlooking the dropships, transport, vehicles, electronic gear, and technicians crowded into the field west of the ridge. Just like back in Nepal, though, Rambahadur knew his mission precisely. 
 
    After a quick explanation, he sent two men to flank the Pushtal on the north, two would do the same thing on the south, and he would take the last man straight down at them. It took a few minutes for everyone to get into place. At his signal those on the flanks moved downward as he and his companion covered them. 
 
    Nobody in the field saw them. The ridge rose nearly three thousand feet, and six small Humans wearing camouflage uniforms weren’t easy to see from that far below. The Pushtal were so focused on freeing any of their friends who might still be alive, they didn’t notice death stalking them from above. 
 
    Once the flankers were in position, Rambahadur led the man with him, Nitish Patak, straight down toward the Pushtal. At fifty yards they still hadn’t been spotted. Kneeling on the stony slope, he signaled the flankers, carefully selected a target and touched the trigger. The others fired a second later.  
 
    Four Pushtal died in the first volley and two more in the second, but two managed to reach their weapons, and return fire. A brief exchange put the last two Pushtal down. Rambahadur turned to tell Patak ‘good shooting’ and stopped. The young Gurkha, from the tiny village of Harmi northwest of Gorkha, lay on his back with a neat hole over his left eye.  
 
    Although the aliens milling in the field below showed no situational awareness a moment before, it was impossible to miss laser beams lighting up the shadows that had settled on the ridge. Like disturbed ants, most of the aliens scrambled up the ramp and back inside the transport. The screen of guards took cover behind some hardware and the crews of AA missile batteries started manhandling them from the far side of the transport. Rambahadur took all of that in as he picked his way down to the cavern entrance, and knew that for a missile that could destroy an attacking aircraft, a few mercs wouldn’t be a problem. Realizing he had scant seconds to act, and partially hidden by boulders, Rambahadur gathered his four remaining Gurkhas and laid out the plan. 
 
    “Spread out to a skirmish line and make your way down the mountain. Once we get to ground level, wait for my signal and then attack.” 
 
    “But, Sergeant, there’s only five of us,” said a Gurkha named Suman Roy. 
 
    The bulkiest of them, Krishna Shukla, who was so short and broad across the chest they’d had to modify his advanced combat armor, held up his rifle. “I’ll do whatever you order me to do, Sergeant, but rifles won’t do much against starships.” 
 
    “We’ve got one more thing they might not like so much,” Rambahadur said and glanced at the flamethrower. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Oogar assembly area was north of the river, just behind the third ridgeline. The river gap stood to their immediate east. In less than a minute they could be in the final valley and part of the battle. In such close proximity to the fighting, they could hear every blast for themselves, even while following the progress over the regiment’s network. Victory seemed near, and they’d had no part in it. 
 
    Scoof had kept them in reserve, ostensibly to administer the death blow once the Human defenses had cracked. As yet, that hadn’t happened. The Oogar could only stand and listen as others fought, died, and earned their share of the loot. It didn’t help that their ultra-sensitive sense of smell picked out the pungent blood scent of a dozen races.  
 
    Standing in a field covered in oblong, yellow and orange burr-topped weeds that sloped one hundred yards down to the river didn’t help any, since the burrs worked themselves way down through the Oogars’ thick fur down to the skin, or lodged under their harness or armor straps. Tiny insects feeding on the weeds buzzed into their ears, noses, and eyes.  
 
    Stalking up and down the rows of her waiting troops, Ayisi bared her teeth, a gesture her fellow Oogar knew as a display of extreme anger. Things were going well, as she knew from being in the command loop that her troops weren’t. From her perspective, they were going too well. Making money was important to all of them, but for Ayisi’s personal career, she needed to be a critical part of their success, and now it seemed they wouldn’t even get into the fight. Oogar weren’t known for their subtlety, and Ayisi less so than others of her race, but every now and then she had an inspiration for subterfuge. And so what if it made a Death Challenge a certainty? That was already going to happen, sooner or later. 
 
    “Listen up, Oogar! We are losing the battle! I knew having a Blevin in command would lead to disaster! I knew it, I said it, but nobody listened! And now look where that idiot Scoof has led us. We should have all gone back to Uuwato instead of following that damned Blevin.” 
 
    Anger rippled through their ranks, as much at her as Scoof. Lined up in combat armor and strapped up with every sort of weapon, they chomped their teeth and stomped the ground in rage. Ayisi knew that she only had seconds to deflect it elsewhere, lest it fall on the one who truly deserved it: her. She had brought them on the expedition and so far nothing had gone right. Raised hackles and low-throated growls were more signs of their displeasure. And once their blood lust was up, if it wasn’t sated by killing Humans, it would be sated by killing her. Unlike a merc company, commanders in the Brotherhood served at the pleasure of their troops, and if the rank and file didn’t like how things were going, they simply killed that commander and elected somebody else. 
 
     “Did we come here to fight or pick burrs out of our fur?” one of them yelled. Scattered hoots and scores of feet stomping the ground marked agreement with the speaker. Ayisi answered them with a growl to indicate agreement. 
 
    “It’s that Blevin, Scoof, trying to keep us from getting our share!” she yelled, loud enough for all to hear. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right! If we don’t fight, they’re gonna say we don’t deserve a cut of the spoils!” 
 
     Ayisi roared and shook her head like pulling a chunk of meat off a prey animal. They were getting their blood up just as she’d hoped. Once that happened, nobody, including her, could stop them from destroying whatever stood between them and their pay, least of all a Blevin. But she couldn’t just let them turn feral and become a mob. Oogar who couldn’t find work with legit merc outfits tended to be vicious and quick-tempered, and not even the biggest, baddest Oogar of them all could stop an enraged mob of them. She could feel her control slipping away but couldn’t allow that to happen; she needed to be seen as the instigator, not the follower. Tilting back her head, she did the only thing she could think of to do and pointed her muzzle skyward. 
 
    “Are we gonna stand by and let Scoof screw us out of our share?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Are you ready to fight?”  
 
    “Yahhh!” 
 
    “Let’s wash our muzzles in Human blood!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first SleSha to reach the rock wall leaped atop a huge boulder and aimed at a Gurkha to its right, ignoring Colonel Limbu three feet to the left. He’d been tracking it and touched the trigger the instant it landed on the rock overhead, but nothing happened. In the confusion of battle he’d missed the yellow sensor warning of low ammo and the red sensor once he ran out.  
 
    Dropping the rifle, in one motion he drew the khukuri strapped across the right side of his chest and swung it at the SleSha’s closest leg. The sharp steel struck near the thorax and sliced completely through the chitin, severing the limb, which fell to the ground and twitched. Suddenly unbalanced, the SleSha missed the Gurkha to its right and swung the rifle toward Limbu. Now with both khukuris drawn, in seconds he’d cut off two more legs and the alien toppled forward. One hard downward blow cut off its head, although the jaws continued trying to bite him for nearly half a minute.  
 
    Hand-to-hand fighting erupted all down the wall. SleSha bodies piled so high in places they blocked those following behind. Frantic tacnet calls alerted him that Besquith were attacking near the river, and he took off running to help. As he ran, he called Spokelse. 
 
    “We need John Wayne.” 
 
    “Cavalry’s on the way, Colonel!” 
 
    “Use your spurs!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    For as much as SleSha body language may have been hard for other species to read, Isop understood Scoof well enough to guess his thoughts before he voiced them. That’s how he knew the Blevin’s next words would be smug. 
 
    “We’ve won, my friend,” the Captain said. “It’s all over now but the killing.” 
 
    “It is pleasing that you believe it to be so.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” 
 
    “The Queen cannot lay eggs until she matures.” 
 
    Scoof laughed. “Is that a SleSha aphorism?” 
 
    “We have many.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “It means that nothing happens until it happens.” 
 
    “We have won, my friend, you can see that for yourself. The only thing to do now is load the ore and get off this planet.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But remember, Captain, we have not seen nor yet faced their CASPers or heavy weapons.” 
 
    “I’ve come around to Ayisi’s way of thinking on that. If they were real, they would have used them by now.” 
 
    Isop had to admit it was a salient point. 
 
    “I—” 
 
     “We’re under attack! A hundred mercs with tanks are trying to kill us!” 
 
    Even through the electronic monotone of the translator, Isop heard fear in the tone of whoever yelled the warning.  
 
    “Identify yourself!” Scoof said.  
 
    “They’re going to kill us!” 
 
    “Identify yourself!” 
 
    “I am Chedora, the Humans are attacking the ships!” 
 
    Some reactions seemed universal among humanoid races, such as Scoof’s mouth hanging open in shock. Then dozens of other voices talked over each other, jamming the circuit, and Scoof realized Chedora had called on the regimental network. Everybody heard that their way off the planet was under attack. But before he could respond, one thousand feet below, a mass of large, running purple creatures dressed in armor and screaming war cries, rounded the pass near the river and charged onto the battlefield. 
 
    “Damn that Oogar!” Scoof said.  
 
    Ayisi’s battalion rumbled along the side of the mountain for one hundred yards before she turned to lead them east, directly beneath the point where Scoof stood. It seemed like an insult directed at him, and for a moment he forgot that his transport and dropships were being attacked. Then he remembered and started to order the tanks back to the landing zone, when the mountain below him erupted outward in a violent explosion that knocked him and Isop off their feet. 
 
    Rocks sprayed outward like canister shot, directly into the flank of the Oogar battalion. It lifted many of the massive Oogar off their feet and blew them into others in the middle of the pack. The blast shredded more than a score of them, armor or no armor. Purple blood ran in streams through the dirt. 
 
    But the exploding mountainside wasn’t the worst of it. That came when Human CASPers poured through the hole into the side and rear of the stunned Oogar, with their arm-mounted machineguns, light MACs, and shoulder-mounted rocket packs sending streams of death dealing ordnance into the Oogar ranks. 
 
    Scoof felt blood trickling down his cheek. He pushed up from the rocks to see the Humans fanning out and firing into the backs of the Oogar, Tortantula, and Besquith, who were caught in a cross-fire between the merc firing line and the CASPers. Isop shook his shoulder, and Scoof realized he’d been stunned. The SleSha’s right forelimb pointed skyward where, framed against the setting sun, a gaggle of flying creatures swooped toward the Zuul and Goka south of the river.  
 
    Still not thinking clearly, he wondered where all of the NapSha came from. Then the creatures flew close to the ground and began to spit fire. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rambahadur had his back to something like an alien truck, but knew he couldn’t stay there. A missile had already blown up a stack of crates he’d hidden behind less than two seconds after he ran to the truck, and so, after gulping down two deep breaths, he put his head down and sprinted toward a skiff within flamethrower range of the first missile battery. 
 
    A laser beam glanced off his chest armor, while another seared his right big toe. One hit on the fuel tank, and he’d become a torch, but he refused to give up the crazy idea of burning at least one enemy ship. If that didn’t bring some alien forces back from the battlefield, nothing would.  
 
    In his peripheral vision he registered lasers lancing toward the aliens, covering fire from his Gurkhas using the Pushtal rifles. Gasping for air, he knelt behind the skiff, no more than 20 yards from the missile battery. Guards all over the ground fired at him and his men, but the only way to use the flamethrower was to step into plain sight, aim, and press the trigger. Despite his aversion to the weapon, his side hadn’t brought it to the fight. 
 
    Stepping into view, he hosed fire at the battery, only then identifying Altar as the crew species. Flame spread from the nozzle and coated both battery and crew. The Altar looked like burning kitchen matches as they ran in circles and died. Then the missile warheads began to cook off.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    Thirty feet to his left, Colonel Limbu saw a Besquith atop one of his Gurkhas, pinning him to the ground and trying to bite him. He believed his people to be the toughest on Earth, but a Besquith wasn’t something Humans were designed to fight one on one. There was no time to find a rifle that still had ammo, or even run over to help; the Gurkha would be dead before he could get there. So he gritted his teeth and threw the khukuri, just like he’d practiced doing his entire life.  
 
    The blade struck between the Besquith’s shoulder blades. By reflex, it released the Gurkha’s arms to reach for the steel embedded in its back. Whether the knife wound was fatal or not didn’t matter, because with her hands free the Gurkha drew her own khukuri and thrust upward into the Besquith’s throat. It collapsed onto her with blood gushing from a ruptured artery. 
 
    Limbu retrieved his khukuri and helped shove the body off the Gurkha. Only when they stood and blinked away the coat of dirt and blood covering their face, did he recognize Prisha Khatri. In the chaos of battle there was only time to nod and search for new targets. 
 
    They’d sprung their last trap when the CASPers blew open the cavern and came out shooting. Now they had the aliens caught in between, but there weren’t that many Gurkhas left now, and he didn’t know if they had the firepower to finish it.  
 
    “Father!”  
 
    Whirling, he saw Devance running toward him holding two laser rifles, one of them alien. His son didn’t see that a Tortantula had spotted him in the open and charged forward. It had no Flatar rider, although straps still held twin lasers in place on its back. Red blood smeared two-foot long scythe-shaped blades attached to its forelimbs, which it drew back with the obvious intention of cutting Devance in half. Without thinking, Limbu sprinted to intercept the giant spider armed with only his khukuris. 
 
    The first time Humans encountered Tortantulas they were surprised at the speed and agility of the ten-foot creatures, and Limbu was, too. He had only covered half the distance when the Tortantula changed direction and skittered straight toward him. There was no time to think, only to react. The width of the spider’s body made it impossible to attack it from the side, and with no time to plan he dove headfirst between its forelimbs. Steel struck him on both legs. It deflected off the armor on his right leg but sliced into the calf muscle on his left.  
 
    Braced on his right foot, he spun and hit the Tortantula’s right forelimb with a long, sweeping cut of the khukuri. Instead of slicing through as it had done with the SleSha, though, the blade cut into the tough skin and lodged, stuck fast.  
 
    Pain drove the Tortantula wild. The injured foreleg flopped wildly and struck the leg behind so that the Tortantula severed its own limb upon impact. Squealing in agony, it spun in place, trying to cut Limbu apart with its remaining blade. He dove and jumped quickly to stay underneath the enraged spider, his injured leg slowed his reactions, and he had no chance to attack until it flopped down to crush him. Holding the khukuri straight up with both hands, the spider’s weight knocked him flat but also drove the point deep into its body.  
 
    For what seemed like hours, but was actually less than two seconds, the Tortuntula’s immense bulk pushed all breath from his lungs and pinned him to the ground. Thick blood covered his face and he felt its prickly hairs scratching his cheeks. 
 
    Then it lurched up and off. Limbu gasped for breath, his mouth filling with the Tortantula’s foul-tasting blood, and even as it raised the remaining blade for a killing strike, he knew it couldn’t be avoided this time. But in its pain it had forgotten to look for other dangers. 
 
    From the side Devance rushed in, stuck the barrel of a laser rifle two feet from its head and fired. At such close range he couldn’t miss, and didn’t. Three shots killed it. Limbu rolled out of the way just before being crushed a second time. 
 
    Panting, he smeared nanite gel on his wounded leg, stood up with Devance’s help, and checked his immediate surroundings. Chatter filled the tacnet—he would have to address that later—without giving him a clear picture of the situation. Surveying the battlefield, it was obvious the aliens were retreating back toward the gap, and that the CASPers were ripping into them, but at least two dozen fires sent a pall of smoke skyward. What had caused those? 
 
    Then he knew the cause. Two hundred yards to the west, between some boulders, he saw an Oogar running full speed with something chasing it from overhead, something long and green, gliding on huge wings. The Oogar snapped off several shots over its shoulder, all of which missed. Then the dragon-like thing spit a stream of fire onto its back, setting its purple fur ablaze. 
 
    All over the battlefield, Sarpacaras dove at the aliens. Limbu took a rifle from Devance, raised it high overhead and waved the surviving mercs forward from behind the wall. 
 
    “Gurkha Rifles, attack!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Spokelse had personally directed placement of the charges to blow open their cavern, so that the entire force of the blast would be outward, but until they detonated he couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t collapse the ceiling and bury them. He and Colonel Limbu had chosen every stone and rock for the outer wall, so they would act like 19th Century canister shot.  
 
    It worked to perfection. 
 
    Seconds after the blast, Spokelse led the way through the cloud of smoke and rock dust. The first image he saw was a mass of purple, which was all the target he needed to see to open fire with both the Ripper on his left arm and the .50 caliber on his right. Moving forward out of the obscuring cloud, he saw dozens of Oogar writhing on the ground and hundreds more facing the other way. They wouldn’t stay that way for long, though, and they all carried lasers. Spokelse knew all too well that Mk 5 armor couldn’t stop lasers. 
 
    “Hit ‘em hard, 1st Squad, move, move! Don’t let ‘em turn around!” 
 
    At virtual point blank range, they couldn’t miss. The MAC rounds and heavy bullets tore into the closest Oogar like they’d been thrown into a wood chipper. Their armor turned some of the fire, but not enough. They fell in heaps. 
 
    The CASPers spread out to form a firing line, with Spokelse on the far left. One bear charged him and he sent a stream of MAC rounds into its chest, driving it backward until the armor gave way, and they blew open its chest. But the slaughter piled up the Oogar bodies so high they blocked some of the Human’s fire, giving the rest of the bears a chance to redeploy and shoot back. At least 50 Oogar were down, but they still outnumbered the Humans by more than three-to-one and were battle-tested veterans. In his Tri-V display, Spokelse saw the first CASPer indicator turn red. 
 
     “Besquith closing on the right flank,” someone said. 
 
    Shit! Shit, shit, shit! They weren’t killing the Oogar fast enough. He’d hoped to save the missile packs for later but now… 
 
    A flaming Oogar ran between the two firing lines, screaming as the fire covered its upper torso.  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    A ten-foot long Sarpacara raced down the Oogar line, spitting out a stream of fire. The volume of flame wasn’t nearly great enough to justify the Oogar’s reaction, but the ingrained fear of all living creatures to burning alive caused them to panic. Lasers crisscrossed the sky as more Sarps dove on the Oogar. Some stood and fired back, some kept shooting at the CASPers, and the rest ran. 
 
    One of the Sarps took a hit in the wing and flopped to the ground near an Oogar. It turned to shoot the Sarp in its head, but the Sarp was faster. It struck like a snake and buried fangs in the Oogar’s unprotected foot.  
 
    Spokelse watched in horrified fascination as the foot shriveled under the Oogar and it fell to one knee, where the Sarp struck it again in the hand. The pain caused it to howl and twist as its claws twisted inward. A third strike on the neck sent it over on its side, and Spokelse watched it deflate like a punctured balloon as the venom dissolved its flesh from the inside out, like acid.  
 
    Two more CASPers turned red. Their volume of fire dropped from losses, empty ammo feeds, and shifting targets to engage the Besquith. The Oogar began to rally…and then, as a group, they broke and ran for the gap without looking back, cutting in front of and through the Besquith, which disrupted their formation and carried them along, too. It took Spokelse a moment to see Colonel Limbu and a score of Gurkhas shooting at them from the other side. 
 
    Chased by Sarps, with the CASPers firing volleys of missiles at the fleeing mass, the rout was complete. Panic spread to the aliens south of the river and they ran, too. The battle appeared won, until two tanks moved forward, flanked by two AFVs, to engage the pursuing Gurkhas. 
 
    Shit, shit, shit! 
 
    The main batteries of both tanks fired at the CASPers, while their secondaries engaged the Gurkha infantry. A HEAT round scored a direct hit on a CASPer. The blast ripped it into fragments, throwing one arm more than fifty feet in the air. The second tank round missed.  
 
    “First Squad, target the armor!” he said. “Give ‘em everything you’ve got!” 
 
    Missiles rippled out of shoulder mounts and, at barely three hundred yards range, couldn’t miss. Dozens of high-explosive rounds blew up against the nearest tank’s front and side armor, but despite dents and scorch marks from front to rear, they couldn’t penetrate the tough hull.  
 
    The AFVs weren’t as lucky. Several CASPers selected them for a target, but the aliens got in the first shots. Their heavy MAC fire tore the leg off one CASPer before missiles blasted the road wheels and drive train of the closest. Other missiles bent the MAC barrel. With their machine crippled, the Altar crew bailed out. Machine gun rounds killed two of them, while the other two scrambled away. 
 
    The tanks fired again, and again one missed. The other round grazed a CASPers’ shoulder, which activated the detonator. It exploded in mid-air beside the CASPer and knocked it sideways. His CASPers didn’t have the ordnance to slug it out, and Spokelse was about to order them to disperse, when a lone Gurkha ran in from the left. Clutching something to his chest, he ran straight for the rear tank. With a sudden wave of nausea Spokelse knew what he was seeing. With no way to stop it, he did the only thing he could do. 
 
    “First Squad, pour it into that closest tank!” 
 
    With only anti-personnel weapons online, the order made no sense. But the Gurkhas didn’t argue, they stood and fired everything they had at the already damaged tank. In return the tanks kept firing at the CASPers, keeping them from spotting the lone Gurkha, who dove under the second one. Two seconds later a blast lifted the tank, followed by secondary explosions that dislodged its main turret. Smoke streamed through holes in the hull, followed soon by flames. None of the crew got out. 
 
    The surviving tank lurched back, firing as it retreated but scoring no more hits. Likewise, the AFVs had had enough. Sarpacaras glided overhead as Spokelse watched a gore-covered Gurkha limp toward him. So thick was the film covering his face that only the rank emblem on his helmet, crossed khukuris over a skull, with a star above them, told Spokelse it was Colonel Limbu.  
 
    “Do not pursue the enemy past the first gap,” Limbu said over the tacnet. “Let them run.” 
 
    Spokelse responded via pinplants. “Shouldn’t we try to keep inflicting casualties?”  
 
    “Never interfere when your enemy is fleeing. Instead, I need you to rally all battle-worthy CASPers for operations east of the starport.” 
 
    “You’re gonna help the Headhunters? Why?” 
 
    “Because if those aliens take the starport, we can still lose this battle.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The rogues, thugs, and disgraced mercs who made up the Portal to Pain only grudgingly obeyed their Captain when loot beckoned. Most chafed under the weight of authority figures, and they had proven untrustworthy and disloyal enough to be blacklisted among legitimate merc companies. So when things went as wrong as they had on Verrat, there was nothing Scoof could do to stop them from running for the ships.  
 
    His own bodyguards nearly stole his command vehicle without him in it, only stopping because the driver wanted payment to leave Scoof behind. They were still negotiating when Scoof made it off the mountain, with Isop close behind. 
 
    But it wasn’t over yet. Even if Portal to Pain was defeated, Gaping Maw of Death was not. The last reports he’d gotten from the east were optimistic, so he resolved to take a dropship to join Gaping Maw of Death as they overran the starport. Night might be at hand, but defeat was not. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rambahadur Limbu and his last two surviving Gurkhas hid behind a gigantic boulder at the foot of the mountain as lasers and MAC rounds showered them with rock chips. He’d taken a nasty hit to the left shoulder from a laser that penetrated his armor, and used the last of his nanites and combat gauze to close the wound.  
 
    They’d used most of their ammo and all of their grenades. If the aliens came for them, they’d make their last stand using the khukuris.  
 
    But the aliens never came. When the alien army streamed back onto the field, the last rays of sunlight glowed in the south. They streamed up ramps into the three undamaged dropships and transport, and paid no attention to the three Gurkhas huddled by the mountain. A damaged tank couldn’t get up the ramp and Rambahadur watched as four Altar climbed out, leaving it behind. 
 
    Darkness had fallen when the ships took off in a swirl of dust and pebbles. The ragged survivors of 4th Squad, 4th Platoon, could only stare in exhausted relief. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Inside a titanium underground blast shelter near the entrance to the mines, Kadal stood in front of a Tri-V display connected to the complex’s security cameras. She could watch all 24 at once if she chose to, but instead she had narrowed it to those covering the eastern and western gates.  
 
    Only faint sounds filtered through the walls and ground, although she and Dakri felt occasional vibrations throughout the day that grew stronger as the fighting drew closer. It was obvious that the source was explosions from the combat. There were so many that the two Sidar even learned how to distinguish from which direction they came, which is why Kadal now stared at the western gate beyond the starport. She expected to see the Brotherhood army at any moment. 
 
    “They’re here!” Dakri said at the first sight of something coming through the gate. It only took a few seconds to realize they were looking at the Human machines called CASPers. He counted 20 of them running across the starport, headed for the eastern gate. 
 
    “Are they fleeing?” Dakri asked, as if Kadal had experience watching mercs in action. Regardless, Kadal realized immediately what was happening, and what she must do now. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I think they’re trying to escape destruction.” 
 
    The Humans then jumped into the air and flew out of sight of the western gate’s cameras, and into view on those to the east, covering at least 500 meters before landing and jumping again, this time out of sight. Unless she was very wrong, other Humans would be coming through the gates soon. There was precious little time to cover her tracks. 
 
    “Let’s go upstairs and celebrate.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Spokelse only delayed long enough to help his wounded drivers, take any reloads off the disabled CASPers, and top off with fuel. Rearming also cleaned out their entire supply of missiles and MAC rounds, and most of the fifties, stored in the makeshift ammo bunker inside the second ridge. Then they took off to help the Headhunters.  
 
    He’d been trying to raise Amir Pun on the Headhunters’ tacnet, with no success. Then he switched to asking for any commander to relay coordinates where they needed assistance, again with no response. So as they jogged through the starport gate, Spokelse headed for the sound of the guns. 
 
    Jumping to the top of a ridge he found the Headhunters in the valley below, surrounded. Heaps of dead aliens and wrecked CASPers covered the battlefield, with the remainder of the Headhunters on a hill. Thousands of aliens covered the floor and mountains, but Spokelse saw no armor. They did have six crew-served MACs, and four AA missile batteries explained why the CASPers hadn’t jumped to a more defensible spot. Some had obviously tried, which explained all the wreckage. 
 
    “They’re in bad shape, Colonel.”  
 
    “Do you need my help?” 
 
    “Naw, you’ve got your hands full there. We got this.” 
 
    He shifted around in his haptic suit to work out a muscle spasm in his right leg, and then checked the deployment of 1st Squad’s CASPers. Nobody else could see his eyes narrow or his lips curl back from clenched teeth, like he always did when it was time to kill aliens. 
 
    None of the enemy had spotted them yet, so he knew it was safe to jump. After assigning targets, two Gurkhas apiece for the AA and MAC emplacements, they jumped. Spokelse landed thirty feet behind one of the AA emplacements and shredded the Goka crew with bullets. Once they were down, he jumped back fifty meters and hit the missile launcher with a missile of his own. Other explosions indicated the rest of 1st Squad had taken out the other targets. Then they opened up on the alien infantry. 
 
    When the Headhunters realized they no longer needed to fear being shot out of the sky, they jumped and joined the attack. Most of their CASPers were Mk 6s, with some Mk 7s mixed in, and laser fire had far less effect on those than on 1st Squads’ Mk 5s. Being new to combat, the enemy broke and ran. The Humans only pursued long enough to make sure they didn’t rally. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 IMC Mining Complex, Planet Verrat, Najis System 
 
    Kadal sat with her left wing folded across her stomach. She would fire the laser pistol in her right hand through her own wing so Dakri would have no warning. It would be painful in the extreme, but the heat would cauterize the wound and prevent infection, leaving only a small, neat hole. It shouldn’t affect flying much and would make a convincing wound for anyone who questioned her account of what had happened on Verrat, and without her share of the profits from the black market sale of the ore, she needed to keep her job. She’d thought of everything, except what happened. 
 
    Dakri turned the corner with his own laser pistol held in a power isosceles stance, gripped in both hands and pointed forward. Not seeing Kadal with a weapon, with the arrogance of youth, he decided to chide the older Sidar before killing her. 
 
    “You should have seen this coming,” Dakri said. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Kadal fired first. A well-aimed shot to the head would have stopped any return fire, but instead of hitting between the eyes, where she’d aimed, Kadal’s beam struck Dakri in the throat. The younger Sidar staggered backward, choking on his own blood, which gave Kadal time to get off a second shot. But she’d underestimated the pain of shooting herself through the wing and her second shot went wild. Dakri fell to his knees but still aimed the gun. Even as he fell forward, he squeezed the trigger and kept squeezing as the beams cut Kadal in half from jaw to crotch, slicing through the wing over her stomach like it was cloth. 
 
    Dakri’s claw remained tight on the trigger, firing pulses until the chemical pack ran out. It burned a hole in the office wall and scorched the ridgeline beyond. 
 
    Kadal knew she’d been shot, but pain overwhelmed her brain’s synapses and she felt nothing for two seconds, during which her throat gurgled with the Sidar equivalent of a laugh. Her original opinion of Dakri being a fool was borne out. Then she felt a sudden burning along her torso and wing, like white-hot steel touching her skin, and peered down in shock at the fatal gash cut through her body. The left wing flopped aside and she could see her internal organs through pooling blood. The world tilted to one side as her head fell off to the left, and the last thing Kadal ever saw were Dakri’s wide eyes staring at her with the surprise of death. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Aboard the Jimbalang, in Hyperspace 
 
    “You should not have delayed charging Ayisi with betrayal,” Isop said. Scoof cocked his head. He and Isop floated in a small room off the main cargo bay, where the Death Challenge would be held, and he’d ducked inside to clear his head and think of ways to use the deadly Human knives against the Oogar. But Isop’s words stopped that train of thought. It had been the SleSha’s idea to stall charging Ayisi, not his. 
 
    “That’s not what happened,” he said, hoping the translator didn’t lose his suspicious tone. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “It does not matter now.” 
 
    “It matters to me.” 
 
    “Perhaps I misremember events. There was chaos at the time.” 
 
    Scoof had picked up a gesture of skepticism from van Owen, squinting, and he did it now. Isop made no response. 
 
    “We will discuss this later.” 
 
    “As you command.” 
 
    The cargo bay had only been half filled on the way to Verrat. Now, with the heavy equipment losses, including six of the eight tanks, there was plenty of space for the surviving pirates to watch the Death Challenge. The rules were simple…there were no rules. At least, no written rules. 
 
    Anchored to the floor were heavy steel rings for strapping down cargo. Scoof and Ayisi each wrapped a belt around their waist, which connected to a four-meter chain that passed through the ring. It wasn’t heavy enough to encumber them, only to be unbreakable and anchor them in place. In a weightless environment, where the combatants could fight in three dimensions, not being fixed in place meant that a fight could last for hours. Thugs and criminals weren’t that patient, and one way or another, once a Death Challenge was issued, there would be a new Captain. Whether that meant it would be one of those fighting for it or not, depended completely on their acceptance by those they aspired to command.  
 
    No beam, particle, projectile, or explosive weapons were allowed. Beyond that, you could use anything you wanted, if your opponent let you. In the history of the Brotherhood, nobody had ever disallowed their Death Challenge opponent from wielding the weapon of their choice, because regardless of who won, that was seen as a sign of fear and weakness. The other condition was for both combatants to be naked. Nobody wanted a long, drawn out fight, except maybe the fighters.  
 
    Scoof held the two Human knives, while Ayisi had extended claws of her own design. A leather bracelet wrapped around her wrist and palm held four double-edged blades in place on the back of her paws. Each was half a meter in length. Whichever one of them died, it was going to hurt. 
 
    She had already snapped the chain onto her belt when Scoof pushed across the bay to the place of battle, listening for the mood of the crowd. Clumped by species on walls, floor, and ceiling, the crowd traditionally expressed their hopes for who would win by vocalizations, each according to their kind. Now Scoof heard a mixture of hoots and howls, and judged that his audience was split half and half between hoping he’d win and hoping he’d die. 
 
    Isop served as referee. His only duties were to ensure both fighters had properly connected themselves to the chain and to declare a winner. The last part was simple; when one fighter stopped breathing, the other fighter won. 
 
    The SleSha drones that made it back to the ship, about 400 in number, linked arms and formed a circle around Ayisi and Scoof. Some held onto fixed objects to keep them from floating upward. There was no real reason for it except Brotherhood tradition, which they had adapted from the legends of earlier pirate formations.  
 
    Few races could match the strength and ferocity of an Oogar in a one-on-one fight, and Blevins were not one of the few. As driven by desperation as Scoof was, much of the rank and file of Portal to Pain blamed him for the debacle on Verrat, Ayisi was in an even worse position. The Oogar battalion lost almost half their number in the battle, and when Scoof blamed her for their loss by not awaiting orders to attack, many agreed with the Captain. He should have arrested her on the spot, which would have sent the decision on her fate up to the Ruling Council, but Isop talked him out of it. Too many of their pirates blamed him for the loss and would only see such an action as cowardly.  
 
    So Scoof listened to his chief advisor and decided to fight. Ayisi wanted to challenge him anyway—they both knew it—but he hoped that his machinations to turn her own battalion against her made her desperate. He intentionally provoked her so she’d had no choice except to challenge him, which he hoped would make her careless. 
 
    For his job as referee Isop wore magnetic boots. Once he had backed out of danger range, he waggled his antennae and barked “begin.” 
 
    It lasted less than twenty seconds.  
 
    Floating in zero gravity, out of range of their enemy, neither Scoof nor Ayisi could use leverage against the other. Instead, what mattered was brute strength, and Scoof guessed Ayisi would use hers. She did. 
 
    Wrapping the chain around her left arm, the Oogar jerked it toward her, which dragged Scoof downward toward the ring. A second pull and his feet touched the cold, round metal. Floating above him, she pulled herself down exactly as Scoof thought she would. Instead of wrapping more chain around her arm, she reached two feet down its length, grabbed it and pulled, leaving a loop of slack chain dangling. They were inches from being in range. He braced himself on the ring and bent his knees, knives held toward her but his eyes watching her left hand. It would be do or die. 
 
    Ayisi roared and reached to pull herself within range. When she did so, she released the chain and let loose the slack. Scoof pushed with all the strength in his legs and shot toward Ayisi’s chest. The two Human blades cut through the thick muscle into the heart and lungs beneath. By instinct, Ayisi let go of the chain and stabbed Scoof with her own blades. Even as his sides burned with pain, Scoof withdrew the khukuris and plunged them into the sides of her neck. 
 
    Ayisi floated on her back, still tethered by the chain, as globules of purple blood bubbled out of her chest, neck, and mouth. Scoof held onto the ring with his left hand, and felt blood seeping past the fingers of his right hand as he held it against his wounded side. His body shivered with pain; Ayisi’s blades had cut vital organs on both sides of his torso, and the wounds were fatal without the use of nanites. Fortunately, Isop had plenty to use on the victor. 
 
     “Release me, Isop,” he said in a hoarse voice. “I need those nanites, fast.” 
 
    But the SleSha stayed where he was. Rising to his full height, Isop addressed the assemblage in his loudest voice. 
 
    “Brotherhood tradition only allows for the use of nanites at the discretion of those who would be commanded by the victor. Should you choose not to allow their use, you are then free to choose a new Captain by popular acclamation. Which will you have?” 
 
    The Oogar might have been angry with their commander before the fight, and some might have believed Scoof’s account of events, but with her dead that was all forgotten. They led the chant not to use nanites. Between blood loss, and shock at being denied aid by Isop, he looked at the angry faces of the encircling pirates, and didn’t understand. He had never done anything more than try and enrich them in return for their loyalty, and now they’d turned on him. As his arm lost strength, his grip on the ring slipped until he floated at the end of the chain. 
 
    “Do I understand your will, Portal to Pain, not to use medical means to save the victor?” 
 
    There was no doubt now. Nanites would not be used. 
 
    “Do you wish to declare a new Captain?” Isop said, turning completely around to see each one of those assembled. The answer was a resounding “yes.” 
 
    “What is the name of your new Captain?” 
 
    Now the SleSha drones, who never did anything of their own volition, spoke up as one.  
 
    “Isop, Isop, Isop!” 
 
    The Oogar took up the chant, then the Jivool, Goka, and all of the others. By unanimous acclamation, Isop became the new Captain. Scoof heard the words echoing in the vast chamber, but his vision had failed and his brain turned sluggish. When Isop pulled him down using the chain, and cut his throat using one of the Human knives, Scoof didn’t even feel it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Interspatial Mining Concerns Headquarters, Abakire Station, Abakire Planet, Rimbold System 
 
    Interspatial Mining Concerns’ Galactic Headquarters was a station orbiting the gas giant where they hit it big with their first F11 deposit, called Abakire. Unlike most space stations, which housed many different agencies, bureaus, businesses, and living quarters, IMC owned Abakire Station outright. A permanently-contracted mercenary company provided security for the massive station, where more than 40,000 beings lived, all of whom worked for the company. Tens of thousands more visitors filed through the security checkpoints weekly, but not many Humans, which is why Ganju Limbu and Larry Weiner received so many stares. In Nepal it would have been considered rude, but Limbu ignored them. He wasn’t there for cultural outreach.  
 
    Nevertheless, it was hard not to be impressed with the IMC headquarters. Limbu found it ironic that in space, which for all practical purposes was limitless, the most ostentatious display of wealth possible was living space. The cost of designing, building, outfitting, crewing, and maintaining life in such an unforgiving environment as space was not only huge, but for one company to do it alone represented a staggering investment.  
 
    From a strictly business perspective, it was overkill times ten. A water-filled glass tube ran from a special docking berth built for the convenience of water breathing races that came to IMC Headquarters on business, such as the Selroth or Cartar. For all others, an oversized archway that led from the starport docking berths to the security checkpoints had no function other than to impress the visitor with its ostentation. And it worked, because Limbu was suitably impressed. What he was not was intimidated. He and his men had killed aliens and wanted to get paid. 
 
    “Now we know why they can’t pay us,” Weiner said. “They spent everything to build this place.” 
 
    “I would not be surprised to learn that IMC earns more interest on their investments in one hour than it would cost to pay us the full value of our full contract.” 
 
    “Right. I keep forgetting how literal you are.” 
 
    “When it comes to collecting a debt on behalf of those who earned it, I am literal in the extreme.” 
 
    “So you think Amir made a mistake settling for half?” 
 
    “That would depend on how you define ‘mistake,’ would it not? Amir has covered his expenses, paid death benefits, and made a small profit. The Himalayan Headhunters earned enough to fight again another day, and many say that my turning down such a sum was a mistake; that half pay was better than no pay. On the other hand, if you and I fail here today, then the Gurkha Rifles may not have a future as a mercenary company. But my mercs agreed to risk their lives for a certain number of credits, and many paid the ultimate price to earn them, so I’ll be damned if I will accept one credit less than the full measure of what they are owed.” 
 
    Weiner stopped dead in his tracks, and was almost run over by a Gtandan who wasn’t paying attention. Turning up its piggish nose in a gesture that could only have been contempt, it glanced back down at a slate and hurried toward security.  
 
    “I didn’t know that you cursed!” Weiner said.  
 
    “There are moments in life when only a curse word is appropriate.” 
 
    “Let me rephrase that…I didn’t know that you knew any curse words.” 
 
    “I am the son of generations of mercenaries, and I served in the Nepali Army. I probably know more foul language than you do, Larry.” 
 
    “That might be worth a bet.” 
 
    “I have been known to gamble.” 
 
    Their banter ended as they queued for the security checkpoint, which Limbu immediately recognized as an intimidation tactic. Staffed by a variety of heavily armed races known for being surly, burly, or easily angered, including Goka, Lumar, and even a Jivool, the level of protection far outweighed any potential threat to what was essentially a giant office complex. They stood in line for nearly twenty minutes before finally reaching the front. Upon seeing them, a Goka who had previously seemed bored stiffened and leaned forward, sniffing in their direction. 
 
    “Humans?” the Goka said. The translator filtered out most of its sneer, but not all. “What business do Humans have on Abakire Station?” 
 
    “We don’t have to take this kind of shit!” Weiner said through his pinplants. 
 
    “They are likely intercepting our communications, Larry.” 
 
    “Good, then they will know how few fucks I give about their opinion of Humans.” 
 
    “Focus on our goal and let me do the talking.” 
 
    “We represent a licensed mercenary company that had a business relationship with IMC.” 
 
    “Human mercs?” The Goka laughed. “About as useful as a ruptured pressure hull.” 
 
    “May we pass?” 
 
    “You haven’t stated your business yet.” 
 
    After years of pushing legislation through Nepal’s House of Representatives, Limbu’s subsequent flash of anger was well rehearsed.  
 
    “I have not stated it because it is not with you! Nor have I traveled across the galaxy to have some of Earth’s finest mercenaries insulted by a security guard. My business is with the IMC’s Chief Executive Officer, Nro-Sta, not with the Goka checking Yacks at his starport. Now, do you want to let us through, or do I contact the Trade Guild and tell them you interfered with our legitimate business here? I’m sure your superiors will appreciate how their work day is improved by having to respond to an official complaint.” 
 
    Every being within earshot had turned their way, with translators cutting through the babel of languages so they all understood Limbu’s rant. He had counted on the Goka not having a clue how such things worked, since it was extremely unlikely that the Trade Guild would even hear his complaint, if it came to that. But included in those who overhead Limbu was an officious looking Jivool, who rose from a stool and came forward. 
 
    “Is there a problem here?” it said. 
 
    “Uh…no, not at all, ma’am,” the Goka said, its entire demeanor now radiating deference. “Just a slight misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Good,” the Jivool said, giving the Goka a hard stare. Then, glancing up at the Humans, her body language became as welcoming as it was possible for a Jivool to become. “Welcome to Abakire Station.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The closer they came to Nro-Sta’s office, the more opulent the hallways became. When they reached the level of the C-Suite, royal blue stone shot with veins of silver lined the walls. A red-black wood floor, polished to a high sheen, Limbu judged to have cost more than his company earned on Verrat. Shadow boxes filled with the most precious stones in the galaxy decorated shelves placed in niches along both walls.  
 
    Two mercenaries stood guard at the doors into Nro-Sta’s outer office, both Lumar who looked so much alike that Limbu wondered if they might be twins. They wore the two-tone gray uniform of IMC and stared at the Humans with hard eyes and hands near the laser pistols on their belts. Mercs could always tell another merc, and the Lumars’ suspicions were doubled because they were Humans, but Limbu had an appointment, and they motioned both men through. As they passed, in his peripheral vision Limbu caught one of them wrinkling their nose. 
 
    The receptionist area was at the far end of a plush waiting room, where an officious female Gilboonian glanced up at them and tried to hide the disdain the Humans had encountered since they first left the transport.  
 
    “Welcome to Abakire Station,” she said. “You are the Humans named Limbu and Weiner?” 
 
    “We are,” Limbu said. “We have an appointment with Nro-Sta.” 
 
    “Yes, if you will please wait I will call you when he is ready to see you.” 
 
    At least a dozen species already had seats in the waiting room, none of which had been designed for Human backsides. The only two chairs where they could sit beside each other, had been designed for a species with a much broader backside, such as a Sumatozou or a GenSha. Limbu slid back in the chair and felt like a child sitting at his father’s desk. 
 
    “We’re gonna be here a while,” Weiner said. 
 
    “It is a predictable tactic.” 
 
    “You do realize that we may never be let into his office, don’t you?” 
 
    Limbu smiled. “We have a confirmed appointment at a specific time.” 
 
    “Which makes the insult that much greater when he doesn’t see us.” 
 
    “He will see us at the specified time, which is in fourteen minutes.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “What is it you Americans say about me? Oh yes, I am more than just a handsome face.” 
 
    “We never said that about you.” 
 
    Thirteen minutes later, Limbu’s pinplants alerted him that it was time for his appointment. Aside from the fact that the appointed time had arrived, an Equiri sitting beside them had obviously eaten something that turned into a noxious gas in its digestive system. Squirming out of the huge seat, Limbu slid from his chair and returned to the receptionist’s desk. Weiner didn’t follow for a few seconds, but then couldn’t stand the smell any longer. 
 
    “It is time for my appointment,” Limbu said to the Gliboonian. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how to read body language of the various alien races, but if Limbu had to guess he would have said she was startled. Most of the aliens watched them with obvious curiosity. Humans had the reputation of being brash, rude, and lacking in civilized manners, but most of the citizens of the galaxy had never actually met one. This was a chance to see if the stories about them were true, and to pick up interesting conversation starters for when they were back among their own kind.  
 
    “Nro-Sta is very busy—” She checked her slate for his name. “Human named…Ganju Limbu. He will meet you when it is convenient for him to meet you.” 
 
    “So this is a matter of convenience?”  
 
    “Well…yes.” 
 
    “Excellent! It is convenient for me right now.” 
 
    Limbu walked around her desk headed for the closed double doors behind her. She jumped up to block him, and must have also tripped a silent alarm because the two Lumar guards burst into the waiting room, laser pistols drawn. Seeing the Humans, both dropped into a shooter’s crouch holding two guns apiece in their four arms. 
 
    With all of the wild stories about what Humans might do when cornered, there was a mad scramble throughout the waiting room to avoid being killed by stray shots. Limbu and Weiner froze and raised their hands, while the Gurkha chief tried to explain they were unarmed. But the screams, whinnies, trumpeting, and squawks from panicked aliens drowned him out.  
 
    Then the door to Nro-Sta’s office split down the center and receded into the wall on either side, revealing an angry Cochkala standing in the doorway. Despite his badger-like face, Limbu could read his reactions like they had subtitles.  
 
    It only took a second for Nro-Sta to register the tableau and know what it meant. Two relatively hairless, bipedal creatures stood with raised arms, while around the edges of the room quaked business partners from a dozen races, some of whom had, in their fright, left messes on the floor. The idiot Lumar, whose job it was to prevent just such a thing from happening, held guns on the obvious cause of the chaos, while his receptionist hid under her desk. 
 
    “What in the twenty-two moons of Hell is going on out here?” he asked, with a roar that could only have come from a modified translator setting. Cochkala could be very dangerous, Limbu knew, but they didn’t roar. 
 
    “I am Ganju Limbu, of the Gurkha Rifles, and I am here to collect payment on my company’s contract.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Interspatial Mining Concerns Headquarters, Abakire Station, Abakire Planet, Rimbold System 
 
    The back wall of Nro-Sta’s office curved in a gentle arc broken only by the outlines of several doorways, which were difficult to see because of their background. The entire office appeared to be floating in space. Tri-V displays covered every inch of the walls, floor, and ceiling, with resolution so high that Limbu felt like he was walking through vacuum toward a desk that hovered in nothingness. The illusion was intended to disorient the visitor, and Limbu knew it could be turned off with the touch of a switch. That Nro-Sta activated it told him all he needed to know about how to negotiate for what he really wanted. 
 
    The Cochkala boss was taking no chances with his unpredictable visitors. Four Lumar flanked them on either side, with eight laser pistols aimed at them. Limbu laughed when they entered the room and deployed. 
 
    “If you find them funny,” Nro-Sta said. “I could have them cut you down where you stand, and claim that you tried to kill me. Nobody would doubt it was true.” 
 
     Limbu continued with a low chuckle, not because he found the situation humorous—he didn’t, the Lumar all looked trigger-happy—but because it turned the tables on Nro-Sta’s attempt to disorient them. 
 
    “You may, of course, order them to fire,” he said. “If you do, then for your sake, I hope they are good shots. Those Tri-V screens are highly polished, and likely to ricochet laser beams throughout your office. That hardly seems like a gamble worth taking, but then, I am not the CEO of a gigantic mining consortium; I am but a humble mercenary company owner.”  
 
    A slight hesitation in Nro-Sta’s sneering reply reinforced his feeling that, despite his bluster, he had flustered IMC’s CEO. 
 
    “Stupid Humans,” Nro-Sta said. “The Tri-V displays have anti-glare coatings which eliminate the reflection of light. At most a laser would damage one section, which could be easily replaced. Now state your business and get out of my office.” 
 
    To Limbu’s right, the planet Abakire rotated into sunlight. Even though he knew how the illusion was generated, the technology behind it still dazzled him. A vagrant thought reminded him that he should be thankful for the station’s gravity spin; if he was actually weightless, the effect might be too much to overcome. 
 
    “The Gurkha Rifles fulfilled the terms of a legally binding contract made with the appointed representative of Interspatial Mining Consortium on the planet Verrat. Having in every way lived up to our requirements under the contract, I am here to get paid in full.” 
 
    “You must be—” 
 
    “In addition.” Limbu was intentionally rude as that’s what the Cochkala expected from Humans. Having studied their well-known contempt for the Galactic Union’s latest merc race, Limbu intentionally reinforced that viewpoint. “I believe that a per diem of 100 credits each for my Chief Operations Officer and I is completely justified for our having to travel 74 light-years in pursuit of a debt that should have been paid immediately upon completion of our contract.”  
 
    Nro-Sta didn’t bother to hide his contempt, which made his sneering response even better to Limbu’s ears. 
 
    “Next time you should vet your contracts better…Human.” 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    “Kadal was the legal representative of IMC, I know this to be true because she personally showed me her credentials.” 
 
    The Cochkala thumped his foot, which was his version of a sad head shake. 
 
    “If that was true, then I can assure you IMC would have paid you within seconds of your contract being completed. We have never reneged on a contract, and we never will.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Weiner said. 
 
    “Ssshhh.” 
 
    Limbu had already guessed where the conversation was leading, and adapted his responses to get what he’d really come for.  
 
    “Could you please explain what you mean?” he said. 
 
    “By deception, Kadal used company resources to open an unauthorized mining operation on Verrat. You see, that was not the first time we tried to exploit that planet’s resources, it was the fifth. We were only there in the first place because Kadal believed that Verrat contained a great abundance of precious metals. She had been a valued employee for many years, and we trusted her research. Finding new sources of raw materials was her job, after all. 
 
    “She showed me her authorization, Nro-Sta. There can be no doubt it was real.” 
 
    “You were duped. The first four test mines came up with insufficient results to justify further exploration, but while waiting for retrieval of IMC personnel and equipment, Kadal decided to drill one last time in a different location. She performed the usual battery of tests, from core analysis and ground stability testing, to microbe analysis. Compared to tests elsewhere on the planet they came back with better results for copper and cobalt, and trace amounts of platinum, and in high enough concentrations to justify putting even more money into the planet. However, our top geologists questioned the results, since they were unmatched anywhere else on Verrat. What seemed far more likely was that Kadal had them falsified, in a desperate attempt to cover up her failure in the whole Verrat project. When we ordered her home anyway, she argued and refused, so we had no choice except to terminate her employment. Only after that occurred did she hire you, which is why IMC has no liability to pay your fee under the contract. We had already lost a huge capital outlay, but fortunately Verrat has no intelligent species that would have required us to negotiate mining rights, thus minimizing our losses.” 
 
    Limbu shook his head. “I hate to be the bearer of more bad tidings, but you are not correct, the planet does have an intelligent species, and multiple sub-species. Measured by the standard galactic intelligence scale, they rate as average to above average among the sentient races.” 
 
    That struck home. “How can that be? Kadal assured us there were none such…” 
 
    The Gurkha colonel didn’t answer, which in itself was all the answer he needed to give. Limbu had long since learned the value of letting his opponent’s fear-based imagination fill in the blanks. 
 
    “Damn that Sidar,” Nro-Sta said. “So now you understand the depths of her deceit.” Then the Cochkala recovered his wits. “What is the name of this so-called intelligent race?” 
 
    “We call them the Sarpacaras. If you would like, I can provide you a copy of their language database that is stored in our translators. We currently have approximately 800 of their words translated.” 
 
    Even the Lumar glanced at each other upon hearing the number 800. That indicated a highly evolved language structure, which could only come from an intelligent race. 
 
    “This is true?” 
 
    “Yes, and they claim that more than 100 of their number died in the fighting.” Limbu assumed that was a gross exaggeration, but could only go by what the Sarps told him…after he insinuated that a higher number would help his negotiations on their behalf. “Combined with losses among the Caroons, and the money owed my company, IMC is facing a rather steep financial outlay. Of course, there are the metals already mined to help you offset your losses. Once we are paid, you may collect them at your convenience.” 
 
    “IMC doesn’t need your permission to transport what belongs to us. Nor do we pay claims to unrecognized races. As to the Caroons, we will pay the death benefit according to their contract and transport the living back to their home world.” 
 
    Limbu and Weiner had rehearsed their parts before going in, and it was finally time for Weiner to join the discussion. 
 
    “If you try to do that without paying us, then you’d better bring a lot of mercs with you.” 
 
    The Cochkala’s disgust for Weiner seemed to even outstrip his feelings toward Limbu. 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    “Not unless you send ships to Verrat without giving us what we’re owed.” 
 
    “And if I choose not to pay your extortion?” 
 
    Limbu stepped back in. “We would defend against seizure of the collateral against which our contracted pay was guaranteed.” 
 
    “In other words,” Weiner said. “We’ll blow your fucking ships out of the sky.” 
 
    Both Humans smiled, as if they had anywhere close to the ability to do such a thing. 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!” Nro-Sta said. “Your pathetic little company would be considered to have gone rogue, you would never work a legal contract again!” 
 
    “At the risk of sounding rude—” Limbu started, but Nro-Sta cut him off. 
 
    “I’d say it’s too late for that!” 
 
    He continued as if the Cochkala hadn’t said anything. “Our path to your beautiful office station led through Karma Station. Are you familiar with it?” 
 
    Once again Limbu knew he’d knocked Nro-Sta off kilter. “I’ve heard of it, but I certainly would never visit such a place.” 
 
    “No, of course not, nor would I expect you to know that the Merchant Guild maintains an office there, but it does. And at that office, approximately three weeks ago, I filed a complaint for non-payment against IMC, and a lien against IMC assets on Verrat, a copy of which should have reached you by now. Of course, I doubt that squabbles over a paltry 24 million credits reach the desk of the company CEO—” 
 
    “That is an absurd amount.” 
 
    “No, that is the amount agreed upon. Of course, at the request of the Caroons and the Sarpacaras, and acting as their appointed representatives, we also filed their liens for damages. The combined amounts total about 200 million credits.” 
 
    “You must be out of your mind. The Merchant Guild cares nothing for disputes such as this, and has no jurisdiction over the matter anyway.” 
 
    Limbu shrugged. “They recorded the lien and offered mediation.” 
 
    “They should have offered therapy for brain damage!” 
 
    “Then we seem to be at an impasse. If you try to take back your mined ore without paying us, then you will need to hire mercs to fight their way in. That will likely cost far more than the credits we are owed under our contract. We will also irradiate the ore to further complicate your selling it for anything close to market price, and destroy all of the equipment. The cost to you for such an expedition far outweighs any potential benefit, and the only reason for you to do this, if we are being honest, is to prove a point. From a business perspective it certainly makes no sense. If you simply pay us, we will go home without a fuss.” 
 
    “You are threatening me…in my own fucking office, you’re threatening me!” 
 
    Limbu spread his hands. “I threaten no one, most honorable Nro-Sta, I merely point out what is.” 
 
    “The Merchant Guild has no jurisdiction in this matter.” 
 
    “I am certain that you are correct.” 
 
    “Then…then why do it?” 
 
    “Because our dispute is now officially on record, so any measures taken by me to collect on our contract will be seen as legitimate, and will let future employers who also might wish to take advantage of us know the consequences for doing so.” 
 
    For the first time, Limbu saw respect in Nro-Sta’s face. Even the pompous Cochkala recognized a worthy opponent. “IMC owes you nothing, and recognizes no such debt, but because I feel sorry for you, I will give you 5 million credits to settle this matter, but not one half-credit more.” 
 
    “That is not acceptable.” 
 
    “Then you can rot on that accursed planet.” 
 
    “Which we will...Humans in general are quite stubborn, and within our species Gurkhas are considered more intransigent than most. So you see, unless we are paid we intend to go nowhere.” 
 
    “You will leave eventually.” 
 
    “You think that you understand Humans, but if you think you can outwait an angry Gurkha, you are wrong. We will colonize the planet and stay forever, just to spite you. Unless of course…” 
 
    “Unless what?” The translator did a good job of conveying the Cochkala’s suspicious tone. 
 
    “If I could make this whole matter go away, including the damage claims from the Caroons and Sarpacaras, and promise never again to darken your doorstep, would that be of interest to you?” 
 
    “I told you, they have no damage claims against IMC!” 
 
    “Because the Caroons suffered casualties—” they didn’t, but he was counting on the corporation not knowing it, “—they could request the intervention of a Peacemaker. Have you ever met one, Nro-Sta? I have personally met a Zuul Peacemaker named Jaypaas, and two of my company’s C-level executives are former deputies for her. She is very fair and very thorough, so I’m sure you would have nothing to fear from an investigation, and yet…I believe we both know that things do not always go as you expect. So I ask again, if I could make this problem disappear for you, are you interested?” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Two weeks later 
 
    Interspatial Mining Concerns Headquarters, Abakire Station, Abakire Planet, Rimbold Station 
 
    Nro-Sta licked sauce off the fur near his finger-claws, something he would never do in the presence of other races, but which his fellow Cochkala found socially acceptable. They were his confidants on Abakire Station, as much as he had confidants on Abakire Station. Like any underlings, they would all cut his throat to accelerate their own rise within IMC. With that understanding, though, he enjoyed their company. 
 
    The meal was a favorite. Small snails shipped up from the planet below, boiled in sweetened water until their flesh and organs became gelatinous. Shaped like a horn, to eat them the diner dipped the open end of the shell into a favorite sauce, and then slurped out the meat. They were not easy to prepare. Under-cooked, they were tough and stringy. Over-cooked, they became hard. It took years to master the technique of getting the process just right, and Nro-Sta paid well to have the planet’s best chef on staff at Abakire Station, just for such meals as this one. 
 
    He had just sucked out his fourth snail when a call came through on his personal slate. After the incident with the Humans, Nro-Sta insulated himself even further from contact with all but the top VIPs, and left the day-to-day business to underlings. Nobody called him now unless it was something truly important. 
 
    “I am sorry to bother you, sir,” said Biscus, a rather fastidious K’king who headed up the Sales and Acquisitions Division. “But we have had a rather extraordinary offer with a strict deadline come in just now. Our reply must be time-stamped within one standard hour of receipt, which was four minutes ago.” 
 
    “Go on,” Nro-Sta said, not bothering to hide his annoyance.  
 
    “The deal is this…we can buy 57 tons of rhodium, 904 tons of platinum, 822 tons of copper, 645 tons of nickel and 318 tons of cobalt, all at 10 percent below market price…delivered.” 
 
    Nro-Sta had been about to get angry at being bothered with such a ridiculously high purchase amount, until he heard the discount, and then the magic word ‘delivered.’ 
 
    “A ten percent return on such an enormous amount of material would be a large profit, on material we could offload fast. Have you run the numbers?” 
 
    “Only an approximation, it would take longer than an hour to gather current market values to be more specific. Either way, it’s considerable. I estimate more than 200 million credits on the low end, more than 300 million on the high.” 
 
    “That’s certainly worth doing. What are the terms?” 
 
    “Ninety-five percent up front but held in escrow for release upon delivery, with an advance of 5 percent.” 
 
    “Cash, then?” 
 
    “Yes, no credit terms offered, and with no representative to negotiate with, it’s cash or nothing.” 
 
    “Who is offering us such a sweet deal, Biscus, and why? There has to be something we don’t see yet. As it stands, we are more or less being handed 200 million credits.” 
 
    “The note that came with it only said it was, and I quote, ‘to bury the hatchet.’” 
 
    “What does that mean? What is a ‘hatchet’?” 
 
    “I did a quick search. It is a Human word for a chopping tool. The expression indicates the desire to repair a relationship after an argument or fight.”  
 
    “Human?” Nro-Sta tensed at the word. That’s when he realized that his ambitious department head had been toying with him, without doing anything to earn a reprimand. He had always known Biscus had designs on the C-Suite, and this would be a major plus on his resume. “Who does this offer come from, Biscus? Don’t make me ask you again!” 
 
    “Someone named Colonel Limbu, sir, from a mercenary group I’ve never heard of called the Gurkha Rifles. They are accredited by the Mercenary Guild, I checked.” 
 
    The Humans! Those refined metals were rightfully IMC property, damn them! But that Limbu Human had backed him into a corner; as much as it galled him to admit it, even to himself, the Human had outmaneuvered him. With no time to think or plan, he could either grab the low-hanging fruit of 200 million credits, and all the accolades that would come with such a bottom-line changing transaction, or risk a direct attack that might, or might not, payoff. Such an expedition would not only be very costly even if it succeeded, and if the Humans irradiated the metals as they threatened it would greatly increase expenses to clean them up, to the point where his gross margin might not reach the 10 percent he was being offered now. Factored in was the extra 8-10 percent transport and escort costs to ship it to the various buyers. 
 
    For the briefest moment he considered how he might show the escrow and then withdraw it after delivery. But doing that would risk pissing off the Trade Guild, which in turn could get IMC accounts blacklisted.  
 
    “Take the deal,” he said, blurting the words before he could change his mind. “Accede to the terms.” 
 
    “That’s 140 million credits up front.” 
 
    “Take the deal.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Nro-Sta thought Biscus’ voice betrayed disappointment. 
 
    The Cochkala had despised Humans since the day he’d first heard of them, but now he had personal reasons to turn that contempt into hate. He would accept Colonel Limbu’s peace offering, but if the Human named Limbu thought Nro-Sta would ‘bury the hatchet’ so easily, he was mistaken. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gurkha Rifles Compound, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    “They’re here.” 
 
    Larry Weiner turned away from the Tri-V display and thought about toasting the foot of a cigar, but his supply was running low, and JoJo would recognize the sounds of him prepping it. She’d been on him for months to cut down, so with disappointment he forgot the idea. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “The Mk 7 shells we sent with Colonel Limbu had more combat value.” 
 
    “They’re Mk 4s Jo, what were you expecting, Raknars?” 
 
    “One’s missing the right arm, and another has five penetrating hits to the front plate. They could at least have cleaned out what was left of the previous driver.” 
 
    “We bought them at a bankruptcy sale, what do you expect? They don’t usually steam clean them.” 
 
    “Two thousand credits still seems high.” 
 
    “That’s what Klenda said.” 
 
    “Are you as worried as me?” 
 
    “They’re two weeks overdue, and we haven’t heard anything. It’s hard not to be.” His pinplants alerted him to an incoming message. “Hang on a second.”  
 
    Handling multiple simultaneous conversations and messages using pinplants required patience and practice to master the art of keeping everything straight. The learning curve grew progressively steep with four pinplants instead of just two, such as both Weiners had. But long experience made them experts at juggling several things at once, so Larry listened to the message twice, crafted a response warning his boss about the political crisis then happening in Kathmandu, and finally patched in his wife so she could hear it. 
 
    She couldn’t hide her giddiness at hearing that, not only was Ganju Limbu back in the system, but that the Gurkha Rifles’ financial woes were over. As it usually did, JoJo’s infectious laughter rubbed off on Larry. Only once they’d calmed down enough to again hold a conversation, did she tell her husband of a decision she’d just made. 
 
    “I’m gonna put all four of the Mk 4s at the front gate, with a sign declaring them as the Nepalese Four Horsemen.” 
 
    Dutifully, he laughed, but hoped she didn’t mean it. JoJo’s sense of humor had gotten them in trouble more than once. 
 
    “I’m not sure how the real Four Horsemen would like that.” 
 
    “Fuck ‘em if they can’t take a joke.” 
 
    “You do realize Ganju’s not gonna let you do that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s too nice…I hate that about him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Interplanetary Convention Center, Meeting Place of the Pratinidhi Sabha, Nepal’s House of Representatives, Kathmandu, Nepal 
 
    The last words of the last speech echoed in the chamber as Sushil Yadav looked on with benevolence, nodding at the wisdom espoused by his ally. Despite his party being in the minority, Yadav’s bill to dissolve High Mountain Hunters as a government-sponsored private initiative had more than enough votes to pass.  
 
    When the legislation passed just over a year previously, the first two franchises promised to repay their initial loans of five million Galactic Union Credits each by allotting 20 percent from each contract until that was done. Both the Gurkha Rifles and the Himalayan Headhunters vowed to do it in less than two years, after which they would pay a 10 percent tax in perpetuity. The allure of thousands of high-paying mercenary jobs swayed the voters into backing the proposal, but the reality had been different. When Amir Pun returned with heavy casualties, heavier material losses, and half the pay he’d promised to bring back, his political enemies sharpened their knives. Then word came back that Ganju Limbu had done even worse, and with none of the Gurkha Rifles on hand to dispute it, Yadav introduced his motion. 
 
    Officially he was an investor and member of the Board of Directors of the Gurkha Rifles. This allowed him to give the appearance of being reluctant to turn on his own company, which he only did in service to the Nepalese people. Secretly, he had sold his shares back to the company weeks earlier, with the understanding that it would not be made public. They were only one percent of the company, but after that day’s legislation passed their already low value would be nil. 
 
    “Nepal is not a rich country,” he had said at the time of filing the dissolution bill. “And although I opposed the legislation that brought High Mountain Hunters into existence, for the good of Nepal, I gave it my full support once it became law. I must now sadly report that my initial views were correct.” 
 
    No less fickle than voters of any nation on Earth, the people had turned on Limbu with nothing more than Yadav’s words as evidence of failure. They had five years to pay back the loan, but none of that mattered once Yadav put his reputation behind the campaign to discredit them. And once his bill passed the House, without Amir Pun there to block it, the Senate wouldn’t dare vote it down. Nor would his intervention matter, given the relative failure of his first contract.  
 
    The next election was coming soon, and Yadav allowed himself to dream of being the next Speaker of the House. He had spent a fortune trying to stop the program, knowing that once it passed there was a high likelihood of the mercs having success that would forever change Nepali politics. His beloved daughter Chaar had believed so much in his viewpoint that she had died trying to achieve it.  
 
    And now, against all odds, both franchises had failed and given him a second chance. With the merc experiment finally killed once and for all, he could spend those funds on programs to buy more votes, thereby ensuring himself a lifetime position at the head of his party. And who could say? Maybe he could ride the rising political tide all the way to the Rastrapati Bhawan, the official residence of the President. 
 
    When the junior member left the podium and sat down again, the Speaker of the House asked Yadav if there were any more speakers on the issue from his party. Before answering, Yadav used his pinplants to communicate with his contacts at the starport, police headquarters, and news media, to make certain there would be no surprises. All answered in the negative. So, rising slowly, as if weary beyond his ability to endure, Yadav motioned that he would like to say one more thing. 
 
    “My friends,” he said, in the mournful voice he’d perfected after decades in service. “As it becomes more and more obvious that one of this body’s greatest members has fallen in service to Nepal, and as I feel certain you know, I speak of my friend, Ganju Limbu, it brings me only sadness to call for a vote on this issue. And yet for the good of our beloved homeland, I feel that I must now do so. Let us end this sad chapter and move forward together toward a brighter future, as I know Speaker Limbu would have wished.” 
 
    Turning to the Speaker, it was all he could do to keep a grin of victory off of his face, but gloating would not go over well with the voters. So as he walked back to his seat, Yadav pretended to wipe away tears. Once he was again seated, there was nothing left for the House to do except to vote, while he counted the margin of his greatest political victory.  
 
    Yadav was too busy taking congratulations from his allies to see a side door to the chamber open. Nor did he notice when a messenger handed the Speaker of the House a note. The first he knew of something unusual happening was when the Speaker gaveled for silence. Blood rushed to his face as he saw the Speaker, a staunch supporter of the mercenary initiative, grinning. What the hell? 
 
    “Ladies and gentleman, if I may please have your attention, I have significant news that will certainly impact the pending vote. On this day, Minister of Finance Chhetri reports that the remaining outstanding balances of both franchises of High Mountain Hunters have been paid in full. Furthermore, in accordance with the law, an additional 12 million Galactic Union Credits were paid to the treasury as the government 10 percent share of earnings by the Gurkha Rifles.” 
 
    What was going on? Yadav wondered, although his face remained passive as the chamber erupted into a cacophony of applause, chatter, shouts, laughs, and boos. Even as the Speaker gaveled for order and called in the Sergeants-at-Arms to get everybody back in their seat, Yadav alone sat quietly in his seat trying to figure out a response. If the total the Speaker mentioned was correct, somebody had just deposited the incredible sum of 22 million credits into the treasury. His mind did the math…that totaled more than 250,000,000,000 rupees, nearly an entire year’s gross national product. Could that be right? Using pinplants, he instantly knew that at the current exchange rate it might even be low. Nepal had doubled its income in one fell swoop. 
 
    His politician’s mind raced faster than his brain could realize the thoughts were being formed. This is perfect, it told him. Then he realized why. As the people’s champion, he now had 250 billion rupees to spend on popular programs to buy votes! But first, he needed all the facts, and then he had to manage this just right to come out without enduring catastrophic political damage. 
 
    Once the chamber calmed down enough to be heard, he, as Minority Leader, stood at his seat. The Speaker recognized him, and Yadav approached the podium. 
 
    “Madam Speaker, I know that I speak for many in the august chamber in saying that such historical news is beyond our most optimistic hopes…if it is true. May I ask who paid this astronomical sum into the treasury?”  
 
    The last whispers died away as the entire House of Representatives awaited the answer in rapt silence. 
 
    “Less than one hour ago, my friend and predecessor, Ganju Limbu, touched down at Kathmandu Starport in the Gurkha Rifles’ newly acquired space transport, the Khukuri. From there, he went straight to the Ministry of Finance and handed the minister 22 one-million credit chits…and before you ask, Minority Leader Yadav, the answer is yes, he brought cash.” 
 
    Wild applause delayed Yadav’s response, as much for news that Limbu had survived as for the money he’d brought back with him. All Yadav could do was stand at the podium and smile, for nearly two minutes. 
 
    “In light of this life-changing news, Madam Speaker, I wish to withdraw the bill to dissolve High Mountain Hunters, and say that I will be introducing legislation to award additional franchises. I am overjoyed that the company on whose Board of Directors I sit has not only survived, but seemingly prospered, along with my dear friend Ganju Limbu. May our beloved Nepal be forever blessed!” 
 
    The session went on much longer after that, but Yadav left soon after speaking. After everything he had sacrificed, his plans had been thwarted at the last possible moment by that damned Limbu! But defeat only defines a weak man, not a strong one, he thought. It was time to make new plans. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Choprak Beer Bar, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Spokelse stared at a large flask of purple-pink paint hanging from the wall over the bar, as if waiting for it to fall into somebody’s drink. He swirled the beer in his glass to mix a light layer of dust into the amber liquid, both so he didn’t think about drinking dirt and to hide the taste. Although truth to tell, the dirt might have tasted better. But at that moment he didn’t care, he needed alcohol and wasn’t picky about how he got it. 
 
    “I’m gonna kill the bastard, Jesse, just you watch. I’m gonna kill him slow, so he suffers.” 
 
    Shadows hid the deep lines of Spokelse’s face. Jesse Bloodworth had just listened as Spokelse told him what he knew about the death of Roland Sigurdsson, how he’d grown up with Roland’s father and promised to watch over the kid. Mercs didn’t cry easily—being hardened to death was kind of a job requirement—but Bloodworth understood the Norwegian’s wet eyes. He’d lost close friends too, a lot of them. 
 
    “I do not wish to be anything but your friend,” Bloodworth said, his southern drawl drawing out each word. “I would be remiss, however, if I did not point out that Roland died performing a legal contract. Mercs die, Spook; it is the sad reality of our chosen profession.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t bother me. I mean, yeah, sure, I’d be sad and all, but like you said, mercs die. I’m sure some Besquith or Oogar merc company has a slogan like ‘kill Humans, get paid.’ But that’s not what happened; I know it in my gut. Van Owen is a scumbag, and Roland’s death somehow put money in his pocket. You can bet your life on that.” 
 
    “I am not a particularly religious man, but the universe has its own way of eliminating those who live their lives with evil intent. Whether you ascribe such justice to God, Fate, or some other unseen and mysterious force is up to the individual, but there is no denying that fundamental truth…men like van Owen inevitably suffer the fate they deserve.” 
 
    “You believe that?” 
 
    “I do, yes.”  
 
    Draining his beer, Spokelse held up the glass for a refill. The bartender grabbed a clean glass, popped the top on a fresh, cold bottle of amber lager and put it at Spokelse’s elbow. Everybody in Gorkha knew the members of the Gurkha Rifles and their noncoms. The locals considered them not just celebrities, but it was well known that they also had cash in their pockets, and lots of it. 
 
    “I know his top guy,” Spokelse said. “A beat-up old merc named Noddy Larsen. We served a contract together with van Owen’s first merc company, the Narvik Norsemen. Noddy was a pretty stand-up guy until he died in combat. They brought him back and nanites repaired him enough so he could get around, but his career in combat was over. It changed him for the worse; now he’s no better than van Owen.” 
 
    “Am I to assume that you witnessed things working for van Owen you would rather not have seen?” 
 
    Spokelse nodded and drank half the beer, before dust swirling in the air had a chance to settle on the foam. 
 
    “Have you heard the stories about—” Bloodworth paused, trying to think how to frame the words.  
 
    “The headless ghost?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The Thompson gun and all…yeah, I’ve heard ‘em.” 
 
    “Do you give them credence?” 
 
    After a shrug, Spokelse finished that beer and ordered another.  
 
    “I don’t know if I believe it or not,” he said. “But I want to. I’d like to think that one day, van Owen’s gonna be sitting in a bar somewhere when Roland’s ghost shows up hefting the Thompson, and blows his fucking head off. That would make for a great bar story, wouldn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gurkha Rifles Compound, Gorkha, Nepal, Earth 
 
    Hasri Limbu stood on the porch of her home, and waved goodbye to the families leaving for Verrat to join their loved ones in building New Gorkha, as the Gurkha colony had been named. Large flyers stood in parking areas beside the sloped driveway leading up the mountain. Compared to Nepal’s standard mode of mass transport, the ancient buses still in service after more than a century, the flyers represented a luxury few had ever seen before, except on Tri-V. The machines belonged to the Gurkha Rifles, but he allowed Amir Pun’s people to board them, too. As much as the Headhunters’ chief might resent Limbu’s success, he wasn’t stupid enough to turn down the offer of joining the Gurkha Rifles on Verrat, in their own colony. It might or might not work long-term, but Limbu had a vision of a new and rich land which could ensure the prosperity of the Nepalese forever. 
 
    “How long before we join them?” Hasri said, still waving at old friends who were leaving. A child she had known since birth broke away and ran over to give her a hug. 
 
    “A while yet,” Limbu answered, once the child had rejoined her mother. “I’ve got to vet that 2nd Company is ready for combat, hire some more CASPer technicians, I’m personally inspecting the Mk 7s at the Binnig Factory before they are shipped, I want to go over applications for 3rd Company, The Golden Horde says they might have some used dropships I can buy…as you can see, there’s still a lot to do here on Earth.” 
 
    “But eventually we are joining the colony, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We are, my love. I cannot wait for you to see it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Hundhammeren, Norway, Earth 
 
    Noddy Larsen blinked as his eyes focused on the heavy wooden beams overhead. He wiped at drool on the side of his face and realized he’d fallen asleep in his recliner, but, given the stress of recent months, that was no surprise. Like most mercs and ex-mercs, his immediate impulse on waking was to do something. Only with the return of conscious thought did he remember that the only thing on his schedule for the day was watching the British versus Norway cross-country skiing knockout match, starting in just over an hour.  
 
    Just enough time to shower, build the fire back up in the hearth, and fix lunch. Unfortunately, his travels ruined his appetite for the traditional Norwegian lunch of matpakke, the simple open-faced sandwich made from bread, butter, and a thin layer of meat or meat paste. Now, on a bitter cold but clear day, with the sunlight sparkling off Trondheim Fjord far below his mountaintop chalet, what he really wanted was something hearty, like a hot bowl of stew. So, with the prospect of spending the afternoon watching some of the best skiers in Europe, he shifted the chair upright. 
 
    “Hello, Noddy,” said the man sitting backward in a high-backed, rattan-seated chair. His Norwegian was flawless. 
 
    The large bore of the HK 97-J, 500-kilowatt laser pistol aimed at his forehead didn’t startle Larsen, it reassured him. If you’re going to get shot with a laser, then the bigger the better, because the last thing you wanted was a mortal wound that took hours to kill you. Since the heat often cauterized the wound the laser beam created, bleeding out fast rarely happened unless it severed an artery, and wounds that weren’t instantly fatal could sometimes lead to hours of agony. 
 
    “Hva tok deg så lang tid å dukke opp, Spokelse?” What took you so long to show up, Spook? Neither man needed pinplants to understand each other.  
 
    Larsen’s smile hid the frantic call to the local police he made using his pinplants. Everyone in Hundhammeren knew of his chalet perched atop the highest peak in the area, and its construction had pumped more than half a million credits into the local economy. He tipped heavily during trips into town for supplies and paid for a helicopter for the local cops. At his SOS they would drop everything else and come to save him, all he had to do was stall for a few minutes. 
 
    “I’ve kind of had other things going on, like slaughtering those aliens you sent to kill us on Verrat.” 
 
    Larsen shrugged and let his hands drop to the recliner’s sides. Behind a spring-loaded panel on the right side was a Glock 9mm handgun. It was a bad play, but it was a bad situation. 
 
    “It was just business, Spook. I always liked you.” 
 
    “Quoting The Godfather isn’t going to help you.” 
 
    His fingers twitched, knowing that only a thin layer of vinyl lay between him and a chance to survive. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Spokelse said. “Open it.” 
 
    There was no point to playing dumb, so Larsen pressed the button and the door sprang open. The little chamber was empty. When he looked up, Spokelse now pointed the Glock at him instead of the laser. 
 
    “Guns are such a messy way to commit suicide.” 
 
    Keep him talking, Larsen told himself, keep him talking.  
 
    “You can’t believe the police won’t see through that.” 
 
    “I can’t believe the police will care. See, there’s a part of this story you don’t know about…her name is Prisha Khatri, and she’s a hacker; a good one. Larry Weiner good, so you know she knows her shit. Since you didn’t bother writing up a holographic will…well, you know the rest.” 
 
    “I apologize for killing myself and leave everything to you?” 
 
    “Nah, that’s too obvious, but as it turns out you’re a real sweetheart. You give the liquid assets to the widows, widowers, and orphans from the Gurkha Rifles and Himalayan Headhunters. This place and your tangible assets you leave to the local police department to use for recreational purposes.” 
 
    Larsen nodded, trying to think of a way to stall. 
 
    “You do know the Peacemakers will investigate my death, right?” 
 
    “That’s some weak tea, Noddy. You used to be better at this sort of thing.” 
 
    “Better at what?” 
 
    “Bullshitting to waste time until somebody rides to the rescue.” 
 
    “I’m good friends with Egil Kristiansen, Chief of the Hundhammeren Police. He wasn’t born behind brown cheese; he won’t believe that bogus will for two seconds.” 
 
    “Nope, he won’t. He’ll see right through it, and then he’ll hire movers to make this the official residence of the Chief of Police.” 
 
    For one instant Larsen lost his concentration and his eyes flicked to the windows overlooking the town below, and Spokelse noticed. 
 
    “They’re not coming, Noddy.” 
 
    “What? Who?” 
 
    “The police. How sloppy do you think I am? The first thing I did was put a jammer behind your chair, they didn’t get your call for help.” 
 
    Larsen tried and failed to keep shock off his face. “You think you’re in the middle of the butter eye, don’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t think it, I know.” 
 
    “Then since you obviously think I had something to do with whatever happened to you off world, why am I still alive?” 
 
    “Because that’s not what I came for. You fucked us over, sure, but the GRs are mercs. We lost people, and we got paid. As far as I’m concerned it was a fair trade.” 
 
    Larsen spread his arms. “Then what?” 
 
    “Roland,” Spokelse said. His left arm moved under his right to support the weight of the Glock, which he moved two inches closer to Larsen’s throat. “Tell me what happened to the kid.” 
 
    “You know what happened, he was your cousin. He didn’t make it.” 
 
    “I want details.” 
 
    “There was a fight, he died. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “I think not.” 
 
    “Then you think wrong.” 
 
    Spokelse fired a low-powered shot into Larsen’s bad knee. The man screamed and rubbed a black hole in his pants where the beam burned through the fabric.  
 
    “What the fuck’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Spokelse made a show of adjusting the pistol’s power setting to full. 
 
    “Let’s start over,” he said. “Tell me about the kid. And this time, make it the truth.” 
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    Despite persistent rumors, Bill does not have Besquith ancestors, and he is not the result of a failed genetic experiment; he just looks that way. Born in the badlands of West Tennessee, he foraged for food and shelter in the perilous world of his parents’ home until age 21. They used the term ‘mooching;’ he saw it as wilderness survival.  
 
    Regardless of semantics, a lifetime of sloth and hedonism convinced his wife Kathy that he was a great catch, and by the time she realized her mistake, it was too late. There were kids and dogs and bills and a mortgage, and he had correctly calculated that she would decide that kicking him to the curb was too much trouble.  
 
    Having more time than brains, he attended the University of Memphis while majoring (more or less) in Creative Writing. (The university’s English Department would say ‘less.’) Ignoring the standard four-year schedule, he instead chose the more leisurely 38-year plan. This allowed him to be heavily involved in his children’s lives, which repeatedly embarrassed them in their teenage years. That, of course, was the point. 
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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 “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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Excerpt from “Devil Calls the Tune:” 
 
      
 
    Kenyon shouted, “Flyer! Fast mover!” 
 
    Everyone grabbed their packs and started running. When McCarthy didn’t, Devlin grabbed him by his uniform shirt and yelled, “Come on!” 
 
    The little outcropping they had weathered under was part of a larger set of hills. Devlin and McCarthy made for a sheer cliff face that was tall enough that it would make strafing difficult. They dove behind a few rocks, and Devlin peered over one. The flier had overshot the group and was circling. 
 
    McCarthy reached into his pack and pulled out a rail pistol and magazine. He slapped the magazine home into its well and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Where the fark did you get that!” Devlin panted. He reached over and took the pistol. McCarthy let him. 
 
    “This was the surprise,” McCarthy said. “I found the pistol, then searched the wreckage for ammo. I found some and parts to a bunch of rifles. Most were in bad shape, but Pringle figured he might be able to cobble together a couple from the parts. He was going take the lot back to the camp so they would have something to defend the wounded with. He sent me with this for you. Best we could get together at the time. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. This is pretty good. I won’t beat the shit out of you now for the fire.” 
 
    “The fire?” McCarthy looked blank for a moment, then realization hit. “Oh, you think that the fire attracted—” 
 
    “Our flying friend over there. Yeah, I just—get your head down!” He pulled at McCarthy as rounds from the flier dug into the earth. There was something odd about this one. 
 
    He took a quick look. This wasn’t the same flier that had attacked the camp, this one was… 
 
    “Drone!” Devlin yelled. He watched the thing from the rocks, watched it circle around again. He braced the pistol on the rocks, steadied, and waited. 
 
    When the drone started its run again, Devlin sighted in, breathed out, and fired. 
 
    The drone disintegrated in a fiery cloud as the MAC round entered its main capacitor bank. He watched it fall and then rose from behind the rocks. McCarthy joined him. 
 
    Devlin looked over at the tree line and waved his arm. A moment later, Kenyon appeared, followed by Gartlan and MacBain. 
 
    “Devlin!” Decker’s voice came out of the tree line. Kenyon and the others started to where Decker’s voice had come from. Devlin started to run. 
 
    He found the group gathered around Decker. She was holding Moran’s head in her lap. Moran’s uniform had a red stain in the abdomen that was growing larger by the moment. 
 
    “Got hit as I dived into the woods,” Moran croaked. Her blond hair was already slick with sweat, her face pale. 
 
    “Sorry, Devlin. I…I…” her voice trailed off as her implant fed nanites and nighty-night into her system. A moment later she looked dead, which for all intents and purposes she was. 
 
    Devlin rubbed his scalp. He glared over at McCarthy, whose shocked face got even paler as he looked at the body, hibernating though it was, of Lisa Moran. He bowed his head and started to stammer, “I’m sorry, I didn’t…” 
 
    “Shut up, Tom. Just shut up,” Devlin said tiredly. “You didn’t know; you had no way of knowing. This wasn’t even the same flier that attacked the camp. Just a stupid mistake, but it’s one that we have to deal with now. Is anybody else hurt?” 
 
    Arnette was sitting on the ground beside Decker with her legs crossed. She held one ankle in her hands. “Well, now that you mention it…” She looked at Devlin with pain-filled eyes. “I think my ankle is broken. I stepped straight into a hole as I came into the woods.” 
 
    Decker moved her legs out from underneath Moran’s head and laid it gently on the ground. She made her way to the other woman. Gartlan bent down as well and said, “Let’s get your boot off.” 
 
    Together, the two started trying to get the girl’s boot off. When Arnette hissed once and nearly passed out, they realized they’d have to cut it off. Gartlan produced a tactical knife and used the monomolecular edge to slice down the side of the boot. His cut made, he handed the knife to Decker, who sliced down the foot portion of the boot, careful not to cut too deeply. 
 
    “Here you go, Wolf,” she said handing the knife back to Gartlan, who folded it and put it back in his pocket. Together, he and Decker were finally able to peel the ruined boot off the injured girl’s foot. 
 
    Her foot, already purple, immediately started to swell. They propped her leg up on a rock covered with Gartlan’s tunic. Gartlan shook his head at Devlin. “She isn’t likely to go nighty-night, but she might as well. She ain’t going anywhere on that foot for a few days. And she’s not going to like this, but we’re going to have to set it and splint it so that the nanis don’t knit it wrong. Probably still will, but the canker mechanics should be able to fix it without too much problem if we get home.” 
 
    Sarah Arnette’s eyes went wide as Gartlan’s words hit home. “Oh Gods!” she moaned. “This is going to suck!” 
 
    “Do it,” Devlin said. “Come on, guys. They don’t need an audience, and we’ve got to get our shit together.” 
 
    He turned to walk away as Gartlan bent back down, and Decker opened a med kit. 
 
    Another drone flier came to halt in front of them, and a voice came over its vocoder, “State your name and passcode.” 
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Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
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