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 Horogroth Island, Horogroth 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Every story worth telling starts on a battlefield or in a bar. 
 
    Mine begins in both. 
 
    The bar was in a seaside town on Horogroth Island, and it had been badly damaged by stray artillery fire. My unit—what was left of us—approached the bar cautiously from the northern edge of the town. The street we were staring across was pitted and scarred. The bodies of a mother Caroon and child lay beside a burning ground vehicle. The pier on the far side of the bar was reduced to a series of smoking stumps leading out to sea. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “What a mess.” 
 
    The Battle for Horogroth hadn’t gone so well. Not for our side, anyway. We were misled as to the size and strength of the enemy, and we paid for it in blood. A modest-sized Oogar-Lumar company had the contract to hold the island against the invaders—and they had subcontracted my Zuul company as extra support. After a day and night of futile resistance, the Oogar-Lumar company was proving themselves dumber than us: they were stubbornly sticking to their job, fighting a rear-guard action mid-island. 
 
    I urged their commanders to withdraw; said that it would be the sensible thing to do. Being morons, they refused. 
 
    I then told them that my company would flank the enemy to get at their artillery placements on the island’s northern beach. Being morons, they believed me. And we got the hells out of there. 
 
    It was dishonorable of me, sure. But I’d get over it. “Brains over brawn,” my father always said. It’s far smarter to live and fight another day than wastefully throw your troops away. Especially when you’re outgunned and outmanned. And when you’ve already lost three quarters of your troops in a fruitless, pointless skirmish based on lies. Another thing my father often said: “Wise Zuul live long enough to spend the credits they earn.” 
 
    After excusing ourselves from the main action, we headed south to this small seaside hamlet at the island’s southern tip. A quick reconnaissance told us it was devoid of enemy—they hadn’t outflanked us, which was something. It was also empty of civilians, who no doubt left by boat once the artillery storm started. 
 
    Not completely empty of civilians, I discovered when I saw the bodies in the street. A Selroth here, a Caroon there, their bodies mangled by the shellfire that had leveled one building, smashed holes in the main street, and blown two walls off the bar. 
 
    The drinking establishment stood in one corner of the town. We’d been there before, at the beginning of our contract, and the eight remaining members of the Hellchasers were keen on getting back to it. What better place than a bar to decide our next moves, to grieve our fallen? From across the street, we could see two of its walls remained upright, with a connecting section of intact roof for cover from the drifting clouds of ash and the occasional showers of debris that rained down whenever our Maki enemies decided another artillery volley was in order. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At this point, I should backtrack a little, fill in some gaps. 
 
    My name is Renhahnu. Hahnu for short. Commander of the Hellchasers. 
 
    In my father’s time, our merc pack was called Hahnu’s Hellchasers. But I changed it when I took over from him. I changed it for two reasons… 
 
    First, because I’m a bitch. Not in the way I’ve heard Humans use that word—although I do have my moments. I mean that I’m female. Zuul clans rarely—if ever—have female Kal’Shin, or Clan Commanders. Since a lot of would-be clients knew that about Zuul, it had been easier to rebrand, to shift the spotlight away from my name and my gender, so as to at least get a conversation started with new contract-holders before they discovered I was female. And yes, it pisses me off that I had to do that. But my specialties are making money and shooting people—not gender politics or culture change. 
 
    The second reason for the name change? While non-Zuul companies who’d fought us knew the Hellchasers as worthy opponents and regarded us with a respect based on performance, other Zuul companies hearing the name Hahnu would immediately know we were from the fringe Zuul world Zhavu…and therefore that we were clanless. While I was long past caring about this fact, and no other Galactic race gave two shits about it, being clanless cloaked us with a kind of shame whenever we came in contact with members of our race who hailed from other planets. 
 
    My father had brought our unit together decades back, crewing it with other clanless, Zhavu Zuul—and his Hellchasers had been instantly hired as permanent employees by a major corporation. That had mitigated much of the stigma that went with being clanless. It had given us belonging and honor. But that contract no longer existed…and neither did that employer. Under my leadership, the Hellchasers were adrift. And, tragically, in decline… 
 
    In the heyday of my leadership, our company numbered 168 top-class mercs. By the time we arrived in this particular planet’s remilitarized zone, we were down to platoon strength; a mere 30 of us. 
 
    You’re asking, “What happened to the other one hundred plus?” 
 
    Let’s just say that one year earlier, we’d suffered a fiasco I like to call the Shitfight. The Shitfight is what happened to the others. It was the result of a set-up—a con—perpetrated by our employer at the time. He was the elderly Zuul who’d first hired my father’s fledgling unit decades earlier, a treacherous bastard whose name shall not be mentioned. A treacherous bastard whose machinations cost my pack six lives that night. Two more never recovered sufficiently to ever fight again and were repatriated to our home planet, Zhavu. The other hundred and thirty? They left for greener pastures: security jobs, farming, manufacturing. They lost the taste for guns and for glory. 
 
    Those who remained with me were related by litter or marriage ties, bound by blood, our own sense of honor, and our belief in each other. Even without those reasons, they would have stayed anyway: they liked being mercs—and no one else was going to hire them. 
 
    In the Shitfight’s aftermath, we’d licked our wounds before freelancing for the next few months, limping from one small and crappy contract to another, managing just enough cashflow to keep the morgresh from the door. 
 
    This current mission to Horograth Island was just the latest crappy contract. It had offered enough money to keep us limping forwards. 
 
    But it had also cost us most of our thirty remaining Hellchasers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two of my troopers, Rheess and Kahtop, were the first to cross the street to the bombed-out bar. They paused by a busted-up wall, their noses raised high. They poked weapons around it. After detecting no danger, they waved the rest of us in. 
 
    Our medic Jelko and another trooper stretchered our injured shuttle pilot Karan between them. I covered their backs, last Zuul in. My heart rate spiked when I heard a lot of swearing before I came around the wall. Then I was inside and saw what they saw. And I added my surprised swearing to theirs. 
 
    There was a Cochkala in the bar. 
 
    The counter stood unharmed in the intact corner of the building. The Cochkala was sitting on top of it, his short legs crossed, a snifter of what smelled like Altaran worm brandy in one dainty forepaw, his tail tapping happily on the counter behind him. He wore no weapons, and none sat near him. Evidently this was why the first two troopers had waved the rest of us in. Even so, Bur, my lieutenant, circled the counter to check behind it. Nothing here, Bur signaled, then slung his rifle and started making the drinks we were all panting for. 
 
    Flicking on the translator embedded in my green-and-gold armor, I asked the Cochkala, “Who are you?” 
 
    “Rigos.” He raised the glass in greeting. “Hard day at the battlefront, Commander?” 
 
    “Hard enough,” I grumbled, thinking of twenty-two dead Zuul warriors, and leaned my ass on the only table left standing in the room. Rich clothing marked the short little fellow as a tourist, abandoned during the hasty exodus. With Bur at Rigos’ back, I dismissed him from my mind to think of more urgent matters. 
 
    He snatched my attention back with a few simple words. “It’s very nice to meet the renowned Renhahnu.” 
 
    All my mercs were in motion until that point—setting up a perimeter, piling tables into the shell-holes in walls, tending to Karan’s leg wound, fixing drinks. They froze at the mention of my full name, ears up. I let out a startled grunt. 
 
    “I see I’ve surprised you,” he said. “My knowledge of your identity is easy to explain. You see, my current employer had dealings with your former employer, Elder Raz—” 
 
    The room exploded with snarls. 
 
    Mine was the loudest. “Never say that name!” 
 
    It was the Cochkala’s turn to freeze, his snifter raised halfway to his snout. Slowly, he placed it beside him and gestured an apology. “I understand. The circumstances of his betrayal…just before his death…the aftermath for you…” There were more growls around the room. “I’ll change subjects, shall I?” 
 
    “It’s best you do,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Suffice to say, my employer heard good things about you. You’re good at your job—all of you Hellchasers. And you’re smart.” 
 
    Not smart enough to avoid this current contract, I thought, watching ash drift across the street outside and smelling the acrid stink of old explosions and burned bodies. I asked him, “Who is your employer?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of Dream World Consortium?” 
 
    Murmurs of surprise washed across the room. “You work for them?” I said. “What are you, some kind of salesperson?” 
 
    “I’m a finder. I found you, for instance. And I’m a personal assistant to Administrator Su’lierdae. The administrator is high up in Dream World’s management echelons. Rather high up.” 
 
    “And you—and he—were looking for us?” 
 
    “She, not he,” he corrected. 
 
    “Were looking for us in the middle of a battlefield? Forgive me, but I’m having a hard time understanding—” 
 
    The Cochkala interrupted me with a polite cough. “Kal’Shin Hahnu, DWC researches our prospective recruits very carefully. We tailor-meet them to a job’s requirements. Administrator Su’lierdae feels you and yours are a perfect match for this one. She would rather I come looking for you in a battlefield than waste months scouring sordid merc pits for companies who can match your ability.” 
 
    It sounded like Flatar-shit. Especially since he should have known that the title Kal’Shin was wrong for a clanless merc commander like me. Then again, I had yet to meet a Cochkala who had bothered to learn much about Zuul culture and history. Also, we were desperate, so I was inclined to listen. 
 
    “Just call me commander,” I told him. “So, you have a job for us?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What job?” 
 
    “A rival corporation took a planet from us. We want it back.” 
 
    “Back? A whole planet?” 
 
    “That’s the long-term goal, yes. We’re handling that via the courts and it is proving to be a drawn-out, frustrating process. Short term, all we want is one small city. And we only want it for thirty days, fifty at most. Which is where you come in.” 
 
    I exchanged glances with Bur and with injured Karan on his stretcher. “There’s eight of us left. You want us to take a city?” 
 
    “We’ll get you help, of course. But we want you in charge, Renhahnu. Your work taking back Isolation Station for SpaceLanes Holdings five months back was exemplary. Your contract rescuing the Dark Blade Pirate hostages three months ago was performed beautifully—you didn’t lose a single hostage, or even damage the installation they were held in. This is precisely the finesse we require for this job.” 
 
    “We were pretty spectacular on those contracts,” Bur muttered as he tossed back one of the drinks he was lining up on the bar. 
 
    Rigos kept his focus on me, his beady eyes glittering with an emotion I couldn’t read. “There’s more reason than that. Another unclanned Zuul unit lost us the city; we’d like an unclanned Zuul unit to claim it back. Su’lierdae appreciates symmetry, while I love irony.” 
 
    I sensed something in his tone. He was baiting me. I took it. “Which other unclanned unit?” 
 
    “Marrek’s Maulers.” 
 
    Growls and groans sounded around the room. It had been the Maulers who’d attacked us in the Shitfight, falling for our mutual employer’s ruse while I was already smelling something rotten, while I was trying to prevent bloodshed. My interest was naturally piqued. “Marrek’s crew lost the city?” 
 
    “And their entire company.” 
 
    “Their entire—?” Bur started. 
 
    “All but two, I believe.” 
 
    “Shit,” several of us hissed. 
 
    “As I say,” Rigos went on while I wondered whether Marrek was one of the fallen, “the administrator loves the symmetry of Zuul recapturing what other Zuul lost, and we both believe your skill set is more suited to our needs than your former colleagues’.” 
 
    “The Maulers were never our colleagues,” Karan growled from his stretcher. 
 
    A shell whistled overhead and fell somewhere off the beachfront. Time to move this conversation along. “All right,” I said. “So, we have an amazing skill set. Marrek had upwards of a hundred Zuul in his company. If he couldn’t hold the city, how are we eight going to retake it?” 
 
    “Dream World will help you rebuild your company. We’ll grant you authority and budget to recruit anyone you deem suitable; a commander of your caliber will have an eye for good personnel. We’ll provide funds, and intel on the target location and the incumbent merc company, Cut-&-Crush. With sufficient resources, Administrator Su’lierdae and I are confident you’ll have no trouble taking the city and holding it for the time we need it. After that, you can all enjoy a well-earned and all-expenses-paid vacation on Paradise Palms Resort on the fifth moon of Hastor. As a thank you bonus.” 
 
    I scratched my chin. “Why do you need a city for thirty to fifty days?” 
 
    “It may only be a few days. Fifty is a worst-case estimate. And I can’t give you all the details. Suffice to say, the previous administrator who supervised New Joy City was killed in the attack and he left valuable company property in the city. Su’lierdae just needs to get back in and find it. Once she has it, and once you’ve safely escorted us from the planet, your contract is complete. The final payment will be handsome, I promise you. And there is the potential for more cash bonuses based upon further KPIs we can discuss later. As commander, you will be free to share such bonuses with your newer recruits, if you desire it. Or just with your original troopers.” 
 
    “Any bonuses we get, we keep,” rumbled Bur. Karan nodded enthusiastically, forgetting the pain in his leg. Others murmured assent. But they were getting ahead of themselves. I hadn’t decided if this creature was even sane, let alone trustworthy. Anything that sounds too good to be true— 
 
    Sniper fire lanced across the room, snuffing out my contemplation. The first round shattered bottles behind the bar and sent us sprawling for cover. Another round kicked over a chair. The third landed somewhere I didn’t see. By then, I had the shooter’s location. 
 
    “Sea-&-Sky Cuisine!” I shouted. “Top floor, middle window.” 
 
    Three of us poured fire into the position while Hurk and Tahrief bounded across the street. They hunched as they ran, but neither was scared enough to get down on four legs. We ceased firing when the pair vanished through the restaurant’s broken, ground-level windows—and stayed down until an exchange of gunfire and a comm signal from Hurk gave us the all-clear. 
 
    “Close thing,” I muttered. 
 
    When I turned my head, I saw Jelko was down, the back of her head missing. I hadn’t known where the third shot hit; now I did. 
 
    “Oh, Jelko,” I whispered. “Not you, too.” Clearing emotion from my throat and from my voice, I tapped my comms set in my flak vest. “Hurk, Tahrief, full sweep of the town. No more surprises.” 
 
    Hurk replied, “Copy. Sweeping.” 
 
    “The Maki have sent in advance scouts,” I told those with me. “Rheess, Kahtop, go help your squad mates.” 
 
    They slung their rifles and leaped over rubble onto the street. 
 
    Through all of this, Rigos hadn’t shifted from his position on the bar. He hadn’t even adjusted his pose. 
 
    “Are you insane?” I asked. “Or do you have Oogar blood?” Which is pretty much the same thing; let’s face it. 
 
    His body language indicated Cochkala amusement, but he didn’t answer.  
 
    Bur brought me a belated drink. Regarding Jelko’s mutilation with dismay, I drank it down, then flung my slate across the room to Karan. The pilot was sitting up now and he caught it easily. Karan wasn’t just good at flying things, he was also a Zuul with a keen eye for legalese and loopholes. For eight years, he’d been our contracts officer. 
 
    “Check our current deal. Find us an out. A quick one.” To Rigos, I said, “Who did you say currently holds the city you want back?” 
 
    “Gold Star Mercantile—our corporate enemy—has deployed two merc companies onto the planet Arduna’s two continents. The Deliberate Actions company hold the other continent, the one we’re not immediately concerned with. They also guard a few of the outlying colonies and mining sites on the continent we are visiting. But they’re not interested in our target city; trust me, they don’t have a contract for it. It’s Cut-&-Crush that holds New Joy City.” 
 
    “Cut-&-Crush? Never heard of them. Big company?” 
 
    “Not since the battle with the Maulers. Thirty-five Humans remaining, commanded by three Veetanho.” 
 
    “Why is the city held by so few? Why haven’t they rehired?” 
 
    “Two reasons. The city isn’t large—in fact, the word ‘city’ is flattering it. Also, there’s the court case. Their employers don’t believe we’ll do what we’re planning to do. And before you ask, it’s perfectly legal. Perfectly fair. Being a compassionate corporation, DWC would also like to have some payback visited on the merc crew who not only decimated the Maulers but executed the city’s small number of security personnel and all the staff we had working there.” 
 
    “Executed?” 
 
    Rigos shrugged. “Cut-&-Crush reported the deaths as ‘shot while resisting.’ It all amounts to them lying in unmarked graves outside the city walls. As I said, because we’re harassing them via legal avenues, they’re not expecting a military counter-attack.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen. You’re sure the other merc company—Deliberate Actions, was it?—won’t renegotiate their contract with Gold Star Mercantile? They won’t come screaming in to support Cut-&-Crush? Or counter-attack us?” 
 
    “We’ve used those fellows ourselves, once before. A mixed bag of merc species commanded by Andori. Historically, they decline outright conflict, preferring security jobs, garrison, or pirate protection. We found them to be next to useless, to be honest: happy to do the minimum work for the minimum pay and abuse the poor locals to make up the bonuses they’d missed from us. Trust me, they’re happy to stay where they are. And,” he added to stop me from asking more of the same questions, “Administrator Su’lierdae and I will be in the city with you. If Su’lierdae was worried about reprisals or your ability to handle them, we wouldn’t be there. The only thing that might hamper us is if any of Cut-&-Crush avoid our attack and try to undermine us, hoping for some kind of bonus.” 
 
    A small Human company commanded by three Veetanho. If I chose the rest of my recruits well—and if we took out those Veetanho leaders early—none of them would be doing any escaping. 
 
    “All right,” I told him. “We’re interested.” 
 
    Bur nodded without taking his eyes from Jelko’s corpse. His eyes were moist with unshed tears. 
 
    Rigos, by contrast, beamed at me. “I’m so glad to hear that.” 
 
    “But I want all your intel today. Before I sign.” 
 
    “You’ll have it.” 
 
    “If we can get off this island alive and without breaking our current contract—and if I say yes—Dream World needs to give me twelve days and a hefty advance to organize my new company. And to get my strategy straight.” 
 
    The Cochkala came off the counter and brushed his clothing down. The change in location didn’t do him any favors: on the counter, his eyes had been level with my throat, standing on the floor, his eyes were level with my waist. He was short, even for a Cochkala. 
 
    He said, “We’ll give you twenty-four days. We have things to do, too. That amount of time allows you two jumps before a final one to Arduna. We want you to have as much time as possible to gather a high-quality force. You’ll also have as much money as you need, if I haven’t already made that clear enough. Once you arrive, however, we require swift and decisive action.” 
 
    ‘As much money as you need.’ Gods of old Ja, I very much liked the sound of that! 
 
    I said, “Your intel: it should contain data on their orbital and air defenses, along with municipal plans, troop strength—” I fell silent. Rigos passed me a data wafer. I turned it over in my hand. “All on here?” 
 
    “All on there.” He glanced out at the street. 
 
    Karan was still pawing over our contract, looking for that “out.” I got his attention. “Anything?” 
 
    “Something,” he said. “Buried in a sub-clause of a sub-clause’s sub-clause.” 
 
    “Read it to us,” said Bur. 
 
    “‘The mercenary party shall have full right to cancel the contract if they can show that enemy strength was misrepresented in any way.’” 
 
    I snorted in response. The Maki forces amassed on the northern beachhead outnumbered the island’s defenders fifteen-to-one. They also had artillery no one knew about until it began shelling the crap out of us. “We can make that case.” 
 
    “There’s more,” Karan said. “‘However, such cancellation of contract shall trigger forfeiture of the mercenary party’s most monetarily valuable support asset.’” 
 
    “What in an Oogar’s ass does that mean?” Bur asked. 
 
    “It means,” I said, “we have to give them our assault shuttle.” The thing was on the far side of the island, anyway, cut off. We weren’t getting it back in a hurry. 
 
    “DWC will replace it,” Rigos said. “No problem.” 
 
    Bur pointed to one of the moons visible in the daytime sky. Our company transport Hellraider was waiting on it. In his normal gruff tones, he said, “You have a ride upstairs, Master Rigos? Zuul can’t fly, you know.” 
 
    Rigos’ face turned south toward the ocean. “My transport is hovering five kilometers out there. I’ll happily to give you a…ride upstairs. And, by the way, there’s another ship up there for you, parked in orbit. It’s fast, well-armed, and has room for whatever assets you’ll need, including your normal transport and your replacement assault shuttle.” 
 
    Bur and Karan were the only living Zuul left in the room with me while the others were scouting. Their heads turned my way, their stares intense. 
 
    “Please tell me we’re taking this deal,” Karan said. 
 
    I signaled him to toss my slate back, then I clipped in the wafer Rigos had given to me. I scanned the Dream World draft contract. I scanned the intel, details on the ship upstairs, and the budget available to us. 
 
    “Hells, yes, we’re taking it,” I told Karan. For now, it was our best choice off this rock; and the contract was worth a lot of money. Where I was going to find more mercs was a problem, but it was a better problem than the others we had. 
 
    Despite the pain in his leg wound, our pilot howled in pleasure. He held out his hand for the slate. “I’ll send Horograth Holdings our resignation and transfer ownership of our assault shuttle.” 
 
    I passed him the slate. 
 
    “So, what do we do first?” asked Bur. 
 
    “First? We get into orbit and take a look at the ship Rigos here has loaned us. We freshen up, eat a good meal…” I gave poor, dead Jelko a sad look. “Then we give our dead comrades a decent burial in space.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna System 
 
    Marrek 
 
      
 
    Every interesting story begins with someone having a real bad day. 
 
    Take my story, for example. 
 
    It begins aboard a hospital ship leaving Arduna System. A rickety, old bone-rattler making its way toward the local stargate, shaking and shuddering hard enough to make its injured even more injured. 
 
    Sad to say, I was one of those injured. 
 
    My name is Marrekrooss, stud hound, and handsomest Zuul you’ll ever meet, even with all my scars. Hells, especially with all these scars. At the time my story starts, I was commander of the Maulers mercenary company, and I was recovering from a bad defeat. 
 
    Another bad defeat. The second in just over a year. 
 
    The first was a year before my trip aboard the rickety hospital ship. Back then, the Maulers’ original former employer had tricked us into going up against his other merc pack, the Hellchasers. We called ‘em the Smellchasers. Little Zuul humor there. Deceived into conflict by our mutual employer, the two crews had started a good old-fashioned melee. All good, clean fun. Until one Smellchaser idiot pulled the pin on a grenade. Killed himself plus two of my people and left me deaf in my right ear and missing my right eye. 
 
    Many of my company had been arrested over that melee. Quite a few Smellchasers, too. Somehow, Hahnu got her mercs out of that back-planet cellblock super quick. Me and my people were there for months. By the time we emerged, the rest of our company—all of them clanless like me—had decided to go hunt other jobs. The Maulers’ numbers were down to a dozen. 
 
    By the time my story starts, the Maulers were strong again. I’d rebuilt them. We’d gone into combat that morning with numbers in excess of eighty. 
 
    And we were finishing the day with just two of us left alive. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Me and Araagah, my second, my sub-commander. 
 
    I’d only just survived, I found out later. A close thing. If it hadn’t been for Ara… 
 
    I was unconscious while he evacced me up here. Unconscious for the first day of sublight travel toward the local stargate. When the rattling of the ship eventually woke me, I knew I was in transit. But not where, or why. Ara was perched on a stool at my side, field-cleaning his laser pistol. Mine lay on the adjacent cot, ready for similar treatment. Seeing my eyes were open, he began updating me without any preamble. 
 
    “You been out for a day. Med techs say they’ve stopped the bleeding, stitched you up properly, and the nanites are repairing the damage.” 
 
    My lone eye flicked toward the quivering light fittings above us. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, reading my expression, “this ship isn’t the greatest. But it’s a hospital ship. We have hours before it reaches the stargate. Best you go back to sleep, Commander.” 
 
    Hospital ship? I thought. Then my fragments of memory began surfacing: the foxholes we’d dug outside the city walls, our confidence that we’d repel the smaller encroaching force easily, the mortar shell exploding, my mind watching my body fly from the trench as if it was someone else’s, the screams of other Zuul, the stink of blood and exposed bowels, the desperate fear that it was my bowels ripped open, the roaring pain suggesting this fear was justified… 
 
    “You been here the whole time?” I croaked. My head swam with the effects of the pain suppressors I’d been given—hells, I could smell the drugs in my sweat. I heard the question come out of my own mouth but hadn’t felt my jaw working, and Araagah was fuzzy around the edges when I tried to focus on him. Damn, they’d given me some good stuff. 
 
    “Not the whole time,” he replied. “Had to piss. Had to eat. Had to explore the ship when the crew were preoccupied.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I made a half-hearted attempt to pull myself up the bed. When the room started swimming and gut pain spiked through the drug haze and bile rose in my throat I gave up that idea fast. Settling back down with a groan, I asked, “Whatcha find?” 
 
    “I found a ward in the stern. A vile odor coming out of it. I mean vile. No way I was going in there. So, I hacked the ship’s files. The ward’s full of sick Altar colonists. About sixty of them, grownups and hatchlings.” 
 
    “What’re they sick with?” 
 
    “Some kind of fungus. Files say it isn’t infectious to other species.” He grunted a laugh. “Unlucky buggers. Trust a bunch of Altar to pick up a fungus that only likes them. It’s so bad they abandoned their colony where they caught it—the other side of Arduna from where we were stationed. All they wanna do is limp home to their planet of origin. Wherever that is.” 
 
    “So, this ship was there to pick them up?” 
 
    “Yep. Private hospital ship. Captain flies around making stops, some prebooked, some spontaneous when the opportunities arise. When he saw the armed conflict erupting on our side of Arduna, he hung around until it was over.” Araagah sucked in a shuddering breath. “Sadly, for us, it’s just you and me he picked up from that conflict.” 
 
    “Just us?” I forced myself not to emit a little whine, twisting the sheets around my fingers. I’d known our losses would be bad. This was the first I was hearing about how bad. “The others…got away somewhere else?” The question was a desperate one. 
 
    Ara just looked away. After a few minutes to let me wrestle with the shock in silence, he picked up the story. Probably to take our minds off things. 
 
    “Captain sent down a call for paying passengers. I ignored it when it came through early in the fight; had enough to deal with. But then when we were overwhelmed and I had the chance to get you out of there—you’d been opened up, chest and belly—I kind of made the decision for you. Stole one of the enemy’s drop shuttles and medevacked you here.” 
 
    “Did we at least get to keep the drop shuttle?” 
 
    “Captain wouldn’t take it with us.” 
 
    I ground out a bitter chuckle. “So, let’s see if I have this right: I got pulled out of the middle of a contract after being blown up, the hospital ship I’m on seems old enough to be an antique, and I’m locked in with a cargo of plague victims. Could this day get any worse?” 
 
    “Probably not, Marrek. Probably not.” A Gliboonian med-tech appeared in the hatchway and Araagah growled at it to piss off. He dragged the stool closer. 
 
    I let my head sink deep into the pillow—a pillow that smelled like the drool of a dozen other species. “Well, that’s that then. My command days are over. I’ve lost two companies in just over a year. No one’s gonna sign on with me again.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say you lost the first one. That was the Hellchasers and Elder Razzik’s fault.” 
 
    “Lost, got ‘em arrested, left most of ‘em unpaid for weeks until they left me. Semantics, Ara. Semantics. This is the end for me as a commander.” 
 
    Remember I said at the beginning that every good story begins with someone having a real bad day? I think this day qualified. 
 
    Ara grabbed my closest hand and squeezed it hard enough to break through my drug-induced haze. “You listen to me. You didn’t do nothing wrong. Either time. A year ago, Elder Razzik and Hahnu screwed it up for us.” He shook his head, growling, then forced his focus back onto me. “Marrek, I’m with you. I’ll trust your leadership until the end, whatever that end is. Just remember, it’s nearly your life that ended today. Be happy it didn’t.” 
 
    I blinked hard, moved by his loyalty. His continued loyalty. The Maulers had always been a ragtag pack of unaligned Zuul, from many bloodlines, from many worlds, bound together only by the hunt for greater payoffs. But Ara? He and I had grown up as orphans, unwanted, surviving together on the streets of the Zhavu city-island Mahvik. He was six years old when he found a mewling newborn pup abandoned in a dumpster behind a spare parts warehouse and took that pup as his own brother. Eventually, we were old enough for me to convince him to join a passing Veetanho merc unit. Hiring on as glorified janitors got us off Zhavu and taught me merc life and merc business from the inside. I joined us up next with a mongrel company as actual fighters, so we could learn the ways of war. After that, I convinced him to seek out clanless, honorless Zuul to form our own unit. 
 
    Since I could talk, it seemed like I was the one leading the way, getting Araagah into trouble, making him cover my back while I reached higher and higher for glory and reward. But we weren’t brothers. Not really. He owed me nothing. And yet, here he was, in the moment of my lowest low, on this real bad day, having my back… 
 
    I attributed the warm feeling in my chest to shrapnel, and the water in my eyes to the drugs. Curling a lip, I muttered, “I might not have died today, but my hand’s sure gonna die if you don’t quit squeezing it.” 
 
    He glanced down, then released me with a sheepish expression. “Oh, right. Sorry about that.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I spent the next few hours in and out of consciousness. One time when I surfaced, Araagah was napping on a neighboring cot. Another time he was sitting on it and scrolling through information on his slate. He told me, “They’ll be feeding you in an hour. Half an hour after that we reach the stargate.” 
 
    Voice croaky with sleep, I asked, “Where’s the jump take us?” 
 
    “A star I only vaguely remember from our trip in. Nothing much there, just a station and some mines. But it gets us out of Arduna system. You rest up.” His eyes hadn’t left his slate as we talked. 
 
    I gestured to the device. “You looking for cheap accommodation for us?” 
 
    He nodded grimly. “And browsing for work.” 
 
    I frowned. “Work?” 
 
    “You just got another hit of nanites while you were out. That’ll cost credits, and I only managed to nab half our petty cash when we evacced. Also, in a hundred and twenty hours, you’ll be up and around. By the second time we’ve jumped, you’ll be bored.” 
 
    I turned my head away from him to hide my thoughts. I didn’t think boredom would be an issue, because I didn’t feel like doing anything. Anything. My opiate buzz must have been fading, because suddenly I felt like someone had turned up the gravity. The universe had grown a million times larger while I’d been asleep, and I had become smaller than its smallest atom with its full weight bearing down on me. 
 
    What in a tinker’s ass was this? Was this depression, this feeling climbing all over me, sucking out my soul? 
 
    Boredom, Ara? I thought. Hells, no. Boredom ain’t gonna be the problem. 
 
    At that moment, I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to work again, especially not merc work. Despite Ara’s kind words earlier, my failure was the only thing I could think of. Sure, Razzik and Hahnu had been responsible for the beginning of my run of bad luck, but I’d gotten my new company into the mess at New Joy City. I’d trusted Dream World Consortium when they said there was zero reason for anyone to attack Arduna. I’d let my guard down. I’d gotten my company killed. I tried telling myself that mercs got KIA every day. It didn’t help. A whole company, gone. What good was I? 
 
    I glanced at a rust spot on the ceiling above me. I teased up the worn blanket to inspect the bandages around my torso. If the crew of this hospital junker had injected me with second-rate nanites—if these wounds didn’t heal fully—what good would I be in any job? 
 
    And how long would Ara stick around then, reduced to be my nurse maid, back to where our relationship had started, him stuck with a useless being who was fully dependent on him? 
 
    I kept my face turned away, avoiding further conversation. 
 
    They did feed me an hour later—if you could call it food. And a half hour after that, we went through the stargate, making a shuddering passage that felt like it would bust me open.  
 
    A short while into the jump, they dosed me with more meds, and I gladly returned to Zone Out Land. 
 
    When I awoke again, twelve whole hours had passed, and Ara was missing. I sat up, surprised that moving didn’t kill me. I didn’t feel like standing yet but getting halfway there was encouraging. The nanites, it turned out, had been good ones. 
 
    There was no one else in my ward, but I heard voices in the passageway outside. 
 
    Normally, of course, a Zuul has excellent hearing. But, you know, that damned Hellchaser grenade destroyed half of mine. All I could make out was talk. Not who was doing it. Not what it was about. Thirsty, I called for a med tech, but it was Ara who came in holding a flask of water. His slate was in his other hand. And his tail was swinging. 
 
    “What?” I asked, reaching for the water. “What the hells are you so happy for?” 
 
    He handed me the flask and showed me the slate screen. Tired and banged up and missing one of my eyes, I didn’t even try reading it. I just sipped water and repeated my question. 
 
    Araagah sat on the end of the bed, careful not to jostle me. “I think I’ve got us a job.” 
 
    I put the flask on the bedside stand. “Us? As in, you and me?” 
 
    “No other ‘us’ here, sadly.” 
 
    “What job can you and I do?” 
 
    “Well…” He scratched at his snout and looked away. Happy one moment, a tad embarrassed the next. 
 
    Oh, this is gonna be good, I thought. 
 
    “It’s security,” he started, then paused when I groaned. 
 
    “You and me? Security guards?” 
 
    “Not security guards. It’s garrison duty, of a sort. Short term, manning a mountain pass toll station on a colony world. A drudge job, easy money.” 
 
    “If you think I’m up for it, then, all right, maybe.” 
 
    “There’s a catch.” I waited him out. “It’s back on Arduna.” 
 
    “Now I know why your tail was wagging. You’re drunk.” 
 
    “Hear me out. It’s not with the pricks who iced us. They’re limited to New Joy City. There’s another outfit running the rest of the planet. The two companies have nothing to do with each other.” 
 
    “But they work for the same contract holder?” 
 
    “Says so here, yeah. But we sign on with Deliberate Actions and Cut-&-Crush can’t touch us.” 
 
    “Legally. People break the law all the time.” I drank some more water then sighed and said, “But we need the money? That’s what you’re saying?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m seeing, Marrek. This ship, your treatment, it cleans us out. You wanna get dumped on a C-grade station in the ass-end of beyond with no chits in your pockets?” 
 
    “And end up comet mining?” I sighed. “Guess not.” 
 
    “Then we should do this. Look, this Deliberate Actions crew, their history is that they avoid combat if they can help it. It’s easy work. It gives us a few months to lick our wounds—” 
 
    “My wounds. You don’t have any.” 
 
    “Hey, I like you, Marrek, but I’m not licking your wounds.” His jaw dropped in a grin. 
 
    I laughed a little. “You’re the one who said it.” 
 
    “And I’m sorry I did. Anyway, we’ve gotta do something until you think of what’s next.” 
 
    “I think? We’re in this together, brother. Your turn to make the big decisions.” 
 
    “Nah, you’re the thinker.” 
 
    “Am I? Look where my thinking got us.” 
 
    He turned his head away, embarrassed perhaps at my frankness, my loss of confidence. 
 
    So, I asked him about the pay. It wasn’t terrible. And he did have a point about finding a quiet place to get my body—and mind—back in shape. They say a good antidote to depression is activity. I figured I might as well get paid for that activity. 
 
    “Any news on Arduna?” I asked. “Like why the hell the two outfits attacked it?” 
 
    “No idea. Just says in the ad that it’s now the property of Gold Star Mercantile and that Deliberate Actions are holding it while there’s some Trade Guild tribunal happening.” 
 
    I tried a stretch. My belly wound told me to stop. “What else does the ad say?” I gasped. 
 
    “Just that we’d be getting some sunlight, fresh air, and easy money with zero risk.” 
 
    “Everything’s got risk,” I muttered. He looked sharply at me, and I nodded, accepting his unspoken thought that I sounded a little more like myself again. 
 
    Sunlight, fresh air, and easy money sounded good. I’d heal better under Arduna’s sun than hiding away in the dim recesses of a hospital ship or homeless on a space station. Hells, I’d heal better making money than skulking home to Zhavu with my tail between my legs. 
 
    I was already inclined to take the job before the med tech turned up and gave us the final bill for hospital services, confirming what Ara had guessed earlier. Both of us had left our UAACs behind; the hospital costs would clean out almost all of our hard credits. 
 
    “We get to the next stop, we turn around and go back,” I told him. “We’re taking the job.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When we reached the station days later, Ara and I made our way toward the ship’s disembarkation area—a fancy name for a large airlock you couldn’t get into without passing through a pay station first. 
 
    I said, “You finalize payment. I’ll go find us a ride back to Arduna.” We were at the back of the throng of Altar blocking the corridor and crowding the pay station. Nevertheless, one of the two Veetanho attendants heard me say it. I lifted my muzzle her way. “That all right with you?” 
 
    “You can leave,” she said. She pointed at Ara. “He stays till his UAAC payment clears.” 
 
    Ara brandished his bag of credit chits above the heads of the insectoids. “No need for UAAC. In fact, if you let me get ahead of these guys, it’ll be quicker for all of us.” 
 
    Altar antennae turned our way, heads following. The Veetanho dismissed his suggestion with a snort and returned to the conversation with the leader of the refugees—a queen maybe? I never could tell who was who when it came to Altar. And Ara had been right about them stinking—phewee! All the more reason for me to hurry out. 
 
    “See you on the other side,” I told Ara and shouldered my way through the closest colonists. They must have used that hypersonic thing they do, communicating soundlessly through their antennae, because Altar peeled away, pressed to the sides, creating a pathway. Their payment cleared just as I passed the station and the frontmost ones began following me through the airlock, chittering away at my heels as I blocked their way. I limped on at my own pace, breathing through my mouth, unhurried, unworried, one arm clamped against my still-tender middle. 
 
    The ship’s HecSha captain stood at the gangway, thin tongue flicking over its lips, wide and flat head lowered in a fake humble attitude, ready to see us off and thank us for our custom. 
 
    I told it, “Fix your ship,” and was gone before it could think of a response. 
 
    The station transit lounge was long and narrow and gray, and I could see the commerce mall beyond the far end. I headed that way. No one was queued to board the vessel, and the only person waiting in the lounge was a lone Altar. He stood on his back legs, taller than the ones behind me, almost as tall as Ara. He was also in my way, right in the middle of the lounge. I limped toward him, barely registering him except as background color. After a lifetime of Altar civilians stepping aside for grisly-looking mercenaries with sharp teeth, I fully expected this one to do the same for me. He didn’t. And I didn’t realize he wouldn’t until I was a pace away. I balked—for some reason I’ll never understand—and veered around him rather than knocking him aside. Maybe I really had lost my confidence. Maybe, subconsciously I was protecting my battered torso from collision. Not sure. There was…something about him… 
 
    We bumped shoulders. I cursed him as I kept on. I cursed the flare of pain in my middle. And that was that. 
 
    As I neared the concourse at the end of the lounge, I paused a moment and looked back. The other Altar passengers had begun gathering around the tall one, chattering at him while he touched antennae with them and affectionally ran his upper limbs over their carapaces. 
 
    Hope you catch their fungus, ya mutt, I thought and carried on. 
 
    In the concourse, I found a flight charter booth in the middle where Ara would see it too. I was seated negotiating passage back to Arduna—and promising we’d get our new employer to advance enough wages to pay for the flight—when Ara caught up with me. 
 
    “You see the fuss around that uppity Altar back there?” I asked him. 
 
    “You mean the one the fungus-carriers were calling Lightbringer?” 
 
    “Lightbringer?” I dropped my jaw open in amusement. “Sounds like an entertainer. Those six-legs can’t be too poor if they have money to hire a singer.” 
 
    “Do Altar sing?” 
 
    I shrugged, bored with the topic. We concluded negotiations and followed the directions to the charter’s landing bay. 
 
    Soon we were under way. Headed back. Back to Arduna.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Arduna 
 
    Zetchek 
 
      
 
    Every story worth telling begins on a dark and stormy night. 
 
    I’d flown my Peacemaker runabout all the way from Ocono without incident. But 1,000 meters up from the surface of the planet Arduna, things got crazy. In the pitch black of a local night, I hit weather as vicious and volatile as a sack full of rock snakes. 
 
    Fighting brutal, swirling crosswinds—and hammered by driving rain and hailstones the size of my head—I was grateful for the years I’d spent piloting cargo haulers back before I applied to the Academy. 
 
    The wind gusts strengthened as I got closer to the ground. Three or four times I thought I’d die, a promising Zuparti Peacemaker, dead before his career even started. While I tried to focus on the instruments, a flash of lightning drew my attention outside the canopy in time to see the exposed rock faces of a deep canyon looming in front me. I cried out, jerked the control stick, and almost careened into the opposite ravine wall. 
 
    I got both hands on the stick and wrestled for control of the ship and my fear, mumbling affirmations I’d heard uttered at the Academy by those students who were meditators. It worked. Sort of. My heartrate slowed. A little. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, I set the small ship down without destroying it and myself. But I hit the ground earlier than I expected to, thumping hard enough to bounce me out of my chair. Later I discovered I’d bent one of the landing struts. 
 
    “Never mind,” I told myself as I got back in the chair and began the shutdown sequence with my fur still standing on end and my arms trembling. “You’re down. You’re alive. You’ve done a good job.” More affirmations. I really did need them. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I’d enjoyed a quick and deliciously hot shower in the back of the runabout. And I’d changed clothes, exchanging my standard dark blue Peacemaker coveralls for the light grey ones of a service technician. For the next Arduna moon cycle or two, I would not be Zuparti Peacemaker-in-training Zetchek, but Zuparti Electrician Zetchek. There was something comforting about the prospect of an assumed identity, especially one that wouldn’t provoke conflict. 
 
    I slouched back in the pilot’s chair and listened to the ticks and tocks of the ship as it continued to cool after reentry. The landing gear’s suspension creaked under the weather’s assaults. Rain didn’t patter against the canopy, it slammed. The small ship rocked in the squall like a fishing ketch on a high sea. My actual destination—New Joy City—would be a three-day walk from this makeshift landing spot. Parking way out here had been over-cautious perhaps, but I’d decided to minimize the chances of Cut-&-Crush mercs noticing my ship. 
 
    A three-day walk I should be starting now, I thought. 
 
    I put a hand on the chilly canopy glass and shook my head. There was no way I was starting now. 
 
    A member of a poor Zuparti family whose parents worked on Chumakak’s tropical continent, I’d survived eight cyclones in my youth, hurricanes strong enough to level towns along our country’s coast and inland. Those were real storms, Chumakak storms, I told myself in an effort to allay my anxiety. You’ve survived worse. Checking the runabout’s meteorological data, it was plain that this Arduna storm wasn’t as bad as a cyclone. But it was bad. 
 
    “Accept the hazards, mung brain. Get used to them. You’re a Peacemaker and you have a job to do.” 
 
    I checked the helm clock. Exactly eight days earlier, I’d connected the runabout to a thrust core in Ocono orbit and departed, headed for here. My mind drifted back to the hour leading up to that… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I sat on my small bunk in my small Academy quarters. Waiting. My carryall sat packed and ready beside me. My stomach churned with the combination of a hasty breakfast and nervous energy. I was ready early, a habit of mine neither good nor bad, a habit driven by basic Zuparti anxiety. The subconscious, irrational, and persistent fear that I would miss my chance or be found lacking in character. And so, I had gotten ready early and now sat on my bunk biting my claws. Waiting. It would be another hour before an Academy staffer fetched me and led me to the runabout, had me sign for it, asked me if was I sure I knew how to mate it with the thrust core. I’d been assigned the thrust core so I could access hyperspace without passing through gates, further protecting my identity when I eventually I entered Arduna system. 
 
    From within my carryall, my slate chimed suddenly with a message alert. And chimed three more times before I dug it out. I expected to see Selector Shri-Paadri’s bony face on the screen. The Sidar was my supervisor and mentor at the Academy, and it was he who’d decided on this mission as my commissioning mission, my final trial before full acceptance into the guild. So, I admit to a great deal of surprise that it was a Human face I saw. Humans were as rare as Zuparti in Peacemaker circles. 
 
    And Jessica Francis was the rarest of the rare, fast becoming a living legend. She was also, I thought, not on Ocono where I was. The message confirmed that. It was a recording, come from off-world. 
 
    She stood or sat against a featureless wall that might have been anywhere. Her red hair had been gathered into the headtail many Humans seemed to like. “Howdy, Peacemaker Zetchek,” she said. “Finally, nice to meet you.” 
 
    Howdy? The slate’s translator hadn’t helped at all with that word. 
 
    She pointed at something on her screen. “I have your Academy profile image up. I love your tattoos.” 
 
    Both hands went to my ears, to the twin designs I’d had inked on their insides. The set of sharp and blood-soaked teeth. They were holdovers from the smuggling days of my youth, when I’d hoped to convince a universe full of dangerous people that I had some fight in me. And occasionally—very occasionally—I had fought. I’d used batons and guns. But if I was honest with myself, few of my adversaries had been larger than me, and I’d been close to wetting my trousers on every occasion. 
 
    Jessica was talking again, and though I tried to focus, I couldn’t help wondering whether the message from her had been Selector Shri-Paadri’s idea. Had he enlisted a member of one barely respected race to buoy the spirits of another? If I hadn’t known that Shri-Paadri was a devious, scheming twerp, I’d have mistaken such a ploy for kindness. 
 
    “I was fortunate enough that a sneaky old Sidar named Hak-Chet saw something in me,” she was saying. “And I know that a sneaky old Sidar named Shri-Paadri saw something in you.” The music of her laughter was like the song of a river stream running over rocks. I smiled too, though she couldn’t see me. It seemed like she would know what I’d be thinking in this moment. “There are stereotypes for both our species common in Galactic popular thought—and sadly all too many individuals are happy to embody those stereotypes. It should be our aim to disprove the stereotypes, me with respect to Humans, you with respect to Zuparti. This is your big moment, Zetchek. Three years of arduous training, and it’s down to completing this one operational mission, then you can be commissioned. You might be thinking it was your Selector who put me up to this call. It wasn’t. This is between us. Before I left on my current mission, I heard him and Hak-Chet talking. He mentioned that you told him once your biggest fear was fear itself. Zuparti fear. The disposition of your race toward anxiety and self-protection.” She raised a hand as if to fend off an objection from me, though I wasn’t objecting at all. “That’s genes, Zetchek, not stereotype. Every species has its genetic handicaps to overcome; trust me. You need to know that your Selector believes you have what it takes to be a wonderful Peacemaker. Shri-Paadri might not tell you outright, but I heard him tell Hak-Chet.” 
 
    Well, that particular piece of news sure had me lifting my chin and straightening my shoulders. It was extremely reassuring. 
 
    On-screen, Jessica Francis glanced to one side, frowned, then stared back into the camera’s eye. “Now hear what I’m telling you. A little fear and anxiety is natural. It’s sane. And it can be useful. You’re heading into a very real situation without support. You’ll be dependent upon your own wits and strengths. Only an idiot wouldn’t be more than a little stressed. Use that fear as energy. Harness it. You can do this.” 
 
    I stared at the screen in amazement. No one in my three years at the Academy had told me anything like that. 
 
    “I also want to absolutely make sure you know what you’re getting into,” she said next. “And how vital your assignment is to galactic security and peace. The first time I came up against Dream World Consortium, they were attempting to amass a huge quantity of F11 to topple the Merchant Guild’s leadership. They play big, and they play nasty. There’s no F11 on Arduna, of course. But many of the colonists’ complaints indicate there’s some real hinky shit happening behind the scenes there.” 
 
    The term hinky hadn’t translated, but I could guess at its meaning. Shri-Paadri hadn’t been specific about what Dream World was suspected of, he’d just said to find out as much as I could about its dealings on Arduna. 
 
    “One of the things happening there is an unnatural increase in greenhouse emissions which are affecting the climate at a rapid and alarming rate. The polar caps are melting and it’s reportedly causing some wild and random storms. And that’s not all; there is something I hope isn’t true. One of my contacts has been following DWC’s affairs closely since…well, since Araf.” She didn’t explain what that was. I wouldn’t have the opportunity to ask. “He intercepted and decoded a communique between an Administrator Su’lierdae and some of her scientists mentioning a chipset.” She scratched at her cheek for a moment, lost in thought. “Dream World Consortium and chipsets: I dunno, it raises my hackles.” 
 
    After that, Jessica Francis said her goodbyes, wished me luck, and ended the message. And I was eventually summoned to board the runabout. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Standing in the runabout’s rocking, cooling cabin, I turned up the heat and made myself a heated beverage. 
 
    One of the things happening is an unnatural increase in greenhouse emissions, Jessica had told me. Polar caps are melting and it’s reportedly causing some wild and random storms. 
 
    A particularly strong wind gust slammed the runabout. I had to throw out an arm to keep from crashing into a bulkhead and spilling the drink. 
 
    “Wild and random storms?” I muttered. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    An unnatural increase in greenhouse emissions, she had said. 
 
    I put down the cup and ran some tests on the air quality outside. Mere seconds later, I was swearing in shock. I checked again. “Wow.” 
 
    It was my turn to send Jessica a message. She would definitely be interested in this. Recalling her message file, I thumbed the reply icon and started talking. 
 
    “Thank you for your message, Peacemaker Francis. I’ve arrived safely on Arduna, but I was forced to land in the middle of a storm that nearly blew me into the next hemisphere. And that’s the reason for me contacting you. The air readings here are crazy. The high winds are currently clearing a lot of it away, but I’m picking up high traces of CO2, methane, and sulfur dioxide.” 
 
    While I was talking, I flicked on a helm display to show me an aerial image of the region I’d landed in. These hills lay in the west and north of it. The city I was targeting was to the east. There were no factories to be seen. There was one main arterial road that ran past the city, headed for the distant coast where Selroth and Caroon colonies mined and fished for trade. No traffic had been captured on the road in the image, despite its being taken at local midday ten days earlier. 
 
    “I can’t see what’s producing all this crap in the air,” I told her. “Anyway, I hope you’re safe wherever you are. I’ll be starting my long walk to the local township in the morning. Zetchek out.” 
 
    Thinking of the Human’s earlier comment about my tattoos, I found some theatrical make-up the guild had placed in one of the runabout’s cubbies—there for undercover operatives like me—and covered up my tattoos. There was always a small chance someone I came across would have heard about the Zuparti trainee Peacemaker with tattooed ears. 
 
    I curled up in my bunk for a few hours, sleeping fitfully until dawn, certain every gust of wind was going to rip the ship in half. When I realized it was daylight outside, I roused myself and found the rain had passed, as had the murderous winds. Beyond the cockpit canopy a tree had blown down into the ravine, landing mere meters from the nose of the ship. 
 
    “What have you stepped into, Zetchek?” I asked myself. 
 
    I was reaching for a comfort beverage from the drinks station when my helm comms bleeped at me. Grumpy with lack of sleep and the prospect of the long hike ahead, a groan escaped my pointy toothed mouth. 
 
    Can’t I have one moment of peace? 
 
    The Peacemaker uniform hanging back by the shower stall said no, I couldn’t. Duty was calling. Literally. A prerecorded message? Downloaded from the gate via Stormwatch. This is serious. Straightening my narrow shoulders, I hit the button to accept the call. An audio-only message. From Jessica Francis. Our messages had crossed paths. 
 
    “I’m sure you made it safely, Zetchek. I’m told you’re an excellent pilot. There’s more to your mission and your need-to-know has changed now that you’re on the planet. This message was programmed to self-delete if something had happened to you, or you didn’t arrive safely. If you’ve followed standard operating procedure, you’ve performed some atmospheric analysis. What you’re no doubt seeing is exactly why we sent you. Let it focus your investigations. It could be there’s something underground, pumping that crap into the air and endangering the colonists the Consortium had lured there. I personally think they lure colonists onto their terraformed worlds as a win-win for the Consortium: they provide extra, ongoing income plus a cover for whatever nefarious bullshit Dream World’s really up to. Whatever’s happening is likely linked to the city itself. It’s the largest township on the planet, Dream World had it built fifty years before the terraforming and settlement, and their main offices were there before their recent ‘eviction’ by Gold Star Mercantile.” 
 
    “Their recent what?” I gasped. What the hells was that about? 
 
    Jessica had kept on talking. I had to rewind the message a few seconds to get it all.  
 
    “A couple of weeks ago, an administrator named Su’lierdae hired mercenaries to take the city back despite the current Trade Guild tribunal. Gods know why, but it indicates the site’s important to them. It’s unclear when the mercs will arrive. It may be tomorrow or in a year’s time after the outcome of the corporations’ court case. But Su’lierdae wants that city for a reason. Find out what you can while you can. Interview the locals about any abuses under Dream World, just like your Selector told you to. But please look into these strange emissions. And, Zetchek,” she added before the voice file ended, “keep your head down.” 
 
    I laughed blackly at that last piece of advice. “Damn right I will.” 
 
    I couldn’t back out of this. Potentially, the livelihoods of thousands of colonists would depend on what I discovered. My final acceptance into the Peacemaker Guild certainly did depend on it. 
 
    I sipped at my beverage and slumped into the pilot’s chair. Thinking of the air readings, the three-day hike, and the “eviction” of Dream World by another company, I found my reflection in a helm screen and asked myself, “What have you stepped into, Zetchek?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Rest-A-While Station 
 
    Pleca 
 
      
 
    I had never thought an Altar like me would have a story worth telling. My young life had always been dull. Pointless. Boring. 
 
    And then I met the Lightbringer in a transit lounge of Rest-A-While Station… 
 
    After an uncomfortable journey aboard a decrepit hospital ship, the last survivors of our Arduna colony had disembarked here, intending to seek further passage. Rest-A-While was neither important nor busy. Less than twenty customers wandered the concourse when the Lightbringer led us out into it from the lounge, insisting he buy us all breakfast. But the expressions worn by the other station inhabitants indicated clearly we weren’t welcome. Also, that we stank. 
 
    Our group did stink. Due to the damn fungus most of us had picked up on Arduna. 
 
    So, while our former colony’s chief scout took the children to a dark and quiet corner to sip on protein packs and get some sleep, the thirty-five adults—young adult in my case—retreated to the transit lounge near the docked hospital ship. There we sank to the floor, enjoying more of the protein packs the Lightbringer had generously purchased for us. 
 
    The Lightbringer. The Altar legend come-to-life. 
 
    He tried to make us call him Bukk, his birth name. 
 
    We could not. 
 
    The charisma he exuded, the command force, made it hard to think of him as an ordinary Altar with an ordinary name. He crouched on four legs, head and upper carapace raised above our small crowd while we ate. Our elderly queen chattered trivia at him; it must have bored him senseless. She had always bored me. And yet, Bukk the Lightbringer not only endured her storytelling, he did so with a compassionate posture and with genuine interest in his eyes and the set of his antennae. 
 
    I was pushed to the back of our crowd, squeezed there by the unspoken agreement of the others. To them, I was Pleca, colony clown, lazy lump and mischief maker. Tolerated because of colony affiliation and race. Ostracized constantly because I had never quite fit. In my school years—on our original planet—I had spent more time banished to the tunnel outside the classroom than actually sitting at my study desk. In my apprentice years—the first years on Arduna—I’d been moved on from vocation to vocation until I became the fellow you sent out into the woods or hills to look for the rarest seeds and fruits. Far, far into the woods or hills… 
 
    Today, I was totally fine with being pushed away, happy to keep my distance. Only three Arduna Altar hadn’t caught the damned blight. I was one of that lucky three. Because of the risk of infection—and because of the smell—I’d been avoiding contact with my brood for months, happy to look down my mandibles at the rest of them for a change. 
 
    Across the lounge, my queen prattled on, telling Bukk how Dream World Consortium had screwed our colony over, sold us territory with an underground river that quickly became poisoned by upstream runoff from a Caroon mining site. To add to this travesty, she said, Dream World didn’t do their due diligence before introducing a certain species of fly to the ecosystem, the one that had infected our colony with an Altar-loving fungus. The infection came at a time when our immune systems were already pulverized by toxic waste. 
 
    “But, Lightbringer,” she cried suddenly, “I have been doing all the talking. I haven’t asked you a single thing about yourself! About what brings you here. About the important matters on your mind. You must think me rude and self-centered.” 
 
    “He may not,” I grumbled quietly, “but I do.” 
 
    Those closest glanced at me with disapproving wiggles and be-quiet gestures. 
 
    “Not at all,” boomed the Lightbringer, his voice full of grace and warmth. “What you’ve told me is exactly what I wanted to know. It was your plight that brought me in this direction. I was on my way to visit Arduna and see what had befallen your colony when I intercepted this hospital vessel’s messages to the stargate here and to this station.” 
 
    “You were coming to see…us?” The Queen’s antennae trembled at the honor. 
 
    “Yes, you. You are the latest of our people betrayed and undermined by the wider galaxy generally, and by Dream World Consortium specifically. My own colony on Araf fell victim to their machinations. And I promise you,” he said to all of us, “justice is coming. It may take its time. It has taken its time. But your suffering will be both avenged and remedied. Our people will overcome and prosper.” 
 
    There were cheers. Then the Lightbringer and queen fell to quiet discussion while the rest of us finished our protein. 
 
    I experienced a moment’s introspection, admitting to myself that my misspent youth had taken some shine off a moment that had the others virtually euphoric. While I’d heard the name Lightbringer spoken of with reverence all my life—and I could see he was a great Altar, a leader, a person with his own kind of gravity—I didn’t remember ever learning about him in school. I didn’t know who he was, not exactly. 
 
    When someone looked my way, I caught their attention. “Remind me what his deal is? Why’s he called that again?” 
 
    Everyone in the transit lounge swung their heads toward me and froze, mouths open in shock. I had raised my voice to be heard over the general chitchat, unfortunately my timing coincided with a lull in that chitchat. Everyone heard what I said. Including the queen. 
 
    Including Bukk. 
 
    His antennae pointed right at me, his eyes locked on mine, his laser focus burned into me. I tried to press lower, to hide behind the others, but Bukk rose up on his hind legs and asked a question of his own. 
 
    “What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    With all eyes on me, I stuttered, “P-Pleca. S-sir.” 
 
    “Pleca?” He ran a foreleg over an antenna for a long moment, lost in thought. Then: “I once had a friend named Plec.” Both antennae sprang my way again. “Plec. Pleca. Strong names. Good names.” 
 
    Strong? Good? 
 
    I was neither of those, and the colony knew it well. My name was known around our colony as the cause of pranks, minor vandalism…and the disappearance of foods and small, easily resaleable items. Amusement rolled around the group in hushed chitters. 
 
    At least I don’t smell like rotting entrails, I wanted to shout at them all. 
 
    The queen rose to her back legs, standing as close to the Lightbringer as she dared. 
 
    “For generations of generations,” she began in a lecturing tone, “and across every Altar world and in every colony, every Altar who has ever paid attention in school knows of the prophesy of the Lightbringer. The one who will help our people rise above. The one who will lead us from the darkness of the ground to the light above. The one who will bring peace and protection from the marauding wiles of other races. Perhaps, Pleca, if you had spent more time inside your classroom…?” 
 
    I lowered my head, pretended to be ashamed and chastised. Really, I was angry at the attention. This was what I got for actually trying to learn something, for asking for a little help. 
 
    When I raised my eyes again, the group’s attention had moved on. But the Lightbringer’s gaze lingered on me a moment more. And in his frank look I was astounded to find something I had never known before. 
 
    Acceptance. And understanding. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I owed my colony nothing. 
 
    I sneaked off and made my way along the station concourse, talking to anyone who’d pause long enough to listen. They seemed relieved when I didn’t give off the same odor as my brood, and most responded with a show of politeness. I asked them, “The tall Altar who was here before the hospital ship arrived, do you know where his ship is berthed?” 
 
    The first few times, the answers were variations of “no.” Finally, an off-duty Duplato hangar worker said, “Oh, yes. He flies a three-person Voidcutter. Nice paint job. It’s parked in B13.” 
 
    I thanked him enthusiastically and raced that way with no idea what a Voidcutter was…until I saw it. It was berthed within an internal hangar bay rather than docked externally. It was roughly the shape of an Altar head with engine nacelles like thick Altar antennae at the rear. And it did have a nice paint job, from the perspective of many species: silver, yellow, and cobalt blue, the colors arranged in large starbursts over and among one another. The transport was large enough that all sixty survivors of my colony might have squeezed inside, although they would have been standing pressed one against the another. But the Duplato had called it three-person: I hoped that didn’t mean there were two other “persons” in there now; that Bukk had crew. 
 
    He had left the exterior hatch down, a trusting gesture—or foolish, as was my initial opinion! Then again, this hangar was in a relatively busy area of the station so possibly he didn’t believe a thief could get aboard. Or perhaps there were maintenance techs inside. This latter possibility turned out to be the true one. I wandered closer, pretending interest in the drive nacelles, in the attractive decals, in the single stripe of laser scoring across the portside hull. All right, that last one—I was genuinely interested in that. This ship had seen action of some kind. 
 
    Several toolkits were set along the ramp to the hatch. I could hear singing from inside—bad singing by Altar standards. I could only hope it was a station hand doing the singing and not a Voidcutter crew member. Waiting until none of the staff nearby was watching me, I snatched up a toolkit and scurried up and into the short, lower deck passage that linked two small forward compartments and a rear cargo hold. The song drifted down a ladder well from the upper deck where the cockpit was. I headed aft and into a hold clogged with cargo, food, and other day-to-day supplies. Closest to the hatch were a couple of hardy-looking cases, as big as I was, secured with encryption locks. Has to be something valuable in those, the burglar in me thought. 
 
    I found a place among it all to nestle down and wait. 
 
    Back in the transit lounge, when the Lightbringer had locked eyes with me, I had seen something in his…and he apparently had seen something in mine. He had even suggested I was strong and good like his friend Plec. I knew in that moment that this was no chance meeting. Following Bukk was what my life was meant for. The queen had spoken of prophesies, of things foreknown and predestined. Fate had brought me here—to help the Lightbringer in his mission, whatever that mission was. I was sure of it. My colony held no place for me, and it would not allow me to escape my history. But with the Lightbringer, I could be everything he thought I was. 
 
    My past was full of pain and darkness, just like the queen had said. Bukk would bring me into the light. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, when the Voidcutter took off, I was aboard. 
 
    A quarter hour after that, Bukk discovered me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Horogroth Orbit 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Rigos had called the Dream World ship a “mothership,” so we adopted that name. It didn’t seem to have any other. 
 
    The Cochkala dropped us off at our company transport Hellraider before heading for destinations undisclosed to us mere mercs. He didn’t return to the mothership, so it was a mystery what kind of ship Rigos took out of the system and whether or not he took the mothership’s crew with him. 
 
    Karan steered Hellraider toward the coordinates Rigos had left us for the mothership. We saw it from a long way out, gaping at our screens. The thing was like nothing I’d ever ridden in before: black-hulled with yellow striations, broad as four city blocks, long as ten; an octahedron, like two pyramids with their bases glued together. The only features providing any sense of bow and stern were four egg-shaped drive nacelles fitted around the peak of one pyramids—the stern—and a quartet of small nodes around the other peak—the bow. The purpose of the nodes was not immediately clear, and Karan only shrugged when I asked him about them. 
 
    Our pilot locked our systems to the larger ship’s radio beacon, trusting it as we approached what looked like a solid patch of hull. At the very moment Karan was ready to break off our approach, a bay door appeared in the hull. I say “appeared,” because none of us saw it open. 
 
    Hellraider fit snuggly into the larger vessel’s hangar without threatening to scrape the sides, just as Rigos had suggested; the bay was so large we could have fit another Hellraider beside the first. 
 
    Atmosphere was restored once the bay doors had sealed—maybe coalesced is a better word, since, again, we didn’t see how they appeared. The seven surviving Hellchasers debarked onto a brightly lit hangar deck, using magnetic boots to ground us in the zero G. Karan was the only one not to use the mag-boots; with his wounded leg, floating and flying was easier for him. 
 
    There was no one to meet us.  
 
    No one had responded to our hails as we approached, and no one answered our shouted greetings now. 
 
    Most places in the universe smell like something; the interior of this ship had zero scents or odors. It smelled like…nothing. We gave each other shrugs and dubious looks.  
 
    I sent four troopers to sweep the vessel, bow to stern. If they split into pairs and did it properly, such a sweep would take a couple of hours at least. It was a good way to keep their minds busy; good to keep them out from under my boots. 
 
    Using the ship schematics Rigos had sent our slates, Bur, Karan, and I made our way to the CIC. Along the way, we paused frequently to run our hands admiringly over sleek surfaces. 
 
    “No dust, no static,” Karan said at one point. 
 
    Bur replied, “Makes you wonder what we’ve done to deserve such a ride.” 
 
    I had to admit they had a point. “I’m more than a little suspicious myself. Hells, we’re good, but are we this good?” 
 
    “You are, Hahnu,” he said seriously. “You are.” 
 
    I accepted this politely, with lowered ears and tail, but I didn’t believe it. “The other thing that had my hackles rising was this whole no-expense-spared thing. Whatever this Su’lierdae person was looking for on Arduna, it must be incredibly valuable.” 
 
    “I say let’s not look a pearl-pooper in the gem-orifice,” said Karan. Spying the wide hatchway to the command center, he hurried ahead, using his arms and good leg to propel himself. 
 
    “Never understood that saying,” Bur muttered as he followed the pilot. “Who’d wanna look anything in the orifice?” 
 
    In keeping with the mothership’s general design, its CIC proved to be spacious, spotless and finely designed. It was well-lit and furnished with a half-dozen Zuul-made crew chairs. 
 
    “He was pretty sure we’d say yes,” Bur commented. 
 
    “When you got this much money and power, confidence isn’t an issue.” 
 
    Karan laid his hands on the helm screens with reverence, checking specs. “Multiple reactors. Pop-out particle cannons. Anti-ship missiles. We even have a second hangar bay in the bow big enough for an assault shuttle and—no! There’s a Piqui 104 already in there! A Piqui 104!” 
 
    “For our use as air cover, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Hahnu, please, please, please can I fly that gunship? Please?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Unfortunately for you, we’ll need you to shuttle us in. And this time, you’ll be standing by in case we need a quick evac; something I wish we’d done last time. However, you do have a huge, luxurious starship here to play with in the meantime.” 
 
    “That’s true,” he said moving things around the screen. Then: “Oh, ancient gods, it has hyperspace shunts! No need to piss around with the stargate! Thank you, Hahnu. Thank you for taking this contract. I’ve never even flown a ship with shunts before.” 
 
    “You sure you know how to do it?” Bur growled at him. 
 
    “Isn’t that what your last sexual partner asked you?” 
 
    Bur laughed and finally relaxed, dropping into the chair at center-deck—the chair that belonged to the mission commander. I pinched his ear to move him out of it. 
 
    “I can fly it,” Karan said finally. “I have one hundred sixty hours on simulators, and the computers do most of the heavy work, anyway. Question is, where to first?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that,” I said. “We have four weeks before we meet our DWC employers in Arduna orbit. It’s realistically enough time to jump to two destinations for thorough recruitment and resupply.” I slumped in the chair, leaning my muzzle on the back of one hand. “We were always going to need to return to Zhavu at some point to rebuild the Hellchasers from our own bloodlines and allies, but I know from my contacts that there are no adults on Zhavu interested in joining us, and the pups who’d like to try out for us won’t be old enough for several years. Regardless, we’re too far away to make it there and back in time.” 
 
    “We might be in range of Petosh,” Karan said. “The clan company there might agree to team up.” 
 
    Bur sniffed at the idea. I asked Karan, “You think they’d go for it?” 
 
    “No,” he admitted with a small whine of frustration. 
 
    “Damn right, no. Anyway, after Horogroth Island, I’m never relying on a second company and its commander ever again. From now on, I maintain complete operational control. Whoever we recruit is a Hellchaser for the duration of the contract.” 
 
    “So, we hit a couple of merc pits?” Bur said, lolling in another chair and frowning. “Chances are slim we’ll find rogue or unaligned Zuul in any of the ones we can reach from here.” 
 
    “Chances are high we’ll be hiring non-Zuul.” 
 
    Both of them groaned at that. 
 
    Bur said, “Has it come to that?” 
 
    “There are good reasons why Zuul don’t work with non-Zuul,” said Karan. “It didn’t exactly work on Horogroth, did it? Sorry,” he added, realizing he’d intimated I’d made a poor decision with that contract. That was the point, though: I had. 
 
    “We do this short term. And this time it will work because it’ll be me running it.” I tapped my chest with a filed-down claw. “Didn’t you just say I’m an incredible commander, Bur? Plus, I have you two to help me select and train. You’ve always been excellent trainers.” 
 
    Whether they took what I said as logic or a compliment, they accepted it with flattened ears and a brief swing of their tails. 
 
    Bur said, “If we go to one of those pits we should take Hurk along. He’s always had a good nose for which mercs in rival companies were the ones we should worry about.” 
 
    “He’s good at finding quality merchandise, too. Sure, we’ll take Hurk.” 
 
    “Will you look for a gunship pilot?” Karan asked. 
 
    “You want to read their credentials before we sign them on?” I asked. 
 
    “I suppose so,” he said and went back to his inspection of the ship’s systems. It wasn’t hard to tell he really wanted to fly that Piqui. 
 
    “Then you get equal say-so on hiring them. Once we’re in hyperspace, and once we’ve put our dead to rest, I have more work for the two of you. Karan, you should go through this current contract of Dream World’s with a lice-comb. I don’t want surprises, and I do want to know my ‘outs’ ahead of time. Bur, while I’m running careful eyes over the intel Rigos gave us, I need you to get on the GalNet and dig up everything you can on the Cut-&-Crush mercenary company. Find me their weaknesses. Find me their failures. And, especially, find out who they’ve wronged in the past.” 
 
    “Why that?” 
 
    “Because if we find some folks with a grudge, it might lead us to discounts. There might be traders or mercs who are motivated more by the chance to hurt Cut-&-Crush than by profit.” 
 
    “And we can keep more money in our pockets. Nice,” said Bur. 
 
    “Where are we shunting to first?” 
 
    “Let’s try Breakheart Station,” I said. 
 
    “Why there?” Karan asked. 
 
    But Bur was nodding. “That’s a good choice. Breakheart attracts unemployed mercs looking for short-term contracts. Has some excellent weaponeer’s stores, too.” 
 
    “We go there first,” I said, “and we still have time for another jump before rendezvousing with Rigos and Su’lierdae. I want to get to Arduna earlier than them, if possible.” 
 
    The two of them looked askance at me. 
 
    I explained, “It’s the only way to see if all the intel they gave us is trustworthy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, we gathered on the assembly deck, a wide compartment amidships. Bur and I led the memorial ceremony celebrating the lives of our fallen and mourning their passing. We sent Jelko’s body out the airlock with full honors. 
 
    An hour after that, the ship was in hyperspace and headed for Breakheart Station. I had delegated duties to everyone, allowing me to slip away to the furthest compartment I could find in the expansive mothership. Tucked into a corner of a laundry room, with the hatch sealed shut, I brought out my slate and flipped through the images of each and every Zuul I’d ever lost in combat, starting with the most recent, Jelko, and ending with the very first, a white-furred female name Laku. 
 
    “Kobo Ask’sha, my friends and litter-mates,” I whispered. Then I released the full-throated howl that had been building for hours, my head back, my nose high, and tears soaking the fur of my cheeks.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Partway between Rest-A-While Station and Rest-A-While Stargate 
 
    Pleca 
 
      
 
    “Can you read?” Bukk asked me. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Read this, then.” He handed me a small slate. “It’s a compilation of our race’s ancient histories and legends—including versions of the Lightbringer legend. If you find words you don’t know, you ask me about them. Despite the obvious opinion of your queen, ignorance is not weakness. Ignorance is merely ignorance. But, mark me; a strong individual learns. Always learns. Learning is living and living is learning.” 
 
    He and I were strapped into the galley’s eating booth because the Voidcutter was no longer accelerating, eliminating the thrust that had created a false gravity. The galley was one of the two compartments nestled under the cockpit. Its table and booth-seating took up two of the walls with a meal prep counter and equipment across the third. The hatch, of course, took the place of the fourth wall. 
 
    The cutter had been in flight for an hour now, exactly halfway to the local stargate. Bukk had known he had a stowaway from the moment he’d started his preflight sequence. Sensors in the cargo bay told him something living was down there; cameras told him the rest. That’s what he’d told me anyway; I had suspicions of supernatural powers, that he had somehow sensed me there. 
 
    Although he’d known about my presence, he’d still taken off, retrieving me only when the ship was safely under way. He’d ordered me to shower in the small refresher beside the galley. Then he’d fed me. 
 
    And now he wanted me to read? I hadn’t known what an adventure with the great Lightbringer would be like, exactly—but I sure hadn’t expected it to be full of reading! 
 
    The slate’s screen was choked with text. A dozen words I’d never seen before leapt out at me, words I couldn’t even pronounce in my head. 
 
    “Lightbringer…” I started, pausing when one of his claws began tapping the table. 
 
    “Kid,” he said. “I really hate that title. How about we stick with Bukk? Yes?” 
 
    “Sure. Yes, sir.” 
 
    His folded his upper arms, his mouth and mandibles signaling mild amusement. “And drop the ‘sir’ for the time being. You’re not a soldier. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    Unfamiliar with zero G—my experiences of weightlessness were limited to the migration journey to Arduna and the hospital trip away from it—I meant to push the slate to the edge of the table so I could lean my upper arms there. Instead, I sent it sailing away. 
 
    Bukk flicked out a foreclaw to recapture it. “If you don’t want to read, just say so. No need to toss the slate out of the compartment.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I mean, sorry, Bukk.” 
 
    He pressed the slate to the table and studied me frankly. “So Pleca of Arduna wants to fly with me. He has no idea what I do, where I’m going next…or even what my personality is like.” 
 
    “But I do know your personality, s— Bukk. I know you’re kind. From the way you talked and acted in the transit lounge.” 
 
    “Kind?” 
 
    “You were kind to me. You were kind to my brood. I heard you telling the queen you had prepaid passage on a transport for them and purchased more antifungals and nanites from the hospital ship.” 
 
    “I am definitely not kind, kid.” He leaned back in his booth and there was a sudden hardness to the set of his upper coxae, a fierceness in his eyes. “What you’re referencing wasn’t kindness, but respect. You’d be forgiven for mistaking one for the other. I get the impression respect’s not something you’ve gotten a lot of. Or given away.” 
 
    I squirmed under his scrutiny and wished I’d started reading the damn slate instead of starting a conversation. 
 
    “Pleca, who sits apart from his brood,” he said, musing. “Pleca, who’s done things to earn their distrust and contempt. Pleca, who doesn’t pay attention during Legend Lessons in school, whose legs won’t stop fidgeting, whose mind wanders. Pleca the Wanderer! Now, there’s a name for you. Or, Pleca the Stowaway? No, wait. Pleca the Adventurer!” He leaned forward. It was my turn to press into my seat. “Is it adventure you seek, kid? Is that why you hid aboard my cutter? To come on an adventure with me?” 
 
    My mouth worked. My mandibles clacked. My antennae spasmed. But I could think of no answer. 
 
    “Well, maybe there will be adventure ahead, kid. And maybe there won’t. Whichever way it is, you’ve made your choice and you’re stuck with me for quite some time. I’m not headed anywhere you’ll want to get off.” 
 
    It was time to change the subject, change the focus. I swallowed, forcing control of my voice. “Why do they call you the Lightbringer? I mean, why you?” 
 
    The question felt risky; it might have provoked anger, offence. Instead, Bukk relaxed a few notches. He even chuckled again. “You’d have to ask them. Them and every other Altar colony I’ve been to during the last year or so. I’m not responsible for what people call me, just for my actions.” 
 
    “So, what are they? Your actions, I mean?” 
 
    “These are good questions, kid. The questions of a learner. My actions?” He stretched his upper arms across the back of the booth. “For a year and a half I’ve been on a secret mission. Yeah, you guessed that about me and you guessed that right. I’ve been collecting information about the injustices suffered by Altar colonies across multiple sectors of the galaxy. I’ve been helping the Peacemaker Guild gather evidence against some of the worst corporate criminals perpetrating those injustices against our people.” 
 
    “Like Dream World Consortium?” I asked. 
 
    “Dream World is only the latest in a millennia-long line of tyrants and bullies to inflict cruelty on our people. But they are among the worst, sure. The Peacemaker Guild has been looking for a way to uncover what they’re really about and bring them down.” 
 
    “You—You’re a Peacemaker?” He wore and carried nothing to indicate that affiliation. 
 
    His feelers waved from side to side. “I said I’ve been helping them—for as long as our goals were in alignment. One of them is someone I consider a close friend. The closest friend I’ve made from another species. Jessica Francis helped my colony at Araf, and the deeper we looked into their dealings there, the worse things got. You see, I’m a soldier, kid. I don’t serve the Galactic Union; I don’t serve a guild; I serve the Altar people.” He rasped a dry laugh. “People probably think I’m this Lightbringer because I keep saying things like that.” 
 
    “You were getting information about Dream World from my queen. Is that what you do, fly around…interviewing people, collecting data, giving it to the Peacemakers?” I had a sinking feeling: what if I’d trapped myself with a mere researcher or data analyst? Was that really the kind of person my species revered as a mythical hero? An interviewer and report-writer? 
 
    Entropy’s asshole! What if he makes me write his reports for him? 
 
    Across the table, however, the fierce Bukk was back, the one whose eyes burned with cold fire. “That’s what I’ve been doing, kid. But we’re fast reaching the end of that season of my life. All I’ve been achieving is a whole lot of nothing. I’m tired of walking on the spot.” He pointed out through the hatch and down the passageway. “You saw the glossy black cases in the hold? The ones with the hard-core locks?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Sure, you did, smart guy like you. Well, they’re locked for a reason, especially because I had techs and mechanics crawling around in here while I was talking with your brood.” 
 
    “What’s in them?” 
 
    “One contains weapons, kid. The other, tech for breaking and entering.” 
 
    In the low gravity, I’d begun to slump and slide beneath my strapping. I straightened in my seat when he mentioned this. Weapons and B&E tech? This was more like it! “You’re breaking into somewhere? That’s where you’re headed next?” 
 
    “That’s where we’re headed.” 
 
    “You’re stealing something?” 
 
    “For a good cause.” 
 
    “The Lightbringer steals things?” I glanced at the slate. Was that in the legends? I didn’t think it would be. It sounded exciting, but was that the kind of thing a hero should do? 
 
    “Not sure about the Lightbringer, kid. But I do it when I need to. I’m a pragmatist. That’s a word that means I do whatever works. I believe in the goal justifying the tactics. And there’s no greater goal than improving Altar quality of life across the galaxy.” 
 
    “You’ve stolen things before? For our people?” 
 
    “I’ve stolen a few things, sure. You’re sitting in one of them.” When I looked down at my seat, he clarified, “The Voidcutter, kid. It belonged to Intergalactic Haulers. Peacemaker Francis and I sort of appropriated it. Really and truly, it belongs to her anyway, but we set up some subterfuge so anyone monitoring the Haulers won’t find it. People are always looking. Anyway, I needed something to get around in, to conduct my research on behalf of the guild. And up until recently, that’s what I’ve been doing with it. But a few stops ago, I swapped out the transponder and the ship name for a new one, so the Peacemakers can’t track me, either. I mean, if they really focused, they could do the detective work, but as long as I keep moving, I think they’ll eventually lose my trail.” 
 
    “Why?” It seemed the most important question to ask. 
 
    He did get angry then. I’d been expecting it at some point. Usually conversations with me ended in anger at some point, or at least frustration. However, it didn’t seem directed at me. 
 
    He said, “Because the Peacemakers take too long to do things. Even my friend Jessica. Because Altar civilians get mugged and murdered in starports, and Peacemakers never seem to catch the perpetrators. Because corporations like Dream World keep dirtying the lives of ordinary Altar and make a profit doing it—and get away with it. Because I’m not going to my final resting place without knowing I changed things. That’s why, kid.” 
 
    I had to admit, it was a good why. 
 
    “So, where are you—we—breaking in to?” 
 
    He unbuckled his restraints, pushed himself toward the food prep area, and started mixing a cocktail of different foods. Floating by the counter, he raised his voice above the roar of the blender. “I need you to understand that everything we do is about balance and about justice. Altar are not a greedy people. We’re not malicious, nor power hungry. But as sure as stars are hot, we are due for a break.” 
 
    He unhooked the cup from the blender, fitted a lid with a straw and kept it floating there as he sipped at it. It was the first time I’d seen him eat or drink anything, and I felt a ridiculous pang of disappointment, as if it made him less…legendary, more ordinary. 
 
    He continued, “Dream World has been around so long—and they’ve been up to no good for so long—that they have facilities everywhere. Most of them are small. A couple are known only to specific administrators keeping their own secret fiefdoms within the company.” I had no idea what a fiefdom was, but I wasn’t about to interrupt him and ask. “I know a gate master, a Sumatozou I actually trust. Well, I trust his greed anyway, and I’ve promised him a cut from my next job. I found the location for a DWC data storage facility belonging to an Equiri administrator named Su’lierdae—a particularly nasty Dream World criminal. My friendly gate master has no idea what’s at the coordinates I’ve provided—those records have mysteriously vanished from Cartography Guild records. He just knows that I’ll pay him handsomely, like I have before. Our next jump will take us to the friendly gate master’s system so he can send us in the right direction.” 
 
    “We’re stealing from Dream World?” 
 
    I was impressed—and a little daunted. I’d never considered theft on such a scale. 
 
    Bukk pushed off a wall and returned to the booth, settling the cup against the table. “Not stealing, kid. We’re looking for anything DWC can give to our cause. See it as reparation. Restitution.” 
 
    “I…don’t know what those words mean.” 
 
    “And good for you for saying so. If you start reading, you’ll learn such words quick enough. Suffice to say, we’re looking for anything that we can pass on to our people, or anything that might maim or hobble Dream World. Credits we can redistribute. Maybe information we can use to negotiate with.” 
 
    A little petty theft was something I was always up for. But Bukk was talking about activity on a scale that made me queasy. I said, “Negotiate with? You mean you wanna blackmail Dream World?” 
 
    “Them, or just this Su’lierdae person. Hey, if that’s what it takes to improve the lives of a billion Altar, then why not, kid?” 
 
    “It’s—It’s just…What you’re talking about is so big. Going up against a major organization like this.” 
 
    “It’s this or nothing. Organizations are where evil concentrates. The bigger the organization, the greater the evil.” Seeing my continued anxiety, he said, “Kid, I was once a regular soldier; just a member of my colony. A good warrior, a good scout. I respected and trusted my leaders implicitly. I acted on orders. Then my queen was killed. I took her place until the new one hatched. During that time I saw what only the top leader sees: the universe is chaos. And it takes strong claws and strong minds to keep that chaos from overwhelming us. If we’re going to make things better for the Altar, then we need to be tougher and smarter than the ones who use chaos against us.” 
 
    “Yes, Lightbringer.” I said it automatically. There’d been something in his tone again that provoked such reverence. “Yes, Bukk,” I corrected myself. 
 
    “We’ll have a lot of time once we’re through the gate. I’ll teach you the navcomputer and a bunch of other things, but first you need to read.” 
 
    “All right.” I pulled the slate toward me and started on the text. Before the end of the first paragraph, I had to stop and turn the slate his way. “What’s this word?” 
 
    “‘Dissemble?’ I’ll explain it. But I’m pleased you’re asking about it, Pleca the Adventurer. Our people need their servants to be informed, adaptive, educated, wise. Now, then. ‘Dissemble?’ It means…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Later that day, Bukk unlocked the two glossy black cases in the hold. My eyes nearly exploded in my head. 
 
    The hacking and lock-picking equipment that took up half of one case was so sophisticated it was almost arcane. I’d never seen such devices: smart keys designed to fool bio-locks, trickster worms formed from malleable material allowing them to squirm inside physical locks and data ports, shrouders that fooled cameras with false signals. I itched to get my claws on them and try them out. The rest of that case held charge packs and magazines for energy and ballistic weapons for the items squeezed into the second case… 
 
    There were enough weapons in there to arm a merc platoon. The layers of small arms smelled factory fresh. 
 
    In answer to my querying look the Lightbringer said, “What’s a revolution without a little fire power?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Breakheart Station 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Gods, it was good to be back in standard gravity after days in hyperspace. 
 
    Bur and Hurk followed me from Breakheart Station’s hangar berths, onto its outer promenade and toward its merc watering hole simply called Primo’s. Merc shopping—that was our priority for the day ahead. The two of them got the dubious honor of helping me recruit new blood while Karan and the others got to blow off steam in whatever way they saw fit before shopping for weapons and ammo. Bur and Hurk could relax tomorrow before we cast off again. 
 
    Primo’s proved to be a little different than most pits I’d visited. Classier, brighter, cleaner. Probably because it was owned by a Buma; the short, winged fellow even had a hologram of himself welcoming us from above the doors. All the ceiling lights worked—and there were more of them than I was used to. Reproductions of multiple species’ artwork graced the walls, and the air was perfumed—although the heady potpourri of floral fragrances that hit us when we entered was pungent enough to make a species like ours swoon. 
 
    “Phew,” said Hurk on my left, swiping at his nose. “Are they trying to cover up the stink of a crime scene or something?” 
 
    “A blend of intoxicant flower oils intended to soothe the mind and body,” said Bur. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Hurk asked him. 
 
    Bur jerked a thumb at a wall sign on his side of the door. “Says so right there.” 
 
    “Cut the chatter,” I told them. “Focus.” 
 
    Primo’s was certainly a big venue, maybe fifty meters by a hundred. A circular bar dominated its center. The place might have felt classy and fresh and welcoming, but the clientele was the same as any merc pit anywhere in the galaxy. 
 
    And—perhaps because he wasn’t confident in his own ability to manage disagreements between merc species—Primo had hired bouncers. Two tables had been pushed together to the right of the doorway where the hulking forms of a Phidae and an Oogar sat playing a card game. They paused to eye us with interest. I nodded a polite hello. They didn’t return the greeting. 
 
    Bur nudged me and jerked his head toward a table ten meters past the bouncers where two female Zuul sat. The pair met our stare for a moment—then broke into sniggers at the sight of me, another female, flanked by two males. Even if they couldn’t smell us and our clanless status, the counter-cultural sight was enough to provoke some ridicule from them. 
 
    “Scentless curs,” Bur growled. “Honorless whelps. I’ll teach them…” 
 
    He started around the bouncers, forcing me to grab his vest to haul him back. “No, you won’t.” The Oogar had braced himself to rise, and I reassured him with an open-jawed smile. To Bur, I murmured, “We’re recruiting, not brawling. But the table beside them does look like a nice place to sit.” 
 
    As we settled near the females, their amusement died away, their eyes catching our Hellchasers insignia, a grey-skinned demon in the teeth of an angry Zuul. The visual and olfactory signs were evident now: we were without clan. The grin on one face turned to a sneer of derision, while the other surprised me by regarding us with actual pity. It’s hard to say which was worse. Their scent was as plain as the insignia on their own arm patches: members of a well-known clan. Even if they’d been in a friendly mood, there was zero chance of them joining us. 
 
    Leaving Bur and Hurk to stare them down, I surveyed the room carefully. A few moments later, the females drained their glasses and decided they had somewhere better to be. 
 
    “Shame you had to be so impolite, ladies,” Bur said, his words freezing them in place as they stood. “You might be members of an honored clan, but your hearts are as empty as your skulls.” 
 
    They unfroze and headed for the door, growling curses. 
 
    “Have a nice day,” Hurk called after them, then gave the bouncers an open-palmed gesture to say, See how peaceful and pleasant we are? Nothing to worry about with us. 
 
    “Forget them. Let’s get down to business.” I pointed to a table close to the bar. “There.” 
 
    “Where?” said Hurk. “The Flatars?” 
 
    “Beside the Flatars.” 
 
    “The…Human?” 
 
    “Look at the patches on its sleeve.” There were several that hosted the word or words for combat medic in various Union alphabets. On the upper sleeve, the Human had added the red cross of Earth medicine. 
 
    “But…it’s Human.” 
 
    “It’s a she, too,” I said. “I think.” 
 
    “But why a Human?” 
 
    “Why not? She appears to be the only one in here, apart from the bartender. Maybe she’s not with a company. And we do need a med-tech.” 
 
    I stood and my subordinates stood with me. 
 
    “I don’t like Humans,” said Bur. “Not since the ones at Langwarrin Station arrested us.” 
 
    “They were security, just doing their job,” I told him. I handed Hurk the yack that Rigos had given us. “Buy us drinks. Then you can go sound out those three Goka by the wall.” 
 
    “Drinks. Right.” That cheered him up. 
 
    He took the card and moved ahead of us. Bur remained at my shoulder as we approached the Human’s table. She was a female. Square-shaped, with the thick limbs of one who “pumped iron” as the Langwarrin security guards had called weightlifting. She’d gathered her long scalp-fur into a false tail dangling from the back of her head. Glancing at her professional medic sigils and remembering poor fallen Jelko, I felt a pang of sadness. 
 
    I only hope you’re half as good as she was. 
 
    As we reached her, the woman spat a curse at her slate, which was playing some kind of sports broadcast. The curses combined with her murderous expression were enough to raise some hairs on my neck and legs, giving me pause. Still, there didn’t seem to be any other med-techs in here. I decided to persevere. We stood over her and waited until she raised her chin, frowning up at us. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Bur asked her, without preamble. 
 
    “That’s no propa hello, yee two,” the Human said. It took our translators a second to pass on the message, struggling with the woman’s convoluted form of English. Apparently, she was saying that we hadn’t introduced ourselves politely. 
 
    I decided to start again. “My name is Hahnu. Commander of the Hellchasers. This is Bur, my lieutenant. May we know your name?” 
 
    “Geordie,” the woman replied, distractedly. Her attention—and scowl—had returned to her sport. Onscreen, I caught a glimpse of Humans attired in different-colored tunics. Behind barricades, a crowd hooted and chanted and waved their arms as the players chased a white ball around a grassy rectangle. One of them fell heavily after only the slightest of tackles from an opponent. The minor collision couldn’t have hurt even a Human, but the fallen player writhed upon the ground while the crowd bayed for blood and a black-uniformed umpire blew a whistle. 
 
    This race has the strangest interests, I thought. 
 
    “I greet you, Geordie,” I said. “May I sit with you?” 
 
    She shrugged broad shoulders. “Do as yee like.” 
 
    I sat opposite her. 
 
    Bur stood to the side of the table, between us. “You’re a long way from home,” he said. 
 
    “And yee’re a long way from…” She glanced at me. “Wherever you’re from.” 
 
    “We were born on Zhavu,” provided Bur. 
 
    “I see your patches,” I said. “Medicine. What’s your specialty?” 
 
    “My specialty’s supportin’ shite football teams, it seems.” There was another roar of noise from the slate. Without warning, the woman threw it across the room. It skated between two Maki, almost decapitated a Veetanho, and was snatched from the air by the Human barperson. The bartender calmly placed it beneath the counter and returned to serving Hurk. 
 
    “What is irking you?” asked Bur. “What was that on your slate?” 
 
    “That, me ol’ mate, was my football team losin’ their final game of the season. Newcastle F.C., the mighty Magpies. Should be called the bloody Heartbreakers! They just got relegated to the second tier of English football. Again!” She beat the tabletop with a fist. 
 
    Bur stared down at his translator as if to check if it was broken, and then at me. I shrugged. Her words had come through cleanly, but I had as little idea what they meant as he did. 
 
    I waved for Geordie’s attention. “Do you need something to take your mind off your…troubles?” 
 
    The woman nudged her half-empty glass. “I’ve got that covered.” 
 
    Bur leaned in, his frustration beginning to show. “Do…you…want…some…work?” 
 
    I waved him back from the table. If he didn’t stop rankling at every provocation, I’d have to send him out of here. The Oogar bouncer still had his eye on us. 
 
    “Geordie,” I said, “if you want to be alone with your misery, tell us to go. I’ll happily buy you another drink and leave you to drown your grief. But if you need work, we’d like to talk to you.” 
 
    “I’m right paggered,” the Human said, sliding lower in her chair. “I’d like nowt more than gettin’ totally mortal just now. But I do need money. So, go on then.” 
 
    “Paggered?” Bur asked. “Mortal?” 
 
    For the first time, a smile ghosted across Geordie’s broad face. “Apologies. The English where I’m from is a little different than what they taught your translators. Paggered is tired. Mortal is drunk.” 
 
    “But…mortal means—” 
 
    “Never mind, Bur.” 
 
    “Yee were sayin’?” Geordie prompted me. 
 
    Hurk arrived with the drinks. I told him to give his to Geordie. He obeyed. Unhappily. He returned to the bar for a replacement. 
 
    I told the medic, “We’re bulking up our unit for a lucrative contract. Short term. Perhaps a month long. Perhaps two.” 
 
    “Fighting involved?” 
 
    “Some, at first. We’re to capture a position.” 
 
    “Sounds fine.” 
 
    “Hopefully after that we’ll just hold that position against people who aren’t interested in taking it.” 
 
    “Even better.” 
 
    “Returning to the subject of your specialty, your expertise…?” 
 
    Geordie craned her neck to squint at her patches. “You name it. Graduate of an Earth university. Studied in a bunch of Science Guild institutions for the next eight years. Battlefield surgery. Nanite-coding. Midwifery. You name it.” 
 
    “You can treat Zuul?” 
 
    “I can treat any merc species you care to get injured for me.” 
 
    “You have proof of that?” Bur asked. 
 
    “Go fetch my slate from the bar, and I’ll show you my creds.” 
 
    “Fetch?” Bur’s hands curled into fists. I had to lean over and grab his arm to calm him. After our time in the Langwarrin lock-up, we were familiar with the tendency of asshole Humans to equate Zuul with one of their home world companion animals. My father had actually killed a Human eight years back over a similar insult. 
 
    But we needed a medic. And, for some reason, this Human was growing on me. 
 
    I said, “How about you get your own slate and beam your creds and history to our ship? Search for transponder code AXX-2027 on hangar tier AA-93.” 
 
    Geordie’s eyes grew wide. “AA-93? That’s your ship? I saw it come in. Screw me, you got some money then.” 
 
    “We have a client with money, yes.” 
 
    “Sounding better and better. When I beam across me CV, you be sure to send back an offer.” 
 
    “If we like what we see, we’ll do just that.” 
 
    I sipped my drink as Geordie swallowed half the drink Hurk had left her. He was making himself known to the Goka now. Smacking her lips, Geordie’s gaze swung his way. “So, you three related?” 
 
    “Why?” said Bur. “Because we all look the same to you?” 
 
    “Because I like to know who I’m getting into business with.” 
 
    “Bur and I are cousins,” I told her. “Hurk is Bur’s younger brother from a different litter. Our pilot Karan is my cousin. The rest of our Zuul are from families traditionally friendly to ours.” 
 
    “No clan then, any of you?” 
 
    “How is that your concern?” said Bur. 
 
    “No clan,” I said, keeping things simple. I was impressed the Human knew something of wider Zuul cultures and history. 
 
    “No skin off my nose whether you have a clan or not. But you are all relatives and friends. Tells me you like having people you have history with.” She indicated Hurk who was seating himself at the Goka table. “Interesting that you’re recruitin’ a bunch of complete strangers in here.” 
 
    “That’s problematic for you?” 
 
    “Nope, just interesting. Not exactly a normal, or Zuul, thing to do, as I understand it, workin’ with strangers and workin’ with other races.” 
 
    “And you?” I tapped my tunic over my ribs. “You’ll be okay taking orders from a Zuul?” 
 
    “Of course. I love dogs.” 
 
    Oh, sweet entropy, there was a Human word we knew well without the translator’s help. And it sure pushed Bur’s button. 
 
    “We’re not ‘dogs!’” He snarled. 
 
    “I know. I know.” Geordie stretched, relaxed. “I’m sayin’ that Zuul remind me of other beings I love.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said, catching Bur’s eye. “Beings. Not animals, in her mind.” 
 
    “But cats?” Geordie said next. “And any species that look like cats? That’s a whole ‘nother story.” 
 
    Time to put this conversation to bed before her clumsy attempts at building rapport got her into any more trouble. I drained my glass and stood. “I look forward to reading your credentials.” 
 
    “I only have one request of yee,” Geordie said before I could leave. Abruptly she was all seriousness. “You’re all right, Hahnu, good people. But the way your fella here keeps lookin’ at me, it’s giving me the hackies.” 
 
    I didn’t understand all the words, but I understood the sentiment. With a hand on Bur’s muscular shoulder, I said, “My ‘fella’ will treat you with respect from now on.” 
 
    “Of course,” Bur said, without missing a beat. “I meant no offense.” But his ears were back, and his eyes narrowed as he said it. 
 
    “Yee treat me kind and I’ll treat yee the same, pet,” said Geordie and raised her glass. 
 
    Beneath his tunic, I felt Bur’s muscles tense and his fur bristle. “Pet?” 
 
    I squeezed his shoulder, continuing to urge restraint. 
 
    Geordie raised her free hand placatingly, as the other tipped alcohol into her mouth. “Not ‘pet’ as in a domesticated animal. ‘Pet’ as in ‘treasured friend’ or ‘beloved family member.’ It’s a term of endearment where I’m from, not to be taken literally.” 
 
    “But the word means—” 
 
    “The word means what she said it means,” I said, pulling him away from the table. “But, Geordie, if you sign on with us, the racial slurs stop now. You need to use a common language that’s easy for our translators. For someone with your medical training, your bedside manner needs some work.” 
 
    “Meant no harm, but right you are. No troubles.” 
 
    “Here’s a few credits for another drink or two.” 
 
    She gathered the chits and raised her empty glass at us. “Cheers, most honored commander and lieutenant.” 
 
    “Much better,” Bur rumbled. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Zetchek 
 
      
 
    The aroma of a GenSha dinner had me salivating before I took more than five steps inside the apartment. Many GenSha had long since deduced my real purpose here—probably because of my clumsy questioning. And they had taken me into their hearts, sheltering me from the Cut-&-Crush mercs who hated the sight of a Zuparti wandering the streets. It was no doubt simple xenophobia. The Veetanho mercs called me k’vnyiut in their language—which I was glad my translator refused to translate. The Humans called the word weasel, which again didn’t translate for me. 
 
    The GenSha, by contrast, always greeted me with smiles and kind words. They had also taken great pleasure in feeding me frequently. 
 
    The mother of this particular family unit, T’Kwenn, closed the door behind me and led me toward the apartment’s oval-shaped dining table. These GenSha were as proud a people as they were hospitable, so while her back was turned, I slipped some credit chits between the cushions of a lounge chair where she wouldn’t see them until after I left. These GenSha were also astute; T’Kwenn had three children and all of them saw me do it. Their eyes widened at my sneaky gift. With a finger to my lips, I urged them to stay silent. All nodded, co-conspiratorial smiles lighting their eyes. 
 
    Once seated at the table, I regaled the little ones with tales of other worlds while T’Kwenn heaped the meal’s main dish onto plates. Without any encouragement, I tucked in with gusto. The dish was grain-based, infused with a mix of herbs and finely chopped grasses, and rounded out with fried vegetables. It tasted even better than it smelled. 
 
    Although I’d told the GenSha repeatedly that my stomach was a lot smaller than theirs—and although this was the third time I’d eaten in this particular home—T’Kwenn had heaped my plate as high as those of her children’s. They finished theirs; I didn’t—although I’d given it my best try. 
 
    “I will seal the remainder of your meal in a receptacle for later enjoyment,” the mother said and went to search her kitchen. 
 
    “Thank you,” I called to her. “For everything.” 
 
    “It is our honor to give to a Peacemaker,” the oldest child, Joola, said. She said it every time I visited. Though I had once been an electrical contractor in one of my former careers and thought I’d remembered my skills well, it hadn’t taken locals long to figure out who I really was. I remembered something I’d heard on a Human Tri-V show: Cops can wear anything they like, but they’ll always smell like cops. Well, maybe, in a way, that was a good sign. As long as Cut-&-Crush’s mercenaries didn’t catch wind of that smell too… 
 
    “And it’s my honor to give to you,” I whispered back with a flick of my eyes to the hidden treasure under the cushion. 
 
    She giggled. The other two smiled and stared. They were much younger. Joola was what some species called pre-pubescent, approaching adolescence, her limbs turning to gangly. While she was always polite to me, her eyes retained a constant shine, hinting at a barely restrained tendency toward mischief. So far I liked all the GenSha I’d met on Arduna. Many Zuparti are as scornful of other races as they are fearful of them. Not me. My travels and my recent Peacemaker training had already convinced me that the galaxy is a wonderful and diverse place, and that diversity is not something to be feared, but appreciated, even imbibed. 
 
    “And where is your grandfather this evening?” I asked Joola. 
 
    Her grandfather, apparently, was not a topic of interest to her. With a shrug, she abruptly left the table and raced to the board game the children had been playing before I’d arrived. The others joined her. 
 
    T’Kwenn returned to the table with a clear container of leftovers in one of her big hands and two cups of warmed fruit juice balanced in the other. She deposited the container in front of me, then handed me a juice. 
 
    “My father,” she sighed, answering to my question, “is out hunting mushrooms again. The silly old fool.” She sat opposite me and slurped her juice. 
 
    “Why ‘silly old fool?’” I asked her. My own juice was syrupy and very sweet. I had no idea what it was made from, but many households had made it for me, and I was growing to enjoy it. 
 
    Diversity, I reminded himself. New things are good things. 
 
    “He is a silly old fool because he likes the mushrooms that grow in the gullies out west of here.” 
 
    I frowned and put down my cup. “The gullies where the air is foul?” 
 
    “The same,” she confirmed. 
 
    The locals had told me two days earlier that the area was one to avoid. So, I went there the day after, searching for the emissions Peacemaker Francis had told me about. The air in that region was particularly poisonous. Dream World hadn’t been interested in the colony’s complaints about it, and the GenSha had not bothered informing Gold Star Mercantile about it, either. I, on the other hand, was very interested in it. 
 
    I shook my head. “I informed your people about what I found out there yesterday.” 
 
    “The vents,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, the vents. They look like natural openings in the ravine, but the volume of greenhouse gases coming out of them is incredibly toxic and some of it flows around the network of gullies around the area. I told your father this, and he still went out there?” 
 
    Her shrug made her look like her daughter for a moment. “He likes wild mushrooms. I have long given up trying to talk sense into him about anything.” 
 
    “Well, I will talk sense into him,” I replied with more force than I intended. 
 
    She flinched a little at my tone and I heard how imperious it sounded. Like one of those Zuparti who bosses around junior staff or contractors, overplaying their authority to cover their lack of confidence and actual power. It was not the type of person I wanted to be; it was not the type of Peacemaker I wanted to be. 
 
    Softening my tone, I added, “It’s my mission in life to stand for those in need.” 
 
    Her own body language relaxed, and she gave me a warm smile. “We are lucky to have a Peacemaker to protect us.” 
 
    “A Zuparti Peacemaker,” I replied, my expression wry. “You’d get better protection from an Oogar or Zuul.” 
 
    She chuckled. “How is your juice?” 
 
    “Delicious,” I told her. “As was the meal. Your hospitality is humbling.” 
 
    She waved away the compliment. “Not at all. It is good for my children to mix with non-GenSha. And you, sir, bring us hope that the galaxy actually cares about us. It cost us everything to settle this region. One day we would like to live free of corporations and their mercenaries. We would like to take the wellbeing of our world into our own hands.” 
 
    I raised my glass. “I drink to that dream. May it not be long in coming to fruition.” 
 
    Her gaze slid to her children. “As bad as Dream World was to us, there is something these Cut-&-Crush mercs did which is…also bad.” 
 
    I frowned at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Her voice dropped. “I can’t speak of it in front of the children. Although, Joola knows of it. Perhaps you could speak with our Council when they meet in a few days’ time? They can explain it.” 
 
    “Very well.” Investigations into Cut-&-Crush—or Gold Star Mercantile—were not what I was here for, but if harm had been done, the Guild should know of it. “I’ll await an invitation to speak with them.” 
 
    She smiled again, relaxing. “You’ll await an invitation to dinner with them.” She pointed to the container of leftovers. “And you better learn to eat more.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Breakheart Station 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    After Geordie, Bur and I chatted with three separate gunship pilots. Two were HecSha playing—of all things—the Zuul game of Jaapi. They were manic and cocky, and they asked us to join them, pretending ignorance of the game and “hoping” we would be good teachers. Since they were betting and since I smelled a racket, I declined. We invited them to transmit their credentials individually, but they told us they came as a pair or not at all, and I only wanted one. Besides, I’ve never trusted HecSha… 
 
    Fortunately, there was another pilot sitting by himself in a corner of the bar, nursing a tall glass of fermented fruit juice. For a gregarious hive race, all the lone Altars I had ever met were remarkably withdrawn. Not belligerent; just inwardly focused and reserved. This one was no different. However, he perked up at the prospect of well-paid work, and he was polite. His name was Glelg. He showed us his credentials, and they checked out. We made an offer that he accepted. 
 
    During these conversations, Primo finally arrived at his pit. While refilling Hurk’s drinks at the bar, the Buma informed him quietly that the Goka he’d been talking to had excellent reputations. His exact words were, “Those three are worth twenty other Goka—and one hundred Humans.” The final comment was made with a glance toward Geordie. Well, no matter, I wouldn’t be paying Geordie to fight…and we were going up against thirty-five Humans, not one hundred, so the math worked in our favor. 
 
    On Primo’s recommendation, we hired the Goka, too. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The seven remaining Hellchasers ate and drank well while on Breakheart, playing against the station’s name and doing a little healing while there. We stocked our armory, our medical supplies, and our comestibles. Karan purchased a new assault shuttle from an old Zuul trader who had known my father and gave us a discount. Or rather, he gave Dream World a discount. 
 
    Glelg, the gunship pilot, moved his gear aboard our mothership at midnight ship time, late afternoon station time. Geordie’s credentials and references checked out, so we sent her a contract during the afternoon. She signed it immediately and sent it back, with a note saying she’d join us shortly before we departed. 
 
    Breakheart’s station management told us more than two hundred mercs were currently on-station. We skimmed their files during that day and overnight. None of them were to the standard we needed. We had a medic, we had a second pilot, and we had three sneaky little insectoid berserkers. All I needed now was muscle, but muscle I could count on. 
 
    Karan and Bur finally uncovered a solid lead on where to find that muscle, and it wasn’t to be found on Breakheart. Their scouring of the GalNet unearthed a story about the Veetanho-led, Human-dominated Cut-&-Crush company once screwing over a particular Lumar unit. I mean, they had royally and thoroughly screwed them over. The story went a little something like this: 
 
    Two years earlier, a young Zuparti maiden had fallen out of love with the old male who’d been courting her. At approximately the same time, she’d fallen in love with a younger, wealthier Zuparti tech-developer. The maiden fled her old lover’s sphere of influence to take up residence in the younger male’s fortified R & D facility. This facility was situated in a picturesque valley on the planet Kafi-Kafu. To protect his work, the tech developer kept a security garrison of NapSha and Aposo mercs. 
 
    The older male, of course, wanted his beloved back. Alive, preferably, but dead would do just fine. He hired Cut-&-Crush to reclaim her. Her…and whatever R & D they could take from the facility while they were there. I mean, why not squeeze in some industrial espionage and thievery while stealing back the maiden? Why not achieve two objectives for the same price? 
 
    Cut-&-Crush accepted the contract, but they needed extra cannon fodder to take the facility since their intel said the Aposo/NapSha company numbered around 200. Cut-&-Crush augmented their own numbers with a few more Humans and a lot of Lumar. Apparently, “a lot of Lumar” meant 100—and they were to be the frontline troops, the ones storming the facility.  
 
    Then on one bright dawn, Cut-&-Crush launched their attack. The incumbent Aposo and NapSha did not go down quietly. Although they ultimately lost, they took a few Humans and seventy-something Lumar with them. The Lumar unit had been told they’d be facing 100 enemy. The actual number was double that, hence their own horrendous losses. 
 
    Once the facility was secured, the old Zuparti arrived, murdered his rival, recovered his lost love, pilfered valuable research, paid Cut-&-Crush what he owed them, then got the Zuparti-hell outta there. 
 
    Cut-&-Crush also departed, but only after their Veetanho commanders told the Lumar: “You need to garrison here and hold the place for fourteen days, then we’ll come back and extract you. See you in a fourteen local days’ time.” 
 
    But Cut-&-Crush did not come back after fourteen local days. They never came back. Nor did they pay the surviving Lumar. 
 
    A month in, the realization that they had been swindled began forming in the dense brains of these luckless, four-armed aliens. Knowing there was a starport on the far side of the planet, they left the facility and commenced the long march. The journey took one year. When they arrived, they didn’t have the money to leave the planet. To make ends meet, they were forced to take on whatever jobs they could: labor jobs, stevedore jobs, nightclub security jobs. 
 
    “They’ve been stuck on Kafi-Kafu for almost two local years,” Bur said. “Their original troop had a long and noble history before this debacle. They were good at their jobs, and reliable. Their performance at the Kafi-Kafu facility proved that; they were outnumbered almost 2:1, but they still did their jobs, accepted their losses, and didn’t complain. And prevailed.” 
 
    “Poor bastards,” I murmured, my gut heavy with pity. I’d hoped for a small unit who’d be motivated to undertake our job, and do it well and do it cheap. If the Lumar were still alive on Kafi-Kafu, then I’d found the right unit. I asked Bur to message ahead. 
 
    “Already done,” he said. “I assumed that’s where we’d be going next.” 
 
    I confirmed this with a nod. That weight still sat in the pit of my stomach. “I can’t underpay them, you know. I can’t rip them off and line our pockets with the extra. Their experience mirrors ours in so many ways. Betrayal by employers. Exploitation. Shoddy intel causing unnecessary losses. Gods, they could be Hellchasers!” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s Dream World’s money, and there’s plenty in the contract for all of us.” 
 
    I patted his shoulder, pressed the side of my head against his. “I appreciate your support, Bur.” 
 
    “Always, Hahnu. You know that. Always.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We left Breakheart Station the day after we arrived. 
 
    Geordie was last to board. As Hurk and I waited for her outside the mothership entry ramp, she came striding across the berthing station boardwalk, a wide Human smile lighting up her square face. One of her arms swung happily as she came, the other dragged a sled piled high with medical supplies. A single personal kitbag was perched on top. 
 
    She paused at the gangway to salute us, before her attention snapped sideways toward a slender Human hangar worker. 
 
    In a stage whisper, she confided in us, “Ee oh, he’s right lush, i’n he?” And with that, she dragged her sled between us and boarded the ship. 
 
    I gestured for the male hangar worker’s attention and asked him, “Did you hear what your fellow Human said? Can you please explain what that means?” 
 
    The hangar worker shrugged and continued on his way, saying, “Don’t look at me, mate. I haven’t the foggiest idea.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 In Sub-Light Transit  
 
    Pleca 
 
      
 
    “How’s the reading coming?” Bukk asked me as he came into the cockpit. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed, happy for an excuse to put the slate to one side. I was seated in a passenger berth set off to the side of the hatchway and to the rear of the pilot’s seat. My eyes and brain both hurt from concentrating on the stream of documents Bukk had assigned me—and from constantly learning new words. “How long do I have to do this?” 
 
    “You remember what I told you?” he asked as he got into the pilot seat. 
 
    “Learning is life and learning is life-long.” 
 
    “Right. So, to answer your question, you’ll be reading forever, kid.” He chuckled. “But you can take a break for now, if you like.” 
 
    “Thank Entropy,” I whispered. 
 
    I saw Bukk stiffen momentarily before leaning over a blinking light on one of the helm’s side screens. “Someone messaged us?” he asked. 
 
    “I think I heard one,” I replied, avoiding eye contact. “A chime or something.” 
 
    “You looked at who was calling, didn’t you?” 
 
    There was a split second’s hesitation before I decided to tell the truth. There was no point lying to the Lightbringer anyway. “I did. That friend of yours, Jessica Francis.” 
 
    He studied the message metadata showing on-screen—which was all I’d been able to see. 
 
    “Even if you’d tried to unlock this,” he said, “you couldn’t have. Not with standard Peacemaker Guild encoding on this. Not too many uninitiated people in the universe who’d know how to unlock it.” 
 
    “Uninitiated people?” 
 
    “Bounty hunters or deputized agents with the need to know. It’s not important anyway. What’s important here is that Jessica wouldn’t have used standard encryption—she would have used Lucille.” He hit the dismiss icon without bothering to “unlock” the message. 
 
    “Lucille?” He stared at me for a long moment without responding. “Okay, forget it. The message doesn’t interest you?” 
 
    “If I open this, the guild will be able to track me. As I’ve indicated before, Jessica is a Peacemaker and I’m done with Peacemakers.” It came out angry and he took a deep breath to bring some calm back to his tone. “Francis and others are good people. They’re just doing their jobs the way their jobs have to be done. Were this personal and official, it would have been encrypted a different way. Someone going around Jessica to get to me qualifies as odd, especially now. Jessica and the guild are hampered by Galactic Union laws. I trust her implicitly. I cannot trust her guild and their support for laws that Altar had very little to say about.” 
 
    “You don’t believe in laws?” 
 
    “I do. It’s just the current laws don’t seem to do much to protect the weak and the poor, no matter how much they’ve been talked up. It’s high time Altar wrote their own laws.” He gave a dry laugh. “That’s the dream, anyway.” He rotated the chair toward me. “Best keep your fitness up, kid. Never know what’s around the corner. Get in the corridor and do some zero-G exercises, get yourself a meal, then it’s back to education for you.” 
 
    “Yes, Bukk.” I unstrapped, settled my magnetic boots on the decking and rose. “So, how long until…?” 
 
    “One more stargate to jump through, followed by several hours of in-system travel when we get there. It’ll be many days yet.” 
 
    It was difficult to slouch without gravity, but I gave it my best as I left the cockpit. A few more days of reading dry and ancient texts? It was so depressing. Some adventure.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Marrek 
 
      
 
    Six hours back on planet and already our new employers were rubbing our noses in it. 
 
    We arrived at the small freighter pad out beyond New Joy City. That had happened at midnight by our body clocks, mid-morning local time. Which meant we’d be skipping a good night’s sleep. Ara said he didn’t need one; I said the same. He told the truth; I lied. 
 
    We were met with an hour’s debarkation proceedings and induction briefing in a Gold Star Mercantile outbuilding. The time passed slowly for two former enemy combatants of the merc company currently occupying the city down the highway. We threw each other looks that asked, If a Cut-&-Crush trooper happened by would they recognize us and decide to finish the job? Surely, they wouldn’t touch us if they came by, not now we’d signed on with their partners on Arduna, the Deliberate Actions company. 
 
    After induction came a standard suite of medical tests. The Veetch conducting them was new—there was no sign of any of the Dream World personnel who’d previously staffed this site. The Veetch, having more eyes and hands than many species, was able to examine the two of us simultaneously. He looked pretty concerned about my records from the hospital ship, but not at all worried that our DNA scans identified us as Maulers. 
 
    “Working for the enemy now, are we, boys?” he joked. 
 
    “We’re mercs,” Ara growled. “There’s no enemy except the one we’re paid to fight.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure about that. Right then, I’d have been happy to disembowel some Cut-&-Crush bastards for free. In my current state, I doubted I’d be able to. 
 
    “Where are the staff who used to be here?” I asked him. 
 
    His various body parts rumpled then straightened, the gesture a complicated shrug. “Far as I know, everyone left on the same civilian shuttle you must have taken.” 
 
    “Weren’t on it,” Ara replied. “I had to steal us a transport.” 
 
    “Oh,” the Veetch said, rattled by that particular revelation. His thoughts skipped plainly across his face. Should he report the theft? What else might these Zuul ruffians steal while they were here? 
 
    Ara ended that chain of thought by slipping his final few credit chits into one of the med-tech’s many coat pockets. “Might be good if you forgot what I said about the transport. Might be good if we get out of here soon. Might be good if you write down that the commander here is in extremely good health. Understand?” 
 
    The Veetch hesitated, then brushed one of its many hands over the pocket with the chits. He began packing away his diagnostic tools. “You are both in excellent health. Fit for duty. Bright as a sunrise and powerful as…er…Well, off you go, then. Have a nice time on Arduna.” 
 
    “Too kind,” I said as I put my shirt back on. 
 
    Minutes later, Ara and I were aboard an armored ground transport and starting the five-hour drive to “Hradah-Darhabhaha Mountain Pass.” We both agreed that whoever had given the place that name was a total asshole. 
 
    Outside New Joy City, we passed through the farms in silence. The ground transport had no windows in the rear passenger bay, but there were screens fed by exterior cameras. We studied the scarred landscape and city walls in grim silence. At one point, the transport veered around the burned-out carcass of the Mauler’s one-and-only tank still blocking the highway. The only mercy for us was the lack of Zuul bodies in evidence anywhere. 
 
    “What did they do with ‘em?” I muttered. 
 
    “Hopefully the right thing,” Ara muttered back, knowing exactly what I meant. “Storing them in coolers ready to ship to us or to the guild to claim later.” 
 
    “There is no ‘us,’” I replied. “And the guild’s a shit show.” 
 
    Most of the recent crop of Maulers hadn’t been close friends or relatives. Most had been hangers-on, truth be told. Still, I felt I owed it to offer their bodies a quiet Kobo Ask’sha with my head turned away from Ara. 
 
    Soon enough, we were past the site of our defeat and trundling through klick after klick of dull, flat landscape. Years of rough transit had prepared me well for five hours of bouncing and shaking. So had the hospital ship. Even with my lingering injuries, I napped, and I napped well. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We emerged from the APC to find ourselves in a backwater village. And by calling it a “backwater village,” I’m being kind, trust me. There were three rows of tents, a curtained latrine hut, and one small prefab dining cabin for the colonists. Two teeming garbage skips lurked behind the cabin, filling the air with a funk of rot. The creators of this little resort town had set it in the pass between two towering peaks, Mount Hradah and Mount Darhabhaha. A stream ran down from the lofty, unvegetated heights of Mount Darhabhaha. All the village buildings sat on the highway side of the stream. The little watercourse was probably crystal-clear where it sprang out of the mountain, but by the time it got to us, it was silty with mud and mining runoff. Thankfully, the settlement designers were smart enough to place the colonist latrine downstream of the drinking water pump and filter. They’d also laid a narrow footbridge across the stream. 
 
    “Where do we sleep?” I asked the transport driver, a bored Caroon civilian. “And you better not point to any of those tents.” 
 
    The driver pointed instead to the foot bridge and then at a copse of droop-branched trees beyond the stream. 
 
    He got out of his seat, stretched, yawned, then rolled a couple crates of supplies from the back of the APC onto the highway while Araagah and I surveyed our new location, standing back-to-back at the roadside, our packs at our feet. Moments later, we were blinking road dust from our eyes as the transport pulled out to continue north up the coast. 
 
    Neck craned so he could stare up one of the mountains, Ara said, “There’s nothing here.” He sounded like he was already having regrets. 
 
    “Sure there is,” I replied, trying to boost his mood. This was no time for doubts. “Two mountains—” 
 
    “Two giant rockpiles, you mean.” 
 
    “A pretty stream—” 
 
    “A trickle of water between two muddy banks.” 
 
    “A letanji-fruit grove, it looks like.” 
 
    “Sour and woody fruit; hate it.” 
 
    “Mm. Good point. Me, too.” 
 
    He pointed his muzzle at the tents and sniffed. “What are they even out here for? The colonists?” 
 
    “Mining,” I said, aiming both ears and one hand at the noise and smoke coming from around the curve of one of the mountains. 
 
    “They must all be round there,” he said. 
 
    “Not all of them.” I pointed again. 
 
    While most of the adults were presumably up at the mine, or mines, two children were visible one hundred meters from where we stood. They were loitering in the shade of a towering cactus next to a coop full of meat-beasts half the colonists’ size. A trio of even younger children crouched in the dust nearby, taking turns throwing stones into a wooden bucket. Squinting in the glare, I cursed when I made out their species. Zeewie. Rodents. The pair lazing in the shade weren’t children, but adults; members of a small species, by Zuul standards. The trio playing put-the-rock-in-the-bucket were probably adolescents. And, playing such an unimaginative game, a good example of the level of intelligence Zeewie usually displayed. 
 
    “I hate Zeewie,” I said. 
 
    “You hate everyone.” Ara sniffed and scratched his ass through his combat pants. “Zeewie are harmless. This colony’s probably a large family group who worked hard enough to buy passage off Te’Warri. I respect that. Shit, I’d rather work around them than their snooty Sirra’Kan rulers—or the Torvasi bastards who do the Sirra’Kan’s dirty work. Remember that time those SleSha pirates captured that Te’Warri asteroid mine?” 
 
    I groaned. This was when Ara and I were just kids, long before I formed the Maulers. We’d worked for another merc crew then and the Sirra’Kan had hired us to get rid of the pirates. “Oh, I remember. That’s the reason I hate Zeewie. When we were done, I had five of the little buggers trying to hitch a ride off station with me.” 
 
    Ara laughed harder now, remembering. “Literally hitched a ride. I’d forgotten that. You had ‘em all over you. Clinging to your legs, on your back…” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “One kept grabbing your tail.” 
 
    “‘Til I bit him.” 
 
    “That was hilarious.” 
 
    “The part where I bit him, maybe.” 
 
    “Well, the reason they were hanging off you was to get away from the shitty working conditions on that mine.” 
 
    “Wasn’t our problem. It truly annoyed me that they tried to make us their rescuers. We’re not charity workers. Let’s get across the stream before these little pukes see us and come ask us to reach something on their top shelf. Or take ‘em to a better village.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Our hut was hidden behind the screen of drooping belah’hey trees as the driver had said. It was a prefab ten times the size of the Zeewie’s communal hut. It had its own rainwater tank, a sewage treatment unit hanging off the back, and a shaded eating area out front. We climbed the single step to enter an office area in the front: one desk with comms and a workstation, a kitchenette, a table with a variety of chairs, and one long lounge chair large and long enough for an Oogar facing a big Tri-V in one corner. I had seen a satellite dish outside, so I was hopeful we could watch some modern entertainments in our downtime. There were Human-style playing cards and a kree-tok board on the dining table and bowls of fruit and jerky packets on the kitchenette counters. I could see a billeting room behind this with a half dozen bunks, and beyond that room was an open door to a shower-toilet area. I truly hoped both the showers and the toilets were made for species larger than Zeewie…and with more discriminating hygiene. 
 
    The sight of a knee-high Flatar at the office desk did not raise my hopes about decent-sized toilets out back. 
 
    The Flatar wore a flak-vest with the title LOCAL COMMANDER stenciled on it in five different languages. He’d climbed onto the desk to reach the workstation’s keypad and screen, and he was talking to himself, mumbling aloud at whatever it was he was typing. 
 
    Ara cleared his throat to announce our arrival. Imperiously, the Flatar raised a hand for silence without even glancing our way, then spent the next three minutes laboriously finishing his task. When he finally turned to acknowledge us he raised his snout in the air and looked across it at us. 
 
    “Marrekrooss and Araagah?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re an hour late.” 
 
    I shrugged. “We were at the mercy of local officials and drivers. Not our fault.” 
 
    He hmph-ed at that. “I’m Skweet, but you can call me local commander.” He rotated one hundred eighty degrees to display the stenciling all over his vest. As if we could have missed it earlier. “That’s my rank.” 
 
    “Kinda figured that,” I muttered out the side of my muzzle. 
 
    He faced us again, his frown deepening. 
 
    “Er, I’m Ara,” my buddy said. “He’s Marrek.” 
 
    Skweet asked, “Which one of you is better at paperwork?” 
 
    We pointed at each other. “He is.” 
 
    My mother might have said the scowl the Flatar gave us was “adorable.” To me, it was impotent and desperate—the sort of snarl a tiny prey animal offers the predator in hopes of bluffing them into backing off. But the scowl—and the extensive stenciling on his vest—had an underlying message: I may be small, but I don’t take shit from anyone. 
 
    Because Ara and I needed a place to heal and to earn some credits, we gave up our smart-ass attitude by unspoken agreement. 
 
    “I handled paperwork for our former company,” Ara admitted with a mild shoulder bump to tell me I owed him. 
 
    “Good,” said Skweet, launching himself deftly from the desk. His leap brought him halfway up the doorframe to the billet room. He caught the jamb with his tiny fists and swung inside, landing on a half-sized bed. To Ara, he called, “You finish the next requisition form on the screen, then fetch the supplies your driver dropped and enter them into inventory.” To me, he said, “You go up to the toll station and relieve Burrunt.” 
 
    “Burrunt?” 
 
    “The Oogar. He’s had to pull a longer shift because of your late arrival. He won’t be happy about it.” 
 
    “It’s not our—!” 
 
    Ara placed a restraining hand on my arm. I swallowed my pride and my anger. Dumping my kitbag on the eating table that ran between the front door and the kitchenette, I stalked out. Before I reached the shade of the closest belah’hey tree, I heard the clatter of Ara’s typing. 
 
    Tired and irritable, I stamped my way across the bridge. Because I’d been half-asleep in the transport when we’d arrived, I had no idea which direction the toll station was. The Zeewie were wary when I first approached, but they relaxed when I asked for directions. As one, they pointed at the road where it sloped upward to meet the pass between the mountains. 
 
    “There, there, there,” they all said. 
 
    One “there” would have been enough. I grumbled a thank you and moved on. 
 
    One called after me, “Be nice to the Oogar.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll be nice to the Oogar,” I said under my breath. “I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    The top of the slope was a half-klick away. When I reached it, I discovered the toll station was a further half-klick walk downhill, where the pass bottlenecked between two cliff faces. Still grumbling, I dragged my feet the rest of the way. My new employers had set up a plastic boom barrier across the roadway and a sturdy plasti-glass booth on the verge. Beyond it, the road continued dead straight for another five or six klicks before vanishing over another bump in the landscape. There was no sign of traffic. 
 
    Pretty exposed out here, I thought. Lonely, too. 
 
    It got me wondering about the local wildlife. Had the DWC terraformers seeded Arduna with any kind of predators? To reassure myself, I patted my laser pistol and the spare battery on my utility belt. 
 
    The one good thing I could see was that they’d built the booth big enough to seat two Oogars. This meant I could lock the door and curl up on the floor comfortably for another nap. 
 
    Burrunt the Oogar became visible. He was outside the booth, on the other side, when I approached. 
 
    “Greetings,” I called. When I came around the booth I found him urinating on a boulder. “And I’ll just wait over here.” I beat a hasty retreat to the boom barrier. 
 
    “About damn time,” he called at my back. The stream of urine continued to impact the rock. I could smell its heat, the composition of the minerals it was ablating from the boulder…and the fact that Burrunt had the early stages of some form of kidney disease. 
 
    It took an excessive amount of time before he was done. A typical Oogar, he was big, purple, and shaggy. And he had no time for niceties—which suited me just fine. 
 
    “Terminal’s in the booth,” he told me. “That’s for taking tolls from travelers.” 
 
    Well, duh, I thought. But I kept my expression attentive and polite. As I said, not an idiot. 
 
    “Toll’s five credits.” 
 
    “That’s not bad,” I said. 
 
    “But you charge ten.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “Five goes to the company. Two goes to Skweet. The other three get split between us.” 
 
    “We’re skimming tips off passersby?” 
 
    “We’re doing what we’re told,” he said, a little louder than necessary. He needed a nap worse than I did, apparently. 
 
    I raised both hands. “Fine. Just making sure I understand.” 
 
    “Know how to take yack payments?” 
 
    “I’ll figure it out,” I replied, trying to keep the disdain from my tone. 
 
    “There’s two of you Zuul?” 
 
    “There is.” 
 
    “Good.” He cooled off about a half a degree. “Zuul are good to work with. Your buddy will relieve you in six hours.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    He cooled another degree. “You like mackumacor meat?” 
 
    “Never had it.” 
 
    “It’s red. Tastes a lot like cha’ahukumu meat.” 
 
    “I’ve had that. I like it.” 
 
    “Good. I’m making mackumacor stew for dinner.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” My rumbling stomach underlined the truth of the statement. 
 
    “See you in six.” A dozen meters up the hill, he paused. “Oh. There’s a convoy of fish haulers due in an hour, headed for New Joy City. If they gift us a few kilograms of product we don’t charge them the extra toll.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Maybe he picked up something in my tone. He came a few meters back toward me. “You Zuul like action, don’t you? Jobs that require brains and brawn?” 
 
    “I do,” I admitted. “But I like credits, too. A Zuul’s gotta work.” 
 
    He pointed at my missing eye and ravaged ear. “You’ve lost some of your brawn. Obviously, not your brains, though. Robbing shitkickers doesn’t take a lot of brains. Sure, it’s dirty, but there’s worse jobs than this, trust me.” 
 
    “Don’t have to trust you.” I put a finger against my empty eye socket. “I’ve done the worse jobs.” 
 
    He nodded with respect, turned on his heels, and stumped up the hill. A few minutes later, I was alone, my only companions the wind, the empty road, the towering mountains, and the stink of Burrunt’s piss. I hadn’t been alone in many, many years and already thought the solitude might become a part of this crappy job I could enjoy. 
 
    The breeze off the roadway was cool, carrying the scents of asphalt and vehicle oil residue. I entered the booth and locked the door, curling up on the floor. It would be at least an hour before the first customers arrived and nothing to do but nap. Yes, I could grow to like this job. 
 
    Except for the part about highway robbery.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Kafi-Kafu Orbit 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Kafi-Kafu was a weird-looking planet. A single narrow and continuous continent looped its equator, the only landmass apart from its polar icecaps. 
 
    Karan pulled the mothership into orbit above the queue of transports and freighters lining up for approach to Ghent Bay Starport. Though the planet was run by Zuparti, no local authority challenged our arrival. A good sign. It meant I didn’t need to make landfall via the starport. I could land anywhere I wanted, and I had an assault shuttle which made that easy. 
 
    Because Karan looked as if he needed to stretch his legs again to help the healing process for the leg injured at Horograth, I invited him to pilot us down and join us for our meeting. It was meant to be him, Bur, Ch’kli, and me. So, I was surprised when Geordie, our new medic, was waiting in our shuttle bay with a medkit in one hand and some kind of scanner in the other. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked her. 
 
    “Am gan wid yee,” she declared. “Wanna deek at them Lumar.” 
 
    I ran a hand over my brow. “Geordie, please. I’ve asked you to use a kind of English the translators can actually understand.” 
 
    “Oop. My bad. I’m sayin’ I’m coming along. Medic’s priv. Privilege. I’ll make sure the Lumar you’re hiring are in good nick. Good condition.” 
 
    “Oh. Very well, then. Good idea. Get aboard.” 
 
    She entered the shuttle ahead of us. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We set down atop a hill outside Ghent Bay City, the sprawling metropolis that skirted the coastal inlet. 
 
    First one into the shuttle, Geordie was last one out. “Pretty place,” she commented, taking in the view across the low-roofed buildings of the city. 
 
    The bay itself was arced by sand beaches the color of butter with bluestone cliffs where the land rose at the bay’s heads. Through my field glasses, I watched flocks of sea birds plunge into the waters for a fish breakfast. The sunrise painted the bay’s surface with oranges and the clouds with pinks and golds. There wasn’t a high rise in sight in the city, apart from the service towers of the starport off to our right. Many of the buildings below us had been grouped into walled communities. 
 
    “Resorts?” I asked Karan. He always researched the crap out of any place we went. 
 
    “Ghent Bay City is a tax haven for moderately affluent Zuparti, Jakota, and Lotar. Banking is the main industry, along with tourism. So, yeah, resorts, hotels, motels, star-tels…” 
 
    I cut off his travelogue with a friendly swat of my tail. “Where are we meeting the Lumar?” Karan had messaged them from orbit, setting up the meet. 
 
    He pointed. “See that triangular building there? That’s a bar and café complex. That’s where we’re meeting the representatives of Pounding Crushing Fist in one hour.” 
 
    “Pounding Crushing Fist?” Ch’kli asked as we navigated our way down the grassy hillside. “Long name for a Lumar company.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re smarter than most,” Geordie suggested. “Not an insult. Just wondering.” 
 
    Bur dropped his jaw in a momentary grin. “‘Smarter than most’ still doesn’t say much when it comes to Lumar. Not an insult, just a fact.” 
 
    Geordie laughed, and I was glad to see the relationship between my second and my medic had warmed since their first meeting. 
 
    Because of distance and the maze-like arrangement of Ghent Harbor’s streets, we were ten minutes late arriving at Marga’s Meals, the cheap eats establishment the four-armed Lumar had chosen for our meeting. Two Lumar were there already, seated at a wide outdoor table, nursing steaming mugs with their upper hands and picking nuts from a huge earthen bowl with the lower pair of hands. As we approached, they stood to acknowledge us. 
 
    “Apologies for being late,” I said. 
 
    Neither seemed upset at our tardiness. There were almost no nuts left in the bowl, so no doubt the food had kept them happy, along with the fact I’d already told them I’d be footing the bill for this meeting. 
 
    “You like sit?” asked the one on the left. He was marginally taller and wider than his companion. His many-pocketed padded leather vest bore squad leader markings on an epaulette. All four of his arms were bare, and they were waving at different seats around the table. 
 
    We sat and I made introductions. 
 
    “Hoban,” said the squad leader, who was the one we had messaged from Breakheart Station. “This Targan.” One of his thick fists thumped his buddy in the chest. The blow would have made me cough and gag, even wearing a combat vest. His buddy Targan didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Hoban, Targan, we’re pleased to meet you,” I replied. 
 
    The proprietor of Marga’s Meals appeared to take our orders. The owner was a CozSha, a meter tall, grey-furred goat walking upright on its back hooves. He was male, his short horns still sharpened from a recent rutting season. Because he wore no shoes—perhaps a cultural thing here in such a warm and relaxed location—the clomp and clatter of those tiny hooves announced him coming. As my crew placed orders, I reassured the Lumar we were paying for theirs. If they were still on Kafi-Kafu, I had to assume their finances weren’t great. With enthusiasm, they placed big orders, three times as much food as anyone else had ordered. 
 
    Geordie stared after the café owner when he retreated into the café’s interior. “Never seen that race.” 
 
    “CozSha,” Hoban said. “Good drink maker.” 
 
    “Good clerks, too,” said Ch’kli. 
 
    Geordie grunted. “Looks like a small goat.” When Ch’kli asked her what a goat was, she showed him pictures on her slate. 
 
    “Does look like a goat,” said Ch’kli. “Better not let him see that, though. Might spit in your drink if he thinks you’re making fun of him.” 
 
    Bur jabbed me with an elbow and jerked his head to the hotel across the street. It was four-stories tall and a large group of Lumar were gathered on its roof. They stood stock still, staring our way. Bur’s hand was on his pistol grip. 
 
    “Anything we should be worried about?” I asked Hoban. 
 
    “Them?” he said. “Them Pounding Crushing Fist, like us. Them watch. Them want see new maybe-commander. Also, we bring them food when finish talk.” 
 
    Bur’s hand left his pistol and returned to the tabletop. “How bad have things been?” he asked. From experience, we both knew it was better to be direct with Lumar. 
 
    “Things bad, but not dying bad,” Targan said with an easy shrug of two arms. Another arm indicated his teammates across the street. “No merc contract. No way off world. Many us sleep one room. Some work. Some not work. People here not much help Lumar. People here pay Lumar small money for bad jobs.” Another shrug. “But we can go hills and catch animal to eat. Or go beach and catch fish. Or find shellfish. Food good.” 
 
    “Food good,” Hoban confirmed. He pointed into the café. “Food better here, but we not buy much.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said, keeping things direct and simple, “if you accept our contract, there will be a lot of good food. I promise. We have a ship in orbit with full larders, and the pay rate our employer is offering is good.” 
 
    “How good?” Hoban asked. He affected a small crease between his brows, trying perhaps to appear the shrewd negotiator. 
 
    I told him the rate. Ch’kli made a small noise in his chest. I frowned his way, but his inscrutable face bore no clue to his thoughts. I presumed he objected to paying Lumar the same rate he was getting, but I’d decided that everyone was getting paid the same. DWC could afford it. 
 
    “That good rate,” Hoban said, abandoning his shrewd expression and nodding happily. 
 
    “Same rate as all of us,” I told him with my eyes still on Ch’kli. “You join us, and you’re treated as one of us.” 
 
    “That…nice.” 
 
    “We trust?” Targan asked Hoban as if we weren’t there. 
 
    “Last commander bad,” Hoban explained. “They very bad. Hurt us. Left us here. No pay us.” 
 
    “We know,” I replied. “You were last contracted to Cut-&-Crush. They abandoned you in an R&D facility the other side of Kafi-Kafu. Your bad commanders were Veetanho, and most of the other troopers were Humans. The Humans mainly survived. Most Lumar didn’t. All the Veetanho survived just fine.” 
 
    Both Lumar blinked hard in shock. Hoban asked, “How you know this?” 
 
    “It’s called the GalNet,” Bur muttered, exchanging a cheeky smirk with Geordie. 
 
    “We did our research,” I said. “Am I right in guessing you don’t like Cut-&-Crush?” 
 
    “Hate. We hate them.” He stated it calmly. No rage. No pounding the table. It was simply a fact. 
 
    “Would you like the chance at revenge?” 
 
    Hoban and Targan leaned forward as if connected at the shoulders. Hoban asked, “What you mean?” 
 
    “The contract we’ve signed—the contract we’re inviting you to sign—is to take a city from Cut-&-Crush. Now, we understand that you might have concerns that we will do the dirty on you like they did. I want to assure you that any action I ask you to take, there will be Zuul engaged in the same activity.” Ch’kli shifted in his chair, his carapace shooshing against the table. “Goka, too. We won’t send you in as meat for the meat grinder. We—” 
 
    Hoban raised three of his hands to stop me. “If we can kill Cut-&-Crush, we not care if you send us in first. You tell me where I sign, I sign. Agree?” he asked Targan. 
 
    “Agree,” Targan said with enthusiasm. “Kill Cut-&-Crush bastards make Pounding Crushing Fist happy.” 
 
    “Good. That’s good.” I lost their attention for a moment as the food arrived. I had to wave at them to get it back. “Two more things before you sign. First, our client, Dream World Consortium, has agreed to transport the various members of our company to any merc pit we want upon completion of the contract. So, think hard about where you’d like to go once we’re done.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Hoban and sat waiting for the second of my points, though his eyes kept swinging away from mine toward the food. 
 
    “Second, while you’re working with us, you’re not Pounding Crushing Fist. After the contract, you can be whoever you want, but on this contract you’re Hellchasers.” I turned my muzzle toward the crowd on the roof. “All of them, too.” 
 
    “Hell…chasers?” Hoban said. “What Hellchasers mean?” 
 
    Bur leaned on the table. “You know what hell means?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You know what chase something means?” 
 
    “Yes, like chase animals in hills for eating. Chase enemy to kill them.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He pointed to his unit insignia on the breast of his flak vest: the demon in the teeth of a Zuul. “We chase danger. We willingly go where the battle is fiercest. We reap the rewards of courageous action. We face the teeth of death with our teeth bared.” 
 
    Hoban stared back a while, shrugged, and said, “We like fight, too.” Then he got busy eating. 
 
    We willingly go where the battle is fiercest. We reap the rewards of courageous action. We face the teeth of death with our teeth bared. It was one of the best explanations of our name and our unit motto I’d ever heard. And it rang hollow in my ears. On Horogroth, we had run from the fiercest battle, we had shrugged off courage, and we had slunk away from death with our tails tucked. 
 
    And if we hadn’t, I reminded myself, if I hadn’t pulled us out of there when I did, Bur would not be alive and eating breakfast today and Karan would not be flying a dream starship with hyperspace shunts. 
 
    My gaze moved around the table, going from my two Zuul to the other races represented there. 
 
    And nor would the Hellchasers be rebuilding, entering a new season with fresh blood. 
 
    Not hungry, I nevertheless reached out into the dishes in the middle of the table to slap a slice of palmworm sausage on a slice of grainbread. I put it in my mouth and chewed slowly. The differences in species and subcultures could not have been more apparent than when eating together like this: we Zhavu Zuul ate in controlled fashion, restrained and using our right hand only to touch the food; Ch’kli broke off small pieces of the items on his plate and sucked them off his fingers, one at a time; Geordie had produced a knife and fork from her belt and was cutting her meal into pieces before committing any of it to her mouth; the Lumar shoved fistfuls of food into their mouths as if they were in some kind of eating competition. It made me smile. We were so different, and yet we could sit peacefully at table, focused on the same goals, the same outcome. 
 
    We reap the rewards of courageous action, Bur had said. 
 
    I straightened my shoulders and pricked up my ears. I told myself that we will be courageous on Arduna as we take New Joy City and hold it. We will rebuild not just our unit, but our glory, our reputation, our pride, and our heart. And when it comes to courage, there are none so courageous as Goka or Lumar. 
 
    “How many of you are there?” I asked the Lumar delegates. 
 
    The question forced Hoban to put his food down—on the tabletop, not the plate—and count off on the fingers of four hands. 
 
    “Eighteen?” I asked. 
 
    He checked the fingers on his hands and held them up again. “Is this eighteen?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Yes, eighteen.” 
 
    “Well, that’s an interesting number,” I told Bur and Karan. 
 
    “Why?” they asked. 
 
    “We were thirty at the start of the battle for Horogroth Island. The Lumar unit brings us up to thirty again.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We waited while Hoban and Targan fed their troopers and explained the deal. Because of the way that Lumar ate, the latter took longer than the former. 
 
    Once Hoban and Targan signed the contract—Targan being Hoban’s appointment to assistant squad leader—they invited us to meet the rest of their crew. Because they liked the view from their rooftop, and because there was plenty of space up top, Geordie conducted her medical tests there. All eighteen Lumar cleared them without concern. Since there was nothing keeping them on Kafi-Kafu, we suggested an immediate departure, and they eagerly agreed. 
 
    Our newest recruits owned very few belongings. An armored vest, a single change of clothing, a utility belt, and a rifle. We waited while they bundled up their meager possessions before leading them to the shuttle. Karan had been smart in his choice of dropship. It came with adjustable seating, so, after some quick modifications, the Lumar settled in quite comfortably for the lift to orbit. 
 
    Back aboard the mothership, Ch’kli, Karan, and I went one way while Bur and Geordie led the Lumar toward their billets. At the next intersection, Ch’kli kicked off a bulkhead in the zero G and veered away, keen on joining his fellow Goka to do whatever Goka did while alone together. 
 
    A ruckus led Karan and me toward one of the ship’s large rec rooms. The sounds of several Zuul playing sport flowed along the outside passage to greet us as we floated toward the hatch, along with the odors of active bodies. Keeping fit, I thought, was excellent. 
 
    But fitness was not on the agenda. This I discovered as I reached the rec room entrance. They were fighting. Two-on-two. Nipping and snarling and grappling, with such intensity that, for a moment, I flashed back to the Shitfight at Langwarrin Station. Shocked, I grabbed both sides of the hatchway, arresting my flight so suddenly that Karan careened into my back. My left hand lost its grip. My right acted as a hinge to swing me face-first into the bulkhead to the side. At my dramatic appearance, some of the noise in the room died off instantly; some continued. I found a new grip on the wall, rotated to face the room, and roared, “Desist! Immediately.” 
 
    They did. 
 
    Hurk, Tahrief, Rheess, and Kahtop released each other and floated apart. The air was rich with the odors of rage and desperation, and speckled with tiny globs of blood from minor tear wounds peeking through the fur of their cheeks, arms, chests, and shoulders. All were wearing T-shirts and shorts. A handball bobbed in the room’s air currents by one wall, forgotten. Karan, after smashing into the back of me, had found a grip on the entrance and stared, moritified, as appalled I was. 
 
    “What in entropy’s asshole is going on in here?” I demanded. I propelled myself “down” to the floor and anchored myself with my mag-boots, glowering up at my idiot troopers. The four of them looked anywhere but at me—or at each other. 
 
    Reaching the end of his trajectory, Hurk ran into a bulkhead and held himself there. He said, “Er,” then “Ah,” then nothing. 
 
    “I don’t want ‘er’ and ‘ah,’ I want an actual answer!” I held my tail high and pricked my ears forward, teeth bared, radiating command confidence even though I stood lower than them. One by one, they made eye contact with me, then dropped their gazes and drooped their tails, ears pulled back. 
 
    “It was a game,” Tahrief started, his voice small. 
 
    “We…started play-fighting,” said Kahtop. 
 
    Rheess gave a little whine. “And things got kind of…” 
 
    “Out of hand,” Hurk finished. “I guess.” 
 
    “You guess. You guess? It most definitely got ‘out of hand!’ Don’t we have enough problems without turning on each other? Don’t you have any…” 
 
    I caught myself. I was going to say Don’t you have any pride? But that was too much, that was going too far. 
 
    Bur’s words from breakfast returned to me, and I utilized them as my gaze raked over my four wayward troopers. “We are Hellchasers, and we are one. Together, we chase danger. Together, we willingly go where the battle is fiercest. Together, we reap the rewards of courageous action. Together, we face the teeth of death with our teeth bared.” 
 
    I bared mine at them, and they blinked back at me, chastened. 
 
    “No more of this. For crap’s sake, dress like professionals and put your uniforms back on. Until this mission is over, when you’re awake, you are on duty. Then, when you look at each other, you will see this sigil—” I tapped the patch on my vest, the grey-skinned demon caught in the teeth of a Zuul, with one claw, “—and you will remember that we are one. There is no you and there is no me; there is only us. Hellchasers.” 
 
    “Hellchasers,” they chorused, but their tone was subdued. 
 
    Detaching my magnetic seals, I sprang from the floor, used my grip on the wall to swing myself up and around, and forced poor Karan to squeeze aside so I could plunge through the hatch feet-first. 
 
    As I flew along the outside corridor, I heard Karan tell the others, “You’re all morons.” 
 
    And so they were. There was no place for even the most minor of squabbles, especially when those squabbles drew actual blood. Shortly, we’d be fighting a real enemy. We seven were all that was left of a fine Zuul fighting force, bound by familial links and, even more so, bound by bloodshed and shared achievement. They were all that was left of the original Chasers, and this was not the way we were going to behave, not while I had breath in my body. 
 
    As I arrested my controlled fall against the end of the passage, pushing sideways into the branch-off, I corrected myself… 
 
    Original Chasers, maybe. But there are more of us now. 
 
    I had the opportunity to forge a new fighting force with the same values, the same code, the same motto, and the same name as the old one. 
 
    And by every god that was ever believed in, I was going to make that happen.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Zetchek 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    The voice was harsh, male, and Human. It rolled over the hillock that hid me from its owner like the snarl of a predator. 
 
    The next sound carried by the morning breeze was a squeal of fright from Joola, my accomplice on this excursion to the scrublands east of New Joy City. 
 
    I kicked dirt over my minor excavations, then dropped onto all fours and scrambled up the knoll. The Human stood in the adjacent dip in the landscape, alone. He would have been twice Joola’s size even without him being in body armor. His head was shaved into a strip of short fur that ran along the center of his scalp and he had another pointed thatch of fur on his chin. Tattoos abounded on his hands, and I briefly touched the makeup over my own tats. 
 
    “Answer me,” the Human barked at Joola. “Why are you in this area?” 
 
    The poor girl dropped to her haunches and balled up, cowed by his aggression. It was a picture of all that was wrong with the universe; the large and powerful bullying the small and weak. The very fact of life that had caused such insecurity to evolve in Zuparti. I wanted to pluck at my needle guns, holstered inside my work-coveralls. But that wouldn’t do; they were there as a last resort. Instead, I plucked two mushrooms from amongst the dry grass on the hillock and rose up onto my feet. 
 
    “Ho, there!” I cried, starting down toward them. “The child’s with me, sir. I paid her a few credits to show me where the best wild mushrooms grow.” I brandished the fungi as I approached the merc. 
 
    He stepped away from Joola, dark eyes scanning me. At first, his thumbs had been hooked in his vest-webbing, now they fell to the pulse rifle hanging from a strap at belly-level. My hands itched even more to get at my weapons. 
 
    His gaze finally reached the mushrooms. “Not enough food in the city for you?” 
 
    “GenSha food isn’t bad, I guess,” I lied. “If you like bland grain-based meals. Zuparti need more protein to be happy—and more flavor. These are the best things I’ve found on the planet so far, but there’s not many growing close to the city walls.” 
 
    He was silent for a long while. So long that I suspected he would call my bluff and make me eat the damn things, which, for all I knew, were poisonous. Eventually he shrugged. This action lowered my blood pressure somewhat. Then he unslung his rifle. This action did not lower my blood pressure. The mushrooms fell from my hands as I began to reach for the zip on my coveralls so I could get at my needle guns. 
 
    Instead of shooting us for uncovering his company’s crimes, however, the merc held the rifle toward me, sideways. “Know how to service these?” 
 
    I blinked at him, then blinked at Joola still crouched on the ground, then blinked at the merc again. “Pardon?” 
 
    He repeated it, then added, “Goddamn thing’s giving false readings. Keeps telling me the charge in my magazines are empty when they’re not.” 
 
    “Um. Right. See, I usually only lay cables and fix wiring. I do some servicing, but that’s aircon units, microwave cookers, coolers…” 
 
    “You’re an electrical genius, aren’t you?” the Human merc snapped at me, closing the distance between us. “So, fix it.” 
 
    I kept my hands away from his weapon. “Genius is an overstatement.” 
 
    “Fix it.” 
 
    “Electrical and electronic are also two different things.” 
 
    “Fix…it.” He held it out to me again. 
 
    Behind the merc, there was a stunted tree that had sprouted from the dry soil on top of the hill, but gravity had bent it sideways, forcing its main trunk to grow so close to the ground I could lean both arms on it if I wanted to. I pointed to it. “Place it on that and I’ll take a look.” It would also move him away from the gully I’d been sneaking around when he’d arrived, the gully with the unmarked graves. 
 
    He peered over his shoulder, then sized me up, perhaps realizing that his weapon was almost as long as I was, and probably as heavy. Jerking his chin to follow, he led me up the hill and laid the rifle on the trunk as indicated. 
 
    I didn’t have my toolkit with me, but I had a few jeweler’s screwdrivers and a small multi-key in my coverall pockets. I unscrewed the connectors on the side of the casing, then hinged it open, revealing the weapon’s innards. After a minute’s cautious investigation, the problem became apparent. 
 
    “I don’t have the tools with me to fix the issue, but I can tell what it is.” 
 
    “What is it?” he said, leaning so close I could smell the funk of his sweat and the horrible, fake floral scent he’d applied to cover it. 
 
    “See this component?” I asked, suppressing a cough. “This is one of the battery sensor modules. See the soldering connecting it to the weapon’s master control unit? See how it’s come free? The connection’s compromised. If you lean the weapon one way, the solder touches the wire and makes the connection again. Lean it the other way, the soldering separates and breaks the connection. It feeds the MCU confusing data. Probably got banged around in combat or during descent.” 
 
    “I knew it!” he snarled, making me jerk and wince. But, since his eyes had clouded over and he was staring back in the direction of New Joy, I could tell his ire wasn’t directed at me. “Goddamn that no-good sonofabitch Sergei! He swapped me this piece of shit for my Kalashnikov. When I told him it was faulty, he said I was imagining it.” 
 
    I replaced the housing and started replacing the screws. “Well, maybe Sergei dropped it when you invaded. Maybe he’s just careless with his weapons. You can see the scrapes and dents on the rifle’s housing here, here, here, here…This has definitely been mistreated.” I hid a smile, thinking, Why not stir up a little trouble in the Cut-&-Crush ranks while I’m here? 
 
    “He goddamn better swap me back. I hate these shitty energy weapons anyway. Shouldn’t have listened to him.” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t swap it back?” I asked, pouring fuel on the fire. 
 
    His face darkened. “He will. He will.” He reached out and patted my shoulder, hard enough to make my knees buckle. “I appreciate it, little guy. You’re not so bad for a weasel.” That word again. 
 
    What the hells is a weasel? I wanted to know. 
 
    While some rapport was growing between us, I risked asking something else instead. “So, it’s none of my business, but why did we invade this planet anyway? Gold Star Mercantile, I mean.” When he frowned at me, I waved my arms around me. “Not exactly paradise, is it?” 
 
    “Got that right. It’s a genuine, A-list shit hole. I have zero idea why anyone’d want it, but I’m a grunt and no one tells grunts anything.” He picked up the rifle and slung it again. “Appreciate the heads-up on the battery sensor, weasel. But you better get out of here and stay out of this area, if you know what’s good for you, and her,” he added with a glance at Joola. 
 
    “Shall do, sir,” I said, waving at Joola to follow me. “And apologies, sir, for overstepping any marks.” 
 
    He sniffed and turned away, leaning his ass on the tree, and staring down at his rifle. “No harm done. Just don’t call me ‘sir.’ I work for a living.” 
 
    Whatever that means, I thought as Joola and I started away. 
 
    “Hey!” he hollered after us. My blood froze. Slowly, I turned toward him on shaking legs. He pointed. “Forgot your mushrooms.” 
 
    “Ah. S-silly m-me.” I scurried over and retrieved them where I dropped them, then returned to Joola, took her arm, and forced us both into a trot to get away from the place. 
 
    Once we were out of earshot, I told her, “Let’s hope he doesn’t suspect what I was really up to.” And let’s hope there are no reprisals for us being out here. Or I will be drawing my needlers and taking down some mercs. 
 
    “Did you find the…bad things?” Joola asked me. 
 
    “I did,” I replied sadly. I threw the mushrooms aside, wiping my hands on my sleeves. “I did.” 
 
    Before the merc’s voice had drawn me away, I’d been looking at a tunic sleeve poking from the soil where I’d been digging, the DWC logo on the sleeve. Either Gold Star Mercantile had told their mercs to execute these rival company staffers or Cut-&-Crush had thrown it in for free. Either way, I thought as we neared the dirt path back to New Joy, this is something more to report to the guild. 
 
    And it was yet another reason why the Trade and Mercenary Guilds had to be reined in… 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Dream World Consortium Secret Data Installation 
 
    Pleca 
 
      
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    The word squeaked out. I was attached to the cockpit ceiling by two legs in the zero G, while Bukk was strapped snugly into his pilot’s chair. Beyond the canopy spread the gray-brown undulations of a moon’s dusty surface. He had brought the Voidcutter in low over the horizon toward our target, keeping the belly mere meters from the surface to avoid ground radar. We’d detected no satellites in orbit around the moon, as his intel had said. Satellites would have made people wonder who or what might be on the moon, triggering interest this Su’lierdae person didn’t want, but there had to be alert sensors or radar of some kind. So far, no fighters had been launched against us, no missiles. No tracer fire had tracked us as we approached the three low towers poking from the crust of the moon that were the only sign of the facility beneath the surface. 
 
    Making sure he really understood what I’d said, I added, “I’m not going in there alone!” 
 
    “Whyever not?” Bukk asked. “You told me you’ve broken into plenty of places alone before.” 
 
    I had told him that. I had told him everything during the trip, feeling safe with him. That my honesty was now coming back to bite me was more than a little disturbing. I replied, “Not on moons with half-standard gravity and zero atmosphere. Not top secret data facilities for a major corporation. Never in a space suit!” 
 
    “Kid. Relax. I’ll cover you from here. I’ll keep the hatch open for you. All you have to do is get an exterior door open. I’ll equip you with a small crawl-drone—have you ever seen those? No? Very useful. You open the door, you send the drone in to scout, you stand back. If nothing shoots the drone—and no alarms go off—I’ll secure the Voidcutter and follow you inside. If something does shoot or the alarms go off, then you six-leg it back here, and we take off fast and figure out what to do after that.” 
 
    “What would shoot at the droid, though? How big would it be? How fast? Will it come after me? That’s what I’m worried about.” That, and being in an airless environment with nothing but a spacesuit. Not exactly something I’d ever done before. 
 
    “Like I said, I’ll be covering your retreat if you need to make one. But, kid, listen: the beauty of this place is it’s unmanned. So the intel says, and my intel is good. Su’lierdae keeps data here, nothing else. That data’s hers and hers alone. This is not a place she wants to staff.” 
 
    Bukk pointed to the “towers” jutting from the topsoil: three grey steel turrets, windowless, featureless except for a single door and lock panel each, spread out in a row a hundred meters apart. 
 
    “In fact,” he said, “Su’lierdae hasn’t been out here so long, I suspect even she’s forgotten about it.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I accepted it. His reasoning made sense. He could pilot the ship and fire its lasers in defense if needed; I couldn’t. If he was going to provide food and lodgings for me for an extended period, then I had to earn my way. He’d had me practice with the lockpicking tools during the trip, and his voice would be in my suit helmet guiding me through disarming the encrypted locks and the corkscrew latches. 
 
    But it scared the absolute crap out of me. It made me wonder what he had intended to do here prior to meeting me. Had he been resigned to risking the break-in alone, risking a fire fight alone? 
 
    Or had he known I’d be coming? 
 
    Had the Lightbringer foreseen that someone else would join him on this mission? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Despite the cumbersome gloves of the spacesuit Bukk had given me, the series of locks opened without drama, deceived by clever hacking tools and helped along by my own lock-picking intuition. A fog of air escaped the elevator-airlock, puffing out through the open door and dissipating across the airless moon. Soft light spilled from the small chamber. I flicked the crawl-drone from where it was perched on my helmet and hurried the little bugger along with a kick across the threshold. Next, I slipped around a corner of the tower and watched Bukk in his cockpit forty meters away. 
 
    Suddenly, fear climbed up through my thorax to squeeze at my throat, a certainty that Bukk would leave any second now, would take off and abandon me here. What did I really know about this place? I hadn’t seen the files—it might be a prison, for all I knew. Could I trust Bukk’s ready acceptance of a stowaway? This might be an elaborate trick to hand me over to his friends, the Peacemakers. 
 
    “What’s the drone seeing?” I whispered, rejecting that fear in favor of a more rational one: that mercs or security guards were about to pour out that door and blast me to atoms. 
 
    “A whole lot of nothing,” came Bukk’s steady voice in my helmet. “It’s in a power conduit now. Give it another five to get to the main level corridor. If no one shows, I’ll park the ship and join you.” 
 
    “Alarms?” I asked. Without atmosphere beyond my suit, they could be blaring, and I wouldn’t hear or even feel them. 
 
    “None.” 
 
    I had to keep talking to keep my mind off the doubts wanting to crowd their way in, to forget I was standing in vacuum, to forget I was completely out of my depth. “Where did you get this information, anyway?” 
 
    “Kid, when all you do for a full year is look, it’s amazing what you find.” There was a long pause, and I tried to think of things to say, to ask, and came up with nothing. Then: “All right. We’re good. Hold there until I join you.” 
 
    I saw and heard nothing as Bukk powered down the ship, but imagined I felt a vibration through the moon’s crust as the Voidcutter’s engines expelled their residual energy before settling. Bukk had already been in his suit when I’d left, so he scuttled down the ramp shortly after his last transmission, crossing the distance between us at speed. He joined me and tapped the two stubby laser pistols in his suit’s chest holsters. 
 
    “Just in case,” he said, but he didn’t offer me one. 
 
    He entered the elevator-airlock first. Once I was inside, he closed the outer door and got the lift moving. Seconds later, the door opened again, this time allowing us to stare straight down a dimly lit corridor. It was about two hundred meters to the far end, split halfway along its length by a clear hatch that ran floor to ceiling. The hatch was closed tight. 
 
    Bukk touched something on his suit then transmitted, “The air’s stale but safe.” He took the helmet off and clipped it to the back of his suit. Clumsily, I mimicked what he’d done, though the helmet felt weird at my back like that, dragging at me even in the low G. 
 
    I stayed a few steps behind as Bukk crept along the passage, the two of us moving on four legs. Bukk had brought no bags or packs with him, and I’d left the sack of tools up on the surface. Between the lift and the glass hatch, there were two doors on either side of the corridor. Both were also glass or some transparent composite. Bukk peered through the one to the right, waving me to the other. 
 
    Beyond the door, I saw a chamber carved from bedrock, twenty meters wide and two hundred deep. Water pipes lined the left-hand wall and the floor was carpeted in grass and crisscrossed with sprinkler hoses, roof panels emitted a warm yellow glow, perhaps to simulate late afternoon sunlight. Grazing on the grass were sixty or so meat-beasts, half the size of an adult Altar. This species was something I had learned about in school: they were called chalrummins, wooly creatures, dumb as gravel and hard to frighten. 
 
    “Why are there—” I started to ask, before Bukk cut me off with a hypersonic signal. 
 
    I swung toward him. He had pressed his right side to the wall beside his door and was frantically beckoning me over. I scampered toward him and a glance into the compartment beyond showed me why. It was a modest sized room with eight bunks visible. Though the lights were off, enough light from the corridor passed through the transparent door to show that two of the bunks were occupied. 
 
    I flattened myself against the wall beside him, leaving him closest to the door. “You said it was unmanned,” I subvocalized, using my antennae to communicate as he had. 
 
    “So my intel said.” His face was turned away from me and toward the door. 
 
    “You…” I was arguing with the Lightbringer, I realized—and with the only person who could get me out of this. But I couldn’t stop myself. “You said the intel was good.” 
 
    “It always has been before.” 
 
    “Who are they?” I pointed past him to the door. “What are they?” 
 
    “You didn’t see? They’re Besquith. I think.” I groaned aloud and he nudged me to silence. “They’re both facing the wall, but their general build and heads look like Besquith.” 
 
    Shit! 
 
    “They’ve got these weird devices sticking out the back of their necks though. Very weird.” 
 
    I stared down the corridor toward the dividing door. “There could be more.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he admitted, his head still turned away from me. “The layout I got of the facility says this is the only bunkroom.” 
 
    “The others might not be asleep!” 
 
    Bukk ignored that. He turned to me, took out a laser pistol, and pressed it against my suit. “I’ll open the door. You kill them both.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “A laser will take down a Sumatozou. Not fast, perhaps, but it will do it. It’ll kill these bastards even quicker. Pump a couple of rounds into each of them to make—” 
 
    “I-I can’t.” 
 
    He pressed the weapon harder. “You can. Anyone can, given the right motivation. Your motivation is: if they catch us, we’ll become their breakfast.” 
 
    “I-I’m not a killer.” 
 
    “No one’s asking you to be a killer. I’m asking you to be a soldier.” 
 
    I leaned past him and looked into the room. They were Besquith—my heartrate went up a couple of notches—but their head fur was pale, in patches…and there was some kind of device fitted to the backs of their necks with a tiny red light blinking on it. I moved away from the door, but Bukk followed me. 
 
    “Kid, you were the one who wanted this.” He put the gun in my hand. But I refused to lift it, hiding it behind my back where it bumped against my helmet. 
 
    I said, “I can’t. You do it.” 
 
    “All right.” Bukk sighed and swore in a whisper. “All right. You’re right. It’s a very violent thing to do without getting to know them. Maybe I can talk them around.” 
 
    I started to say What? but Bukk was already slapping the door control. He stepped inside the room as its lights flickered on and started talking. Out loud. 
 
    “My dear Besquith guards, I’m so sorry to wake you. I was wondering if you’d show me where the computer room is.” 
 
    No no no no no…I thought and poked my head around the doorframe. 
 
    Bukk was standing to one side of the door, allowing me to see clearly the two beasts unfolding themselves from their bunks, rising to their full height. There was something weird about them—one of them had a stunted left arm and the other was missing its right eye—and both appeared shorter than the average adult Besquith. Despite these abnormalities they were both still as dangerous as a black hole. And obviously angry. They regarded Bukk with hungry eyes and amused curls of their lips, they spoke in growling fashion to one another, my translator relaying it as: 
 
    “An Altar intruder?” 
 
    “Nice surprise.” 
 
    “I agree. You want the limbs or the body?” 
 
    “Body. Totally.” 
 
    “Limbs are better.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Seriously? You’ve never sucked the goo out of the middle of an Altar limb? Better than sex.” 
 
    “Well, anything would be better than another chalrummin.” 
 
    “Change is a good thing, true, true. Good to mix things up. How about we go halves on the body and the limbs?” 
 
    “Sounds fair. Shall we?” 
 
    Bukk had not drawn his weapon. He just stood there staring at them. One of them took a step toward him. 
 
    And I reacted. No thought, just reaction. I stepped into the doorway, raised the pistol, and squeezed off a shot. 
 
    The top of the nearest guard’s head vanished in a mist of gore. A rill of blood ran down to soak into the guard’s tunic. The body fell back, bumping the bed and collapsing in a heap on the floor. The other Besquith turned to me, its jaw expanding in a furious roar. I shot it, putting a hole through its midriff big enough to see the wall behind it. It too collapsed in a heap. 
 
    Next thing I knew, Bukk was pushing my weapon down and to the side. “See?” he said. “Sufficient motivation?” 
 
    My antennae trembled. My mandibles clacked, speechless for a moment. “Y-You—This was a test? You made me do that?” 
 
    “Kid,” he said softly, removing the pistol from my grip, “I brought you into the struggle. Our struggle. This is not about you and me. This about your brood and my brood and a dozen or more other Altar broods out there. This is about our people. The question you face is whether you’re going to lie on your claws all your life, be a clown and a malcontent, or are you going to contribute something, make a difference—the difference. Nothing major ever changes without spilling some blood. The universe isn’t going to miss a couple of Besquith, trust me. If their species got their way, they’d be farming us Altar to…you know…” He mimed cracking off one of his limbs and sucking the ichor from it. 
 
    I turned away, nauseous. 
 
    “I actually didn’t need them to show me the computer room,” he said. “It’s this way.” He started toward the dividing door and waved the pistol over his shoulder. “Any more guards, leave them to me.” 
 
    I watched him walk—no, I watched him swagger. The questions that had been growing inside me since Bukk first suggested blackmailing a corporation now came to my mind, stark and clear. 
 
    Had I made the right choice fixing my destiny to Bukk’s? 
 
    Was Bukk even the Lightbringer at all? Or was he merely a mad Altar with a grudge against the universe…and the will to kill anyone who got in his way? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Now this is really interesting,” Bukk said, leaning back in the chair at one of the chilly room’s data stations. He’d been at it for half an hour while I moped in a corner. “Confusing, but interesting. Everything I’m reading here says that DWC is trying to adapt watery planets to mimic a planet called…Azure.” He stroked an antenna thoughtfully. “I need to stay away from the Peacemakers now, but I might have to find a way get this information to a guy named Tirr. He’s a MinSha officer…decent enough. I might need you to contact him, kid, make it look like it came from someone besides me.” He let go of the antenna. “It’s so weird what I’m reading here. Come over here, kid, and look at this.” 
 
    I hesitated then thought it better to comply. On the large monitor screen, I saw a lot of text, figures, an info chart. He scrolled through it faster than I could read. 
 
    “These are the environmental specs for that Azure planet. Looks like Su’lierdae and others are trying to terraform other planets to be just like it—but only planets with huge water sources, huge volumes of water. Arduna is in here, see? It’s one of ‘em, and they’re trying to melt its poles. But it’s beyond weird. Why change Arduna to be like Azure when there’s colonists paying to be somewhere that’s not like Azure?” 
 
    He seemed genuinely interested in my response to that. “Cash flow?” I offered. “The colonists pay the bills while Dream World does whatever the hell they want.” 
 
    “That makes sense. You may be right, kid. I’m overthinking it.” 
 
    He was busy a while longer, and I retreated to the corner, replaying the deaths of the Besquith in my mind over and over. He was right about the universe not missing two of them. Still, I hadn’t woken up that morning expecting to kill anyone. 
 
    Then why’d you come on this adventure, idiot? I asked myself. What did you think would happen if you followed a guy who’s all about liberating his people from injustice? Who’s avoiding the Peacemakers… 
 
    “This is incredible!” Bukk exclaimed. “But it can’t be right.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, hearing the dullness in my own tone. 
 
    “It’s…” He beckoned me over insistently, pushing his chair away from the desk. “Come, do some more reading. Tell me what this file says.” As I approached, he got up and started pacing. 
 
    I dragged the chair to the station, scrolled to the top of the file, and started reading. 
 
    In the words of the file, I saw: A rogue star system, situated way out in the nothingness beyond the tip of our galaxy’s Tolo Arm. So far beyond, it could be considered extragalactic. 
 
    A relatively old star but one that wouldn’t go nova for a billion years. Two habitable planets, with an abundance of natural resources. What looked like an early Dream World terraforming experiment out where no one traveled and their intellectual property could develop unnoticed. Two planets with basic ecological infrastructures, abandoned halfway through the terraforming process but not so early that life couldn’t viably continue on those worlds. 
 
    I saw all this and told Bukk so. 
 
    His foreclaws were clamped to the sides of his head. He appeared in shock. “That’s what I thought it said,” he whispered. “That’s what I thought it said.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “Is this where Dream World started doing bad things? Is this evidence of something?” 
 
    “No, kid,” he said. “Oh, no. It’s much much better than that.” Gently, he took one of my arms and helped me from the chair so he could scroll again through the file. “This is a boon. A miracle. It’s all sitting there, waiting for someone to move on in. A million someones. A billion someones!” 
 
    I still wasn’t getting it. “Why would anyone go there? It’s so far away from, well…from civilization.” 
 
    “Exactly. Exactly! And this says it’s a blank spot on cartography maps. Quick, kid!” He pointed to the next desk over. “Use that station to connect to the Voidcutter’s computer. You know how? Good. Look up the coordinates on the galactic charts.” 
 
    Once I was connected, he read the coordinates to me. I consulted the nav charts and reported, “Nothing there. Just empty space. No stargate within 100 lightyears…” 
 
    Bukk became manic, leaping from his chair and pacing the room on his back legs with the rest of his limbs flailing. “It’s magnificent. It’s perfect. I wasn’t even looking for this. Do you realize what this is, kid? You don’t, do you? It’s a paradise for as many Altar people as we can move to it. It’s our species’ salvation. You saw the data; the twin habitable worlds orbiting in synchronous orbit opposite each other. Multiple rings and shells of asteroid belts ripe for rich mining. We have bright enough minds to complete the terraforming. We can survive there for a million years, safe and unmolested.” 
 
    “W-we can?” 
 
    He darted over and clapped my carapace, hard enough it hurt, before spinning away in a kind of crazed dance. “And best of all, no one knows it’s there! We just have to delete it from Dream World’s data—those files haven’t been modified in ten years—it might be forgotten about already!” 
 
    I saw it then, and I began to catch something of his joy. Was it possible? Could a bunch of Altar claim this system and never be harassed again? 
 
    Something made Bukk freeze mid-dance and swing his head toward me. “Wait! You said something about stargates?” 
 
    “I did? Um. Oh, yes. I just said there’s no stargate within 100 lightyears of the system. I guess that’s so no one can accidentally…stumble…across…” 
 
    I stopped speaking, because Bukk had stopped listening. His claws hammered the keypads, his eyes and antennae turned to the screens. He chittered under his breath, words I couldn’t make out. Then, he turned to me again, his antennae drooping. 
 
    “You’re right. Damn it, you’re right!” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “The stargates. I thought—I hoped—that was more misdirection, more lies. But their own data confirms it. There’s no stargate there. No way into the system.” 
 
    I got it then, his despair as abruptly infectious as his jubilation had been. “Unless you have a hyperspace shunt.” 
 
    “And we don’t have one. We’re just two dumbass Altar in a useless dumbass runabout!” He shot out of the chair and swept dusty crap from a table onto the floor, kicked at it with hypersonic squeals of pain and outrage pouring through his antennae and pitched so high they hurt my head. His tantrum went on for a while, carrying him out of the room and into the corridor where he kicked walls and wailed out loud in fury. 
 
    Entropy’s ass, I thought when he’d gone. The manipulation. The grandiose ideas. The sudden mood swings. He really is mad. I looked at the folders and food wrappers he’d swept to the floor, at the dent he’d put in a wall in the corridor. Mad, and I have no way of getting away from him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 En Route to Arduna 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    At 0600 the following ship’s morning, my existing mercs and my new recruits gathered on the assembly deck. With the ship in hyperspace and no longer under thrust, they milled around with magnetic boots anchoring them to various surfaces, choosing whatever orientation felt most enjoyable to them. For the Lumar and most Zuul, this was the vessel’s official floor, giving them that consistent feeling of “down.” Meanwhile, two of the Goka seemed happiest with their feet glued to a wall. One Lumar had decided the ceiling was the best place to stand; from there he was playing a game of catch, tossing a ball between him and a colleague on the floor. 
 
    Most of the troopers had kept to their species groups—the only exception being a cluster in one corner. The small group that Geordie had somehow drawn together consisted of a Zuul, a Goka, and a Lumar. From her expression and buoyant manner, she appeared to be regaling them with a joke. Judging by the head scratching going on, none of them were following it. For a moment, I wondered if the joke had started, “A Zuul, a Goka, a Lumar, and a Human walk into a merc pit…” Whether they understood what she was saying or not, I was pleased by the sight of the group. This kind of integration and pleasantry was exactly what I wanted to forge among my reformed unit. 
 
    Bur was already on the deck when I stepped through the hatch, my lieutenant keeping an eye on things. Affectionately, he pressed his fist to his chest in a salute the others were too distracted to notice. Karan arrived at my shoulder, having left Glelg in charge of the CIC; the Altar could watch our assembly via in-ship cameras. He seemed to prefer his own company anyway, and most of his duties, come showtime, would be solitary ones. 
 
    I cleared my throat above the hubbub. Every Zuul’s ears perked towards me, before their bodies turned my way. After yesterday’s dressing down, they were tense and stiff. By contrast, all the Lumar appeared relaxed and curious. The Goka—well, I couldn’t read their body language at all, but they were focused on me and that’s what counted.  
 
    “I speak first to the Zuul among us,” I said, tail high, ears pricked forward, hands on hips. “On Langwarrin Station, we allowed ourselves to become unbalanced by financial pressure, by the mistreatment of a wicked employer. We have spent these past years blaming Marrek’s Maulers for the Shitfight that followed, but the truth is we allowed it to happen as much as they did. We behaved like beasts, all of us who were there that day, reacting impulsively out of threat and anger. But we are not beasts. We are Zuul!” I bared my teeth and tapped them. “We do use these.” I tapped my sidearm. “We do use these.” I flexed the short claws that had done all the tapping. “And we’ll use these if necessary.” I raised my hand to stroke my temple. “But above all, Zuul use their brains. And so will we. Now, you all well remember Marrekrooss. Marrek was never good at using his brain!” 
 
    The Zuul relaxed, laughing. Geordie joined in, presumably she’d heard stories about him from the others. The Lumar looked on blankly, as did the Goka. 
 
    Bur barked, “I heard the litter-nurse dropped Marrek on his head at birth!” 
 
    More laughter. One of the Lumar understood that and huffed along in enjoyment. 
 
    “Him and the rest of the Maulers,” put in Hurk. 
 
    Less laughter, but nods of agreement, nevertheless. 
 
    “My point is,” I said, “when you are tempted to be impulsive, when your lower nature threatens to crawl out and bite your ass, remember Marrek. Recall the impulsivity of his Maulers that day—and ours! Picture Marrek’s damaged ear and eye. We are not beasts. We are Hellchasers. What is our cry?” 
 
    Six Zuul voices chorused, “Oh, for the bounty of a thousand hells!” 
 
    They chanted it with passion, with so much more heart than their quiet “Hellchasers” after the fight in the rec room. My own heart swelled with pride in them and in our traditions. 
 
    “Oh, for the bounty of a thousand hells,” I repeated quietly, holding their gazes. “These past few years have seen us living and working in several hells. You Lumar have experienced that, too, on Kafi-Kafu. Zuul, these last few years, we have not received all the bounty we were due, but if we use our brains and our better natures, we will overcome. We will survive. We will thrive. And we will live to see the next bounty.” 
 
    Sensing this part of my speech had concluded, the six shouted, “Hellchasers!” with fists pressed over their hearts. 
 
    I relaxed my posture, clasping my hands behind my back. “The next thing I say, I say to you who are new to our ranks, Goka, Lumar, and Human. This unit numbers exactly thirty now. Sixteen days ago, the Chasers were also thirty strong, before the betrayal of yet another bad employer decimated us. It is our honor for the Hellchasers to restore those numbers. It is a greater honor for you to join us for as long as this contract lasts. You who are new should count yourself fortunate to bear the name Hellchasers.” 
 
    As one, the Lumar put a clenched fist to their breast in imitation of a Zuul salute. I found this gesture touching. The Goka regarded me with blank faces, but they were nodding. Geordie, perplexingly, had her hand in the air. 
 
    I stared at it a moment. “Is there…a problem with your arm?” 
 
    She lowered it. “No, I’m wanting to ask a question.” 
 
    “Oh. Then ask.” 
 
    “Hellchasers isn’t a bad company name, as far as it goes. But could we look at changing it?” 
 
    An irritated ripple went through the Zuul ranks. But her ignorance amused me. Humoring her, I asked, “Change it to what?” 
 
    “Well, since there’s thirty of us, how about something to reflect that number? How about…the Dirty Thirty? Yeah, I like that. The Dirty Thirty.” 
 
    All of the Zuul broke into hysterical laughter at the name, nudging each other with elbows. 
 
    Geordie’s happy expression wilted as she regarded them with burgeoning suspicion. “I thought it was a funny name, but not that funny.” 
 
    “It’s the phrase ‘Dirty Thirty,’” I told her as the Zuul’s cackling and hooting died away. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “In our language, spoken with your accent, it sounds like…something else.” 
 
    “‘Something else,’ all right!” boomed Bur, wiping spit from his lips and tears from his eyes. 
 
    Geordie’s voice began to take on an ominous growl. “Sounds like what?” 
 
    “Trust me,” Hurk told her. “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    Gesturing for Geordie to remain calm, I added, “Suffice to say, we’ll be sticking with Hellchasers, and for more reasons than that. It is a very old name for a unit with a rich history. As I said, whether you understand the honor or not, you should accept it.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said with arms folded and a pout on her lips. 
 
    Hoban took a step forward from among his troopers and spun around to face them. “Do we accept name?” he asked them. 
 
    “Yes, Squad Leader,” they responded. 
 
    “Do we feel honor?” 
 
    “Yes, Squad Leader!” 
 
    He performed another about-face, graceful given his physique, the zero G, and the mag-boots. “While we fight beside you, no more Pounding Crushing Fist. We Hellchasers now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Squad Leader,” I said with a nod. “We welcome you into our ranks. You as well,” I added with another nod to the Goka. They hesitated a moment, exchanged glances, then pleasingly also mimicked a Zuul salute. I turned again toward Geordie in the corner. “And, of course, you, honored Geordie.” 
 
    She, too, put her fist to her chest, her face losing some of that simian pout. 
 
    “From here,” I announced, “we have several days in hyperspace to run drills and weapons checks. Bur and Hurk will oversee both, working with Hoban, Targan, and Ch’kli as liaisons. I already know the kind of duties that will be required of us. Given that we’re capturing a fixed location which will require urban warfare and building clearing tactics, there is much we can practice in anticipation of that. 
 
    “We expect to reach Arduna orbit earlier than our Dream World bosses. I’ll be using that time to check their intel and the lay of the land from on high. Once we’re confident of what we’re looking at, we’ll make our plans more concrete. While all of us are mercenaries, which means we know the business we’re in and we know the toll it sometimes takes, my personal plan is to get all of you through this alive. But you need to do your part. Learn your job, do your job, and follow procedures. Lumar, I know there is honor and revenge at stake for all of you. However, I ask you as troops under my command to channel your emotions into professional conduct. If you can’t do that, then stow them away until after victory is won. I repeat, I expect you to follow procedures, watch your friendly fire, and watch for non-combatants.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” Hoban said. I hoped this was on behalf of all his men. 
 
    “All right, Hellchasers. Drills begin in one hour. Until then, it’s breakfast time.” 
 
    The Goka and Zuul nodded calmly at that announcement. 
 
    Geordie and the Lumar cheered.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Arduna System 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    We arrived in-system at noon by our shipday. We risked a coded signal to any DWC vessels in the area and received no response. I was happy about that. With Rigos and his boss out of the picture, we had time to do some recon without interference from “management.” 
 
    Employing the mothership’s silent running capability, we swept toward Arduna, closing on it late in our day. The world was as beautiful as the Tri-V files had depicted it. Blue-green with white curls of cloud. It owned two moons, which were more like asteroids that had been captured in orbit. 
 
    Karan indicated one of those moons and asked, “Want us to park behind it and wait?” 
 
    “No,” I replied, “let’s stick with the recon.” 
 
    The planet had a pair of continents, one covering most of the northern hemisphere, the other about a quarter of the southern. DWC had blessed them with non-creative names: Northern Continent and Southern Continent. Seriously non-creative. 
 
    A position on Southern would be our objective, which we’d get to eventually. For starters, I was more interested in confirming troop movements and installations on Northern. We fell into orbit above its western coast and began a slow crawl eastwards, scanning carefully. There was plenty of ecological diversity, varying kinds of forests, mountains, a small patch of high desert, plenty of agricultural spaces where meat beasts roamed and crops grew. A large swathe of inland farmland between two mountain ranges appeared either to border on inland marshes or to have suffered heavy flooding from local rivers. 
 
    “Commander,” Glelg called from his co-pilot’s chair. “I’m registering a high degree of air traffic over a tightly defined region mid-continent.” 
 
    Seated in my command chair, I swiveled a thigh board around and over my lap. “Send it over.” 
 
    The Altar patched it into my feed, and I frowned over it. He was right to find it curious. He’d picked up no less than forty civilian craft, cruising in a synchronized grid pattern, like survey vehicles operating in an appraisal net, or like search and rescue squads. It was a long way from the flooding, so I didn’t think it was the latter. I forwarded the feed to Bur’s slate. 
 
    “Gold Star Mercantile is looking for something.” 
 
    “Appears that way,” my lieutenant replied. 
 
    Glelg recorded the feed in case later investigation was deemed necessary. The ship continued around the planet. 
 
    The curve of a planet’s horizon is always in motion and we were in motion toward it. So far, we’d made no contacts, but a minute after we noticed the search teams a ship appeared over that curve. 
 
    “Oops,” said Karan, “that’s a light cruiser.” 
 
    “That was not in the intel,” Bur commented. 
 
    “Full stop,” I ordered. 
 
    “They’re hailing us,” groaned Karan. “Transponder reads as Gold Star Mercantile.” 
 
    “Don’t reply yet. First, tell me what they see when they look at us.” 
 
    “What they see? Apart from the design of our hull and our emissions trail, they’re not seeing much. Our signals are dark.” Karan patted his helm. “DWC gave this baby some incredible scan-shielding.” 
 
    “Perfect. You have those bogus transponder codes we took from the Pushtal pirates that time?” I asked. 
 
    Karan waggled a data-chip above his shoulder without turning. “Always keep them with me.” 
 
    “Then try one; let’s see if they buy it.” 
 
    Karan inserted the chip in the helm and sent a voice message. “Cruiser Creg-Hammal, we are Survey Vessel Bardokh-17 of the Cartography Guild on a survey mission.” 
 
    There was dead silence as the cruiser crew checked our ID. 
 
    On my display, I called up data from the helm boards. The other ship had only one multiphase shield generator. Its armor was sub-par, composed of panels of different elements and thicknesses, as if patched together. It boasted six laser banks, one forward, one rear, and one on every other side of the square hull, as well as twelve magazine-fed missile launchers. 
 
    “They pack some punch,” I said, “but their ship scans like it’s cheaply-made. Or maybe it’s a piece of badly repaired surplus. Looks like Gold Star Mercantile is cutting corners.” 
 
    Bur hummed to himself while he reviewed the same data. “If it’s an indication of the kind of crap the two merc companies are using down there, it augers pretty well for us.” 
 
    “Can we take out that cruiser if we need to?” I asked. 
 
    Karan snorted. Glelg was more forthcoming: “There’s no doubt, Commander. Especially if we fire first. One PA blast and their shield generator will overload. It’s then a simple matter of—” 
 
    “That’s fine, Glelg, thank you,” I said, cutting him off. “All I wanted was a simple yes or no.” 
 
    “Then, yes, Commander.” 
 
    “They’re talking to us,” said Karan. “Finally.” 
 
    “Put it through, no visuals.” 
 
    A moment later, we heard a haughty Maki voice. “I repeat, this is the cruiser Creg-Hammal, currently contracted to Gold Star Mercantile. We have no record of your vessel’s arrival. You’re in restricted territory and have some explaining to do.” 
 
    “Creg-Hammal, you’re speaking with Captain P’luuth of the Bardokh-17. Might I know your name?” 
 
    “Names aren’t important. Answers to questions are. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “All right, all right, no need to get tetchy,” I said. “We’re happy to provide answers. I’m just trying to be polite. We’re here to map Arduna and its moons, and then we’ll be out of your fur. Or scales. Or whatever it is you have.” 
 
    I could see Bur and Karan’s tails where they poked through their chairs. Both swung in amusement at my act. 
 
    The cruiser captain said, “Arduna has already been mapped.” 
 
    “Indeed, it has,” I replied smoothly. “And whoever mapped it screwed it up. When the idiots sent their file data through to the guild, they’d deleted Arduna’s maps and saved the planet Horogroth’s data over the top of it! Can you believe it! We’re here to do it all over again.” 
 
    The unnamed captain’s response was blunt. “Well, you can’t.” 
 
    I gave it a moment, then: “Well, we can. Take it up with our bosses if you have time for a long discussion, and I mean a really long discussion, but don’t even think of bullying us…let alone firing on a Cartography Guild vessel. At least, not if you want to get back out that stargate any time soon.” 
 
    “Hold while I check your transponder codes with the guild.” 
 
    Damn, I thought. We weren’t dealing with a complete idiot, which was a shame. That was fine. The pressure prompted and sharpened my creative thinking, prodding my subconscious to conjure an even better lie, one that we could expand to include Su’lierdae’s ship when it arrived. 
 
    I cleared my throat and affected a little conspiratorial edge to my tone. “All right, Creg-Hammal, seems there’s no fooling you. It’s refreshing to meet with a fellow captain who takes pride in their work, so I’ll level with you. But you have to absolutely promise not to tell anyone I told you this.” 
 
    A pause, then: “I guarantee nothing.” 
 
    “All right. That’s fair, I suppose, but I’d appreciate your discretion around this. It’s not exactly public knowledge that we’re here. You see, your employer, Gold Star Mercantile, struck a…well, I guess you’d call it a side deal with members of the Cartography Guild. Our ship is here to conduct a new and thorough survey, as I said. That much is true. But the real reason is that it will bolster Gold Star’s court case. As well as assist with the, er, search that’s currently under way below us. I’m sure you know all about that.” 
 
    There followed a much longer pause, one in which I hoped that captain was assessing what I’d said, rather than researching our transponder or plotting firing solutions. No tails were wagging in our CIC now. Karan threw me a nervy look—one I assumed was rooted in his desire to try out the mothership’s weapons—so I gestured for patience. 
 
    The comms crackled. The Maki said, “Captain P’luuth, was it?” 
 
    I kept my tone relaxed and friendly. “Correct.” 
 
    “You may call me Captain Ga’agahm,” he said. “You say your purpose here is to hurry things along?” 
 
    “Here and in Gold Star Mercantile’s court case.” 
 
    “Captain P’luuth, then I formally welcome you to Arduna. As orbital escort to the ground forces of the Deliberate Actions mercenary company, our ship extends protection privileges to Bardokh-17.” 
 
    “Most kind, Captain Ga’agahm.” 
 
    “We, er…We do have one small request.” 
 
    “By all means. The Cartography Guild exists to make everyone’s life easier—even when we’re on sneaky secret missions,” I added in a stage whisper. 
 
    He asked, “Are you by any chance paid by the day, as we are?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, dropping my jaw in a grin to match my colleagues’. Glelg’s body language indicated he had no idea where this was going, but we Zuul did. 
 
    “It might be in both our interests if you, ah…didn’t hurry things along too quickly,” Ga’agahm said. 
 
    “I see,” I replied. “Hmm. You have heard the phrase, ‘I’ll scratch your hard-to-reach-dorsal-region if you scratch mine’?” 
 
    Let that keep him wondering at my species, I thought. 
 
    “I have,” he said, sounding like he hadn’t. 
 
    “My crew could enjoy some extra downtime each shift if we had help with a little data. Say, regular updates from that search campaign happening on Northern Continent?” 
 
    “I see. Yes, I’d be very happy to assist your cause, Captain. Anything for the Cartography Guild.” 
 
    “Excellent. And I will be happy to assist yours. No need for us to rush our work here. One other thing. Perhaps don’t mention passing the information on to us. Especially not to the Gold Star personnel running that search down there. It would be a bit hard to explain why we took so long when we were receiving extra data.” 
 
    “A completely logical request,” said Ga’agahm. “You have my word.” 
 
    “You have my gratitude. Also, there will be another of our ships jumping in over the next twenty hours or so. Trust me when I say they are paid by the day, as well.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “It’s been very nice chatting with you, Captain Ga’agahm, but I do have work to do. Highly finicky and rather dawdling work…” 
 
    “Take your time. We’re here if you need anything.” 
 
    “A pleasure collaborating with you. Bardokh-17 out.” 
 
    Gruff Zuul laughter broke out across the CIC…and from the CIC comms speakers. Cheeky Karan had patched the conversation through to the passenger rooms for the others’ entertainment. 
 
    “All right, all right,” I told them all. “Fun time’s over. Didn’t you hear Captain P’luuth? He has work to do.” 
 
    Still chuckling, Karan cut comms to the rest of the mothership. 
 
    “You know,” Glelg said, all business as usual, “when that Maki captain receives reports that an assault shuttle and gunship have commenced shooting at New Joy City, he’s going to know immediately where they came from.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” I agreed. “Karan is well-able to set up automated defenses for this ship while he’s flying the shuttle.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Karan repeated. “If Creg-Hammal comes anywhere near us, the mothership can take out their shield generator and laser arrays as a lesson in don’t-screw-with-the-Hellchasers.” 
 
    “I suppose you know what you’re doing,” said Glelg. “Commander.” 
 
    “Yes, she does,” Bur said with a growl. 
 
    “Let’s complete our pass over Northern Continent,” I told my pilots. “Then I’m keen to check out New Joy City.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Northern Continent had a small starport and the usual accompanying township fanning out around it. But Southern Continent, with its lower population and industry, had no such facility. According to some happy-to-help data sent over from Creg-Hammal, any sizeable sub-orbital vessels were instructed to land one kilometer south of New Joy City, where a modest freighter pad and service buildings had been constructed. Their passengers and contents would travel from there along the continent’s one and only highway. 
 
    South of the freighter pad, the highway stretched a mere two klicks to its terminus in an excavated crater. The crater served as the continent’s one single landfill, a garbage dump. In the other direction, the highway passed alongside—rather than through—New Joy City before making its nine-hundred-kilometer journey north, then north-west to the coast. During that journey, it passed through a mountain range and various scattered mining outfits and tiny settlements. Since much of the continent was dry—though cool—it was difficult to see what had prompted settlers to settle in many of those places. Perhaps the land had been cheap. The opportunity for aspirational families to lay claim to their own piece of planet was no doubt too hard for many to resist. 
 
    “City” was a generous label for New Joy itself, as Rigos had intimated when he’d first mentioned it. I would have called it a town. There were tall buildings, but it was in no way a metropolis. It was comprised of an inner and outer area. A four-sided avenue called Inner Circuit ringed the rectangular central municipal precinct. Within this rectangle, a municipal center and a hospital bracketed the wide park between them. Stores and service providers lined two of Inner Circuit’s outer sides, while accommodation high-rises lined the other two. Behind those buildings lay the city’s Ring Road—ring being a misnomer for square. Ten-story buildings lined both sides of that outer avenue, with the outermost buildings effectively forming city walls. There were northern and southern “gateways” in and out of New Joy, access roads that connected with the continental highway. The city walls consisted of multi-story warehouses, cool stores, a multi-level parking lot, and even more high-rise accommodations. Some were in use; others were shells waiting to be built out when the population expanded enough to need them. To the immediate east of the city lay a modest area of farmland, to the west, orchards, and beyond those a rolling set of craggy hills. 
 
    All in all, New Joy City was a boring place, built with little regard for aesthetics and with only ten or fifteen thousand residents in mind. Currently, the files said, the population was about one third that number. 
 
    Even without designated shuttle pads, our assault shuttle or gunship could land on the municipal center’s roof, if necessary. Cut-&-Crush had set up one of their portable SAM batteries and a radar sweeper on the hospital roof. A second SAM battery stood atop the east-facing city wall, and a third rested on the west-facing one. They’d parked their Human-designed dropship to one side of the freighter pad south of town. 
 
    Strapped in our CIC seats, refreshment bulbs floating beside us in the zero G, we reviewed this data intently. Bur was present, along with Karan, of course. I had also invited Ch’kli of the Goka—the one with the yellow dot between his eyes—and Hoban of the Lumar—the one who…looked like all the other Lumar. The only thing telling Hoban apart was the squad leader markings on the shoulders of his sleeveless vest. Neither of these newcomers looked comfortable in the Zuul seating DWC had installed, but neither complained. 
 
    “First thing we smash is missile batteries.” Hoban’s comment seemed like a show of uncharacteristic tactical thinking. Or perhaps it was just common sense for any species: take out the thing that can shoot down your troop shuttle before flying in your troopers. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “Ch’kli, this is where you and yours will make your major contribution to our plans. It’s your job to go in ahead of us and take out those SAMs and radar installations.” 
 
    “Happy to oblige. Should be entertaining,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be.” For Goka, I thought. 
 
    Because we were spaced around the CIC, rather than sitting over a central table, each of us studied the data on individual slates or display screens. I put a digital marker on everyone’s map to indicate some rolling hills further south of the landfill. 
 
    “Tomorrow, midday shiptime will be just after sunset local time. We’ll land the assault shuttle here, in the hills, then the Goka will hike to the garbage dump.” 
 
    “Not so much fun,” said Ch’kli, and I couldn’t tell if it was said in jest or if it was a serious complaint. 
 
    “Necessary,” I told him. “Intel says that a lone Bugitar operator holds the garbage contract for every settlement between New Joy City and the mountains three hundred klicks north. He’s apparently finicky about his schedules. That night, he’s due to make the overland trip to a Zeewie copper mine in the mountains. We’ll send you off with an hour to reach him, more than enough time. It’ll be your choice whether you bribe or detain him. Do not kill him. We want zero civilian casualties on this campaign.” I gave him and the Lumar my best hard stare. “Zero casualties. You understand me?” 
 
    “Don’t kill the Bugitar,” the Goka said slowly as if memorizing it. 
 
    “Lumar try not kill civilians,” said Hoban. I accepted this as the best guarantee he could offer me, honest and realistic. 
 
    Ch’kli scratched his carapace and shifted in his chair. “We could skip both the detaining and the bribing and simply hide aboard his vehicle.” 
 
    I gave him a shrug. “If that works and you’re happy to hide in a smelly garbage truck—and you can keep to our schedule—then fine. However you achieve it, you exit his vehicle on the highway east of New Joy and gain access to the city rooftops here. I understand scaling buildings is well within your skillset.” 
 
    “Oh, well within, Commander.” 
 
    “While one of you deals with the easternmost SAM battery, the other two will make their way atop the hospital roof and to the battery on the west walls of the city. Before you leave, Hurk will provide you with fry-bombs, complete with timers.” 
 
    “Fry-bombs?” 
 
    “They contain an acid compound. We’re not using H.E. because that would announce the attack too early. All you need do is fit the fry-bombs to the missile batteries’ control mechanisms—the radar arrays, too—and ensure the timer is running. At the required time—” I made a squelch-hiss sound, “—their electronics turn to puddles, enabling our assault shuttle and gunship to enter their airspace unmolested.” 
 
    “What about sentries? They’ll have them on these ‘walls.’ They can still fire on your ships. Want us to take them out, too?” 
 
    “Only once we’re on our way. Too early and they might miss a check-in that alerts their commanders. When they hear the shuttle coming, they’ll wonder why their SAMs aren’t working and go to investigate, thereby drawing them to a location you can plan for. Once that happens, you may do whatever your heart desires. As long as you’re doing it to Gold Star Mercantile mercs and not, I repeat, to civilians.” 
 
    “We’re not animals, Commander,” Ch’kli said. His mask-like face and dead eyes gave nothing away, but he didn’t sound offended. 
 
    “Keep a kill count,” Bur chimed in. Turning to Hoban, he added, “Make sure all your units do.” 
 
    “Errrr…” Hoban said, scratching the top of his left ear with one hand and the lobe of the right ear with another. “Errrr…” 
 
    “Or just remember where you left the bodies, and we’ll count them later. We need to account for all thirty-five Humans, and all three Veetanho.” 
 
    “We can count three,” Hoban said, brightly. 
 
    Ch’kli stirred again. “Once the Zuul and these guys—” he jerked a limb at Hoban, “—are on the ground, what are our orders?” 
 
    “You have four standing orders since you’ll effectively be behind enemy lines. First, the two of you on the eastern and western walls will remain in the Ring Road area and wreak havoc on the enemy where you can. We have zero intel on where the garrison is billeted, so it’ll be up to your discretion and opportunity as to what you do. Second, stay off the rooftops between the Ring Road and Inner Circuit. Our gunship may engage enemy snipers there and we don’t want you in the way. Third, whichever one of you is on the hospital roof will sweep that building top down before joining up with the most opportune of our fire teams.” Here I paused to direct an order at Hoban. “Make sure your people know there’s a friendly Goka coming out of that hospital, Squad Leader.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Final standing order, Ch’kli. In the dark, check your targets. We really don’t want friendly fire coming our way.” I pointed to the knife he had strapped under one arm. “Friendly fire and friendly stabbing, read me?” 
 
    “We’re always extremely careful, Commander. Precision is our business. Shall we maintain dark comms at that point?” 
 
    “Once we’re on the ground, comms are live. That should help us all. Hoban, you and Targan will each lead a fireteam with three Lumar. That’s four in each team, yes?” I only asked this because while he’d been comfortable counting to three, I wasn’t so sure about four. 
 
    He nodded happily. “Four, yes. No problem. Rest of Lumar?” 
 
    “Choose one to remain with me as escort for the duration of the operation. That leaves nine. Tahrief will take three to form his fireteam. Rheess another three. And Kahtop the others. My Zuul lead those teams, understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Five fire teams, then?” asked Bur. 
 
    “Correct,” I said. “You, me, Hurk, Geordie, and the Lumar assigned to us will form the Command Team. Karan will land the fireteams in this bare patch of the central park.” I put another marker on the map. “Then he’ll drop the Command Team on the roof of the municipal center before returning to the CIC to watch for any reinforcements approaching from outside the city. I’ll designate team numbers later, but Fireteams One through Four will be assigned their own wedge of the city to begin sweeping methodically.” 
 
    “That’ll take hours.” 
 
    “Yes, it will. Maybe even a day.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “Fireteam Five will first sweep the municipal center from ground level up, then move across to assist the Goka with the hospital building. From there, they’ll go wherever other teams call for assistance. Hoban, Fireteam Five will be your team.” 
 
    “I know you’re calling for zero non-combatant casualties,” Bur said, “but I don’t trust these Humans or their damned Veetanho commanders to have the same mission parameters. What if the bastards use civilians as shields?” 
 
    “I’ve thought of that. The Lumar on each fireteam will be carrying big supply packs. Included in this will be boom-bangs and stun-gas grenades, and each team will have combination breathing and vision-enhancement masks available. That’s the best we can offer there.” 
 
    “Accepted,” Bur said. 
 
    “I know this isn’t ideal. No urban warfare is. We’re attacking an enemy within their own entrenched position with several thousand non-combatants present. However, we’re facing a combined force of less than forty hostiles. They can expect heavy losses in the early stages.” I marked two positions on the map, one on each of the main avenues. “These are observation posts where the enemy keeps eyes on civilian street movements day and night. If Glelg takes those out early, we can estimate four Human KIAs. The Goka will likely account for the same number before we even arrive, I’m assuming. And, like most arrogant little Veetanho, the ones leading our enemy have set up their personal operations room and billeting in the most important building in town, telling us exactly where to locate them.” I drew a green line around the municipal center. “Potentially we’re eliminating three more targets just in that building. So, already within minutes of arriving, we have potentially pared back a third of their numbers. With enough shock and awe from our dear Lumar here, and with our friendly Goka running around slashing tendons and arteries behind their lines, we might provoke an early surrender.” 
 
    “We can shock them,” Hoban rumbled. “But what is awe?” 
 
    I twitched my tail Bur’s way in a private moment of amusement. “It means if you just be yourselves, it might scare some Humans so they don’t fight back.” 
 
    “We like them fight back.” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” I reassured him. “But remember, if they’re hiding in civilian apartments, you need to find a way to take them without killing GenSha.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We can do that.” 
 
    “Sounds like we’re set,” Bur said. 
 
    “I think we are,” I replied. “Now all we need is for the new boss to arrive.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Arduna 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Su’lierdae and Rigos arrived in orbit around breakfast time of our next shipday. Before we’d departed Kafi-Kafu we told them that was the time we expected to arrive, giving us the opportunity for our earlier, private recon. Given the organized way these two DWC agents had gone about things so far, it was no real surprise they’d be so punctual. What was surprising was the ship they arrived in. 
 
    “Another entropy-damned ‘mothership,’” Karan said when I joined him in the CIC. 
 
    He’d summoned me there a few minutes earlier without explaining the reason, and I had hurried, half-expecting the Deliberate Actions cruiser to be sniffing around again. 
 
    He jabbed a finger at the Tri-V where I saw another pyramid-on-pyramid ship in orbit near us. “Where does DWC get the money for these things?” 
 
    “When you have the resources to remake planets,” I replied, “I guess you have the resources for some very nice starships. Neither of these vessels are technically warships. I’m guessing they’re using them here so it won’t affect their court case.” 
 
    “And yet they’re sending in a merc force to capture ground on the planet. Won’t that affect their court case?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You’re the legal expert.” 
 
    “I’m not that much of an expert.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure they know what they’re doing. The legal stuff’s not our problem. Have they hailed us?” 
 
    “They have. The new boss wants you and Bur over there as soon as you can get your boots on.” 
 
    I groaned. My quarters were closer to the shuttle bay, which was in the opposite direction from the CIC. “You couldn’t have told me this while I was still in my quarters? Instead of making me come all the way over here first? For nothing?” 
 
    “I…wanted to show you the new shiny thing.” He pointed at the ship on the Tri-V again. 
 
    “I’ll see the new shiny thing out the viewports of the assault shuttle.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I forgot that. Hey, you want me to fly you across?” 
 
    “I think Glelg can do that.” The Altar was still in his quarters but wouldn’t take long to rouse. 
 
    “But I want a look-see at the new boss,” Karan said with a pup-like whine. 
 
    “Should’ve thought of that before you dragged your commanding officer all the way in here for nothing.” 
 
    “Sorry, Hahnu.” His tail dropped out the back of his chair as he returned his attention to his boards. 
 
    Relenting, I detached my boots’ magnetic grip and floated forward to give him a quick scratch behind one ear. He leaned into it with a sigh. I said, “I also need you here in case that cruiser comes sniffing around again.” 
 
    “Right. Yes. I’ll keep us all safe, promise.” 
 
    “There’s a good pilot,” I said with a laugh and propelled myself back out the hatch. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Both Dream World motherships hung in geosynchronous orbit above New Joy City, leaving a few klicks’ safety margin between them. While Glelg flew Bur and me across the gap, the Creg-Hammal did pop up above the planet’s curve for a brief peek at the newcomer before dropping out of sight again. Listening in to their comms traffic with their Northern Continent HQ, Karan caught no mention of it. 
 
    Rigos met us in the newly arrived vessel’s docking lounge and escorted us to a wide boardroom. Su’lierdae sat at the far end of a long meeting table. With broad shoulders pulled back square, her bearing was regal. She wore a loose-fitting pink wrap-blouse beneath an open glossy black waistcoat with yellow brocade. It was difficult to determine while she was seated, but I could see that the Equiri’s height would be fairly typical of her species, somewhere around the two-meter mark with her boots off. She was certainly taller than me and, despite her chosen field of business, brawny enough that my brain poured alert-chemicals into my bloodstream at the sight of her. Her shoulders were broad beneath her silky wrap, the arms poking from its short sleeves covered with fine hair and boasting well-toned muscle. Her mane had been dyed a deep red and woven into a series of tight braids, inset with what might have been beads or even precious stones. One ear had been pierced; light glinted from a ruby stud. Her attention was on her drinking glass as we entered and rose only to give us the briefest of glances. Her predator-teeth bared momentarily, giving the impression she did not like dealing with mercs, not directly. The thick fingers of her left hand tapped at the sides of her drinking glass which was half-filled with a dark red liquid. I sniffed the air momentarily, confirming that its contents were juice and not the blood of some unfortunate underling. When she looked up again, her red-tinged eyes regarded a point somewhere over our heads. They were as emotionless and unreadable as those of our three Goka. 
 
    Bur and I stopped inside the door and greeted her with polite nods rather than fists to our chests. I said, “An honor to meet you, Su’lierdae.” 
 
    The Equiri executive snorted with irritation, turned aside in her chair, and left Rigos to interpose himself between us. Given the Cochkala’s height—and the fact that his employer sat a good twelve meters beyond him—he didn’t block our view of her, but the non-verbal message was clear: You don’t talk to her; you talk to me. 
 
    Confirming it, he said, “Senior Administrator Su’lierdae would prefer that you address her by her title—senior administrator. Also, that you don’t address her at all, but direct all queries and reports to me.” 
 
    “Understood,” I replied. When Rigos turned away to find a chair, I swatted Bur with my tail and he nudged me with a shoulder. Hilarious, we both agreed: an eccentric Equiri. But one who was paying us extremely well, so I could happily accept any quirks she might have. 
 
    As he took a chair halfway along the table, Rigos directed us to take two opposite him. This would, of course, place us side-on to Su’lierdae, making it more natural to focus our communication on her attendant. 
 
    There were glasses and twin chrome decanters on his side of the table. “Water?” he asked. “Juice?” We waved away the offer, and he seemed glad of it. Getting down to business, he said, “We are pleased to see you’re punctual. We’ve monitored your spending closely, and noticed that it has been restrained and appropriate.” 
 
    “We believe we’ve spent your money wisely thus far,” I returned. 
 
    “Indeed. You have bolstered the ranks of the…Hellchasers?” He appeared a trifle embarrassed to use the word in the company of his employer. Why, I couldn’t tell. It was a terrific name. 
 
    “We have,” I said. “We now number thirty.” 
 
    He frowned. “Is that sufficient?” 
 
    “Is your intel accurate?” 
 
    “Our intel is accurate. It’s the best intel that bribes and spy software can buy.” 
 
    “Then our numbers are sufficient. We have highly skilled and highly motivated individuals with excellent records. The drills we were able to conduct under thrust were reassuring. With the gunship and materiel you provided, we are in an extremely good position. I promise you good value for your money.” 
 
    He accepted this with a grunt. “You found twenty-three more Zuul to round out your numbers?” 
 
    “No. Eighteen Lumar, three Goka, one Altar, and one Human.” 
 
    Rigos sniffed and waved a paw before his nose as if warding off a bad odor. “Lumar, I understand. But Goka and Humans? Well, I suppose you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “I do,” I said, with a touch of a growl in my tone. 
 
    I was gratified to see him flinch and change topics. “Moving on. How long do you expect your invasion of the city to take?” 
 
    “If all goes to plan, anywhere from fifteen to thirty hours.” 
 
    “So long?” It was the first thing the Equiri had said and her flat, emotionless voice jolted me. 
 
    I almost responded directly to her before remembering Rigos’ standing rule. Directing my reply to him, I said, “A clear-and-hold operation must be conducted and completed in methodical fashion. If we encounter little resistance, it’s conceivable that we’ll finish earlier. The estimate is based on the Humans putting up a fight, playing hard-to-find in the various buildings, using civilians as meat shields, and so on.” 
 
    “But we will have complete control of the city?” Su’lierdae asked. I glanced her way. She was watching the contents of her glass as she swirled it. 
 
    I said, “The city will be ours. I’m confident of this. The senior administrator will have freedom of movement within it. However, I recommend that three Hellchasers escort her at all times to ensure her security.” 
 
    “That is satisfactory,” she said to the glass. 
 
    “That is satisfactory,” Rigos repeated. “She appreciates your thoroughness and professionalism. Upon successful completion of her undertaking here, and dependent upon other factors, rest assured that Dream World Consortium will provide with you with solid references and recommendations to your future potential hirers.” 
 
    “I’m grateful.” 
 
    “Was there anything else we needed to discuss? If not…” He rose to his feet. 
 
    Bur and I stood too. “There is one thing,” I said before we left the room. 
 
    “Oh? And what’s that?” 
 
    “If a cruiser called Creg-Hammal makes contact, send no transponder data and tell them you’re a Cartography Guild vessel.” 
 
    “A Cartography—” 
 
    “Trust me. And tell your pilot not to bother talking with the cruiser’s captain for long. The guy’s an asshole.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Marrek 
 
      
 
    It was the end of my shift and the roadway was slick with mud as I made way back from the toll station. 
 
    Gods of old Ja, how I hated mud. Especially, this mud. Runoff from previous dig sites from both nearby mountains frequently carried all the way down to our region, and sometimes, when the storms were bad, all the way to the road. Whatever they’d been mining gave the mud an oily quality. It had a way of clinging onto your boots even while you slid around in it. And it stank. Like a million dead things had come back to life long enough to take a crap in it, then returned to death and kept rotting into it. 
 
    Once a month, a road-sweeper was meant to come down from the coast and clear the highway. Since Ara and I had been here, the road remained clear, despite a couple of nasty rainstorms. The previous night’s storm, in fact, had been a bastard. Wind gusts of 110 kilometers an hour had tried to tear our prefab from the ground. A storm front dumped enough water to double the height of our stream. The creek hadn’t broken its banks, fortunately, but when I emerged at midday to go to work—with clear skies overhead and light breezes ruffling my fur—I discovered the miners’ tents were all gone. A Zeewie came out of their dining hut and told me they had packed the tents into a mine entrance around the curve of the mountain and slept in there for the night. His arms were full of supplies he was piling on an electric cart to take to his people for lunch. 
 
    Now, with the late afternoon sun sparkling off puddles, I slipped and slid my way past the miners’ communal hut to find the same little Zeewie busy erecting tents. At least, I thought it was the same Zeewie. He smelled the same, although his scent might have been a family one. The miners all dressed the same, so it was hard to tell them apart visually. 
 
    “Good day at the toll station, noble Zuul?” he called to me in his high, piping voice. 
 
    “Nothing good about the day,” I sneered. “And nothing noble about me.” 
 
    Rather than being put off by my tone, the little fella lay down his peg hammer and ventured onto the road to intercept me. I sighed and came to a halt. The last thing I wanted was boring small talk with a miniature miner. I wanted a heavy meal and a long nap. But Araagah had relieved me and Burrunt was busy across the stream chopping up fallen branches for firewood. That meant I would be alone in our prefab with Skweet the Flatar—and that was something I was happy to delay. 
 
    “The mud has covered your boots,” the Zeewie said. “I can clean them for you.” 
 
    “For a price?” I snorted. 
 
    “Everything has a price,” he beamed. 
 
    Wonderful, I thought. Life lessons from a rodent. 
 
    “I’ll clean my own boots.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. It was some storm last night, huh?” 
 
    Oh, sweet entropy. We’re talking about the weather now! 
 
    “It was,” I mumbled, starting to fidget. 
 
    “Weather’s been getting weirder and weirder for the past year. We didn’t used to get big storms like this. Now, there have been five in the past few moon cycles! And there was that giant flood on Northern Continent that killed a bunch of farmers, half a year after they had giant forest fires. A freight driver stopped here two months back and told us about a crazy king tide on the coast that destroyed half the colonists’ seaside homes…” 
 
    “Mmm,” I said. “Well, it’s been fascinating talking with you. See you after the next big storm.” I turned off the road to mud-skate toward the footbridge. 
 
    “Sure,” he called after me. “Weather satellite says the next one’s due next moon cycle.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Our assault shuttle and gunship landed the same moment the local sun touched the horizon. 
 
    As planned, we’d come down in a glen between some hills beyond the garbage dump. The Goka knew their jobs and made zero conversation as they strapped on their small backpacks containing the fry-bombs and made their way down the ramp before hiking away. Apart from the packs, they wore nothing save a simple chest harness with a sheathed long-knife on one side and a holstered thud-gun on the other. 
 
    Bur and I set up lookouts on the peaks of surrounding hills. With a couple of hours to kill, I allowed my remaining Zuul and Lumar—and our lone Human—to stretch their legs on actual soil, milling around the landing struts. Bur and I scratched our muzzles and discussed finer details of our plan and checked the contents of the thick packs the Lumar would carry. These contained everything from emergency medkits to sweet-bars for GenSha children to restraint-cuffs for prisoners, in case we actually took prisoners. 
 
    Signaling Geordie, I had her supply three small medical-nanite loaders to each fireteam leader along with myself, each one coded for different species, Zuul, Goka, Lumar. She would have to carry the Human-coded ones herself. This precaution was in case we were closer to a severe injury than she was. We also clipped packs of self-adhering bandages to our utility belts. 
 
    Though we were in comms blackout, we were still receiving data signals from both our mothership and Su’lierdae’s. From high in orbit, their cameras tracked our Gokas’ progress as they jogged the distance to the dump, arriving quicker than the hour we’d allowed. They had brief a conversation with the Bugitar garbage contractor out in the open, which resulted in him returning to his office and them taking the truck. The truck arrived a short while later at New Joy City, and over the following hour, our small commandos moved stealthily around the outer rooftops and that of the hospital, placing the devices on the SAM batteries without notice. At one point, a Human sentry ventured too close to a Goka and met death at the end of a long knife. The Goka tucked the body away beneath the SAM battery’s housing and slung the Human’s primitive-looking automatic rifle over his back before slipping over the side of the roof. From there we lost him in shadow. Soon after, the others vanished from our cameras as well. 
 
    I clapped my hands in satisfaction at their progress. “Bur, recall the sentries. Karan, fire up the engines.” That would signal Glelg in the gunship parked fifty meters west of us to fire up his. 
 
    By the time we lifted into the air, the fry-bombs should have done their job. Twilight faded fast at this latitude, enabling us to leave our position in the pitch darkness of an overcast night. The assault shuttle and gunship flew shoulder-to-shoulder, their running lights doused, hugging the ground on a cautious, looping vector that kept us away from the freighter port. 
 
    Less than five minutes after leaving our initial LZ, our shuttle dropped the fireteams in New Joy’s central park, and the gunship opened fire on the Inner Circuit street corner observation posts. 
 
    The fight for New Joy City had begun.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Dream World Consortium Secret Data Installation 
 
    Pleca 
 
      
 
    Bukk was in a funk. A deep one. He had stayed in the computer room around the clock for nine full days by our shiptime, pounding at the data station, or pacing, or slumping in a corner, drinking Besquith ale and mumbling to himself. He’d been picking at a spot on his middle-left leg which now oozed thick, dark blood. Once, he stood at the computer room door and shouted insults at the Besquith corpses in their bunkroom—the guards who were now beginning to smell. He had only left the room to use the refresher or to kick chairs around in the meals room when he was bored with the ones near the data station. 
 
    His funk left me to wander the facility alone hour after hour. I found food suitable for Altar and water. I managed to feed some of it to Bukk. The Besquith alcohol he was drinking made me swoon at the smell; I threw some of it in the compactor when he wasn’t looking, but he always found more. 
 
    I continued scouting. I found out the two guards had been here for some time—1,233 local days according to the wall in their bunkroom where they’d scratched a mark for each one. This Su’lierdae person had left her guards the chalrummins for food and some basic hydroponic gardens plus a decade’s supply of mineral supplements. Some chalrummins started calving. I’d seen my brood tend to such matters on Arduna, so I did what I could for a full three hours before deciding the beasts were better off on their own. I was no farmer. I was nothing. 
 
    In the meals room, there were Besquith data wafers full of violent entertainments I couldn’t stomach. A game board in one corner had gathered dust. Further explorations of a storage room unearthed a cargo crate full of credit chits. I had never imagined so much money in my life. Probably it was the guards’ payment and had been left there to remind them of the future benefits if they toughed it out year after tedious year. Yes, I took some of it. I filled two carry bags from the ship with it. 
 
    What I did not find anywhere in the facility or on the surface above it was another ship. The Besquith had been marooned here. As was I. It didn’t really matter. If I’d found a ship, I wouldn’t know how to pilot it anyway; I had no idea about things like that. Marooned. I was marooned with a mad drunk, a violent rogue. 
 
    But, I mused as I walked the corridor up and down, this rogue had been right about many things. Including the Altar race’s need for a haven, a reservation where those who wanted it could live for millennia unmolested. When I braved the computer room on day ten of Bukk’s funk and sat at his data station, I saw again that this outlying system was indeed a paradise. An uninhabited, off-the-records paradise. Perfect for us. The problem was getting there. 
 
    Then it struck me. The solution was obvious. And it was simple. Why hadn’t Bukk thought of it, I wondered? If he was so smart; if he was the Lightbringer? 
 
    Because he’s not a true scamp and thief like you. Mad, he might be, but he’s noble. His motives are pure, even when he’s stealing and sneaking about. If he is the Lightbringer, then he’s naturally righteous. 
 
    I glanced his way. He had fallen asleep, head on his thorax, snoring lightly. 
 
    Naturally righteous and drunk. 
 
    Bukk was a soldier. He sought direct solutions. Like infiltrating a facility, killing the guards that got in his way, discovering intel, and leaving with it. What he wasn’t practiced at was thinking like a thief. 
 
    I was good at thinking like a thief. 
 
    “Bukk?” 
 
    “Mm?” 
 
    “Bukk!” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I’m awake. I’m…sort of…” 
 
    “We need to get to that abandoned system, right? To survey it? Check it out? Make sure it’s what we hope it is.” 
 
    His mandibles made a rasping sound as they rubbed together. “Course we do. But we can’t. Now, shut up.” He shifted into a better sleeping position. I let him alone. 
 
    “To reach that system, we need a ship with shunts,” I whispered to myself and buried myself in a fresh data search. When I was younger, a rascally whelp living off the dutiful generosity of a distracted multitude, if I’d needed something they weren’t providing, I found it and I took it. “And that’s all we need to do now. Find something and take it.” 
 
    Dream World Consortium had a GalNet registry for all their ships across the galaxy. The registry told us which were hyperspace capable, and where those vessels currently were. 
 
    A thousand heartbeats into my search, I had my results. It was time to find some stimulant drink for Bukk. The Lightbringer needed to look at my list. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-three of them,” Bukk said, scratching at his head as if to activate his brain. He stared at my list. “Twenty-three Dream World ships with shunts. You’re telling me you want us to steal one of these?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    I expected mockery or dismissal. Instead, he said, “Good idea, Pleca.” Slowly, he swung his antennae side to side. “Can’t believe I didn’t think of this. Can’t believe I got so easily…” He glanced at me, then away, embarrassed. “…Discouraged. Some great leader and savior, huh?” 
 
    “You’re only Altar,” I told him and followed it with a hypersonic blast of goodwill. “You’ve been at this how long?” 
 
    “Over a year.” 
 
    “Alone. No one helping you. I know how that feels, Bukk. You only have so much optimism before the setbacks start stacking up against you.” 
 
    He straightened where he sat and set the drink aside. “I appreciate the empathy, Pleca.” 
 
    “So,” I said before things could get sentimental. I pointed at the list before him. “Which one do we take?” 
 
    “Well. It’s one thing to steal a ship—I guess. I’ve never done it—” 
 
    “You stole ours. The Voidcutter.” 
 
    “All right. That’s true, but—” 
 
    “And changed its transponder and registry name.” 
 
    “Points taken.” He chuckled. “But it’s another thing to steal a capital ship. And flying the damned thing would be far beyond my abilities. I’ve never flown anything larger than the ship I have. Have you?” 
 
    “I can’t fly.” 
 
    “Exactly. You can’t. Operating shunts, navigating hyperspace; they’re outside our skillsets. I rely on stargates for FTL travel. So, all this means…?” He looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “We need another pilot?” 
 
    “Correct. An Altar pilot.” 
 
    “May I have my slate back, please? Can you help me tap into Merc Guild and Dream World data? And shipping logs?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Using the GalNet, I filtered the list using a mix of galactic shipping logs, scratchy Mercenary Guild data, and current DWC registry information. “All right. Four of the consortium’s top-line starships are in the vicinity with Altar pilots. Huh. One of them is Administrator Su’lierdae’s personal ship.” 
 
    “Let me see that,” he said. Taking the slate, he stared at it a moment then beamed at me. “It’s at Arduna! The irony of it! It has to be…” He hesitated, then finished the sentence, “Destiny. Who is the Altar pilot, though? Hm. Merc gunship pilot. Let me hack his CV. Just take a moment…there! Looks like Mercenary Glelg has plenty of experience using hyperspace shunts. He’s wasted flying gunships for a…a Zuul unit?” He stared a moment, doubting the data, then shrugged and got to his feet, wobbling a little. “Pleca, you and I are downloading everything we can from these servers. Then we’re placings some magnesium bombs I bought off a Pushtal pirate—” 
 
    “We’re what?” 
 
    His antennae gave a happy waggle. “We’re burning this place to cinders. Then, my friend, you and I are headed for Arduna.” 
 
    “All right. Sure. No problem. But, Bukk…you purchased magnesium bombs? From a pirate?” 
 
    He patted my shoulder. “Long story, Pleca. I’ll tell it to you on the way back to the stargate.” 
 
    “But…” My mind had snagged on the fact that we we’d been flying around with the devices on board the Voidcutter. “Where are the bombs? Where are they stored?” 
 
    “You know the crate in the hold labeled Suumdellina Long Grain?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “There’s no long grain in that crate.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “We’ve wasted enough time here, Pleca. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    I helped him take the relevant data from Su’lierdae’s servers, and I realized that not once in that entire conversation had Bukk called me “kid.” It felt really good.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Zetchek 
 
      
 
    Another dinner with T’kwenn’s family was concluding. My stomach was so full it looked like I’d been inflated. When I left the table and moved to the living area’s couch, Joola and her siblings giggled, pointing at my rounded belly. 
 
    “Rascals,” I chided. “I’m only getting fatter because your mother is so generous to me.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one who’s generous, apparently,” she called from the kitchen. When I looked at her, she brandished the stack of credits I’d left them last time I’d been here. 
 
    I blushed and I was about to respond when a sound came from outside the building that made us all gasp and look toward the windows. Automatic weapons. 
 
    Someone was shooting out there. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Karan touched the assault shuttle’s landing skids to the municipal center’s roof long enough for the Command Team to leap out. Its thrusters washed over us as Karan accelerated straight up toward orbit, his main duty completed. Tracer rounds followed him from three separate positions: a rooftop somewhere on the city’s outer ring and the two observation posts on the Inner Circuit. That activity was fine with me; it wouldn’t hurt the shuttle, and it gave away enemy positions to my fireteams and the Goka. As if in answer, the black bulk of our gunship swept the outer walls and loosed its fury on several positions before whipping away to the west to await its next action. 
 
    The municipal center’s flat roof was populated with fan housings and ventilation exhausts around the edges. A single stairwell entry/exit sat at the end closest to the Inner Circuit at the far end of the park. Bur and our Lumar escort, Vugg, made straight for it, while Geordie crouched and covered them with her snub-nosed machine-pistol. I jogged to the opposite edge of the roof, confident in my team’s ability to secure the doorway and keen for a glimpse of my other people. Hurk followed me, carrying his long gun. 
 
    New Joy was reasonably well-lit by streetlamps and roof lighting. There would be no need for night vision goggles until our fireteams entered darkened buildings. Since the ground was open around the verges of the park, I could see three of my fireteams sprinting to their next objectives. Two Lumar took a knee to provide cover fire for teammates crossing the street, angling fire to their right and toward one of the observation posts. Another team fanned out, firing ahead of them. I had changed my mind since the initial planning session: rather than have Hoban’s fireteam sweep up through the municipal center, I’d decided Command Team could do it. Hoban’s team entered the hospital main doors as I watched, encountering no immediate resistance. 
 
    I shifted my attention to the hospital roof, visible between the park’s central copse of tall trees. Two Humans were fussing with the SAM battery. The idiots should have been firing on my teams on the ground. 
 
    I nudged Hurk and pointed. “Let’s—” 
 
    The next words stuck in my throat. A black blur of frenzied Goka had set upon the Humans. They fell beneath the murderous assault. 
 
    “Uh, scratch that,” I told Hurk. “Stay up here and keep an eye out instead.” 
 
    “Yes, Hahnu.” He had his nose raised into the air, distracted. 
 
    “You smell that, too?” I asked. He nodded. The scent of rotting-egg was not strong, but it was enough to make me wonder at its cause. “Never mind. Senses on the job please.” 
 
    “Yes, Hahnu.” 
 
    Bur and Vugg had the stairwell door open and were waiting for me. 
 
    Passing Geordie, I told her, “You’re behind me.” 
 
    “Bloody oath, I am,” she told me. She let her machine-pistol hang by its sling and lifted her medical pack. 
 
    Bur led the way down the first two landings, with Vugg and me leaning over the railings to cover him. The building was only three floors high, including the ground level. Bur waited at the entry to the top floor, his ears pricked. We joined him, and I signaled for Geordie to wait and watch the stairs below. 
 
    Vugg went through the door first, into a long straight corridor that divided the level in two. He shifted left along that wall, weapon raised. Bur went right. I took a knee in the middle of the corridor, my laser rifle aimed along it. Five doors were set in each side of the hallway, facing each other. They turned out to be meeting or function rooms. Each time Bur and Vugg cleared a pair of rooms, I moved up to join them and watch the way ahead while they checked the next pair. The floor was empty of people, so we returned to the stairs. 
 
    Geordie was prone on the landing, peeking over the edge down the well, with her feet propping the door open. When I reached her heels, she raised two fingers. I gestured for the other two to halt behind me, and I listened. There were no voices, but I caught the faint susurration of fabric on fabric one floor down, someone’s arm brushing their chest perhaps. 
 
    Geordie craned her neck around and pointed at my utility belt, to a grenade. I plucked it off and handed it to her, then backed out of the well. She took a moment to judge her angles, pulled the pin, and sent it flying down the well, then curled her body into the shelter of the landing with her fingers in her ears and her mouth open against the pressure wave. 
 
    There was a flash and crump! of detonation, then the shrieking of the injured. Before Bur could stop me, I bolted down onto the blackened stain of the explosion. In the middle of it lay one mangled and dead Human merc plus an injured one. He was thrashing around, his face scoured to the bone, arterial spray squirting from chest and neck wounds. Without eyes, he didn’t even know I was there until my laser burned out his heart. 
 
    Body fluids were everywhere under my feet. Body cavities were exposed by shrapnel. I breathed through my mouth as the rest of Command Team joined me. They took positions at different heights and angles on the risers above—and in Geordie’s case, below, so she could watch the lowest entry. I cracked the door to the building’s middle floor, wedging it open with a toe and listening. Nothing. 
 
    Human ballistic weapons chattered in a distant part of the town followed by a grenade. 
 
    Pulling the door fully open revealed a level that was an open floor plan, allowing me to see through to the windows along each side. Desk-hubs sat in clusters. There was a kitchenette in one corner, amenities in another, and glassed-in offices in the other two. It was dark, the only light seeping in from the streetlamps and beneath the amenity doors. There might not have been anyone here; at the same time, there was enough shelter behind the desk-hubs for twenty Human mercs to lie in wait. 
 
    Peeking over my shoulder, Geordie whispered, “This place gives me the hackies.” 
 
    I stabbed a finger behind me, ordering her back to her post. She moved just in time. 
 
    Something impacted my armor over my left shoulder, pushing me into the stairwell. I heard the crack of a ballistic weapon in the same moment. I used the momentum of the bullet to swing me around into a crouch while sticking my left leg out to hold the door. Geordie hunkered down behind the wall as a flurry of bullets penetrated the air above my head. I couldn’t see what I was shooting at, but I pumped laser rounds into the room anyway, hoping to get lucky, hoping to dissuade further fire. There was blurred motion above my head, Vugg’s right arms launching boom-bangs, the shock grenades arcing high across the room to the right and to the left. Firing one handed, I threw my other arm across my eyes before the boomers could go off. They detonated a good fifteen meters from me, but they’re designed to be loud; after the flash faded, my ears were ringing. 
 
    There was no time to piss and moan about a little temporary hearing loss. I threw myself through the doorway and onto my belly, opening the way for Bur and Vugg. As I hit the carpet, Bur’s rifle spewed rounds in an arc around the room. I felt, then saw his boots pass on my left. Heavier, Vugg’s footfalls actually bounced me around as he thundered by on my right. Both kept firing. When they paused to change batteries, I rolled sideways, away from the door in case Geordie decided to spray bullets around, too. 
 
    “One Veetanho down, amenities room!” Bur shouted, though his words were muted through the ringing in my ears. 
 
    I marked another of the unit’s leaders as he said it, this one rather alive. With my nose to the carpet, it was easy to see beneath the kickboard of a desk a few meters in front of me where two hands patted and swept the floor, feeling blindly around their owner. I immediately saw the reason for it: one desk cluster over had been pulverized by laser fire, and amidst its rubble lay a Human-design rifle with a long, curved magazine. A set of Veetanho anti-glare goggles were sitting almost on top of it. It was clear what had happened. 
 
    Veetanho had evolved in low light. In situations where there was “normal” lighting they wore goggles to protect their sensitive eyes. This individual had decided they could see better in the dark room without them and had taken them off, then gotten a nasty shock when Vugg’s boom-bangs blinded her. She must have lost her grip on her rifle during the blast. 
 
    I sprang to my knees, pointing with my rifle. “One bogey there, empty hands.” 
 
    Vugg skipped around to the position in a series of moves that should not have looked so graceful for such a burly individual. One of his hands dipped down then rose, clamped onto the collar of a kicking, screaming Veetanho. 
 
    Bur meanwhile was racing around the perimeter of the room. Eventually, he called, “Clear” from near the kitchenette. He turned toward the amenities areas, and I followed his gaze. One of the doors had been shredded, its pieces smoking from several laser strikes. Beneath the mess the legs and hips of a dead Veetanho were visible. Into his comms, he told the other fireteams, “Scratch two Veetanho. Municipal center. One at large.” 
 
    Holding the captive in one hand, Vugg used another to bat her my way. She landed on a hip and shoulder without breaking off her tirade. She was still blind, that was obvious from the way she flailed around. I rolled her face down with one boot and put the other on her back to pin her. Bending at the waist, I pulled her knife from its scabbard and a grenade from the back of her belt. I handed these off to Geordie as she came up behind me. Vugg scooped up the Human ballistic rifle our prisoner had dropped. Not as dumb as he seemed, he emptied its curved mag into various sections of the drop ceiling. They would have been good spots for the third and final Veetanho to hide. When he was out, I bent again and took a spare mag from the prisoner’s vest and tossed it to him. He fitted it, then sprayed the rest of the ceiling as Bur, Geordie and I lowered our heads against the light rain of plasterboard particles. 
 
    When that mag was empty, he put his nose in the air and happily sniffed at the smoke of his weapons fire. 
 
    “Vugg,” I said to get his attention. “Nice work. We’re secure here.” 
 
    “Secure. Yes.” 
 
    “Toss me a set of restraints and the prisoner’s goggles.” He fished in his pack before chucking the ceramic-plastic cuffs to me, followed by the eyewear. “Now, go with Bur to check the lower level.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said and lumbered for the stairs. 
 
    I caught my lieutenant’s eye before he could follow. “When it’s clear down there, station Vugg to guard the building entrance, then get back up here.” 
 
    “You got it,” Bur replied and jogged away. 
 
    Geordie brushed administrative detritus from a cluster of desks and began unloading her pack, methodical and capable, murmuring to herself. I made the Veetanho stand and turn around, had her put on her goggles, then her hands on her head while I checked her for hidden weapons. The desks here had had their legs bolted to the floor, so I sat her down and cuffed her to one. 
 
    “You can see again?” I snapped. 
 
    “Little bit. No thanks to you,” she snarled. 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “Bite your grandmother.” 
 
    “Funny name.” 
 
    “Not-so-funny wise crack.” 
 
    “We could give you a callsign if you like. Geordie, any suggestions?” 
 
    Geordie glanced at our prisoner. “Rat Turd One?” 
 
    The Veetanho’s eyes narrowed. “What is ‘rat?’” 
 
    “They’re little pests about one tenth your size,” Geordie explained. “They piss and shit everywhere they walk. They’re like piss and shit factories. Germ spreaders.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin, nodding. “Sounds apt for a Veetanho.” 
 
    “You look like a rat,” Geordie told her. 
 
    “You look like a Canavar’s genitals,” the prisoner replied. 
 
    Geordie grinned at me. “A little harsh, but at least we’re dialoguing.” 
 
    “So,” I said. “Rat Turd One…” 
 
    “Call me Nazri.” 
 
    “That works, too,” I replied. “So, Nazri, you’ve already lost a fellow Veetanho and quite a few Humans.” I turned an ear to the west as the deep thud of the gunship’s anti-personnel cannon opened up again. “Oops. Just lost some more. I see a comms unit on your vest webbing. How about ordering your company to stand down so you can avoid losing any more?” 
 
    “How about you bite your grandmother?” 
 
    “You’d rather your entire company died pointlessly?” 
 
    “No. I’d rather yours did.” 
 
    “Feisty little bitch, isn’t she?” Geordie said and spread surgical instruments out in a line. 
 
    “That, she is,” I agreed. “Nazri, those sharp metal objects my friend is laying out aren’t for healing people. They’re for torture. But I don’t have to use them. All you need do is comm your people and get them to surrender. You’ll avoid their deaths, and you’ll avoid losing your ears, your teeth, your fingers…” 
 
    Geordie chuckled quietly. 
 
    The Veetanho spat at my feet, calling my bluff. “She’s a med-tech. I see her patches.” 
 
    I sighed. “Worth a try,” I told Geordie. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    I’d had no comms traffic from my own people, so I leaned my hip against a desk and tapped my own unit. “Fang 3. Status?” 
 
    A ten second pause, then Tahrief replied, “Sorry about the delay. Just waiting while my Lumar took out a nest of hostiles. Fireteam intact, no injuries. There’s a lot of Cut-&-Crush in this building. Might be their billet. We’ve scratched five so far.” 
 
    “Fang 2,” I told Hurk, “position yourself to watch their building.” 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    “Any Goka on channel,” I said, “make your way to support Fang 3.” 
 
    A Goka voice came on, pitched low as if sneaking about. “Shall do.” 
 
    “Fang 4?” 
 
    Kahtop’s reply was instant, though a little breathless. “First building’s easy work, so far. Commencing top floor and then we’re done with it. Only party we met outside the apartments was a Zuparti on ground level. No hostiles hiding in GenSha apartments so far.” 
 
    “Good work, Fang 4.” 
 
    A Zuparti in a GenSha settlement? I wondered. Probably some trader here to make a credit or two from the new colony. There was a chance, though, they were one of Gold Star Mercantile’s personnel, in which case we’d do better to detain them. 
 
    Low priority, I decided. Once we’d accounted for the enemies with guns, we could start on the enemies without them. I thumbed my comms unit again. “Fang 5, status?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Zetchek 
 
      
 
    There was a lull in the noise, and I picked that moment to peek out of T’Kwenn’s doorway. It was the wrong moment, as it turned out. 
 
    Two Lumar stood in front of me. One used two hands to pick me up by my arms and pressed me to the opposite wall while covering both ends of the hallway with pistols in its two other hands. The second Lumar barged into the apartment, provoking cries of alarm from the GenSha inside. 
 
    Where the hell had they come from? 
 
    With my arms restrained, I couldn’t reach the needlers hidden inside my coveralls. It shames me to admit it, but I had frozen in fear anyway. Even if I’d not been pinned, I doubt I would have drawn on them. Angry at myself, I forced my spinning thoughts to coalesce into something I could use. Something I could say or do. 
 
    Before I reached that point, a Zuul muzzle appeared up close. Too close for comfort. The canid stage-whispered a question. “What are you doing out of your home?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Lumar. Zuul. It had to be the DWC merc unit Jessica Francis had mentioned. And it was hard to tell right now whether that was good or bad news for the locals. 
 
    Or for me. 
 
    “Where is your home?” the merc insisted. 
 
    I swung the lower half of one arm to point along the hallway to my left. A lie, of course. 
 
    “Dream World Consortium is retaking New Joy City. You’re advised to return to your apartment and remain there with your head down until further advice. Do you have family?” 
 
    I shook my head. Pinned to a wall by a Lumar with his blood up, a huge Zuul muzzle in my face with its hot breath washing over me, it was all I could do to keep my thoughts straight. 
 
    “Are there any Cut-&-Crush units sheltering in this building?” 
 
    I shook my head again. This time he stared hard at me, until I swallowed and said, “They n-never come in here.” To my knowledge, this was true. 
 
    “Very well.” He told the Lumar, “Ugmug, put the Zuparti down. You and I will sweep the next floor up. You other two secure this one.” 
 
    I was on the floor again, my knees weak, heart hammering, mouth dry. The Lumar who’d gone into T’Kwenn and Joola’s apartment came out and closed the door gently. The cries inside had changed from alarm to distress. With needlers on me, I was lucky I hadn’t been searched. I wondered, should I oppose these mercs? They were treating me with care, intent only on their enemy. A merc action was not generally a situation for a Peacemaker to intervene in. Unless civilians were unlawfully threatened, perhaps. 
 
    Finding my voice again and forcing courage, I tugged at the Zuul’s trouser leg, provoking a growl of irritation that had me scuttling backward a few meters. 
 
    “What?” the Zuul snapped. 
 
    “You going to hurt us?” 
 
    “We don’t hurt civs,” he said. 
 
    “We have orders not to,” added Ugmug the Lumar. 
 
    “Th-that’s good to hear.” 
 
    I watched two Lumar move along the hall. One kicked in a door, ducking inside as a GenSha family squealed in fright. My hands twitched toward my hidden needlers. When there was no weapons fire I relaxed a notch. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” the Zuul growled, sending my heart rate peaking again. “Get!” 
 
    I scurried away, telling myself that I was just playing my role by running.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Over the next few hours, my fireteams and Goka met sporadic and heavy resistance. It became clear that the mercs had congregated on the south side of town for no apparent reason, so we concentrated our work there. One Lumar lost a finger when Humans fired through a door as he opened it. Another died when he charged around a corner and into a hail of C-Tech bullets. Apart from that, we sustained no casualties. Among ourselves, at least. 
 
    Four hours into the mission, two Lumar appeared on the ground level of our operations base carrying a large mattress between them. Two injured GenSha lay atop it, moaning in pain, the mattress soaked with their blood. Bur shooed the Lumar back to work before he and Geordie brought the GenSha up to our level in the elevator so Geordie could treat their wounds. They’d been hit as Lumar inspected their apartment and Human mercs fired across an alley between buildings and through their window. The Lumar had survived the encounter unscathed. Tahrief had eventually overtaken the Human position and killed them all by himself. 
 
    Five hours in, three Humans surrendered. Six hours in, another one did, bleeding from a belly wound. The first three were left cuffed hand-and-foot and locked in a shop’s storeroom while our troopers continued clearing the town. The other was brought to Geordie. He swore continuously at her in a language she called Russian while she patiently treated his wounds and presumably saved his life. 
 
    Seven hours in, Targan’s team located the final Veetanho when she and her last Human merc ambushed them in one of the town’s outer warehouses. The ambush ultimately cost the Veetanho and the Human their lives, but not before they killed one Lumar and wounded two more. Enraged that his team had been hit, Targan had overrun the enemy position on his own, miraculously avoiding injury. 
 
    It was the early hours of the morning now, still dark. There had been no weapons fire for a while, and it appeared things had settled down. But there remained Humans unaccounted for. I was getting impatient. The municipal center had a small drunk tank—three narrow cells—so we had locked up our captives there for the moment. Bur and I went over the reports one last time and agreed there were yet two Humans unaccounted for. 
 
    Lumar teams repeated sweeps of many buildings while Tahrief and Rheess made the rounds of the secured apartment buildings to hand out sweet treats and assure residents their doors would be repaired, eventually. Many of the sweet treats had been taken from the Veetanho’s personal stores. Glelg hovered above the city and its surroundings, maintaining overwatch. 
 
    Then, at an hour before dawn, a Human voice rang out on the street outside the municipal center. 
 
    “Safe passage north to the mountains! We’ll let ‘em go then!” 
 
    The voice and its demand drew most of the Hellchasers toward it, me included. I came out of the center and crossed the park with Bur and Vugg flanking me, their weapons up. From the sidewalk I regarded our final two Human mercs with disdain. 
 
    They stood mid-street, four meters apart and facing me. One was female, one male, and they each held an adolescent GenSha firmly in front of them as a meat shield. They also held pistols to their hostage’s heads. By the time I reached them, the GenSha parents were hunkered in a doorway behind our final enemy, sobbing and wailing for their endangered children. Movement in another doorway betrayed the presence of Tahrief and maybe someone else with him. Lumar knelt around the area, their weapons trained on the Humans. 
 
    “Safe passage north to the mountains,” the female repeated when she saw me. 
 
    “I heard you the first time,” I replied, keeping my arms folded and away from my weapons. With so many others pointing guns at these people, I scarcely needed mine. What I did need was to think of a way to set those kids free. “You say you’ll let them go when you reach the mountains? Why the mountains?” 
 
    “Toll booth there,” she told me. “Marks the boundary between our territory and Deliberate Actions’.” 
 
    “We join them, then you can have the kids back,” said the male merc. He had a single strip of hair along an otherwise bald head and a pointy triangle of beard on his chin. “You can send that garbage truck driver up there to retrieve them.” 
 
    They weren’t stupid, these two. I could hear it in the woman’s voice. Later, I found out they had evaded us by smearing themselves with GenSha cooking herbs to hide their Human scent from Zuul noses. 
 
    “This is an age-old stand-off, you know,” I said. “You’re desperate to get away. We don’t want the kids killed. You don’t know if you can trust us. We don’t know if you’ll just kill the kids when you’re free. Of course, you’re banking on us caring about the kids.” 
 
    The gasp from the parents over the road was audible even from here. 
 
    “Nice try,” said the female Human. “You’re Zuul. Plus, you’ve been extremely careful to avoid civ casualties so far. You don’t want these kids dead.” 
 
    I uncrossed my arms and raised them in a shrug. “Worth a try.” 
 
    “Guess so. Now, how about that vehicle?” 
 
    “How about something else. We have several Cut-&-Crush prisoners. They’re being well-treated. Why not just put down your weapons and join them? Might be a nice vacation for you. Three meals a day, no work, dry place to sleep.” 
 
    “Like you said, Zuul. Not sure I can trust you.” 
 
    “I can bring the other prisoners out and show you they’re unharmed.” 
 
    “Sure. Then I give up too and you execute the lot of us.” 
 
    “Never crossed my mind. Why, is that something you’d do? Is that something Cut-&-Crush already did?” 
 
    She exchanged a glance with her partner. There was guilt in their expressions. Something regretful. 
 
    The male said, “You might be fine, Zuul. You might let us live. But those Lumar everywhere? We know ‘em. They’ve got history with our senior officers. They’ll think we’re the ones guilty of leaving them in that fancy science facility. I don’t think they’ll be so compassionate toward us.” 
 
    He was wrong about that. So far there was every indication that the Lumar were satisfied with victory as recompense rather than a desire to murder anyone from Cut-&-Crush. But it’d be tough to convince him of it. 
 
    I was about to keep talking—to keep them talking—when something caught my eye. There! Where the pools of light from two streetlights did not meet, in the splash of shadow between them, another shadow moved, a black-on-black smudge slithered forward a meter closer to the male Human. Another meter. Another. 
 
    Goka! 
 
    Out the side of my mouth, I said to Bur, “Withdraw out of sight. I’ll pretend you’re getting the vehicle, but get on comms and tell Hurk to be ready to take out the female when the male goes down.” 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    As ordered, Bur vanished quickly from my side, retreating into the park’s shadows. 
 
    “All right,” I called. “Have it your way. My trooper has gone for a ground vehicle—” 
 
    “We want him to drive it!” interrupted the man. 
 
    In reality, there’d be no way I’d agree to that. But given the proximity of that creeping black spot coming up behind him… 
 
    “Sure! I understand. We can agree to that.” 
 
    “Bad idea,” Vugg mumbled. 
 
    “It won’t come to that,” I murmured back. “Lower your gun and be ready to run in and take those hostages to safety when I tell you.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    I pretended to listen to my comms. “Nearly here!” I called to the Humans. They would think I meant the vehicle. What I actually meant was— 
 
    The Goka exploded into action, leaping up and out of the darkness, falling fast on the male Human’s back. It was almost too fast to see, but it was expert, brilliant. One Goka hand plunged a knife blade between the Human’s “collar-bone” and shoulder muscle, using it as an anchor point, another hand smashed the Human’s gun hand forward and away from the hostage. Then, as the hostage broke free and loped away, screaming, the Goka used its weight to pull the Human backward to the ground so the shot he got off zipped harmlessly into the air. Arterial blood spurted as the Goka went to work finishing the job. 
 
    In the same moment as the Goka struck, the crack of a rifle rang out above and behind me. Hurk. The female’s pistol and the hand holding it disintegrated, replaced by a spray of plastic, flesh, and blood. It was her turn to scream, folding over and around the ruined appendage. Another rifle shot, and her head vanished in another puff of bone and tissue. The only screams now came from the newly released hostage who ran straight into the many arms of Vugg beside me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At sunrise, we were still on alert but with spirits buoyed by the fact we’d accounted for all of Cut-&-Crush’s personnel. While Glelg remained in the air above New Joy City, pairs of unscathed Lumar patrolled the streets. The Hellchasers came to the municipal center to rest and prep for our next phase. There was lots of celebratory shoulder slapping and “Hey, hey, my litter-brother” this and “Hey, hey, my sister from another litter” that. 
 
    Geordie treated the injured Lumar in her makeshift sickbay, while uninjured Lumar transferred the two wounded GenSha plus the adolescent hostages to the hospital and sought out local nursing staff to take over their care. 
 
    The Goka appeared in my ops center, their arms sticky with Human blood and their bodies vibrating with what might have been exhaustion or continued bloodlust. I couldn’t tell. Their voices, however, were calm as they claimed fifteen of the night’s kills for themselves, Ch’kli claiming the Human hostage-taker. 
 
    “Clean up and take a hospital bed for a few hours’ sleep,” I told the trio. “You’ve been at this longer than the rest of us. We’re grateful. When you wake up, I’ll need you to continue sweeping the town, just in case we’ve missed anything.” 
 
    They thanked me and headed for the hospital, chattering quietly among themselves. 
 
    Karan returned in the assault shuttle to transport the prisoners to holding cells on our mothership. These prisoners included not only the surviving members of Cut-&-Crush, but the Gold Star mechanic, clerk, and med-tech who had worked out of the freighter port. The corporation’s employees in New Joy City were few and they were GenSha colonists—and they seemed relieved they no longer had to work for the organization. Tahrief and Vugg the Lumar went with Karan as security. Once the prisoners were locked away, we would rotate a single trooper as jailor for the duration of the mission. Vugg would undertake the role first. 
 
    There was no sign of the Zuparti that Kahtop had met during the sweep of the town. GenSha in the direction he’d headed claimed to know nothing of him. Another GenSha said she knew the Zuparti, he was an electrical contractor for the town, but she hadn’t seen him since yesterday. Kahtop confirmed the fellow had been dressed in work coveralls at the time. I gave him up as someone unimportant. 
 
    Mid-morning, Hoban called me down to the park to meet with a delegation of six GenSha. The light breeze was fresh, the sun hidden behind a thin veil of clouds. I paused leaving the building, struck again by the faint rotting-egg and chemical tang in the air. I hadn’t seen any manufacturing in the area. Was it a fertilizer used by local farmers, I wondered. 
 
    Like most of the local GenSha, the delegation’s fur was yellow with green corrugations. The yellow of the group’s spokesperson tended toward lime, however, as if his striping was a dye that had run. He had tufts of grey about his ears and mouth, indicating middle age. 
 
    “Kobo Ask’sha,” he said, surprising me with his Zuul cultural knowledge. “We have come in humility to ask you not to kill us.” 
 
    My ears folded back, indicating friendliness. “You have nothing to fear from us.” 
 
    “That’s what Dream World said.” Though the posture of the entire delegation indicated submission, I could smell the rage in the spokesperson, boiling beneath the surface. Evidently, these people had been through much suffering and pressure. “And what Cut-&-Crush said when they took over for this Mercantile crowd.” 
 
    “Cut-&-Crush killed colonists?” 
 
    “No,” he admitted. “But they did kill the original Dream World staff who were here.” 
 
    Ignoring his comment about DWC, I assured him, “Sir, you can trust me. Cut-&-Crush weren’t commanded by Zuul. Were they? Veetanho are scum. Zuul are honorable.” 
 
    “You do have Lumar in your unit, and Goka,” he pointed out. He glanced over at Geordie, who had appeared to light up a “cigarette” and roll her shoulders. “And…one of those.” 
 
    “Our Human is a med-tech, as you can plainly see. She’s unlikely to hunt down GenSha and torment them. The Lumar you mentioned, they work for me. I know of two casualties among your settlers as a result of our action. Our Human treated them, and both are recovering well in your hospital. Are there others I’m unaware of?” 
 
    “No,” he said. It sounded reluctant. “But that doesn’t mean—” 
 
    He broke off, so I told him, “I assure you, it does mean that.” I waved my arm toward Bur and then toward Geordie. “Any problems you have, anything you need, please see my second or my medic. We’ll do what we can for you in the time we’re here.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘the time you’re here?’” 
 
    I broke eye contact, pretending to survey the rooftops for danger. It gave me time to order my thoughts. “If my employers deem it permissible to explain their mission here, I’ll leave that to them. Here’s what I need from you. You know that I currently have Goka and Lumar patrolling and ensuring there are no sneaky Cut-&-Crush hiding away anywhere?” 
 
    “I do know that. It is unnecessary. From what I have seen and heard, you have killed and captured them all. Also, I tell you truthfully, if my people found any of them hiding away, we would either report them to you…or we would kill them ourselves.” 
 
    “They mistreated you,” I said, a statement not a question. “I’d like you to meet with Bur in this spot at midday, once my client has arrived and things are proven more secure. Please give Bur a full report on the conduct of Cut-&-Crush, anything we can pass it on to our guild and the Peacemakers.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, because we have a…” he started, then stiffened and inclined his head as two of his party murmured things behind him that my translator didn’t pick up. He returned his attention to me and added, “What I mean is, I’ll put it in writing and hand it over on a datachip.” 
 
    “As you wish. For now, provide Bur with the location of your home, and he’ll update you on which buildings and street areas have been deemed secure enough for your normal activities to recommence.” 
 
    “Thank you. When may we return to our farming activities? We have grains and vegetables to harvest outside the city walls.” 
 
    I glanced up at the sky. The night’s cloud cover was beginning to break up, the sun declaring itself halfway up to its zenith. “I expect that will be possible tomorrow. Please maintain patience until then.” 
 
    “Our patience has become frayed this last year, Commander, believe me, along with our nerves. But we will do our best. Come,” he told the others and they marched off in as dignified a fashion as any civilians in a battle zone I have ever seen. 
 
    They’d also forgotten to give their location to Bur. I got his attention. “Go with them and mark where they live. Then step up the sweet treat duties.” 
 
    He dropped his jaw in a smile and marched after them. Sweet treat duties marked a nice change from killing people. 
 
    As I turned to go back into the building, I sniffed again at the air thinking I should have asked the GenSha about the odors that the breeze was bringing into town. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At midday, as Bur met again with the delegation, I declared the city secure. I called Su’lierdae and Rigos and told them they could come down to the planet.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Marrek 
 
      
 
    “That’s weird,” Ara said. 
 
    We crossed the footbridge and moved onto the road, chewing our breakfast of rune-beast and star-grain jerky. The sun had hit its apogee. Most Zeewie were out of sight, working—except for those I’d seen playing on the day we’d arrived. They were, again, chasing each other around one of the tents. 
 
    I followed Ara’s gaze to the camp dumpster with its load of trash poking above the rim. An adult Zeewie stood downwind of it, shaking her head at it with her hands on her hips, as if it was the dumpster’s fault it was full. 
 
    “Weird?” I replied, not getting his concern. “That the garbage truck hasn’t been by? So what? Driver might be busy at New Joy City. Might be sick. Might be running late due to drinking too hard yesterday.” 
 
    “That Bugitar driver doesn’t drink. And he’s never sick and never late. He’s so damned regular and dependable that he’s Skweet’s favorite thing in the universe, the only person I’ve heard Skweet say nice things about.” 
 
    Sniffing the air, I made a face. “Phew. That stink will be worth it if it annoys Skweet.” 
 
    “Well, he’s already walked past it this morning,” Ara said, which had to be true since Skweet had taken a rare shift at the toll gate. “He’ll be in an extra foul temper when he returns, walking past it twice.” 
 
    I dropped my jaw playfully. “He gets too feisty. We could murder him and stuff his tiny little body in there.” I pointed to the piled-up trash. 
 
    Ara laughed but wrinkled his nose and took my sleeve, dragging me out of the wind and the stink. “If it didn’t smell so bad, I’d agree with you. But I’m not getting any closer than I have to.” 
 
    We spent a pleasant couple of hours jogging around the base-bumps—as we called the rises and gullies around the mountain’s base. Our hike was intended to maintain some stamina, and also to escape the sonic torture of the off-duty Oogar’s snoring. 
 
    When we passed back through the Zeewie camp, an empty truck was sitting there. At first I thought it was the Bugitar come for the trash. Instead, it was one of the regular freight trucks that picked up ore to take to the freighter pad past New Joy City. As we stood and watched, the first in a line of the electric loaders trundled around a curve in the mountain, bringing its cargo of rock to the lorry. The truck’s driver was nowhere to be seen. Sometimes they were Oogars, and if they were, they always seemed to know our Oogar, Burrunt. No doubt we’d arrive back in our tent to find two hulks roaring with laughter over some joke that a Zuul wouldn’t get in a million centuries. 
 
    Ara tugged my sleeve again and I followed him with a wistful glance at the lorry. How I’d love to be headed back to the freighter pad, leaving this shithole of a world, and going to find some kind of meaningful action. 
 
    Patience, Marrek, I told myself. Rest it out, wait it out, earn some creds. You’ll get back out there one day. You’ll get to test your mettle soon. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s very annoying that the trash has not been collected.” These were Skweet’s first words upon his return to the hut. 
 
    Ara had left twenty minutes earlier to relieve him from his shift, leaving me alone with Burrunt and his idiot Oogar buddy, the truck driver named Jawnga. The two of them had been regaling each other with tales of exploits from their youth, most of which defied the laws of physics and therefore defied belief. 
 
    With my nose buried in a fiction on my slate, I gave Skweet the barest of glances as he passed my bunk on his way to the washroom. I muttered, “If ya don’t like it, comm someone at New Joy.” 
 
    Without comment, he closed the washroom door and went about his business. Minutes later, he was back saying, “I might do that.” 
 
    I lay back my head, balancing the slate across my eyes, pretending to be tired. “Might do what?” 
 
    “Might comm someone. It was your idea. Keep up.” 
 
    “Silly me.” 
 
    He continued, “It’s not like that Bugitar to neglect his timetable, let alone his duties.” 
 
    “Everyone has a bad day occasionally.” 
 
    “That’s something a slacker would say, and that Bugitar’s no slacker.” 
 
    “Silly me.” 
 
    “Hm. I don’t have a connection to his personal comms. I’ll try and get someone down at New Joy City to raise him.” 
 
    “You do that.” 
 
    He did do that, ordering the Oogars to quell their noise so he could “converse.” Berating a pair of Oogars is something only the very brave or very narcissistic would do. However, the pair bent cooperatively to the tiny rodent’s will, perhaps because their incomes depended upon it. This was understandable in Burrunt’s case; he was a merc and mercs do dumb things for money. 
 
    With the Flatar out of the bunkroom, I sat up and tried to read the novel again, only half-listening to his attempts to raise someone at New Joy. Those attempts failed, which was weird enough for me to listen more closely. When no one responded at the southern city, Skweet commed Command HQ on Northern Continent. It was after midnight in their time zone, but his call was immediately answered and passed through to a duty officer named Fleef. 
 
    Fleef was another Flatar. This much was evident from his high-pitched voice and the fact that he and Skweet spoke the same tongue. Fortunately for me, both the comms’ translator and my own were on and working, because the discussion quickly pricked my ears, made me toss the novel aside, and brought me to the door to listen more closely. 
 
    “Yes,” squeaked Fleef, “we lost contact with New Joy City late last night. Cut-&-Crush missed a check-in.” 
 
    That was not something any company did. If something had happened to Cut-&-Crush—if someone had somehow taken the city back—it would mean two things for Ara and me: one, we could rejoice in the demise of those simian-assed Human bastards and their rodent overlords; two, whoever took New Joy back might be on their way here, which meant we’d need to be on our way elsewhere and fast. 
 
    “Did you send a spy drone across?” 
 
    “You think we don’t know our jobs here?” 
 
    “I’m wondering about it.” 
 
    Lords of Hellfire, I thought. Way to make and keep a friend, Skweet. 
 
    “Have you forgotten we maintain a cruiser in orbit?” Fleef snapped. Skweet had nothing to say to that, probably because he had, in fact, forgotten it. “Our cruiser tried to perform a flyover but was prevented by two large and well-armed ships masquerading as Cartography Guild vessels. The ships fired across our cruiser’s bow, forcing it to retreat from their territory.” 
 
    “And this is the first I’m hearing of it?” Skweet objected. “Why wasn’t I told at the time?” 
 
    “Do you want the information or not?” 
 
    “Of course. But we’re quite close to New Joy and if there’s enemy—” 
 
    My thoughts, exactly. 
 
    “Shut your yapper and listen, then,” squealed Fleef. 
 
    “I am listening,” muttered Skweet. 
 
    “Our belief is that a Zuul-led force have taken the city.” 
 
    “Zuul?” 
 
    He looked around at me, as did the two Oogars. 
 
    I shrugged. “Nothing to do with me, fellas.” 
 
    But maybe I’ll have a chance here if they come calling. 
 
    Fleef continued, “Commander Odomo here has informed Gold Star Mercantile. We’re awaiting a reply.” 
 
    “They’ll probably want us to take it back,” Skweet said thoughtfully. There was some keenness in his tone, hinting that he’d like to get in on that action. 
 
    “Yes, probably. But it’ll be a no from us. Commander Odomo says it’s not in Deliberate Actions’ contract and we’re not losing our only cruiser in a pointless space battle, before getting our ground forces slagged.” 
 
    “We’re just going to do what we were employed to do?” Skweet asked. His tone dipped toward melancholy. Though for him, what we were employed to do was take tolls from freight drivers. 
 
    “We are,” Fleef confirmed. 
 
    “I suppose that’s appropriate.” Skweet sighed. “I’m guessing whoever took back the city was working for Dream World. Do we know which merc company did it?” 
 
    “We’re trying to figure that out. Our cruiser did manage to hack some ground-comms before they were chased off. Want to hear some audio?” 
 
    Skweet’s tone and demeanor became happier and tad more polite. “Sure do!” 
 
    “Here it is.” 
 
    There was a pause while Fleef presumably bossed around his comm operator off-mic, and then, clear as a rifle shot came two voices I had never expected to hear again. 
 
    “Fang 2, position yourself to watch their building.” 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    “Any Goka on channel, make your way to support Fang 3.” 
 
    That was all of it. The entire audio file, but it was enough. For the first time since Langwarrin, I heard the voices of… 
 
    Hellchasers! 
 
    My blue blood ran hot with instant rage. 
 
    Hahnu! 
 
    She was here. She was in command of a thriving merc unit. She had a lucrative contract. Her company had grown large enough that she needed to employ Goka. 
 
    She didn’t deserve any of that! 
 
    “Recognize them?” Fleef asked, 
 
    “I don’t know those voices,” Skweet replied. “Burrunt, you know those voices? Marrek?” 
 
    “Nope,” Burrunt rumbled. 
 
    Dumb with shock and hatred, I shook my head while I ground my teeth together. 
 
    “We don’t know those voices,” Skweet told his Flatar counterpart. 
 
    “Shame. It’d be interesting to know who Dream World has working for them.” The shrug was apparent in Fleef’s tone. “Anyway, I got things to do. That all you wanted?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The comms went dead. Polite people, those Flatar. Not. 
 
    I withdrew into the bunkroom, hands squeezed into fists, lips curled, pushing down the howl that threatened to burst from my chest. Hahnu! Hellchasers! In my neck of the galaxy. This was an opportunity. This was my chance. This was fate. The luck that had for so long deserted me was back. 
 
    Ara kept a paper pad and ink pen by his bunk, placed there for his habit of doodling pictures of starships and orbital facilities. The front page had a fair rendition of Karma Space Station. I resisted tearing that page off, but it would serve to cover the note I was about to write him, hiding it from the prying eyes of our Oogar and Flatar bunkmates. I flipped the page and with a trembling hand I wrote: 
 
      
 
    I’m taking the next freighter off Arduna. Don’t come after me. I’ve decided on a new next stage of my life, and I’m sorry, my friend, but I don’t want you a part of it. None of my reasons are about you. We’ve had great times and shitty times, and you’ve been there through them all. You’ve been loyal. You’ve had my back. It’s my turn to have yours. I release you from any duty you think you have toward me. 
 
    Whatever heroics Skweet might like you to engage in, don’t even think of getting involved in the crap at New Joy City. I would like you to get out of this gig, my friend, to get out of the merc way. 
 
    Live your own life, Ara. And may the Gods of Old Ja shine upon you. 
 
    By the way, if you decide to break contract and leave this toilet-stain of a world, make sure you punch Skweet in the face on your way out. You’ll be doing the universe a favor. 
 
      
 
    Araagah wouldn’t be back for many hours. And I’d be far away by then. 
 
    I took all the credits I’d gathered during my time on Arduna, adding a few more I found in Skweet’s under-bunk drawer. My utility belt and flak vest stayed on their hooks; taking them would only signal my desertion to the others. My laser pistol was almost as long as my forearm, but it was a flat model. Shoving it under my tunic was awkward, but with a fleecy vest over it, I didn’t think its bulk was noticeable. I gave Ara’s empty bunk and notepad a final glance— 
 
    Fare well, my friend. Live large. Live long. 
 
    —and stepped into the front office. 
 
    “Gonna stretch my legs,” I told them. 
 
    “It’s almost dinnertime,” Burrunt grumbled from his place at the table. “Your turn to make it.” The truck driver’s eyes lit up at the prospect of food. 
 
    “I’ll be back in half an hour.” 
 
    “I’ll allow it,” Skweet said. “But don’t be any longer than that.” He was still staring at the comms unit and scratching an armpit, deep in thought. 
 
    I put my fist to my chest in salute. “I know my duty.” 
 
    He grunted, Burrunt grunted, and that was that. 
 
    I left them, passed beneath the trees outside, and crossed the footbridge fast. There were two choices in front of me, just as there were two vehicles in the dirty parking lot beside the Zeewie camp. I could steal a loader or the Oogar’s lorry and drive myself to New Joy City. Or I could bribe someone to drive me. The first option would absolutely result in my discovery since Hahnu would have aerial and possibly ground surveillance primed against any incursions. It wouldn’t be hard for one of their warships in orbit—or a suborbital drone or gunship—to sight me through the windshield of either vehicle, and Hahnu’s people would identify me instantly. So, it had to be the second option. 
 
    A Zeewie had just emptied the ore from his loader’s scoop-tray into the back of the lorry. As he backed the loader up to park it for the night, I stepped into his headlights, waving my hands. He stopped his motor and leaned out of the cab. 
 
    “Yes, mighty Zuul?” 
 
    I didn’t know if he was one I’d spoken to before. He might have been. I wasn’t sure. But I knew he was as poor as the rest of his camp, so what did it matter if he knew me or not? 
 
    I came right up to him and flashed him a wad of credit chits, keeping my voice low since there were others milling outside the dining hut. “Wanna make some money?” 
 
    His jaw had dropped at the sight of it. He couldn’t take his eyes off the pocket where I’d shoved the chits. He said, “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “Drive me to New Joy City.” 
 
    He looked at me. Blinked. “What?” 
 
    “You’ll be doing me and your people a favor.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You and I are going to load some clean garbage into your scoop-tray. As clean as we can possibly find quickly. Then you’re driving me to New Joy. Halfway there, I’ll climb out of the cab and hide in the trash.” 
 
    He frowned. “Really?” 
 
    “Really. You’ll let me out at the city, then continue to the end of the road a few klicks further on so you can dump the trash at the landfill.” 
 
    “Oh. I guess that would be all right.” 
 
    “Of course, it’ll be all right.” I pulled out the money again and used it to fan his face. “Won’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, it will, mighty Zuul.” 
 
    “Good. Drive us over to the dumpster.” 
 
    As we piled crap into the front tray of his loader, I outlined short and simple details of the plan to him as I invented them. 
 
    “By the time we’re close to New Joy, I’ll be up front hiding in the garbage—” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m paying you not to ask why.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “The mercs running the city will probably hack your loader’s comms and call you as you approach.” I tossed a nice clean lump of cardboard packaging into the scoop. “They’ll ask you who you are and what you’re doing there. You’ll tell them your actual name. No, don’t tell me. I don’t care, tell them. Explain that your camp’s garbage is ripe and you’re taking it to the landfill. Which it is and which you are. They’ll say they want to inspect your vehicle and check your papers. Do you have your papers?” 
 
    He patted a back pocket. 
 
    “Good. You say ‘I’m happy to help. I will meet you by the long-grain field.’” 
 
    “I’m happy to help. I will meet you by the long-grain field.” 
 
    “No, don’t say it now. That’s what you say to the merc who comms you.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, I understand.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure, but I’d have time during transit to coach him more. 
 
    New Joy City had grain and vegetable plantations outside its walls. I’d learned this while digging in for Cut-&-Crush’s assault. The long-grain grew out as far as one and a half kilometers from the city walls. That was where I planned to have the Zeewie stop. 
 
    “When you halt at the field, I’ll climb out and vanish into the crops. You do not tell them I’m there.” For a split second, I debated threatening him, saying that if he gave me away I’d shoot the merc who came to investigate then I’d shoot him. I didn’t need to. 
 
    He met my gaze in the loader headlights. “You want to get away from this place. I understand wanting to run. That’s what we did.” His gesture took in his whole camp. “I’m happy to help you. Besides, you’re paying me.” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    We tossed more garbage into the scoop. 
 
    Five minutes later, we were on our way to New Joy. In a vehicle this slow, the trip might take seven or eight hours. 
 
    And then it would be time. 
 
    Time to kill Hahnu.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    By the time the Lumar sentry met my Zeewie ore loader, I was already out of the trash and crawling into the long-grain field by the highway. It was very dark, pre-dawn. Hahnu’s gunship pilot must have been asleep when roused to back up the ground trooper, because I was well into cover when its downdraft swept over me, whipping the grain stalks and kicking up dust. A spotlight came on but didn’t fall anywhere near my position, and I assume it became fixed on the loader as the Lumar searched it. I scooped up loose soil and covered myself as best I could. Good enough. If the gunship pilot saw a broken-up heat signature on his scopes, it would appear to be a nest of small animals, not a big strong Zuul hostile. 
 
    Lumar, I thought, my lips curled in disbelief. What was Hahnu doing working with these oafs? 
 
    A few minutes later, the gunship passed on. When my hearing adjusted to the silence, I realized the loader had, too. I was tempted to break from position and start toward the city, but I forced myself to patience. A minute later, it paid off as the lumbering stride of a Lumar passed within meters of me. A few steps further, and he paused. My heart caught in my mouth, and I wrapped my fingers around my pistol. Then I caught the hiss-patter of falling urine, glad this time I was upwind of the pisser. What was it with people pissing openly around me on this planet? 
 
    The Lumar moved on. Nearly an hour later, so did I. The long-grain stalks were hard and coarse, rasping against my clothing as I crawled deeper into the field, closer to the city. I was safe for the moment. Now all I had to do was think of a way to get into New Joy. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    It was two hours after dawn. I was standing in the park between the municipal center and the hospital. Tahrief had set up mess tables for us, loaded with the breakfast he and two Lumar had prepared in the hospital kitchens. 
 
    One of these Lumar was Vugg, who had returned from his jailor duties in orbit. Seemingly unfatigued, he piled a plate high as I approached, handing it to me with a cheery greeting. His personal scent was relaxed and cheerful, as if he was basking in the glow of a beautiful day—which apparently the previous night’s work had been for him. For him and all his comrades. Even the loss of two of their number had not diminished the joy the Lumar displayed at completing a mission quickly and efficiently, as well as the vengeance they had rained upon Cut-&-Crush in the process. 
 
    Plate in one hand, I braced my back against the firm trunk of a towering chuc-chuc tree and tossed meat-beast strips and aamahorg nuts into my mouth while watching the patch of Inner Circuit visible from my vantage. 
 
    Even this early on the second day of our garrison duty, the GenSha settlers were out and about in numbers. Some pushed handcarts, some swept sidewalks. With the weather fine, one group of adolescent GenSha had set up a long table with chairs in a corner of the park as if preparing for some kind of lesson. Several carried materials to repair their doors. Rigos had happily agreed to make a payment to the town mayor—the spokesperson I had met with the day before—reimbursing them for materials, as long as they did their own repair work. Apart from the adolescents, most GenSha kept out of the park where the Hellchasers had gathered for their breakfast. However, shouts from a rectangle of hard rubber near the hospital showed that five youngsters had begun to engage in play while a parent or guardian watched from the sidelines. I had to look twice and look closer, when I realized who they were playing with—and what… 
 
    Geordie held a ball like the one I’d seen on her slate in Primo’s, explaining something to the children. Suddenly she dropped the ball, caught it skillfully on the crook of her foot and ankle, then sent it gently bouncing toward a child. The child picked it up. Geordie laughed and started her explanation again. Within minutes, she had the GenSha scampering around their small pitch after the ball, kicking it to each other and trying to knock it through a space between two trash cans. Geordie also had the adult guardian nodding along in pleasure. Perhaps there’d been no play here since Dream World had been kicked out the first time. 
 
    I felt good about our win. The death of two Lumar soured that, but such sourness told me I cared about them. They were my people. The Hellchasers had reformed around a new mission. Though composed of five species now, we had gelled well. And we’d brought some good things to the residents of New Joy. 
 
    Bur appeared at my side, plate in hand. His tail swung happily as he too watched the game in progress. “Is there any greater sound in the universe than the laughter of children?” he asked. 
 
    “Children of any species,” I agreed. “You know, I actually feel like we did some good here.” 
 
    “Is there any greater feeling? Well, besides getting paid, that is.” He tossed a fried root vegetable into his mouth and chewed slowly, his tail still swinging. “Forgot to tell you, that Captain Ga’agahm, of the Creg-Hammal, the Deliberate Actions cruiser? Before we attacked New Joy—and he realized we’d duped him—he sent some data across about that search that’s underway on Northern Continent.” 
 
    “Right. I’d forgotten about it. And?” 
 
    He made a musing sound. “Nothing really of use. Except that all the searchers have been ordered to look for a facility, or a cache. That’s all Deliberate Actions knows on the subject.” 
 
    “And Su’lierdae must be after the same thing. Now we know why Gold Star Mercantile took the planet from Dream World.” 
 
    “Want me to pass the intel onto her? Su’lierdae?” 
 
    “Nope. Like Captain P’luuth told Captain Ga’agahm, we’re paid by the day. No need to help Su’lierdae by hurrying things up too much.” 
 
    His tail swung faster as his mood improved even more. 
 
    I had two fireteams out continuing to sweep the nooks and crannies we might have missed yesterday, but I didn’t expect them to find any lingering enemy. A Lumar sentry was in position at each of the city walls’ corners, armed with repeating lasers and sensor suites. Glelg’s gunship buzzed in the distance as the Altar watched over the GenSha as they returned to farming while also monitoring the horizon for sneak attacks by Arduna’s other merc company. Not that his monitoring was really necessary with two motherships stationed above us. 
 
    Upon arrival the previous day, Su’lierdae had not wasted time, immediately commencing a search of her own, the search for…whatever it was she and Deliberate Actions wanted. She and Rigos had been at it late into the night with Hoban commanding her escort team. 
 
    “The Equiri?” I asked Bur. “She joining us for breakfast? Or is Rigos making her something more…aristocratic?” 
 
    “She was up an hour before sunrise,” he told me. “Probably had breakfast then.” 
 
    “She’s out already?” 
 
    “That long-face has a bigger battery than most mercs.” 
 
    “Who’s with her?” 
 
    “Ch’kli, Targan, and Rheess.” 
 
    A Goka, a Lumar, and a Zuul escorting an Equiri and her Cochkala sidekick. It sounded like another set up for a bad joke. 
 
    “What was she like?” I asked him. “I mean to follow around. You had an afternoon with her yesterday. Hoban took over from you and no doubt reported back to you. How did our new boss behave?” 
 
    He pointed to orbit. “Same as she was up there. Distant. Snooty. Preoccupied. Communication with us filthy mercs is still passed through Rigos.” 
 
    “Any clues as to what she’s looking for?” 
 
    “Passageways, doorways, hatches.” 
 
    I looked askance at him. 
 
    “You asked. That’s what she was interested in. Same as Deliberate Actions. Must be some kind of cache she’s after.” He shrugged. “I listened to their conversations, her and Rigos. Seems like whatever they want is behind some entrance. Or down some hidden passageway. But the location was lost when her predecessor was killed. If Gold Star Mercantile stole the data on it, they’re not giving it back.” 
 
    “A vault is my bet, then,” I replied. “It’ll have money in it, a lot of money. Or some technology. Or some kind of key to a vault. Or…” An idea struck me, and I groaned, hoping it wasn’t true. “Or a Canavar egg.” 
 
    Bur hissed, giving me a hard stare. “You’re not serious?” 
 
    “It’s just a thought.” But my breakfast curdled in my stomach. I put my plate and cup on the grass and wiped my hands on my trousers. “Let’s hope it’s a stupid thought. Just the same, make sure whoever is with her keeps an eye on that.” 
 
    “You can be sure I will.” 
 
    I stood and arched my back, did some lateral stretches. There was another GenSha child wandering through the park, I realized. This one was alone, unsupervised, not quite the height and build of the adolescents at their study table, but tall enough and rangy. I’d noticed the kid earlier, I realized, but with a back-of-the mind kind of attention, a merc reflex marking the position of a free variable. The child was female, I thought, but again, this was instinct rather than logic. She was dressed in short trousers and a light shirt, as if prepared for a sporting event. The girl kept glancing toward us, and my mind had noticed that she was circling, her orbits decaying, coming closer—as if a string tied her to the tree and was slowly winding her in. 
 
    She caught my eye and I tried acknowledging her with a nod, attempting the kind of nice gesture that Geordie was showing other youngsters. The girl did not return it. 
 
    I put her out of mind again and thought about operational details. And Canavar eggs. 
 
    Gods of old Ja, make it not so, I thought. 
 
    I’d brought along the hardy slate I usually carried on-mission. Of course, I had. I needed it. I’d stupidly placed it on the ground behind me while eating earlier, leaning it against the tree. I’d done this even after the things I’d said about not being an idiot like Marrekrooss. 
 
    Before I even noticed she’d come right over to us, the girl snatched my slate, jammed it into the waistband of her pants, and bolted. 
 
    I cried out and gave chase. I charged after her as fast as two legs would take me. By the time she reached the far perimeter of the park, her lead was extending. I was more angry than I was worried, confident that my adult merc fitness levels would wear this impudent child down quickly. 
 
    Huffing to my left indicated Bur sprinting after me in support. I waved him away. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” I called, and poured more effort into my strides, bounding from the park, across the sidewalk and onto the street as the girl vanished through a gap between buildings on the other side. The gap was too narrow for me to fit through at full speed. In a snap decision, I changed vector and headed for the food market to the left. Its doors were wide open, its vendor out front filling sidewalk-display tables with fruit and vegetables. There didn’t appear to be customers within, and I could see that it extended a long way back. Taking my chances that it went all the way back to the Outer Circuit, I charged inside, drawing cries of alarm from the vendor. Another staff member rose from her crouch behind a pay-and-pack station directly inside. She squealed as I sprang onto her counter, using it as a springboard to leap into one of the aisles beyond—aisles that luckily ran lengthways down the store, and not across. A pair of early shoppers stood at the far end of the aisle, perusing canned goods on a shelf. 
 
    I commanded, “Freeze! Don’t move!” 
 
    They yelped, but did as told, allowing me to veer around them without breaking stride or colliding. Ploughing through a set of plastic flaps, I found myself in a storeroom and tripped immediately over a cargo pallet. I threw myself into a tight ball to roll across shoulder and back and came up uninjured, but a crate of maleki-fruit blocked my way. Everything blocked my way. The storeroom was a mess, disorganized. There were double doors twenty meters away, but to get to them, I’d have to negotiate a maze of boxes, sacks, and shelving units. 
 
    Entropy take it! 
 
    I glanced to my right. Another door opened onto an access corridor toward the back of the building. I headed that way, past toilet facilities and a break room. The corridor was narrow, but clear. A fire door lay at the far end and I hit it at full speed, knowing I hadn’t traveled far enough to emerge onto Outer Circuit. I emerged into a small courtyard with several back entrances to other businesses leading off it. I yanked open the door in front of me and entered a restaurant kitchen with an elderly GenSha up to his elbows in the soap suds in a deep sink. He shouted a question, which I ignored, as I raced into the dining area. The establishment was closed, and I could see daylight through the drawn blinds at the front. 
 
    Outer Circuit! 
 
    It took a moment to work the inner catch on the front door—with the owner still shouting abuse at me from the kitchen—then bounded out on to the sidewalk, narrowly missing an elderly GenSha pushing a baby in a stroller. More abuse. 
 
    I shut it out, my head swinging left, then right. I didn’t expect to see her, the girl, but there she was, fifty meters up the street, standing beneath the outdoor umbrella of a teahouse, her own head swinging this way and that as if in indecision. I rocketed toward her. Her pause had been a tactical error. Before she saw me coming, I’d covered half the ground between us. With a small cry, she erupted into action again, bolting across the street between two slow-moving carts toward a line of bollards blocking a building entrance. The cart in front had braked to a stop, the driver’s head craned back to watch the girl run. I leaped onto the hood of his cart, and slid across it on hip and thigh before bounding past in pursuit. Isolation tape stretched between the bollards, intended to keep non-workers out. She ducked under it, disappearing into the dark maw of the building entrance. It was an apartment building, I saw then, its construction unfinished, the shell completed but with no work done to the interior yet. A dangerous place for a child to flee. A dangerous place for me if I wasn’t careful. I jumped over the tape and into the building opening, then stopped short, squeezing my eyes against the gloom, listening for her, my nose raised for her scent. 
 
    There! 
 
    I opened my eyes, already moving. She’d taken an enclosed stairwell in the middle of the unfinished foyer, beside the open frame of elevator wells. I could hear the clatter of her bare feet against the metal stairs, and I could smell the spicy mix of her exertion, her fear, her desperation. Reaching the bottom riser, I peered up, forcing down the itch to pull my handgun and point it up the well. “Stop! Give it up!” 
 
    The sound of her footfalls halted. I relished the opportunity to suck in air while awaiting her response. Maybe she’d beg forgiveness. Maybe she’d drop the slate down the stairwell. None of the above, as it turned out. Her response was to send me a loud noise like a wet fart before continuing her climb. 
 
    “Bone-rotten little crap-crust!” I shouted. Anger provided me the power to surge up the stairs. 
 
    As sure as toilets stink, she wasn’t getting away from me. If she veered quietly onto any of the floors, I would smell her trail when I reached that landing, and there was nothing at the top of the stairs but the roof. The alleys on either side of this building were too wide for either of us to leap across even if we weren’t exhausted from a five-minute chase. I wondered if she would actually try climbing down the back wall of the building, hoping to reach the farmland beyond. 
 
    My comms blared in my ear, startling me. I slapped at my transmit button. “What now?” 
 
    “Er…Karan here, Commander. We have a vehicle incoming from the south.” 
 
    I slowed my pace, freeing up enough breath for the conversation without letting the GenSha urchin get too far ahead. From the labored sounds she was making—and the scents she was giving off—she was having far more trouble climbing than I was. 
 
    “What kind of vehicle?” I asked Karan. To the south was the freighter port and the garbage dump. Both were secure, so I wasn’t sure what he was worried about. 
 
    “It’s…the ore loader that came through this morning. Must be headed home to the Zeewie mining colony.” 
 
    I reached another landing and made myself leap halfway to the next set of risers. “So what?” 
 
    “Er…just wondering if you want to send Glelg out to intercept them?” 
 
    I growled low in my throat. Did Karan think there was a full Oogar platoon hidden in the vehicle? “No. Keep an eye on ‘em. Tell Bur to stop ‘em if they try entering the city. If they pass, leave ‘em be.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re exercising, Hahnu. Didn’t get enough excitement yesterday?” 
 
    “Out!” I picked up my pace, leaving Bur and Karan to deal with the dangers of approaching trash haulers. 
 
    The apartment building was ten levels, and at each landing I fully expected her to exit at each one, exhausted, but her scent trail continued upwards. She was a tough little thing, I had to give her that. Finally, the staircase reached its end. With my legs and lungs burning, I shouldered through the access door and stumbled out onto the building’s roof. She was there, all right, thirty meters ahead, staggering toward the roof’s edge another thirty meters further on. 
 
    “Stop right there!” I barked. 
 
    She put on a burst of speed, and I had a sudden vision of her plunging to her death. I crept forward, my arms raised placatingly. “I won’t hurt you! I just want my slate.” 
 
    She reached the edge of the roof and turned. Her face wore a cheeky GenSha smile. 
 
    Smile? You little crap crust! 
 
    I was so focused on her, I hadn’t seen, until then, that she was standing beside a big round object protruding over the side of the building. I was looking at the wide-open mouth of a debris chute, the pipe-columns fixed to the outside of buildings and used by construction crews to dump their crap into so they didn’t have to haul it down ten levels of staircase. In the alley below, there would be one or two deep garbage skips positioned to catch the refuse. I picked up my pace. 
 
    She’s not gonna jump down that. Surely not. No way. 
 
    Holding onto the rim, she dangled a foot inside the tube, as if daring me to stop her. 
 
    “You drop down there and you’ll die,” I called to her. “There’s nothing but rebar, nails, and planks of wood to catch you at the bottom.” 
 
    She withdrew the foot, took a few steps to one side, away from the chute. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” I breathed, relaxing. I seriously hadn’t wanted a dead kid on my watch. 
 
    She bent over a stack of thick, rectangular objects and straightened, holding one of the objects in both hands, her eyes peering over the top of it. 
 
    An insulation panel. 
 
    “Oh, sweet Moons of Bardor,” I gasped. “Don’t even think—” 
 
    She let out a small whoop and with the cushioned panel held tight, she launched herself into the chute. 
 
    And I was running again. 
 
    I didn’t think, I didn’t calculate. All I knew was I had to get down there as quickly as possible. Diving into the chute was out of the question. But there were other ways to follow her down. 
 
    I tugged out my combat knife. Grasping it tight in both fists, I hurdled the low safety wall around the roof’s edge, twisted to face the thick plastic piping of the debris chute, and plunged my blade into it, pulling hard with both arms to bring my body in hard against it. I descended ten floors in a controlled fall, the blade slicing easily through the plastic but slowing me enough that I had a chance of surviving it. The lip of a garbage skip jutted from beneath the chute but I couldn’t see into it. Had she landed there? Had she lived? Would I? 
 
    These questions flew through my mind in the seconds between leaping and nearing the ground. Five meters from the lip of the skip, I kicked both feet into the side of the chute and pushed off it, releasing my knife. I landed on all fours, cushioning the impact by rolling to the side. I stood. 
 
    I paused, waiting for the pain to kick in. There wasn’t much, just small stings and complaints from my palms, hips, and shoulders. I was uninjured. I was breathing. Not bad. 
 
    But what about the girl? 
 
    I steeled myself to climb into the dumpster and retrieve her smashed-up body to render whatever first aid I could. But before I could lay a hand on the metal bin, I heard her whoop again. She appeared from behind it, still holding the insulation panel she had used to break her fall. With a cheeky gesture, she tossed it aside and hoofed it down the alley. She was running away from the street, and—because this was the city perimeter—toward a complete dead end. 
 
    “Just stop,” I snarled and trotted after her. It accelerated into a sprint when I saw her reach a door set into the neighboring building’s wall. “Shit and entropy! One break. Just one break.” 
 
    I charged through the door a few seconds behind the twerp. We were in a warehouse that was almost as devoid of contents as the apartment building had been. It was cool and dark—but I could see immediately that the roof was high. No second level, no mezzanine. No staircase for her to climb. And the only other doors, a set of double retractable gates, were locked and secured with heavy chains. 
 
    I cut my speed, cooing, “Nowhere to run,” as I continued after her. 
 
    The diminutive thief cut diagonally across the space, heading straight for a collection of crates crowding the front corner. She reached them, then scrambled across and behind them. 
 
    “Big mistake!” I crowed. There was space back there, but there were no windows. No ladder, no stairs, no door. Nowhere to go. I put everything into a final sprint. I vaulted the crates and landed on both feet with a loud and triumphant shout, “Got you!” 
 
    The thief-child was hunkered on the floor. 
 
    Below a pair of outstretched arms. 
 
    Arms holding twin needle guns. 
 
    The needlers were pointed right at my eyes. 
 
    The Zuparti holding them said, “No, Commander, I believe that I’ve got you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Zuparti with the guns was male. Half my size. He shivered a little, but less so than most Zuparti when confronted by an armed and angry Zuul merc. But if the idiot fired those needlers, they’d still hit my eyes. 
 
    “Easy,” I said and pressed my back into the crates, raising empty hands. “All I want is the thing she stole from me.” 
 
    “Sh-she didn’t steal it,” the Zuparti stammered. “She was borrowing it.” He lowered one of his weapons, and holstered it inside his grey coveralls, then gave the child a friendly scratch on the scalp. “Put the slate on the floor and you can go now. Thank you for your help, Joola, I’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    The child was panting, sweating. She produced my slate and did as told, slipping sideways between the edge of the crates and the wall. The Zuparti kicked it across to me. By the time I picked it up, the girl was gone. 
 
    “You always corrupt children to do your dirty work for you?” I asked. “And what in entropy was your dirty work? What’s the deal with my slate?” 
 
    “The th-theft was a ruse to b-bring you to me.” 
 
    “I picked that much up already. The question I should have asked is: are you insane?” 
 
    “S-some of my people would say so.” 
 
    “I’d say so!” He flinched at the volume of my voice and it gratified me, so I kept it up. “She runs me all over town, risks her life and mine, and then you pull a needler on me? I could swat that mini-weapon from your grip, knock you out, then radio a dozen Lumar to come in here and butcher you for their breakfast.” 
 
    “I-I really would prefer you didn’t.” 
 
    “Any GenSha can come to me to talk. Why not you?” 
 
    “Because your client is not to know that I’m here. Because of…this.” Then he produced an iridium badge. 
 
    I swore tiredly and sank onto my haunches, spent. “You’re a Peacemaker?” 
 
    “I will be if I pass this mission.” 
 
    “Gods of old Ja help me. If there’s anything worse than a Peacemaker it’s a Peacemaker in training.” I took in his contractor clothing, my scowl deepening. “And not even in Peacemaker uniform. What, they don’t have your size yet?” 
 
    He lifted his chin, affecting dignity. “There’s nothing wrong with being in training. This is the third time I’ve trained for a new career. It means I’ve lived an interesting life.” The stammer had cleared from his speech, which was something. If there was anything I despised more than a sneaky, badly disguised Peacemaker in training, it was a nervous one holding a gun on me. 
 
    “Can you put that away?” I asked him. “I won’t eat you. And sit down. If you want to talk, you’ve got ten minutes while I catch my damn breath.” 
 
    “I—yes.” He put the weapon in a toolbag on the floor near him. 
 
    I jerked my muzzle at his grey coveralls. “You’re masquerading as a…what? Mechanic?” 
 
    “Electrician.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I have an operational mission to conclude here, and then I’ll be commissioned.” 
 
    “Fascinating.” It wasn’t, and it didn’t answer the question. 
 
    “The guild checked up on you, Renhahnu. Specifically, a Peacemaker you met once before. A Human.” 
 
    “Not the female with long red head fur?” 
 
    “The same.” 
 
    I lowered my ears, a little, and grunted with reluctant interest. “She’s reasonably good people,” I admitted. “Helped my troopers out of a backwoods jail cell they didn’t belong in. Put a bad Zuul down. So, what did she have to say about me?” 
 
    “She said you’re a merc, but you’ve occasionally taken conscience contracts when your longtime employer Deep Retrieve Scout-and-Collect had no other work for you. Problem is, you’re paws deep in some bad hoodoo right now.” 
 
    “Hoodoo?” 
 
    “A Human expression I heard in a human Tri-V show. I liked it.” 
 
    “From the context, you’re saying I’m mixed up in something dishonest and dangerous? Big deal. That’s a standard day’s work for mercs.” 
 
    “Some mercs. Dishonest and dangerous is not the Hellchasers’ way.” 
 
    I shifted in discomfort. “Then you and Peacemaker Francis don’t know everything about us. Listen, friend, we’re talking around the issue, and I’m growing bored. If you want me to listen to this—and if you don’t want to be shut away in a locked room until we’ve done our job here—it’s time for you to be specific and clear.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t shut me away.” 
 
    “I’m confident I can break your arms before you can draw those needlers again.” 
 
    “But…I’m a Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Peacemaker? All I see is a skinny little Zuparti dressed like a janitor who pays local kids to prank my ass. When we release you after our contract is up, I’d tell the guild that you couldn’t explain your real identity because your translator was broken—which I can make happen, by the way—and you’d lost your badge—which I can also make happen.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. He glanced toward his weapons but thought better of going for them again. In a quiet, even tone, he said, “Peacemaker Francis was wrong about you.” 
 
    “People have been wrong about me many, many times. Now give me your story, Zuparti janitor. And make it interesting.” 
 
    “Very well. I’m here undercover, as you can see. If anyone questioned me, I was to be a contractor for Gold Star Mercantile here to lay wire, fix wires, maintain wire, and so forth. I’m actually here because the guild suspects Dream World Consortium of being up to no good.” 
 
    “Every corporation’s up to no good. It’s SOP. It’s called ‘business.’” 
 
    “DWC in particular are up to evil.” 
 
    “Evil?” I snorted. “Evil is a judgment made by moralists.” 
 
    “Then judge this, Hahnu. The growth rate of greenhouse gases on Arduna is excessive. There’s no environmental cause for it. There’s not enough activity, manufacturing, power generation, vehicle emissions, population, or anything else to explain it. Wherever they’ve been terraforming, DWC is manipulating atmospheres and altering water supplies—beyond the ways in which they’re meant to. Here on Arduna, before Gold Star Mercantile kicked them out, they’d caused catastrophic flooding on the other continent, where most agriculture is conducted, killing twenty-five colonists and ruining the livelihoods of ten thousand others. They are artificially increasing levels of CO2, methane, and sulfur dioxide. We don’t know how or why, but the pollution levels are highest around this city, and I’ve found vents located in a range of hills to the west where those gases seem to be coming from. Ask any local. You don’t go wandering around up there. The air is extremely bad.” 
 
    “So far, this isn’t very interesting, and the gases might be natural.” 
 
    “Then Dream World is a crappy terraformer, aren’t they? Arduna’s ice caps are melting, sea levels are rising. This is indication of spiraling environmental changes that could be cataclysmic for the colonists who’ve paid a lot of money to live here. Our question is why is DWC intentionally destroying the ecology of a world they’re being paid to terraform?” 
 
    I fidgeted, feigning boredom. In truth, I was covering my own sudden unease. He was right about it being strange. But, strange or not, it wasn’t my business. It had nothing to do with me. “My question is, can I go now?” 
 
    “I’m not finished. The environmental weirdness is the issue that brought me here. The issue that’s come up since I got here is the way DWC was treating their colonists before Gold Star Mercantile kicked them out. Did you know that New Joy City colonists had filed a complaint with the Trade Guild about air and soil quality and the ways it was contaminating their foods? Also, that DWC had imposed tariffs on importation of foodstuffs, profiteering on the locals’ need for clean food? Or that a small colony of Zeewie miners up in the mountains had also lodged a long list of their own complaints?” 
 
    “I didn’t know any of that, and it doesn’t concern me.” 
 
    “It should. You’re here as DWC—” 
 
    “Hah! Time to learn some laws, Peacemaker pup. We’re employees only. Short-term contractors. And we’ve done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “But if your boss does something wrong—the Equiri you’re here to babysit—and you’re linked to it—” 
 
    My growl of exasperation cut him short. “Listen, Zuparti—” 
 
    “Zetchek,” he said, annoyed. 
 
    “Whatever your name is. Here’s where things are weird for me. If you’re a Peacemaker and you don’t like what’s happening here, it’s within your power to stand my company down—along with the other corporation’s mercs—while you negotiate whatever the hells it is you want to negotiate. You can question Su’lierdae. You can question whoever the Gold Star Mercantile’s local supervisor is on the other continent. So, if you don’t like what’s happening, why don’t you simply intervene?” 
 
    “Time to learn your laws. The Peacemaker Guild cannot usurp the authority of a commercial venture without proof of malfeasance.” 
 
    “Why not get your proof? Then you can do all the usurping you want.” 
 
    It was Zetchek’s turn to growl—a sound that was way cuter than it was confrontational. He put his tiny hands to his tiny muzzle and rubbed hard. “You haven’t been listening. I’m here getting the damn proof. I’m investigating, under cover, pretending to be an electrical contractor. Besides, both Gold Star Mercantile and DWC have an ongoing court case regarding this planet. Unless there’s an active threat to its colonists, Peacemakers are not supposed to intervene.” 
 
    “The venting of evil gases might be considered an active threat.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m investigating! My long-dead grandmother’s snout; you really don’t listen, do you?” 
 
    I lay my ears flat and dropped my jaw in a wide grin. The more riled-up the little guy got, the more adorable he became. It was one reason I couldn’t take him seriously. 
 
    “So, you’re investigating. I’m happy for you. How’s that concern me? Why did you lure me in here using that…” 
 
    She was back, I realized, the GenSha waif. A waft of her scent had trickled my way and I spied her peeping through a crack between crates. I let the sentence trail off. 
 
    Zetchek said, “Because Su’lierdae is here, and she’s looking for something. I need to know what it is and how she’s connected to the pollution mystery.” 
 
    I understood now why he’d drawn me here, and I began laughing. The apprentice Peacemaker had just gone from cute to ludicrous. 
 
    “You are insane,” I said. “If you wanted a spy, you should have picked on one of my newer recruits, a Goka or Lumar.” 
 
    “Peacemaker Francis believes I should choose you, Renhahnu. You’re smart and you’re…moral, or so she thinks. Look, if it makes it easier to…spy…I’ll even deputize you.” 
 
    I rose to my feet, exasperation replacing amusement. “You’ll do no such thing. Keep your pointy face out of my affairs. Keep away from my client. Keep out of my way.” 
 
    Zetchek crossed his arms, the Zuparti shiver starting up again and affecting the timbre of his voice as he said, “Is that a threat?” 
 
    “You understood that? You’re not completely stupid then.” 
 
    “Listen here, Zuul. You need to hear the rest of it. Your boss has been up to nefarious crap before. On one world she was administrating, her terraforming caused the genocide of an entire species of intelligent aquatic beings. She covered it up. Her negligence was then responsible for a mine collapse on Mekado that killed eighteen Jivool. On another of her DWC worlds, an entire colony of Tortantula were lost to a random and massive king tide that washed them all out to sea. The Science Guild withdrew a contract from her when the laboratory she was managing exploded, killing all of the CozSha clerks and Zuparti scientists. She was nearly convicted over that one, except her damned lawyers got her off. Su’lierdae is a serial no-good-doer. A Chinese Human wrote a note about her in the files I read; the note said, gòu gǎi bù liǎo chī shǐ.” 
 
    My translator rendered the proverb in fluent Zuul. A dog can’t stop itself from eating shit. 
 
    “Ah, racist comments,” I snarled. “And here I was thinking you were a nice Zuparti.” 
 
    “I wasn’t equating Zuul with Earth dogs. The saying means bad habits are hard to change. I used it because your boss is a psychopath. Whatever she’s doing here will kill more innocent people, and if you help her, that blood is on your conscience!” 
 
    I was about to snarl a reply—or possibly kick him in the face—when the GenSha girl’s hand scraped against one of the crates, drawing our attention toward her. 
 
    Putting some warmth into his voice, Zetchek said, “I thought I told you to go home, Joola.” 
 
    “I did, I promise.” Her voice was squeaky with anxiety. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, picking up on her emotion. 
 
    She climbed higher on the crates so her long face appeared above them. “Grandfather is sick. Can you come look at him?” 
 
    “Sick?” He scrambled to his feet. I braced myself to counter a drawn weapon, but he’d lost interest in me. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “He—The day before they came—” her eyes flicked my way, “—he went out hunting herbs and mushrooms in the hills again. The—the bad hills. Remember? Mama told you about it.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes, I remember. All right. Go back home. I’ll be there soon.” She disappeared and we listened to her bare feet scamper across the cement floor. 
 
    When she was out of earshot, Zetchek told me, “‘The bad hills.’ You see what DWC is doing to these people?” 
 
    “You set that up to tug at my heart. Like you set up the whole make-Hahnu-chase-a-thief thing. Pathetic. If you’re after criminal evidence against DWC and Su’lierdae, do your own dirty work. That idea of me spying? You can shove that where the sun never shines, and follow it with the idea of deputizing me.” I snorted. “As if a Zuul would ever be deputy to a Zuparti.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be working for me—” 
 
    “This conversation’s over.” I climbed onto the crates. On a whim, I faced him again. “You’re fond of Human expressions, huh? How about Human sign language?” 
 
    Copying a gesture I’d seen Geordie use, I offered the Peacemaker the middle finger on my left hand. He turned his head aside. 
 
    I leapt from the crates and trotted from the warehouse. As I made my way back toward the park, I commed Karan and Bur for an update on the dump truck and tried to focus on operational concerns. But all I could think about was a collapsed mine, an exploded laboratory, an extinguished aquatic species…and a sick GenSha grandfather. And whether Peacemaker Francis was right about me. 
 
    Stupid hell-damned conscience.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    I found a GenSha lorry just after dawn. The vehicle had been left unattended overnight near a narrow equipment shed and a harvester machine. Its tray was half filled with grain from the harvester. In the shed, I found drinking water and some protein bars for breakfast. Then I took the lorry’s spare tire from the carry well on the vehicle’s belly. The well was big enough for me to curl into. Supplied with water and more protein bars, I wouldn’t die of starvation if I had to wait for a while. But as I was itching to sink my teeth into Hahnu’s jugular, I thought I might just die from frustration. If I’d thought a few hours spent amongst the garbage in an ore loader’s scoop had been bad, a day’s wait in the tire-well of a lorry was far worse. 
 
    When some GenSha asshole decided that sunset was the perfect time to deliver within the city walls, I was mad enough to murder the bastard, whoever he was. My joints had seized up, my hips and shoulders ached from pressing hard against my metal hidey-hole, and the internal scars from my last battle were pulsing hot again. 
 
    Once the lorry was powered down and left inside a warehouse, clicking and clinking as it cooled, I eased myself onto the cold cement floor and took ten minutes to stretch and massage my way back to mobility. The warehouse receiving area was in an unlit alley, allowing me the luxury to move around safely for the time being. I rummaged around the lorry’s cabin and found a cap that fit over my head and over both ears. If a local mentioned a Zuul merc wandering around wearing a cap, it would cause less alarm with the Smellchasers than if there were reports of a Zuul with a damaged ear. 
 
    As I climbed down from the truck, a voice surprised me. 
 
    “Help you?” 
 
    I had put my pistol in my waistband. I almost drew it and fired. Keeping my cool, I half-turned and covered my missing eye by scratching the brow above it. A GenSha stood a few meters away and maintained a cautious but respectful posture. Until he saw the cap on my head. 
 
    “What’re you doing with that?” he demanded. “That’s my son’s!” 
 
    Of course, it belonged to a kid, I realized, if it fit me. Adult GenSha heads are much broader than Zuul heads. 
 
    “I like it,” I replied, my hand still scratching above my eye. 
 
    “It’s a kid’s hat.” 
 
    “And I’m an immature merc asshole.” He didn’t argue that point, which kind of amused me. I hadn’t given all my credits to the Zeewie yesterday, so I retrieved the rest from my pocket and handed it to him, pretending to look aside so he didn’t see the eye socket. 
 
    He took the money, held it up to the interior light from the lorry cab and gasped. “Fifty-five credits for a kid’s cap?” 
 
    “Can you buy him another one with that much?” 
 
    “I can buy ten.” 
 
    “Then stop complaining.” I pulled the brim low enough that I could look at him with my good eye and keep the other in shadow. “Say, if you’d like to feel like you earned that money, tell me something. You know where Commander Hahnu is right now?” 
 
    “Not right now. She was helping fix apartment doors earlier, but I think she’s in the municipal center now.” 
 
    Her operations center, no doubt. Surrounded by other Hellchasers. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said. “I’ll find her there. Hey, you know her well, the commander?” 
 
    “A little,” he said. “My brother’s the mayor here. I’ve been there when he met with her.” 
 
    “What’s the general feeling about her? About us, I mean.” 
 
    “It’s good, sir.” 
 
    The “sir” seemed genuine. As did his respect for Hahnu. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    He explained, “You guys have taken a lot of pressure off us. We just hope Dream World don’t come back for good. We’d rather run our own city, you know. Be masters of our own—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Self-determination’s a beautiful thing, sure. What I really need to know is what you guys think she’s—we’re doing here.” When he didn’t answer right away, I added, “You know, it’s interesting to hear how we come across to the locals, and what leaks through about our good intentions.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t think your commander is doing anything here besides protecting Administrator Su’lierdae.” 
 
    Who the hells is that? 
 
    “And tomorrow, you think that’s what she’ll be doing? Protecting Administrator Sooli—Sully—protecting the administrator?” 
 
    “Sure. She told my brother that it’s her turn to escort the Equiri. I mean the administrator.” 
 
    Equiri? 
 
    So, Hahnu was employing Lumar and Goka, and working for a long face? Well, well, well. Maybe things weren’t so good in Smellchaser-land after all. 
 
    “We’re very glad she is,” the GenSha said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?” 
 
    As if he’d said too much, he took a couple of steps backwards. “Oh, no reason. Just…happy she’s here.” 
 
    That was weird. 
 
    “So, she’ll be escorting the administrator out into the fields, that’s right isn’t it?” 
 
    The GenSha snorted. “No! The hospital!” 
 
    “Oh right. That makes sense. You know, you guys all see the nice side of Commander Hahnu. But she’s not that nice to work for, know what I mean? She tells me nothing, for starters, as you can tell. She doesn’t bathe very often. And her temper? Wooooo! You wanna stay on her good side, all I’m saying.” 
 
    “Oh.” He sounded doubtful, and I hoped it was directed at her, not me. 
 
    “Well, I’m much obliged. Enjoy your evening.” Keeping the cap low and my face turned, I loped off into the alley. I needed to find a way to sneak about unobserved. And to find my way into the hospital by dawn. 
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    Dream World Consortium had maintained a six-level office building in New Joy City during their previous occupation, and that was where Su’lierdae had set up “camp.” Her idea of a camp was a penthouse apartment on the fifth and top floor. I entered the living room to find Tahrief and Rheess on guard there, but since the boss was somewhere else in the giant apartment, they evidently felt safe enough to have a game of Jaapi going on the rug, and they were betting; there were piles of credit chits beside them. Down on their knees, rifles forgotten over on a plush couch, they looked up at me with guilty expressions. 
 
    “Oops,” said Tahrief. 
 
    “No need to be embarrassed,” I told them. “I’ll just dock two percent from your contract wages and call it Unprofessionalism Tax.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” they both mumbled, quickly packing up their game. 
 
    I continued into the apartment. Su’lierdae waited behind wide frosted glass doors that separated the back of the penthouse from the capacious front living room. I knocked. A camera jerked my way, and then one of the doors retracted into the ceiling, allowing me to enter what might be called a stateroom. A table, long and wide and surrounded by chairs large enough for Lumar to relax on, blocked my way. Some chairs were higher than others—such as the one that Rigos knelt on close to the door. 
 
    Su’lierdae sat halfway along the table to my left, three small Tri-Vs operating in a row before her. The first Tri-V depicted the apartment’s front living room—Tahrief and Rheess could be seen slipping the pieces of their Jaapi game into belt pouches. The scene didn’t appear to trouble the administrator; she wasn’t watching it. Presumably, it was she who’d granted me access. The door slid shut at my back. 
 
    The middle Tri-V showed a basement, with Bur, K’Shto, and Vugg standing to one side while their Equiri and Cochkala employers ran a device over a wall and then its cornicing. A recording then, from earlier in the day. Su’lierdae reviewing it to see if she’d missed something perhaps. 
 
    The last of the 3D displays was, I realized, this very room. But we weren’t in it. Instead, a taller, leaner Equiri sat in the same seat as Su’lierdae did now, his mane unbraided but cut short, his fingers tapping away at a slate in front of him. 
 
    If any of the scenes had audio, the administrator had muted them. Although she must have been the one to let me into the room, she did not acknowledge my presence, instead preoccupied with the recording of the Equiri that I assumed was her dead predecessor. 
 
    Rigos’ back was to me as I came in. He shuffled on his knees to face me and I caught a glimpse of text on his slate before he flipped the device screen-down. “Nice to see you, Commander. How goes your evening?” 
 
    “My evening goes well,” I told him, standing at ease with my hands behind my back. “I’m here to confirm arrangements for the morning.” 
 
    “Certainly. You are to meet us in the building’s foyer at an hour past dawn. We will walk across to the hospital and begin our day’s investigations in the hospital basement.” 
 
    I kept a confused frown from my face, but asked, “I see the file of this morning’s search of the hospital basement on the administrator’s Tri-V there. Surely you searched it thoroughly this morning?” 
 
    “We did. Senior administrator Su’lierdae would like to go over it again.” His beady eyes bored into mine, indicating he would brook no more challenges or questions on the matter. 
 
    My gaze flicked to the recording of her predecessor and away. Had she discovered some clue that what she sought lay in that basement? If so, our work here might be cut short. As well as our income. The thought lay sour against my tongue. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I’ll meet you downstairs at one hour past dawn with a security team.” Given the peaceful nature of the local population, the full three-person escort felt weird, but she continued to ask for it. What was in that cache or vault she was looking for? 
 
    Gods, it better not be a hatching Canavar egg, I thought as I turned to the door. It opened before me, but I was again thinking about the things Zetchek the Zuparti had told me. Irrelevant things. Things that had nothing to do with a merc commander fulfilling her contract on a world she’d be leaving in next to no time. 
 
    Still… 
 
    “Rigos, before I go, the locals have been voicing concerns about air quality…” 
 
    “That’s no concern of yours,” said Su’lierdae. Her attention hadn’t shifted from her Tri-Vs. 
 
    “With respect,” I said, focusing on Rigos. “If there’s a problem with contaminated air, it’s a concern for my unit.” 
 
    “The air is not contaminated,” Rigos said quickly. Too quickly. 
 
    Su’lierdae added, “The colonists here are ungrateful troublemakers. They know of the legal battle between us and Gold Star Mercantile. They are positioning for their own lawsuit.” 
 
    “And good luck to them,” Rigos said with a bright smile. “Nothing to sue us over. Promise.” 
 
    “I appreciate you clearing that up,” I said and stepped out of the room. The door slid shut behind me. 
 
    In the middle of the living area, I pulled out my own tablet and called up the data Glelg had sent me an hour earlier. He’d returned the gunship to our mothership, swapped one of the missile rigs for an air-testing one and spent the afternoon flying around the region taking samples. The results were conclusive: there was a lot of dirty shit in the atmosphere around New Joy City. Just as the Peacemaker wannabe had told me. 
 
    Tahrief and Rheess were now standing at attention by the doors, rifles in hand, postures as stiff as boards. 
 
    “Cut that out,” I told them as I stepped between them and into the corridor. “You should play Jaapi or something. I’ve just been told by our clients that this town is perfectly safe for everyone.” 
 
    Alone in the elevator, I stuck a datachip into my slate and copied the air sample files. 
 
    The night was quite mild, almost balmy. Out on the street, two GenSha children danced beneath a streetlight while watching shelly moths swoop around the lamp. As is the way with children, they had become used to the sight of armed and armored Zuul wandering their streets and barely gave me a sideways look. 
 
    I made my way through the park where more children and their parents were catching fireflies in bottles while four adolescents kicked Geordie’s “soccer” ball around. 
 
    In the hospital foyer, a janitor was using a buffing machine on a blood stain. Red blood. Human. A reminder of our firefights taking the city. The automated kiosk told me that a GenSha gentleman had indeed been admitted that morning with breathing difficulties and provided the ward and room number. I jogged up a double flight of stairs and came out on the ward. 
 
    The girl who’d stolen my slate that morning was sitting on the counter of the deserted nurse’s station. She and two smaller GenSha—siblings?—swung their legs distractedly, kicking the counter with their heels. 
 
    “Hi, little ones,” I said, startling them. 
 
    The smaller ones hopped down and raced into one of the nearby rooms. The slate-thief stayed, studying me with wide eyes. 
 
    “You’re not in trouble,” I told her. “You remember our friend? The one with the pointy face and the toy guns?” She nodded. “So, I have a…sweet treat for him. Would you pass it along please?” I reached out my hand. 
 
    She took the datachip with a sly grin and scampered after her siblings into the side room. I leaned to the side and caught a glimpse of an elderly GenSha wearing a breathing mask. He was asleep, or unconscious. On my side of his bed, a female GenSha, an adult, turned in her chair, dabbing tears from her eyes. 
 
    I nodded hello. “I’ll send my med-tech soon over with some specially coded nanites.” 
 
    Still seated, she managed a small bow of thanks. 
 
    The girl—the slate-thief—gave me a wink and a wave. I returned it and left the ward. That morning, I’d been angry enough to skin that little scamp alive. Tonight, it was Su’lierdae I pictured under the knife.  
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    I’ve never understood why places like hospitals make their ventilation ducts wide enough for someone my size to crawl around, but on this particular morning I wasn’t complaining. 
 
    I had waited in the ducts above the foyer for hours overnight, until a Lumar and Goka opened the main doors, checked the foyer, then waved in a haughty-looking Equiri and a fawning Cochkala. While they made straight for the elevators, my attention remained on the door, on the Zuul-shaped shadow cast through it by the rising sun. 
 
    A moment later, she stepped inside. 
 
    She. 
 
    Her. 
 
    The person I hated most in the universe. The one whose subordinate had taken my eye and ear. The one who’d kicked off the downward spiral that had ruined my Maulers and led me to this point. 
 
    Hahnu stopped mid-foyer and sniffed the air before moving on. I had sprayed myself with sanitizer to mask my scent, but it wouldn’t last more than another hour. It wouldn’t need to. 
 
    For a moment, I fingered the grip of my pistol and considered taking the shot now. It would be a simple thing to hit her from here; one shot, one kill. No, I wanted to be closer. There’s nothing like the feel of a blade slicing through an artery, the gush of warm life fluid onto the hand, the smell of metals in the blood. The tactile sense of knowing that you took this life, you’re responsible for it. 
 
    I wanted Hahnu to look into my eyes as she died. 
 
    Someone said, “Basement,” and Hahnu moved to the elevators. I shoved backwards to the closest downpipe and rode it down a level. I would take her down there. Me and my knife. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    If you’ve seen one hospital basement, you’ve seen them all. There are always variations of design, of course, based on the race who built them, but they all end up with pretty much the same…ingredients. The one in New Joy City was no different. 
 
    Close, sticky air smelling of chemical residues and builder’s glues—check. Aisleways formed by wire storage cages—check. Water, sewage, and ventilation pipes slung below a ceiling several meters up—check. An inexplicable oil stain here, a discarded cleaning rag there—check and check. Concrete or tiling floors… 
 
    This one was tiled, each one a meter square. As per the operational procedures we’d followed since the boss had first set foot in the city, two thirds of her escort team swept each level while the other waited at her side. The basement was clear, of course. There was nobody in New Joy City that meant any of us harm. 
 
    Using a density scanner, Su’lierdae began a slow walk around the boundary of the room, while Rigos followed at her shoulder and the rest of us followed several meters to her back. Today, the Equiri and Cochkala wore tight-fitting trousers and sturdy boots, as if they expected to crawl around somewhere tight. I glanced at the ventilation conduits running below the ceiling—as if anyone would crawl around in there! Besides, while their lower halves were clad in hiking or climbing clothes, both wore expensive, multicolored baggy tunics with thick vests buttoned over them. 
 
    Ch’kli nudged me and tilted his slate so I could read what he’d typed onto its screen. Been here before. What the hells is she looking for? 
 
    I took it, erased his message, and wrote one of my own before handing it back. Nothing we need to wonder about. Easy money is easy money. 
 
    He shrugged and slid the little slate into a pouch on his chest harness. 
 
    Nothing we need to wonder about. The thing was, I couldn’t stop wondering about it. 
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    A GenSha nurse was taking her break out back on the hospital’s ambulance dock. As I approached with my equipment bag, she gave me a nod and touched her left ear: the signal that there was currently no merc activity on this level. I left my kit with her, knowing she’d leave it at hospital reception, and I snuck into the back of the building. 
 
    Hahnu and the Equiri’s group had arrived at the front of the building a couple minutes earlier, enough time to get downstairs. Apart from a few people wounded in work accidents and during the Hellchaser takeover, the hospital wasn’t well used. There was also Joola’s grandfather, of course, up on the first floor. I itched to visit the old bull. Word was that Hahnu had kindly gifted him a shot of medical nanites the night before. Maybe the Zuul merc wasn’t as hard-hearted as she appeared. 
 
    An orderly held a side door open, allowing me to slip into the trade corridor. “Basement,” he told me. “There is a pile of blankets on a cage you can hide on top of.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “But it’ll be hard to get up there without them hearing me.” 
 
    The GenSha touched his temple with one finger, indicating he’d thought of that. “I accidently left a ladder there.” 
 
    “Remind me to buy your entire city a round of drinks when this is done.” Stupid thing to say; I regretted it instantly. 
 
    But the orderly waved away the offer. “It’s we who owe you, Peacemaker Zetchek.” He left, allowing the door to swing shut behind him. 
 
    “Peacemaker Zetchek,” I whispered to myself. “It really does have a ring to it.” 
 
    There were stairs at each end of the building and in the middle by the elevator shaft. I took the ones closest to me, easing the basement door open a crack to check inside. Voices. Movement. Through the contents of an equipment cage, I caught a glimpse of Lumar bulk. Further in, the dark fur of Hahnu’s ears. 
 
    The rasp of carapace on wire signaled the position of one of the Hellchaser Goka. I couldn’t see Su’lierdae and Rigos, but their presence was confirmed by a murmured conversation. 
 
    A Zuul, a Lumar, a Goka, a Cochkala, an Equiri, I thought. And one sneaky Zuparti. Quite the cross section of our glorious Galactic Union. 
 
    I opened the door, glad that it wasn’t self-closing. This allowed me to stand on the staircase to gain some height. A cage two aisles over was the only one with stuff piled on top of it: my destination. The Lumar moved from his position into the aisle that ran along the basement’s perimeter before stepping away from my stairwell. I took the opportunity to dart out and along the perimeter in the opposite direction. Using my one natural advantage, shortness, I stayed low as I wended my way to my targeted position. Yes, there was a ladder leaning against a cage down there. No, there were none of Hahnu’s team near it. 
 
    The Equiri said something about “corners” and I ignored it as I raced up the ladder. Nestling in among the rows of blankets folded up there, I eased my way to an edge and tried to see what Su’lierdae was up to. 
 
    The crowns of three heads—Equiri, Zuul, and Lumar—appeared in one corner of the room and stayed there a moment. They moved away, down the side of the basement to another corner. I shifted to face that way…and caught a glimpse of something weird. 
 
    All the ventilation pipes along the perimeter of the room had wire grating set in them at four-meter intervals. At the far end of the room, one corner over from where Su’lierdae was headed, I would have sworn I’d just seen a face and muzzle of…of a Zuul! 
 
    Ridiculous! 
 
    Why would a Zuul be in the cooling ducts? 
 
    And why hadn’t I thought of that as an observation point? 
 
    A cry from the Equiri jerked my attention her way. 
 
    “Hello, what’s this? There’s no grout around this tile.” 
 
    “A false floor!” Rigos added with unrestrained glee and rubbed his hands together. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Su’lierdae clicked her stubby fingers. “Lumar! Bring that pry bar here.” 
 
    Targan did as ordered. He’d brought along three tools: a hammer, a drill, and a long shaft of tapered iron. Apparently, this had been standing orders for any Lumar assisting the administrator. Now, Targan readied himself to jam the bar into the floor. 
 
    “Hold there!” I barked. Heads snapped my way, Su’lierdae’s included. Targan had the pry bar in the gap between tiles but withdrew it at my order. Advancing, I explained, “Sorry to interrupt, but this could be some kind of booby-trap or arms cache left by Cut-&-Crush. Stand back and let me check it.” 
 
    The group pulled back several meters. Down on all fours, I put my nose to the gap in the grouting. I detected tile glue from the adjoining tiles, detergent from the last time it’d been mopped, and enough dust to force me to rub hard at my nose to forestall a sneeze, but I didn’t detect explosives, accelerants, or any other nefarious odors. Attaching a sensor to my slate, I crawled around the corner tile, scanning. Nothing. 
 
    I settled into a squat and beckoned to Targan. He passed off the drill and hammer to Ch’kli, got all four hands on his pry bar, and levered up the tile. The tile snapped in half. I reached over and dragged the free half my way while he bent and lifted the other, both of us leaning the pieces against a wall. 
 
    Beneath the tile, the floor was not concrete. Some kind of plastic netting had been secured there by four small bolts, enough to keep the tile in place, no more. A globe set in a small device blinked from the center of it, some kind of signal device, I gathered, to throw off anyone using depth scanners here. No wonder Su’lierdae hadn’t found it first time around. 
 
    Gods, I want to know what they’re hiding. 
 
    His job done, Targan moved out of the way to allow our clients access. 
 
    I bent over the net covering. A wash of warm air ruffled my cheek fur, carrying traces of ozone, sulfur, and something…organic. Organic and kind of…strange. 
 
    “There’s something below this,” I said. “A chamber. Or a—” 
 
    I heard a victorious bay above me as a heavy weight struck me below my shoulder blades. 
 
    I was falling. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Zetchek 
 
      
 
    There was an entropy-damned Zuul in the ducts! He’d hauled himself onto the pipe and crawled toward Hahnu’s corner. The fellow wasn’t dressed in Hellchaser colors, just a bland tunic and trousers, and it looked…It looked as if he’d lost an eye. 
 
    What was he doing? Was he extra security for Hahnu? Perhaps he was spying on Su’lierdae for her. 
 
    Ridiculous! He has to be an enemy. He’s stalking her. I think. Isn’t he? I should warn her. But…what if he isn’t her enemy? What if I give away my position for nothing? 
 
    It is written that you can’t help the genes you’re born with, and I proved it in that moment. I lay there in my nest of blankets, frozen by Zuparti indecision, the fear of making the wrong move. 
 
    I did nothing. 
 
    The unidentified assailant made his move. 
 
    He drew his knife and dropped onto Hahnu! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Marrek 
 
      
 
    With all those idiots fussing around over the “false floor”—whatever that meant—it was a simple thing to unhinge the grate over my hiding place and pull myself onto the pipe. They’d built this basement high, allowing space to crawl around the edges of the room on all fours. I made the first corner and was halfway to the one next to Hahnu’s position when the aches started. How in all the hells did scrawny Depik and scuzzy Goka stand creeping around like this? Much easier to kick in a door and run through a room, guns blazing. 
 
    Hahnu and the Lumar were cracking the tile out of the floor, and the Goka, Cochkala, and Equiri were spellbound. 
 
    Part of me thought, “It’s just a floor. What’s the fuss?” 
 
    Most of me thought, “Who cares? Victory is mine!” 
 
    Preoccupied by idiot fascination, none of them heard me coming, or saw me, smelled me… 
 
    The Lumar stepped out of the way, and the Cochkala and Equiri began to return to the corner. I braced above Hahnu and drew my knife. Before the civilians could get in my way, I swung myself off the pipe and dropped knees-first on my archrival just as she leaned over the netting revealed by the broken tile. 
 
    My weight hit her full in the back. 
 
    The net-covering broke. 
 
    We plunged into the darkness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Zetchek 
 
      
 
    What in entropy’s ass? 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I had just seen. I also couldn’t believe what I’d done; what I hadn’t done. 
 
    Forgetting my mission, I, too, dropped to the floor, hurrying forward on tiptoes until I reached a corner of the aisle where I could spy the goings on in the corner. I pulled out a small camera unit and aimed it their way. 
 
    Su’lierdae and her pet Cochkala stood at one edge of the hole in the floor, the Goka and Lumar at another. The hole was visible between their legs. 
 
    “It’s a pipe,” the Goka said, hands on what passed for Goka hips. He shook his head from side to side. 
 
    “Commander fall down,” said the Lumar. “Who other Zuul?” 
 
    The Goka’s head rotated up to look at him. “Enemy, I’d say, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “What enemy?” 
 
    “Leftover Cut-&-Crush, maybe? Deliberate Actions scout?” 
 
    “The pipe curves out of view,” said the Cochkala. “It’s not a straight fall, so they may have survived.” 
 
    The Lumar leaned over. “Hear nothing.” 
 
    Rigos cocked an ear, while one hand reached beneath the short jacket he wore. “I must have better hearing than you. Because I hear something. I…think it’s Hahnu calling for help!” 
 
    The Goka shuffled to the lip of the hole. “I detect nothing.” 
 
    Rigos replied, “Can you detect this?” 
 
    In a split second, Rigos was holding a blocky weapon in both hands and as the Goka and Lumar turned toward him expectantly, he shot them. No, not shot; he sprayed a glob of something onto both their faces. I heard the skloop as it hit. 
 
    Their screams muffled by the muck on their faces, the Goka and Lumar fell onto their backs, writhing grotesquely, hands plucking in vain at the glob that was suffocating them. Within seconds, their squirming died into trembling and then they were still. 
 
    Not suffocation. Poison! 
 
    Su’lierdae seemed horrified, backing out of my view. 
 
    “It’s not an aerosol,” Rigos told her. “No particulates for us to inhale.” 
 
    “Ah, excellent,” she replied and returned. Not horrified, then, but scared for her own welfare. 
 
    One hand was in my mouth. My heart hammered like it would explode. I forced myself to steady my camera. I hadn’t stopped this from happening, but at least I’d captured evidence. They were going down for this. 
 
    Then take them down now, I scolded myself. “Peacemaker” Zetchek. 
 
    I had my free hand on one of my needlers. I supposed I could take a shot from here, but I might miss. 
 
    Then get closer! Arrest them! 
 
    I considered it, once again getting caught up in my hesitation, ensnared by the hardwired terror native to my species. 
 
    Rational, I thought, searching for justification. Caution is rational. 
 
    That poison gun had just taken down two seasoned mercs, a Goka and a Lumar! What hope would a mere Zuparti have if Rigos fired it at me? 
 
    “There must be rope in one these storerooms,” Su’lierdae said. “We shall follow them down. It seems my idiot predecessor hid our prize in the catacombs, rather than somewhere within easy reach. Perhaps within the facility itself. At least we have a way down now.” 
 
    “I’ll find rope, Senior Administrator. But first, I’ll radio the Zuul called Bur and tell him we’re headed for Outer Circuit. In case he comes looking for Hahnu.” 
 
    “Sensible,” she said. “We should also dispose of these bodies.” She stepped around Rigos and kicked the dead Goka into the hole, then crouched and rolled the Lumar into it, too. When she straightened, the Cochkala was giving her a quizzical look. She shrugged. “If our rope fails, those two will give us something soft to land on.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    The tumble down the dark concrete pipe had knocked me stupid. 
 
    I came to my senses, dazed and flat on my back, with bumps and scrapes declaring my status as alive. Breathing hard against thick, stale air, I smelled the dry flatness of a cave. Above me was a rock ceiling. Around me, rock walls. Beneath me, a rock floor. These details were visible only because of an ambient blue glow emanating from thick strips of phosphorescent lichens stretching across the ceiling. 
 
    I sat up, much faster than I should have, as evidenced by the twang of pain in my shoulder. I recalled, then, plunging through the false-netting floor in the hospital basement. The fall had dumped me inside an underground grotto. Or maybe a tunnel since it curved out of sight in both directions. The concrete pipe that had borne me here was two meters wide, and its mouth protruded from a wall near me. Something was hanging from it. I let out a low groan of comprehension, the something was Targan. 
 
    The Lumar’s head and two of his long arms were draped over the edge. His rifle had apparently been slung over his back when he’d fallen. Although the strap hadn’t snapped, the Lumar’s weight and the punishing journey through the pipe had warped and cracked it in several places. Wondering if he was alive, I got on all fours, intending to crawl his way. My hand came down on something dark and hard and still. 
 
    “Ch’kli,” I whispered. I turned the Goka’s body over. He did not respond. Something vile-smelling adhered to his face, half-biological, half-manufactured. There was no way in entropy was I touching it, but I shook Ch’kli in hopes of provoking a response. Pointless. He was dead as a stone. Targan, I saw, had a similar object stuck across his nose and mouth. My next groan was one of anguish. 
 
    How’d this happen? What happened? 
 
    Ch’kli’s sidearm was holstered, just as Targan’s had been slung. Whoever had attacked them with this crap had done so without warning. Su’lierdae. This was her dirty work. It had to be. 
 
    But she didn’t shoot me. 
 
    I rubbed my skull hard with my knuckles, trying to provoke clarity of thought, useful memory… 
 
    A tang appeared on the air. Something starkly different to the flat tastes of dust and dirt. There was something important behind me and to my left. A stink I had hoped never to smell again. A distinctive blend of Zuul scents so familiar it may as well have been a signature. 
 
    Marrek! 
 
    My head snapped around just as he let out a disoriented moan. He’d landed facedown, his head by my left boot. Memory returned in sharp multisensory clarity. Someone had slammed into me from above, driving me through the false floor and down the pipe. That someone had been Marrek. Marrek the— 
 
    “Shitlicker,” I growled. “You entropy-ridden shitlicker.” 
 
    He didn’t hear it, didn’t notice me. He was too busy getting his arms under him, pushing himself up. As he did so, his muzzle dropped toward the floor, trailing drool. In the lichen’s glow, the empty socket of his right eye was clear to me; I was out of his peripheral vision. What I did next was a low act, but in the heat of the moment smashing my boot into the right side of Marrek’s head was instinctive. It felt great. 
 
    Marrek collapsed again. 
 
    I reached Targan and checked his vitals. As I’d feared, nothing. What was this shit on his face? Had Marrek done this, rather than the Equiri? If so, how? I bent and slipped Ch’kli’s thud-gun from its holster. The weapon was intact. They were a nasty little invention, these things, firing shaped sonic charges that exited the muzzle as cones and hit their target with greater force than a ballistic round. A full mag carried twelve rounds. I slipped the spare from his belt and into a pouch on mine. 
 
    I straightened with the gun in both hands and sensed a presence behind me. I turned too late to notice Marrek had made it to his feet. His forearm smashed down and across my muzzle, driving me to my knees. I saw stars and heard Ch’kli’s weapon bounce away, out of reach. My right hand went for my standard sidearm, but as it cleared its holster Marrek kicked it behind me. More bright pain flared, this time in my fingers. I rolled sideways and onto my feet, arms up in a defensive posture, readying myself for Marrek’s next kick. It was an easy thing to sweep it aside before delivering a left-handed punch to his nose. He tottered back, then fell on his ass. His hand closed on Ch’kli’s weapon, fumbling with the muzzle rather than the grip. 
 
    I lurched toward my own gun. 
 
    Then we both froze, our ears pricking toward the curve in the tunnel that lay behind Marrek. Something had roared. The kind of megafauna roar that turns bowels to water. The kind of roar that states “I am the predator, and you are my dinner. I’m bigger and stronger that you. Please remain where you are and let’s get this over with.” 
 
    There was no way in entropy that I was remaining where I was. 
 
    I scooped up Ch’kli’s handgun. I turned tail and sprinted for my life in the other direction. 
 
    For now, I forgot all about Marrek. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Marrek 
 
      
 
    The two crunching blows from Hahnu scrambled my brain, and this was after the tumble down the pipe had given it a good shaking. On my hands and knees again, I felt as if my head no longer called the shots when it came to my fingers and legs. The world was a divorced reality, a fiction I couldn’t feel. 
 
    Then something roared. I mean it roared. 
 
    Nothing clears the mind like the bellow of a ferocious, hungry beast that’s headed your way around the curve of an underground tunnel. I rose on wobbly legs and braced an arm against the tunnel wall. The creature lunged forward, revealing itself. 
 
    The thought of drawing my pistol and shooting the thing never entered my head. My head was full of bladder-squeezing terror. 
 
    The thing was furry, four-legged, as big as the Zeewie loader I’d hidden in. Rising high on thick, pylon-like legs, its plated spine pressed into the tunnel ceiling while three shining red eyes fixated on me. The thing looked—well, it looked a little like a Tortantula. A lot like Tortantula. But…no, it wasn’t one of them. Couldn’t be. Its head was asymmetrical, distended on one side as if pumped full of gas, dipped on the other as if crushed. It didn’t have the right number of eyes. The vertical dorsal plates definitely weren’t Tortantula standard issue. 
 
    Also, the damn thing was mesmerizing me as it crept closer! 
 
    Enough biology studies, I rebuked myself. Run! 
 
    I ran. I ran like a prey animal whose life depends on its speed. For the first time in my adult life, I took to all fours. It was not the kind of thing a self-respecting adult Zuul does, but with that thing bearing down hard at my tail, I wasn’t the least bit ashamed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    My hard sprint took me past a T intersection where a narrow branch passageway ran to my left. Ignoring it, I raced along the wider tunnel, the main tunnel. That pipe had led down here, so the tunnel had to lead somewhere. It had to have a purpose. It had to— 
 
    I skidded to a halt, catching at a wall to brake fully. Something else roared ahead of me. Many somethings. They were close. 
 
    “Shit,” I spat, then leaned my left shoulder against the cool stone and raised the thud-gun. A bloated blur resolved in the tunnel’s blue light as something big enough to brush against the roof, something shaped like a drug-addled artist’s impression of a Tortantula. Seeing me, it paused long enough to roar at me. I fired. Once, twice, three times. The animal recoiled under the hammer blow of the sonic rounds. Meanwhile, more creatures boiled around and under it, ill-defined shapes coming toward me on two legs and four. Not fast, but fast enough. 
 
    I ran the other way, my pursuers bleating and baying and bellowing. The arachnoid’s legs banged and scraped against the rock. The smaller creatures’ hooves clattered and clomped. 
 
    I reached the branch tunnel just as Marrek did. We raised our weapons and staggered to a halt. Something loomed behind him, filling the passage, another four-legged arachnoid giant. I shifted aim and fired six rounds over Marrek’s shoulder, hitting the creature in the head and driving it back out of sight. Marrek fired too, his laser blasts passing so close to me they heated my arm and ribs. Squeals of pain erupted behind me. 
 
    He turned to check on my accuracy. I didn’t bother checking his. When he turned back, he had a thud-gun pointed at his good eye. 
 
    “Sneaky,” he said. He’d lowered his weapon. 
 
    “Survival,” I said. 
 
    He snapped his pistol up to aim at my belly. “Payback.” 
 
    I tightened my finger on my trigger. “Pointless.” 
 
    The spider monster behind him roared again in pain and rage. From fifty meters behind me, beasts I had yet to see clearly bleated their defiance, but they had retreated out of sight around bends in the passage. For the moment, getting shot seemed to put a dent in their enthusiasm. I didn’t trust it to delay them long. They sounded…hungry. 
 
    I jerked my head at the branch tunnel. “So, will we both run down there or will neither of us escape?” 
 
    He made a thinking face—it didn’t suit him—and he said, “If one of us shoots first, the other person will return fire reflexively and kill them too.” 
 
    “That’s what ‘neither of us’ meant, simpleton. But if one of us does survive, they get to be eaten alive by those things.” 
 
    He growled deep in his chest. “This is not the way I planned this.” 
 
    “You planned this?” 
 
    He lowered his weapon. “Not the way I fantasized about it, then.” 
 
    I hesitated. “Question for you before I lower mine. Did you kill my Goka and Lumar?” 
 
    His frown was genuine. “I only had eyes for you, Hahnu.” 
 
    I sighed. Zetchek had been right about Su’lierdae. “Marrek, you hate me and I hate you, but we share the same blue blood. Those things hunting us don’t. How about we watch each other’s tails until we find a way out of here? Then we settle this with honor, with tooth and claw.” 
 
    His tongue flicked out, and he licked his lips as he thought it over. 
 
    There was a roar. His spider monster was edging closer. There was an answering roar from my spider monster. We might have injured them, but they still sounded hearty enough to tear us apart. 
 
    “Don’t think too long, Marrek.” 
 
    His gun hand twitched. “A minute ago, you left me to get eaten.” 
 
    “I did what you’d do. I ran. I’d like to do it again if that’s all right with you.” 
 
    “Your word you won’t sucker-shoot me? When we fight, we do it openly. With honor, as you said.” 
 
    Deep, rumbling roars came from behind him. There was at least one more of those arachnoid things down here, and probably other creatures I didn’t want to imagine. 
 
    I lowered my weapon, figuring I had nothing to lose. “My word.” When he didn’t immediately shoot me, I added, “Let’s go, shall we?” 
 
    Marrek lurched into the new tunnel ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Marrek 
 
      
 
    We ran for a full kilometer before we saw light shining from around a curve in the tunnel. Not the soft glow from the blue shit on the walls; this light was brighter and whiter. As we pressed toward it, Hahnu’s expression echoed my thoughts. Gods, I hope that’s good news. 
 
    I smelled wet earth and rotting foods. Something else, too. Something animal. None of it smelled like good news. 
 
    Light spilled from an alcove cut into the tunnel wall just around the curve. It wasn’t the only thing spilling. The rock floor was strewn with trash, empty cans, torn food wrappers. Water dribbled from a pipe below a drinking tap, forming a wedge-shaped puddle that reached the opposite wall. It looked like there had been some kind of storeroom in the alcove, a waystation for underground travelers perhaps, and someone had vandalized the shit out of it. 
 
    What the hells was this place? I wondered. What had we fallen into? 
 
    A long, wet breath came from deep within the alcove. A shadow protruded ahead of its owner as whatever it was hobbled forward, causing Hahnu and me to fall back a couple meters. 
 
    “Entropy Almighty,” Hahnu breathed. 
 
    Unlike the spider-monsters we’d seen earlier which bore a resemblance to a sentient race, this new freak was a member of a sentient race. 
 
    There was no doubt the new thing was a Jivool. 
 
    Or it had been once. 
 
    It was tall and broad and shaggy. It had stumpy legs. In those respects, it was like any other member of its race. One of its stumpy legs was longer than the other, causing it to lean to its left. Both digging claws were extended, and both were wrong. The one on the left was branched, like a set of intertwined twigs, the right forked in the middle into two claws, and its shaggy fur was…purple. Oogar purple. 
 
    It shuffled out of the storeroom/waystation dragging something behind it. A body, snagged with its twig-claws. A carcass. The Jivool-thing hadn’t detected us yet. It swung the carcass around its legs and dropped it in the puddle. It crouched and bent over its prize, then paused and sniffed the air. The pause was enough for me to see that the flesh had been stripped from the carcass’s skull, revealing it to be a Sidar. Both wings were missing from the body. The arms, too. 
 
    Eaten? I wondered. 
 
    The Jivool’s head turned our way as it sniffed harder. I took another step back in shock. Its eyes hadn’t been visible and I had thought it was because its shaggy fur was hiding them. It wasn’t. The Jivool had no eyes, just bare patches of flesh where eyes should be. Its nose worked fine, though. It growled and faced us, rising to its full height, its arms spread, offering us a view of those strange but still-lethal digging claws. 
 
    We fired. 
 
    Hahnu’s shot took off the top its head. Mine took out its heart. 
 
    We ventured close to its steaming, stinking corpse. I asked, “Is this a wild version of the species?” 
 
    Hahnu made a noise of disagreement. “With claws like this? Fur like this? A mutant, more likely.” Her ears perked as we heard another series of roars far behind us. We’d gained a lot of ground on our hunters, but it wouldn’t last forever. “I think those Tortantula were, too.” 
 
    “They weren’t Tortantula. No way. They couldn’t be, could they?” Her shot had left the Jivool’s would-be eye area intact. I squinted hard at it. All right, sure, this thing was pretty damned mutated. 
 
    “You want to stand here and debate it?” she asked. 
 
    Shit, no, I thought. I want to shoot you dead and go tell Araagah all about it. 
 
    I straightened and glanced into the alcove. As I’d first suspected, it was a rest, piss, and snack station. The vending machines went far enough back they could have fed a Jivool for a year, and there was a multi-species restroom entrance at back. The vending machines had long since been torn open. They had been very well stocked at some stage, judging by the mounds of trash. 
 
    “People worked down here,” I said. “Or traveled between New Joy City and some other place.” 
 
    “Su’lierdae was looking for a facility.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    I grunted, suspecting it wasn’t nothing. Hahnu was playing games with me again. “This vending food, it fed the beasties for a few weeks, you think?” 
 
    Pointing to the Sidar’s skeleton, she replied, “It fed one of them, at least. Until another one ate him.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a mutant,” I said. “The Jivool’s deformed. If those big bastards behind us were Tortantula, their heads and bodies are pretty messed up. This guy’s skull is normal. Missing wings and limbs are probably someone’s dinner.” 
 
    “It’s someone who got stuck down here then?” She didn’t add the words “like us,” but I filled them in anyway. 
 
    “That, or someone who worked down here. I mean, those things come from somewhere. Science Guild shit gone wrong, maybe?” 
 
    I cut my thoughts short because Hahnu was groaning with her head in her hands. Was she sick? Oh, shit! She’s caught whatever mutated the freaks. I backed away from her and the Jivool. 
 
    But that wasn’t it. She dropped her hands and pointed at the bodies. “This was Su’lierdae. She did this.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    “This was who?” asked Marrek. “You said that name before, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Su’lierdae is my current client.” I sighed. “An Equiri administrator from Dream World Consortium. It all makes sense. Tortantulas. Jivool. And I…I think the things I saw back there with the second Tortantula were CozSha.” 
 
    I thought of the final species, and I flashed back to the Kafi-Kafu café where we’d met the Lumar. The owner was a CozSha. One meter tall, CozSha did resemble what Geordie had called “goats.” Except these goats walked on two legs, had four fingers, and two opposable thumbs on each hand. Or rather, they bore those features when they weren’t mutated into belligerent, homicidal freaks. 
 
    I added, “CozSha, Tortantulas, and Jivool. They’re among the people who went missing from a bunch of projects Su’lierdae was into.” 
 
    “Your boss told you people went missing from her projects?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “No, she didn’t tell me that, a Peacemaker told me that.” 
 
    “A—What are you talking about now?” 
 
    No way was I wasting breath telling him about Zetchek and the wild krlorb chase his GenSha urchin had led me on. “Suffice to say, it’s a long story. This Peacemaker reeled off a list of my client’s past sins, but I didn’t believe any of it.” I rubbed my forehead, a growl rising in my throat. Or maybe I had believed it. 
 
    Damn it. This was what he’s been investigating. I’m being chased by what he’s investigating. 
 
    “Su’lierdae was experimenting with these poor freaks,” I told Marrek. “She caused catastrophes to cover up their disappearances: mine collapses, king tides, and explosions, then she hid them here. They’re what she’s been looking for, not a facility.” I narrowed my eyes and punched my own thigh. “No, that’s not it! That makes no sense. What is going on, then? Is she planning to do the same thing to the GenSha in the city? Or…Or maybe there’s something else down here and these unlucky bastards—” I indicated the Jivool and the other mutants, “—are guarding it. I mean, the Sidar came from somewhere. Might be it was staff. And this tunnel goes somewhere; there is a facility down here.” 
 
    There had to be. And we had to find it. If for no other reason than it might have another way out of here. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Marrek 
 
      
 
    Hahnu had been gabbing for a while now, and I watched the twists and turns of her thinking in silence. Finally, she paused long enough for me to say the thing I’d been itching to say since she’d mentioned the words my client. 
 
    “Nice choice of contracts, Hahnu. You Smellchasers sure know how to pick the best employers.” 
 
    I expected threatening body posture or bad language. A snarl, at the very least. But Hahnu merely withdrew into her own thoughts for a few seconds, her expression shifting from angry and perplexed to miserable. What I’d said had struck a nerve. Or our predicament was getting to her. 
 
    I almost felt sorry for her. Almost. Before that feeling could take over, I got a grip on myself and holstered the pistol that was hanging from my fingers, staring back the way we’d come. “Come on. It’s gone quiet back there, and that worries me way more than all the roaring.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    After the waystation alcove, our run became a jog, and then our jog became a trot. Eventually, it became a fast hike. The stone corridor wound on kilometer after kilometer. I had to say, as angry as I was with Marrek for dropping us in this mess, I admired the steel with which he faced our quandary. The long-term damage to his ear and eye had to be messing with his balance. It had to diminish his ability to sense threats coming. A disability like that would drive me crazy, control freak that I was, but any physical discomfort Marrek might feel never showed in his expression. 
 
    An hour after we’d encountered the Jivool, we paused by silent agreement, bracing our backs against the wall and dropping to our haunches. 
 
    “Does your sense of smell work properly?” I asked him. “You know. With your injuries and all.” 
 
    “I smell you just fine,” he sneered. “It’s the odor of the backstabbing pond scum who gave me these.” He touched his ravaged ear before hiding his empty eye socket behind the hand. 
 
    I bristled. “I didn’t do that to you.” 
 
    “The hells you didn’t.” 
 
    “It was your trooper who decided to pull a grenade.” 
 
    “Mine?” He bared his teeth at me. “It was yours!” 
 
    “Hellchasers are too disciplined to do something that stupid.” 
 
    “Something that stupid, huh? Stupid like starting a fight in a Mercenary Guild building, while two bigwig Peacemakers are drinking in the bar across the street? Stupid like being tricked by Elder Razzik.” 
 
    I snarled, standing. “Don’t ever say that name to me.” 
 
    He rose too, and leaned toward me. “And don’t tell me that brawl was our fault, you puke-licking mange-bag.” 
 
    “I tried to warn you something was suspicious that night, but you kept pushing.” 
 
    “I kept pushing? Me? You—” 
 
    A chorus of howls and yowls rolled down the corridor toward us. Several voices yipped or brayed. 
 
    “We’ll finish this later,” I replied and set off jogging. 
 
    A moment later, I smelled his breath over my shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, we will.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Marrek 
 
      
 
    The passageway broadened out before terminating at a gargantuan cavern that was a kilometer or more across. The huge chamber didn’t need the lichen light of the tunnels; light flared from a facility in its center. The cavern was roughly circular, with a roof 100 meters above our heads. The facility giving off light was located on a kind of island in the middle. This island was surrounded—protected?—by a fifty-meter moat. A moat made of open space, dead air. 
 
    We emerged at a higher elevation than the island, at the top of a stone staircase, enabling us to survey the chamber from above. The facility was bizarrely reminiscent of a seaport cargo dock, laid out in a grid of containers with large conglomerations of machinery at its center. The containers were maybe ten meters long, four wide, and four high, painted in whites, reds, and greens. 
 
    Despite what Hahnu had implied about my olfactory senses, they worked just fine. There was the faint tang of ozone, indicating the presence of powered machinery. Something had burned a while back. Something else was leaking sulfur. The hum of motors or generators was faintly discernible, even from here, vibrations tickling the fine hairs on my snout and the backs of my hands. Pipes and cables and thick hoses rose from the central machinery toward the chamber’s ceiling. 
 
    We carefully descended the shallow risers of the staircase, then crossed the dusty plateau toward the moat, as I kept thinking of the pit around the island. When we got closer, it was clear the island was definitely manufactured, the curved edge facing us a perfect arc, ten meters thick, forged from steel or an even stronger metal. We crept closer to the lip of the moat only to find ourselves staring into the black heart of a deep, deep chasm. Below us was void, utter darkness. Like a character from a children’s entertainment, I kicked a stone over the edge. We listened hard; neither of us moved. 
 
    After I counted a full minute, I suggested, “Maybe it landed on carpet at the bottom?” 
 
    “Or insulation panels.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, there’s our way across it.” 
 
    She followed the direction of my outstretched arm. Perhaps a quarter way around the cavern lay a bridge across the abyss. We’d seen no other exit from the chamber. One way in; one out. 
 
    End of the road, Marrek. 
 
    I asked Hahnu, “You wanna cross that? I can’t see what’s holding up the island. Unless it’s those?” I indicated the pipes and cables reaching toward the roof. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I think they’re exhausts. The Peacemaker said DWC is responsible for excessive toxic emissions and greenhouse gases. There’s an area outside the city that the GenSha nicknamed the ‘bad hills.’ That’s where the crap’s entering the atmosphere. I think we’re right below them.” 
 
    “Then I’m not going across there,” I said. 
 
    Hahnu crouched and played her flashlight at a wide hose that vanished into the darkness below us. It was as thick as four Oogar, poking up through a hole cut in the platform. Beneath the platform, the hose—and the light—were swallowed by the vast darkness. “Where’s it coming from?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re pumping something from deep in the planet’s core.” 
 
    “Toxic gases,” she murmured. “Volcanic, or maybe some kind of petrochemical to fuel this place and fuel the crap they’re pouring out up there.” Her face rose toward the cavern roof and presumably the sky on the other side of it. 
 
    “What in the gods’ hearts are they doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s what Zetchek wants to know.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Peacemaker I met. He has evidence that Dream World Consortium is poisoning the atmosphere with greenhouse gases, changing the climate against the best interests of their own paying colonists. I’m starting to wonder if those freaks we came across have something to do with DWC, too.” 
 
    “You’re starting to wonder?” I shook my head at her as she got to her feet. “If your client is doing bad shit out there—” I pointed at the island, “—then it’s probably fair to say that’s more of their bad shit back there.” I pointed at the tunnel we’d come from. 
 
    As I did, a rumbling roar of inquiry emerged from it. All the fur on my body prickled. They, the monsters, the freaks, were close. They’d made up ground, and it sounded like their numbers had swelled. 
 
    “I thought they’d back off a while and eat the dead Jivool.” 
 
    “Maybe they think we taste better.” 
 
    “I’m sure we would.” I rubbed at my temples. “And here we are again, backed into a corner with our tongues hanging out.” 
 
    She gave me a hard look. “Then this time we’d better find a way to solve the problem together.” 
 
    “Any ideas, bright-brain?” 
 
    She tugged at her flak vest, straightening it. “We’re two merc commanders, aren’t we? We’re going to plan a battle.” 
 
    I looked dubiously at our weapons. “Got spare weapons in your vest?” 
 
    She shook her head but lifted one trouser leg. “Small laser emitter in an ankle holster. Good for about twenty seconds beaming. You?” 
 
    I showed her my pistol and my knife. “Got spare mags for that thud-gun?” 
 
    “Two rounds in the one I’ve loaded. Twelve in a spare. You?” she added with her eyes on my pistol. 
 
    “One. About fifty rounds total, I figure.” Damn it, why hadn’t I brought more kit with me? I hadn’t expected a protracted battle against mutant alien freaks, that’s why. I jerked my chin at the two grenades on her utility belt. “They’ll be useful.” 
 
    “Yeah, and we were lucky the pins didn’t come out when you knocked us down that pipe.” 
 
    I grinned, my adrenaline making me find the funny side. “Be an ironic way for both of us to die, given what happened at Langwarrin.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to argue the point, but there was no point. “Right,” she said. Her gaze went to the tunnel mouth again. “Which gives me an idea.” 
 
    Something on the island had caught my eye at the same time. Despite what I’d said about not wanting to go over there, I said, “I think I’ve got one, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Zetchek 
 
      
 
    After Su’lierdae and Rigos climbed down their rope, I counted out two full minutes, then ventured to the edge of the hole. Below me a concrete pipe, wide enough for an Oogar to squeeze inside, dropped for two meters then curved sideways at an obtuse angle. Rigos’ voice traveled up to me, made thin and metallic by the pipe, giving instructions to his boss. 
 
    Wracked with guilt over my earlier indecision and cowardice, I vacillated between seeking help from the rest of Hahnu’s unit and fleeing to my ship to call in the real Peacemakers. 
 
    Yes, I thought, real Peacemakers. 
 
    Who did I think I was? What madness had possessed me? This fantasy of a Zuparti making Peacemaker was insane. We weren’t built for confrontation, and confrontation was most of a Peacemaker’s job. Sure, other Zuparti had made Peacemaker, but they were as uncommon as a friendly Oogar. 
 
    If I borrowed a GenSha vehicle, I could reach my ship in a few hours. I could reach the other mercs in a couple of minutes. 
 
    “This is my job,” I told myself, trying one last time to buoy my resolve. “This is my responsibility.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    The voice made me jump half a meter in the air and squeal like an injured kitten. The GenSha child stood a few meters away, peeking around the corner of a storage cage. 
 
    “Joola!” I gasped, both hands pressed over my thudding heart. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    She shrugged, a show of pre-adolescent nonchalance, but the mischievous twinkle in her eyes was diminished somewhat by her own anxiety. Bad things had happened here. Either she’d seen them or she felt them in my manner. “I’m here to help you.” 
 
    “Help me?” I shook my head. “Young lady, you’re…” 
 
    She’s what? Too small to help? Not a Peacemaker? 
 
    I got control of my breathing and my thoughts, and went to her, clasping her shoulder. “My dear, you’ve been an enormous help to me already. The thing is…” I swallowed and tried again. “The thing is…” 
 
    I couldn’t finish the sentence. I wanted to say “The thing is, my job here is over, and I’m going to bring in people who can finish what I can’t.” But staring into her wide, innocent, and—I couldn’t believe it—adoring eyes, the sentence stuck in my throat. 
 
    This child believed in me. She had put her trust in me to effect change for her family and her home. Her entire city had! They believed in my mission to bring DWC to account and bring peace to their town, and they trusted me to do it. 
 
    I looked at the hole in the floor. 
 
    Something was below New Joy City and Su’lierdae had gone down to it. She could be doing anything in whatever lair she would discover. She might even have a means of escape down there, a way to leave the planet without me even knowing, and so escape justice yet again. 
 
    “There is something I need you to do,” I told Joola, not looking at her. Without realizing it, I’d returned to the edge of the hole. “I need you to tell the Zuul that their commander got knocked down this hole, and that she needs help down there. Tell them…Tell them I’ve gone ahead to help her and stop Su’lierdae, so they shouldn’t shoot me if they see me. Can you tell them that?” 
 
    I waited for an answer for several seconds before turning to gauge her response. But Joola had already gone, keen to get on with the job I’d given her. The irony was not lost on me. I, too, should be keen to get on with my job. 
 
    I shucked off my coveralls, leaving me clad only in a body suit, holsters strapped over it and under each armpit. I made sure my needlers were snug in their holsters and jammed my little camera in one boot. Then I took the rope in my hands and started down.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Zetchek 
 
      
 
    I found myself in a rock tunnel that was absolutely the worst place I’d ever been. The strange blue bioluminescence. The body of the Lumar I had to clamber over as I left the pipe; the contact had sickened and saddened me. The dead Goka with his limbs inexplicably torn off and blood leaking out; that was almost enough to send me scurrying back up the pipe. The scent of old weapons’ discharges… 
 
    The dusty floor had been disturbed by foot traffic in both directions, but most of the activity was in one direction, so that was the direction I took. When I reached the entrance to a branch tunnel, I came across two dead creatures, as well as patches of several colors of blood. Investigating the corpses made me wish I hadn’t. They were deformed members of the CozSha race, with misshapen spines, gnarled and outsized hands, and lower jaws that jutted too far. Channels had been carved through their torsos by laser beams. 
 
    Battles had taken place down here. I had to assume it was Hahnu and her mystery assailant doing the shooting, or Su’lierdae and Rigos, but which path had any of them taken? Standing at the intersection, I listened hard, and caught the barest snatch of conversation from the narrower branch passage. It was enough to identify my quarry. I turned that way. 
 
    Further on, I came across a trashed waystation of some kind. A long-dead Sidar lay there, stripped of flesh and arms and wings. A Jivool lay near it, gore leaking from a recent head wound, and the discarded arms of Hahnu’s Goka just beyond it, chewed and mangled. 
 
    “What is going on?” My whisper sounded harsh and otherworldly in the confines of the tunnel. 
 
    I traveled another seventy meters before a thought made me go back for a closer look at the dead Jivool. What I saw made me gasp, and spawned a suspicion in my mind. It was deformed. Extremely deformed. The two CozSha I had found earlier had also been misshapen, their heads too large, their arms unnaturally thick and muscular; one of them had had two tails. Missing Jivool at Mekado. Missing CozSha bodies from that laboratory incident. It was entirely possible that DWC had done something to them and brought them here to hide them, or to continue their experiments on them. More specifically, it was possible that Su’lierdae had done it. It was only a suspicion, but the idea was credible. The evil of DWC and this particular Equiri knew no bounds. 
 
    I heard the criminals’ voices ahead and hurried to catch up. Ten minutes later, I was sheltered in a blemish in the rock while I got a better look at them. Su’lierdae and Rigos were not alone. Ahead of them trudged two lumbering Jivool with protrusions on the tops of their heads and hunched shoulders. The poor creatures emitted low and wordless growls on every breath. They also carried one of the Hellchaser Goka’s legs each, nibbling and sucking on them as if they were sweet treats. Bile rose in my throat. 
 
    As she walked, Su’lierdae’s long arms swung easily by her sides. A light blinked on a device in one of her hands. As I watched, Rigos glanced at it. Seconds later, he did it again. The action was that of a nervous individual. If Su’lierdae had killed the deformed people, then she might be holding a weapon on these Jivool. If she hadn’t killed the others, then perhaps the device controlled them. 
 
    Jivool can be damned dangerous, with or without possession of all their faculties. If Rigos appeared nervous about their proximity or about the object carried by his employer, then I was twice as nervous! I was following the damned things, and I only had needlers to help me, weapons that might not penetrate the Jivool’s shaggy fur and thick musculature. If the creatures caught a whiff of me, or if Su’lierdae left them somewhere to guard her back… 
 
    Stop thinking, Zetchek. Stop worrying. Do your job. Be your job. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Marrek 
 
      
 
    Dream World Consortium had placed a portable waste station beside the tunnel entry. Mean of them to make their facility staff walk all the way from the island to do their business there. Then again, with a stench this bad, maybe it was a mercy. 
 
    We pushed it over on its side, blocking the bottom half of the tunnel entrance. This did not improve the air quality. Guess who got to wait there in ambush? Lucky me, that’s who. 
 
    I squatted with my back to it and my head tucked, breathing through my mouth and cursing the universe for its obvious hatred toward me. In this position, the toppled cubicle was high enough to hide my ears. 
 
    “Ears,” I mumbled. Only one of them worked. It might have been a better idea to keep an eye on the tunnel. 
 
    Keep an eye… 
 
    Given I only had one, the irony of the expression brought a grim smile to my face. 
 
    Well, no big deal. The way those dumb freaks keep roaring, it’s not like they’ll sneak up on me or anything. 
 
    While these thoughts ran around my head, Hahnu stalked to the base of the stone staircase and across the cavern ledge. 
 
    “I’m trusting you not to frag me,” I called after her. 
 
    “If you knew what honor was, Marrek, you’d know I wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    I couldn’t let her get the last word like that. I told her, “I said I’m trusting you. Didn’t I just say I’m trusting you?” 
 
    She gave me a dismissive wave over her shoulder and continued toward the island’s bridge. That left me to trigger the initial ambush alone. I’d agreed it was fair for me to be up here while she went down there. After all, I had the more powerful weapon and more ammunition. 
 
    “Yep,” I mumbled to myself as I readied my pistol, “and she has the grenades.” 
 
    As expected, roaring and bleating erupted from the passageway as our pursuers caught our scent or saw the end of the tunnel…or both. I turned, rising onto both knees and pushing the waste cubicle’s stench as far out of mind as I could while bracing my arms on top of it. I held my pistol in a two-handed grip. The blur of movement in the low light of the tunnel resolved into a shambling mass of freaks, their mismatched limbs getting in each other’s way. One mutated Tortantula was being led by a host of CozSha and some lumbering Jivool. Maybe a couple of the smaller things were Zuparti, but I couldn’t really tell, and with them closing the gap between us to fifty meters, I figured it was time to stop analyzing them and start killing ‘em. 
 
    The pistol maintained a steady rate of fire as I emptied my battery into their midst. The crowd of freaks howled and screeched, falling into chaos as some tried to escape the storm of energy blasts, while others tried to force their way through it. Several of my blasts vaporized rock from the walls, clouding the tunnel with a murky steam. 
 
    I dropped out the empty battery and squinted into the haze. The way was choked with chewed up bodies, most unmoving. A CozSha head had come free from its owner and rolled ahead of the mass of bodies. The hulking form of a Tortantula withdrew into the gloom with the slow, jerky movements of a badly injured animal. I strained my good ear and heard nothing but the ambient hum of machinery out on the island and the crackle of cooling rock in the tunnel. One creature moaned briefly. 
 
    “Got you all, you bastards,” I whispered happily and slapped my spare battery into the pistol. 
 
    Movement shifted the jumble of bodies in front of me. Something snarled. Something else mewled. The bodies began to move aside and forward. My heart leapt into my throat, and for an instant I thought the damned things were rebuilding themselves, rejuvenating, resurrecting… 
 
    A fresh wave of Jivool and CozSha burst through the mess. 
 
    I fled, taking the stone risers two at a time. Screw stage one of the ambush, it was time for stage two. Time for Hahnu to get her hands dirty. 
 
    I just hoped she’d meant what she’d said about honor when it came to using those grenades. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    As Marrek reached the base of the stairs, two CozSha mutants appeared in the gap between the waste cubicle and the tunnel roof. They were naked, with swollen craniums, thickened limbs, and a protruding lower jaw; their eyes burned murderously. I stood on the bridge with my feet braced, the thud-gun stuffed awkwardly into my hip holster and my small laser emitter aimed at the tunnel mouth. A five second burst of coherent light cut down both former herbivores. They dropped, dead and smoking, onto the top of the stone staircase, only for two more to replace them on top of the barrier. I cut them down, too. 
 
    Next a Jivool filled the entry way. The third burst from my emitter set its fur well alight before it finally succumbed, and the Jivool dropped onto the dead CozSha and shuddered out its death throes. A second Jivool climbed onto the barrier. I managed to score a deep burn across its side before my emitter’s charge gave out. Injured, the mutant rolled down the staircase and it got to its feet as more CozSha boiled over our barrier. 
 
    How many of them are there? 
 
    Marrek was halfway to the bridge now. He checked over his shoulder and picked up his pace. He yelled, “How many of them are there?” 
 
    Great question. 
 
    I glanced to the end of the bridge. Per Marrek’s suggestion, I’d brought a load-lifter out from the island and parked the bulky vehicle a few meters from the spot where the bridge met the cavern ledge, parking it sideways to block the way. By the time Marrek reached it, clambering through the open cab and down the other side, the first cluster of CozSha were hot on his heels. Gods of Ja, they were motivated, moving faster than the earlier ones had. Marrek dropped behind the load-lifter, rolling into a ball with his mouth open and one hand over his good ear, protection against an expected shockwave from my grenades, but it wasn’t time to use them yet. More mutants had entered the tunnel, a lot more, a pack of twenty poured down the staircase or off its sides. Some were Jivool; most were CozSha. 
 
    Saving the grenades, I pulled out the thud-gun and put a hole through the chests of the first two that got into the cab of the load-lifter. I dropped out the mag and slapped in the spare in time to pick off the rest of the first wave of CozSha. Catching Marrek’s eye, I beckoned him to the two wires lying at my feet. A technician’s case had been abandoned in the load-lifter’s cab and it had held, amongst other things, a spool of electrical wire. I grabbed one wire and invited Marrek to take the other. Letting the loose wire slide through our fingers, we walked backward onto the island. When the host of savage freaks reached the bridge’s far end, we reached the ends of the wires. We hunkered down and pulled at them simultaneously, both of us hoping this would be the end of it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Zetchek 
 
      
 
    I fretted a long time over the possibilities of Su’lierdae or her slaved Jivool seeing me, but such a disaster never happened. The party trudged on, oblivious to my presence while I skipped from shadow to shadow, hugging the tunnel walls in their wake. A whiff of opened guts and spilled excrement came my way, and the party ahead paused. In the blue light, I made out a mass of corpses. 
 
    Rigos swore colorfully. When he stopped, Su’lierdae merely raised her device to her mouth and said clearly, “Make path.” 
 
    The Jivool jerked into action, bending and scooping. When, eventually, Su’lierdae’s group moved on—allowing me to reach the mass of dead bodies—it turned out that the Jivool had pushed many of the corpses and their insides to one side of the tunnel. On trembling legs, I hurried through this horror, breathing short breaths with one hand pressed over my nose and the end of my mouth. I wondered, had there been a battle? A rebellion of the mutated beasts? 
 
    Had Hahnu done this? Was she still alive? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Marrek 
 
      
 
    The double detonation was loud. As you’d expect. Grenades do make noise, after all. 
 
    If the explosion was loud for us, it was catastrophic for the attacking CozSha and Jivool. The grenades were anti-personnel, filled with shrapnel rather than HE or incendiary chems or acids. The force of the blast sent the load-lifter skidding sideways a couple meters closer and whipped its nose around to face us, allowing us to witness the effects of the shrapnel storm. CozSha lay shuddering and squealing, arterial blood gushing from their wounds. A few had lost limbs. One had lost half its head. 
 
    Unbelievably, some had survived. Five CozSha and four Jivool, bleeding from a myriad of lacerations, shook off the shock of the detonation and pressed toward us, surging around the load-lifter’s nose and lifting arms. 
 
    Hahnu and I poured weapons fire into their midst, burning and smashing away pieces of limb and head and torso until the final berserk and screaming CozSha dropped to the ground a few paces from us. 
 
    I whooped in triumph, then sobered immediately. I looked at the nearest corpse, a herbivore whose head and body had been pulverized by laser and thud-gun rounds. I pointed my weapon at it. “Shooting down amped-up Jivool is one thing, but amped-up CozSha? Shit! Never thought I’d face something like this.” I scratched my cheek in wonder. “What was this tiny bastard gonna do to us, anyway? Headbutt us to death?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have put it past him,” Hahnu muttered. 
 
    We enjoyed a long moment of rest and reprieve. When we pulled the wires to the grenades, we’d crouched low, with Hahnu positioned three meters to my left. 
 
    I rose. She rose. 
 
    I turned toward her. “How many rounds you got left?” 
 
    “I’m out. You?” 
 
    I checked my counter. “Huh. I got one left.” I aimed my gun at her head. 
 
    Hahnu’s breath caught in her throat. Her eyes widened, her ears flicking back before quickly perking up again. She’d covered it well, but that moment of fear had been as obvious as a supernova. Now her body language communicated that she had accepted her own death, and, more importantly, she knew I’d outplayed her. 
 
    And that was all I wanted. 
 
    I shoved the weapon into my waistband. At her questioning expression, I replied, “It’s not that I like you or anything, I just want the final round in case we run into your employer. I’m sick of rich turds like her getting away with all their sneaky shit while you and I do the bleeding for them.” 
 
    She opened her muzzle to reply when a sound came from beyond the load-lifter. I’d kept Hahnu distracted for quite a few seconds. I also had my dead eye toward the bridge and the stretch of cavern between it and the staircase, leaving me with no peripheral vision in that direction. During our exchange, the two Tortantula who’d been hunting us along the tunnels had arrived on the bridge. 
 
    They were pretty smashed-up from earlier weapons fire, but they were whole. Even slowed by their injuries, they were coming faster than I liked. How could we have been so stupid as to allow them onto the cavern ledge without noticing them? 
 
    “Run!” Hahnu barked and bolted. 
 
    I braced my feet for one last shot and fired. It blew the lower half of one arachnoid’s leg away. A useless shot. A waste. 
 
    I dropped my weapon and bolted, too. Hahnu was nowhere to be seen, vanished into the maze of aisles between the shipping containers. It didn’t matter which way she’d gone. I turned left and ran like my life depended on it. 
 
    Because it did. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    I ran down one aisle, juked right into another, then left into a third. I could feel the thunderous Tortantula footsteps through the deck below me. Launching myself high, I caught the ladder rungs halfway up on a container and climbed for dear life. All I could hope was that it was one and not two of the beasts after me. And that the shots we’d already scored on it had damaged its sense of smell. 
 
    One of the creatures entered the aisle I’d just left. Again, I felt more than heard its footsteps thunder closer. The container bucked slightly as it brushed by my position. I gripped my knife, thought about trying to do as much damage as I could before it killed me, and then it was past me, its running footfalls fading. 
 
    Thank you, universe. 
 
    I caught my breath and wondered where Marrek might have fled to. Was he able to deliver a killing blow with his final round? Was he still alive? My eyes focused on the pipes and hoses rising into the roof high above, and my thoughts slid to Su’lierdae and Dream World. I wondered if there was a way to bring them down should I survive this. 
 
    There was a shout from Marrek. Distant. I strained my hearing but there was nothing else. I couldn’t even tell which direction it had come from. 
 
    I better get up, I thought with a sigh. I’d better go find a way to save the dumb mutt. 
 
    I prepared to rise and turned my head to my right, and discovered two things I wished I hadn’t. 
 
    While I was resting the Tortantula had silently climbed the neighboring container. 
 
    And it was bracing to leap! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Zetchek 
 
      
 
    I was beginning to question if our journey would have an end, when it did. My quarry vanished from sight. I stuck my head out of the tunnel mouth to discover a massive cavern. 
 
    Su’lierdae’s party had descended a stone staircase and were headed toward a broad platform in the middle of the chamber, a huge disc filled with shipping containers and machinery. I pointed my camera toward it, zooming in on its center, studying the viewfinder. There appeared to be an enclosed control booth there, or perhaps a cleanroom, but I couldn’t be certain. Between the platform and the cavern’s wide ledge there was a gap, black and empty space, a drop-off whose depth I couldn’t judge from my position. A walkway had been laid across this empty space connecting the chamber to the platform. 
 
    The walkway was a killing ground, choked with the bodies of deformed Jivool and CozSha. In the viewfinder of my camera, I could see some twitch. Most didn’t. I’d heard a detonation earlier, had hoped it wasn’t the explosion of a roof collapse. Turned out, it was the thing that appeared to have killed most of the mutants. 
 
    With so much to wrap my mind around, it was the revelation of the machinery on that platform and the pipes going through the roof of the chamber that captured most of my attention. They told me exactly where I was: somewhere below the badlands, the hills where DWC was pumping crap into the atmosphere. 
 
    It was time to put an end to things, to conclude my mission. This was what I had come for. I could leave now, I realized, head back along the passage, and request backup from the Peacemakers, or ask Hahnu’s troops to come help. 
 
    But something told me that Hahnu and her mystery assailant had come here, too. If Hahnu was here and that mad Zuul hadn’t killed her, then she would need my assistance. But that wasn’t the only reason to stay here… 
 
    The Equiri had reached the bridge now, making gestures that were easy to decipher: orders for Rigos to remain while she and the Jivool sought something on the platform. I knew exactly what she wanted. If she left with the thing she was seeking—the information, the chipset Jessica was worried about, whatever it was—then I would lose the opportunity to arrest her and the Guild would lose vital evidence. 
 
    They stepped onto the bridge and continued their conversation, and I sprinted for a boulder set along the cavern’s wide ledge, making it without notice. I took a moment to catch my breath and check what was happening. The Equiri and her Jivool were out of sight, vanished into the aisles between equipment containers. Rigos stared after her, shaking his head slowly from time to time. Staying low, I broke cover, sprinted across open ground, and onto the bridge. 
 
    The Cochkala turned and saw me. 
 
    Zetchek the Zuparti had spent a lifetime avoiding risk and responsibility. For Zetchek the Peacemaker, it was time to embrace both.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    I rolled and reached the edge of the container as the Tortantula smashed into the opposite side. The impact bounced me into the air and out, over the aisle. 
 
    Twisting in midair, I just managed to land on my feet, rolling to the side to take some of the sting out of the landing. Above me I heard the scrape of carapace on steel and the hiss of an angry, injured beast hunting the creature who’d injured it. I got to my feet as the arachnoid’s front legs found purchase on the container edge. I fled the aisle, crossed an intersection, and kept moving forward. I lost my bearings, unsure of which direction to turn to reach the bridge across to the cavern ledge. I turned right, hoping I’d see it. Nothing but the sides of more containers ahead of me, and the thundering footsteps and enraged barks of my hunter somewhere behind me. As I crossed the next intersection, I glanced left, then skidded to a halt and stared. 
 
    “Why not?” I said. “Better than nothing.” 
 
    The aisle was lengthy, running between several containers. The load-lifter halfway along it faced me, it’s lifting tines already raised a meter and half high, as if it were some kind of meat-beast with horns lifted in challenge. 
 
    Better than nothing. 
 
    My only weapons were my knife and my ability to run, and neither was going to secure me certain victory over the thing chasing me. To defeat it, I needed something to match its size, weight, and power. 
 
    Grabbing the frame of the cab, I swung myself inside and stabbed a finger at the start button. The engine refused to turn over. In front of me, a wall of brown-green fury momentarily blocked the intersection as the Tortantula passed me by, missing the aisle. I shoved my finger into the start button and held it down. One second, two, three… 
 
    Come on, come on! 
 
    …four, five. The motor coughed and stuttered to life. 
 
    “Yes!” I hissed. I looked over the levers and toggles until I found the control for the tines. I raised them another half-meter, ready to spear the bastard at eye-level, then with one foot on the brake I put the thing into gear. The chassis trembled around me. The motor rumbled below my seat. I could feel the power of the vehicle increasing, straining to be free of the brake. 
 
    “Any second now,” I told it, focusing on the intersection ahead of me. “Any second now.” 
 
    The Tortantula did not reappear, and even with the mild engine noise of the load-lifter surrounding me, I had lost the ability to hear my adversary. 
 
    Oh shit! What if it’s flanked me? 
 
    I twisted my body around, straining to see the next aisle a few dozen meters away. Nothing there. Maybe it hadn’t circled. Maybe it had kept going in a straight line. Maybe driving this thing away and finding the bridge would be my next best move. 
 
    Tortantulas climb. 
 
    The thought horrified me and it snapped my head and focus up, my gaze scouring the container tops nearby. Nothing. Still, nothing. But it didn’t mean it wasn’t up there, it didn’t mean it wasn’t coming that way. I had to get away. 
 
    I shifted my foot from the brake to the throttle, stomping it hard as my head came down. My eyes locked with those of my pursuer ahead of me, running at me. 
 
    The shock threw me back in my seat. I cried out in alarm and nearly lost my grip on the wheel. I nearly lifted my foot from the throttle. 
 
    But this was it. It had to be. All or nothing. 
 
    I howled a battle-cry and forced the throttle to the floor, leaning over the controls as my wheels and my enemy’s legs ate up the distance between us. 
 
    “Die!” I cried when my lifter-tines were almost at the Tortantula’s eyes. 
 
    My attacker raised itself up on its hind legs and towered over me. Its front legs were braced to stab at me. 
 
    The load-lifter slammed into it. 
 
    With no seatbelt, I was thrown forward, diagonally across the vehicle’s cab. My head slammed into a frame strut. 
 
    The world went black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Zetchek 
 
      
 
    Rigos drew his nerve agent gun, but I was faster. With needlers in both hands, I fired from the hip, putting two darts in the wrist of his gun hand. He yelped, his arm jerking back. The weapon discharged into the bridge as it flew from his grip, before bouncing across the decking to vanish over the side. 
 
    I wish Jessica or Shri-Paadri had been here to see that shot.  
 
    The Cochkala went down on one knee, plucking the needle from his injured wrist, already swooning with the effects of the dart’s sedative. I circled him and was forced to step over a CozSha corpse and around a Jivool. 
 
    “It won’t put you to sleep. Not completely. But you are advised to get on both knees now and stay there after I’ve cuffed you; can’t have you toppling over the edge. Oh, by the way? I’m arresting you if you hadn’t already figured that out.” 
 
    He got on both knees then, not making a sound, his injured arm going limp and hanging loosely at his side. His chin dipped toward his chest. With my back to the facility platform, I holstered the needler and took out my single set of cuffs and opened them. 
 
    Pride swelled within my breast. I was doing this! I was earning my place in the guild, among those who had the moral high ground. I was— 
 
    Rigos’ good hand grabbed something he had hidden, and in the cavern’s gloom, he turned and leveled a laser pistol at me. He sneered at me. 
 
    Frustration boiled up quickly, overwhelming my pride. I threw the cuffs to the decking in a fit of pique. Now what was I supposed to do? 
 
    I shouted, “You dirty shit! You—” 
 
    Sudden agony came out of nowhere. 
 
    One moment I was spitting obscenities at Rigos for thwarting me. The next moment, I was rising into the air with fire ripping through my shoulder. The Equiri had returned. The Equiri had me clamped between her teeth. She shook me once then tossed me over her head into the load-lifter, discarding me like the skin of a jossfruit. I heard Rigos say, “Peacemaker.” 
 
    Then, I heard nothing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    I woke to a sharp, abrupt cry. There was a squeal of agony and the shock cut off quickly. 
 
    Marrek? I wondered with a start. 
 
    Had his Tortantula got him? The concern this thought caused me was shocking both in its nature and its intensity. What did I care if the idiot had gotten himself killed? He was the butt-brain who’d trapped me down here, after all. 
 
    But, I couldn’t help thinking, he is Zuul. His blood runs blue like mine. 
 
    I shook the worries away, coming fully back to myself. The important issue was not Marrek and his attacker, but me and mine. Groaning, I pushed myself upright in the load-lifter seat and blinked the wooziness away. I touched the back of one hand to the epicenter of pain upon my forehead and checked for blood. None, thankfully. 
 
    Keeping careful hold of the cab’s frame, I got out and onto the deck, one leg buckling under me before I regained my strength and balance. I saw, then, that “my” Tortantula was definitely dead. 
 
    During the collision, the load-lifter had had enough speed and weight to carry both itself and the arachnoid into the next intersection where they had skidded diagonally into the corner of a container. There, they’d come to rest, after I was already unconscious. The lifter’s arms had speared the Tortantula, punching through its belly in two places and releasing putrid-smelling gut gases and a spool of intestine. In death, it remained in the same posture I’d last seen it, body rearing up, front legs raised. But there wasn’t even a death-tremor now, no movement whatsoever, and the murderous light had left its three eyes. Dark ichor leaked from a myriad of wounds, pooling beneath it and spreading slowly toward the front tires of the load-lifter. I backed away. 
 
    Now, I could think about that cry of pain I’d heard. It had come from the direction of the bridge. Maybe Marrek had doubled back. 
 
    Maybe he’s trying to run out on me. 
 
    I wended my way around the containers, hugging their sides. A mechanical hum vibrated the floor. I heard no movement at the bridge, could hear nothing except the electric buzz in the air, the low chugging of pumps. I had to explore inside the facility, I had to know what DWC was up to here, and whether or not there were maps that might help me get out of here, but not before checking the origin of that squeal of agony. For all I knew, other Hellchasers had come down the pipe after us, come to help me, and the agonized cry had been one of them being set upon by mutant Jivool. 
 
    I held my knife in front of me, ready for anything, but the person crumpled against the load-lifter we’d brought onto the bridge was the skinny Zuparti named Zetchek. 
 
    “What in entropy’s ass?” I whispered. 
 
    I checked behind me and made a careful scan of the freak corpses nearby to make sure none were playing dead, then I squatted at Zetchek’s side. He had a bruise on the side of his head where he’d been struck…or where he’d impacted the cargo carrier. Blood oozed from several savage wounds on his shoulder, front and back. The position of the wounds suggested bite marks. Something had picked the Zuparti up and flung him here. Marrek’s Tortantula? If so, why hadn’t it stopped to feed? 
 
    Hells, don’t tell me there’s another Tortantula out here! 
 
    Zetchek wasn’t moving. There wasn’t enough blood for him to have died of blood loss, but if the impact had cracked his skull, he might be dead from a brain bleed. He was dressed in a bodysuit now, not the work coverall I’d last seen on him. Two shoulder holsters were fitted beneath his armpits. One was empty, its contents nowhere to be seen. The other contained a needler. 
 
    Not so long ago, the little turd had pointed one of those things at me. Well, now the remaining needler could help me, small as it was. I tugged it from its sheath. 
 
    And woke him! 
 
    “Argrnnnn!” 
 
    “You’re alive?” 
 
    “Brilliant observation,” he moaned, squeezing his eyes against the pain. “Wish I wasn’t.” 
 
    I laid the needler by my boot and cut away the cloth of his bodysuit around his right shoulder. “What bit you?” I asked, regarding the ragged, bleeding teeth marks in his flesh. 
 
    “Equiri.” 
 
    “Mutant?” 
 
    He shook his head carefully. “Su’lierdae.” 
 
    “Damn, she’s crazier than I thought.” 
 
    “Than we thought.” 
 
    I looked around us. “She’s here?” 
 
    “They both are.” 
 
    “Great. Well, that either makes things much easier or much harder.” I had the packs of self-adhering bandages Geordie had equipped me with out by my feet and I quickly unwrapped them all. “This is gonna hurt.” 
 
    “Already does. As you can see, Su’lierdae’s bite is worse than her bark. Haha. Oooooo.” The laugh became a moan. 
 
    With one hand pinching shut groups of wounds, I did my best to “stitch” them with the bandages. They would apply pressure to stem the bleeding but were also thick enough to absorb some of it. While I worked, I inspected his head wound. A minor cut, though the egg growing around it suggested he’d hit the load-lifter hard. I paused to listen and sniff the air, checking for dangers. Then, with the sleeve I’d cut off, I strapped his right arm to his chest to stop him from moving the shoulder around. I had small nanite-loaders with me, of course, but none of them would work on a Zuparti. The best thing for him would be to get medical assistance from my team back at New Joy. 
 
    “Remember when I said the bandaging would hurt? Walking’s going to hurt more.” 
 
    He sighed and closed his eyes again. “Then I’ll stay right here.” 
 
    “Dangerous place to stay.” I tried to press his needle-gun into his left hand, but he refused to take it. “You’ll be safer heading back to the pipe we came down.” 
 
    “Hahnu,” he said with an edge in his voice. 
 
    “Thank me later.” 
 
    “Not thanking you. Want to deputize you.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Shit.” 
 
    “My right thigh pocket.” I dipped two fingers and a thumb inside it and withdrew a small camera unit. “Rewind to Location 00562 and play.” 
 
    I did so. Watching the murders of Ch’kli and Targan had me angrier than a mutant Tortantula with an empty belly. A blue haze passed over my vision. My pulse beat hot and strong in my throat, my hands clenched as if I’d already gotten them around Rigos’ furry throat, and I was watching his beady eyes bugging out. 
 
    “Those shit-sniffing monsters,” I hissed. 
 
    The beasts in my story were no longer the mindless freaks that Su’lierdae had created, but their creator herself and her scum-sucking little assistant. 
 
    “Rigos no longer has that glob gun,” said Zetchek. “I shot his arm and he lost it down the pit.” 
 
    Hand on my knife, I said, “I’d kill him with or without it.” 
 
    “You have to bring Su’lierdae in.” From his left thigh pocket, he produced his Peacemaker badge and passed it to me. Too shocked to resist, I let him, and stared down at it with wide eyes. “Will you bring her in?” 
 
    “I’ll dismember her and dance on her torso.” 
 
    “Arresting her will hurt her more.” 
 
    I nodded, accepting the truth of it. I blinked back the blue haze from my vision with difficulty. 
 
    “I repeat, Hahnu: will you bring her in?” 
 
    “I’ll…try.” 
 
    “Good enough. Raise your right hand and repeat after me…” 
 
    I left my hand where it was. “You have a deputizing oath? Can’t you just, I don’t know, anoint me with your blood or something. Easier.” 
 
    “Raise your right hand and repeat after me,” he growled through gritted teeth. 
 
    “All right, all right. Hand raised. See?” 
 
    Zetchek spoke. I repeated. It went a little something like this: 
 
    “I, Renhahnu of Zhavu, accept my responsibilities as a temporary deputized officer of the Peacemaker Guild until such time as this assignment is complete. Under the laws of the Galactic Union, I solemnly swear that I will rigorously defend the charter and principles of the Galactic Union against all who seek to subvert or destroy the rule of law. I take this obligation without hesitation, understanding all inherent risks. For the period that I am a duly deputized Peacemaker officer, I will honor the threat, I will stand for those in need and for that which is right, I will apply justice, I will stand or fall in the execution of my duties.” 
 
    “You did a good job memorizing all that,” I told him when we were done. 
 
    A faint and sheepish smile lifted his lip. “Never been given an actual deputizing oath. I might have made it up.” 
 
    “Entropy take me.” I shook my head and tried to hand the camera to him. He shrank from it. 
 
    “You’ll need evidence when you bring her in…if I don’t make it.” 
 
    “The hells.” I shoved it into his pocket against his objections. “I’ll find her. I’ll arrest her. But you are getting this evidence back to your guild. Peacemaker Zetchek, get the hell up on your feet and take this video back up the pipe.” 
 
    “I can’t. I can’t walk back there.” 
 
    “Then crawl.” 
 
    “I can’t climb that rope up the pipe.” 
 
    Rope? That’s how Su’lierdae had come down here. 
 
    “You can. You’re tougher than you look.” I dropped my jaw in a smile. “You made it this far, Peacemaker. Make it back. Alert my Hellchasers. Get them down here to help.” I slid his needler into its holster. “And take this. In case you run into any mutant CozSha.” 
 
    Zetchek put his left fist against his chest in fair imitation of a Zuul salute. “Sir, yes, sir. One last request? Can you help me up?” 
 
    I grasped his left hand. 
 
    With a glance at his strapped arm, he muttered, “Doesn’t hurt that much anymore. Weird.” 
 
    “Courage has a habit of dulling the pain,” I told him. 
 
    “Oh. Nice.” 
 
    “Either that or you’re in shock.” He winced. I winced. “I shouldn’t have said that. It’s courage.” 
 
    “Courage. Sure.” 
 
    “Definitely courage.” 
 
    He stooped unsteadily, gathered up a pair of multi-species cuffs, and tossed them underhand to me. I snatched them from the air and slipped them in a belt-pouch. 
 
    Suddenly, shouts and growls and bangs erupted somewhere on the island, the fresh commotion audible above the ambient hum of machinery. Time to return to action. I went to the load-lifter and yanked a torque wrench from its tool case. The tool was as long as my arm and as heavy. It would do. When I turned my attention to Zetchek, he was already through the field of corpses and staggering onto the wide cavern ledge, uncomplaining and resolute. I had the thought that this might be a day for wonders, for complete turnarounds. Marrek hadn’t killed me when he’d had the chance. I had defeated a crazed mutant Tortantula in hand-to-claw combat. And a Zuparti had fought for justice at the risk of his own life. 
 
    Maybe, just maybe, it was the day I would also bring down an evil corporation, or at least one of their leading evildoers. 
 
    If I couldn’t bring them all down, well, there was a bright side. By deputizing me, Zetchek had given me legal permission to tear off Su’lierdae’s head if it came to that.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Marrek 
 
      
 
    I knew I shouldn’t have shot off that Tortantula’s leg. It only pissed him off more. 
 
    Now he had me cornered in a dead end amongst banks of pump housings and clusters of hosing. Then, while I was frantically searching for a crack to crawl through, he nearly took my head off. 
 
    “Shit!” I yelped as he scythed a leg at me. I rolled beneath it. I backed against the warm steel of a pump housing with nowhere to go. 
 
    Something bawled a challenge from the far end of the aisle. The Tortantula lost interest me and scuttled around on three legs to see what it was. Under his big belly, I saw them, two of the Jivool freaks; these had filthy white fur. The closer of the two barked another challenge and the Tortantula charged him and his buddy. It was on them in a second, slashing with its damaged front limb, snapping its nightmare jaws. The Jivool, who must have originally been its allies, fought back, biting and clawing fiercely. 
 
    “I’ve never been so glad to see a couple of mutant freaks in my life,” I said and got to my feet. It was time for Marrek to leave them to it. Time for Marrek to get the hells out of there. 
 
    While they traded and blocked blows, my boots found purchase on the caging around a pump-housing. I climbed like I’d never climbed before. It felt like seconds, it felt like forever, but, finally, I was able to roll onto the top of the cage and flatten myself there as I caught my breath. I was about to stand and leap onto a neighboring equipment container when I heard voices above the melee behind me. I pressed myself even flatter, scurrying around to face the way I’d come. 
 
    Through the wire of the cage, I had a clear view down the aisle. The three freaks were still fighting. One Jivool had managed to get onto the Tortantula’s back, and as his quarry bucked and heaved, he sank a digging claw into a laser wound, anchoring himself and provoking a new shriek of agony from the arachnoid. 
 
    Beyond the melee, two people had entered the aisle, one very tall, one very short. An Equiri and a Cochkala dressed in expensive clothes. They had to be Hahnu’s clients. 
 
    “Stop hurting Jivool!” the Equiri roared into a device she was holding. Was she trying to control the Tortantula? If so, it didn’t work. She traded a glance with the Cochkala. 
 
    He said, “Must be the head wounds. The chip must have been blasted out. Oh shit!” 
 
    His cry of alarm signified a shift in the dynamics of the brawl near them. Spying the newcomers, the Tortantula stampeded their way, using its weight to smash the floorbound Jivool into a machine to clear a path. The Jivool lay where it fell. Meanwhile, the other still clung to the arachnoid’s back, hacking away with its free claw. With hundreds of kilograms of monster bearing down on her, the Equiri backpedaled quickly. But the Cochkala… 
 
    The Cochkala stood his ground and pulled out a pistol. 
 
    “Nice,” I whispered, wishing I had one.  
 
    But I had underestimated the speed of the mutant. The Tortantula slapped the Cochkala’s gun away and clamped its mandibles around him. Insane with agony and rage, the giant arachnoid tilted the Cochkala sideways and jammed him headfirst into a nest of hoses, then it jabbed the broken end of its blasted leg into the Cochkala’s lower limbs and body. It stabbed again and again and again until the Cochkala’s screams faded to silence. The Tortantula returned its focus to reaching the Jivool on its back. 
 
    Now I’ve seen everything, I thought. It was time for me to get away from this. 
 
    I crawled across the cage and down the other side, slipping as quietly as I could to the end of the new aisle as the screams and roars from the fracas began to diminish in volume and intensity. Someone was winning back there. I wasn’t sure that was good news for me. 
 
    The running battles with the Tortantula had driven me toward the middle of the island. The air rippled with the increasing heat from the machinery, and traces of gases stung my nostrils and eye. Through the gaps between banks of apparatuses, I caught the glint of light off glass. 
 
    “Something shiny through there,” I murmured. “Who am I to resist something shiny?” 
 
    I headed toward it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Su’lierdae was standing over the body of Rigos when I found her, keeping her expensive shoes out of the spreading puddle of Cochkala blood. The head and front legs of a Tortantula protruded from a nearby aisleway, as well as the head and arms of a Jivool that lay crushed beneath the arachnoid. Both were stone dead. The vignette attested to an epic brawl, and I was glad I’d missed it. 
 
    The Equiri was distracted by her dead assistant and her own thoughts. Which was all I needed. I had the torque wrench, but my body was also a weapon. If I could shoulder-charge her, it would feel somehow more personal. 
 
    She either heard or felt me coming, but not soon enough. She was turning as my lowered shoulder caught her in the ribs, tossing her backward as I blundered to a stop. Fitter and more agile than I expected her to be, she flipped onto her hands and lashed out with one foot, forcing me to dance aside lest she damage my knee. I caught my balance and saw she was rising, her hand inside her tunic, reaching for something in there. 
 
    Su’lierdae had a handgun. Of course, she had a handgun. 
 
    In a split second of calculation, I knew I wouldn’t reach her in time, so I flung the wrench at her as I retreated to safety before she could get a fix on me. She cried out as the wrench hit her, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough. I was right. I’d just reached the corner of a container when a ballistic round pinged off it and scored a deep graze across my calf. I fell toward cover. I got my ass up and hopped around the corner of another container before she could catch up with me. I heard her come into the aisle I’d just left and pause. Listening. 
 
    I kept my breathing steady and low, grinding my teeth against the searing burn in my left calf. 
 
    “Got you, didn’t I, Hahnu?” she called. 
 
    I did not reply. Instead, I used the rhythm of nearby pumping machinery to cover my retreat, timing my steps in sync with it. Around another corner. Then another. I tiptoed on my left leg to spare further injury to the muscle. The graze was more like a gouge; hot blood pulsed from it, soaking my fur, seeping into the cloth of my trousers. It also left a trail, I realized with a low groan of frustration. 
 
    When next she spoke, I was relieved that she hadn’t closed the distance between us, although it did sound like she was tracking me. “Thanks for finding this place for me, merc. Thanks for leading me to it. Although he’d transferred some of my creations down here, only my dead predecessor and his dead staff knew these passages existed and how they were arranged.” 
 
    I put a hand to my muzzle, trying to throw my voice in a different direction, intent on keeping her talking so I’d know where she was. “How did you find me? How did you track me?” I nearly said us, but it was probably better to keep Marrek as a wildcard. Besides, I had no idea if he was alive or not. 
 
    “You have tracking nanites in your gut like all your other Zuul. You all swallowed them from the bottles Rigos prepared in that bar where he first met you.” 
 
    Sneaky little bugger. I kept moving, hoping she wasn’t tracking me now. Then I remembered. The blood. Doesn’t need a tracker right now. 
 
    “The odd thing is,” she called, “the fellow who jumped you and fell down here doesn’t show up on our trackers. Not one of the Hellchasers, then. Friend of yours? Ex-lover, perhaps?” 
 
    “A nobody, and I’ve already disposed of him. I used him as bait for those freaks of yours.” I had zero expectation that Marrek was going to leap out and save the day; he hated my guts, he was the reason I was down here, and he was probably dead anyway. But there was always a chance that by engaging Su’lierdae in this witless discussion, I’d give Marrek both the location and opportunity to jump her. 
 
    Sure, and my Lumar will all become brain surgeons. 
 
    Well, then, I thought, correcting myself, there’s a chance he’ll get away from the Equiri and help Zetchek at least. 
 
    “Classy,” she said in response to the claim that I’d used him as bait. “Your records said you were something of a survivor.” 
 
    She didn’t sound any closer. I dipped my fingers into a belt pouch and felt that I had two self-adhering bandages left. Pulling my knife, I bent over and sliced away my trouser leg above the gunshot wound. Next, I slapped a dressing over the wound. I was about to apply the second one when I heard her chortle happily as she came upon my blood trail, close to my position. I heard something else as well, a low squeal of complaining metal somewhere behind her. It was there, gone, then back again. Somewhere a machine was struggling, and I couldn’t tell why. No time to ponder that minor mystery. My immediate problem remained Su’lierdae. I checked the dressing. It was working. Now that my blood loss was under control, I doubled back across the trail I’d left, and ducked down a different aisleway. 
 
    Just in time. Her voice changed pitch and volume as she rounded a corner close to where I’d been. “That shot must have hurt, Hahnu,” she called, taunting. “Maybe I should hunt you down and finish you off. Maybe I should—” 
 
    Her words choked off as another voice rang out, a hundred or so meters beyond her. “Hey! Equiri! You there? Come find me! I think I found what you’re looking for!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    Su’lierdae had come close enough that I heard the squeak of her boot soles as she whirled around. The footsteps carrying her in the direction of Marrek’s voice were running ones. Even so, I peeked around the container before committing myself to pursuing her. 
 
    She wasn’t there. 
 
    I followed, keeping clear in my mind the direction Marrek’s voice had come from. If my instincts served me correctly, he was somewhere close to the island’s midpoint. One hundred meters on, I halted at a tangle of hoses rising from a machine to the roof, and used them as cover. Beyond this was fifteen meters of decking, bare apart from a few cables running across its surface. Beyond the open decking… 
 
    The island’s central control chamber was as large as the mothership’s CIC, circular, with a thick glass dome over and around it. Inside the glass, chest-high consoles appeared to run all the way round the room. No door was visible, but there was a gap in the consoles on the far side where one must be. 
 
    Su’lierdae had reached the dome and was standing across from my hiding place and several meters to the right. Her gun dangled forgotten at her side as she glared through the glass. At Marrek. 
 
    He was doing something at the console closest to her and appeared to notice her only as I watched. “Hey, hey, loser. Welcome to your nightmare.” 
 
    The room had to contain microphones or an intercom system, because what he said blared from an unseen speaker, clear as a well-struck bell. 
 
    “You scoundrel!” she cried. “You maniac! Stop what you’re doing at once!” 
 
    He gave her an apologetic look. “How can I? I don’t know what I’m doing, do I?” 
 
    She let out a squawk of frustration, then drew herself up to her full imperious height, peering down her long nose at him. “Open that hatchway at once. I need something from inside there.” 
 
    “Can’t do that, friend. I let you in and you’ll stop me doing…whatever it is I’m doing.” He slapped at the console and moved to another on his right. 
 
    She moved with him. “Stop touching things.” 
 
    “I like touching things. Very much.” 
 
    “But you just said you don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Ah. I don’t know what I’m doing—know being the operative word here.” He tapped his temple then pointed to the pipes and hoses above us. “But I think what I’m doing is closing down the vents in the roof and inside the pumps down here, blocking the gases from escaping.” 
 
    For the first time, I saw Su’lierdae nonplussed. She staggered back a few steps as if he’d slapped her. “But—But—But the gases are still being created! They’re building up!” 
 
    “Exactly. Eventually we’re going to get a big fat boom-boom and a lot of fire here. At least I hope so.” 
 
    “You are a maniac!” 
 
    I chose that moment to shift position, ducking from one tangle of hoses to another that would place me directly behind the Equiri. Marrek happened to have his good eye turned my way. He saw me move and stiffened momentarily before snapping his attention back onto Su’lierdae, distracting her, buying me time and opportunity. 
 
    “I’m the maniac?” he drawled. “I’m the maniac? Talk about the shit calling the puke stinky! Hahnu told me some of the truly insane things you’ve been up to. Using project disasters to cover up mutating colonists into the freaks we fought today. And—and this!” He raised both hands toward the pipework above us. “Polluting the atmosphere of a planet you’re meant to be making livable for the people who’ve paid to live on it.” 
 
    I left my new cover, getting as low as my injured leg would let me, creeping closer to my prey. The fifteen-meter gap seemed like an enormous gulf. 
 
    “Let us discuss this like rational beings,” Su’lierdae said. “I want something small and personally valuable that’s in that room. You must want something, too. What is it you desire most in life? Money? Power? I can award you both. In greater measure than you can imagine.” 
 
    “Screw that,” he said. “How can I trust you? You killed Hahnu, didn’t you? You wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t. I’ll tell you what want most in life.” There was a sudden catch in his voice that I thought might not be faked. “I want to be whole. I want the honor I dreamed of as a young pup, and this is my way to achieve it. You took Hahnu out of the picture? Well, you didn’t get me. At least one Zuul will defeat you today.” 
 
    Marrek punched a sequence into a panel, the chamber microphones picked up the rhythm as cleanly as if he were performing some kind of percussion piece. Something changed in the cavern. Pipes groaned overhead. A metallic squeal came from my right, so loud I had to put my hands over my ears for a moment. 
 
    The din abated, and Su’lierdae moved up to the glass. She had the gun pressed sideways against it. Her free hand was pressed to it, too. Gone was her haughtiness. Gone was her self-assurance. She was desperate now, a beggar making supplication. “Please! Tell me what you want. End this foolishness and I’ll grant it to you. Anything.” 
 
    With the mounting noise in the chamber covering my approach, I slipped closer. Just a few more steps and I’d able to press my knife to her neck. No, not my knife. I was going to end this the old way. With tooth and claw. I slid my blade away. 
 
    Marrek put a finger to his muzzle, pretending to consider her proposition. “All right. If you’re serious, I do want money. Power, too. I mean, who doesn’t? I was joking about that honor crap. Just making a joke. So, let’s make a deal. First, you put that gun at your feet, so I know I can leave this room safely. Then you look me in my one good eye and promise me my safety.” 
 
    It was the perfect ploy. 
 
    Su’lierdae squatted and put down the gun. 
 
    I figured I was close enough. I got down on all fours and braced myself with the three good ones. 
 
    Su’lierdae rose, showing him her empty hands. “I promise you safety.” 
 
    Marrek shrugged. “Shame I can’t promise you the same.” 
 
    I leapt, slamming Su’lierdae into the glass. I grappled with her, getting one arm tight around her throat. We hit the deck and rolled away from her weapon. She bucked and punched at my arm, tried to elbow me in the ribs, tried to reach over her shoulder and get a grip on me. At one point she managed to get a finger onto my bandaged calf and pressed. I snarled in pain and jerked her head back, giving her something else to worry about. My headlock kept her razor teeth away from me, but she was strong, and her frantic movements nearly jolted me loose. Then, abruptly, she went limp. 
 
    For a moment, I thought I’d crushed an artery, cut off the blood to her brain. 
 
    Then, over the rising whine of laboring machinery, I heard someone call: “Bad luck, shit-for-breath!” 
 
    Marrek had come out of the booth. Marrek had come around to us. Marrek was pointing Su’lierdae’s weapon my way. 
 
    No, he wasn’t, I realized with a sigh of relief. He was pointing the weapon Su’lierdae’s way. I just happened to be pinned behind her. 
 
    “End of story for you, long face. You and whatever the hell you’re doing here. Move your head, Hahnu, and I’ll take the shot.” 
 
    “Wait!” I barked. 
 
    Releasing the Equiri, I heard her whine in gratitude. That made me chuckle darkly as I wriggled out from under her. I might have stopped Marrek from taking the shot, but Su’lierdae wasn’t going to like the alternative I had in store for her. 
 
    I stood and fished in my utility belt for Zetchek’s multi-species handcuffs. While Marrek kept the gun on her, I cuffed her to a hard, metal conduit running between the glass room and the decking beneath it. She might be strong, but she wasn’t going to snap those cuffs, and she wouldn’t shift that conduit in a million years. 
 
    My head swimming with fatigue chemicals, I almost overbalanced as I thumped on the glass with the meat of my fist. I said, “Marrek?” 
 
    “Yeah, Hahnu?” 
 
    “Can you stop what you started in there?” 
 
    “Not a chance. I just hit buttons till I got some right. This place will go boom-boom soon.” 
 
    “What a shame.” To Su’lierdae, I said, “It’s my pleasure to tell you that Marrek and I are leaving. And you, you cold-hearted, psychopathic, evil-minded bitch, are not.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide, upper lip curling in horror. 
 
    Marrek touched my shoulder. “Can you make it out?” 
 
    “I’ll give it my hell-damned best. By the way, we have a Zuparti to catch up to.” 
 
    “A…what?” 
 
    “I’ll explain on the way out.” 
 
    I gave Su’lierdae a sarcastic Zuul salute, followed by Geordie’s middle-finger salute, then led Marrek away as fast as I could. 
 
    Right before the screaming, overtaxed machinery drowned it out, I heard the Equiri’s frantic caterwauling as she protested her doom. It was the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    On the way off the island, we came across the dead Cochkala again. I had no idea what their history was, but Hahnu paused long enough to kick him in the head before moving on. 
 
    I paused long enough to loot him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Once my troopers lifted me up the access pipe—I wondered why Su’lierdae couldn’t have found an elevator, for entropy’s sake!—I was stretchered to the hospital. I could have walked across the park, but it had been a long, long trot back through the Dream World catacombs with the roiling smoke cloud from the burning facility dogging our heels the entire way. Being carried on a stretcher was…nice. 
 
    You can imagine my crew’s reaction to Marrek as he kept in step with them. The surviving Goka and Lumar didn’t know him from tinned fruit, of course, but the Zuul wanted to murder him on sight. I told them he was off limits, and for the moment they were obeying that order. Marrek, for once, kept his snarky mouth shut, perhaps because he was also exhausted, or just maybe because there was some intelligence in that thick skull after all. 
 
    Geordie met my stretcher in the hospital foyer with a typically opaque greeting. “Whey, aye man! It’s pure belta to see ye, Hahnu! Bur’s gan radge since ye bin gone. Propa radge. Now giz a deek at them injuries.” 
 
    “Human, I have no idea what you said,” I told her, “but it’s good to hear your voice.” 
 
    The Goka, K’shto and Sho’kin, had hurried ahead of us with Zetchek on a stretcher of his own. His injuries and his exhaustion were far worse than mine, and I’d insisted they lift him up the conduit first. He required more serious medical attention than I did. 
 
    I asked Geordie, “How is he? And speak normal Human, please.” 
 
    “In fair condition, all things considered,” she said. “Speaking of how people are…” She gave me a nanite shot. 
 
    I’ve always hated getting medical nanites. If you’ve never had the pleasure, they feel exactly like what you’d imagine a bunch of tiny robots being injected into your bloodstream feels like. On this occasion, fortunately, minor wounds meant a small shot. 
 
    Pressing a swab to the injection hole, Geordie continued, “He’s in the room next to the one you’re going to. He’ll make a full recovery. You did a nice suturing job with the bandages, by the way.” 
 
    “Battlefield improvisation.” 
 
    I found Marrek’s eye across the crowded foyer and winked. We’d done quite a bit of improvisation, he and I. 
 
    I’m sure he would have winked back at me, if he’d had two eyes. Instead, he flattened his ears and dropped his jaw slightly in a wry smile. When Bur glanced his way, he clamped his jaw shut and perked his ears in defiance. Bur grunted irritably and returned his attention to me. 
 
    “Most of you can return to duties,” I told the assemblage in the foyer. To Bur and Hurk, carrying my stretcher, I said, “Let’s head upstairs, please.” I turned my gaze to Karan, who’d come down from orbit when I’d gone missing, ready to help search for me, and to Marrek, leaning his hip against the reception desk. “You two as well.” 
 
    People started to file out of the foyer, while the ones I’d ordered to stay were exchanging hesitant glances. Raising my voice, I barked, “What are you waiting for, Hellchasers? To the room beside the Peacemaker’s. Jump to it!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    My story ended a couple of weeks later with me lying on a GenSha hospital cot with a saline drip in one arm and a plasma drip in the other, a Zuul military slate upon my lap, and a GenSha mother and daughter making a fuss while fluffing my pillows. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I told Joola and her mother, for the fifth time. I tried putting a little Peacemaker authority in my tone. This time, they listened and backed off with respectful looks. Relaxing, I told them, “I’m sorry to kick you out, but I’m opening a message. A confidential one.” I dipped my chin at the slate on my lap. 
 
    “Of course,” said T’Kwenn, the mother. She took Joola by the shoulder and ushered her out, but not before the cheeky child blew me a kiss and poked out her tongue. It is a memory I will treasure to my dying day. 
 
    The preview thumbnail of Peacemaker Francis’s message had appeared in the corner of my screen a short while earlier while a nurse had fussed over me. I’d been itching to play it ever since. I tapped the thumbnail and straightened in my cot, shaking my head gently against the wooziness of the pain meds they’d given me. 
 
    Jessica Francis’s face swirled out of the corner and filled the screen. Behind her I saw thick foliage, a wall of broad and narrow leaves weaving across and around each other. Before speaking, she swatted at a large insect interested in the sweat beading on her brow. Wherever she was, it looked hot and humid, and way too green to be safe for her. 
 
    “I hear congratulations are in order,” she said. She swatted at the insect again. “You’ve passed the operational phase of your trials. I’m sure your Selector has been in contact. You should be very proud. You’ll be a welcome asset in the eternal fight against injustice throughout the galaxy.” 
 
    Her words warmed my heart. I wished we could talk in real time; there were many things I wanted to review with her from my time on Arduna. I hoped that someone had let her know we now had hard evidence on DWC. While Su’lierdae hadn’t survived the accidental explosion of her underground facility, the guild now had video of that facility, of the Equiri administrator sanctioning the murder of two mercs, of her controlling two unfortunate Jivool souls who I believed were once colonists she experimented on. 
 
    As if reading my thoughts, her next comments confirmed that she had indeed heard all about it. “It’s a boon, what you’ve uncovered there. Horrible what she’d done to those mutated colonists below ground.” She shuddered then clapped her hands together and blew the dead insect off her palm with satisfaction. “It was good to hear that two of the CozSha survived. The guild will do their best to treat and rehabilitate them, but blood and tissue tests should be instructive as to what exactly it was Su’lierdae did to them. However…” Her expression soured and she shook her head. “It doesn’t mean we have DWC on the ropes. I’ve dealt with these motherless assholes before. Trust me when I say I want to see them done in as much as you do. But they’ll probably say that Su’lierdae and Rigos were rogue operatives. They’re probably preparing a press release that says they’re ‘appalled’ at the things those two did.” 
 
    “I—I can’t believe they’d get away with that,” I whispered to the woman on my slate, the woman who was uncountable light years away and couldn’t hear me. “We have evidence. I found evidence.” 
 
    “The guild will do the best they can with what you’ve given us, Zetchek. Your video, your air samples, the testimony of GenSha colonists and Zuul mercenaries, the data cores from Su’lierdae’s personal mothership—it’s all very, very helpful.” Her hand curled into a fist with the thumb sticking up. I didn’t understand the gesture, but she was smiling again so I took it to be an encouraging one. “You’ve done well, Peacemaker. You’ve helped us with our big-picture investigation into Dream World, and you have potentially helped save the lives and wellbeing of every colonist on that planet.” 
 
    She smiled at me. “Take care of yourself, Peacemaker Zetchek. I hope our paths cross soon.” 
 
    On screen, another black insect, larger than the one before, alighted on her forehead. “Oh, goddamnit!” she snapped, slapping at her head. My screen went blank. 
 
    I lay back with my left hand behind my head—my right arm and shoulder weren’t working well enough yet to copy the move. In my head, I replayed something she’d said over and over. 
 
    You have potentially helped save the lives and wellbeing of every colonist on that planet. 
 
    Selector Shri-Paadri’s earlier message to me had been far less emotive, far less effusive. The gist of his quick video grab had been, You completed your mission successfully. See you on Ocono in twenty-three days for your commissioning ceremony. 
 
    “At least someone appreciates my work,” I said, thinking of Jessica. 
 
    “You don’t appreciate your own work, Peacemaker?” asked the nurse who bustled in and began checking my vital signs. 
 
    I blustered for a few seconds, caught in that moment of self-importance, before letting out a self-deprecating laugh. “You’re saying it’s not what others think of us that matters?” 
 
    “Sounds about right.” She made a few notes on my chart then smiled at me. “Need anything?” 
 
    “No. Thank you.” I turned my head to the sideboard where someone had propped up the Peacemaker badge Hahnu had returned to me. “I’ve got everything I need right here.” 
 
    Before putting my slate away, I recorded a message of my own, this one addressed to Hak-Chet. “Selector. I may have found another candidate for Peacemaker. One I believe you and Jessica Francis have met before.” I attached the image I had taken from a local security camera and sent the message. 
 
    I slipped the slate under my pillow and looked around. The door stood open in the wake of the nurse leaving. It took me a moment to notice the face peering around it. 
 
    Joola. 
 
    “Come on in,” I told the child, this living embodiment of everything the Peacemaker Guild was created to protect. “Tell me about that strange Human ball game you and the other children have been playing lately.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    The hospital bed was designed for a GenSha, so it wasn’t entirely comfortable, but then, what hospital bed is? 
 
    Marrek had folded himself into a corner of the room, staying out of Geordie’s way and keeping his distance from the other Zuul. 
 
    Pointing to him, I told Bur and Karan, Hurk and Geordie, “Treat this Zuul with respect and with gratitude. I mean it.” 
 
    Karan made a spitting sound. 
 
    Bur snarled, “Gratitude! He’s the one that knocked you down that pipe!” 
 
    “And if he hadn’t,” I growled, pitching my voice louder than his, “Rigos would have shot me in the face with that toxic crap like he did to Targan and Ch’kli! I would be dead!” 
 
    That thought was like ice water in their faces, sobering them instantly. Marrek stared at me with wide eyes; the thought had not occurred to him that by trying to kill me, he had saved my life. 
 
    I added, more evenly, “Underground, Marrek saved me from mutants and from Su’lierdae, and he destroyed whatever it was she was looking for, foiling her plot.” 
 
    I held their gazes until Bur muttered, “Oh.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Karan. 
 
    Hurk added, “I suppose he’s not all bad.” 
 
    Geordie—who was, of course, meeting him for the first time—went over to him and wrapped her arms around him, squeezing tight. “Who’s a good Zuul? Who’s a big, huggable hero, eh?” Marrek suffered the embrace stiffly, his arms frozen at his sides. The discomfort on his face was a delight to see. The other Zuul even chuckled a little at it. 
 
    Releasing him, Geordie stepped back and looked him up and down. “Come on in the other room, pet. Let’s see how you are?” 
 
    She left. Marrek hesitated, frowning. 
 
    “Pet?” he asked me. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean what the translator thinks it means,” I reassured him. 
 
    “Good luck understanding pretty much anything that Human says to you,” Bur added, his tone gruff, but thawing. “But she’s good people.” 
 
    “There’s lots of good people around here,” I told my three mercs once Marrek had left the room. “I mean it. He was wrong about us. And we were wrong about him.” 
 
    “Where’s the rest of his ass-wipers—I mean, Maulers?” asked Hurk. 
 
    “Dead,” I replied. “And that’s the ones that didn’t abandon him after Langwarrin.” 
 
    Hurk grunted. “Same thing as happened to us.” 
 
    “Exactly. They were shafted by Elder Razzik as badly as we were.” I shifted in the bed, trying to get comfortable, then gave up. “He has one of them left. His lieutenant, Araagah. That’s all. Just the two of them.” 
 
    “Shit,” Karan muttered. “That bites.” 
 
    Some head shaking and thoughtful silence followed. I seized the opportunity to ask them to leave me to rest. 
 
    An hour later, the hardness of the mattress woke me. I turned onto my side and discovered Marrek sitting in a bedside chair. 
 
    “You’re still here?” I said. 
 
    “Didn’t wanna leave without saying goodbye, and…thanking you.” From his holster, he lifted the new laser pistol I’d instructed Bur to give him, then let it drop back inside. “You know, for the gun.” 
 
    “Very welcome. It was bought with Dream World money, and we’ve got plenty more.” 
 
    There followed a moment of awkward silence before Marrek stood to leave. 
 
    “Well…” he said, scratching at his damaged ear. 
 
    “I want you to think about something, Marrekrooss,” I said. 
 
    He frowned down at me. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I lost a couple of Lumar on this mission. I want you to think about replacing one of them.” 
 
    “From where? I don’t have any mercs left.” 
 
    “Not from where, moron. I want you to replace them.” 
 
    “Oh? Oh!” He scratched the ear harder, clearly rattled. “Um…Well…Really?” 
 
    I sniffed, rolled onto my back, and put on my doing-business tone. “Of course, your place would be probationary, and you’d do all the grunt work first. You’d even be junior to the Lumar.” 
 
    He blew out a breath, sucked in another, then said, “Might be better than strong-arming travelers on a mountain road.” 
 
    My turn to frown. “Huh?” 
 
    He quirked one side of his muzzle in a half-smile. “That means I’ll think about it. Can I get back to you in a couple of days?” 
 
    “I’m guessing we’ll be here.” 
 
    “First I gotta go get my stuff. You know, all the riches I’ve collected over the last year.” 
 
    “A lot of it, is there?” 
 
    His eyes took on a misty quality for a moment before he said, “Well, it sorta boils down to one person. Someone who’s been better to me than I have to him.” He affected a sudden grin, his normal cockiness back in place. “Will you miss me?” 
 
    I grinned back. “Like a rotten tooth.” 
 
    “Always did have a way with people, Hahnu.” At the door, he paused and faced me again his ears pinned back. “You do know I tried to kill you, right?” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “I mean, I had a knife in my hand, and I jumped off a ventilation pipe on top of you, meaning to actually kill you dead.” 
 
    “Yes. I was there.” 
 
    “And you’re offering me a job.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He blew out another breath. “I guess you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    With that, he left. 
 
    In the last month, I’d reformed the Hellchasers after reaching an all-time low. We had not only successfully fulfilled a difficult mission, but if Zetchek’s investigation went well, I had helped bring down an evil corporation. We stood to keep the money already transferred to us by Rigos, and if we played our cards right with the Peacemakers, we might even keep all the materiel we’d acquired. 
 
    And somehow, in some bizarre turn of events, I seemed to have turned an enemy into an ally—and helped Marrekrooss find some kind of personal renewal. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I do know what I’m doing, Marrek,” I said to the empty space by the door. “I think I actually do.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Bugitar’s garbage truck rumbled into the Zeewie settlement around midnight. The long-armed fellow was generous enough to help me down from the cab, and materialistic enough to request thirty credits for driving me here. Citing the fact that he’d already been coming here, I gave him twenty. He accepted it with a sour expression. I pulled out the yack I’d looted from the Cochkala corpse back in the underground facility. 
 
    After making the transfer, I told him, “I may need a ride back into New Joy. Can you wait here for thirty minutes?” 
 
    “I’ll give you twenty,” he grumbled as he got back in his truck. 
 
    While he lined up the first of the trash skips, squeaky voices drew my attention to the footbridge across the stream. Two Zeewie had positioned themselves next to it, chatting in friendly fashion, their asses planted in the dewy grass. They’d built a small fire and held long sticks toward it, toasting…something. It smelled like snail guts. Burning snail guts. 
 
    As I stepped onto the footbridge, I paused and whistled at them. Their tiny, firelit faces turned my way. “Little gift for you luckless, brainless rodents.” I kept the yack, but I tossed them the rest of what I’d taken from the Cochkala. They gasped as the circle of firelight revealed a jewel-encrusted signet ring and a clipped-together stack of credit chits. 
 
    “Spend it unwisely,” I told them and crossed the footbridge. 
 
    The lights were on in the prefab. I dragged my tired ass under the drooping fronds of the belah’hey trees and caught the burble of voices from within the hut. Burrunt the Oogar was on toll duty; it was Skweet and Araagah talking. Talking? No, they were arguing. Something about Araagah getting the laundry wrong. 
 
    Both voices stopped when my left boot made the step creak. 
 
    I shoved the door open and found them on their feet, braced for action, with hands on holsters. Neither had expected visitors at midnight. When they saw it was me, there was a moment when their mouths dropped open. Disturbingly, their hands stayed on their holsters. 
 
    Then they slumped. I ventured into the room, to the other end of the eating table from where were standing. Their alarm turned to outrage. 
 
    Skweet crossed his arms and glowered at me. “Where in every species’ hell have you been?” 
 
    “I had business to take care of.” I said it to him, but my eyes were on my unit-brother. Ara’s fingers had curled into fists. His lips were drawn back from his lips and there was a low growl thrumming in his chest. 
 
    Skweet wasn’t satisfied with my simple explanation. He hopped onto the table and stalked along it. Uncrossing his arms, he wagged a finger at me, rattling off a long list of contract clauses I’d breached. With my concentration on Araagah, all I heard coming from Skweet were the words “Blah,” “Blah,” and “Blah.” 
 
    “You know I’m half deaf,” I said when Skweet paused for breath. “Why don’t you come a little closer and repeat that?” 
 
    Hissing threats, the Flatar came, and the moment he was close enough, I landed a roundhouse punch square on the side of his head, hard enough to send him flying into the bunkroom. He rolled out of sight beneath a bed and stayed there. 
 
    One mission accomplished, I congratulated myself. One to go. 
 
    “It was Hahnu,” Ara growled. “Wasn’t it? The Hellchasers were in New Joy City. You went to kill her and discarded me here like an empty magazine.” 
 
    “Ara, I didn’t want you risking your life for a quarrel that was mine.” 
 
    “Yours? Yours! It was ours, Marrek. Ours. The Maulers were my life, too. Hahnu’s crew took that life from both of us.” 
 
    “It was a grudge, Ara, and a foolish grudge at that. Going after Hahnu was a suicide mission. I was half dead already. But you, my brother, you had your whole life ahead of you. I wanted you to survive this. To start again.” 
 
    “That’s why you lied to me?” 
 
    I tried a smile. “I lied because I care.” 
 
    “You lied because you’re a puke-sucking, honorless bastard.” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    He grunted, then glanced into the bunkroom. Grudgingly, he said, “Good punch.” 
 
    “Been planning that a long time.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “I can get him back out here.” I patted the tabletop. “Let you have a turn.” 
 
    He ignored the joke, leaning a thigh against the table. “So. Why are you back?” 
 
    “Back for you.” 
 
    “Your note told me you wouldn’t be.” 
 
    “That was no lie. I didn’t expect to be.” 
 
    “You killed Hahnu and made it back here alive?” 
 
    “Half of that’s true. The last bit.” 
 
    “She wasn’t there? You couldn’t get close enough? You want me to come help, after all?” 
 
    “She was there. I got close enough. And I don’t want to kill her anymore. A foolish grudge, like I said.” 
 
    “Marrek,” he frowned. “I’m wondering if you got a corrupt dose of nanites on that hospital ship. You’re not making sense.” 
 
    “Something happened to me in New Joy, brother. I found something.” 
 
    “Found what?” 
 
    “My heart.” 
 
    He passed a hand over his eyes and muttered, “Bad nanites.” 
 
    “Do you remember when we were pups on the streets and we dreamed of battle, but the thing we most longed for was honor?” I tapped my ribs. “When I became a merc, honor was the foremost thing in my mind. It was all that filled my heart. Not money-lust. Not bloodlust. Honor. That’s what I lost, somewhere out there in the void, on one of a hundred battlefields, and that’s what I’ve found again.” 
 
    “Well,” he said with another glance into the bunkroom. “I’ll tell you what you lost today, for both of us. Our jobs.” 
 
    “Funny you say that.” I leaned both hands on the table and held his gaze. “I got a new job offer earlier today. A lucrative one, potentially. But I’m not taking it if you don’t, my brother from another litter.” 
 
    He eyed me skeptically. “What’s the job?” 
 
    Lords of Hellfire, how was I going to say this? 
 
    “You’d…better sit down. This is going to surprise you.” 
 
    I sat down myself. 
 
    “I mean, this is really going to surprise you.”  
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    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Arduna Orbit 
 
    Seven Days Later 
 
    Pleca 
 
      
 
    No one challenged the Voidcutter as it came out of hyperspace into the Arduna emergence zone. Or on the way to the planet. Or as we reached orbit. There were a few Peacemaker vessels about, but our transponder marked us as a friendly supply ship carrying nothing but fruits and vegetables. 
 
    While on approach to the giant double-pyramid of the Dream World mothership, Bukk jammed its comms. The pilot we’d contacted had landed a stolen Peacemaker shuttle in one of the hangar bays minutes ahead of our Voidcutter. I was worried about Glelg until I met him in person and could taste his commitment on the pheromones he exuded. 
 
    From there, we took the CIC at gunpoint. The ship had no security forces or merc guards, and no Peacemakers, Glelg had reassured us of that. Bukk forced the captain to issue an abandon ship order for all hands, all six of them left onboard. While they raced for their escape pods, we settled into various bridge crew couches. 
 
    “Nice,” Glelg said, getting a feel for the controls. He kept saying nice periodically, the whole time he eased the ship away from Arduna and up through the system’s orbital plane to a safe point to jump to hyperspace, ignoring the hails from the Peacemakers. 
 
    “Seems like you’re enjoying yourself,” Bukk told him, favoring me with an amused flick of his antennae. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Lightbringer,” Glelg replied without looking back. His manner toward Bukk had been all seriousness and deference since meeting up with us. “It’s so easy to fly. The weapons and shielding systems are superb.” He swung his chair about to face us both. “And it was so easy to capture it. How did you know we’d be able to? How did you time your arrival so perfectly with all the chaos at New Joy City? How did you know the Peacemaker forensics team would be done with it by now? That Su’lierdae’s crew would be minimal?” 
 
    I looked at Bukk, the same questions on my mind. During the journey between the data facility and Arduna, I had spent a lot of time reading different versions of the Lightbringer legend. Many of them said the Lightbringer could see into the future, could arrange events perfectly to affect the eventual liberation of his people. 
 
    With an amused flick of his antennae, Bukk replied, “It’s strange, isn’t it? Almost like it was meant to happen this way.” 
 
    Glelg accepted this with a multi-armed shrug and turned back to his boards. “We’re going to investigate this distant system now, sir?” 
 
    “There’s nothing more important than that, Brother Glelg. Brother Pleca has the coordinates on his slate. He’ll share them with you now.” 
 
    Bukk closed his eyes, settling as comfortably as he could into a couch not designed for insectoid races like ours. I readied my slate to do as he asked, but Bukk said one more thing before he dropped into a deep, deep sleep. 
 
    “More adventure awaits us, my friends. Adventure and, I predict, paradise.” 
 
    Glelg nodded and watched as my data arrived on his screen. 
 
    I put my slate into a side pocket of the couch I was laying on, letting the pilot focus on his work, letting Bukk sleep, letting my thoughts wander to what the Lightbringer had said, what he’d promised. 
 
    “Paradise,” I whispered. 
 
    And not just any paradise. 
 
    An Altar paradise. 
 
    And I would be one of the first to see it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Arduna 
 
    Hahnu 
 
      
 
    It was midday. I was sitting by a window on the municipal center’s top floor nursing a hot beverage. My boots were up on the conference table. My back was to the window and sunlight streaming through it, warming me. 
 
    I felt good. Happy. Alive. 
 
    Joola—the GenSha child who’d once led me on a protracted and crazy chase around New Joy City—sat on the floor by the conference room door, the room’s only other occupant. She was playing a game on my slate, since there was no reason for her to steal the thing now. She was hanging around as an errand-runner. This had been her idea, at half a credit per job, also her idea. 
 
    Ah, what the hells? I’d thought when she proposed the deal that morning. She needs the money more than I do, and you have to admire the enterprising spirit. 
 
    Enjoying the sunshine, I rolled my shoulders, pressed my back into the chair, sipped my drink, and gave a low sigh of pleasure. Life, for the moment, was good. 
 
    My leg had pretty much healed, apart from a dull itch deep in the tissue, so there was nothing to stop me from getting out and about. Except that there was nothing really to do. No one appeared to be interested in taking back New Joy City, neither Dream World nor Gold Star Mercantile, even though they couldn’t have taken it anyway with a Peacemaker intervention in place. Several teams of Peacemakers had arrived the night before. Some had commandeered and searched the mothership we’d occupied—releasing the Cut-&-Crush prisoners who had joined the Deliberate Actions company on Northern Continent. More Peacemakers had scoured New Joy’s surroundings and underbelly, hoping for further evidence against Dream World. Su’lierdae’s ship was now manned only by a skeleton staff of DWC crew, its logs and data cores impounded. 
 
    The Hellchasers’ extended sojourn here was made possible because the Peacemaker Guild had taken over our contract, garrisoning us as extra security for their teams. Sure, the guild didn’t pay near as well as Dream World had, but then, they didn’t need to. Before I’d handed over the corporate UAAC and other assets, I ensured Dream World made substantial transfers to our company account as well as to the families of those who had died recently in our service. Hey, we’d earned it, right? 
 
    We’d also moved our transport Hellraider off the mothership. The guild had allowed us to keep the assault shuttle, but not the gunship which they’d impounded. Despite reassurances that we’d buy him another, Glelg decided he would eventually leave the Hellchasers—with his bonus. The next Peacemaker transport was due in nine days. Glelg intended to leave on it. Meanwhile, the quiet Altar spent his days alone, drinking and thinking in a GenSha bar. 
 
    The Lumar of Pounding Crushing Fist decided it was fun fighting alongside Zuul. They stayed with us, remaining as Chasers. As did Sho’kin and K’shto, our surviving Goka commandos. 
 
    My idleness caused my mind to drift, and I was almost asleep when my comms buzzed. 
 
    I answered it with a “What’s up?” 
 
    “Hahnu? This is Karan out at the freighter port. Something’s happened.” 
 
    I sat up straighter. “Inbound?” 
 
    Joola put down the slate and stared at me. 
 
    “Uh, no,” Karan said. “More like outbound. We have no idea why, but Glelg’s left us.” 
 
    I frowned. “We haven’t paid him yet.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’ll care much about that.” 
 
    “Enough with the mystery. What’s he done?” 
 
    “He kind of stole a ship,” said Karan. “Su’lierdae’s ship.” 
 
    “Su’lierdae’s starship? He stole Su’lierdae’s mothership? Out of orbit?” 
 
    “Correct. And before you ask, even the Peacemakers have no idea where he went. This happened a few hours ago.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “He had help,” said Bur. “Another ship, a small cutter, cleared the emergence zone earlier and came straight here. The Peacemakers have just found out its registry was falsified. The mothership crew claims it had an Altar squad on board. Glelg met them in orbit in the mothership’s hangar bay. Currently, Su’lierdae’s crew are trying to land escape pods on the other side of the planet…where their enemy corporation is, haha.” 
 
    “Haha,” I repeated absently, motioning for Joola to relax and return to her game. “Glelg, you sneaky bastard. Never pegged him as one for piracy.” 
 
    “I agree. Not him. Marrek, maybe, but not a quiet little Altar like Glelg.” 
 
    “Keep me informed,” I said, and cut the signal. The order was pretty redundant. Of course, he’d keep me informed. For the sake of gossip if not intel. 
 
    I had gotten to the dregs of my hot beverage and was about to send Joola for another when Zetchek came in. He wore standard Peacemaker coveralls now, his needlers holstered on his utility belt along with a baton and his badge. Joola was instantly animated. My slate hit the floor with a clunk as she sprang up to enfold the Zuparti in a tight hug. The pain in his shoulder couldn’t have been that bad anymore, not after the nanite treatments he’d had, but a lesser Zuparti would still have groaned and grimaced at the rough embrace. Zetchek didn’t. There was something about him since our moment on the subterranean bridge. A straightness to his spine, a set to his jaw. The gentleman had some serious swagger all of a sudden. The gentleman had pride. 
 
    And why not? I thought. He’s done more for the Galaxy in one month here than every other Zuparti I’ve ever met combined. 
 
    Once he had extricated himself from Joola’s arms, he sauntered my way. 
 
    I leveled my cup at him. “Thought you left. I saw you hop a ride on a GenSha grain-hauler to the freighter port yesterday.” 
 
    He hopped onto a chair opposite me and shrugged. “They took me a little further than that. I had to go get my guild runabout from where I hid it and bring it closer to the city. Then I met the forensics team when they landed.” 
 
    “Forensics team.” I blew out a breath in disgust. “Those guys have been making a real nuisance of themselves, you know that? Poking around GenSha businesses. Getting under the locals’ feet.” 
 
    “Sort of like the way some mercs I know made a nuisance of themselves while sweeping every nook and cranny for enemy combatants and booby traps.” 
 
    I flattened my ears in good humor, acknowledging the point. 
 
    “I believe you made Marrek a job offer?” he said. 
 
    “I did. Five days later, he’s still considering it. Having a little trouble convincing his lieutenant to come on board.” 
 
    “Interesting. Well, they’re not the only one to receive a job offer today.” 
 
    My ears stayed flat as my amusement at Zetchek’s antics grew. This coy game-playing really was…cute. Pretending to take his gravitas seriously, I feigned a frown. “Who else is receiving a job offer today?” 
 
    “You are about to find out.” He was carrying a slate with him. He slid it hard across the table until it stopped beside my outstretched legs. 
 
    I found myself staring into the eyes of a Sidar on-screen. A Sidar I remembered vaguely from the ruckus at Langwarrin Station the previous year. 
 
    “Selector Hak—Hak-Chet?” I said, a smile on my face, no longer amused but confused. “Have I got that right?” 
 
    “You remember me, Renhahnu,” said the Sidar after a slight delay. “I’m flattered.” 
 
    “You’re here? In Arduna system?” 
 
    “Came through the stargate six hours ago. I’ll make planetfall in another hour or so.” 
 
    “Forgive me, but it seems a long way to come when there’s already so many other Peacemakers here.” 
 
    “I’m not here for the investigation. I’m here for you. We didn’t get to know each other on Langwarrin, but I’m hoping that will change over the next few years.” 
 
    “Wait!” My heart lurched as I caught a sniff of what this “job offer” might be. I swung my legs off the table and leaned over the screen. “You’re not seriously—” 
 
    “Zetchek’s reports impressed upon me the depth of your intelligence, your resourcefulness, your ability to empathize, and your integrity. Fine qualities in a person. I’ll meet with you at the local freighter port in three local hours. I have a proposal.” 
 
    “Wait, you can’t—” 
 
    The slate went blank. 
 
    I swept the slate back across the table and growled, causing Zetchek to startle and sit bolt upright. 
 
    “What did you tell him?” I snarled. 
 
    “J-just the truth. I-I swear.” 
 
    “You swear? You’re going to hear some real good swearing right now—” 
 
    Oh, leave the Zuparti alone, I chided myself. You took the contract. You sniffed out Su’lierdae’s evildoing. You allowed Zetchek to deputize you. 
 
    I slumped in my chair and turned it toward the window, toward the sunlight. In the park below, Geordie, K’shto, and Bur were playing football with some GenSha kids. Hurk and a local mechanic were on a nearby rooftop with a panel open on the assault shuttle, tinkering with it. My people were doing just fine without me looking over their shoulders. 
 
    And now Hak-Chet wanted me to do hells knew what and go hells knew where. On Peacemaker business. 
 
    I put my head in my hands and groaned. 
 
    In all the hells that ever there were, what had I gotten myself into now?  
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgement. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
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   Excerpt from “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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