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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Hyperspace 
 
    Approaching the Kyojotabi System 
 
      
 
    The return from hyperspace never got easier. The sensation itself never changed. Before she’d gone through Peacemaker training, Jessica had simply braced herself for the moment. Against her better judgment, she’d always focused on the event, dreaded its arrival, and overthought it. The brief, temporary event felt as if her entire existence blinked, as if there was a moment of simply not existing. In theory, it didn’t last long, but she’d discovered it could feel as if it lasted forever if one focused on it. It had never been that she wanted to focus on it, thus prolonging and intensifying the experience; it was just that she hadn’t known how not to. 
 
    It wasn’t until she’d undergone Peacemaker training that she learned to focus her attention elsewhere. Using techniques learned at the Academy, she found she could hold her attention on something else, anything else, until the sensation had passed. It still sucked, but thanks to her training, it sucked a lot less. 
 
    Of late, finding something else to focus on had become much easier. She simply allowed her imagination to explore all the possible answers to the question of where her father was. That was where her mind went most of the time, anyway, so she just went with it. The questions that followed that line of inquiry were legion. Even though he’d explained why, she knew he’d left out an important piece of why he’d disappeared from her life when she was a child. She still didn’t quite understand the chipset he’d hidden in Ellie, one of her childhood toys. Where had he discovered Lucille? Most pressing of all, why had he disappeared again right after reappearing in her life? 
 
    And the moment passed. 
 
    “Jessica, it’s over,” Azho said. “You can snap out of it now.” 
 
    Jessica took a few deep, cleansing breaths to readjust her body to existence in real space. She slid both hands through her long, red hair and tied it around itself in back to make a loose ponytail. 
 
    “Awesome,” Jessica said. “Let’s recap as we start our search. The last surviving member of the Shadow Fury clan was on contract here to kill an old Human assassin.” 
 
    “A masseuse now, but yes, the investigation seems to indicate they were once an assassin,” Azho said. “Which is why I feel this will be a dead end. She would have killed the Human quickly and received our transmission shortly thereafter. And since they didn’t respond to the call, I believe that means we’re chasing after another crazed murder kitty, as you keep calling them. If they’re here, we follow the trail of corpses. If they aren’t, then the trail is cold.” 
 
    “I mean no disrespect; it just feels like the most appropriate moniker,” Jessica said. “We could say lost souls or vengeful Hunters or something if you’d like.” 
 
    “I will continue to simply call them Hunters,” Azho said. “You call them whatever you want.” 
 
    “You’re right, of course,” Jessica said. “It’s a Human self-defense mechanism to make light of serious, sometimes depressing situations. I’ll try to be more sensitive.” 
 
    “It’s not sensitivity, I just want to communicate effectively. Making up silly titles does not achieve that.” 
 
    “Understood.” Despite Jessica’s best efforts, Azho had yet to adapt to Human banter. Jessica had learned how far to push it before backing off. Besides, as the information packets uploaded, she had something else to do. “Info dump’s complete. I’m gonna dig through it, see if there’s anything from my associates.” 
 
    “We have time. I hope there is information on your ancestor.” 
 
    Hope? She’s never used that word before. Maybe she is coming around. 
 
    Jessica poured through the list of new emails and messages. Most of it was advertisements and potential scams of one kind or another. There’d been a time when her Peacemaker status had been useful in reducing the former dramatically and the later entirely. However, she’d lowered the controls on such messages so Tara and Maarg could use them to communicate with her. This created a minor, annoying problem in that it meant she now had to dig through a series of junk messages to determine which one was from Maarg—assuming any were. She only received updates once every week or so. Thus, she had to read all these messages in the dim hope one might be a coded message. 
 
    Several informed her of incredible life insurance offers, some purported to allow her to renew the extended warranty on Victory Twelve, and a great number said she had credit accounts available to access, but that she only had a short amount of time to do so. Just as her eyes were glazing over in a combination of boredom and frustration, she found it. 
 
    “There it is,” she said out loud, though she hadn’t intended to. 
 
    “What?” Azho asked. 
 
    “I have a message from a Les Allen,” Jessica said. “That’s the name of someone my father used to tell me stories about. It was one of my favorite stories he would tell me, and I’d ask for it all the time. I told Tara about it a while back, so she’s using it as the code for this message.” 
 
    Jessica opened and read through the message. Her heartrate picked up, and her eyes widened as she did. Attached to the bottom was a photo of a merchant identified as Leslie Allen. He was listed as having died in a nuclear explosion on a moon in some uninhabited system she’d never heard of. The man was somewhat remarkable in that he had no hair—to include eyebrows.  
 
    Maarg had attached another picture, taken at her father’s office in Karma just before the last time her father had been seen. It was a bad angle, and the man was holding a hand up to block his face, but it was clear that this man was also bald and lacked eyebrows. 
 
    Based on the text of the message, Maarg believed the two men were the same person. For entirely different reasons, Jessica agreed. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Jessica said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Bull’s real.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Bull,” Jessica said. “I knew it.” 
 
    Scraps of memories flooded into her mind. Glimpses of a man here and there, a shadowy figure who’d been in the background of some of the major moments of her life, tied themselves together in her mind like long tendrils reaching up from the abyss. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Months Earlier 
 
    Karma Station 
 
    Karma System 
 
      
 
    Seerna had never been shocked before. Since she’d left the nest, she’d always been the impetus behind the great plans and machinations of the Veetanho, at least within her small, specialized field. As a Veetanho spymaster, she’d set complicated operations in motion, monitored various intelligence agencies of various races, and managed assassination contracts throughout the Galaxy, all to support the grand design of her aunt, General Peepo. 
 
    Never in all that time had she been caught off guard by the maneuvers of her aunt and the other Veetanho leadership. 
 
    The Veetanho spymaster tapped on her slate to replay the recordings she’d received from various contacts pertaining to the event. 
 
    The invasion of, and subsequent mass suicide on, the Depik home world of Khatash had surprised and devastated Seerna for the first time in her life. Worst of all, she knew she was partly responsible for the actions. One simple transmission which, for all she knew, had been the trigger that had doomed the entire race of Hunters.  
 
    One simple report stating only that the Depik had, as a race, initiated a clear refusal to accept any contract on behalf of the Mercenary Guild. Seerna had not foreseen such a drastic and immediate response. In fact, she had not even conceived that the Veetanho had developed such an incredible device. Had she known the Veetanho possessed such a weapon, and that they would use it against the entire planet, she would have told the Veetanho leadership with great confidence that the result would be as it had been. Anyone who understood the Depik, as Seerna did, would have known the outcome was predetermined. The Depik would never allow themselves to be ruled by anyone except their own individual damas. 
 
    The Veetanho leadership, through their own blundering ignorance, had destroyed a key component in the plans for the upcoming conflict. They’d swung a hammer at a beautiful, infinitely complex chandelier for the crime of refusing to shine light where they wanted it to. Not a perfect analogy, but it was the best she could do in her addled state. 
 
    Had Seerna been consulted, she mused, the catastrophe might have been averted. She would have advised against the action, and that wasn’t just hindsight speaking. 
 
    But then, that was the problem, as it had been for decades. Peepo plotted and schemed in a vacuum of advice. Her aunt had surrounded herself with sycophants and worshipers. As such, her plans were doomed to fail. Veetanho history had few examples of overconfidence leading to disaster, but Human history, of which Seerna had become a student, had many. 
 
    One that came to mind had happened on Earth two centuries ago. One of the more militaristic Human nations, named Germany, had been quite successful in periodically invading France, one of its neighbors. The leader of Germany became fond of leading war games in which victory over its neighbor was always a foregone conclusion. They became overconfident in their assumptions. Then, all the nations of the world became embroiled in a tremendous war. As planned, Germany invaded France, as if by routine. The invasion, for the first time, had stalled out, and Germany had eventually lost. They’d been broken as a nation for decades and eventually spawned one of the worst-regarded regimes in Human history. 
 
    Seerna feared Peepo might be leading the Veetanho into the same sort of failure. Success was assumed in all things. The strategic superiority of the Veetanho was taken as a given. Just as she’d blundered too far in her attempts to subjugate the Depik, her aunt had gone too far in her attempts to subjugate the Humans. Humanity would not be subjugated, any more than the Depik would be, though the outcome would be wildly different. Neither would be available in the coming days. Without the two great warrior races, a much greater disaster approached the Galactic Union. 
 
    Luckily for the Galactic Union, Seerna had contingencies of her own to enact. 
 
    By tremendous coincidence, a new message notification appeared on her slate. 
 
    A request to locate and capture, alive, a certain person. If the Science Guild was sending out one such request to Seerna, they had doubtless sent similar requests to many others. Regardless of Seerna’s response, odds were they’d obtain the person before she could do anything about it. That was problematic, as the individual was a key part of her contingency.  
 
    That got her to thinking.  
 
    She pulled up the files on the most recent Human mercenary contracts, from just before the Merc Guild’s actions against the provisory mercenary race. She found the records for two specific companies. Both were listed as having failed their contracts. 
 
    Such had been the norm as of late, by design. Part of her aunt’s plans to capture Earth had involved neutralizing as many Human merc units as possible. 
 
    Seerna’s mind sank back into her pinplants. Behind her goggles, her eyes tracked all over the place as she dug through data. She cross-referenced the outbound shipment records of Merchant Guild-registered Human companies. The lists were long, but she had time. Unfortunately, she could not use specific terms as search parameters. Instead, she would have to look at and consider every single organization. She would only know it when she found it. 
 
    Decades prior, Seerna had attempted to track the company through its various forms and titles. The endeavor had proven too time consuming, and she had not dared to hand the task over to anyone else. Her contingency relied on strict confidentiality from Veetanho leadership, lest they get involved and ruin it—as they had with Earth and Khatash. 
 
    She laughed out loud when she found it. Humans felt compelled to make a joke of things whenever they could—a strange habit. The company’s last shipment matched the location of one of the two mercenary companies she’d looked up. By the time stamp, they had traveled there several weeks prior. Seerna concluded any operations conducted there would be drawing to a close, if they hadn’t already.  
 
    The other mercenary company had only been reported as lost. There were no details. 
 
    The destination now clear, Seerna enacted the protocols to evacuate her office and erase all evidence of its existence. It was time to vacate her office on Karma before the Humans returned and retook it, as they undoubtedly would. 
 
    It was time to disappear so she could find a dead Human.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Brynn Driscoll of the Bushido Bandits stomped her black and red painted CASPer forward, aiming her laser rifle at the scorched barricade. Though she edged up with caution, it became more and more obvious that caution was unnecessary. The enemy were all dead.  
 
     Too easy. This contract is too easy. 
 
    The thought set Brynn on edge. Before the battle, there’d been great trepidation over fighting in a city. Fitzparj, the capital city of Monogatari, was one of the worst, as it was an endless sea of massive arcologies. Tight spaces, bad communication relays, lots of hiding places for traps and ambushes…city fighting was a nightmare. That concern had been alleviated somewhat when the SleSha unit had broken through the barricades and allowed the Bushido Bandits’ tanks and infantry units easy access to the Zevak Arcology’s center. Better yet, the unit’s assault squads, known by various “Seven” monikers, had walked through the various tunnels into the two-kilometer tall, anthill-shaped building with relative ease.  
 
    Her squad, the Seven Sisters, had taken little fire and only needed their handheld laser rifles. Sergeant Driscoll stalked past the laser-charred remains of the last group of Pushtal they’d encountered. They’d made a last stand behind a simple barricade. The Seven Sisters had strolled through with only minor damage to show for it. The Pushtal came across as better trained than she’d been led to believe. They were more like professional troops than the worthless pirates she’d expected. On the other hand, they’d been sparse and poorly equipped. All that said, experience told Brynn not to let a successful assault breed complacency. If the other shoe hadn’t dropped yet, that usually meant it was about to. 
 
    “Sergeant, I’m taking fire!” Smith reported. Brynn cursed. Smith was on rearguard, meaning they’d missed some of the bipedal alien tigers as they moved through, or it was an ambush. She’d bet all her credits it was both. Smith continued, “Crap, it’s not tigers, it’s roaches!” 
 
    “Goka? Stand down, they’re on our side!” 
 
    The only Goka mercenary unit on the planet, Bladestorm, had been hired on the same contract as a reserve unit. Considering how easily the Bushido Bandits had walked through the Pushtal, there was no reason for the user to have committed them. 
 
    “Hell they are; bastards are tearing me…” 
 
    Smith’s feed went red in her display. “Sisters, about face. Laser shields, but hold your fire and stay defensive until I sort this out.” 
 
    If Bladestorm had been ordered to follow the Bushido Bandits in on the assault, then the stupid giant cockroaches must have misidentified them as an opposition force. By reputation, Goka assumed everything was the opposition force. Even so, it stretched verisimilitude that Goka would mistake CASPers for Pushtal, even if the Pushtal had been well-armored. 
 
    Her blood turned cold when the Bushido Bandits’ intel data feed disappeared from her display. It could just be a signal interruption, but the relays should have prevented that. She feared something much worse. If it was being jammed, it meant they’d been set up. 
 
    When she spun her Mk 8 Combat Assault System, Personal—or CASPer—about, she found the incoming lasers hadn’t let up at all. The other five CASPers had crouched down and now swung their laser shields about to absorb the Goka fire. 
 
    “Seven 6, Sister Actual, we’re taking fire from the rear by Goka. Shouldn’t they be on our side?” 
 
    Static overwhelmed the response. The odds it was jamming increased. 
 
    “Sister…negat…unsure…ret…ire.” 
 
    “Say again, Seven 6?” 
 
    “Ret…ire! It…tup!” 
 
    “Sisters, return fire!” 
 
    By the time she made the call, Nguyen’s icon was red as well. 
 
    “Flamers, by rotation!” she ordered. It was well known that the Goka’s armored shell could withstand every laser Human mercs carried, as well as most other smaller munitions. MACs could occasionally get through, but could bounce off just as often. The heavy flamers the Bandits carried would do a fine job of roasting the big insects. Few CASPers used flamers, as they were short-lived and short-ranged, but the Bandits specialized in getting up close and personal. 
 
    Corporal Kelsi Ascol threw out the first stream of burning fluid. In the narrow, composite steel hallway, it was impossible to miss. The fire and smoke obscured the corridor behind them, but laser fire became minimal. A slight scent of napalm made it through the filters and cleared Brynn’s sinuses. 
 
    “Watch for ducts, vents, anything those sneaky fucks can crawl through.” 
 
    Following her advice, Private Jocelyn Whalen sent a burst of liquid flame though a grate in the wall. A moment later, a burning, three-foot-long cockroach burst though the grate and leapt onto Whalen’s CASPer. She deftly snapped both arm blades out and used one to scrape the bug off her canopy. As it hit the ground on its back, she used the other blade to skewer it.  
 
    A second flaming Goka landed on her and jabbed two knives into the joints of her suit. Whalen flailed away with her arm blades, but couldn’t find the same purchase as she had on the first. Just as she grabbed it with her mech’s left hand, its knives dug into that arm’s servos. Whalen’s display went yellow in Brynn’s feed, with a message that the right arm had been disabled. 
 
    “Get this damn thing off me!” 
 
    Sergeant Driscoll, too far away to stab it, targeted the burning bug with her Magnetic Accelerator Cannon, or MAC. Thus far, there’d been no call for the main weaponry, but it was the quickest way to kill it without roasting her own trooper. The MAC round punched straight through the Goka’s shell. It dropped. 
 
    “Emergency Shutdown” appeared on Brynn’s display. 
 
    “What! What the hell?” she screamed and cursed as everything went black inside her CASPer. She had no clue what had triggered the sequence, and there was no indication it would restart. It was just dead.  
 
    Definitely a setup. 
 
    In an instant, she decided her one option was to get out of the CASPer as fast as she could. As soon as she blew the canopy off, she’d be a sitting duck to the giant, knife-wielding roaches. Therefore she needed to be ready to go the second she opened up.  
 
    She worked her arms out and disconnected all the leads to her helmet. On instinct, she worked her laser rifle free. After a brief thought, she shouldered it, and instead drew her two kukris. Neither her rifle nor pistol would do anything to a Goka unless she could get a lucky shot on their eye stalks or jam the barrel into their mandibles. The latter was a good way to lose a hand. No matter what she did, the fight would devolve into a melee sooner or later. Her money was on sooner. 
 
    Brynn heard the distant, muffled sound of a MAC round smacking into concrete. A short while later, she heard a faint shriek. It sounded like Private Dietrich, the sole male merc in the Seven Sisters.  
 
    As ready as she could be, Sergeant Driscoll said a quick prayer and punched the piezoelectric plate. Charges detonated, and the canopy blew out. She was immediately assaulted by the stench of gasoline and burning plastic. A hint of the smell had made it through the filters earlier, but now it overpowered her senses. Her eyes watered and burned.  
 
    Squinting, she scanned around as she muscled her way out of the dead CASPer. Dietrich had blown his canopy as well. His mutilated corpse lay inside, lifeless. She could only guess that a Goka had gotten to him as soon as he’d blown it. 
 
    “It’s primary weapons!” Ascol announced through her loudspeakers. “All of you shut down when you fired your main weapons. I think we’ve been set up.” 
 
    Whalen’s CASPer pressed a Goka against a wall and thrashed about, trying to crush it. Both of the mech’s arms hung useless at its sides. The trapped Goka flailed about, unable to find purchase anywhere with its knives. Ascol’s CASPer was scored by laser fire, but looked fully functional. It sliced and stabbed out with both arm blades at an encroaching group of Goka. A line of roasted, skewered, and blasted roaches were strewn down the hallway. Dixon’s CASPer was motionless. Brynn concluded Dixon had suffered a similar shutdown and just hadn’t opened up yet. Maybe she was trying to restart it. Power to her if it worked. 
 
    Head on a swivel, she leapt clear of her mech and rolled as she hit the ground. A black shape scuttled past Ascol and rushed her, knives a blur of shiny steel. The two combatants locked in a blinding dance of blades. Pain shot through her as the Goka slashed her forearm, but a moment later she connected with one kukri and hacked through its arm with the other. For her trouble, she took a stab in the ribs that hit bone. Blocking it out, she hacked off its other knife arm, then jabbed both kukris into the creature’s eyes. She drove them both as deep as she could until the giant bug stopped moving. 
 
    Brynn heard a grinding crack and found Whalen had crunched her Goka into the wall. As guts and fluids oozed out, Brynn found the smell of napalm taking second fiddle to the repugnant stench of viscera. She fought the urge to vomit. 
 
    With a resounding bang, Dixon’s canopy blew off. She hopped out and rolled on landing as Brynn had. Despite the cramped compartment of the CASPer, she’d somehow connected the bayonet to her laser rifle. Upon completion of her roll, she ended up in a kneeling firing position. Dixon fired a few laser bursts at the incoming Goka, but only succeeded in riling them up even more. 
 
    “Sisters, we’re heading down this corridor deeper into the arcology. Ascol, you slow them down as best you can and cover us. Whalen, do what you can to deal with any who get past Ascol. Kick or stomp on them, I guess. Let’s move!” 
 
    Dixon acknowledged with a nod, and the two CASPer pilots both said “Copy” over their loudspeakers. Brynn sheathed her kukris, grabbed the go-bag out of her dead CASPer, and led the way into the tunnels. She prayed there were no more Pushtal waiting for them. They would never make it if there were.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Even though Brynn had attacked her injuries with the healing fire of the nanites, her thigh and ribs still burned. On the bright side, that distracted her from the ache in her back and the throbbing muscles of her good leg. 
 
    They’d been in a running firefight through the narrow hallways of the arcology for almost an hour. Only a few roaches had attempted to sneak into their ranks through vents and grates. Dixon, Whalen, and Brynn had worked together to take them out without any more major injuries. In general, the Goka had slowed their advance. Brynn assumed they were wary of Ascol’s arm blades, which were now sticky with the viscera of countless roaches.  
 
    Though cautious, the Goka hadn’t let up in their pursuit of the four survivors. The remnants of the Seven Sisters were hounded by laser fire, which had chewed up both CASPers. Whalen’s was worthless at this point, only useful for providing cover to Brynn and Dixon. It wouldn’t be much longer before it couldn’t even do that. 
 
    The great upside was that the tight confines allowed Ascol’s CASPer to effectively cover all of them. As long as the laser fire was sporadic, her laser shields would hold. If they could just make it a little farther, they’d get to the arcology’s central area. Once there, they could retreat into the defensive perimeter of the Bandits’ conventional forces. If they were still there. As she couldn’t think of any other options, there was no point worrying about it. 
 
    “Joss, how much farther until we’re out?” Brynn asked.  
 
    “Another hundred meters down this way, a left turn, then up a flight of stairs to an emergency door,” Whalen said over the loudspeakers. “Um, I don’t think we’re gonna fit up that stairway, though.” 
 
    Brynn examined the area. She’d known they weren’t following their planned ingress route, or even the alternate route. They’d gotten off track from the primary right at the start, and a cluster of Goka had blocked off the alternate route a little while later. The routes they’d plotted to allow CASPer access to the interior were no longer options.  
 
    Another smattering of laser fire erupted down the corridor behind them. Dixon and Brynn sheltered behind Whalen’s CASPer and traded fire as best as they could. Not that they expected their laser rifles to do anything against the Goka, but they couldn’t just sit there and do nothing.  
 
    “I’m almost dry,” Dixon said. “On my last load, and it’s getting low.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Brynn said. “Save what you got. When—or if—the shooting dies down, we’ll make a mad dash for the stairway. When we get there, Kelsi, Joss, you two punch out, and we’ll get up those stairs and into the center as quick as we can.” 
 
    “Sergeant, what if the conventionals aren’t there?” Whalen asked.  
 
    “We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it, Joss,” Brynn answered. 
 
    “Crap, left capacitor just fried. All I’ve got is my right shield,” Ascol said. A few more flashes burned into the one remaining shield, and a couple more scored on her leg.  
 
    “All right, Kelsi!” Brynn shouted. “The three of us are heading out. Toss the last of your K-bombs, then catch up. We’ll meet you at the stairwell.” 
 
    “Copy!” 
 
    Brynn prayed she hadn’t just killed Ascol. She tore into a sprint down the corridor, Dixon at her side. A familiar, heavy clunking noise told her Whalen was keeping up as well. Great blasting sounds echoed down the corridor from behind them. 
 
    She hit the stairwell with her rifle raised. As expected, it was too narrow for a CASPer. After a quick scan to ensure it was clear, she spun about to face Whalen’s sad-looking mech. 
 
    “Punch out!” 
 
    The canopy blew off, and Whalen wriggled out. She slung her rifle over her shoulder, tossed her go bag out, and jumped down. A resounding whine and clomp heralded the arrival of Ascol.  
 
    A few flashes flew out from the smoke as Ascol approached. Her right leg seized a couple dozen yards from the stairwell, and the CASPer froze. 
 
    “Just punch now, we’ll cover you!” Brynn shouted. “Donna, watch the stairs. Joss, you and I are on Kelsi.” 
 
    Using Whalen’s CASPer as cover for the last time, Brynn and Whalen fired blind past Ascol’s CASPer. The canopy of their last functional CASPer blew off. Ascol leapt out, gear looped around her arms, and she hit the ground running. Goka laser fire chewed into the mech, with a few shots getting around the sides.  
 
    Brynn stepped out from cover and held the trigger down as Corporal Ascol sprinted toward them. Brynn’s rifle went dry just as Ascol made it past Whalen’s CASPer.  
 
    “Damn, Kelsi, I thought I’d just killed you.” 
 
    “Me too, Sergeant. Don’t worry, I’ll let it go.” 
 
    “Up the stairs!” Brynn shouted. She turned and ran after the rest of her team. “Kelsi, give me another canister. Joss, pass one to Donna.” 
 
    As Brynn reached the base of the stairwell, Ascol handed her another chemical canister for her laser rifle. She slapped it in, took a few more shots back toward the Goka, and headed up the stairs.  
 
    “Hold up at the top!” She’d be damned if she was going to let any of the others be first through the door. “Kelsi, watch our six.” 
 
    Dixon and Whalen made room for her to pass by. She paused at the door until Dixon gave her a tap, indicating she was ready. Brynn popped the door open, rifle ready, and swept out.  
 
    A Pushtal was waiting on the other side, and Brynn shot it through the head on instinct. Half a second later, she realized it had already been dead. The other Sisters moved through the door and closed it behind them.  
 
    When they were confident there were no other living creatures anywhere near them, they collected enough rubble to seal the door behind them. 
 
    Sergeant Driscoll waved her hand down, and they crouched in the protected area they’d emerged into.  
 
    “Let’s catch our breath for a moment,” she said. “Conventionals should be right out here in the middle, but who knows what we’ll find.” 
 
    She drew in a deep breath and looked around. The rubble they sheltered in had come from the collapse of the level above. Above them, she found the immense, spiraling levels of the arcology rising up into infinity. Foliage grew from the edges of the rings going up, a great expanse of hanging gardens. The air smelled of smoke, barbecue, and burnt chemicals. 
 
    Brynn rolled her go bag in front of her and dug around to find her backup radio. She turned it on, and it squealed. She cranked the volume down. The others glanced about, nervous an enemy might have heard it. Brynn flipped through the frequencies, and each one squealed in turn. Comms were jammed here as well. She made eye contact with the other three Sisters and shook her head. They replied with cynical smirks and shrugs.  
 
    “Okay, we’re going to move slow, stay under cover, and make our way around the edge until we can see into the center better. We don’t rush into the middle until we make positive contact with either the conventionals or another Seven. Ready?” 
 
    “Yes, Sarge,” the other three said.  
 
    “Let’s move.” 
 
    As she’d directed, they leapfrogged from one piece of cover to the next. She picked up the sounds of sporadic gunfire, occasionally followed by louder booms. 
 
    Finally, they reached a section where they could peer out and see further down into the arcology center. 
 
    The Bushido Bandits’ tanks lay in a defensive ring. Almost all were burnt-out smoking hulks. Dead SleSha were piled up all over, interspersed with dead Bandit infantry. Even at a quick glance, it was obvious the SleSha and the Bandits had died fighting each other. Laser fire and rockets flew back and forth between the lines. It was sporadic—more of a static standoff fight than a full out battle. 
 
    “Jigou!” someone shouted.  
 
    “Jitoku!” Brynn answered instinctively. The sign and countersign formed the Japanese phrase for “One’s deeds. One’s profit.” It was generally taken to mean you reap what you sow. 
 
    “That you, Driscoll? The Sisters made it out?” 
 
    She still couldn’t see who was speaking and strained her mind to recognize the voice.  
 
    “That’s Lieutenant Takamatsu with the Magnificent Seven, I think,” Ascol said in a low breath. “The Tiger himself.” 
 
    Brynn nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s Driscoll,” the sergeant yelled back. “It’s me and three of the other sisters. Lieutenant Takamatsu, sir, is that you?” 
 
    “Hai, so da!” he yelled back, meaning yes, it is. “It looks clear; we’ll come to you.” 
 
    An eruption of gun and laser fire echoed from somewhere off in the distance. Using the distraction to move, Takamatsu and two other men bounded across the gap. She recognized the other two as Corporal Brit Russell and Private Harry Speakman. They dropped behind the mound of rubble where Brynn and her Sisters waited. Once clear, the bald, skinny Japanese leader of the group crawled up to her position. He carried a katana in a sheath on his back. 
 
    “Let me guess, Lieutenant, your CASPers failed?” Brynn asked.  
 
    “When we fired our primaries, yeah,” Takamatsu replied. “And the damn Goka chased our asses all the way in here. They did a damn fine job of cutting off all avenues large enough for our one surviving CASPer to pass. Not that it matters; it was destroyed before we found the access tunnel that got us in here.” 
 
    “Sounds close enough to our story, sir. Any contact with Seven 6?” 
 
    “Major Adams? No, not since the voice and data were both jammed. You?” 
 
    “No, sir.” She turned her head toward the sounds of fighting. “Any idea what happened in here, Lieutenant?” 
 
    He raised up a tiny amount to peer over the top of the rubble. 
 
    “Well, it’s pretty clear the SleSha and our conventionals duked it out. Which means the SleSha forced their way through the major arteries in, as they were contracted to do, then turned on our conventionals as soon as they collected inside.” 
 
    “Meanwhile the Goka, who were contracted to watch our backs, shot us in the back instead.” 
 
    Takamatsu nodded. “I never felt right about having them behind us. I had Bronson and McQueen keep a close eye on our six, but we still lost both of them when the Goka turned on us. Anyway, I think the last of our conventionals are holed up on the far side. We were about to circle around to them when Corporal Russell spotted you. Care to join us?” 
 
    “I don’t really think we have an option there, sir. How’re you guys doing on ammo?” 
 
    “Shitty,” he said. His gaze returned to the concrete ring on the outside. “But it’s strange…as soon as we got into the middle, the Goka backed off. I mean, we took precautions and everything, but it’s almost as if they were ordered to stop pursuing us when we made it in.” 
 
    “I know what you mean, sir, but let’s not look a gift horse in the mouth, even if it might be a Trojan horse. For now, like you said, Lieutenant, let’s get to our lines. We’ll sort out the whys and wherefores of whatever the hell is going on from there. Either way, I’m pretty sure things are going to get a lot worse before there’s any hope of them getting better. Let’s go.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    They kept low and crept along whatever lines of rubble or surviving structures they could find. 
 
    “Nothing’s come out those doors since we came in, probably because the Goka are reorganizing before they enter en masse,” Takamatsu said. “Let’s have two of yours watch them while we move around.” 
 
    “Dixon, Ascol, as he said,” Brynn said. “Whalen, watch our six. I’ll keep my eyes up. I doubt there’ll be flyers in here, but there might be snipers. Everyone stay tight. Lieutenant, if you three lead us, we’ll watch the angles.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” Takamatsu said. He put his hand on Russell’s shoulder. “Britt, take point. Harry, you follow. I’ll keep us all together. I know none of us have played leg infantry in a while. Dig deep and retrieve all that training. Everyone ready?” 
 
    The two men looked at him and nodded. The Sisters remained fixated on their sectors and nodded. Takamatsu tapped Russell. The man gave one more nod and crept forward, his head and rifle on a swivel. He crouched, scanned, and then ran toward the next good piece of cover. Brynn gave him half her attention, expecting him to draw enemy fire. When he didn’t, she let out a nervous breath. 
 
    As they traveled, Brynn kept her eyes on the upper level. She saw bulbous, lizard-like heads pop up from time to time, but never saw weaponry. They were spotting, but for now, at least, they weren’t shooting. 
 
    They made it several hundred meters without any incident. The further they went, the more strung out they got. Despite their clear plan to move slow and remain tight, they wound up in a single file line. Each person only waited long enough for the next person to catch up before moving to the next position. Brynn feared they’d lost all cohesion and would be easily dispatched when the enemy found them.  
 
    Just as she tried to signal Takamatsu, he gave a rally signal. The seven of them assembled behind a row of deserted shops. She assigned the troopers to watch specific sectors while they hunkered down. The sounds of an ongoing firefight grew loud. 
 
    “We’re getting close, and—” 
 
    “Lieutenant!” Ascol had put her hand up. When she had Brynn and Takamatsu’s attention, she pointed. 
 
    Another Bandit had stumbled through a door. His armor and uniform were shredded. He staggered toward them in a daze. 
 
    “It’s Lo from the Seven Sins,” Ascol said.  
 
    “Keep an eye out, cover us if anything pops up,” Brynn said. She broke into a run toward him. As soon as she reached him, she cradled her rifle in one arm, and wrapped the other around him for support. As they hobbled toward the others, she spotted a cluster of SleSha. Luckily, they were all facing away. 
 
    “Whalen!” she said as they approached the shops. “Med kit. See to him.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” Whalen said. She dug into her pack and got to work.  
 
    “Group of SleSha,” Brynn said. She waved a knife hand in their direction. “Right there. They’re focused on the conventionals’ holdout. I think we can take them before they see us coming.” 
 
    Takamatsu nodded. He peeked out, scanned around, and moved to another spot with a better vantage. 
 
    “How’s Lo?” Brynn asked. 
 
    “He’s pretty beat up, Sergeant, but I think he’ll live.” 
 
    “Lo, where are the other Sins?” Brynn asked. 
 
    “Gone. Nova was with me right up to the door, but…” He closed his eyes and sighed.  
 
    Whalen jabbed him with a nanite injector, and he tensed up with clenched teeth. 
 
    Brynn looked back over at Takamatsu. Slowly and carefully, he returned to the group. 
 
    “Will Private Lothario be okay?” he asked. 
 
    Brynn nodded. “But he says the rest of the Sins are gone,” she said. 
 
    “I assumed as much. In any case, I believe you’re right. They’re focused away from us. Private Whalen, you stay here with Lo. The rest of us will advance, as stealthy as we can.” 
 
    He assigned positions and ordered them to move out. Brynn stayed on the left flank as they crept and crawled toward the SleSha position. She expected a signal to open fire or lob grenades, but neither came as they crept closer and closer. They remained unobserved until they approached a low wall, mere feet from the position. 
 
    He pointed at each individual Bandit and thrust a knife hand at different SleSha. It dawned on her that, since they’d gotten this close without being detected, Takamatsu intended to engage them hand to hand, a Bushido Bandit specialty. Even so, she imagined he’d shout “Banzai!” or something equally cliché before charging. Instead, he waved a casual hand, the same as if he’d been telling them to continue a pleasant stroll through a quiet forest. He was surprisingly calm for someone nicknamed the Tiger. 
 
    He set down his rifle, hopped over the wall, and rolled straight into the closest one. His katana, which she hadn’t seen him draw, slid smooth as silk along the back of its thorax and up into its head. She gave it only half a thought, as she was already sprinting the few short steps to her target. It spun just before she reached it. She’d anticipated that and grabbed its rifle as it turned. With her other hand, she slashed her kukri across the gap between its head and thorax. When her kukri didn’t cut through, she twisted her wrist and jabbed it in. The blade sank deep, and the SleSha collapsed.  
 
    She looked around to find the SleSha dead and her troops uninjured.  
 
    “That was easy,” Takamatsu said. He flashed her a look of great concern. 
 
    “Damn right, Lieutenant,” Brynn said. “That’s the second time today I’ve thought things were too easy.” 
 
    At that moment, Dixon’s head jerked backward, and she slammed to the ground. 
 
    “Down!” Brynn shouted. Everyone took cover as quickly as they could. From cover, she examined Dixon. The Sister didn’t move. Brynn made her best estimate on the trajectory of the bullet that had killed her and traced an imaginary line backward from it. She poked her head up briefly to check the area. Her line led up to the next level, which ringed and overlooked the park. In her brief glance, she caught sight of a shooter with a rifle trained in their direction. It wasn’t a SleSha. It appeared more lizard-like, like the others she’d seen, and wore a uniform instead of armor. 
 
    “Shooter in the upper level. Not a SleSha—a Blevin, I think, or something like it,” she said. “Keep your eyes around the upper floor; there might be more.” 
 
    She scanned around and saw another one pop up in the far opposite direction. She caught a tiny flash but didn’t see where the shot might have gone.  
 
    “Kelsi, up at our six, can you take it out?” 
 
    “Not exactly the best firing position, but let’s see,” Corporal Ascol replied. She scooted along her back to get as tight against cover from the other shooter as possible. She raised her rifle, and time froze as she took aim. Her finger eased back until the rifle barked. Several impacts hit the wall the Blevin was using for cover, indicating others were shooting at him, too. Ascol let out a breath, relaxed her hold on the rifle, and rubbed her shoulder. 
 
    Brynn’s eyes widened with sudden paranoia. Without thinking, she leapt up and sprinted back to the shops where she’d left Whalen and Lothario. Dread chased all exhaustion from her body. 
 
    She turned the corner, skidded to a stop, and fell to her knees. Up against the wall, Private Whalen was slumped over Lothario. Brynn scanned the upper level and continued toward the two troopers. Before she reached out to touch Whalen, Brynn knew the answer. She grabbed the handhold on the top of Whalen’s armor and lifted her up.  
 
    Whalen’s armor had a small, scorched hole in the chest near her right shoulder, and a red flower bloomed from it. The wound had left a bloody smear on Lothario’s stomach. Her eyes lay open with a peaceful, vacant look. There was no life in her. 
 
    Lothario groaned and opened his eyes as Brynn gently set Whalen to the side.  
 
    “Sergeant?” Lothario said.  
 
    “Yes, Private?” 
 
    “In retrospect, I wish I’d flunked my VOWS,” he said.  
 
    Brynn gave him a grim nod and returned her attention to the upper level. There was no sign of any shooters, but that didn’t mean there were none. 
 
    “You and me both, Private. Did the nanites do their job? Do you think you can walk?” 
 
    He grunted in pain and nodded. His gaze traveled to Whalen’s dead body.  
 
    “Do we bring her with us?” 
 
    She shook her head. It pained her, but the dead weight would only slow them down and make them easier targets. Whalen wouldn’t want them to die that way. Brynn leaned down close to Whalen’s body. 
 
    “You lived with honor, now be at peace.” 
 
    Guilt and anger flooded through her as she realized she hadn’t even had time to say that to the others she’d lost. With a deep breath, she pushed it all out.  
 
    She scanned all around again and waved Lothario along. After checking around the corner, they ran back to where the other troopers were.  
 
    Takamatsu was no longer there. 
 
    “Where’s the Lieutenant?” she asked. 
 
    “Took off by himself to make contact with the other Bandits,” Corporal Ascol said. “Said he didn’t want all of us getting shot trying to approach their lines. Left me in charge unless…I mean until you made it back.” 
 
    Ascol gave a jaded half smile. 
 
    “I’m guessing Joss is…” Ascol said. She gulped. “Isn’t coming?” 
 
    “No, she’s not. Any more signs of shooters?” 
 
    “No,” Ascol said. “We’ve been keeping an eye out and guns ready, but no sign of them.” 
 
    Brynn lifted her head up over the wall. She made out where the Bandits were clustered in a defensive ring. Pockets of SleSha were dispersed to either side, trading ineffectual fire. No one seemed to be shooting anything more than lasers and bullets. Takamatsu was nowhere to be seen. She dropped and rolled so her back rested against the wall.  
 
    “Sergeant!” Takamatsu said.  
 
    Brynn jerked upright. The lieutenant had appeared on their left flank, past Corporal Russell. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Bandits are holding pretty well, but the SleSha aren’t going anywhere. Colonel Yonatan fears they might be trying to hold us in place until the Goka organize themselves for a big assault.” 
 
    “Makes sense, sir. Did you say Colonel Yonatan? What about Colonel Soke?” 
 
    “Colonel Soke died early on when the SleSha attacked. It seems Yonatan took charge and organized the defense. He got the crews out of their tanks and collected the remains of most of the other Sevens.” 
 
    “I see, sir. Well, good to know someone’s taking care of us.” 
 
    Takamatsu gave an intense nod in agreement. 
 
    “So, if we think we’re up for it, the colonel wants us to work our way along the SleSha lines and keep doing what we did here. Do we think we can do that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Brynn said. She looked to the others, and they gave emphatic nods and affirmatives as well. 
 
    “Okay.” Takamatsu looked like he was about to give a move out order, but something stopped him. His eyes narrowed and darted around the group. “Wait, where’s your Private Whalen?” 
 
    “Sniper got her.” She almost added that Whalen had died covering Lothario, but decided not to. Lothario would feel guilty enough without her reinforcing it. 
 
    “She lived with honor, and now she is at peace,” Takamatsu said. 
 
    “She lived with honor, and now she is at peace,” Brynn repeated. The others said it as well. 
 
    They swept in an arc around the Bandits’ defenses, creeping along and slaughtering any SleSha they came across. After they’d finished with the second group, something strange caught Brynn’s attention. Two SleSha had been dead when they arrived. One had been shot in the head from the direction of the Bandits. The other had been shot in the back with the same caliber weapon that had killed Whalen. 
 
    “Lieutenant, I think the Blevin shooters killed this one,” she said. 
 
    He crawled over to see for himself.  
 
    “Interesting. Well done spotting this. The colonel will want to know.” 
 
     They continued their movement through two more groups. Then they ran into another team of Bandits, who were sweeping from the other direction. The other team was led by Major Dean Adams, also known as Seven 6. He was the commander of the Sevens, the Bushido Bandits’ entire CASPer corps. Even though there were no CASPers in sight, he was still their commander. A large knife appeared glued to his hand, as if they’d melded together. It was sticky with multi-colored blood. 
 
    “All clear from that direction, Toshi?” he asked Lieutenant Takamatsu.  
 
    “Hai, so da, Major,” Takamatsu replied, “and Sergeant Driscoll has something very interesting to report.” 
 
    “Is that right, Sergeant?” he asked. 
 
    She told him what she’d seen. 
 
    “Hmm…even though that would seem to help us, I don’t think it bodes well for whatever’s going on here,” he said. “But that’s a talk for the colonel. Let’s head back to the Bandit lines and see what our next orders are.” 
 
    Major Adams led them toward the Bandits’ lines. They stayed low, watched the upper level, and remained cautious. 
 
    When they were in shouting range, he shouted, “Jigou!” 
 
    “Jitoku!” echoed back.  
 
    The two combined groups of surviving Sevens entered the Bandits’ lines. The sounds of gun and laser fire had become rare.  
 
    Inside the lines, she found exhausted, scarred, dirty soldiers. Most were Bandit infantry. Few wore the uniforms of the tank crews. Fewer still were the remains of the Sevens. As Major Adams led her through the defensive lines, she only recognized a small number of fellow CASPer drivers. 
 
    Near the center was a contingent of Pushtal prisoners. They huddled together in a loose formation. Somehow, they seemed far more dignified than she’d expected.  
 
    “Colonel Yonatan, sir,” Dean said as they approached a small group. Other than the fact that it was, in fact, Lieutenant Colonel Yonatan, there was otherwise nothing to distinguish this group from any other. There was no command staff hovering around, no comm personnel, and certainly no staff vehicle or tent. It was just a small collection of soldiers, much as she’d seen everywhere else on the walk up. 
 
    Yonatan himself looked much the worse for wear. His deathly pale face was contorted in the expression of a man in great pain who was trying not to show it. Brynn could see his body armor had been pierced in several places. Each wound had been laid open and exposed by the medic attending him. His skin and veins bulged in the telltale pattern of nanites at work. She wondered how many doses he’d been given.  
 
    At their approach, Yonatan looked up and immediately seemed to regret it. He wheezed, coughed, and dropped his chin back to his chest. 
 
    “Major,” he said with a lot of difficulty. He had to pause and catch his breath. “How’d…it…go?” 
 
    “We cleared the edges, sir,” Major Adams said. “Sergeant Driscoll noticed something interesting.” 
 
    He looked at her expectantly. 
 
    “Yes, Colonel,” she said. “While we were clearing out the SleSha, I noticed some had been shot by the same shooters who’ve been harrowing us. It’s as if someone wants the SleSha just as dead as us.” 
 
    “She saw it first, but when she pointed it out, I thought about it and realized I’d seen similar evidence,” Dean said. 
 
    Yonatan nodded and coughed.  
 
    “Set up,” he said. “Cleaning…evid…ence. SleSha…gone?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Dean said. “No more SleSha in sight, and we haven’t seen any shooters in a while. We’re still nowhere ready for a Goka attack, but…” 
 
    “If…we’re…clear…” Yonatan said. He closed his eyes and forced in a deep breath. When he resumed talking, he was no better off. “…we’re…moving…out.” 
 
    “Where, sir? The Goka control the periphery. We can only assume the ways you came in through are blocked off. I don’t see any way out except through that, and even then, we’re still in a city.” 
 
    Yonatan raised his right hand and pointed upward. “Can’t…stay…here. We…go up…into…arcology.” 
 
    Major Adams looked upward and around. Brynn followed suit and stared up into the expansive space above them, which slowly narrowed into a point.  
 
    She thought about it. The Goka had harried them in the tunnels and corridors around the base, but hadn’t entered the main section. The SleSha had stormed their way in and set the trap down here on the base level. The Blevin shooters were one level up, but they were all single shooters. If the Bandits went upward in their direction, odds were the Blevin would scatter. 
 
    “We’ve got detailed maps, Major,” Brynn said, “and this arcology is huge. We could disappear up there.” 
 
    “What about food, water?” 
 
    “That’s here in spades, Major,” Brynn said. “We just need to find a good hole-up site, something defendable, but also escapable, near a food or water supply. Maybe pipes we can tap into or just a place near some shops.” 
 
    She pointed to Takamatsu.  
 
    “This unit’s filled with some real live actual ninjas,” she said. “I’m pretty confident we can steal what we need.” 
 
    Takamatsu smiled and tilted his head in agreement. 
 
    “What then?” Dean said. “We hide out in the arcology and hole up until the end of time? Or maybe we wait for the Justicemakers to come save us?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Brynn quipped. “Maybe Jaxon could lead them in here to save us. I can just imagine Tosh walking in with that big old Gatling cannon strapped to his side, picking roaches off by the dozen.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Dean said. “That’s fine and dandy for old Tri-V reruns, but this is reality, Sergeant.” 
 
    The colonel reached a weak hand out and placed it gently on Dean’s arm. 
 
    “Better…idea?” Yonatan said. Then he gulped and let his arm drop. 
 
    Brynn glanced between the colonel and the major. Dean sighed and scanned the group. She watched his gaze travel to the edges of the park and the walls the Sevens had emerged from. His gaze floated up to the next level, where the shooters had been. Dean’s shoulders dropped. 
 
    “No, sir,” Dean said.  
 
    “Then…move.” 
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    To the outside observer, one might have thought the tall, skinny Veetanho was meditating or, more likely, deep within her pinplants processing information. Stavro was doing neither. Sitting in her comfortable chair in her sparsely furnished office, she was sorting through her upcoming plans and accounting for all possible eventualities.  
 
    She would occasionally access the pinplants for a piece of important information, but she otherwise kept all the details of her plans within her mind, and her mind alone. She had learned from her aunt if a plan was worth making, it was important to leave no record whatsoever of its existence. Naturally, one had to communicate with others to arrange the components of the plan. Those communications would be kept as secure and minimal as possible. But the plan itself must never be divulged to anyone. The complete plan must not even be spoken aloud. 
 
    Thus, the plan for her current operation existed only as a four-dimensional web inside her mind. Stavro viewed the present as events that had already happened. The near future was already in motion; they required only minor actions to correct any deviated courses. The semi-distant future needed a little more attention. Most of her thoughts centered around the far future. The further one got from the present, the more variables, minor or major, would spiral into significant deviations from the plan. It was the long-term effects of those variables that demanded most of her focus. 
 
    A focus which was impossible with that damn pinging sound.  
 
    She opened her eyes. The pinging sound originated from her slate. As she’d given explicit instructions forbidding her underlings from contacting her via pinplants while she was engineering future events, they used the slate to notify her of the Bladestorm commander’s arrival. Using her pinplants, she opened the door. 
 
    “Commander Ch’Vez, come inside.”  
 
    The black-shelled Goka scuttled in, and she closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Report.” 
 
    “Yes, General. I sent the files to your adjutant, and it should have been delivered to your pin—” 
 
    “I have reviewed your report, Commander Ch’Vez, and if that was all I wanted, I would not have called you here. I want you to tell me, in your words, exactly what went wrong.” 
 
    Like the insect he was, he skittered about as she admonished him. 
 
    “Yes, General. As you arranged—” 
 
    “Do not tell me what I did or did not do, Commander. I want you to explain, in your words, the sequence of events that led us to the current situation.” 
 
    “General.” He settled and seemed to collect himself. “Per their contract, the Human mercenary unit Bushido Bandits began their assault on the Zevak Arcology on schedule. The Pushtal contingent, who was hired to oppose them, made a remarkably poor showing. The Humans dispatched them faster than anticipated. The SleSha counteroffensive you—er, that was arranged took out all their tanks, and a good deal of infantry, but the SleSha were mostly wiped out in the process. As orchestrated, the suits of their assault units were disabled when they used their primary weaponry, but not all.  
 
    “The Humans quickly became aware of the issue and continued the fight with only melee weaponry. They caused more casualties to the Bladestorm than I expected, and I took a while to consolidate. In the interim, the SleSha unit was completely eliminated. By which I mean 100% casualties…not a single one made it out. I assume you already knew that. When I ordered the Bladestorm to move in and finish the Humans off, we found they had abandoned the last of their machinery and disappeared into the more heavily populated area of the arcology.” 
 
    “How did they have enough time to accomplish this, Commander?” 
 
    “Well, General, I did not think they would dispatch the SleSha so quickly. When I recognized the rate at which the SleSha were being destroyed, I ordered my unit in, but it was already too late. I will also admit that I moved in cautiously, believing a larger number of their armored suits would still be active. The Humans must have realized they had been deceived when they were counterattacked moments after taking their objective and after witnessing the failures on numerous CASPers. Though the section we had arranged for the Pushtal to control was largely unpopulated, the Humans, unencumbered by their armored machines, dispersed into the more populated areas, where we could no longer track them so easily.” 
 
    “I see, and I accept your admittance of failure. Now, tell me what steps you are taking to rectify the situation.” 
 
    Commander Ch’Vez fidgeted a little and then froze again.  
 
    “General, we have surrounded the arcology above and below. There is no foot traffic in or out of the base, due to barricading by the local Blevin law enforcement. There is no aerial traffic in or out of the docking points, monitored by your drones, and we have gone where Goka excel—that is, into the tunnels below. Now that we have the arcology isolated, we will slowly move into it and apprehend any and all Humans we come across.” 
 
    “You will do no such thing. Maintain your perimeter in the tunnels at the base.” 
 
    “General?” The colonel shifted as a sign of his confusion. 
 
    For the simple dramatic effect, Stavro walked to the window and looked out. It was not a true window, of course. Such a vanity would only invite some lesser species to attempt to shoot her through it. It was, however, a pristine projection of the city from the vantage a window would have from where her office stood. Numerous arcologies sprang up from the rest of the city like massive Vaga mounds—wide based cones that narrowed to plumes at the peak. It just so happened that the Zevak Arcology was one of them. She pointed at it. 
 
    “That arcology holds nearly a million living beings of various races. Your Goka are outsiders, and tensions are already at a limit. We will let the local law enforcement hunt for the remainder of these Humans. The devices are in place, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, General, and I would like to discuss those as well. I need assurances that we will have ample to time to evacuate if using them becomes necessary.” 
 
    “Assurances I will not give you. 
 
    “Now,” she continued, “if you have such a lockdown on the structure, how do you plan to supply it?” 
 
    Commander Ch’Vez stared at her for several long seconds without moving or making a sound. 
 
    Eventually, he relented and said, “We were not contracted to supply an arcology; we were hired to eliminate a Human mercenary unit.” 
 
    “And in so doing, you have cut an enormous population off from their sole means of sustenance. If you leave them in this state, they will be rioting by the end of the day. Even several companies of Goka would not hold out long against a million rioting creatures of any race. I suggest you work out the details, Commander Ch’Vez, before things get out of hand.” 
 
    “Yes, General.” 
 
    “You are dismissed.” 
 
    She opened the door behind him, and he skittered out much faster than he had entered. Seconds after he left, she received another request for an audience. She opened the door again, and another Veetanho in a smart military uniform entered. Veetanho from this particular unit displayed very little on their uniforms. There was no sense in telling the enemy your name, rank, and qualifications. Your subordinates were required to know who their leader was. Anything beyond that was fluff. Stavro certainly did not need such things to identify this Veetanho. 
 
    “Colonel Ke’aka, is there any chance Colonel Ch’Vez observed your approach to my office?” 
 
    The leader of the Demise strode into her office in such a graceful manner that she appeared to be floating. When she arrived on the opposite side of Stavro’s desk, she froze in a rigid attention.  
 
    “None, Coordinator—my apologies, I meant to say General. I waited in one of the ready rooms with your security forces until he passed.” 
 
    The slip was calculated, as were all things when Veetanho interacted with each other. Or with anyone at all, for that matter. 
 
    “You had better be correct. I imagine you feel disdain over my appropriation of the title of general for this mission. It was necessary to cow the local administrators. The title coordinator, by design, carries no significance to any who have not been subjected to our ministrations. Those who have do not live to tell others. But a Veetanho with the title of general inspires the same dread, awe, and respect the title coordinator would inspire if anyone knew better. Since I have taken the title of general, the Council of Arcology mayors set aside their constant petty squabbles and have effectively allowed me to supplant them for the duration of the operation.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that carry the risk of the population learning of your existence here?” 
 
    “Excellent question. Fortunately, their stranglehold on information broadcasts is near absolute. Plus, they might have the impression that their lives would be forfeit if word of my presence were to be leaked…which is not altogether false. Now, I assume you have been apprised of the situation inside the arcology?” 
 
    “I have. Furthermore, the Blevin are now in control of the traffic lanes and have barricaded them with the use of the obsolete tanks we supplied—through intermediaries, of course. The Demise are located all around the arcology to serve as a backup in the event the Humans attempt to break out anywhere.” 
 
    The colonel went silent but shifted about with nervous energy. 
 
    “You have more to say. Proceed.” 
 
    “If I may say so, surrounding the arcology with the Demise seems like overkill for the Bushido Bandits, but I calculate it might not be sufficient for our primary objective. At best, the encounter will be costly. At worst, we risk failure.” 
 
    “Are you saying your forces are not up to the task?” 
 
    Once again, the colonel remained quiet for a long moment. Stavro presumed that was because the colonel was expending a great deal of energy controlling her anger. When the colonel spoke again, Stavro detected the slightest hint of antagonism. 
 
    “Were it any other Human unit—to include their so-called Four Horsemen—I would not hesitate to state with absolute confidence that the Demise are up to the task. But in this case, I prefer to leave nothing to chance, as is our way.” 
 
    “Well said, Colonel. I would hate to think you are implying that I have left anything to chance. If that is your fear—” she paused after the word to let it take its full effect, “—then let me placate you by explaining that when the time comes, there will be several more layers to this plan to ensure success. I did not become a coordinator by under-planning.” 
 
    The use of her true title was meant to put this colonel back in her place. 
 
    “Of course not, Coordinator. I have full confidence in your designs and will perform above your expectations.” 
 
    “That would not be hard. Do not fear, you will have the opportunity to take the vengeance your unit has sought for over a century. That you thought you had achieved decades ago. It will be yours. You are dismissed.” 
 
    Colonel Ke’aka snapped back to attention, saluted, spun, and departed. 
 
    Stavro moved to the window and returned her attention to the arcology.  
 
    She reached through her pinplants to verify the status of the Bushido Bandits’ maintenance and administrative personnel. Her orders concerning their disposition had been followed to the letter. 
 
    The rest of the Humans were trapped inside the Zevak Arcology. They would survive in there for weeks, if not months. Everything was according to her plan. Though she would continue to consider the contingencies and possibilities, for the time being, there was nothing to do but wait. 
 
    Her aunt would be so proud.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Planet Don Ghoi 
 
    Abare-Tako system 
 
      
 
    Bull strolled up to his old friend and gave him a small wave. 
 
    “I’ve gotta say, this is much nicer than all the other pieces of junk you assembled for this op.” Patches scratched behind his neck. His lower lip stuck out due to a plug of tobacco, and he carried as sour an expression on his face as Bull had ever seen. From that expression, one might not realize that Bull’s company, currently named Acme Corp., had just successfully executed a daring, hazardous rescue mission, with a single twisted ankle as the sole casualty. 
 
    The two men stood at the edge of the shuttle’s open ramp. As Patches had said, it was a clean, expensive-looking shuttle. Which made sense, considering it had belonged to a Veetanho until moments earlier. Inside, the survivors they’d just rescued lined both walls in seats facing each other. 
 
    “Our host was gracious enough to provide it, with our users here bundled up on a silver platter, awaiting our arrival,” Bull said before taking a drag from the stub of a cigar that was approaching the point where it would burn his fingers. 
 
    “‘Host,’ huh?” Patches’ face screwed up into an even more unpleasant look. “That’s a hell of a name for the shit bag who captured this group of poor SOBs and subjected them to weeks at the mercy of a curious, psychotic Wrogul’s experiments.” His gaze swept through the compartment to observe what Bull had already seen—a group of grotesquely disfigured people. Bull watched the pain grow in Patches’ eyes as he took in the damage wrought by the Regulators’ time in captivity. “Jesus, is that Colonel Coultrup?” 
 
    Bull followed the gaze into the shuttle. Patches seemed to be looking at an elderly white-haired gentleman. The gentlemen in question appeared sickly and frail, practically a skeleton. He reminded Bull of John, just before the great mentor had died a couple decades back. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Bull replied. “I’d say he fared better than most of the others. No evidence of mutilation or random, experimental cybernetics. Vo probably wanted to keep him intact as a means of controlling the others.” 
 
    “Intact, huh?” Patches said and spat tobacco-laced saliva into the dirt. He lowered his voice to a whisper, presumably so the commander of the Regulators couldn’t hear him. “The Colonel Coultrup I worked for was a black-haired powerhouse of a man. That’s a damn ghost.” 
 
    “No, Patches, it’s not.” Bull used the cigar stub to motion toward the colonel. “That’s a live Human being. A man who has the opportunity to come back from this, should he choose to take it. A man who still has more than half his merc unit intact. Maybe not mentally, but physically existent at least, and we’ll work on the other part. I know some people. Well, not people exactly, but I know someone who can help. But the point is, we won. I know this ain’t pretty, but we won, and in no small part because of you. You did a damn fine job helping out with anti-air. So why don’t you go ahead and tell me what the hell’s got you still looking so glum.” 
 
    Patches point to the sad collection of survivors. 
 
    “This is happening—I mean, this has been happening—all over the Galaxy for several months now,” Patches said. “I wasn’t really tracking on it until the Regulators got rolled up here.” 
 
    Bull knew dozens of Human mercenary companies had gone missing in the past few months. Recently, the rate of disappearances had increased. It had become clear that it was part of an intentional design by General Peepo, backed by the Merc Guild, to weaken and dominate Humans in general, and Earth in particular.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a big pile of misery all around, there’s no doubt,” Bull replied. “I had a suspicion they were going to roll up Earth, but I didn’t have any means of stopping it. I got a few more teams out there doing what they can, collecting whoever they can and bringing them back to the Rock. I know it’s not enough, and the losses galaxy-wide are staggering, but—” 
 
    “Bandits are unaccounted for.” Patches spat again. 
 
    Bull’s arms dropped. A moment later he twitched and tossed the cigar stub away, as it had burned his fingers.  
 
    Though he’d feared the possibility, Bull hadn’t received the news that the Bushido Bandits had joined the ranks of the lost units.  
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Bull knew the answer, but he figured Patches needed the chance to say it out loud. 
 
    “Monogatari. And I know you knew where.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t know they’d…well, huh. You were surfing the GalNet during the op?” 
 
    “I can multitask, same as you.” 
 
    Conversation was halted by the dull, low roar of an approaching ship. A bulbous ship, a touch larger than the shuttles, arrived. It hovered for a moment, blasting blinding swirls of dust and debris every which way, before it descended and settled to the ground. A ramp whined open and locked into place. A man in a black flight suit strolled out the back with a look of uncertainty. When the man saw Bull and Patches, he straightened up and strode toward the pair. 
 
    “I’m supposed to pick up a…turtle?” the man asked. 
 
    Patches waved back toward the large, camouflaged concave disc on the ground a few meters away.  
 
    “She’s all yours.” 
 
    The man walked up and inspected the machine. He stared at it, dumbfounded, for a few moments before Bull decided to rescue him. 
 
    “Patches, be nice to Biggie there, he’s somewhat new, and I don’t want to watch his head explode.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Patches said. He brought up his slate and tapped a few commands. The turtle scuttled its way along the ground, each of its eight legs moving a mere few inches at a time. Biggie stood to the side and watched in awe.  
 
    “Biggie?” 
 
    “Bad Idea Generator. I don’t like calling him that, as it discourages open and honest collaborative discussion, but he does consistently have some seriously bad ideas. Anyway, about that turtle…when or where’d you get so crafty?” 
 
    “Hitched a ride with some crazy old guy once upon a time and wound up crewing with him for a spell. This was a little while after Sandy died. What with her and the kiddo gone…” His voice drifted a bit, and he seemed to zone out. 
 
    “Patches?” Bull said. “The turtle.” 
 
    The twitchy, wiry man snapped out of it. “So, yeah, I just kinda went out, nomad-like, for a bit. Wound up with this guy named Pops. Crazy old codger who was raising two young Pushtal, if you can believe it. Had great taste in entertainment, though. And he was pretty damn good at rigging up whatever the hell one might need for anything. Helped me put together the turtle, in fact.” 
 
    As the turtle approached the end of the ramp, another flight-suited figure stalked off the end of the ramp toward Bull and Patches. 
 
    “Well, damn if that didn’t go off without a hitch,” the young, athletic brunette said. Her hair was tied back in a tight ponytail. Over her left breast was a name tag that identified her as SKYFAB. 
 
    “Forty seconds late, huh?” Patches said, his face twisting with rage.  
 
    “We miss ID’d the objective, and by the time we shifted—” 
 
    “Bull, you teaching them to make excuses now?” Before Bull could even shrug, Patches continued, “If I hadn’t had the wherewithal to hold my first shot, I might’ve set off those air defenses early. Then your little toy drones might not’ve made it to their targets, and some of those missiles or guns woulda reached out and touched ya. Cherry One becomes a smoking hole, the troops get shot down before they can even touch down, and the whole goddamn shithouse burns up. Forty damn seconds.” 
 
    Patches shook his head and spat to the side again. 
 
    The brunette tensed up and locked eyes with Bull. Had it been anyone else, Bull might’ve expected a string of excuses that focused on the poor navigational equipment or the cheap, ancient shuttles they’d acquired for use, but he’d hired Archie for a reason. 
 
    “I’ll understand if this is the last op I get to be a part of.” 
 
    “Long as you know what you did, Archie,” Bull said. “I expect it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “You’ve gotten pretty damn soft, haven’t—” Patches said. 
 
    “Drop it,” Bull said. “For now, I need you to load up, get back, and get everyone started packing up. We’re taking off again post haste; we need to leave three hours ago.” 
 
    “I thought we were ghosting here for a bit, waiting for things to cool?” Archie asked. 
 
    “That was the plan. Just changed. Make sure everyone knows.” 
 
    Archie nodded. She hesitated as if she was contemplating saying something else, possibly to Patches. Instead, she quietly spun about and charged back toward her ship. She shouted at Biggie to close up, which he did, and she charged back toward the flight deck. Within moments, the ship rose in another torrent of dust and accelerated away. 
 
    “That easy?” Patches asked. “You even told that damn Veetanho we would stay put for a while.” 
 
    “See, I knew you were listening to every damn thing that happened in a 20-mile radius, even if it was 1,000 feet down a hole.” 
 
    “This old dog’s learned a few new tricks, Bull. You plan all your contingencies to death, just like you always have. Me, I make sure I’m aware of each and every thing going on anywhere near me. Still didn’t get me enough warning to keep the Regulators from getting rolled up.” 
 
    “No, but it did keep you appraised of Cherry One’s time status. There was never any danger of you lighting up those defenses early.” 
 
    “No, there wasn’t, but she didn’t need to know that.” Patches spat another wad. 
 
    “Also true, Patches.” Bull clenched his hand tight on Patches’ shoulder, giving Patches his full attention. “But if someone’s going to admonish my people, it’ll be me. Next time you feel the need to say something like that to one of my people, you hold your tongue, or I’ll reach into your throat and rip it out at its root. Do you believe me?” 
 
    Patches gulped. By the widening of his eyes, Bull suspected he’d just swallowed an unhealthy dose of chewing tobacco. A much younger Patches might have immediately vomited in that situation. Bull knew from experience that his friend’s stomach was likely protesting a great deal, but Patches was able to hold it down. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Bull said, cocking his head a little. “Was that a yes?” 
 
    Face turning green and eyes turning red, Patches nodded. “Yes, Bull. I understand.” 
 
    “Good.” Bull released his death grip and relaxed. He motioned toward the shuttle. “Let’s take this Mushroom Farm and go rescue Bean.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Hyperspace, En Route to Karma  
 
      
 
    Okeo concluded she had broken her Human. 
 
    Ever since she’d killed the Human female, who was not part of his clan—and, in point of fact, had been about to kill him—he’d been sullen and unresponsive. 
 
    Not long ago, days really, he’d been her target. Zatohachi was the first target who’d given her an honest fight. The image of him in his humble little home, kneeling on the floor in meditation, entered her mind. A simple kill had turned into something she’d never encountered before—a duel. It was still hard to process that he could sense her, even cloaked within her quintessence. Harder yet to process that his skill with the long blade matched her skill as a Hunter. He’d held his own against her until unforeseen events ended the fight. Before she’d had the opportunity to make another attempt on him, she’d received the video feed from Khatash. 
 
    Khatash. 
 
    It is better to die free, than to live a slave. 
 
    With those words, Cahli, the governor of Khatash, had intentionally taken her own life, and every Hunter on Khatash had followed suit. Okeo had become the sole surviving member of the small Shadow Fury clan, and one of the few Hunters who still lived. As far as she knew, the only one. Her race’s mass suicide had been the only viable alternative to allowing the Veetanho to control the Depik in the same manner they likely controlled other races. 
 
    The Veetanho. 
 
    Their manipulative, scheming nature had always been known to Hunters, but Okeo and most others had treated the knowledge as more of a curiosity than a threat. The goggle-eyed rodents had been welcome to plot and maneuver in the manner they did, as it had been assumed their ministrations were irrelevant. They would never be able to exercise control over the Depik. That belief had been catastrophically wrong, and now the race of Depik consisted only of a few lost Hunters like herself, the scattered remains of an annihilated race. All because the Veetanho couldn’t imagine a willpower that could defeat their wits. 
 
    Thus, Okeo had done what she would never have conceived of days earlier—she’d renounced the contract to kill this Human. In fact, she’d forsworn all contracts, save one—the extermination of the entire Veetanho race. It would take a while, but she would watch, and she would find a way. Her first would be Seerna, the Veetanho who’d arranged all her previous contracts. An eye for an eye, as this Human might say. 
 
    An expression this particular Human might consider derisive or mocking, considering the Human was blind. 
 
    “You haven’t told me about this horrible thing that happened.” The words, the first he’d spoken in hours, snapped her from the vicious, repeating circle of her thoughts. He sat on a couch in the ship’s small sitting area. The entire ship was small, a bit cramped for the week-long journey through hyperspace. 
 
    He’d made the comment in a tone that suggested she was the broken one, not him. He was the one who’d acted like her Zuul molly used to, when she’d been in heat with no Zuul males around. He’d moped and mumbled, slept long hours, and remained silent. He hadn’t yammered on nonsensically about trivialities the way most Humans did. Depression, she believed it was called. It was an affliction Hunters didn’t experience. 
 
    She didn’t understand why he was still upset. Okeo had killed the woman he’d planned to save, but that was only because said woman had been about to kill him. Okeo needed him—or at least knew she could use him—to track and kill Seerna. So, when the crazy Human female had pointed a gun at Zatohachi, and he made no move to stop her, Okeo had been forced to act. Zatohachi even said he’d been incapable of saving the girl, so that should have been the end of it. She hadn’t even been a part of his clan. Yet he’d acted depressed ever since. 
 
    Okeo was the one who’d lost her entire race, where he’d only lost a single evil, corrupt female. She was the one who should have reason to wallow in her emotions, but she was a Hunter. Hunters did not— 
 
    “Before you destroy my ship’s kitchenette, perhaps it would help if you spoke about it.” 
 
    Okeo found she’d raked her claws across the small appliance that kept his food cold. 
 
    “She wasn’t even your clan!” Okeo said, louder than she’d intended. 
 
    Zatohachi straightened and stiffened, as if he’d been struck across the face. 
 
    “Not in the biological sense, no,” Zatohachi replied, “but she was what you might call chosen clan.” 
 
    “You mean she had chosen you as a mate?” Okeo was more confused than ever. The Human female’s words and actions hadn’t correlated to the actions of one who desired to mate. 
 
    “No,” Zatohachi replied. “Well, yes, actually, earlier, sort of, but that’s beside the point. I think that was just an attempt to seduce me to use for her purposes.” 
 
    Okeo concluded, for the millionth time, that Humans were an indecipherable enigma. 
 
    “But no, I meant that I chose her as clan, as you would call it, because I owed her father. He saved my life, or so I’m told, in the same battle in which I lost my eyesight, and he died doing it. I owed him as much to help save his kin.” 
 
    “I see,” Okeo said. “Though it’s shameful you needed such help, I suppose I can understand the concept of inviting another into your clan to honor another great warrior. But she was unworthy of becoming a part of your clan.” 
 
    “Just so. And I know that in my head.” His tone was flat, unconvincing. “It’ll be some time before I can accept it within my spirit.” 
 
    More Human nonsense. How could one accept a fact in one part of oneself and not accept it throughout oneself? She, for example, had immediately accepted that her entire race had been destroyed and developed plans based on that knowledge. 
 
    “Now,” he continued, “even a blind man can see something is troubling you. It might do you good to talk about it.” 
 
    The stupid jokes he made about his condition annoyed her more than the horrible food she was forced to endure on his ship. 
 
    “Where did you learn this talent of yours? Where were you trained to be such a skilled warrior?” 
 
    Zatohachi sighed and bowed his head forward, as if disappointed for some reason. He suddenly wanted to talk, and she was talking. 
 
    “I learned from a school called the Hohoemi Meii Ryu. It’s an amalgam of Japanese and Navajo—those are two different…um, clans, I suppose you might call them; large clans with their own languages. From Japanese, Hohoemi means smiling, though they translate it as laughing, and Ryu means school. Meii means coyote in Navajo. That’s a small wolf…um, like a small Zuul, but a simple animal who moves on four legs.” 
 
    “Is this a language lesson, or are you approaching a point?” 
 
    “Are all Depik this impatient?” 
 
    “Only when there’s no reason to wait for something. We’re…” Okeo lost her thoughts for a moment as the word we escaped from her mouth. There wasn’t much of a we left. “Hunters are incredibly patient when necessary. Don’t ever doubt our will.” 
 
    The Human gave the insufferable head tilt he used when he was pondering something. The annoying Human had just read into her hesitation to use the word we. It had been careless of her; she would have to do better to conceal her thoughts and emotions from him. 
 
    “Anyway, the school is mostly rooted in the Bujinkan school, which itself was a blend of nine schools of ancient Japanese martial arts. The Laughing Coyote School was founded as a xeno-centric school—meaning it expanded its purview in an attempt to apply those ancient, traditional martial arts to the strengths and weaknesses of the Union’s other races. As far as I know, it’s one of the first of its kind, founded by an American Navajo who’d trained in Japan, where he met his Japanese wife, with whom he founded the school.” 
 
    “Why do Humans have so many different schools to teach themselves how to fight? Why don’t they just determine what works best and teach that?” 
 
    Zatohachi, for the first time since they’d left, laughed. Okeo didn’t get the joke, but his great amusement led her to slow blink. 
 
    “Yes, one would wonder that. Well, for one thing, across the planet, different clans of Humans were isolated for a long time, and they all came up with their own ways of fighting. When they encountered each other, they might steal things from another school—mix and match, as it were—but tradition generally kept them from changing too drastically.” 
 
    “Tradition? What’s that?” 
 
    “Tradition is…um, doing things the way your ancestors did. Either in faith that it works, or to honor your ancestors.” 
 
    “You mean Humans intentionally keep themselves from adapting or evolving simply to keep doing things a certain way because that’s how it had always been done?” 
 
    “That’s a way of looking at it, yes. Are you telling me your kind don’t have any traditions? There’s nothing your ancestors did that you continue to do?” 
 
    “We watch, and we find a way. Everything else we do is simply the best possible arrangement we’ve developed. At least, that’s how it used to be.” 
 
    Okeo found herself picturing Khatash. She tried to envision the entire Hunter population of the planet, like a million tiny Tri-V screens, spread out across her mind. All together, they bit down. As one, they disassembled. Her brother…her dama… 
 
    “‘Used to be?’” 
 
    Her claws scraped across the metal against the cabin again, releasing a great screech into the air. The Human ducked his head and grimaced in pain. 
 
    “Is this why we now hunt the one who contracted you to kill me? Did she contract the assassination of someone dear to you, someone you love?” 
 
    “She killed all of them.” 
 
    Okeo’s claws relaxed. For no reason she could determine, the words had dispersed all the anger within her. All the rage that had built up evaporated and left only an empty, numb feeling. She’d thought telling him would send her into a frenzy, in which she would likely have killed him. The truth, she found, was the exact opposite. 
 
    “Seerna killed your clan?” 
 
    A hint of anger returned in the form of frustration. 
 
    “No. She, and all those like her, killed my entire race.” 
 
    He froze, still as a statue, not even breathing. In the eternity it took him to process the information, she returned her mind to the mental exercise of planning to kill the Veetanho contract manager. Seerna hadn’t managed every Hunter contract, but she’d managed a large number. As one of the greatest intermediaries between the Veetanho and the Hunters, Seerna must have played a major part in the plans to enslave Okeo’s kind. Seerna wouldn’t just die…Okeo would ensure her suffering was as excruciating and protracted as possible. In the process, Okeo would secure information to track down the next higher member in the Veetanho hierarchy. 
 
    After a few, long moments, Zatohachi’s lips parted. 
 
    “How is such a thing possible?” 
 
    “They sought to enslave us, and thought they had the means to do so. But Hunters cannot be enslaved. Their only options were subjugation or death. Following our governor’s example, they chose death.” 
 
    “I’d always heard you were a noble race, but this goes well beyond nobility. They’ve taken my planet, as well, and I’d place a large bet that at least half my kind have welcomed their new masters. Fight for them, even.” 
 
    “Heard of us? What did you hear of us? From whom?” 
 
    Instinctively, her muscles tensed as if for a fight. 
 
    “Please, my friend. Considering the circumstances, it’s well past time to worry about others learning of your kind.” 
 
    She relaxed and felt something she hadn’t felt in a long time. Embarrassment. Of course, he was right. In fact, her race’s incredible secrecy might now mean they would disappear from history without the slightest mention. Gone, as if they’d never existed. The idea shouldn’t have bothered her, yet it did. 
 
    “So. It now makes sense why you wish to kill the one who once negotiated your contracts. I was simply hoping to prevent any more contracts being placed on me. But you…you’re avenging your entire race. I can’t imagine you’d stop there. It seems I’m now bound to an endless quest for vengeance, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Does that trouble you?” 
 
    “It should, I think, but no, it doesn’t. In some strange way, it makes more sense than anything else I’ve done in my entire life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Remote 
 
    System Undisclosed 
 
      
 
    Colonel A.J. Bergman wiggled the toes of her left foot, as they’d gone to sleep. She performed the uncomfortable procedure of dropping her legs to the floor and braced herself for the flood of pins and needles through her feet, ankles, and calves. She leaned forward and pinched her thumb and forefingers around her calves in a vain attempt to massage some life back into them. 
 
    Normally such a thing wouldn’t be a concern in space, but the ship was in the midst of one of its patrol burns. Captain Leischner would hold the precise one-G acceleration until they reached the opposite end of the system. Then he would flip the ship about and apply the exact same acceleration until they returned to their station-keeping position near the stargate. The entire process, while costly in fuel, also had great physiological benefits to the crew and passengers. It allowed them a method of combating the long-term effects of microgravity living. 
 
    On the Tri-V display in front of her, yet another squad of Kennedy’s Caballeros was ripped apart by Besquith. Men screamed, teeth gnashed, and blood splattered everywhere in the projection. 
 
    “Wow, how the hell is anyone in this unit still alive?” she asked. She tilted her head up, transfixed by the unnecessarily long and graphic scene. “I haven’t been keeping count or anything, but shouldn’t absolutely everyone be dead by now? Except Buff Orpington and Perry, of course. Even the Buff girl died.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but they’re the main characters, and there’s still 20 minutes left,” her executive officer said. Marc “Linda” Lovelace tapped away on his slate. One might think he was working on something, but he’d actually been playing a mindless game throughout the movie. “If they died, the movie would be over. I think the two pilots are still alive, too, so at least there’s someone to fly them out.” 
 
    “But what was the point of this whole thing?” she asked. “I mean, isn’t Buff Orpington and the Scheming Space Werewolves supposed to be a comeback story? They rise from the ashes and rebuild to fight again?” 
 
    “It was, then it became a revenge story or something,” Linda said. He didn’t actually look up from his game while he was talking. “I think there’s some sort of sinister plot they’re trying to unravel, too, but it’s mostly a big special effects extravaganza. I don’t think they actually hired writers. They just spliced in a bunch of random action movie tropes and relied on the stunning visuals to carry it. Though that’s all the Buff Orpington Tri-V’s, really.” 
 
    A.J. sputtered her lips as the opener to a long sigh. 
 
    “Isn’t there anyone I can discipline or something?” A.J. said. “Shouldn’t fights be breaking out everywhere by now?” 
 
    “Fights were last week, ma’am,” Linda said. He tapped his slate, and it erupted with the sounds of fireworks. “Yes! It’s about time! I just got to level 100.” 
 
    There was a moment of awkward silence as he set the slate down.  
 
    “Not really much point in playing now,” he said. “Going back to your other question, the last real fight was Gessendorf and that maintainer buddy of his, but Top worked that one out.” 
 
    “Buddies?” she said. “What were they fighting over?” 
 
    “Turns out they were both drunk, playing slap balls,” he said. 
 
    “Slap balls? That stupid nut-tapping thing guys do? More proof that women should be in charge.” 
 
    On the Tri-V, a bare-chested Buff Orpington screamed and unloaded a shotgun into the last Besquith. 
 
    “Chew on that, little doggie!” Buff shouted. A.J. rolled her eyes at the cheesy dialogue. 
 
    Sergeant Major Perry stepped up behind him, covered in a rainbow of blood from the various species they’d killed. 
 
    “That’s the last one, sir,” Perry said. His eyes were wild. He nodded and continued, “That’s all of them, sir. It’s over now.” 
 
    “No, Sergeant Major,” Buff said. He stared off into the upper left of the screen. “It’s just begun.” 
 
    “Stirring musical chords aaaand credits,” A.J. said. She sighed and looked around at the empty walls. “I need to get a hobby. This shit sucks. I never thought I’d get bored running the Jackals, but here we are.” 
 
    They’d begun the expedition gung ho. When the callout came from Snowman to execute Resurgens, everyone had sprung into action in a great flurry. Leave was cancelled, anyone in system was recalled to the ship, and anyone who wasn’t got left behind. She’d gone 36 hours straight, coordinating supplies, personnel, launch windows, and a myriad of other never-ending details to make sure everything went smoothly. There’d been plenty of metaphorical fires to put out and crises to resolve. It hadn’t just been her, either; everyone down the chain to the lowest clerk had done their part to get A.J.’s Jackals loaded and ready. 
 
    In the three jumps they’d taken to get to the system, they’d run simulations and had organized physical training, morale events, and intel briefs to fill up each day, every day. When they’d arrived, they’d contacted all the other units who’d shown up and planned exercises and coordination meetings for the first two full weeks.  
 
    At some point—and she honestly couldn’t remember when—they’d simply run out of things to do. Minor maintenance was still a constant, but there were no big problems or issues. All the units, per the execution order, were well supplied, so there was no issue there. All the great plans and exercises died off as they waited for either Bull or Snowman to show up. In the meantime, they had books, Tri-Vs, and games. 
 
    “Yeah, here we are,” he said, “sitting in some shitty uninhabited system, waiting for either of our two brilliant, fearless leaders to show up and tell us how we’re going to save the Galaxy.” 
 
    “Wait, go back to slap balls. Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Top didn’t tell you that part? Yeah, they were drunk, they started playing the game where you try to smack the other persons, well…testicles, and I guess things just escalated.” 
 
    “Play stupid games, win stupid prizes. I guess I’m fine having Top take care of that one. Except it still leaves me with surprisingly little to do. Also, are you saying we’ve actually moved past the point of bored trooper bar fights?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I never thought I’d see it, but everyone’s kind of mellowed into a depressed haze. Especially with the news from Karma and Earth. Everyone feels they should’ve been there when it happened, but now it’s too late. It’s not like we can go back and free Earth on our own.” 
 
    “No, we can’t,” she said. She sighed and leaned back into her chair. “Especially if our two fearless leaders are right about what’s coming here.” 
 
    The room shook from the chilling, bass-heavy music that played during the credits.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. She shot to her feet, powered through the tingling pain in both legs, and slapped a hand on the table. “Let’s set up some simulations. We gotta get back to work, train up and sharpen up.” 
 
    A klaxon sounded, and a red strobe light illuminated. Her weight increased, and she tumbled sideways. She grabbed onto the table and tensed her quadriceps to keep from falling over.  
 
    “Whoa, what the hell?” Linda said. 
 
    A.J. received an urgent message through her pinplants. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve cured our boredom,” she said. “Something just jumped into the system. We’ve increased our acceleration to get back to the rest of the fleet faster. Captain Leischner is requesting my presence in the control room.” 
 
    “And?” Linda said. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s all coming in, I’ll send it to you,” she said. She walked briskly around the table toward the door. “A fleet just jumped into the system at ultra-high speed. It won’t be long before they have range on us.” 
 
    She took a breath as the door slid open. 
 
    “Do we know who?” 
 
    “They announced themselves as Science Guild representatives.” 
 
    “Science Guild? You mean the nerdy, bug-eyed aliens? They have an actual fleet?” 
 
     “They’re laying claim to this system and demand we stand down. They claim we—and all ships currently in the system—are now their property, and they’ll destroy us if we attempt to flee.” 
 
    “Can they do that?” 
 
    “For everyone near the stargate, it’s doubtful. For us, however…well, we’ll have to see what Captain Leischner thinks.” 
 
    The two stepped toward the lift. A.J. would’ve liked to run, but it was a little hard under 2Gs. Once in the lift, both of them leaned against the railing to give their bodies as much of a break as they could. She received updates as they traveled up the ship’s spine toward the control room. 
 
    “I’m kinda curious to know what their crews look like,” Linda said. Though his breathing was labored due to the strain, he seemed a lot more amused than she was. “I’m picturing one of those spoof TV shows with socially awkward weirdos accidentally blowing things up.” 
 
    “Linda, give it a rest and pretend this is serious,” A.J. said. “Most of the fleet has jumped out. Our grand contingent is prepping them to launch. Leischner’s not sure they’ll make it. He’s not actually sure we’ll make it.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    The doors opened. Captain Leischner, a dark-haired man who always seemed to carry a whimsical expression, was grim and barking orders. 
 
    “Captain Leischner, show me the projections on the ground forces,” A.J. said as she walked inside. Her heart threatened to beat its way out of her chest under the strain. She found the nearest open chair, which was halfway across the room and down three steps, and collapsed into it. Linda didn’t bother to look for a chair and sat on the stairs. 
 
    “Gotcha Colonel,” Captain Leischner said. “Put it up, guys.” 
 
    The Tri-V ran through a collection of time-accelerated simulations of the dropships launching from the surface and running for the star gate. By the most direct route, they didn’t make it. Following a route which initially arced them away from the Science Guild fleet before vectoring them toward the Stargate, they didn’t make it. By launching and sling-shotting around the planet, they saved the most fuel, but still didn’t make it. 
 
    “I get the point, Captain,” A.J. said. “Order them to remain on the surface. Tell them to go to ground and evade as long as possible. We’ll come back for them as soon as we gather our forces.” 
 
    “How long will that be?” Leischner asked. A moment later, he turned to look at her and added, “Colonel?” 
 
    “You just showed me that’s their only chance, Captain,” A.J. said, “and your guess is as good as mine, but we can’t exactly say, ‘see ya later, best of luck!’ even if that is what we’re doing.” 
 
    “As you say, Colonel,” Leischner said. 
 
    “Do we have the slightest idea how they found us here?” Linda asked. He’d leaned against a pillar and wheezed with every word. “Or why they’re here in the first place?”  
 
    “No real ideas,” Leischner said, “unless they’re here for us, for some reason. Maybe they’re trying to stop what we’re doing.” 
 
    “That’s absurd,” A.J. said. “That would mean they’re siding with the…” 
 
    No, don’t say it. Most don’t know our true purpose here, and that’s for their own safety. Well, mostly for the safety of the operation. 
 
    “Siding with who, Colonel?” Linda asked. He was adapting to the strain. She guessed he’d finally found the best posture to withstand the forces. “You’ve never told us what we’re really doing here. Especially when there’s somewhere we all felt we could have been more useful.” 
 
    No, we’d just be more casualties if we’d stayed on Earth. 
 
    “Still above your pay grade, Linda, even now,” A.J. replied. “Anyway, there’s no point in conjecture. Our standing orders in this eventuality are to retrograde back to Tambu. We’ll regroup there, collect more forces, and wait for our next orders.” 
 
    “And that’s what we’re doing, Colonel,” Leischner said. “They’ll get one pass at us with missiles, but I think our defenses will hold. I think we’ll make it. It’s the poor bastards on the surface who have something to worry about.” 
 
    The real question is, what forces are already in transit here? They’ll show up to an ambush with no chance of escape. 
 
    “On the bright side,” Linda said, “at least there’s much less chance of them chasing us to the retrograde system.” 
 
    A.J. turned her entire body to shoot him an angry glance. Twisting your head quickly under the higher G forces was a bad idea. 
 
    “Don’t jinx it, Major,” she said. 
 
    “Too late,” Leischner said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Shadow of a Memory 
 
      
 
    “Spaceship!” Jessica shouted with glee. She clapped her hands and pointed at the long cylindrical ship, bobbling with so much excitement, she almost tumbled off of her father’s shoulders. He held her tight and tilted a little to keep her balanced. Once he’d stopped her from falling off, he swatted a hand back at her to stop her from drumming her hands on his head. 
 
    “Yes, Jessica, yes,” her father said. “That’s my newest ship. It’s a little more versatile than some of my standard cargo haulers.” 
 
    “It sure is,” she said. “Those ships are blocky and boring. This looks like it could be a fighter. Are you gonna load it up with guns and missiles?” 
 
    Her father chuckled. “Your mother’s been letting you watch The Lost Company again, hasn’t she? For one thing, there’s no way some company who survived the Alpha Contracts is stranded out there in the cosmos. For another, Humans make terrible fighter pilots compared to a lot of other races. Our bodies just can’t sustain the G-forces a lot of other species can. Most insectoid species, aquatic species, and a few of the exotics are just far better bred for it.” 
 
    “Okay, but it still looks like a Javelin,” Jessica said. The Javelin was the premier fighter in The Lost Company Tri-V show, about a group of Alpha Contract Humans trying to survive while stranded on a desolate planet. As usual, it rehashed all the space survival tropes of the two preceding centuries. Six-year-old Jessica loved it and made her father watch it with her whenever he had the time. “You’re still going to load the two big rings with weapons, right?” 
 
    She pointed at the two amidships sections, which were clearly disconnected from the rest of the ship. 
 
    “No, Jessica,” he answered. He pointed at the front end of the ship. “Any weapons we put will be up in the front there. We’re going to do it, too. Real weapons this time, not just the false emitters Antonowicz used to load our ships with. This ship won’t be defenseless if someone calls our bluff.” 
 
    He twisted back to point at the amidships sections. “Those are rotating cargo bays.” 
 
    “Ugh,” she said with a frown. “Cargo is boring. Is that what this ship is for?” 
 
    “Well, that is the primary purpose,” he said, “and those rings are pretty important. They provide gravity through centrifugal force.” 
 
    “Centripetal force!” someone shouted. 
 
    Jessica whipped her head around so fast, she almost fell off again. A large bald man strolled up to them. He kind of looked like Kingpin, the villain from the really old, remastered Spiderman Tri-Vs her father always wanted to watch with her. 
 
    “Son of a bi—scuit,” her father said. She was pretty sure he’d intended to use another word.  
 
    “Sorry if I scared you,” the man said. “I presume you’re little Jessica?” 
 
    “I’m not little!” Jessica said. She scrunched up her face in the meanest, angriest look she could muster. 
 
    “It’s centrifugal force if you’re discussing a rotating frame of reference,” her father said. 
 
    “Sorry, but you are kind of little compared to the other Jessica—your father’s lawyer,” the bald man said. He redirected his attention to her father. “Spare me the reference frame stuff. Besides, if you keep constant acceleration, there’s no reason to have a rotating cargo bay. Though it is nice to see you finally planning to go armed.” 
 
    “Not everyone’s a shark like you,” her father said. “We don’t have to keep moving to stay alive. Some of us are capable of stopping every now and then. Anyway, you don’t do social calls. What’s going on?” 
 
    The bald man kept his gaze on the ship and nodded. 
 
    “She is a beaut. What’re you going to name her?” 
 
    Her father chuckled in a way that made her bounce up and down on his shoulders. 
 
    “Victory 12,” he said.  
 
    The bald man’s face soured. 
 
    “Cute,” he said, in a tone which made Jessica suspect he didn’t think it was cute, “but don’t count on the Bulldogs making it 13. I have a strong feeling Dubravac’s going to take the Tigers all the way next season.” 
 
    “Jessica, what do you think of that?” 
 
    “Goooooo Dawgs! Sic ‘em!” 
 
    The man’s stone face fractured into a full-on smile, and his cheeks turned cherry red. 
 
    “Now how can I argue with that?” 
 
    “Well, a 12-year national championship streak is good enough for me,” her father said. “Tigers ever beat that, I’ll buy you your own ship just like this.” 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, but this is too high visibility,” the man said. “I like my hardware cheap, local, and expendable.” 
 
    Her father shrugged, and she wobbled. 
 
    “Anyway, you’re seriously freaking me out with this much small talk,” her father said. “Must be something serious. You’ve already ruined my big new ship reveal to Jessica here, and there’s no getting that back.” Her father motioned toward a conference room. “Let’s find a place to talk.” 
 
    With a deft sweep of the hands, her father pushed one of her legs over his head and caught her by the armpits as she dropped. She frowned and initiated a sullen-faced lip quiver that was sure to break his heart. 
 
    “Melissa! Could you come watch Jess for me for a few?” 
 
    All thoughts of guilting her father faded away, and she spun with excitement. A thin, rosy-cheeked blonde woman in a blue jumpsuit strolled toward her. 
 
    “Tigger!” Jessica shouted. She ran to the woman with outstretched arms and knocked her back a little with a big hug around her waist. The hug lasted half a second before Jessica tilted her head up. “Can we play Pushtal and Peacemakers?” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Melissa said. “In fact, my little Mikey and Maggie are here, too. Let’s go play with them.” 
 
    “Melissa, just one rule…” her father said. 
 
    “No playing on the ship. I got it.” 
 
    “Don’t forget it,” he said with a bit of a smirk. “Not sure how long I’ll be. Jessica, can I get one more hug before I disappear for a bit?” 
 
    Jessica ran back and wrapped her arms around him. As Jessica always liked to say, the world was a better place with more hugs. When they both let go, her father knelt down to look her in the eye. 
 
    “Well, despite the rollout being interrupted, do you like the ship?” 
 
    “It’s amazing! Will it be mine someday?” 
 
    Her father laughed, lowered his eyes, and shook his head. Before he could say anything, the bald man spoke. 
 
    “Now that’s a wonderful idea,” he said. “Your father’s lost for words, Jessica, so I’ll answer for him. Yes. If you work hard in school, and grow up to be an amazing woman—which we all know you will—then yes. It’ll be yours someday.” 
 
    She still wanted to hear it from her father, so she pressed him some more. 
 
    “Is that true?” 
 
    At length, he relented and nodded. “Yes, Jessica. It’s true. Now be good to Melissa.” 
 
    As her father walked off, she gave the briefest thought to whom the bald man might be. Then she remembered that Mikey and Maggie were waiting for her to play Pushtal and Peacemakers, and the thought vanished from her mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Patches wiggled about, both to keep limbs from going numb and because he was unable to restrain his anxiety at having finally arrived on Monogatari. 
 
    “Impatient?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah, now that you mention it. I’m still a bit pissy we didn’t come straight here. God knows if they’re even still alive. It should have been two quick hops, Bull. Explain to me one more time exactly what it was we were doing?” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that the Regulators were a sad mess when we rescued them,” Bull said. “I had to make sure they would make it into Arronax’ loving tentacles.” 
 
    “Using a Wrogul to fix the evil experiments of a Wrogul?” 
 
    “You disapprove?” 
 
    Patches shrugged. “No, actually, that makes sense. I’m still just pissed we didn’t come straight here.” 
 
    “I expedited as much as I could without failing at my other responsibilities.” 
 
    Patches gave a half nod, which was hard to see in the dim light. He worked an arm around so he could scratch at the back of his neck.  
 
    “Ace Tomato Company?” Patches said. Though they couldn’t see each other in the pitch black, Bull imagined Patches’ face contorted in confusion. His voice had returned to a level of bitterness Bull hadn’t heard in decades. “What kind of name is that, anyway?” 
 
    “An invisible one,” Bull replied. “Bland, boring, indecipherable.” 
 
    They were curled up inside a metal cart, buried under various supplies. Jopo, an old four-armed Lumar friend, pushed them along a walkway in the main starport of Fitzparj. 
 
    “Yeah, but why would a Lumar own a company named for a Human vegetable?” 
 
    “Over a month in transit, and you didn’t say a single damn word. Now we’re trying to sneak through starport customs, and you’re chatty as a schoolgirl?” Bull said. 
 
    “You’re calling me a schoolgirl, when your protégé here looks like an actual—” 
 
    “Tomatoes are fruit,” Archie said. 
 
    “Who asked you?” Patches said. 
 
    Archie shifted in Bull’s direction. In the process, she nudged a knee into Patches’ ribs. 
 
    “You always described this guy as a sweet old man, Bull,” Archie said. “A major badass, but still a sweet guy. And sure, I did witness his particular brand of badass when we saved the Regulators, but all I’ve seen so far is a cranky old scarecrow.” 
 
    “Lost his wife not too long ago,” Bull said. “And he’s afraid he’s lost—” 
 
    “Well, since we’re on the damn subject, who the hell is this girl, Bull?” Patches asked. “Your newest nubile plaything? I mean, I know she spent most of our time in transit out of Don Ghoi banging whats-his-nuts, you know, the Banshee team lead, but I imagine her real goal is you.” 
 
    Bull chuckled as quietly as he could. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just figured laughing was the only way to keep her from gutting you. Archie, am I your type?” 
 
    “Truth be told, I don’t really have a type, Bull,” Archie answered. He felt her shift a little, likely trying to get blood flow to one of her legs. “Sometimes I want mint chocolate chip, sometimes I want strawberry sorbet. But either way, if I had a type, you wouldn’t be it. Too much like my asshole uncle or something. Plus there’s that whole mentor relationship. Some girls go for that sort of thing, but not me.” 
 
    “Doesn’t answer what you’re doing here,” Patches said. 
 
    “I think he recruited me after hearing about a bar fight I won,” Archie said. 
 
    “Actually, you were already on my radar by then. I took that as your audition,” Bull said. 
 
    “A bar fight?” Patches said. “You gotta be fucking kidding me. That’s the biggest damn lie I’ve heard in a long damn time.” 
 
    “It was with a Besquith,” Archie said. 
 
    “Okay, no, that’s the biggest damn lie I’ve heard in a long damn time.” 
 
    “You might remember I’ve had my own successes against the space werewolves,” Bull said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, poisoning their water supply and nuking them to hell isn’t the same thing as fighting them hand-to-hand,” Patches said. “Granted, I’m sure this is total GenSha shit, but now I need to hear this story.” 
 
    “Wait, poisoning?” Archie asked as she shifted yet again. “Nuking?” 
 
    “Let’s get back to catching Patches up on your story,” Bull said. “Bar fight?” 
 
    There was a long pause, and then a sigh. 
 
    “Fine, we got plenty of time, I’m guessing; why the hell not? I was on Vega Station in between jobs. Just so happened there was a Besquith unit passing through…I, uh don’t actually remember who they were with. Anyway, they’d heard some rather disgusting rumors about Human women. I don’t know if it was a bet, a dare, or what, but one of them decided to see if the rumors were true.” 
 
    “What was the rumor?” 
 
    Bull sensed the cart slow. 
 
    “Sorry, you’re going to have to look that one up on the GalNet for yourself. If I was to get into it, I’d probably lose my lunch, and it was rehydrated Chicken a la King—pickins were slim after you and Bull ratfucked all the good ones—and lots of tabasco. You do not want to get the partially digested, revisited version of that. Therefore, please just believe me when I say the rumor was repulsive and physiologically impossible.” 
 
    “Understood. So, based on some sick alien fantasies, the space werewolf flunky tries to get handsy with you.” 
 
    “Yeah. He figures there’s no one to help me out, and he’s got his own group backing him. Everyone else in the bar backed off to see how I’d play it.” 
 
    “How’d you play it?” 
 
    “Keep it down, guys, something’s happening,” Bull said. 
 
    “She isn’t a guy,” Patches said and jabbed a thumb toward Archie. 
 
    “Please don’t be offended for me,” Archie said. “Gutting you is still on the table.” 
 
    “Oh, is it?” 
 
    “Seriously, you two, I’m about to smack those mouths shut and wire them to stay that way,” Bull said. 
 
    They shut up. 
 
    The cart stopped. Bull dialed his translator’s sensitivity up and the volume down. 
 
    “Brother, Mugar must inspect your cart,” someone said. Bull recognized they were speaking a Lumar language. 
 
    “Yes, brother. You do good job. You do very good job. So good that maybe you be mercenary.” 
 
    “Good of you to say, brother, but Mugar is guard. Mugar cannot be mercenary.” 
 
    “Mugar be mercenary if Mugar passes test. Jopo give coin of Firebirds. If Mugar keeps coin safe until Jopo returns, Mugar be Firebird.” 
 
    “Honor, brother! Mugar keep coin. Mugar be Firebird.” 
 
    Another voice intruded. 
 
    “What’s happening here? Guard, you were to inspect this cart!” Even if Bull didn’t recognize the voice and language of a Veetanho, the condescension would have given it away. “It says right here on this slate that this cart is…” 
 
    The conversation ceased. The whine of motors announced the cart’s lid opening. The longer the silence lasted, the more Bull’s paranoia grew. He was preparing to jump out, toss grenades in every direction, and blast everything he could see. He would kill the Veetanho first. 
 
    “Boss can see, Jopo has tomatoes, a fruit from Earth. Tomatoes sell well here.” 
 
    “Never mind. I have received direction that this cart is approved for transit into the city. Lumar, you may pass.” 
 
    Bull braced himself as Jopo pushed the cart again. The buried trio remained silent for several minutes. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Patches said at length. “I was just about to bust out and lay waste to everything carrying a weapon.” 
 
    “And it would’ve been the last thing you ever did,” Archie said. “Losing your nerve in your old age, Gramps?” 
 
    “Watch it, cherub.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” Bull said. “Jopo did his part to finagle his way past the starport security, which intel said would be Lumar, but there was no way Jopo was talking his way past the Veetanho, who I guess must’ve been a supervisor, which is weird…I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Veetanho acting in such a lowly position before.” 
 
    “Wow, first time for that,” Patches said. “The great, brilliant Bull confused by events. Well, I mean there was that one time on Jayaut, right, Bull?” 
 
    “Jayaut, what happened on Jayaut?” Archie asked. “And where the hell is that?” 
 
    “But I’m not exactly sure what happened that made the Veetanho supervisor let us through.” 
 
    Then it hit him. He chuckled a little louder than he should have. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Patches and Archie asked simultaneously. 
 
    “Jinx,” Archie said. 
 
    “Damn infant,” Patches said. “Anyway, Bull, like we asked. What’s so funny?” 
 
    “It’ll be more fun when you see for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The cart creaked to a stop once again. Bull presumed Jopo had gotten them to the shuttle he’d rented. He worked his shoulders around and wiggled his toes. Better to fight through the pins and needles of sleeping limbs a little before he had to walk on them. 
 
    He heard the lid open again. This time, the crates above them were lifted out, and light poured in.  
 
    “Bull, don’t be mad at Jopo, but—” the Lumar said. 
 
    “Did someone order a Mushroom Farm?” a familiar voice asked. 
 
    “Well, we’ve been kept in the dark,” Bull said. 
 
    “And fed on horse shit?” 
 
    “Nikki, it’s great to see you again,” Bull said. He grabbed onto the supports that had held several layers of crates and pushed himself up. 
 
    A tall woman with a pink pixie cut awaited them outside the cart. She was as gorgeous as ever, but with the casual elegance of age. Though nearly as old as Bull, she looked several decades younger than she should have. She wore a fashionable trench coat and clattered toward them in heels. 
 
    Flanking her were two Sumatozou, the bipedal elephantine aliens with bifurcated trunks and mottled, green-striped faces. Both wore bulky suits, which Bull guessed concealed light body armor. One had a heavy machine gun slung across its belly, and the other carried a large, high-wattage laser rifle. They maintained a professional and coordinated scan for threats. Neither acknowledged the existence of Bull and his group. 
 
    Bull hopped out a second after Archie did. Patches grumbled and struggled inside. Archie reached back in to give him a hand, but removed it when he swatted at her. Finally, he worked himself up onto the edge and rolled over it. He collapsed in a heap next to the cart and grumbled some more as he stood. 
 
    “Here I was hoping I’d catch the mighty Bull off guard for the first time ever,” Nikki said. She leaned in and kissed Bull on the cheek. “I gave myself away at customs, didn’t I?” 
 
    Bull shrugged. “There was only one guardian angel I could think of who could pull that off.” He motioned toward the two Sumatozou. “These your friends?” 
 
    “Yes. May I present Kandula and Linuang. I hired them as my protectors shortly after I arrived. Kandula, Linuang, this is Bull, Patches, Jopo, and…Archie? Is that right? I can’t believe we haven’t met before, but then, Bull’s operations are pretty widespread these days.” 
 
    One at a time, the Sumatozou ceased their survey of the area and passed the slightest of nods. Both immediately resumed their search. 
 
    “How long ago is shortly after you arrived?” Bull asked. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Four weeks.” 
 
    “Four weeks!” Patches said. “I only found out about the Bandits a little over four weeks ago. Hell, we hadn’t even decided we were coming four weeks ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, when I got the news, I knew you’d be here as soon as the Regulators job was done,” Nikki said. “Though you, Bull, are not predictable, Patches is, and Patches has always been your biggest soft spot. Writing was on the wall.” 
 
    Nikki turned her head, graceful as ever, and looked at Archie. Looked at was not the most appropriate expression. Nikki devoured Archie with her eyes, much the way she would a delicious-looking dessert. Archie responded in kind. The scene was so obvious, even Patches caught on. 
 
    “Would you look at that, the schoolgirl’s into old crones.” 
 
    The two women interrupted their mutual, nonverbal seduction to fire angry glares at Patches. Bull took two quick steps, grabbed Patches by the throat, and lifted him into the air. 
 
    “You’re only my soft spot to a certain point, Patches. If you can’t play nice, I’ll turn you into a grease spot. Then our whole purpose for being here evaporates, and I might just go where I know I’m truly needed. Now, can you be civil?” 
 
    Patches struggled and held the angry sneer for a few more seconds. Then he relented and nodded his head. Bull set him down gently. 
 
    “So I see he likes to fight your battles, too,” Nikki said. “Here I thought it was just me.” 
 
    “That was a battle?” Archie said. 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
    “Besides, Bull wasn’t saving me, he was saving Patches.” 
 
    “Oh, was he?” Patches asked. Bull snapped his head back to Patches, ready to shoot fireballs out of his eyes. Patches shrugged and found something else to look at. 
 
    “Okay, well, that’s all settled,” Bull said. “As I was saying, Nikki, it’s great seeing you here. I assume you’ve made some contacts, setup a few intel networks?” 
 
    “What do you take me for? I took the liberty of altering the arrangements you made. I’ll fill you in when we get where I’m taking you.” 
 
    As if the encounter had never happened, Bull lifted one of the crates and helped the Lumar load up the shuttle. It wasn’t the old, cheap piece of crap he usually used for these sorts of operations. It looked like the shuttle equivalent of an Earth limousine, complete with bar. Nikki generally couldn’t help herself but to travel in luxury. If it was anyone else, Bull would’ve launched into a lecture on extravagance and the importance of being inconspicuous. Since it was her, Bull knew she’d taken responsibility for security. He could live with that. 
 
    “So here’s a question,” Nikki said. “Shouldn’t Jopo there be leading his Firebirds right now?” 
 
    “Firebirds know job,” Jopo said. “If Firebirds fail without Jopo, Jopo has failed Firebirds.” 
 
    “Good answer,” Nikki said. She returned her attention to Archie. “Which brings us back to you. What’s your story?” 
 
    “Much as I’m sure you two will get along famously,” Bull said, “I should let you know that although Archie’s always scouting, she stays pretty focused during an op. Kind of obsessively so.” 
 
    “Now who does that sound like?” Nikki asked. “Except for the scouting part, though. I swear you’re asexual.” 
 
    “Can we cut the banter and get moving?” Archie said. “The sooner you can catch us up, the better.” 
 
    Nikki jerked back with a shocked expression. “Holy shit, she really is just a younger, hotter you with hair, isn’t she, Bull?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Archie said. 
 
    “Like she said, the sooner we can get up to speed, the sooner we can resolve this situation.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    As briefing rooms went, Bull found it was one of the nicer ones. They sat on the 187th floor of the Neiro Arcology, in a luxurious conference room of a Jeha hotel. Nikki’s Sumatozou bodyguards waited outside and watched the door on Bull’s orders. It was just the four Humans and one Lumar in the room. 
 
    “Are you sure these sneaky little bastards aren’t listening in?” Bull asked. He glanced around the walls, expecting to see spy cameras poking out. 
 
    “First off, I paid our gracious host a good deal of credits for privacy,” Nikki said. There wasn’t a hint of offense in her voice. Bull knew she was used to his abundant paranoia. “Then I showed him video feeds of his family’s quarters, 100 or so levels below us in the greater residential levels. I told him if I found any evidence of surveillance whatsoever, I would have Jopo here and a team of Lumar head down and retrieve his family so you could eat them.” 
 
    “Me?” Bull said, then he tipped his head to the side. “You know, that actually does sound like me. Okay, and then?” 
 
    Patches chuckled and tipped his beer for a drink. 
 
    “Then I conducted a passive sensor sweep, followed by an active sensor sweep. I have a few smaller mobile sensors actively searching the walls, a white noise generator and jammer in case anyone is trying to listen from a distance—from a shuttle or the like—and I have a projector that blinds out the window to outside observers. Is that enough?” 
 
    “It’s never enough, but I guess I’ll take it.” He dipped the end of a cigar into his scotch and lit the cigar. “Guess we’ll roll the dice. Proceed.” 
 
    Nikki took a sip of red wine and gave a sweet smile. A Tri-V depiction of the Zevak Arcology appeared in the middle of the table. 
 
    “So, I’m sure you’re aware the Bushido Bandits were part of a combined contract to root out a prolific group of Pushtal mafia who had effectively taken over the Zevak Arcology. That Arcology houses the abundance of lower-class workers in this city. As can happen with Pushtal, the more successful they were, the more extended family members, or clan or whatever, showed up to get their fair share. It started out as a small group, but their numbers grew large enough to dominate the entire Arcology. They effectively created an expensive racket around those workers, which was costing the city a little too much. Or, at least, that’s the party line.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Bull asked. 
 
    Nikki tilted her head and threw up several dozen faces that rotated around in the Tri-V for everyone to see. It was a blend of races—Gtandan, Blevin, Buma, Cochkala, Sumatozou, XenSha, Besquith, and a couple Bull couldn’t identify with certainty.  
 
    “The city is ruled by a council. The Council is comprised of the rulers of the individual arcologies. The city is in a perpetual state of war, as each of these arcologies vie with each other for some kind of dominance. It’s all supported, encouraged, and even maintained by the guilds. The low-grade conflict seems to be a cash cow for the Merc Guild, the Information Guild, and the Merchant Guild. It’s in the interests of all three to keep them fighting, so long as nothing turns serious.” 
 
    “Relating this back to the Zevak Arcology,” Archie said, “it’s really business as usual? This is just the latest excuse?” 
 
    Bull smiled with pride on the inside. The smile faded a moment later when he recognized how jittery Archie was. The pilot was halfway through her second energy drink, some local concoction bearing a Red GenSha with wings on the can. At least it was nonalcoholic. 
 
    “Mostly,” Nikki said. “This one seems a little more orchestrated and focused than most of the others. It’s usually one arcology fighting another, and on equal relative footing. In this case, the Council united to censure the Zevak Arcology in particular, due to the actions of the Pushtal.” 
 
    “When has that happened before?” Patches asked.  
 
    “Never,” Nikki said. “So far as I can find, the Council has never unanimously agreed on anything, going back a few hundred years.” 
 
    The group looked at each other and nodded. Bull surmised they were reaching the same conclusion, but weren’t saying it out loud. He appreciated that, but decided to redirect their attention. 
 
    “So, the hiring of three separate merc units—the SleSha, the Goka, and the Bushido Bandits—was that warranted?” Bull asked. “To me, it still seems like overkill. I’m guessing the Bladestorm could have taken them by themselves, without the wasps or the Bandits.” 
 
    “It’s a big place, and according to the contract, there was a concern for collateral damage, so the plan was to go in with overwhelming force as fast as possible. In theory, the Pushtal focused their defenses on the base level, but there are no intel reports to confirm or deny that. What I do know is, the SleSha went in to force the major traffic arteries open so the Bushido tanks and infantry could move in. Meanwhile the Bandits’ assault squads—” 
 
    “The Sevens.” Patches threw a glare at Bull as he said it. 
 
    “Yes, the Sevens, rolled through the various tunnels and passageways into the arcology, with the Bladestorm as backup.” 
 
    “So the Goka were set at their backs from the start?” Archie said. 
 
    “Yes, an excellent point,” Nikki replied with a wink.  
 
    Archie remained stone-faced and focused on the Tri-V. She maintained a tight grip on her energy drink. Her intense, yet fidgety demeanor suggested she didn’t need another energy drink. Bull feared her heart might explode at some point soon. 
 
    “And because the SleSha went first, they were on the inside, in the middle, and the Bladestorm were on the outside. Even though the Bandits encircled their contractual enemy, they wound up with the other two merc units on both sides.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nikki said. “Now, I can only reconstruct so much using recordings and news transmissions, but it paints enough of a picture. One interesting thing…there are signs of damage in the traffic tunnels in, but no recordings of actual fighting.” 
 
    “As if the SleSha shot the place up and rolled through without any actual opposition?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Exactly like that,” Nikki said. “Furthermore, there’s no report of why the SleSha and the Bushido Bandits actively fought each other once they were both in the arcology’s center. All that’s recorded or reported is that they fought. It’s roughly a quarter the size of New York’s Central Park, if any of you have ever been there…”  
 
    Blank faces dominated the table in response. Bull had spent time there when he was much younger, but he didn’t let on that he had. There was no particular reason for his secrecy on the matter. It was just his way. 
 
    “Anyway, it has a great, wide-open, park-like area in the middle, with the walls of the arcology spiraling up from it. From what I’ve gathered, the place turned into Armageddon for several hours. The SleSha are no longer listed on Merc Guild rosters, but there’s been no mention of the Bushido Bandits in any reports or communications.”   
 
    “What about the Sevens?” Patches asked. The knuckles of his beer hand were white. Bull feared the bottle might break in his hand. 
 
    “Being a part of the Bushido Bandits, there’s nothing on them, either. The Bladestorm reserve was ordered in at some point, but I don’t have any record of those orders or transmissions. It’s possible they used runners for OPSEC.” 
 
    “The user ordered the SleSha to turn on the Bandits as their conventionals entered the central grounds,” Archie said, “then they ordered the Goka to follow in and roll up the Sevens. The CASPers probably had the same malware that shut down the CASPers in all the other places, like the Regulators. They never had a chance.” 
 
    Patches slammed the bottle down on the table, and the bottle shattered. Bull had seen it coming, but the others caught their breath and stared at the wiry old man. 
 
    “So did they have the same plague or whatever that all the other units had, too?” He shook the beer and broken glass from his hand as if it were a mild inconvenience. 
 
    “There’s no indication of that,” Nikki said. Her tone had turned soft and consoling.  
 
    “Look, Patches, we’ll get you in there as soon as we can, and—” 
 
    “Bladestorm there,” Jopo said. The room went silent, as it was the first time Jopo had spoken. He stared at the Tri-V, wide-eyed and just as intent as Archie. Bull smiled on the inside. 
 
    “What?” Patches said.  
 
    “Bladestorm there now. Bladestorm keeps Bandits from escape. Bandits are there. No disease.” 
 
    “Huh,” Patches said. He gulped, relaxed, and picked at pieces of glass in his hand. “I guess you got a point. Damn roaches wouldn’t be watching the place if everyone was dead, right? Good call, Jopo.” 
 
    Patches reached up as if he meant to slap the Lumar on the shoulder. He paused mid-swing and seemed to conclude that the upper shoulder was too high, and the middle shoulder was awkward. Patches stretched his arms instead and set his hands back down. 
 
    “So that’s it? We break through the Goka and bust them out?” 
 
    Archie moved up next to him and set another beer down, then she used a white cloth to pick up the broken pieces of glass.  
 
    “Want a nanite shot or another of these to use as a bandage?” 
 
    “Bandage is fine,” Patches said. He spoke as if he hadn’t just had a fit of anger. “Back to my question. When your people get here, Bull, are we thinking we can just work some Bullshit on the Goka and bust the rest of the Bandits out?” 
 
    “There’s a lot more going on here,” Bull said. “Nikki?” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” she said. In the Tri-V display, lights appeared around the outside of the upper portions of the arcology. “As usual, your paranoia pays off. Someone’s watching the arcology pretty extensively. And as we’ve all said, the Bladestorm is in a holding pattern, and have been for over almost seven months now. They’re not going into the arcology to root out whatever remains of this rogue Human mercenary unit. That’s what the local reports call them. You have to remember, Human mercenary units are still considered rogues in a number of places.” 
 
    “Those are sensor drones,” Bull said, “and scattered among them are a few gun drones.” 
 
    “Good eye, but I’d expect nothing less,” Nikki said. 
 
    “Would you two get a room?” Patches said with grumble. 
 
    “I mean, if there’s anyone I’d go straight for, it’s Bull,” Nikki said. She winked at Archie. “But that train has sailed. He’s too much like a brother to me.” 
 
    “Right?” Archie said. “I said uncle, but same principle. I have to ask, where does that leave Grumbles here in your little family?” 
 
    “He’s the weird half-brother,” Nikki said, “who we love and tolerate, but don’t quite understand.” 
 
    Bull released a calculated sigh to express his disappointment. All the others snapped their attention back to him. 
 
    “Let’s bring it back to the Bandits, all right? From what I’m seeing, we need several ways in and out—as always, I’d like a lot of options. We need to know who’s calling the shots, and from where. Moreover, why would be a nice thing to know. Downstream from that, we need to know what forces they have at their disposal. If they’ve wasted all these other forces to put the Bandits in this position, I have a hard time believing they’re using just the Goka to contain them. If it’s who we all think this is—and I appreciate none of you saying it out loud—” 
 
    “It’s a Veetanho trap,” Patches said. 
 
    Bull frowned, bowed his head, and slid a hand over his smooth scalp, then pursed his lips and threw a look of wide-eyed surrender at his old friend. 
 
    “Okay, so I appreciate all the rest of you. I’ll appreciate it if no one else says that out loud until we know more.” With a sigh, Bull transformed his expression into a miserable stink eye aimed at Patches. “Anyway, if it’s them, they’ll have concentric, interconnected circles of plans coming out of every orifice. Sooner we know what we’re dealing with, the better. All that said, Nikki, what’ve you got?” 
 
    Nikki smiled and brought up a generic looking logo, an amalgamation of symbols Bull presumed spelled out the name of the company. 
 
    “This is the shipping company that has the contract to keep the arcology supplied. I’ve made some contacts, and I think I can arrange a meeting. For reasons I’ll get into offline, you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    “What I like and what I gotta do have never really seen eye to eye. Whatever it takes, Nikki.” 
 
    “Just what I thought you’d say. Anyway, as to all the rest of the intel…I may have made an Information Guild contact. Unfortunately, I have to collect the data drive old school, via a dead drop in the bowels of the city. Thankfully, I’ve got my big lugs to watch me.” 
 
    “Sorry, Nikki. That might have worked before we got here, but those guys are too high visibility. You yourself just said we gotta keep a low profile. We need to mix it up so no one associates them with our operations. I’d prefer they stay out of sight for a bit.” 
 
    Nikki nodded her head toward Jopo. 
 
    “Sorry,” Bull said, “but Jopo’s already exceeded his contractual hours for the week. Any more, and I’ll have to pay him overtime, and we’re on a limited budget. Take Archie. She can drive as well, so you get a driver and a bodyguard. It’s a twofer.” 
 
    Nikki’s eyes widened, and her jaw hung open. Her gaze flipped back and forth between Jopo and Archie. It looked like she was trying to form words, but nothing came out. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Nikki?” Archie asked. She cocked her head with a sweet smile and dead eyes. “What I lack in body mass, I make up for in firepower and anger.” 
 
    Nikki’s gaze flicked to Archie one last time and then settled on Bull. “Okay, then, I guess that’s settled.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Nikki stirred the gin and tonic she’d just poured herself from the aerocar’s miniscule bar. She needed something to settle her nerves. It wasn’t often she went into the field to do actual spy stuff. Over the decades she’d worked for Bull, she could count on one hand the number of times she’d done anything that put her life in jeopardy. She tried to tell herself it was just a simple dead drop pickup, but that helped her anxiety not at all. 
 
    The aerocar’s engine roared to life. Archie throttled back after the start sequence and lifted the aerocar into a low hover. Archie had left the panel between the front and back down so they could converse normally. 
 
    “You know, this is my first time flying what someone might call a flying car,” Archie said. 
 
    “You have a great way of instilling confidence in your passenger, did you know that?” 
 
    The aerocar bucked around a little, and Nikki spilled a few drops of her drink onto her satin pants. She cursed and reached for a small paper napkin. 
 
    “Might be bumpy for a bit while I feel this thing out.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Nikki said. 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t think anyone said that outside of old B Tri-Vs.” 
 
    “Well, I am practically ancient,” Nikki said. She allowed a moment of quiet to pass before continuing, “So let me ask, how many ops have you been on with Bull?” 
 
    “I’m guessing you already know the answer to that,” Archie replied.  
 
    Nikki did, in fact, know the answer. 
 
    “No, I pretty much focus on my part. I don’t really pay attention to the ops themselves.” 
 
    She took a healthy gulp of her gin and tonic so it would be less likely to spill as the aerocar bumped around.  
 
    “Okay, well, this’ll be my sixth op with Bull.” 
 
    “And when did he make you his aviation lead?” 
 
    “Number three. Son of a bitch! Where the hell are you going, asshole?” 
 
    The aerocar kicked hard to the side, but her drink didn’t slosh too much, as Nikki had adapted her grip on the glass. 
 
    “Number three. Wow. He must see some potential in you. That also explains why you’re here on this one. In case you hadn’t noticed, he’s only got his most trusted few here. You must’ve been something special in your last unit.” 
 
    “Okay, now I know you’re screwing with me. You must know I was fired from my last job.” 
 
    The aerocar settled a little. The ride became noticeably smoother.  
 
    “All righty,” Archie said. “I think I’m getting the hang of this.” 
 
     “Good to hear. I’m running out of gin to spill.” 
 
    “Hardy har.” 
 
    Nikki had been serious, but she let it pass. 
 
    “I assume there’s a story to go with getting fired from your last job?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Archie said. “I’m surprised you don’t know it, but I disobeyed orders and lost a bunch of people and CASPers in the process. Didn’t even save all the people.” 
 
    “You were trying to save someone?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was a group of people I’d been launched to pick up. Leg infantry and CASPers. I was ordered off because the landing site was being overrun, and they didn’t want to risk the dropship. I went in anyway.” 
 
    “Get shot down?” 
 
    “No, just really shot up. I pulled off a miracle landing and loaded everybody up in a rush. Took back off as the last person stepped on. Took a fuck-ton more ground fire as we took off, but we made it out.” 
 
    Archie took an audible breath. Nikki waited for a bit, but got impatient. 
 
    “But then…” Nikki inquired. 
 
    “But I’d taken so much damage, the cargo doors didn’t hold when we broke atmo. I’d told our loadmasters to prioritize the infantry, you know…get them suited and belted first. I thought the CASPers would be able to handle themselves, but the explosive decompression carried most of the CASPers out. Some of the unsecured ones took some of the secured ones with them. Even had a few unintentional weapons discharges wreak a little extra havoc, which left two CASPer drivers dead in what should have been the safest places back there. Some of the infantry weren’t suited up yet, either, and a few who were weren’t strapped in because they were still suiting up. Some of the unsuited grabbed onto a strap or handhold and froze right there inside the compartment. It was a random smattering of space combat horror, and there wasn’t even anyone shooting at us just then. CASPers and suited infantry left out in the black that we couldn’t go back for on one hand, and a bunch of frozen, oxygen-starved corpses dangling inside on the other. Out of a dozen CASPers, we saved three. Out of three dozen infantry, we saved 14.” 
 
    “That’s better than saving no one.” In fact, that’s better than Bull did on his first two trips out. 
 
    “I appreciate you saying so, but company leadership didn’t see it that way. The same ones who decided we weren’t going to ‘waste time’—their exact words—trying to recover the floating survivors because they were too scared to delay jumping out. Even though there weren’t any naval assets pursuing us. In addition to ripping me a few new assholes for disobeying orders, they also pegged everyone who died and everyone they left to die on me, to include one of my loadmasters, who ate his own bullet that night. They blamed me for that…but honestly, that one really is on me. I should’ve kept watch on him. The other one dove into a mound of Malluma Songo shortly thereafter. I got word he OD’d some months later on a collection of the Galaxy’s worst drugs. I got a termination letter and a boot in the ass on my way out. They dumped me on Vega Station, where I crawled into a bottle and spent several months in what I like to call my ‘alcoholic mess’ phase.” 
 
    “Huh. And Bull hired you after all that?” 
 
    “I thought it was because of the Besquith thing, but he says he was tracking me before that.” 
 
    “Well, sacrificing yourself to save others is kind of his thing, so that makes some sense. But tell me about the Besquith thing.” 
 
    They tilted a little. Looking outside, Nikki could see they’d finally joined an airway. Her slate informed her they were 20 minutes from the pickup site. 
 
    “I didn’t realize Bull was signing me up for girl talk. That’s not normally my thing, but I suppose I just dropped trou and showed you my other dark secrets, so I’ll bite on the Besquith story.” 
 
    “Jesus, you even use the same tasteless metaphors Bull uses. Anyway, Besquith…” 
 
    “Okay. You know that rumor going around about what Human girls can do for Besquith?” 
 
    “Oh my god, that’s disgusting! Not to mention I’m pretty sure it would kill us. Some Besquith thought they could get you to do that?” 
 
    “Yup. Got kind of handsy, too. Or clawsy, I guess I should say. It was on a night when I oddly showed up sober, which at the time was almost never. But being sober, I played along to get him to keep drinking. Grabbed my own bottle and backwashed.” 
 
    “That works? I’ve never been able to make that work.” 
 
    “It only works if you make the face after every drink.” 
 
    Nikki laughed. “‘Make the face.’ That’s priceless. I guess I’ve never had to play that game.” 
 
    “Really? Huh. Anyway, the short version is, I set up an obstacle course of barstools and bottles. When grope came to shove, a few well-placed strikes sent him teetering all over the place until he cracked his head on the bar.” 
 
    “He was alone?” 
 
    “No, but I had a plan to dodge his cohort and get the flock out. Then Bull showed up and just…kind of stared them down. I shit you not. It was just him as they rushed toward me. He just stood there, put a hand up, and glared. Damnedest thing I ever saw.” 
 
    “Yeah, that part doesn’t surprise me. If he was there, then yeah, that was your audition. Hell, I wouldn’t put it past him to have started the rumor with that particular Besquith.” 
 
    “Okay,” Archie said, “so let me ask you something. How often does Bull do something like this? Take along a small handful of people to plan the op, well ahead of any teams showing up?” 
 
    “I would say never, but his first time out, he actually went solo.” 
 
    “Solo?”  
 
    “Mostly solo. And if you think him staring down a bunch of Besquith is something, you probably won’t believe me when I tell you he took down a whole company. Business company, that is, but still Besquith, so there wasn’t that much difference from a merc company. Yeah, he took them all down to save a Human merc company that was under siege. I won’t tell you what he did; you’ll have to ask him. You’ve been to Tambu, I presume?” 
 
    “Yeah, that miserable little moon with the factory. The one with those cheery Flatar and the sourpuss Pushtal?” 
 
    “Yeah, they came along way later, but that’s the same moon. It wasn’t even named Tambu yet; Bull named it that. At the time, it was just LB-624. Anyway, he wound up stranded, too. Patches, Snowman—you haven’t met him, but I’m guessing you’ve heard of him—and I went in to save him. Except I think even that was part of Bull’s plan. One of his endless contingencies. Everything always seems to be part of his plan, somehow. Or maybe it’s just, since he plans for everything, it looks that way no matter how it turns out. Even me being here, for example. Before you guys started the Regulator job, he sent me a coded message that he was coming here after he dealt with a few things.” 
 
    “Wait, did you say before the Regulator job? We didn’t know we were coming here until after the Regulator job, and we all got the impression it was because Patches brought it up.” 
 
    “Yeah, he works like that. Anyway, after all these decades, I speak Bull pretty fluently. Without saying it, he was telling me to come here and prepare the battle space, as he says. Even so, I expected him to show up with at least one of his teams. But seeing as the whole thing is a trap, I guess he’s not risking them until everything is set up perfectly.” 
 
    “On that, the whole trap thing,” Archie said. Nikki could hear the wheels turning in Archie’s head as she spoke. “If we know it’s a trap—yeah, I’d worked that out before Patches said it, but if it is—why are we here? I mean, are we just intentionally walking into it?” 
 
    “We can’t know who set it until we spring it,” Nikki said. “And before you ask, that means yes, we’re bait. You’d better get used to it. And on that note, circling back to you specifically…there’s a reason Bull wants you here.” 
 
    “I was afraid you were gonna say something like that, but it’ll have to wait. We’re pulling up now.” 
 
    Nikki jumped into activity as she hadn’t been paying attention to their progress. She downed her drink and slammed the empty glass into a cup holder. In a fury, she threw on black leather gloves, a two-sizes-too-large gray trench coat, and a wide-brimmed fedora. Archie settled the aerocar onto the quiet street and then flipped her head around to look at Nikki.  
 
    “Are you kidding?” Archie said with heavy incredulity. “Is that what you’re wearing? You’ve watched too many spy movies.”  
 
    While Nikki replied, she checked the charge on her laser pistol and eased it into a holster on her right hip. The trench coat pocket had been removed on that side so she could draw it straight out. Although Bull had made sure she’d spent a lot of time training with the pistol over the decades she’d worked for him, she’d never had to use it for real. She hoped today was not that day.  
 
    “You know, the thing about this Galaxy is, very little looks strange or out of place in the major travel hubs—especially in big cities. I doubt there’s anyone out there who’ll see this getup and think Human. In my experience, if they can’t see the face, skin, or appendages, they conclude they have no idea what species they’re seeing. They might stay curious, but they won’t dig. And if someone asks them, they don’t know what they saw.” 
 
    “If you say so. How far inside are you going?” 
 
    “Not far. Getting the key from a vendor and the drop out of a locker. Keep the engine running and be ready to start shooting if things get weird. But they shouldn’t.” 
 
    “And you’re going alone? Now you’re instilling me with tremendous confidence. Go get this done. I got your back.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Nikki eased the door open and tumbled out. In the bulky coat, it took some adjusting to balance herself. She was also completely unaccustomed to the boots, but high heels would’ve been a dead giveaway. 
 
    She closed the door and casually leaned against it. According to her pinplants, the drop would happen in the next two minutes. As best she could, she attempted to see the world as Bull would. He would see threats everywhere and be ready for anything and everything to turn antagonistic and start shooting. On that premise, she glanced around in the most relaxed and unassuming manner she could muster. 
 
    Initially, she saw the usual signs of a busy city street. Even though this was nowhere near one of the great arcologies, it was still a livelier area than she’d expected. Various aliens hustled by, going to various places. Even with the multitude of dress and appearance styles among the different races, it was still pretty easy to discern the social classes. Higher class business professionals in expensive clothes and expressions of disdain for everyone else raced in and out of the high-rises. Aliens in more humble attire and expressions of fear moved slower and were careful to avoid the wealthier-looking ones.  
 
    A Jeha cleanup crew huddled around something that resembled a low, squat garbage truck. The scene was curious, in that Nikki had never seen Jeha serving in such a menial capacity. It made sense, but it was still unusual.  
 
    Looking into the sky, she caught a glimpse of a drone shooting by overhead. She quickly ducked her head and listened. By the increasing and decreasing buzzing noise, she determined it had flown by without slowing. That didn’t mean it hadn’t spotted her and relayed imagery to some nefarious entity. A sense of dread grew inside her, and she envisioned a team of Goka racing up in an APC to arrest her. She’d be tortured, drugged, and questioned until she gave up everything. Considering her easy life and soft nature, she’d probably give it all up within the first few minutes. On the other hand, there was every possibility that Bull had a contingency that addressed her capture. He’d either have her back within those first few minutes, or he had some team on standby already. Thus, the major concern might be avoiding the gunfire when it broke out.  
 
    She missed her real bodyguards. They’d gotten her business specifically because she knew they would soak up lots of bullets before they’d let any get to her. As much as she liked Archie, and while she might have beaten up a drunk Besquith, she didn’t see her as the bullet blocking type. 
 
    As paranoia reached critical mass inside her head, a fluffy white XenSha bounded out of the entrance to the nearest high rise. It checked a slate for a few seconds, then appeared to get agitated about something and ran off down the sidewalk. That was the pre-briefed sign. 
 
    Nikki kicked all her fears away and wobbled to the building, her trench coat dragging on the ground. The main doors slid open and revealed a dim, low-ceilinged bazaar. To either side of the doors stood horse-faced Equiri security guards. They gave her a brief once over and returned their attention to the throngs of aliens spread throughout the shops. 
 
    The first shop on the left was a street food setup run by an opSha. She couldn’t quite identify much among the blend of smells. Some seemed familiar but unrecognizable, while others were strange. Something putrid was buried amidst what were otherwise delicious smells. The monkey-like chef’s huge ears perked up as she approached. He screeched and hooted when she arrived at the counter. 
 
    “May I feed you?” her pendant translated.  
 
    “One order of iackpis, please,” Nikki said. He shifted about and panned his ears left and right. His two tiny eyes aimed roughly toward her, but bounced around as if he couldn’t quite see her.  
 
    “Iackpis? I don’t get many requests for that these days. Used to be quite popular, until more folks learned how they are prepared.” 
 
    “I developed a taste for them on Q’lasek while studying bio-politics there.” 
 
    “I see,” he said while squinting his eyes so tight she doubted he saw anything at all. “I have just the thing for you.” 
 
    He spun about and practically climbed into an open oven off to his left. He stretched and reached until he retrieved a long wooden skewer that was driven through a spiky insectoid. 
 
    “I’m sure you remember, but be careful when you crack it open. I would start from the top and make sure to suck out the juices, but only after it cools. That will be one quarter credit.” 
 
    She handed three coins—the Monogatari currency equivalent of one quarter credit. He nodded and handed her the skewer. It was in that moment she discovered the iackpis was the source of the putrid smell she’d sensed when she walked up. Her instinct was to recoil in revulsion as she accepted it, but she fought it. With a slow breath out through her nostrils, she tried to push the nasty stench away from her face before she drew breath again. It didn’t work, and she had to tense her throat and stomach to keep from retching. 
 
    After burying her face deeper in her trench coat, she found she could survive long enough carry the disgusting thing away until she found a quiet, secluded spot. She pricked her fingers cracking the damn thing open and then feared she was burning her hands, even through the gloves. Gray and purple fluids gushed out onto the ground. A few drops splashed onto her coat, and she cursed. There would be no way to get that stain out. It was a good thing the trench coat was expendable. 
 
    The dual spiraled key inside the shell made her feel better. With a little more revulsion, she wiped the key off on her sleeve and examined it. On the handle were markings she couldn’t identify, but it didn’t matter. She just had to match the marking to the locker a couple alleyways away. 
 
    Matching a random alien symbol amongst a wall full of lockers took a lot longer than she’d thought it would. To expedite, she used her pinplants to work out what number the symbol correlated to, but that didn’t really help, because then she found herself trying to work out the numbers the other symbols correlated to. At that point, she realized she was searching for dozens of symbols, and not just one.  
 
    All at once, she got the sensation of being watched. A casual glance revealed one of the security Equiri had positioned themselves at one end of the hallway of lockers. His presence forced her to realize how conspicuous she looked as she walked up and down the rows of lockers. She settled herself with a breath and tried to examine the remaining lockers without looking too lost or confused.  
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the Equiri shift and look her way. Her paranoia grew, and she felt stupid for coming in here alone. All those years working for Bull, she’d seldom done much real work out in the field. Still, she should’ve known better. Her right hand eased through her false pocket and grabbed the pistol. She had major doubts about her ability to shoot her way out if need be. 
 
    All I had to do was find the stupid locker, get the drive, and walk out. This should’ve been easy. 
 
    She found the symbol she was looking for. Relief washed over her, and she smiled. As she stepped forward, she took another look at the Equiri…who was staring straight back at her. His eyes narrowed, and she berated herself. Looking at him seemed to have confirmed his suspicions. She wondered if she could outrun him in the crowd. Even if she could, she’d still have to get past the guards at the front. 
 
    A Cochkala saved her by stumbling straight into the Equiri. The Equiri yelled at the Cochkala and grabbed it while the Cochkala’s companions shouted at the Equiri in anger. Rather than dwell on the sudden commotion that ensued, Nikki took the opportunity to move up to the locker. She slid the key in, twisted, popped it open, and grabbed a rectangular leather pouch.  
 
    “Would you move your ass already?” she heard Archie say in a low voice. “That distraction won’t last long.” 
 
    Before she could turn her head, Archie grabbed her elbow and escorted her in the opposite direction from the growing scuffle. She led Nikki down some back corridors, through a different room full of vendors, and out what seemed to be a side door. Their limo sat in a wide alleyway. A Duplato—a frumpy alien who resembled a tree sloth—leaned against the limo with its arms crossed and a dejected frown chiseled onto its face. Archie tossed it a ten-credit chit, and it brightened up. Without a word, it pocketed the chit and walked away.  
 
    “Thank you,” Nikki said. “I thought I’d really screwed that up.” 
 
    “You did,” Archie said, “but no worries. I said I had your back. Hop in.” 
 
    The nearest gull wing door lifted up, and Nikki dove inside. Moments later, the engines roared to life. Nikki slammed the door shut, buckled in, and retrieved the leather pouch from her purse.  
 
    “That’s it?” Archie asked as she lifted the limo off the ground and accelerated down the alleyway. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it. Let’s get out of here.” Nikki reached into the satchel and pulled out the slim drive. It was so thin, she thought it should be fragile, but it was a hard, seemingly indestructible metal. With excitement, she slid the drive into her burner slate. She entered the encryption she’d received separately and opened the files. As the piles of data populated on her screen, she whistled. 
 
    “That good, huh?” Archie asked. Out the windows, the high rises dropped away, and the limo entered the airways. 
 
    “Well, it gives us a place to start.” 
 
    “Anything worth sharing now?” 
 
    “No, I need to sort through it quite a bit. For all I know, a lot of it is flak…an info dump. But there should be plenty in here to at least formulate our next few steps.” 
 
    “And that was all just out there, available for sale?” 
 
    “Like I said, the Information Guild benefits from the ongoing conflict here. Whatever’s going on with the Zevak Arcology is bad for their business. There aren’t many buyers since something’s got the city unified.” 
 
    “Okay,” Archie said. Nikki could tell there was a lot more Archie wasn’t saying. When she stopped to think about it, she remembered they’d tabled an important discussion when they’d stopped. She couldn’t pull herself away from all the wonderful data, but she freed just enough of her attention to resume the talk. 
 
    “So we were talking about Bull. He’s grooming you.” 
 
    “Um, you mean in the sexual sense?” 
 
    Oh, shit. I did not mean it like that. 
 
    “Nononoooo…I mean professionally. Geez. Everything always sex with you?” 
 
    “When it comes to interpersonal relationships, yes.” 
 
    “Okay, let me explain something.” Though it pained her to do so, Nikki set the slate aside and gave Archie her full attention. “I meant Bull is focused on developing you—as an operator, as a leader, even. That in itself should be pretty daunting to you, but don’t ever think it’s more than that. Bull…doesn’t hire hot young women so he can go after them, if that’s what you’re worried about. He lost someone a long time ago, and I haven’t seen him romantically interested in anyone over the course of the four plus decades I’ve known him. Not even a hint of it, as if that part of him is just gone.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I really don’t know; it was well before he met me. Years, at least. He doesn’t talk about it, but I tracked him to a cemetery once. He confronted me and told me never to do that again. I just know he lost someone early in his career, and I think that’s what drives him so hard to do what he does.” 
 
    “Lost someone young. That’s hard. That’s the sort of thing that puts my weak-ass issues in perspective. Lost some buddies in combat, and there’s that shit-show rescue I told you about, but that’s just the line of work. It’s never easy, but it’s just part of it. You get a little numb about it. I actually got more pissed when I got Dear Jane’d on my first contract. That sucked, but knowing there are those out there who had to deal with losing their loved ones, well, it makes getting dumped seem like nothing at all.” 
 
    “Don’t sell it short. Everyone’s gotta deal with their own shit. You can argue over whether this person or that has it better or worse, but it doesn’t make any of it easier to deal with than anybody else. We all have our problems, and we all deal with them in different ways. Take the Regulators, for example. You know, better than I do, what they went through. Weeks of experimentation by some psychotic Wrogul. A lot of them didn’t make it, and the survivors have to deal with that, too. I can’t imagine what any of them are dealing with, but who knows? At least one of them might be thinking at least I didn’t get Dear John’d.” 
 
    Archie chuckled at the absurdity, but didn’t otherwise respond. That told Nikki she was thinking about it. Feeling that she’d fulfilled her girl talk duties, Nikki returned to her slate, eager to get back to her mountains of data. Frustration spiked when Archie spoke. 
 
    “So what about you? What’s your shit? If you don’t mind telling me.” 
 
    Nikki set the slate down again and had to think about it for a moment. She’d opened the door. She’d given Archie all kinds of personal details on Bull, which he might not appreciate. In for a penny… 
 
    “I should say you don’t know me well enough to know, but honestly, I kind of don’t have any. Well, my parents died on an op when I was young, but they were never really around anyway.” 
 
    “That does kind of suck. What’d you do?” 
 
    “I became a billionaire playgirl hacker. You might not believe it, but I was pretty damn wild in my youth. Well, I was already a billionaire when my parents died. I became a hacker to keep the Mushroom Farm, such as it was back then, hidden and funded. I became a playgirl because, why not?” 
 
    “Well, you obviously got more involved at some point. How’d that happen?” 
 
    “Right about the time we went out to save Bull from his dumbass solo mission. Patches and my uncle John dragged me along on the rescue mission, and then Bull convinced me to stay more directly involved. I helped him…um, I helped build this all back up after…you know, Bull can fill you in on that part sometime. Bottom line, Bull’s always kept me out of danger. I like to think I can handle myself, but it’s never really been tested. I’ve had a charmed life; I can’t even imagine things going horribly wrong.” 
 
    “Don’t say that; you’ll jinx it,” Archie said in a low growl. 
 
    “Spoken like someone who’s dealt with a lot of shit,” Nikki said. “You’re wiser and older than your age would suggest. I’d almost say I’m the exact opposite.” 
 
    “People tell me I’m an old soul,” Archie said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    It was obvious to Nikki that Kandula and Linuang were perturbed she’d traveled without them, and she got the impression they’d never forgive her. They’d met her at the landing pad when she and Archie had returned. Neither had made eye contact with or spoken to her, then or since. Both had maintained their constant scan of their surroundings and stayed on her like… 
 
    A Flatar on a Tortantula? Hmmm…I’m definitely not a Tortantula and they are not Flatar. A tick on a Zuul’s ass? Patches uses that one a lot. But again, I’m not a Zuul’s ass and they’re nowhere close to ticks. A Besquith on a bone? Not sure I like that imagery. Purple on an Oogar? That’ll work. 
 
    Her bodyguards stuck to her like purple on an Oogar, until she reached the conference room, of course. Then they huffed their displeasure through their bifurcated trunks and took positions on either side of the door as she entered. Nikki could empathize. After all, she’d hired them for a job, and she was making it progressively harder for them to do it. 
 
    Inside the conference room, the other four had already settled in and prepared themselves drinks.  
 
    “What do you call that again?” Patches asked as he peered into the mug of black sludge Jopo held. 
 
    “Seemuck,” Jopo replied. “It builds bone in your brow and gives one much virility.” 
 
    “Does it now?” Patches said and continued to stare at the concoction with a mix of disgust and interest on his face. 
 
    “Nikki, glad you could make it,” Bull said. It was clear Bull-speak for “You’re late.” To Bull, late meant one wasn’t 10 minutes early. Nikki made a habit of showing up exactly on time just to mess with him. 
 
    “Happy to be here,” Nikki said with the sweetest, most annoying smile she could generate. 
 
    “Poured you some wine, probably room temp by now,” Bull said, gesturing with his cigar toward a chair with a wine glass filled with beautiful red liquid. 
 
    Nikki made a dramatic half-curtsy and rushed to her seat. Before sitting down, she raised the glass, swirled the wine around, and held it up to examine it. It was important to appreciate the good things as much as possible. Raising to her nose, she caught notes of cherries, black currants, and cocoa. She tilted the glass up and let the wine hit the tip of her tongue. 
 
    Heaven. 
 
    Past the bottle, she discovered the pièce de résistance, a small plate full of chocolate truffles. Nikki beamed toward Bull. 
 
    “Oh, you really love me!” 
 
    “I do, and I love your information almost as much. Are you ready now?” 
 
    She feigned a frown and stole a few more moments to bite into one of the delicious chocolates as she sat. The others indulged her as she chewed and swallowed. If Bull wasn’t going to fuss about her delay, none of them would, either. Finally ready, she reached through her pinplants to upload select files to each of their slates. 
 
    “Most of what I got was of a more sociopolitical and economic info dump.” 
 
    “Anything useful?” Archie asked with wide eyes and a fidgety right hand, already hopped up on the Red GenSha in her left hand. 
 
    “Calm down, Archie,” Bull said in a surprisingly gentle way. “She’ll give us what she thinks is important. If she switches topics, and you’ve got questions, that’s a good time to pipe in. I’ve told you this before, right?” 
 
    “You have. Sorry, Bull.” 
 
    “Well, don’t apologize to me.” 
 
    Archie sighed. The fingers in the right hand danced along her thumb at a blinding speed while the knuckles on her left hand turned white as she grasped the Red GenSha can tighter. 
 
    “Sorry, Nikki,” she said. 
 
    “No worries. It was a decent question.” Nikki shot Bull a glare, to which he didn’t react. “It wasn’t obvious, but the way the info dump was presented, it’s clear my contact was trying to highlight it. One folder had dossiers collected on the family, clan, tribe, brood, and what-have-you of each member of the City Council. Each included extensive files on the media presence of each.” 
 
    “Why the hell do we care about a collection of alien kids posting selfies and dance videos, if you can even call them that?” Patches asked. 
 
    Bull blew a long, disappointed sigh out through his nose and tensed up his shoulders. Nikki restrained a chuckle. 
 
    “Because there haven’t been any for a couple months. That’s what the organization of those files highlighted. A preponderance of the more social races had a media presence, either through the infinite social media feeds, or through news reports, or in some cases, both. But a couple weeks before the Bandits were trapped in the Zevak Arcology, all of them disappeared from direct visibility. Where some were posting, as you said, selfies, dance videos, something I think was supposed to be singing, and even a Cochkala who had an extensive series of body modification Tri-Vs…all of them dropped off. The only things that have come out since then are some boilerplate interview transcripts and reports on their whereabouts that use doctored or recycled photos.” 
 
    “This contact is telling us they’ve taken the council’s families hostage,” Archie said. 
 
    “Yes, they’ve made it pretty obvious.” 
 
    “So whoever’s pulling these strings—” Bull said. 
 
    “The Veetanho,” Patches said with a sneer. 
 
    “I really try not to make assumptions, but yeah, probably,” Bull continued. “Anyway, they’ve taken measures to control the council.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s a problem in the short term, as we have to assume the city is against us. Money should be enough to keep our elSha hosts here silent, but we’ve got to keep a low profile otherwise. In the long term, we might be able to track down where these hostages are being held. If we can neutralize the leverage our adversary is using against the council, their house of cards collapses.” 
 
    “That sounds a little bit like counting on hope or luck, but you do have a point,” Bull said. “If we can ID anything actionable on that score, it could be a game changer. Everyone, stay attentive on any related intel.” 
 
    Nikki paused and surveyed her audience to see if any questions had cropped up. Patches looked confused, angry, or maybe in pain—basically his standard expression. Archie was twitchy and impatient, but looked mostly as if she wanted the briefing to end as soon as possible. Jopo was as relaxed and respectful as ever. As much as Bull maintained his characteristic stone expression, it was clear to her trained eye that he was irritated she’d stopped talking. 
 
    “Moving on…there’s one weird bit.” 
 
    “Weird how?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Weird in that it’s encrypted. I’ve reached out and gotten no response. It’s weird that they would encrypt one specific section of a massive info dump. I’m sure there’s something worthwhile in there, and I know I’ll be able to hack it, but it’ll take time. That might be the point in itself—they wanted to make sure they were clear and untraceable by the time I access whatever information it contains.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Bull said. “Make that one of your primary action items for now.” 
 
    She nodded and rolled back into her pinplants for a second to make the note. 
 
    “Now for the good part,” Nikki said with her best devious smile. She locked eyes with Bull. “You expressed concern over those nefarious drones circling the arcology.” 
 
    “I think you brought it up, but yes, that was a concern.” 
 
    At the reply, she rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Either way, my contact has given me their handshake.” 
 
    “They got a secret handshake?” Patches asked, confusion overtaking his face. “Didn’t realize drones even had hands.” 
 
    “It’s a programming term,” Nikki said. “It’s a generic term for the protocol to initiate communication or interaction. Think of it as a password you must know to initiate a conversation, though it’s obviously more complicated than that. If the handshake is wrong, the drone blocks off further contact and logs the event for its operator. In this case, it would probably send a priority flag, and it might even attempt to trace the source. I’ve used it, and it’s legitimate.” 
 
    “Does that mean you can hack them?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Oh, god, no.” Nikki chuckled at the absurd question. Bull’s expression indicated a lack of amusement, so she clarified, “Not yet. Possibly not ever. It’ll be complicated because I have to assume my entry will be noted and logged. They’ll catch on before long, and they’ll try to trace me as soon as I get in.” 
 
    “Isn’t that exactly what you said would happen if you got the handshake wrong?” Archie asked. The pilot wiggled her fingers against the table in a frantic, high speed tapping until Bull grabbed her arm and gave her a silent warning. 
 
    “Sort of,” Nikki said. “The difference is, first of all, I get in and get to take a look around. Second, I don’t think it’ll carry the same priority message as a blocked communication. But they will get wise within the first few attempts and use it to trace me, so I’ll have to limit my contact, be careful how deep I go, and stay mobile. Archie, I assume you can help me with that? It’d be best if we switch up our ride every time, but I’ve got a source for that, too.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Archie said. “If they know you’re there, won’t they just change the handshake?” 
 
    Nikki curled the side of her lip and drew in a breath to craft her response. 
 
    “No, they won’t,” Bull replied.  
 
    Nikki deflated and frowned at the theft of her thunder. 
 
    “If they change the handshake, they lose their chance to track Nikki.” He returned his attention to Nikki. “That’s the game you’ll be playing. Gotta stay shallow and get out quick.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Archie said. Bull and Patches snapped their heads to gawk at her with mild shock. She shrugged and widened her eyes in innocence. “What?” 
 
    “Damn, people still say that?” Patches asked. “That was old when I was a kid.” 
 
    Nikki smirked and cleared her throat in a dramatic fashion to shut them up. 
 
    “As Bull said, it’ll be a big cat and mouse game they’ll allow so long as they think there’s more chance of them getting me than of me getting something useful.” 
 
    “Cat and mouse?” Jopo asked. His thick eyebrow ridges lowered. 
 
    “Ummm…” Patches pursed his lips, squinted, and raised an eyebrow in thought. “Depik and Veetanho?” 
 
    Now Jopo’s eyebrow ridges narrowed into one long wall above his eyes. 
 
    “Which Nikki?” he asked. 
 
    “I hope I’m the Depik, though I’m not actually sure which is better,” she answered. 
 
    “What’s a Depik?” Archie asked. 
 
    “You don’t know about them?” Patches asked.  
 
    “Surprisingly few know about them, I’ve found,” Bull said. 
 
    “Evil cat assassins who turn invisible or something,” Patches said. “Generally so scary people are afraid to talk about them out loud. It’s said if they’re nearby, all invisible and such, and they hear you talking about them, they take it as an affront and kill you.” 
 
    “Oh, them!” Archie said. Nikki imagined a light bulb turning on over her head. “I’d forgotten the name. I thought that was just another merc boogeyman.” 
 
    “Nope, real as a Grimm.” 
 
    “Oh come on, Bull!” Patches spat over his shoulder. “Everyone knows they aren’t real!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After Nikki had finished and there were no more questions, she politely suggested the meeting end. She locked eyes with Bull as she said it. Over the decades, they’d learned to recognize each other’s cues so well, they were practically telepathic.  
 
    All the others filtered out of the room while Bull moved to the wet bar to pour another Scotch. 
 
    Archie and Patches bickered the entire way out, but they kept moving because Jopo was behind them. Once all had left, Nikki closed the door. 
 
    “So what else was in there you didn’t want to share?” 
 
    “Remote was taken. All the space-born forces retrograded to Tambu. The ground forces were abandoned, per your standing orders.” 
 
    “I see. Do we know who?” 
 
    “Report from Captain Leischner was that they announced themselves as the Science Guild.” 
 
    “Galaxy’s nerds invaded Remote. That’s unexpected.” 
 
    Bull’s back shot up, ramrod straight.  
 
    “What is it?” Nikki asked.  
 
    He turned his head toward her with the distant look of a man lost in thought. With a smile, he returned to her. 
 
    “Of everyone in the Galaxy, you’re the only one I can’t lie to. I just asked myself why in the hell the Science Guild would be poking their nose there.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “There’re only two possible answers. They’re connected, and they’re both bad. One has to do with the entire purpose of Resurgens.” 
 
    She caught her breath and felt as if she’d been punched in the stomach. The Resurgens operations gave her chills at the mere mention. With effort, she collected herself and poured another glass of wine. 
 
    “Which I know. What about the other?” 
 
    “The other has to do with how we came up with the Resurgens plan in the first place.” 
 
    It took her a moment to process his meaning. The answer was obvious, but she had to search her memory for a moment to resolve the details. As she put it all together, she became dizzy and set the wine bottle down, lest she drop it. It was good wine. 
 
    “You mean the case. The drive, the chipsets. They’re looking for them?” The final piece smacked her in the head like a sledgehammer. “That means the Science Guild is working with…or loyal to—” 
 
    “Yes, yes it does.” 
 
    With a swift circular motion, she swirled the wine around the glass. 
 
    “And if they’re looking for the case, that’ll take them to…” 
 
    “Tambu.” 
 
    “How can they know about Tambu?” 
 
    “Well, they might not, at least not yet. But they will.” 
 
    “Then what are we doing here?” 
 
    “We have to see this through. We’ll deal with that when we’re done here.” 
 
    Nikki tilted her head and gazed deep into Bull’s eyes, as if trying to explore his thoughts. 
 
    “You’re not worried about Ruxandra?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine.” 
 
    Nikki straightened and frowned like an angry schoolteacher. 
 
    “You can fool everyone else, but not me. I know how you feel about her. I know that’s why you put her there.” 
 
    Bull sighed, put a hand to his face, and rubbed his temples and eyelids. 
 
    “She’ll be fine. If anyone can handle whatever they might send, it’s her. That’s the reason I put her there.” 
 
    Nikki shrugged and relaxed. 
 
    “If you say so. Anyway, when do we tell the others?” 
 
    He repeated the words slowly, “When we’re done here. Do you think you can keep that secret?” 
 
    She took a long sip of wine. “I guess I’ll have to.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Patches’ legs were on fire. His calves, his ankles, his quads…all burning up, in ways he hadn’t felt in a long time. He looked up in terror at the stairs that spiraled up into oblivion. Every quarter turn, the stairs leveled out long enough to fit a set of double doors and then continued up. Patches had no idea how many levels they’d passed. 
 
    “Is there any reason there’s no elevator?” he asked. “Or even a landing bay somewhere up there? I mean, isn’t air traffic a large part of how people get around in this gargantuan city?” 
 
    As he spoke, a K’kng climbed past them on the bar structure that circled the interior of the stairs. He always marveled at how much they looked like gorillas, but with pointy elf ears and beady little eyes. It wore a satin vest and billowy black pants. With casual ease, it grabbed a bar, kicked off with the opposite leg, and thrust itself up toward the next bar. Patches turned his head sideways and imagined it was horizontal, running across the bars.  
 
    “Do you see that guy complaining?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Wasn’t complaining, just asking what goddamn century this was, is all. Not even sure why I’m here and not sneaking my way into an arcology right about now.” 
 
    “I need you to know what we have to work with. The more of this plan you can see before you find the Bandits, the more you can convince them we’re genuine.” 
 
    “As to why there’s no elevator,” Archie said, “the journey is part of the process.” 
 
    “And my day gets better. Now I’m getting a lecture on K’kng culture from the schoolgirl.” 
 
    “Patches.” There was a clear warning in Bull’s tone. 
 
    “What?” Patches asked, feigning offense. “I’m not the one who tied her hair up in those pigtail braids. I damn near expected to find she’d gotten braces overnight.” 
 
    “Does this whorish little tongue stud help the ensemble?” Archie said. She stuck her tongue out as long as it would stretch and waggled it back in forth in Patches’ face. 
 
    “Jesus, girl, put that thing away!” Patches said. “How old are you, even? You could be one of my unknown grandkids, for all I know. I got around quite a bit in my younger years, wouldn’t surprise me. Least you’re not wearing a plaid belt and calling it a skirt. Though I will say those tight, faux leather pants leave nothing to the imagination. I can even tell you shave.” 
 
    “Now you’re just fantasizing out loud, Gramps,” Archie said. 
 
    “Patches, it’s a long drop to the bottom,” Bull said. “And Archie, stop spinning him up. He’s pissy enough as it is, being forced to do some actual exercise. He doesn’t need you reminding him that his bits and pieces don’t work anymore.” 
 
    “Your mom would say different,” Patches said. 
 
    “Bull doesn’t have a mom,” Nikki said. “Devil cloned himself and sent Bull up here to make our lives miserable.” 
 
    Archie’s face went blank, and she looked at Patches with innocent eyes.  
 
    “You know…I can’t argue with that,” she said.  
 
    “Huh,” Patches said, “would you look at that. We all agree on something.” 
 
    “Truth is stranger than fiction,” Bull said. “Glad to see you all coming together.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Archie said. 
 
    Nikki snorted with laughter.  
 
    “Damn children,” Patches said. He looked up wistfully once again. “And seriously, how much farther is it?” 
 
    It was a lot farther. 
 
    Patches’ back ached and his legs had gone numb by the time they reached the top. Anger and pride had kept him from stopping to catch his breath. The others seemed possessed by some unnatural endurance.  
 
    The final set of double doors looked more like an enormous metal gateway. Two K’kng in white shirts, black vests, and black pants stood to the sides. They had halberds in their hands and pistols that looked big enough to take down Sumatozou. 
 
    If we hadn’t gone so high up, I’d think we were entering the land of King Kong. 
 
    The gates opened with a rumble and crank. Beyond lay a short, high-ceilinged hallway lined with pillars. A second similar gate was at the other end. 
 
    “Anyone tries to tie me up as an offering to a giant K’kng, we’re gonna have a problem,” Archie said.  
 
    “Took the words right out of my mouth,” Nikki said. 
 
    “Please,” Patches said. “We all know they’d find Bull the most attractive.” 
 
    “Could we all try to take this just a little bit seriously?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Sorry, boss,” Archie said.  
 
    “But he is right,” Bull added. 
 
    Atop each pillar was a K’kng guard. Each had a bandolier of grenades across their chest, and they were armed with K’kng-sized hand cannons. Patches also saw double-headed battle axes sticking out above their backs. 
 
    “In all seriousness,” Patches said, “I am glad we’re walking in as guests and not being escorted in as enemies. Let’s do what we can to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Most intelligent thing you’ve ever said, Patches,” Bull said, “and I’ve known you a long damn time.” 
 
    “Is now when I ask why we didn’t bring Jopo along?” 
 
    “They’d take it as a sign of weakness to bring our strongest warrior,” Nikki said. “Didn’t you read the brief?” 
 
    “Who says Jopo’s our strongest warrior?” Archie asked. Her eyes narrowed, and she looked at Bull. “Though, while we’re on the subject, where has Jopo been?” 
 
    “He’s having a spa day,” Bull replied. Patches and the rest of the group glanced around at each other with curiosity, but none thought it wise to inquire any further. 
 
    The doors at the far end cranked open when they were halfway to them. Through those doors was a large, cubical room. As they walked through the doors, Patches found the walls were peppered with randomly placed ledges. Most of the ledges had similarly adorned K’kng guards. Several thick iron bars stretched across the room, just a few feet above the Humans’ heads. 
 
    Across from the entrance was a raised dais with a throne, upon which sat a silver, battle-scarred K’kng. This one wore a full, rich-looking white suit with a black tie. His head was tilted downward, and his face was contorted in rage. 
 
    Finally, someone I can understand. 
 
    “Who’s the guy in the gorilla suit?” Patches asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Quiet,” Bull said with a grumble. 
 
    Off to one side of the base of the dais was a tough-looking Human man with long, dark hair and a goatee. He wore an expensive, well-tailored silk gray suit. 
 
    “Yum,” Archie said, soft and low. Patches turned his head and found her gawking at the man. 
 
    “Archie, if you’re into feces, then by all means have at him,” Bull growled in a low voice. 
 
    “What?” Archie asked. 
 
    “They have history,” Nikki said in a whisper. “Bad blood would be an understatement. His name’s Jaus, and he used to be with the Mushroom Farm.” 
 
    I didn’t think anyone but me had ever left the company alive. And I was never really a part of it after Jayaut. 
 
    The silver K’kng leader growled, then let out a loud, deep hoot. 
 
    “The great Mo’Paka asks who intrudes upon his home,” Jaus said. 
 
    “I suppose, since they confiscated our translators when we came in, he’ll be talking through you?” Bull asked.  
 
    Jaus stepped forward into better light. 
 
    “That’s right, Bull. In here, I’m a man of some importance. Though I seem to remember you once said if you ever saw me again, you’d put a bullet in my brain. So I have to wonder, are you going to make good on that promise, or are you interested in making a deal?” 
 
    “Glad to see you found your way,” Bull said. 
 
    Jaus tilted his head and smiled. 
 
    “You almost sound sincere. Now, do you have an answer for the great Mo’Paka? Which one of you will it be? Grandpa over there?” 
 
    Jaus pounded his chest, screeched, and pointed at Patches with his elbow. 
 
    “Oh, please,” Patches said. “I’m old, tired, and angry. You put me in the challenge, and I’ll gouge the fucker’s eyes out and cut his nuts off. Hell, I might even bite them off and swallow them. I’m famished after that climb. And we’ll still be at square one because it won’t have been an honorable fight.” 
 
    Bull snapped his head and gave Patches an incredulous look. 
 
    “You know about this?” 
 
    Patches shrugged. 
 
    “What? I’m not allowed to do a little research? Nikki sent us a brief, after all.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…I never knew you could read.” 
 
    “Hardy har, Bull.” 
 
    Mo’Paka screeched, jumped up, and pounded his chest with both fists. Jaus broke into laughter. While Mo’Paka stretched out with his chin up, Patches caught sight of a long, jagged scar across the K’kng’s throat. 
 
    “The great Mo’Paka said if the two of you are done with your mating banter, he requires a challenge before he loses patience. What do you say, Bull; you up for it?” 
 
    “I’d love to, but Archie’d never forgive me.” 
 
    Patches watched Archie rotate her head and shoulders around. She spun her braids into a ball behind her head and secured them with hair ties. Hair secure, she leaned into a deep stretch. 
 
    “Huh,” Patches said. “I guess the pants make sense.” 
 
    “I should’ve known Bull wouldn’t fight his own battle,” Jaus said.  
 
    “You wanna glove up and come take a shot, feel free,” Bull replied. 
 
    Jaus laughed the remark off and directed his words at Archie. 
 
    “In case you weren’t aware, weapons are not allowed,” Jaus said. 
 
    Archie bounced up and down on both feet, then spread her arms out in invitation. 
 
    Mo’Paka roared. One of the K’kng leapt down from above and landed with a loud thump. The K’kng fighter straightened up and pounded on his chest. 
 
    “You sure about this?” Nikki asked. 
 
    “Why? You want to take him?” Archie answered. “I’ll leave you some leftovers if you want.” 
 
    “Not what I meant,” Nikki said. “Bull, are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Think I can stop her?” Bull answered. He pulled a cigar out, cut it, and lit it. “Jaus, does Mo’Paka mind if I smoke?” 
 
    Patches watched in wonder as the K’kng charged at the brunette. 
 
    “Archie, no kyushojutsu,” Bull said. 
 
    “Seriously?” Archie shouted. She rolled to the side as the K’kng lunged at her. Nimble as a cat, she was immediately back on her feet. The two combatants twisted to face each other. “What the hell am I supposed to do, then?” 
 
    “Quites,” Bull said. He drew a breath through his cigar. 
 
    “Right,” Archie said with an intense head bob. 
 
    The K’kng threw a flurry of punches, alternating swings and uppercuts. It huffed with each punch. Archie danced about, dodging each punch by a hair. Patches noted she seldom blocked. Her hands were up, but she wasn’t actively fighting the K’kng.  
 
    With a roar, the K’kng crouched, threw its arms wide, and launched itself at her. She shot upward and grabbed one of the bars for half a moment. Using the bar as leverage, she pushed herself straight back down to land on the back of its neck. It collapsed onto its chest. She leapt off and rolled away just as it pushed itself back up.  
 
    It continued its furious assault on her for several minutes, and she avoided every blow handily. Patches was getting bored. 
 
    Sorry, schoolgirl, but I kinda wish it would just hit you so we could get this over with. 
 
    Mo’Paka screeched and pounded his chest. 
 
    The K’kng finally caught Archie in a backhand swing. She lifted off her feet and flew into one of the walls. 
 
    Shit, Archie, I didn’t mean it! C’mon, girl, get up! 
 
    A loud rumbling noise echoed throughout the room, and everything began to shake. All around, the K’kng up on the walls hooted, screeched, and beat their chests. Archie’s opponent remained where it was, waiting for something. 
 
    Archie rose slowly. Her lip was bleeding. She ran a hand across it, licked the blood off, and smiled.  
 
    Behind her, a gap appeared in the wall about eight feet up. The wall was lowering into the floor on three sides, opening the room to the air beyond. Only equally spaced metal bars remained. There was more than enough room for a K’kng, let alone Archie, to fit through. Strong gusts burst into the room and dust swirled about so badly that Patches had to squint to watch the fight. 
 
    “I think our patron’s getting bored, Archie,” Bull said. “Banderillas.” 
 
    “Here we go,” she said. 
 
    The K’kng was back on her in an instant to deliver another fierce combination of blows. She kept dodging as she had before, but this time she struck at the attacking arms each time they missed. At first, Patches thought she was just slapping at his arms, but he realized her hands were formed into fists with the middle knuckle extended. Whether she dodged to the inside or outside of each punch, she countered each with a few jabs to the K’kng’s muscles. 
 
    Given time, Patches was sure she’d wear it down. Unfortunately, she was only a few feet from the edge of a really long drop, and the K’kng wasn’t giving any ground. 
 
    He gasped when one of Archie’s heels slid up against the edge. For half a second, it seemed she would lose her balance and tumble backward. Patches looked at Bull, who was as calm as a Hindu cow. Bull’s eyes weren’t even on the fight. He was watching the smoke slowly drift out of his mouth while he tried unsuccessfully to blow smoke rings. 
 
    Archie ducked and rolled sideways under a punch, so tight to the edge that Patches was amazed she pulled it off. As she came up, she teetered on the balls of her feet. Just as she seemed about to go over, she caught hold of a support. She kicked her feet against the outside of the building, jumped up, and flung herself back into the room. The K’kng had closed the distance as she struggled to get inside, and landed a punch in her ribs as she tumbled. On her back as it bore down on her, she threw a stiff kick into its face and flung herself backward away from it. 
 
    Patches gasped in relief as Archie escaped from the edge. Bull shot him a quick, curious look.  
 
    Archie was poised and waiting in the center of the room when the K’kng resumed its assault. They fell back into the previous pattern. It hounded her with swings and jabs, while she dodged and countered by striking the arms themselves. 
 
    Roaring in rage, the K’kng jumped up, grabbed a bar, and swung both feet at Archie. Her only way out was to throw herself back and drop flat to the ground. The K’kng let go of the bar and dropped. She missed getting crushed by millimeters. She brought both arms in to block as the K’kng kicked her in the ribs. She seized one of its thick, bulging ankles with one hand and chopped her elbow sideways into its knee with the other. It didn’t budge. 
 
    All around, the chorus of hoots and screeches from the audience increased. 
 
    “Shit,” she said. She threw both arms in front of her head as it brought a fist down. Patches didn’t think her arms softened the blow much. Before the next punch came, she rolled backward and narrowly escaped. She staggered out of control a little before regaining her footing. She flopped her hands around and rubbed her wrists. 
 
    “Faena,” Bull said. 
 
    Archie shot him a hard, calculating look. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Archie said.  
 
    The K’kng rushed her once more. Archie leapt up to grab one of the bars above, swung forward over its head, and slammed both feet onto the K’kng’s back. She leapt off and rolled away. It charged again, and she went up again. This time it stopped and jumped up to the bar as well. She pulled herself up and hopped on top of the bar as the K’kng grabbed on. She stomped on its fingers, wobbled, and jumped to grab the next bar. With a swing, she flew a dozen feet away, rolled, and returned to a fighting stance.  
 
    By her breath and her poor posture, Patches could tell she was wearing down. However, her opponent showed greater signs of fatigue. 
 
    The beast dragged its knuckles on the ground as it walked toward her. It initiated a set of blows, much slower now, and she returned to the knuckle strikes. The exhaustion they displayed reminded Patches of the cheesy, staged wrestling that was still popular where he’d grown up. 
 
    Summoning its strength, the K’kng jumped up to the bar to attempt another kick. Instead of ducking back as she had before, she leapt up with it, clutched onto its shoulders, and head-butted it in the nose with a loud crack. 
 
    It crashed onto its back. She landed on top of it and pounded her fists into its face. In slow motion, it grabbed her and flung her aside. She balled up before she hit the ground and came to her feet in a skid toward an edge. She snagged one of the bars to keep from going over.  
 
    While the K’kng dragged itself back up, she shuffled in and brought her hands back up.  
 
    Mo’Paka rose up on his dais and let out a great roar. 
 
    The room became silent. The K’kng fighter spun to face Mo’Paka and bowed his head.  
 
    With a loud rumble, the walls rose back up to the ceiling. 
 
    “The great Mo’Paka says you have earned the right to talk,” Jaus said. 
 
    “That’s it? It’s not to the death or anything? Submission even?” Patches asked.  
 
    Archie, face bruised and bloody, turned her head to give Patches an angry glare. 
 
    “What do you think they are?” Jaus asked. “Uncivilized?” 
 
    “Guess you didn’t read the whole thing, huh?” Bull said.  
 
    “It was lengthy,” Patches answered with a shrug, “and there were a lot of big words.” 
 
    Bull took a few steps toward the dais. “Great Mo’Paka, we have a business arrangement we would like to discuss.” 
 
    Jaus hooted, growled, and beat his chest in a soft, alternating rhythm. Mo’Paka huffed. 
 
    “Great Mo’Paka asks what you propose,” Jaus said. 
 
    “My understanding is that great Mo’Paka controls the supply shuttles into the Zevak Arcology. On behalf of the Ace Tomato Company, I would like to arrange some shipments.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Karma Station 
 
    Karma System 
 
      
 
    Okeo stalked slowly through the burnt remains of the office structure. It hadn’t been large, but it had been well-made. She knew from past experience it had also been well-secured. Not to a Depik, of course, but she didn’t think anyone from any other race could have gotten in without either permission or a tremendous amount of firepower.  
 
    “As dramatic as this is, it’s a bit anticlimactic,” Zatohachi said. He stepped with great care through the ruins of the building. His feet and cane swept about, searching for debris. A piece of metal flipped over with a clink. 
 
    “It wasn’t attacked,” Okeo said. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “I know you can’t see it, but the signs of fighting are all over Karma Station. Burns, explosions…you and I listened to all the reports. The Merc Guild kept Humans here as prisoners—” 
 
    “Hostages.” 
 
    “Semantics.” 
 
    “Would you claim it was semantics if I said the Veetanho had a difference of opinion with your kind?” 
 
    Silence. She tensed up, filled with rage.  
 
    If Seerna is gone, my plan to use this Human is gone as well. If he has no use to me, would I be wrong to dispose of him and continue on my own? 
 
    “I apologize, that was much more offensive than I intended. I only meant that words mean things. The Human mercenaries here were not simply apprehended, they were held here as a deterrent against the Four Horsemen. The distinction between prisoners and hostages is an important one.” 
 
    “I take your meaning, but I don’t excuse your statement. Mention my kind like that again, and I will consider the contract between us, and your life, forfeit.” 
 
    “I understand. Should I, through carelessness, induce your wrath again, I won’t contest your actions.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t matter if you did.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She remained combative, expecting another retort. Humans always seemed to have a need to continue conversations, no matter what dark road those conversations followed. When he didn’t speak again, she felt herself enrage even more. However, the silence gave her the space to remember that anger wouldn’t solve her problems. She regained control of her emotions. 
 
    Seerna is not here, but she did not die here. She is somewhere, and you will find her. 
 
    “So the signs of fighting are everywhere, but they’re not here. This looks like one major explosion, with secondaries set off inside. It looks staged and deliberate. Moreover, there is no other damage anywhere around it.” 
 
    “A hit, perhaps?” Zatohachi said. “Do you think maybe we’re not the first ones to come here with the intent of killing a Veetanho…what do we call her? Spymaster? Assassination facilitator? Anyway, there must be more of your kind out there, and there’s a chance other Humans are aware of her who would now hold her in low regard. Does it look like one of them got here first?” 
 
    “My kind wouldn’t do it this way, with massive explosives. It seems more like the methods of your kind. Except, even so, it seems staged. And Seerna’s title was coordinator.” 
 
    Okeo noticed her Human take off in a straight line to her left. 
 
    “Okeo, can you see who’s observing us?” 
 
    The Hunter snapped her head up and… 
 
    “I…see…nothing.” 
 
    Everything became cloudy. She was peripherally aware of her Human racing off in some direction after…nothing in particular. Crazy Human.  
 
    “Okeo! Draw into your, um, disappear or whatever you call it.” 
 
    “Quinnn-tessssence…” 
 
    “Yes, quintessence, that! Do that!” 
 
    Still confused by the Human’s idiotic actions, she nonetheless felt she should follow his words. As if wrapping herself in a blanket for a long nap, she drew her quintessence up. She nestled into it and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Okeo! Are you still here? I’ve got him!” 
 
    She dreamed that her Human struggled with a tall, skeletal creature with black skin and long arms—except she was still awake. A slow realization came that she wasn’t dreaming. It was a fight to keep her eyes open, but something told her she should. 
 
    Her Human really was fighting with some strange being. It bared long pointy teeth and lunged forward to bite Zatohachi. Her Human slapped his cane into the creature’s mouth and pushed. It bit down with a slight crunch. Zatohachi pulled at the side and drew his long straight sword from the cane. In a smooth, sweeping arc, he flipped the sword around and rested it across the creature’s neck. 
 
    “Stop fighting or I’ll cut off limbs,” he said. “When I run out of limbs, I’ll take your head.” 
 
    The creature froze. The entire event still felt distant, as if she was hiding in a tree and watching animals fight in the jungles of Khatash. Though her mind was inexplicably fuzzy, she focused on the creature and walked forward.  
 
    “Whoever you are, I only need information,” Zatohachi said. “I have no reason to kill you unless you give me one. Answer a few questions, and I’ll release you.” 
 
    “Then ask,” the creature hissed. Its voice was like that of an angry kit, but lower in tone, and it seemed to echo itself.  
 
    “Why were you watching us?” 
 
    “I wasn’t watching you, I was watching the boss’s office,” it said. It spoke with a slow, mesmerizing rhythm. Every syllable was emphasized and enunciated. “You entered it. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Nice try, but we’re not trading questions,” Zatohachi replied. “Where is Seerna?” 
 
    “Gone.” The creature’s eyes danced about, searching in her general direction for something. It was looking for her. “Come out, mighty Hunter, and we shall negotiate. I will tell you all I know.” 
 
    Zatohachi sighed. 
 
    “Okeo, remain as you are. It wants you to come out so it can try to confuse you into fighting me, I think.” 
 
    Does Zatohachi think I am so weak-minded as to fall for that? 
 
    Zatohachi rolled his sword around and set it on the creature’s shoulder. 
 
    “Anything except answers to my questions, and I start with this arm. Now…where did Seerna go?” 
 
    “The boss is…” The creature seemed to search for the correct word. “…hunting, yes, the boss is hunting Bull.” 
 
    “Bull? I’m guessing you don’t mean male cows from Earth?” 
 
    “No. One named Bull.” 
 
    “Who or what is Bull?” 
 
    The creature’s eyes grew large, and his neck stretched upward.  
 
    “The most fascinating subject I have ever observed. For three straight years, he did nothing. Well…not nothing. He did the same things over and over for three years. No variation, other than what he said to the people he talked to. He walked between the same four places, down on the planet in Bartertown. The same four places and nowhere else. For a long time, I was quite bored, but eventually I grew to like it. It was…reliable. Comfortable. It was a great tragedy when Seerna told me to stop observing Bull. That was the first time I understood loss. And then, when I no longer observed him, he left.” 
 
    “What is Bull?” Zatohachi asked.  
 
    “A Human, like you. Observant, but nowhere near as much as you.” 
 
    “Where did he go?” Okeo asked, though she remained within her quintessence.  
 
    “Oh, he died a long time ago. I never learned where.” 
 
    “Then how is Seerna hunting him?” Okeo asked. She felt her impatience growing and fought to restrain it. 
 
    “He dies a lot. It never seems to stick. He died at least twice before I was directed to observe him. I think the boss gave up trying to kill him, at least until now. That should be enough information. You can let me go now.” 
 
    The creature shifted a little, but Zatohachi flipped the blade around to rest on the creature’s throat. 
 
    “If Seerna is hunting Bull, where would she go?” 
 
    “I cannot tell. It was made very clear I can never observe the boss, except when I am called in for an assignment.” 
 
    “Okay,” Zatohachi said. Okeo sensed a frustration growing within him as well. “Then tell me this…where did you observe him?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System  
 
      
 
    A dull, oblong shuttle settled onto the landing pad outside Stavro’s primary office. Any other ship would have whined or roared as it adjusted power settings and strained to cushion the weight of the craft for landing. This shuttle, however, had been constructed to have a minimal acoustic signature.  
 
    The shuttle pilot landed in such a precise manner that the passenger door exited straight into the armored tunnel, ensuring they wouldn’t be seen. A fluffy white XenSha, with its characteristic tentacles, emerged from the door as it opened. Two of her security guards patted him down and scanned him from head to toe. Satisfied, they stepped to the sides and resumed their positions. 
 
    “Cilla, this report is much later than I would have preferred,” Stavro said. She walked back toward her office, confident the XenSha would follow. 
 
    “Yes, Coordinator, I could have—” 
 
    “General.” 
 
    The doorway into her office slid open with a hiss. 
 
    “Apologies, General,” Cilla said. “Extracting myself to come meet in person was problematic. I could have sent the report to you. That’s why we have the dead drops. You would have received it much faster.” 
 
    You would’ve preferred to leave the information out in the open. Then the Humans would have a chance to intercept it, no matter how well hidden and encrypted. 
 
    “I did not ask for excuses,” Stavro said. She took her seat and made a full assessment of her operative. He held a good bearing and did a decent job trying to hide his fear. However, he kept his tentacles too controlled. Stavro knew a relaxed XenSha would allow their tentacles to flow about in a somewhat random pattern. The agent was nervous in her presence, as he should be. “Proceed with your report.” 
 
    “Yes, General. You were correct in your belief that the Humans arrived under the cover of a Lumar owned company. As you surmised, the Ace Tomato Company is entirely fictitious. They have established themselves in the Neiro Arcology and are developing their plans from there.” 
 
    “So you confirm what I already knew. Do you have better information?” 
 
    His tentacles gave the slightest shudder. 
 
    “Yes, General. They have developed contacts with the Mo’Paka Syndicate. That’s a group of K’kng in the Lowlands who have a monopoly on the shipping aero trucks.” 
 
    Via her pinplants, Stavro initiated a GalNet search for information on the Mo’Paka Syndicate. One of the great benefits of wearing goggles was that Veetanho never gave away when they were deep within the pinplants. 
 
    “Of course, I am aware of the Mo’Paka Syndicate,” Stavro said. Key information flagged itself for her attention. “This is the organization Colonel Ch’Vez contracted with to supply the Zevak Arcology, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, General.” 
 
    So they will use the aerotrucks as part of their plan. Their special operations teams will infiltrate the arcology through those trucks, and they will subsequently evacuate the remnants of the Bushido Bandits by that same method. They will stack up all their resources in one place. Two places if they send a headhunter team to attack me. 
 
    “I have more to report, General,” Cilla said with a wavering voice. His discomfort grew the longer he stood there.  
 
    “Proceed.” 
 
    “As I said, the Ace Tomato is a front company.” 
 
    “You repeat yourself. Do not waste my time.” 
 
    “Yes, General. The listed owner of the Ace Tomato Company is the Lumar they employed to carry them past security in the starport. His name is Jopo. I have determined this Lumar is the commander of a Lumar mercenary unit called the Firebirds.” 
 
    Stavro recognized the unit name and cross-referenced it to recent files. The Firebirds had served a contract for a Human merchant company named Acme Corp. on the planet Don Ghoi. At the same time, communications from her crèche mate Vo had ceased. Vo had been involved in an operation to conduct experiments on Humans from the Regulators mercenary unit. Stavro had previously assessed that her adversary had conducted an operation to free the Regulators. She surmised that was the operation they’d conducted immediately prior to traveling to Monogatari. 
 
    “The Firebirds. That is interesting information. Is there any indication of when the Firebirds arrived and where they are now located?” 
 
    “No, General,” Cilla said. “I have searched extensively. There are no overt records of their presence on Monogatari, and I have not found any evidence to indicate their arrival by more covert means.” 
 
    Then they will arrive just as they did on Don Ghoi, at the critical moment. 
 
    “Have you found any information concerning the arrival of any more Humans connected to the Ace Tomato Company? Or any Humans at all?” 
 
    “No, General, I have not.” 
 
    Stavro received a message through her pinplants that the commander of the Demise wished to speak with her. 
 
    “Then you are dismissed. Maintain the same protocols. Transmit no sensitive information via the dead drops. Only alert me that you have information, and I will arrange for a meeting.” 
 
    The XenSha wavered, as if unsure how to dismiss itself.  
 
    Just walk away already. 
 
    “I have need of my shuttle, so my aides will direct you to the exit. Leave now.” 
 
    Cilla stood confused for another long second, then he turned about and left the room. 
 
    So my adversary is collecting intelligence, collating the data, and preparing the battlespace in anticipation of the arrival of their main forces.  
 
    Stavro considered where the Lumar would be best employed. She ran through the list of possibilities and came to a quick conclusion that was a perfect fit for her designs. If the Humans did as she anticipated, it was possible she would not even have to activate her second contingency. The Firebirds would do her work for her. 
 
    The Human infiltration plan was just as she had guessed. Some details were different, but irrelevant. The exfiltration plan would doubtless contain several levels of contingency, but those were not difficult to anticipate. She could easily counter them all.  
 
    In a few short weeks, she would do what her aunt had been unable to do in five decades. She would destroy the Human named Bull and put an end to the annoying Human rescue organization. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “General, your staff shuttle is prepared.” 
 
    Stavro nodded to her aide and checked her pocket needler. She secured it in the folds of her jumpsuit and headed toward the landing pad. Pride crept in as she took in the sight of her favored possession. The dull black, oblong staff shuttle was armored so well, it could withstand Human MAC rounds, or even Flatar hypervelocity rounds. Goka would be jealous of its armor. Furthermore, it was engineered for minimal IR, radar, and acoustic signature. 
 
    If she hadn’t had such an indestructible vehicle, she’d be much more wary about traveling around the bustling airspace of Fitzparj. It was otherwise the perfect setting for an assassination-oriented ambush. She stepped inside and relaxed into the comfortable plush seating. A drink poured itself for her and she took a sip. The doors closed without a sound. The shuttle was such a smooth ride, she didn’t even feel it accelerate. She retreated into her mind to prepare for the upcoming encounter. 
 
    The escort scouts cleared her landing area, and her security forces fanned out to cover all possible avenues of attack.  
 
    When her shuttle’s doors opened, she gave the security forces a quick inspection. Satisfied, she strolled through them to a massive metal door, which angled up from the tarmac. It opened for her, and she descended into darkness.  
 
    The warden met her at the bottom and opened the lower door. It slid clear, and she walked into the temporary holding cells.  
 
    “He’s down here on the left, General,” the warden said. She led Stavro down the hallway past a series of metal doors. Each had a thin two-way mirror cut into it at Veetanho eye level. Tapping echoed from every direction. 
 
    “They communicate with each other by tapping on the walls. We permit them to continue because we wish to let them think they still have some control of their situation. We also allow it because we’ve deciphered it. For now, we’re just tracking and recording what they’re saying to each other. We’ve collected an abundance of information to use against them. It is in the dossier I supplied.” 
 
    “You are doing well here. Continue in your success, and I should be able to offer you higher positions.” 
 
    “You are too kind.” 
 
    The warden stopped halfway down the hallway. She typed a code into a panel, and the doors slid open. 
 
    A scraggly-haired male Human was strapped to a chair in the center of the room. His clothes were punctured in several decisive spots, proof he’d been encouraged to acquiesce to her offer. Stavro entered and approached the Human. 
 
    “I present Colonel Andrey Vlasov of Vlasov’s Red Iron,” the warden said. She stood by as Stavro examined the prisoner. Her relaxed, respectful posture was the closest a Veetanho came to gloating. 
 
    Stavro walked around the Human to make a full assessment. There were bruises in the most effective pain centers. He showed some signs of calculated starvation, but not enough to do permanent damage. His silence indicated the Warden had broken him of the Human habit of shouting insults and threats. His eyes followed her as best as they could until she circled behind him. There was still some defiance in his eyes, which she appreciated. 
 
    He’s no use to me if he’s completely broken. 
 
    When she returned to his front, a smile grew on his face. 
 
    “I suppose you’re a big pine, then?” His accent indicated he was from the area of Earth called Russia. “The queen rat bitch?” 
 
    Not so broken. Good. 
 
    The man spasmed and strained against his restraints as the warden gave him a jolt of electricity. 
 
    “My apologies, General,” the warden said. “I will need to do some more work.” 
 
    “On the contrary, he is perfect. Leave us.” 
 
    There was a moment of insufferable hesitation. 
 
    “You have your privacy, General,” the warden said. She closed the doors. 
 
    “General, huh?” the man said. “You take something from a ceiling? Give yourself that title? I didn’t know there were any generals in this Galaxy.” 
 
    “There is a great deal about this Galaxy you do not know.” 
 
    “Oh? You will tell me now, yes?” 
 
    Stavro studied the man’s face. Humans used bravado to hide insecurity and fear, but they could also use it when they were too stupid to know they were beaten. The former was useful; the latter was not. 
 
    “Obviously I am here to arrange a specific outcome that benefits my goals,” Stavro said.  
 
    “Those are big words for white rat,” Vlasov said. He grinned again, and Stavro noted he was missing some teeth. “Do you want to hang noodles on my ears? I welcome it. I find I have lots of time and could use a good story.” 
 
    “I will start by saying it is a desired outcome, but not a necessary one,” Stavro said. “And I wonder if I might have more success by dragging your subordinates in here one by one and making you watch me shoot them in the head.” 
 
    Anger flashed across his face, immediately replaced by a wider smile. 
 
    Fear, then. Perfect. 
 
    “Give me gun, I do it myself. I promise not to shoot you in the process. You can trust me.” 
 
    Hiding his dedication to his troops behind a facade of belligerent bravado. Humans are so simple-minded and guileless. 
 
    “I apologize, that offer was a simple ruse to see if you would betray your concern for them, which you did.” 
 
    The smile disappeared. 
 
    So careless in expressing their emotions. 
 
    “I would not shoot them. I know how counterproductive that would be. You would only hate me more. You would develop a deeper and deeper resentment of me…a greater desire for vengeance. That would prove counter to my designs.” 
 
    “Have no worry, rat, my resentment of you can get no deeper.” 
 
    “Though I understand the term rat, we have no analogous mammal in our ecosystem. Vermin might be a better insult, but it really doesn’t matter, because my kind do not succumb to such childish attempts at manipulation. But I digress. In lieu of killing your subordinates, I instead propose that you agree to work for me.” 
 
    Defiance and anger overtook his face. The muscles in his neck and around his jaw tightened.  
 
    “And that is where the dog is buried. I had guessed as much. But I’ve seen this Tri-V. I won’t betray my own for you. I don’t know how you did it, but I’m smart enough to know it was you, you vermin, who deceived us. You clever little vermin set the trap for my company. I do not forgive, and I do not forget.” 
 
    “Yes, but you have not considered why we are doing these things. You don’t know what we can do to you, and you do not know what will happen if we cannot bring you into the fold. You do not know this, but what happened to you has happened to Human mercenary units all across the Galactic Union. It has happened because the Merc Guild knows there is a great enemy who grows closer to threatening all life in the Union. We need your kind to fight it, but we cannot do it if we cannot control you.” 
 
    “Then we are doomed. You can’t control us.” 
 
    “You are not processing my words. This danger is greater than your fragile Human pride. Moreover, because it has been determined we cannot make you fight for us, the Merc Guild has taken matters into its own hands and forced the issue. You brought it on yourselves. More specifically, your Four Horsemen brought it on themselves with their many war crimes. So we have taken steps to ensure the compliance of the Humans. In the case of you and your company, I give you simple choices. Acquiesce, and you are useful to me. Refuse, and you are not. If you are not useful to me, I will eliminate and dispose of you.” 
 
    The Human tensed but remained silent. His expression and body language indicated conflict. Stavro knew he did not want to sacrifice his troops on behalf of pride, but he also did not want to let her win. 
 
    “If three months ago you had given me contract to kill other Human mercs, I would have taken it,” he said. “Credits are credits, and a job is a job. It was nothing personal. Now…it is personal. We’re in prison for months. These last weeks, I’ve been beaten. Softened up in the hope it would make me more amenable to your proposals. But such childish attempts at manipulation don’t work on me, either. You hold me prisoner until I agree to kill my Human comrades, now it’s not a job. Now…you can dissect me or my men piece by piece, I’ll still spit in your face and say fuck you.” 
 
    “Oh, but you misunderstand me. I will give you a contract, I will pay you, and I will not ask you to kill other Humans. I ask that you kill aliens. Is that not the job? ‘Kill aliens and get paid?’ That is what I offer.” 
 
    “What aliens?” 
 
    “Lumar.” 
 
    “Paid how much?” 
 
    “A lot,” Stavro said, “and in red diamonds.” 
 
    Vlasov grinned. “You should have started the proposal there. Why waste all those other words?” 
 
    “It is always hard to tell whether a Human will pay homage to morality before succumbing to greed. I have found that if morality does not work, you can always fall back on money. If one leads with money and that does not work, you Humans will not accept a transition to morality. So…do we have an agreement?” 
 
    “What do you expect us to fight with? Rusty spoons?” 
 
    “I have more than enough of your CASPer machines to supply your troops.” 
 
    “Show me my men, show me the CASPers, and show me the money. Then you may show me the aliens you will pay us to kill.” 
 
    It is a wonder others find it difficult to deal with their kind. Obviously I cannot trust them, but they will serve their purpose, nonetheless. And when they try to betray me, I will kill them and keep the credits. So simple.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Bartertown, Karma 
 
    Karma System 
 
      
 
    Cloaked in quintessence, Okeo rode Zatohachi’s shoulder down the streets of Bartertown. She’d spent the entire shuttle trip from Karma Station in a daze. Her mind had only just cleared up. 
 
    She’d seen Zatohachi walk gracefully through buildings, ships, and the ruins of Seerna’s office without the aid of his cane. His steps were soft and measured; he never bumped into things or tripped. However, through Bartertown, he walked as people expected a blind person to walk. He tapped his case on the path ahead. 
 
    She’d never spent any time in Bartertown. Contracts with Seerna had always been negotiated at the office on Karma Station. Seerna had attempted to arrange neutral locations for negotiations, but Okeo had always appeared at the office and negotiated there.  
 
    As it was her first time in Bartertown, she found herself taking in all the sights and sounds, as Hunters usually did. She watched for dark alleys, hiding spots, places she could escape to if attacked, and places a victim might try to escape to if she attacked them. She drew in all the scents of the street. Vendors sold the food of many different races. Some smelled delicious. Some were abhorrent. Spices, salt, fruits, meats, and an endless variety of sauces permeated the street. A disgusting undercurrent of waste and trash wandered in from all sides. 
 
    Some of the vendors used a great deal of perfume to hide their failure to wash regularly. Others simply stank for the same reason. As she would expect, the other feline races kept themselves well washed. Without fail, the occasional exotic race carried a scent she had never experienced before.  
 
    At some point, she wondered how her Human experienced Bartertown. He couldn’t see the things she saw, but perhaps he felt them. He’d proven he could sense other living things, though how was unclear. Okeo closed her eyes. The ability, as he described it, sounded similar to the way she could sometimes feel her brother when he stalked her.  
 
    He would never stalk her again. 
 
    “Your claws are tearing into my shoulder again,” Zatohachi said. “Thinking about your clan?” 
 
    She relaxed her claws and eased them out of the fabric of his shirt. 
 
    “Won’t you give me away, talking to me like this?” 
 
    “It is never a leap for people to think of a blind man as crazy. Crazy people talk to themselves all the time. In fact, they might be suspicious if I didn’t. Now, would you like to share your thoughts? It might make you feel better.” 
 
    “Is there a reason you chose the order in which we’re searching for this individual?” Okeo asked. 
 
    “Partially geographic, partially personal. Obviously we landed near the loading docks, so it made sense to start there, even if it was a complete dead end.” 
 
    “Personal, you say?” 
 
    “Yes.” Zatohachi drew in a long breath, which Okeo recognized as a sign he was uncomfortable with his next words. “The last place we will visit is the Hohoemi Meii Ryu…the school where I trained.” 
 
    “Where you learned to sense things,” Okeo said. “Where you learned to sense my kind, as well as other creatures who are invisible to most. Like the creature in Seerna’s burned office—do you know what it was?” 
 
    “I believe it’s called a Grimm. I’d only heard about them in passing. Everyone who’s heard of them seems to think they’re a myth. It’s easy to see why. He did quite a number on you, didn’t he?” 
 
    “There were no numbers, but I’m ashamed to say he did play some kind of mind trick. It wasn’t until I wrapped myself in my quintessence, as you suggested, that my mind cleared.” 
 
    “Yes, I suspected as much when I asked who was watching us, and you got all…foggy. You sounded as if you’d been drugged.” 
 
    “Hunters do not get drugged,” Okeo said.  
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    They quieted for a moment. She closed her eyes again and took in the sounds of Bartertown. Taken altogether, it was a cacophony of speech, machinery, shouts, and footfalls. In the jungles of Khatash, she’d learned to separate the sounds. She tried to locate and identify specific creatures by the sounds they made. She found she could connect them to smells as well.  
 
    In so doing, she had an epiphany. Perhaps Zatohachi did what he did in the same manner. One of the ways in which he’d described his ability was utilizing all his senses to paint a picture.  
 
    Is it that simple? Is this what he learned at his school? 
 
    She found herself increasingly curious about the school. 
 
    “So you wish to go to your school last. What about the other places?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m working in an increasing order of expected outcome. The docks, as we saw, were useless. It was to be expected that no one would remember a dock worker from more than four decades ago. Now we go to where this man once lived. I can’t imagine there’ll be more success there. I am, however, familiar with the next location. It’s where they modified the CASPers for the mercenary unit I worked for when I was blinded. In fact, I think we’re getting close. Do you see the signs yet?” 
 
    Okeo opened her eyes and searched around. She dug into her mind for the names of the locations the Grimm had mentioned. Though her thoughts from the encounter were still hazy, it was obvious when she found the sign. It was a massive Tri-V displayed in the sky above the compound. The name stretched across several warehouses. Below them, an illusory CASPer stalked along, blasting fire from one arm, and shooting missiles from the opposite shoulder. The missiles exploded to create an illusory banner that read, “Best designs, best prices!” 
 
    “Crazy Karsten’s CASPer Customs, yes,” Okeo said. 
 
    Can’t forget a name like that, mind trick or not. 
 
    “Take me into the main entrance, please. It’s been a while since I was here.” 
 
    Okeo guided him into a glass-walled building. Inside was a high-ceilinged, wide open area supported by columns. Two clean, shiny Mk 8 CASPers were on display. The area was large enough that it could have displayed more than a dozen. Near the entrance was a receptionist desk with a tall, bespectacled Human male. 
 
    “Welcome to Crazy Karsten’s CASPer Customs!” Though he used an excited, cheerful voice, Okeo thought he looked tired. “I’m Crazy Cal Karsten, but the only crazy one is you if you look anywhere else for your CASPer needs. Though as you can see, we’ve been cleaned out lately due to the recent unpleasantness. Wait…are you blind?” 
 
    “Yes I am, unfortunately,” Zatohachi said.  
 
    Crazy Cal Karsten slumped into his chair with a look she recognized as disappointment. 
 
    “Do you need directions? Are you looking for something?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Karsten, I’m looking for something, and thank you for asking,” Zatohachi said. He employed his soft, calming voice, the one he used when trying to get her to talk about her home planet’s destruction. “I’m looking for an individual who used to…well, I’m not clear whether he lived here or worked here, or perhaps both. Might I ask how long you’ve been working here?” 
 
    “Heh…I’ve been working here my whole life. You can call me Cal, by the way. How long ago was this?” 
 
    “About 40 years, Cal. And you can call me Zato.” 
 
    Cal smiled and jerked his head up.  
 
    “Okay, well, I’m not that old. Hell, this wasn’t even a CASPer mod place back then. That would’ve been the Soldier of Fortune Surplus days. My parents might remember. What was this person’s name?” 
 
    “Bull.” 
 
    Cal leaned back and seemed to go catatonic. She cocked her head to the side and discovered his pinplants. He blinked and looked at Zatohachi again. 
 
    “I just called them; they’ll be down shortly.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Zatohachi said. “Might I also ask what it was like when the Mercenary Guild was here?” 
 
    Cal grimaced and frowned. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t puppy dogs and rainbows, I’ll tell you that. Considering our business here, we were on their target list. Thankfully, no one tried to come here and make a stand when the Merc Guild moved in. They sent some stinky dogs to occupy the place. We lost several months’ worth of business. When the shooting started, the Zuul moved out, and we got lucky again. I got a good number of friends who weren’t so lucky.” His gaze wandered off again, but Okeo guessed it wasn’t because of his pinplants. He was thinking of the people he’d lost. 
 
    At least he didn’t lose his entire race. 
 
    “Anyway, as soon as the Horsemen came and kicked the Merc Guild out, well, business was booming. So much so that, as you can—sorry, I was about to say see, but—yeah, so we don’t have much left. Just a few older models dad put together from scraps. I know you can’t see them, but I’ll say he did an amazing job.” 
 
    “What are you saying, son?” an old man shouted. He was a stocky, white-haired man with glasses and ear buds. He plodded forward to the desk.  
 
    “I said you did a great job!” Cal shouted back. 
 
    “I know I did. That’s because I’ve been doing it for 50 years. Wouldn’t hurt you to grab a wrench and help me out once in a while like your brother does, now, would it?” 
 
    “Someone’s gotta handle the business, Dad. Anyway, Mr. Zato is here to see you.” 
 
    The old man shot a glance at Zatohachi with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Zato? I don’t know any Zato. Did you say you were here looking for Bull? Big, bulky, bald guy?” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    Though no one could see it, Okeo slow blinked. 
 
    Now we have a description. 
 
    “Hell, that was, what? Forty years ago? You would’ve been a child. What do you want with him?” 
 
    “I was rather young at the time, yes. I’m looking for someone important to me, and it’s possible Bull will be able to help me find them. Is there anything else about him you can tell me?” 
 
    “No, not really. He just showed up one day, looking for a CASPer to use at the loading docks. Damnedest thing, actually; he showed up the next day with the Lumar whose job he’d taken and convinced me to take him on here. Great worker, that Jopo. People say Lumar aren’t too bright, but that one was pretty sharp. Damn shame when Jopo went off and got himself hired by the, uh—” The old man looked up at the ceiling and snapped his fingers repeatedly. “Thunderbirds? Fireworms? Firebirds! That’s it, Jopo went off and got himself hired by the Firebirds. Wonder what that big lug’s up to these days.” 
 
    “That’s interesting, but can you tell me anything else about Bull?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sorry. Anyway, he had a real name, too. Ummm…Allen, yeah, Leslie Allen. Odd name, now I think of it. Spent his whole time here acting like some poor soul who was desperate to become a merc, and then come to find out he’d been a merc the whole time. Damnedest thing. Paid us a small fortune to get an old, beat up Mk 6 CASPer operational with guns and armor, the whole shebang.” 
 
    He paused and fiddled with one of his earbuds for a moment. 
 
    “Never found out what happened to him. Never saw him again. He used to hang out over at the Jackal’s Den. In fact, at the time, he was the only Human who was allowed to hang out there, back before J.J.’s Jackals moved in and wound up buying the place. Might be someone over there might’ve known something about him.” 
 
    “Ask if anyone else has come looking for him,” Okeo whispered.  
 
    Cal looked up as she whispered. Zato coughed, rolled his head around, and stuck a finger in his ear. Cal frowned and looked back to his dad. 
 
    “Sorry to keep bugging you, but has anyone else been around asking about Bull? Or anyone odd come by in general?” 
 
    “You mean other than a Merc Guild invasion force? Followed by the Horsemen coming and buying up almost all of our stock?” 
 
    “Yes, other than that. Anything strange outside all that?” 
 
    “Dad, we did have that break in right under the noses of the dogs, just before the Horsemen attacked the system,” Cal said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, that. Yeah, someone came here and physically broke in. Which is interesting, because the damn Zuul were crawling all around, watching the place. They didn’t take nothing, they just hacked into our files and left. Wasn’t much good there, especially when you consider we’d just filled a major order right before, and we sold off everything left right after.” 
 
    Zatohachi nodded his head. 
 
    “Also interesting. Who, if you don’t mind me asking, was the major order for?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” the old man said. He rubbed his chin and glared at Zatohachi with narrowed eyes. “That’s not the sort of information I usually give out. However, for one thing, I’m starting to suspect there’s more to your questions than tracking down some crazy rich guy. For another, it doesn’t really matter if I tell you, now does it, Cal?” 
 
    “And why not, Mr. Karsten?” 
 
    “Because the unit in question is one of the many Human merc units who disappeared into the ether. Eaten up by their last contract. Word is they’re gone, and they ain’t coming back.” 
 
    Zatohachi stiffened so abruptly that Okeo had to shift to avoid falling off his shoulder. He drew in a deep breath. She could feel him shudder. He felt as tense as he had in the days after she’d killed the Human female he’d been looking for. 
 
    “Who was it?” he asked. 
 
    “The Bushido Bandits,” the old man said. 
 
    “I see. Do you know where?” 
 
    The old man shrugged and glanced at his son. Cal stood quiet, wide-eyed, and with a slight frown. 
 
    “Don’t really keep up on the contracts of the people I sell to. That way lies madness, you might say. I try to stay out of it, but lately, the rumor mill has been unavoidable. Sorry, but I don’t think I can be of any more help.” 
 
    “Thank you, you’ve been of great help to me,” Zatohachi said. He sounded distant and distracted. “I wish you many years of good luck.” 
 
    “And the same to you. Thanks for stopping by, and good luck to you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Shadow of a Memory 
 
      
 
    Jessica opened her eyes, and the wonderful dream she’d been having faded. It had been a good one, something with a big, friendly purple bear—sort of like her stuffed Super Bear, only real. The rest was already gone by the time she tried to think about it. She just knew it had been a good dream until the bear had become worried about something. She didn’t remember what. 
 
    A loud bump knocked her out of her reverie. She shuddered and hugged Super Bear tight. Covers pulled up to her eyes, she looked around the room. Her cartoon-faced porcelain elephant, Elly, looked at her with concern. Her Justicemakers’ nightlight depicted Tosh, her favorite of the Tri-V show’s Equiri heroes, and his presence made her feel safer. The nightlight had been carefully positioned by her mamochka to avoid casting scary shadows anywhere. There were no shadows, nothing was moving, and nothing was out of place, so far as she could tell. That meant the monster must already be hiding under her bed.  
 
    She gathered up her courage and decided to strike first before it had a chance to prepare itself. As slowly and quietly as she could, she peeled the covers to the side until her feet were free. She curled up at the edge of her bed, clutched Super Bear in one hand, and nodded to Tosh.  
 
    All at once she hopped off the bed and set her feet on the floor as light as two feathers. She thrust Super Bear underneath it. No monster could withstand an onslaught from an Oogar, even a tiny stuffed one. There was nothing under her bed except the clothes she’d stuffed there when her mamochka asked her to clean up. She stuck her head deeper in just to make sure, careful to keep Super Bear close.  
 
    Another bump spooked her, and she banged her head against the bed boards. Jessica rolled out from under the bed and rubbed her back of her head. She blinked over and over again, to try to clear the stars in her eyes and keep from crying. Big girls didn’t cry and, as she was going on eight, she was definitely a big girl and needed to act like one.  
 
    When her vision cleared and the pain dissipated a little, she realized the bumps had come from outside her bedroom door. She tried to listen for more and realized she could hear someone speaking. Several someones. 
 
    At first, she figured it was just her parents. They were probable still awake and watching those shows they didn’t let her watch—the ones where people died, used the words she couldn’t use, and did things she didn’t quite understand to prove they loved each other. On the other hand, it was late, and her parents should have been sleeping. If they were sleeping, it might be someone breaking into the house to steal things. She’d seen a lot of people—well, aliens really—do that on Justicemakers. She decided if she could take on a monster, she was brave enough to scout out what was happening. That was exactly what Tosh would do. 
 
    She’d long ago learned the art of opening her door without making the slightest sound, so that part was easy. Jessica had also learned that if she stepped to the sides of the hallway, there was much less chance any floorboards would creak as she snuck along. When she reached the corner of the wall, she edged her head out ever so slightly so she could see through the railing and into the room below. That was what she’d done to watch her parents’ shows until they’d caught on and moved the Tri-V to another spot. 
 
    In the living room below, her father rushed back and forth. A collection of mottled green and black bags were collected in the center of the room. 
 
    “You do realize when someone says go bag, the word is always singular?” she heard someone whisper from just out of sight. She wanted to stretch her head out farther to get a better look, but feared she’d be caught if she did. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I had them a lot better organized a while back, but I keep picking and choosing what comes with me on various trips,” her father answered, also in a whisper. He opened a drawer and pulled out a small black box. When he pressed his thumb against a tiny glass pad, it popped open, and he pulled out a pistol. She’d always wondered what was in the box, but had figured there was no point in asking. “So what can I say? They’re a bit of a mess at the moment. In the future, I’ll be sure to better organize one specific bag and leave it untouched until I need it.” 
 
    “Good to see learning has occurred,” the other man said. She felt like she recognized the voice, but hadn’t a clue where she’d heard it before. “But I’d like to highlight the need for urgency just now.” 
 
    “Well excuse the fuck out of me,” her father said. She had an instinct to shout out for her father to watch his language, but she held her tongue. Even if it was just her father and some strange man, she was still too curious to let them know she was watching. When adults were doing things they weren’t supposed to do, they always stopped and acted all funny when they discovered there were children nearby. Her father continued, “I wasn’t exactly expecting to do this just now.” 
 
    “It never happens when you’re expecting it to; that’s why you gotta be ready at all times.” 
 
    “Thanks for the lecture. You know, you could be helping a little.” 
 
    “It’s not like I know what you’re planning to take out of this whole big mess.” 
 
    “You know what, I’ll take all of it, all right? How’s that sound? I mean, I’m leaving this house, this family, and this life forever, aren’t I? Isn’t that the goddamn deal here? Jessica’s going to grow up without a—” 
 
    “Jessica! What are you doing out of bed?” Her mamochka’s words made her jump, and she became terrified she would in a lot of trouble. She closed her eyes and braced for impact. When she felt her mother walk closer without saying anything else, Jessica opened her eyes and found her mother gawking at the sight below. “My Snowman, what’s going on?” 
 
    He father looked up, his face now wracked with pain. 
 
    “Oh, god…Katya…Jessica…you weren’t supposed to see this.” 
 
    “Well, you weren’t exactly being stealthy,” the other man said. He stepped into view, and Jessica saw he was a large, muscular, bald man. Paired with his voice, she knew she knew him from somewhere. 
 
    “What’s he doing here? I thought I would never see him again!” her mamochka shouted. “My Snowman, tell me what’s happening.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Katya, but…the day we always knew was coming? Well…it came. I can’t be here anymore. It’s too dangerous for you two. I wish I could’ve planned it better than this—” 
 
    “You and me both,” the bald man said. 
 
    “Shut it, Bull!” Her father cast a stern look at the bald man, who threw his hands up and shrugged. Then her father looked back up at them. “There’s no time. There’s going to be some men coming by very soon. I have to leave before they get here, and as long as you know nothing, you won’t be in any kind of trouble. You and Jessica will be taken care of, and if things clear up, I’ll…” 
 
    Her father looked down and shook his head. With a great huff of his shoulders, he picked up two of the bags and thrust them toward the bald man. He bent back down and shoved a collection of loose gear into two more bags. When they were stuffed to capacity, he straightened and looked up again. His eyes were red, the way they got when he stared at his slate too long. Tears streaked down his cheeks. 
 
    “Katya…Jessica…I love you both very much. I’m sorry I have to do this.” 
 
    “Mamochka? What’s happening? Why’s daddy so sad?” She looked up at her mother for an answer, but saw she was crying even worse than her father. Jessica knew when her mother was crying, it was time for a hug. She stood, wrapped her arms around her mother, and squeezed as tight as she could. 
 
    “Jessica? Take good care of Elly, okay?” her father asked.  
 
    Focused on hugging her mamochka until she was happy again, Jessica didn’t look back when she answered. “I promise, Daddy.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” the bald man asked. He grumbled the way adults did when they disapproved of things. 
 
    “I am,” her father replied. To her mother, he said, “Katya? Make sure she gets Elly! When she’s ready! I love you!” 
 
    Such an odd thing to say. She already had Elly. 
 
    She heard the door squeak open and slam shut. It wasn’t until days later that she realized her father wasn’t coming back. For more than two decades, she would wonder why he’d left and whether she’d ever see him again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Patches leaned out the open aerocar door, watching the city below. 
 
    “I got a question, while we got a moment,” he said. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Archie responded from the driver’s seat. He couldn’t see her, as she was sealed up in the front, but they spoke over the intercom. 
 
    “What was all that stuff Bull was saying to you in that K’kng’s place? Koo-show Jit-soo?” 
 
    “Oh, that,” she said with a chuckle. “Kyusho Jutsu. Pressure point fighting.” 
 
    “How in the hell do you know K’kng pressure points?” 
 
    “That was exactly Bull’s point. If races realize we know things like that, they’ll wonder how.” 
 
    “So…how do you know those things?” 
 
    “Anyway, the other words were bullfighting terms.” 
 
    Girl is just like Bull. Changes the subject whenever she doesn’t want to answer something. 
 
    “Bull fighting? He’s got his own system?” 
 
    “No…Spanish bullfighting. This whole thing where they go through three different stages, ‘a horror in three acts,’ as Hemingway—he was an old writer—called it. Basically just a means of wearing the bull out so that at the end you can just walk up and kill it.” 
 
    “Huh. That’s a thing in Spain?” 
 
    “Yeah, it sort of fell out of favor for a while, but I understand it’s making a comeback. Never seen it, but I’ve read about it. The philosophy around it came up a lot at the martial arts school I trained at. Hey, the drop’s coming up in 10 seconds.” 
 
    Patches listened to her countdown and dropped an oblong object out the door. He watched the long metal football fall away from the aerocar and disappear into the city below. The drop sonde had been deployed. 
 
    “Sonde away!” Patches shouted above the roaring wind. He looked up at the door, which opened upward, creating a gull wing effect. Hanging halfway out into the slipstream, he put a hand up and examined the metal. 
 
    “Hey, when I get back in, remind me to see if I can load this up with some missiles or something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Patches pulled his head back inside where his mic wouldn’t pick up all the wind.  
 
    “I said, when I get back, remind me to wire these doors full of weapons.” 
 
    “I’d ask why, but I’m sure I’ll find a use for them.” 
 
    “It’s a deal, then. While I’m gone, you gotta get your hands on whatever you want me to wire onto them.” 
 
    “Sold. The sonde’s online, data’s coming in!” 
 
    He looked down and watched numbers fill a column on his slate. The aerocar bucked, and Patches swung halfway out the open door. 
 
    “Sonofabitch cut me off!” Archie shouted. “Learn to use your damn nav beacon, asshole! You’re lucky I’m doing a super sneaky insertion, or I’d track you down and feed you your own—” 
 
    Patches’ slate gave an audible ping and “Calculation Complete” flashed on the screen. He knew the result was duplicated from her slate.  
 
    “It’s good, I got what I need,” she said. 
 
    “Am I in the LAR circle? Can I go now?” 
 
    He swapped to a live feed to see where they were in relation to the Launch Acceptable Region the slate had calculated. It looked as if they were just passing outside it. 
 
    “No! God no, give me a second, would you? I know you’re crazy as shit, but are all of you old as dirt operators this impatient, too?” 
 
    “Now the baby girl is lecturing me on patience.” 
 
    “Anyway, I’ve got a HARP, but I’m going to have to whip a bitch to get you there.” She maneuvered to the far right edge of the traffic flow.  
 
    “Whip a what?” Patches felt a touch of frustration that she was trying to bring him to the exact High Altitude Release Point the slate had calculated. Technically, he could jump anywhere inside the LAR and have the room to maneuver to the drop zone. Granted, that meant he’d have less work to do to reach the drop zone, but time was a factor. 
 
    Time is not a factor. They’ve been in there for almost seven months, and another minute or two won’t change anything. Unless that’s the minute they’re finally rolled up by authorities. 
 
    “Dammit, can I jump yet?” 
 
    “Jesus, you old codger, hang on! The more precise I drop you, the less time you spend under canopy getting ID’d and shot at.”  
 
    The aerocar cleared the traffic lane to the right and made a sharp upward vector. Once it was vertically clear of the traffic lane, Archie banked left back over the top of it. She made a wide, high turn over the top of both lanes. 
 
    “Still can’t believe you’re doing an old school HALO. Has anyone done one of those for real in the last 50 years?” 
 
    Patches knew she’d done exactly five in training, based on the academy she’d attended. It was still in the curriculum in some schools, but not many. Those that had kept it did so more as a rite of passage than for actual operational training. Most mercs got their first exposure to high altitude drops inside a CASPer, inside a drop pod.  
 
    “It’s been standard practice in this company since its inception. Has Bull taught you nothing except how to fawn all over him like the daddy you wish you’d had?” 
 
    The aerocar bucked even harder onto its side. Patches hung on for dear life with both arms to keep from falling straight out. 
 
    “Still with me?” Archie asked cheerfully. 
 
    “Yeah, are we there yet?” 
 
     The aerocar rolled out facing the outside of the traffic lane going the opposite direction. 
 
    “Stand by!” 
 
    “I’ve been standing by!” 
 
    “One minute!” 
 
    “Is that as accurate as your shitty timing on the Regulators job!” 
 
    “Tell you what, in 30 seconds, your chances of dying drop dramatically. Take whatever action you feel necessary.” 
 
    In his virtual reality rehearsals of the drop, he’d only died 5% of the time. He preferred better odds. 
 
    “Guess I could wait a few more seconds.” 
 
    Patches slid his visor down and snapped it into place. Atmospherics and navigational data projected itself onto his faceplate. In the upper right corner was a countdown that matched Archie’s callouts. 
 
    “Ten seconds…five seconds…green light!” 
 
    He jumped. Everything went silent, save the distant sound of rushing wind. He tightened his arms back to the sides, tensed his body into a steel beam, and tucked his chin down—the delta body position. 
 
    “All right, Patches, everything looks good,” Archie said over his comms.  
 
    He had to give the girl credit; the placement was perfect. According to his navigational data, he had few corrections to make on the way down to track toward his DZ. As the atmosphere and gravity were similar to Earth’s, his terminal velocity was about the same as he was used to. The traffic lane had been at 10,000 feet above ground, parallel with the top of the arcology. The drop zone was at 2,500 feet, giving him 26 seconds until he’d pull his chute. 
 
    The arcology grew big in his faceplate. At around 3,000 feet, the arcology sloped sharply toward him. His faceplate had a chute deployment countdown, but he made a mental two-count to back it up.  
 
    With the help of a target designator in his faceplate, he identified the drop zone. A large, semi-circular balcony grew out of the side of the arcology. There were several similar ones, but the one his designator lit up had a large pool in the center. That was the right one. 
 
    His two-count coincided with the deployment advisory. He clenched both hands into fists, and his chute deployed. In the olden days, meaning back when he was originally trained, one would pull a handle to release the parachute. This required an adjustment of the arm positions to maintain the aerodynamic balance. That little bit of adjustment might have thrown him against the side of the arcology. He preferred the hand triggers. The tradeoff was the possibility of early deployment if you clenched your fists, but it was worth it once you got used to it. 
 
    He snapped against the shock of the chute opening. Half a second later, he drifted a few dozen feet above the pool. When he looked dead center, he jerked the releases and dropped into the pool. 
 
    He flattened his body, smacked his face into the water, and settled against the bottom without dying.  
 
    The easy part was over. 
 
    He pushed off the bottom and swam toward the nearest edge. He climbed out, checked the knives in his boots, and the pistols in his prosthetic belly. He tore the small pack off his back, popped it open, and threw the thick cloak over himself. 
 
    Without warning, he was assaulted by the horrendous stench of the water he’d just been in. He got his faceplate up and the hood of his cloak out of the way just in time to vomit. 
 
    He heard a squeal from a short distance away. 
 
    “Intruder!” his helmet translated. Swallowing the rest of the bile down, he snapped the faceplate back into place and drew the head of his cloak down. The faceplate told him the language was Gtandan, so he set his helmet to transmit Gtandan.  
 
    He stood to find a pig-faced humanoid stomping toward him. It wore a black velvet robe and waved a fist at him. 
 
    “What are you doing on my balcony? I have called law enforcement, and they will be here soon. Surrender to me and I will—” 
 
    Patches drew a pistol with his right hand and pointed it at the Gtandan. It stopped and pulled its neck in, revealing at least five chins. With his left hand, Patches dug a 500-credit red diamond chit out of a zippered pocket. He rustled it out from his cloak and held it out. 
 
    “One of these is going to shut you up. I’ll let you choose which.” 
 
    Patches watched as its gaze flickered from right to left. It reached out its right hand and held it open. 
 
    Patches sauntered up and handed him the chit. 
 
    “It was easy enough for me to land on your balcony. If law enforcement is informed of my presence here, it’ll be easy enough for my associates to fly a bomb straight into your suite. Will I have a problem?” 
 
    It gave a casual wave toward its suite and held the chit up to inspect it. 
 
    “I haven’t actually called them yet. I never saw anything.” 
 
    Patches nodded and head for the doors to the suite.  
 
    “Umbra’s active. Going dark. Thanks, Archie. Piss off, Bull.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Did he know you were on board?” Archie asked her passenger. 
 
    “Odds are, yes,” Bull said. “He’s just as paranoid, if not more so, as me.” 
 
    “I have to say, working with the three of you as opposed to one of the actual teams has been an education,” Archie said. She eased the aerocar out of the lane again and performed another hard climb and bank to flip the aerocar back around. “It’s not the detailed, deliberate planning process of the normal ops. Each of you seems to do whatever the hell you want, and the others just go with it.” 
 
    “So, am I the ‘daddy you wished you had?’” Bull asked. 
 
    “Fuck no,” Archie said. “Why the hell does everyone assume I have daddy issues just because I really enjoy kicking the shit out of whatever I can? I had two awesome, loving parents. Some might think the child of the Laughing Coyote’s owners would have had a strange childhood, but hey, it got me where I am, right?” 
 
    “I’ve wondered what that would be like,” Bull said. 
 
    She nudged the aerocar back into the traffic lanes and set the navigation to route them to their next destination.  
 
    “Looks like we’re seven mikes out from Skull Island,” Archie said. She tilted her head in his direction. “I don’t really have anything to compare it to. I just know I have no complaints about how they raised me.” 
 
    “Well, that’s wonderful to hear. I really mean it,” Bull said. She watched him tap his slate to switch his frequency. “Queen, any posit on Charlie Foxtrot?” 
 
    “Inbound now…less than a minute out,” Nikki said. “You should be cleared on the Island. If he’s a no show, I’ll relay.” 
 
    “Copy, thank you,” Bull said. “Take care of yourself, and don’t do anything I would do.” 
 
    “You mean like kill him?” Nikki said. “I might break a nail. You too, though. Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Patches entered to find a room decorated in a gaudy manner the ancient Byzantines would have considered too ostentatious. 
 
    As he rushed through the room, he discovered half a dozen porcine Gtandan females cowering behind sheets on an enormous bed. He tapped a salute on his helmet and continued through. As he moved to the exit, he pulled a grenade out of his coat. 
 
    The main door out of the suite opened. As expected, the Gtandan’s thug bodyguards threw the front door inward. Two Pushtal wearing body armor and carrying needlers emerged into the room. Their intent was clear. 
 
    Pin pulled, Patches tossed the grenade the second he saw the door move. It landed at their feet just as they saw him and raised their weapons. Both immediately focused their attention on the object at their feet. Only one jumped before it went off, but neither escaped the blast. The Gtandan females squealed and retreated deeper into the covers. 
 
    Patches walked up to the survivor, pressed his pistol against its temple, and pulled the trigger. He stood and walked back outside. The Gtandan cowered behind a small table off to the side of the pool. Patches calmly popped him in the head as well and retrieved his credit chit. 
 
    “I woulda let you keep it, dumbass,” he said as he stuffed the chit in his pocket. He walked back through the room, ignoring the screams of the females, and stepped past the remains of the Pushtal guards. 
 
    Once clear of the suite, he pulled up the blueprints in his visor and followed the quickest route down through the arcology. It took four elevators, six sets of stairs, and several moving walkways to reach the ground level, 2,500 down from the balcony he’d landed on.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Through her pinplants, Nikki tracked the progression of Bull, Archie, and Patches through the aerial traffic network of Fitzparj. Meanwhile, she watched the landing bay doors rumble open. Wind swept in and blasted her. She wavered a little on her high heels, but remained standing. It had been a while since she’d worn them. When she put a hand down to keep her skirt from billowing up, her hair came loose and blossomed into the wind. She mused over how much it made her look like a Tri-V action star. 
 
    An aging Tri-V action star. Probably more a cerebral thriller than an action movie. 
 
    A squat, cherry-red aerocar slid in through the open doors and came to a hover. As soon as it was inside, the doors rumbled closed again. Her hair settled back down. In her younger days, she would have thrown it into a ponytail. Instead, she ran her fingers through her wild hair and brushed it just to make sure it wasn’t too mussed. 
 
    “Charlie’s on deck. You’re cleared hot to the Island.” 
 
    The aerocar settled to the floor with a hiss and a final thud. With a whirr of motors, the closest hatch opened upward. Jaus wore a nice silk suit that was a darker shade than the one he’d worn in Mo’Paka’s tower. With his hair tied back in a ponytail, he was even better groomed than he’d been before. The scent of a pleasant, but not overbearing cologne drifted into her nostrils. 
 
    He thinks he’s getting some. Might as well play it up.  
 
    She squared her shoulders to him, straightened, and tilted her head to the side. As he exited his car, she smiled and put a hand up to fix her hair. He eyed her up and down and flashed a charming smile of his own. 
 
    “It’s great to see an attractive woman who isn’t afraid to wear a skirt. All merc women dress just like the boys. Equality and all that, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not a merc. Never have been.” 
 
    “Touché,” he said. He turned about and reached back into the car. He emerged with a wine bottle. 
 
    “I hope you like a good Sonoma Cabernet Sauvignon,” he said. 
 
    Wow…I bet he’s imagining me falling on my back with my legs in the air. Does he realize I’m old enough to be his mother? 
 
    For someone who wasn’t a mercenary, even by the loose standards of Bull’s company, he sure carried the arrogant bearing of one.  
 
    “I’m more of a Merlot girl, and I usually prefer old worlds,” she said.  
 
    He frowned like an abused animal, and his shoulders slumped. 
 
    “California reds are generally sweeter,” he said in a defensive tone. 
 
    “And a red is a red,” she said. “All in all, I’ll drink anything.” 
 
    He seemed to cheer up at this news.  
 
    “Come along. They’ve got a wonderful club lounge here that caters to their clientele. Let’s grab some hors d’oeuvres and an espresso, then we can crack that wine.” 
 
    He straightened up, sucked his stomach back in, and puffed his chest out. She waved him toward the door. 
 
    Now, will he insist I go first so he can check out my ass, or will he walk confidently past and clench his own to show it off? 
 
    He chose the latter. Nikki rolled her eyes and followed. 
 
    In the club lounge, she requested the bottle, glasses, and two espressos be delivered to their conference room. Next, she put together a plate of dried fruits and a few cookies. He filled his with every type of meat he could find, but he was classy enough not to pile things up until they toppled over.  
 
    “Somebody needs their protein,” she said with a sweet smile. 
 
    “Just had a killer workout,” he said. “No pun intended. But I gotta stay in shape around the apes, you know? Can’t ever let them see me as weak.” 
 
    When was the last time he even saw a Human female before we showed up? 
 
    They headed to the conference room and set their plates on the main table. He positioned himself immediately next to her.  
 
    She’d already swept the room for bugs and listening devices, but she did so again, nonetheless. 
 
    “Can never be too sure, can you?” he asked. He moved the espresso tray, wine bottle, and glasses over to their seats. 
 
    “Never,” she replied. 
 
    “So I have to ask…how exactly did you get involved in all this, and with Bull specifically?” 
 
    “You could say I was born into it,” she said. She bent down near a wall even though there was no reason to do so. She felt his eyes lock onto her backside. She could swear she heard him drooling. 
 
    Still got it. 
 
    “Born into it? I didn’t think anyone was born into this company.” 
 
    “As far as I know, I’m the only one who ever was.”  
 
    “That must have been hard.” 
 
    She gave an overdramatic, pleased look around the room and nodded her head in approval. 
 
    “All good?” he asked. 
 
    “All good,” she said. She went to her seat. He made a show of standing while she sat. 
 
    Chivalry died long before First Contact, my dear. 
 
    “Anyway, as for Bull…” She grabbed her espresso and a cube of brown sugar. After dropping the sugar in and swirling the cup around, she continued, “He literally showed up on my doorstep. Or was it me on his doorstep? I honestly can’t remember. Anyway, he moved in next door after the company was destroyed.” 
 
    “Wait…the company was destroyed?” His mouth was full, and he spit out a piece of some local simulacrum of Italian meat. She pretended not to notice the small glob of partially chewed fat and gristle, even when he cleaned it up with his napkin. 
 
    “Yes, you didn’t know that?” she asked coyly. Of course you didn’t. Dumbass. “It actually happened on his first mission with the company. The previous company head led them into a horrible disaster. Only Bull, Patches, and a few others made it out. It was Bull who rebuilt everything over the next few years.” 
 
    She watched wheels turn in his head behind a furrowed brow. 
 
    “I had no idea,” he said. “That actually explains quite a bit about Bull, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I would say so,” she said, “but then, I never knew him beforehand. For all I know, he was always the asshole he is now. A great man, but an asshole.” 
 
    “You’re right about the asshole part, but I’m not sure I would call him a great man,” Jaus said. “Awfully xenophobic, from what I’ve seen.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. Tell me he doesn’t destroy alien units who stand in his way like a sociopath. Poisons, diseases, I’ve even heard he used nukes once or twice. Just about everything that’s considered illegal by Galactic Union standards, he’s used.” 
 
    “Does what he has to. Always has. I’d say it’s not personal, but to be honest, I think it all is to him.” 
 
    He snorted. “‘Does what he has to.’ Sure. It’s hard to imagine he doesn’t enjoy it all a little too much.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I wouldn’t say xenophobic. I’ve known him to work with quite a few alien races.” 
 
    “You mean like Jopo and his Firebirds? Tools. Cannon fodder. I’m not surprised he uses whatever aliens he can to throw at other aliens. More dead aliens, right? Like I said…xenophobic.” 
 
    She digested the comment for a moment and let herself consider the implications. Based on four decades of experience, she rejected it. 
 
    “So here’s a piece of the story I don’t have,” Nikki said. “Whatever happened between you two?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “All I know is, the op went bad, we lost a bunch of shooters, and you disappeared,” she said. “Bull never gave me any specifics.” 
 
    “Yeah, he wouldn’t, would he?” Jaus said. He downed the espresso in one shot and set the cup down hard. “Let’s just say we had a major difference of opinion on how things should be done and leave it at that.” 
 
    I’d always had the impression it was your fault those men died, but if you don’t want to clear the record, that’s up to you. 
 
    “If you insist,” she said. “Shall we get to the business at hand?” 
 
    He smiled, leaned forward, and moved a hand toward her knee. She shifted before it got there and put a hand out to keep his from chasing her knee. His smile turned into disappointment. 
 
    “One more thing,” he said. “You didn’t get to the part where you started actively working with Bull.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. A few years after he left me, I thought he’d given up on the whole thing. Which worked for me, because I handled all the finances, and therefore became the major proprietor of the untapped fortune the company had left behind. I could’ve bought Canada, had I wanted, but I knew enough to stay invisible. Still, I had a great life going. But Bull went out and got himself into some major trouble. So I gave up the quiet-yet-glamorous life to bail him out. Been keeping him out of trouble ever since.” 
 
    “So you’ve essentially been with him since the start, right?” 
 
    “Other than the great disaster I mentioned…yes.” 
 
    “So you know what I’m talking about. Surely you’ve seen countless episodes of him doing truly evil things in the name of saving lives. As if one outweighed the other.” 
 
    She noticed she was clenching her teeth and relaxed. With a deep breath, she wiggled her fingers and toes.  
 
    “I can say he has saved a lot of lives. Granted, some of those mercs probably went off and died in the very next contract, for all we know, but he does what he can. As to his methods, well, asymmetric warfare is just his thing. That’s how he thinks.” 
 
    “There’s asymmetric and then there’s war crimes. I feel fairly certain that his methods generally fall into the latter. In fact—” 
 
    “Look, sweetie, we can argue this all day, but as I recall, we do have a job to do. Can we get to that?” 
 
    Under the table, she’d clenched her fist so tightly, her fingernails dug into her skin. With her other hand, she set the slate down on the table and spun it around for Jaus’ benefit.  
 
    “So, when our shipment arrives…” 
 
    “You mean Bull’s strike teams, and I’m guessing the Firebirds as well, right? I know they’re here.” 
 
    “You’ve done your homework.” 
 
    “I never go into business, especially not with someone so nefarious, without knowing exactly who I’m dealing with.” 
 
    “And yet here you are, doing business with him. Or should I say, doing business for Mo’Paka, correct? Are you sure you’re authorized to make arrangements on his behalf?” 
 
    He smiled and puffed his chest out a little. “Let’s just say I’m more of a partner than I’ve let on.” 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    Through her pinplants, she checked the time.  
 
    Just keep him talking. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When Archie felt the aerocar touch down, she killed the power and opened the side door. She unbuckled, crawled into the back, and followed Bull out onto the pad. 
 
    “Hey, Bull, whatever deal you work out, try to score me whatever weaponry you think Patches can jury rig onto this thing, cool?” 
 
    Bull took a moment to inspect the aerocar.  
 
    “Small as this car is, I don’t think there’s a limit to what Patches would try to rig onto this heap. We still gotta keep it low profile, but I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “That’s all I’m asking.” 
 
    Bull motioned toward a pair of K’kng security guards, who were better armed and equipped than those they’d seen inside. One of them motioned toward a stand, which she realized was a lift.  
 
    “Much nicer coming in this way than climbing all those stairs, right?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m happier that we don’t have to re-do the ritualistic combat to get an audience.” She tapped a panel to close the door and secure the vehicle. They walked to the lift. Once they were both standing on it, it lowered inside the building. The hole in the roof closed over their heads. The lift settled on the floor of Mo’Paka’s lair.  
 
    The scarred, silver-haired K’kng greeted them on their level, not from his throne. He was alone. 
 
    “Great Mo’Paka,” Bull said as he bowed his head and spread his arms wide. 
 
    “Knock off the pleasantries, Human named Bull,” Mo’Paka responded in English, not through the use of a translator. “We’ve both got quite a few problems to sort through, and we shouldn’t waste time.” 
 
    “Well said,” Bull replied. “Let’s get to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bartertown, Karma 
 
    Karma System  
 
      
 
    Though signs of destruction and subsequent reconstruction dotted the streets, the overall hustle and bustle of the area seemed unaffected by the recent fighting. 
 
    “Right up ahead,” Okeo whispered. “The Jackal’s Den is another 20 of your Human meters on the left.” 
 
    “I would’ve guessed by the Lumar bouncer mouth-breather,” Zatohachi said, “but I remember the location.” 
 
    “So you’re familiar with this place of business?” 
 
    “I’ve always known about this place, but never personally visited it. When I was with the Bandits, we avoided it. We always felt it was a cheap knockoff of a much more famous Human mercenary bar.” 
 
    “The Bushido Bandits. That was your unit.” Though Okeo said the words as a statement, she meant them as a question. 
 
    His back stiffened, and he stopped walking toward the Jackal’s Den. Her suspicion was confirmed. 
 
    “It didn’t seem important information before. I didn’t think it was of any value to you to know that, but I can see it is now.” 
 
    “They’re the closest thing you’ve ever had to clan, yes? It’s that clan to which the woman I killed was connected, yes?” 
 
    “Yes. The Bushido Bandits is the clan I fought with, under her father. He died saving my life the day I lost my eyesight.” 
 
    “And you’ve just learned your clan was destroyed. One of many Human clans…you call them mercenary units, but it seems they’re the closest thing Humans have to clans.” 
 
    He bounced slightly with a wry chuckle. 
 
    “Most would say the Human equivalent of a clan is a family, but you might be just as correct. But the point of your words is to say we have more in common than we originally thought. We’ve both lost our clans, and a lot more besides, to the schemes of the Veetanho.” 
 
    “My purpose was to point out that you have just as much interest in chasing down Seerna as I have. As you said, we’ve both lost our clans in this conflict. More than that, as a personal matter, her contract on you was part of a plan to eliminate Human assassins who wouldn’t do their bidding. In the same way, they attempted to subjugate my kind so we would do their bidding.” 
 
    “Our fates are intertwined. Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “Nothing so dramatic. I’m explaining that our purpose is the same; our contract is mutually beneficial, and not just an obligation on your part.” 
 
    “I think I said it better. Anyway, I think it’s time we return to information gathering, okay?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Zatohachi resumed his cane-tapping progress toward the Jackal’s Den. As they walked up to the establishment, the Lumar bouncer raised his two lower arms to hold him back. It kept the upper arms crossed. Zatohachi continued walking forward and tapped his way straight into the Lumar’s open hands. 
 
    “Human.” 
 
    “Hello, yes? I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there. But, of course, I don’t see anything, do I?” He chuckled in his soft, cheerful voice. 
 
    The Lumar furrowed his thick brow, and his jaw fell open. 
 
    “Human not see?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t seen anything in a long time.” 
 
    The Lumar relaxed his lower arms. 
 
    “Human want enter Den of Jackal?” 
 
    “Yes, I would, thank you. How much further is it? I’m afraid I might’ve gotten lost trying to find it. Wait, how did you know that’s where I’m going?” 
 
    “Human at Den of Jackal. Human have weapons?” 
 
    The Lumar tilted his head and looked at Zatohachi’s cane. He didn’t linger there. His gaze floated up Zatohachi without showing any signs of suspicion. All four shoulders relaxed. Zatohachi gave another casual chuckle. 
 
    “Just my little walking cane here. I don’t think I could do much damage with it, though.” 
 
    “Okay, Human. Door here.” 
 
    The Lumar reached out to put a hand on Zatohachi’s back. Okeo skipped across to Zatohachi’s opposite shoulder to avoid discovery. The Lumar gently guided Zatohachi toward the door and opened it for him. 
 
    Okeo narrowed her eyes so they would adjust to the darker lighting inside. Some of the more intense Human music played at a low volume. She caught the words “Hell and back” in the lyrics. The scents of various types of smoke and alcohol wafted out from the bar. Faint smells of body odor from numerous races was mixed in as well. On the other hand, the interior was cleaner and better maintained than any similar establishment she’d ever been in. It was also largely vacant. 
 
    Though she’d smelled numerous races, she found only Humans inside. A pair sat in the far back in a quiet discussion. A handful gathered around a table to the left, playing a card game. They constantly insulted each other’s damas in raised voices, but none seemed ready to fight. 
 
    To the right was a long bar with a row of empty stools. Behind the bar was a bald, muscular man who was cleaning glasses. As they approached, Okeo noticed the wrinkles around his eyes that indicated an older Human. The bartender looked up and squinted an eye when he saw Zatohachi. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the man said. Okeo detected a confrontational tone. 
 
    Zatohachi put a cautious hand out and fumbled about until he touched a barstool. He repeated the maneuver to find the bar itself and sat. 
 
    “Would you happen to have any cold sake?” 
 
    “Sorry, you’re the first person who’s ever asked for it. Only thing I got that’s Japanese is some Scotch whiskey.” 
 
    “That will be fine then.” 
 
    The man kept his focus on Zatohachi and reached back to grab a bottle. 
 
    “Ice?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    Without moving his gaze, the man grabbed a short glass, scooped some ice into it, and set it down. He poured the drink and pushed it toward Zatohachi. 
 
    “I assume things have gotten quiet since the recent troubles?” 
 
    “Troubles, huh. Yeah, that’d be putting it mildly. Look, I don’t mean to sound like a dick, but you’re not exactly my usual clientele.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Zatohachi asked in the innocent manner that seemed to be his new standard. 
 
    “This is a merc bar. It’s been pretty much only mercs since the first time I came here.” 
 
    “You didn’t open this bar?” 
 
    “No, actually, I bought it from a Veetch named J’Kal. In fact, it wasn’t all that Human friendly when I first came here. I’m pretty sure I was sent here as a joke. Joke’s on him, though, huh? ‘Cause here I am.” He stretched his arms out and gestured all around. “But enough about me. I was asking about you.” 
 
    “Well, you say this is a merc bar. I was a merc a long time ago; is that good enough?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What unit?” 
 
    “The Bushido Bandits.” 
 
    The man straightened and drew in a deep breath. 
 
    “So you’ve heard the same rumor,” Zatohachi said. 
 
    “That they disappeared on Monogatari, yes. How long ago you muster out? I’m guessing because of the eyes?” 
 
    The slightest of shudders ran through Zatohachi’s entire body. Were she not perched on his shoulder, she wouldn’t have noticed. Mention of the planet had caused the second major emotional response in her Human that day, the only strong emotions he’d shown in weeks. 
 
    “Monogatari, yes.” Okeo noticed he drew out the name of the planet, carefully pronouncing each syllable. “There’s a lot of that going around these days. Do you keep track of most Human units?” 
 
    Where before the man had stared with curiosity, he now appeared to study Zatohachi in a calculating manner. 
 
    “As a former merc who runs a merc bar, yes, I try to as much as I can. And I’m sorry, I never introduced myself. I’m J.J. I used to be the commander of J.J.’s Jackals. And you are?” 
 
    J.J. reached a hand out, knocked on the bar, and then held it open. Zatohachi reached straight for it and shook his hand. 
 
    “Zatohachi. As I said, I was once a merc with the Bushido Bandits. I’m now a masseuse.” 
 
    “Hell of a career change. Conventional, or were you in the Sevens?” 
 
    “You’re indeed familiar with the unit. I was with the Seven Samurai until about 20 years ago. As you guessed, I suffered an injury that took my eyesight, and I was forced to retire.” 
 
    “That’s tough,” J.J. said. He cocked his head to the side and squinted again. “Still doesn’t explain it, though.” 
 
    One of the dama-insulting card players stumbled up to the bar and waved an empty glass at J.J. He ignored them. 
 
    “Explain what?” 
 
    “What you’re doing here.” 
 
    “I can’t just be here for a drink?” 
 
    “I’m here for a drink!” the dama-insulter said. 
 
    “No,” J.J. said, gaze still focused on Zatohachi. With a free hand, he held up a single finger toward the dama-insulter. “One moment, I’ve got business here.” 
 
    Zatohachi tilted his head in a nod. 
 
    “You’re sharp, and I won’t insult you with more small talk. I’m here looking for a man who frequented the bar a long time ago. May I ask how long ago you started coming to this establishment? Back when the Veetch J’Kal owned it?” 
 
    “Forty years. How long ago did this friend of yours come here?” 
 
    “He wasn’t a friend. In fact, I’ve never met him.” 
 
    “Then why are you looking for him?” 
 
    “I should say that’s none of your business, but I’ll concede that I seek the one who seeks him. That’s all I can say. He frequented this bar at least 40 years ago. I believe it was a little more than that.” 
 
    “I’m frequenting the bar right now, and I thought that was your business,” the dama-insulter said. He turned back to look at his fellows. “Guys, any tricks to get J.J.’s attention?” 
 
    They released a chorus of lewd suggestions. 
 
    “Interesting,” J.J. said. “Do you have a name for this individual?” 
 
    “Bull.” 
 
    J.J. quieted for a long moment. Okeo sensed that the Human was trying to mask a strong reaction. 
 
    “Never heard of him. And I think it’s time for you to leave.” 
 
    “Honey, are you going to serve our customers?” a cheerful light gray-haired Human female asked as she walked in from a backroom. “Seriously, we’re going to get bad reviews. It’s empty enough as it is.” 
 
    She took the dama-insulter’s drink order and put a tray of drinks together. 
 
    “Finish your drink and go, Mr. Zatohachi.” 
 
    “Let me pay first.” Zatohachi produced his Yack. 
 
    “J.J., what’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s on the house,” J.J. said. “Jessica, I got this.” 
 
    The woman set the tray of drinks down on the dama-insulters’ table and shot a mean look at J.J. 
 
    “If you’re giving away free drinks in anger, you definitely don’t got this.” 
 
    She strolled back up and gave a warm smile. When Zatohachi turned his head toward her, she blanched a little. 
 
    “J.J. Bergmann, tell me you’re not kicking out a blind patron!” 
 
    J.J. leaned forward and whispered to her, loud enough for Okeo to hear. “He’s asking about Bull.” 
 
    She drew a deep breath, and her eyes went a touch wider. 
 
    “Well then, you’re right. He should leave.” 
 
    She leaned in, almost brushing up against Okeo. 
 
    “Leave through the front and walk away. Wander down the alley on the side and come in through the side door.” 
 
    Zatohachi finished his glass and straightened. 
 
    “I see,” Zatohachi said in an uncharacteristically raised voice. “This is clearly not the bar for me. I’ll leave, and I will not come back.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As directed, they reentered the establishment in what looked to be a storage area. The light gray-haired woman was waiting for them. 
 
    “I already told you to go away,” the woman said as she waved him in. Once he was inside, she gave a suspicious glance around the alley and closed the door. 
 
    She turned with a soft smile, but immediately switched it to a frown. At first, Okeo thought the woman was looking directly at her. Then she realized the woman was simply inspecting his shoulders for some unknown reason. 
 
    “You carry yourself in a strange manner,” she said. “Something’s not quite right about you.” 
 
    “You’re as perceptive as your husband, if not more,” Zatohachi said. “Okeo, I think it would be best if you revealed yourself.” 
 
    Okeo leapt off of Zatohachi’s shoulders onto a large metal barrel. The woman jerked in surprise. She froze and turned pale when Okeo dropped her quintessence. 
 
    “Welcome to our negotiation,” Okeo said. 
 
    “Oh, my…you’re a…you’re…” The woman closed her eyes and put her hand on a nearby shelf. She let out a slow breath and calmed, then opened her eyes. “You are one of those, um, cat assassins?” 
 
    “They call themselves Hunters,” Zatohachi said. 
 
    “I’m sure they do,” the woman said. “Are you here to kill me?” 
 
    “Is there a reason I should?” Okeo asked. 
 
    “Okeo, be nice,” Zatohachi said with a stern look. “Introduce yourself before this woman faints.” 
 
    “Fine,” Okeo said. “Well met, Human. I’m Okeo. As I said, welcome to our negotiation.” 
 
    “Um…well met, Okeo,” the woman said, still wide-eyed and awkward. “My name is Jessica. What, may I ask, are we negotiating?” 
 
    “Any information you have on the Human named Bull. We can pay you for this information.” 
 
    The woman stiffened, and her face hardened. 
 
    “Presuming I know anything about this person, why are you asking?” 
 
    Okeo slow blinked and leaned forward. 
 
    “Look who found her courage. I have more physical means of negotiating.” 
 
    Doubt flickered in the woman’s eyes, but she remained defiant. 
 
    “Okeo!” Zatohachi said. “That’s unnecessary. Look, Mrs. Bergmann—” 
 
    “You can call me Jessica, if we’re having a friendly conversation.” The stone face remained. 
 
    “Jessica, I’ll be blunt. We’re on the hunt for a Veetanho we believe is hunting this man named Bull. We need whatever information we can get about this individual. It’s clear you know of him. So I ask, what can you tell us?” 
 
    Jessica licked her lips and glanced back and forth between Okeo and Zatohachi. 
 
    “He’s the reason we’re here, in this bar, for one thing. He’s the reason for a lot of things, to be honest. We didn’t know it at the time, but—” 
 
    “Jessica, don’t you say another word!” J.J. rushed into the storage room with a C-tech GP-90 trained on Zatohachi. 
 
    “Shit,” Zatohachi said and stepped toward the man. 
 
    Okeo leapt straight to the man’s shoulders, rolled around to his back, and clasped her claws around his throat. She looked at Zatohachi and found that her Human had taken the man’s handgun away. 
 
    J.J. didn’t budge. Jessica was similarly immobile, eyes as large as saucers. 
 
    “Honey, is there an assassin cat on my back?” 
 
    “Yes, Dear.” 
 
    “And did this blind man disarm me faster than you could see him do it?” 
 
    “Yes, Dear.” 
 
    “Awesome,” he said, and he gulped. “Fuck my life. Okay, then. How can we help you?” 
 
    “They were asking about Bull, Dear. I was going to parse my words, but now that you’re pretty much captured, I feel I should tell them everything and hope for lenience.” 
 
    “Good idea, Sweetie.” 
 
    “First, Miss Great Hunter Okeo, would you mind letting up on him a little?” 
 
    Okeo relaxed slightly and withdrew her claws. 
 
    “Fine, but understand, I will rip him to shreds if either of you moves too quickly.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Jessica said. She took a slow step to the barrel Okeo had recently occupied and leaned heavily against it. “You were asking about Bull. As I said, he’s the reason we’re here. A long time ago, right at the time J.J. founded the Jackals, we met a man who convinced J.J. to go to work for another friend of ours. Bull also suggested we try out this bar. At the time, this was a no-Humans bar, except for Bull. We’re not sure if he sent us here as a prank, or what, but as you can see, it’s worked out for us.” 
 
    Okeo and Zatohachi listened as the couple told them a story about a man, Bull, who’d gone off on his own to rescue a forlorn merc company. They told them how another company, the Intergalactic Haulers, had launched to save the man from his own poor planning. They told them the Jackals had captured a Besquith ship, and the Intergalactic Haulers had saved the company Bull had gone off to save. 
 
    “But Bull didn’t make it. In some crazy, desperate last act, he destroyed the entire facility with two nuclear weapons he’d gotten when he killed all the Besquith. So you see, there’s not much more to tell you about Bull. He died decades ago.” 
 
    “Yes,” Okeo said, “we hear he dies often, and yet it seems quite a few are still searching for him.” 
 
    “You’ve got me there,” Jessica said, “but we really don’t know. If he’s alive, we have no way of finding him. We were in touch with Snowman, his associate, but he’s gone missing, as well. That’s truly all we know.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Patches did his best to stick to the more populated areas on his way down. He passed many aliens of different races. He noted that life seemed somewhat normal, but muted. Workers trudged to and from their homes and their workplaces, but there was little interaction. Heads stayed down, and everyone remained as clear as they could from authorities. 
 
    Twice he passed uniformed Blevin. The brown leather-skinned humanoids grumbled at passersby and occasionally accosted someone at random. His visor confirmed they were the arcology’s police. Calling them police felt like a stretch as they acted more like goons. Patches kept his distance and maintained the hunched, frightened posture everyone else had. The police didn’t give him a second look.  
 
    Twenty minutes after landing, he crept around the great base-level park of the Zevak Arcology. 
 
    Destroyed hulks of tanks formed a defensive arc against one wall. Construction crews filled the area, repairing damage and rebuilding sections of walls, courtyards, and roads, but the destroyed tanks looked untouched even after seven months. He snuck about and recreated the battle in his head. He noted only three wrecked CASPers, which made sense for two reasons.  
 
    One, it was likely most of the CASPers had been disabled in the tunnels leading into the arcology in the same manner the Regulators and most other CASPers had been disabled. The Veetanho had somehow pushed a software update that had caused the CASPers to fail when they activated either their main weapons or jumpjets. 
 
    Two, any disabled CASPers would have been easy to locate, and had probably been collected by the enemy forces and moved to a secure location, somewhere else. The tanks remained, but most were damaged beyond repair. 
 
    Even though the entire unit was in a massive industrial complex, the rules of survival and evasion remained the same. The Bandits would’ve needed to find a location with concealment and multiple avenues of escape. They would also need to maximize distance from the enemy, who in this case included both the Blevin police inside the arcology and the Goka who guarded the exits. A warm place with access to water and food would be optimal. Ideally, they would want to find a place from which they could communicate with any rescue teams. The last was both difficult and would have received the lowest priority. Few among them would be holding out any hope of rescue. Rumors of the Intergalactic Haulers’ demise had been circulating before their defeat. Beyond that, almost no one knew Bull’s company existed.  
 
    Using the parameters of concealment, escape options, and access to sustenance, they’d developed a set of likely hole-up sites for the Bandits. The variable they hadn’t had was where the fighting had taken place and what the movement options from that location would have been. Now that he was inside, he could better discern their path. 
 
    He reasoned that any survivors would have made their way into the center, joined with the last-ditch defensive effort, then gone to ground when that effort failed. The survivors—CASPer pilots, infantry, and tankers—would have dispersed on foot from the defensive arc.  
 
    Instinct would’ve told them to go downward into the tunnels below and around the park, but they’d had been filled with Goka at the time. Therefore, the Bandits would have had to ascend into the arcology itself. He plotted the vacant defensive area into his maps and matched those against the areas they’d identified as possible hole-up areas. 
 
    The base level was filled with warehouses and commercial routing centers. Though they provided a lot of places to hide out, he reasoned they would also be the most heavily searched. Patches and the others assumed the Bandits would have come to the same conclusions. Besides, there was little chance they would have access to water in those areas.  
 
    The closest ring around the great park was higher-class residential suites. The further one went out, the worse the housing got. Halfway out, he identified the infrastructure for various utilities. In mission planning, they’d considered and dismissed the idea that the survivors might have clustered in one of those areas, where they might tap into power and/or water. Those spots weren’t defensible or easily reached, and there was no food anywhere nearby. Furthermore, they were likely to set off alarms if they tried tapping into things.  
 
    The residential quality increased again toward the outer edge of the arcology, where suites would have windows and balconies. The safest, least monitored areas appeared to be the middle rings, where the utilities were, and the lowest class residents lived. 
 
    The next several levels up, near the core at least, was the primary shopping district. He followed the least obtrusive route from the battle site through the backside of the shopping areas. There was no chance the Bandits would be holed up anywhere near there. Prudence dictated that heavily trafficked market areas were the worst places to attempt evasion.  
 
    By using back channels and stairwells, he made his way up through the shopping district without seeing another living being. He also found he could bypass all the cameras and monitoring devices that covered the higher trafficked areas. The next few levels consisted of more shipping lanes and warehouses, with delivery bays on their outer perimeter. These levels, as they’d become the only supply arteries into the arcology, were even worse than the lower warehouses. 
 
    A few levels above that, and Patches would finally reach the areas they’d pegged as the best possible spots.  
 
    The hydroponic farms. 
 
    More specifically, condemned residential areas near the hydroponics farms. Nikki had dug deep into the arcology’s security systems, and most other systems as well, particularly the emergency response organizations. She’d worked out that the condemned areas of the arcology weren’t monitored at all. The farms, while electronically monitored, were seldom patrolled, and had little to no security.  
 
    Having confirmed it was possible to reach those areas from below without being observed, Patches decided he must be close. He ignored warning signs and pushed through a door into a condemned section. His heart threatened to pound its way out of his chest. His late wife came to the forefront of his mind. 
 
    He emerged into a bustling suburban-style residential district. Shops, services, and apartments spread out to his left and right, curving off until they disappeared around bends. Dumbfounded, he checked the spot against his detailed maps of the arcology. He discovered a note he had missed. 
 
    “Arcology Core Renewal Project,” the note said. He checked the dates. The note was just under a year old, and the maps of this section hadn’t been updated since.  
 
    Guess they finished the project. Shit. Well, don’t just stand here gawking like a dumbass, you’ll stick out. 
 
    He’d no sooner had the thought than he spotted one of the Blevin police staring at him from a dozen meters way. Patches casually looked at his slate as if he were doing some mundane task any normal resident would be doing on a slate. He molded his posture to reflect the action and tapped away at random. Meanwhile, satisfied that his eyes were concealed by his helmet’s visor, he scanned around the populace. 
 
    None of them seemed to have slates. He returned his attention to the Blevin. Its gaze was fixated on Patches, and it was speaking into a comm bracelet. 
 
    Plan B. 
 
    Patches spun and flung himself back through the door. Resolving to go forward and not backward, he ran along the path he’d planned to take if the last section hadn’t held the Bandits. Which was true; there was no way they were hiding in there. He dropped a sensor bead as he went and brought it online.  
 
    The passageway curved to the left, matching the curve of the renovated district he’d just entered. He estimated how far the renovation might go, tripled that estimate, and plotted a course to get that far as quickly as possible. 
 
    Behind him, he heard the door slam open. The bead picked up a surge in radio traffic and gave him a visual of the Blevin policeman following him. Patches considered stopping to kill the policeman to buy himself some time. A moment later, three more Blevins ran past the sensor bead, and Patches changed his mind.  
 
    He raced up the first stairwell he found. Changing levels improved his chances of losing the tail. He went up two levels and resumed his rush toward the next condemned area.  
 
    Previously, he’d been moving slowly enough to scan ahead for electronic monitoring. So far, he’d avoided the few he’d found. In his hurry, he was less cautious. He ran past an electronic monitoring station. By the time he’d realized it was there, he knew there was no way it hadn’t seen him. He accepted the mistake and sprinted past. As soon as he thought he was out of its range, he turned inward to make a sharp course change. 
 
    One more level up and a little further out, and he’d be in one of the hydroponic farms. He’d prefer not to do so, as there would certainly be monitoring there. The noose was tightening, and he didn’t want to make it worse. 
 
    The sounds of his pursuers had quieted, but not disappeared, as he came to another door. He took enough time to ease it open, listen, and continue through. Ten steps in, two Blevins pushed through another door a few meters away. His pistol appeared in his hand, and he fired a few rounds without thinking. One shot glanced off one of their shoulders. They flipped their door back open to use as cover.  
 
    By the time they returned fire, Patches was sprinting away in the opposite direction. If he continued, he’d be heading back in the direction he’d come from. One ring inward, but the same direction, nonetheless. Instead, he found the next stairwell and went up. Better to be seen by electronic eyes in a hydroponic farm than shot at by live Blevins. 
 
    Emerging into another hallway on the next level, he was immediately assaulted by warm, humid air. He was sweating enough as it was. In fact, his visor’s defogger already struggled to keep up. Once inside the farm, he could only imagine he’d be sweat-soaked and fogged up in seconds, but there was no better option. The farm gave him a solid two kilometer straight shot away from his pursuers. It did not, however, guarantee that more Blevins couldn’t make it to the other side before he could. It was a risk. A shitty, horrible, probably-meant-he-was-truly-screwed risk. 
 
    The doorway into the farm was electronically secured, but not very well. He was able to override it with a few well-placed shots from his pistol.  
 
    He pushed the door open and was blinded by bright lights. The visor did its best to gain down so he could see. A second later, he took a crowbar to the face. It didn’t hurt, it just cracked his foggy visor and surprised him to all hell. Before he knew what was going on, someone had yanked one of his arms and flipped him over onto his back. That hurt. 
 
    In a daze, Patches forced his visor up. Female Human eyes peered in at him.  
 
    “He’s Human!” she said. “Now where the hell did you come from?” 
 
    “Blevin,” Patches sputtered. “Following me.” 
 
    “Five oh!” she said. Back to him, she asked, “How many?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Five to ten? At least two groups, maybe more.” 
 
    “Okay, get him clear and restrain him,” someone said. Patches thought he recognized the voice, but it was muffled. “Wait, flip him and leave him. He’s our bait now!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Patches felt himself rise into the air for half a second. Then he rolled in midair and landed on his belly. Someone stuck a thick, broken off branch under his foot. 
 
    “Stay there, or we smoke you,” the woman said.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    Not a second later, he heard the doors slam open. He heard the rapid stomp of boots, but they slowed and stopped. 
 
    “Here he is,” one of the police Blevin said. “Stupid Human tripped.” 
 
    “About time,” another one said. “Should we just shoot him for running, or do we drag him in? I honestly don’t know which has less paperwork.” 
 
    “Shooting him is easier for us,” another suggested, “and we have the rookie do it, that way it’s his paperwork.” 
 
    “Great!” the first one said. “Sotch, shoot him.” 
 
    One of them gave a half-cry that turned into a gurgle. A single pistol fired, and he heard the shot impact vegetation a few dozen meters away. Various sounds of struggling erupted behind him. He could swear he heard a large cat roar. He rolled over to his back and hopped into a crouch to look up. 
 
    Using knives, clubs, and at least one sword, a ragged band of Humans had stabbed and beaten the Blevin police into submission. He looked around at their faces. All wore tattered uniforms that identified them as Bushido Bandits. Faces weren’t as dirty as he would have guessed, but they had the look of months in the field. Hair was long, greasy, and unkempt. He searched the group, looking for a familiar face. 
 
    Tearing through the Blevin was a tall, furry creature. When it paused for a moment to sink its teeth into a Blevin’s neck, he saw that it was a Pushtal.  
 
    Someone grabbed hold of the back of his helmet and tore it upward and off. A sharp blade pressed against the back of his neck. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” said a voice he definitely recognized. He gingerly turned his head and found a tall, light-brown-skinned man who wore major’s rank. The man expressed anger, disdain, frustration, and, perhaps, a glimmer of love. The latter might have been Patches’ imagination. 
 
    “Hey, Bean,” Patches said with an awkward smile. “How you been?” 
 
    “Great, Dad,” Major Dean Adams replied. He flipped the sword over and sheathed it in one fluid motion. “You realize you just killed us, right?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The hydroponic farm was filled with even rows of pink-flowered, terrestrial fruit trees. They were heavy with oblong, spiky yellow fruit. Even through his visor, it smelled horrible. Massive lights for heating and photosynthesis covered the high ceiling in rows. Large fans were evenly spaced along the walls to circulate air. He couldn’t see misters, but their presence was apparent from the high humidity in the room. He felt his clothes soaking it up as he chased after his son.  
 
    The small group of Bandits bolted through the foliage, and Patches darted along with them, close on his son’s heels. 
 
    “Before I forget, my ruck here is full of nanite injectors, some medical supplies, water purifiers, and some of those crappy sawdust nutrition bars.” 
 
    He rolled the rucksack off and held it out toward Dean. His son gave a dismissive wave toward the female sergeant, who seemed a lot more excited about it then Dean did. She snatched it out of his hands and tore into it. 
 
    “How did you guys stay undetected in here in the first place?” Patches asked. He looked around and spotted four monitoring stations. He could only guess countless more lined the farm. That didn’t even count the farm robots who scurried about. It was possible they weren’t programmed to recognize foreign entities, but he wouldn’t bet his life on it. 
 
    “Hacked into the feed and set it on a loop before we came in here,” Dean said. 
 
    Dean released a branch that would’ve smacked Patches in the face if he hadn’t caught it in time.  
 
    “Someone would figure that out within a few days at most,” Patches said.  
 
    “We use a long loop, update it once a day, and reset the loop with a more current feed,” Dean said. “We rendered it to evolve from one to the other so there isn’t a big jump. It’s worked the whole time we’ve been here, and we haven’t seen a living creature the entire time. Until now. Because you came looking for us and led them here, now they’ll send more. For the first time since we found our way in here a few months back, we’re going to have to displace again.” 
 
    “Okay, you little brat,” Patches said. “For the first time since everything went south, you’ve got some kind of hope of ever getting out of here. Did you have any kind of plan for that, or were y’all just going to sit around until everyone in the arcology grew old and died?” 
 
    “How the hell do you think you’re going to help us get out?” Dean said. “Do you have some kind of magic, whiskey-powered portal back to Earth? I’m still surprised you poked your head out of a bottle long enough to realize we’d gone missing. Either way, we don’t need a miserable old drunk to solve our problems. Colonel Yonatan is working on it. He’s a smart man, the one who’s kept us alive and cohesive. Were it not for him, we might have killed ourselves with infighting many months ago.” 
 
    He stopped without warning and dropped his chin to his chest. He blew out a loud sigh. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dad,” Dean said. “I can’t imagine how you got here; I really can’t. I know you’re trying to help, but there’s nothing you can do for us. Even if all those BS stories Mom told me about you are true, what do you think you can do now you’ve found us? Did you bring some Goka nerve gas or something?” 
 
    Dean spun about and examined Patches’ gear.  
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” Dean said. “So tell me, Dad, what exactly is your plan?” 
 
    Patches felt the blood drain from his face. 
 
    Is that how he sees me? Washed up, bitter, drunk old man who has no idea what he’s doing? 
 
    “It’s not just me, it’s…an organization who does this sort of thing,” Patches said. 
 
    “Like the Intergalactic Haulers?” Dean asked. “You’re not telling me you’re with them, are you?” 
 
    “Well, their boss and I go way back,” Patches said, “but no, not them. They’re actually not in the game just now. I’m here with another group, a little more secretive.” 
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Dean said. 
 
    They pushed past a bunch of branches and emerged into a camp. He hadn’t seen or heard it until they entered. Foliage was tied up all over to both obscure it visually, and to deaden any sound. 
 
    “Bandits! We gotta pack up and move out. The Blevin cops followed this little dumbass here, and now our cover’s blown. We killed them all, but they’ll send patrols eventually.” 
 
    “If he led them here, why is he still alive?” a female sergeant asked. 
 
    “Because he’d my dad, Sergeant Driscoll,” Dean said, “and he says there’s some group of…I don’t know, people or something who have a plan to get us out. Who knows if he’s full of shit or what, but for now, we gotta move.” 
 
    “You’re the boss, Boss,” the sergeant said and saluted. Before dropping her arm and spinning about to bark orders, Patches caught her watching his son for half a beat longer than necessary. 
 
    Hmmm… 
 
    Dean waved Patches along. They pushed through more foliage until they approached an enclosed hut. A wiry Asian man stood outside.  
 
    “We’ve gotta move. I need to see the colonel.” 
 
    “And who is this?” the Asian man said.  
 
    “Takamatsu, meet Eric Adams, my father,” Dean said. “Dad, meet Takamatsu, the Tiger, of the Bushido Bandits.” 
 
    Dean paused at the entrance and held a hand up to stop Patches. 
 
    “No one sees the colonel but me,” Dean said. He pushed a sheet aside and entered. 
 
    Patches looked back at the ragged remnants of the Bandits. Although they were all dirty and smelled horrible, they seemed sharp and in good spirits. They were well fed, which wasn’t surprising, since they were living in a farm. A few were injured, but they’d been tended to. 
 
    He found a set of tents inhabited by a group of Pushtal, just like the one he’d seen helping defend the entrance. They had their own area, but were clearly integrated into the Bandits’ camp. One of the Bandits brought a bucket of water to the group, and a Pushtal gave a nod of thanks. 
 
    A glimpse of white through the trees caught his attention. He pushed a branch aside and discovered a long line of graves a few dozen meters out.  
 
    “That’s not all of them,” a female said. Patches turned to find the same female sergeant who’d complained about his recent arrival. She stood next to him. He looked down and saw a name tag that identified her as Driscoll. 
 
    “Sorry?” Patches said.  
 
    “We left a lot more down below,” Driscoll said. Her left hand reached out to a branch and picked leaves off one at a time. Patches guessed it was a subconscious, nervous habit. “We didn’t exactly have time or ability to go back in the tunnels and get the ones we lost there, not with Goka infesting the whole place. And the ones we lost in the park, well, we just couldn’t carry them out and stay light enough to escape up here. Despite what Major Adams said, we’ve had to move a couple times, and we leave our dead behind each time we do. Now, I suppose, we’re gonna have to leave these here as well.” 
 
    Well excuse me for screwing up this perfect little life you guys have here. 
 
    “Can I ask what’s up with the Pushtal?” 
 
    “They were our original contract,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, I knew that. You were supposed to root out Pushtal pirates who’d taken over the arcology. But that was all we knew before hearing you guys had just gone missing.” 
 
    “I’m guessing, since you’re here, you sorted out that this whole thing was a set up to take us down,” she said. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Well, it became pretty obvious to us as well. When we finished wiping out the SleSha, we became the wardens of all the Pushtal prisoners. Through some conversation with the son of their leader, we determined that they had been just as set up as we had.” 
 
    “Son of their leader? Why not the actual leader?” 
 
    “Yeah, the son.” She shifted about, peering through the trees, then she raised an arm and pointed at one walking back and forth between the tents. The Pushtal pointed at things and seemed to be giving orders. 
 
    “That’s Kianon,” she said. “He’s the reason we’re even talking to the Pushtal. He’s the one who negotiated with Colonel Yonatan for parole and helped them become an effective part of our pathetic little community here. His father, Dirnon, is actually First Claw—clan leader—but he’s a miserable piece of work who’s spent the whole time holed up in a tent, demanding females and food. Honestly, I think it’s for the better that we haven’t seen him much.” 
 
    “Huh, so you’re pals with those you were contracted to kill,” Patches said, and scratched at the back of his neck. “Enemy of my enemy and whatever the hell the saying is, I guess.” 
 
    “Just tell me one thing,” she said. She turned her head and glared at him as if trying to see through him and into his soul. “Are you for real?” 
 
    He frowned and pinched his own cheek. 
 
    “As far as I know.” 
 
    She punched him in the shoulder and scowled. 
 
    “No, you crazy old man! I mean, is this for real? Are you part of some kind of crazy rescue?” 
 
    “Oh. Yes, I am.” 
 
    Sergeant Driscoll’s eyes flickered around, not focusing on anything in particular. Her left hand folded until it snapped the branch she was fiddling with.  
 
    “You with the guardian angels, then?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Stories go around about some crazy spooks who sometimes show up to get some units out of shitty places.” 
 
    Patches smirked. 
 
    “Well, I mean there’s the Intergalactic Haulers.” 
 
    “No…everyone knows about them. At least they’re real, and you can find them if you go looking. Yeah, they’ll occasionally help out some poor bastards, too, but no, I’m talking about the straight spooks. Units will be surrounded, running short of everything, and suddenly the enemy drops dead from poisoned food. Or maybe some random, old as dirt, cheap-ass flyers bust over, nap of the earth, and blow a hole in a wall that lets them escape. I’m talking crazy, random…I don’t know…acts of God, you could call them. Everyone’s got a story or two. Whenever someone talks about it, they get a rash of shit, and everyone calls them liars…but everyone’s heard a tale or two. Is that who you’re with?” 
 
    “When you put it like that? Yes, all those stories are true, and that’s exactly who I’m here with. But I’ll be damned if I let Bull know people have started calling him an ‘act of God.’” 
 
    She clenched her hands into fists and grew even more sullen. 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean this whole thing was a setup, and it sure as shit wasn’t for us. Whoever did this, they were setting a trap, and I think it was for you guys in particular. That’s the only thing that explains why the Goka didn’t follow us inside. That’s the only thing that explains why the Blevin snipers were shooting SleSha, too—they were erasing the witnesses. That’s the only thing that explains why we’ve had such an easy time hiding out here—until now.” 
 
    Patches grimaced. The fact that it had all been a setup had been obvious from the first day they’d arrived on the planet. Everyone in their small, merry band had worked out that the whole thing was a trap, even Jopo. However, seeing the effect the whole affair had had on this unit threatened to push Patches over the edge. It wasn’t a coincidence that the unit his son was with was being held hostage. Knowing that the Bushido Bandits had been the bait, and therefore his son, personally, had been a part of the bait, filled him with rage. 
 
    “Be honest, Sergeant…are you people hanging in there okay?” 
 
    She snickered and shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I mean, it would’ve been great if you could’ve brought us a few changes of underwear. You can only flip ‘em backwards, roll ‘em inside out, and flip ‘em again so many times before they start to dissolve on you. But other than that, and the occasional suicide…sure, we’re doing just fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. Everything you’ve been saying. Which is why I think I should have my own words with the colonel.” 
 
    Patches turned and walked toward the tent. 
 
    “You can’t go in there while they’re talking. No one can.” She strode to catch up to him and put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    He tripped on an imaginary branch and stumbled forward. He crouched and put a hand on an imaginary injury. 
 
    “Ooh, are you okay?” 
 
    Sergeant Driscoll knelt next to him to examine the injury. Patches sucker-punched her in the jaw and pushed her away, perpendicular to the line of her feet. As she tumbled over backward, he rolled forward and sprinted the few short steps to the tent. He swept the sheet aside and ducked in. 
 
    His son and Takamatsu stood next to a cot while talking. On the cot lay a figure covered by a sheet. The figure’s chest wasn’t moving. 
 
    “Well, hello, Dad,” Dean said. His gaze flashed to the sheeted figure.  
 
    “Ah,” Patches said with a knowing nod. “I guess I see why no one else is allowed to see the colonel. Good thinking, I guess. That’d put a big nosedive in an already abysmal morale.” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel Yonatan got us out of the fire and into the frying pan, I suppose you could say. Great man, but we exhausted all our medical supplies getting out of there. Didn’t have nothing left for him by the time we found our first hole up site. And I don’t think he would have let us use any more on him, anyway. So yeah, we’ve dragged him around whenever we’ve moved—” 
 
    “You made it sound like you hadn’t had to move until I showed up.” 
 
    “Semantics. I wasn’t technically lying because we’ve been here for a while. Anyway, now you know.” 
 
    The sheet rustled, and Sergeant Driscoll rushed in. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, I—” 
 
    “It’s okay, Sergeant,” Dean said. “It’s probably better that he knows. And I’ll grant you, he’s a slippery, crafty sonofabitch.” 
 
    “She knows, too?” Patches asked. 
 
    “Can’t run this thing by myself.” 
 
    “So you’ve been in charge here?” 
 
    “Pretty much. I think it’d crush morale for them to know he’s dead.” 
 
    Patches scratched the back of his neck. His heart welled up with pride at the thought that his son was leading a merc unit. Moreover, he was leading a unit through one of the most trying experiences a merc unit could go through. His son was keeping men alive. 
 
    Saving lives. 
 
    Dean made eye contact with Takamatsu and Sergeant Driscoll. “Would you two mind leaving us the tent for a bit?” 
 
    Both snapped salutes and tromped out without another word. Driscoll eyeballed Patches hard enough to signal she wasn’t happy about the request. Dean held the tent flap open and watched until they were a good distance away. 
 
    “I’m failing, Dad,” Dean said in a quiet, low tone. “We’ve got water, but it’s that crap fertilizer water they use in these places. We’re running out of ways to purify it. We’ve got food, but it’s not full nutrition. We didn’t come in here with more than few days of emergency rations, and we left the central park with a lot less than that. We’re out of medical supplies, and we’ve gotten to the point that simple infections might kill us. Early on, we did a decent job of sneaking into the populated areas to get what we needed, but that got too risky, too quickly. Those Blevin cops are everywhere now. We’re hanging on by a thread. So…I have to know. Are you for real? Are all those stories Mom used to tell me for real? Are you going to get us out of here?” 
 
    Patches nodded. He blinked rapidly to keep tears from forming too fast. Decades of experience hiding his emotions, of maintaining his bearing in the worst situations, and here he was trying not to break down in front of his son. He coughed and turned his head so he could flick a hand across the corner of his eye before a tear fell out. Breathing in deep and settling himself, he locked eyes with his son, threw a hand up on his shoulder, and gave the most encouraging nod he could. 
 
    “All true. So you and yours gotta hold on for just a little while longer. We gotta make sure we get it right before we move. I’ll help you find a new spot. We’ll work out a way to communicate so you can leave a trail if you have to move again. Then just hold tight, and when we’re ready, we’ll get you all out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Bartertown, Karma 
 
    Karma System 
 
      
 
    “This is where you learned to sense me?” Okeo asked.  
 
    Zatohachi had stopped walking just outside the doors to the building. Okeo looked at the sign. It bore the head of a Zuul with its jaw hanging open, though Zatohachi said it was a coyote, and some strange black writings painted with brushes. Her Human stood still and silent, as if afraid to enter. If either of them should have felt trepidation at entering, it should have been her. She could only assume everyone would have the ability to sense her the way he did. 
 
    “Sort of,” Zatohachi said. “I learned the skills that allow me to sense you, yes. But you shouldn’t fear that others inside will be able to do so. I believe my lack of eyesight has enhanced my ability, I think, because it’s reduced my distractions. Moreover, I was generally more accomplished in my sakkijutsu. Most inside will be students, and all will still have their eyesight. Those with eyesight rely on it much more. You have nothing to fear. At best, they’ll sense a presence, but have no specifics.” 
 
    She tensed and flexed her claws. 
 
    “I didn’t say I had anything to fear; I was simply curious. You’re the one who’s hovering outside as if he’s afraid to enter.” 
 
    He smiled, and she relaxed. 
 
    “You make a good point,” he said. He drew in a breath, indicating he was working out what to say to her. “I’m apprehensive because I thought I’d left this school behind for good. Yet here I am, back after a few short months, brought here by fate to seek a man I’ve never heard of, who, it would seem, is just as connected to this school as I am. I guess you could say I’m lost in contemplation of the implications.” 
 
    “It’s a coincidence and nothing more,” Okeo said, “and you’re wasting time.” 
 
    “Correct again. Let’s see what we can discover. Except…before we go in…as I said, they might sense you in general, but not specifically. Don’t reveal yourself, or they’ll learn both of your existence and of their ability to perceive your kind. Just to be safe, I’ll try to get our answers at the entrance, and keep you out of the training area.” 
 
    “Understood, and I appreciate your concern, even if I’m the only Hunter they might ever encounter.” 
 
    Okeo noted that he remained tense as he pushed the door open.  
 
    An old white-haired Human male with glasses sat at a simple, empty desk. He looked up from a slate. A pleasant smile seemed permanently attached to his face. On occasion, Zatohachi’s nature served to calm Okeo. This man wielded a much greater version of the same power. 
 
    The man examined Zatohachi. Several times, Okeo believed the man was looking straight at her, but his gaze never lingered long enough to verify it. She had no doubt he was searching Zatohachi for something specific, and Okeo could only guess it was her. 
 
    He feels me, but his eyes tell him nothing is there. Just as Zatohachi said. 
 
    “Shidoshi Zatohachi, you return much sooner than expected, yet you have changed a great deal. Something is different about you, but I cannot quite determine what.” 
 
    “Not knowing is Buddha.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “Hontô? Then let me rephrase. Have you woken from death and returned to life?” 
 
    Humans and their strange expressions. No one wakes from death, else Hunters would never get contracts. Gotten…Hunters would never have gotten contracts. 
 
    Zatohachi blew out a breath and bowed his head.  
 
    “Shidoshi Shiraishi, the answer is complicated. I found what I left in search of, but I failed in my task. On the other hand, I believe fate found me.” 
 
    “Interesting. What do you mean?” 
 
    “Even when I left, my path was nebulous to me. I sought the daughter of a man to whom I owed a great deal. It turns out I could not save her.” 
 
    “Beautiful person, thin life,” Shiraishi said. 
 
    “Just so. But of course, if you do not enter the tiger’s cave, you will not catch its cub.” 
 
    “Ah, so you have caught a cub, have you?” 
 
    Are they calling me a cub? A hint of anger grew inside Okeo. 
 
    “Metaphorically, of course. I have not actually caught a Pushtal or Sirra’Kan child, or anything of the sort.” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    The old man turned his head away abruptly and ceased his examination of Zatohachi. 
 
    “Anyway, as it happens, I’m here searching for a former student,” Zatohachi said. 
 
    “One of your own students? Another of your fellow Bushido Bandits, perhaps? Or maybe someone you trained with, so long ago?” 
 
    Okeo decided the man had become nervous, as he spoke much faster than he had been.  
 
    “Neither. This student predates even me.” 
 
    “Do they? You first came here almost three decades ago.” 
 
    “And I believe this person was here more than four decades ago.” 
 
    The man straightened and pursed his lips. 
 
    “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “Bull.” 
 
    Time froze. The old Human stared at Zatohachi. Both Humans remained motionless.  
 
    The dramatic reaction to this Human’s name is absurd. Whoever he is, he’s just a Human. 
 
    After a frustrating amount of time had passed, Zatohachi smiled and let out a short laugh. 
 
    “Not seeing is a flower. The longer you don’t respond, the more remarkable I imagine this man must be.” 
 
    “Remarkable isn’t quite the correct word. Please forgive my reluctance to answer. I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to discuss it out here.” 
 
    “Inside, perhaps?” 
 
    “Onegaishimasu.” Shiraishi waved his hand toward the inner door.  
 
    Zatohachi bowed and walked to the door. He opened it, revealing another door. This one was heavy and thick. He pushed it inward and walked through. 
 
    They entered a large, warehouse-sized training area. Students practiced a wide variety of skills. Some threw knives and stars at dummies. Some leaped over or rolled under various obstacles. Most sparred with other students under the direction of a teacher.  
 
    It wasn’t all Humans, either. There were a dozen Lumar, several Zuul, and two Jivool.  
 
    Curious. Didn’t Zatohachi say they trained to fight other races? Is it mutually beneficial, or are they simply using these other races to learn how to fight them? 
 
    Shidoshi Shiraishi led them across the vast room. Zatohachi didn’t tap his way through with his cane, as he did on the outside. As they passed through, Okeo looked for any sign that anyone was aware of her. She noted that some instructors and a couple of students watched them pass through. A couple appeared very distracted by their visitor, but none said anything. Several recognized Zatohachi and shouted a greeting, to which Zatohachi responded each time.  
 
    At the far back wall, Shiraishi pushed on a panel, and it floated inward to another area. Inside, he swung it closed. They were in a hallway with a series of office rooms. Shiraishi led them into a simple room with bamboo mats and no furniture.  
 
    If they’re aware of me, and they think they’re leading me into a trap, it’s their funeral.  
 
    Though I wonder, would Zatohachi be with me, or with them? I have a contract, but they’re his clan. 
 
    Fear crept into the edge of her mind, but she pushed it away. 
 
    After closing the door, he knelt inside. 
 
    “Suwatte kudasai.”  
 
    Zatohachi set his cane to his left side as he sat on his knees. Both placed their hands on their thighs and straightened their backs. Okeo eased herself from Zatohachi’s shoulders and stalked around the room. 
 
    “We are secure in this room and may talk freely,” Shiraishi said. Though his demeanor seemed more serious, his smile and peaceful nature remained. “You have asked me about a man named Bull. May I ask how you came to hear of this man?” 
 
    Okeo examined the walls for more false panels or slots through which weapons might be fired. She found none on her initial, cursory inspection, but circled around again to be sure. 
 
    “You are well aware that in the time between my dismissal from the Bushido Bandits and my returning here to become a teacher, I had many unsavory jobs.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Do you need me to list them?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Thank you. As such, I am in search of the one who once assigned me…contracts. High-paying jobs I’m not proud to have accepted and completed.” 
 
    Okeo, confident there were no traps and no way for other interlopers to enter, positioned herself behind and slightly left of Shiraishi. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “In my search, I learned the individual I seek is themself in search of the man named Bull. Who the man is or why the individual I seek is in search of him, I do not know. All I know is, if I find this man named Bull, I believe I will find them.” 
 
    “It is true that I know of this man. Unfortunately, I cannot tell you his location.” 
 
    Anger born of frustration welled up within Okeo once more. 
 
    “Because you do not know, or because you will not tell me?” 
 
    “I cannot tell you.” 
 
    “Then why did you bring me all the way back here just to tell me that?” 
 
    “Discussions related to this individual are not to happen where anyone can hear them. I am being polite in letting you know that this man was, indeed, once a student here, but I will not tell you any more about him.” 
 
    Soft and slow, Okeo raised a clawed paw up to Shiraishi’s throat and dropped her quintessence. 
 
    “We are not asking what you know,” Okeo said. “We are demanding what you know.” 
 
    “Ah,” Shiraishi said. He gave no indication of surprise at her appearance. He didn’t even drop the smile. “I suspected you were not alone.” 
 
    “Okeo, please.” Neither Human budged, but it was clear her Human was perturbed by her actions. 
 
    “It is fine, Shidoshi Zatohachi. I am honored to be in the company of a Hunter. I believed the stories and always hoped I would meet one.” 
 
    Humans always continue what they call small talk, even when their lives are threatened. Are they incapable of staying on task? 
 
    “Tell. Us. About. Bull.” 
 
    “We are undoubtedly monitored here,” Zatohachi said. “You could certainly kill me, but I beg you, Shidoshi Shiraishi, do not underestimate her ability to kill every one of you to get out of here.” 
 
    “To be honest, Zatohachi, you alone might be more than a match for all of us.” 
 
    “I’d prefer not to find out,” Zatohachi said. 
 
    “As do I. Evil cause, evil effect. We will start no fight here. Furthermore, I am impressed that, in the short time you have known this Hunter, you have come to value her more than all of us.” 
 
    “We have mutually agreed to hunt the Veetanho spymaster who once negotiated our contracts. In the terms of the Depik, we’ve negotiated a contract. It is sacrosanct in their culture, and I will not break it, even for you.” 
 
    “As I said, I am impressed.” 
 
    “Bull!” Okeo said. She resolved it was the last time she would say it. Her next action would be to slit his throat and stalk through the school for anyone who would talk. 
 
    “If a Veetanho spymaster searches for Bull, it is in his best interest that I provide the information you seek. I will tell you everything I know.” 
 
    Okeo relaxed in the slightest way possible, but remained ready to make good her threat.  
 
    Shiraishi calmed as well and continued, “Bull came to us, as you said, over four decades ago. How you came to know this is of concern, but I will let that pass for now. He runs an organization that tasks itself with rescuing betrayed, beleaguered, or besieged Human mercenary companies.” 
 
    “Like the Bandits,” Zatohachi said. Okeo heard something change in Zatohachi’s voice. It was the soft, distant tone he used when he came to a realization.  
 
    “Like many Human mercenaries,” Shiraishi said.  
 
    “But fate is not fickle. If this man saves troubled mercenary companies, and the Bushido Bandits fit that description, that is where we will find him.” 
 
    “That is not evidence, Zatohachi,” Okeo said. “If I fulfilled my contracts based on what this mythical fate of yours thought, I would have died on my first contract. We need hard data.” 
 
    “Which I can supply,” Shiraishi said. “Moreover, there is another connection that may convince you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Patches spit into his dip bottle and slapped a hand on the conference table in frustration. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of god, I had forgotten how much I loathed Bull’s briefings. It was one thing with the Regulators, when I was all amped up from watching them get taken down, and then hiding out in my shell for weeks. I mean, I was ready for some damn payback, so I was able to ignore the pain and suffering of watching this man brief a plan and all its contingencies, ad nauseam! But now, for the love of lotus blossoms, can we just get to the meat already?” 
 
    Rocking slightly, Patches had his feet up on the table and leaned so far back in his chair it threatened to topple backward. 
 
    “I’ll never be accused of under-communicating,” Bull said with focused enunciation. 
 
    “You mean in this sort of forum,” Nikki said. She spread her hands around and gestured to the room as a whole. “Outside of it, you’re monosyllabic and cryptic.” 
 
    Bull shot a glance at Archie. “Am I?” 
 
    “I refuse to answer on the grounds that it might incriminate me,” Archie said. 
 
    Patches watched Bull’s overbearing presence diminish in defeat. 
 
    “Anyway, when the shipments arrive—” Bull said. 
 
    “Which team you bringing in?” Jaus asked with a curious smile. “Spectre, Ghost, Wraith? Phantom…Shadow? Banshee? Zeitgeist…Orgasm?” 
 
    “Now you’re just making them up,” Archie said. Patches noted there was still a twinkle of lust in Archie’s eyes. Jaus flashed her a smile, and she looked away. She feigned embarrassment and disgust, but her body language told Patches a different story.  
 
    In response to Jaus, Bull stared with a blank, frozen face. It might have been Patches’ imagination, but he could swear one of those freakish native gnats landed on Bull’s eye, and the man didn’t even blink. 
 
    “You son of bitch,” Jaus said with a growing smile. “You’re bringing in all of them, aren’t you? Good goddamn, you’re still a crazy bastard. You’re an acquired taste, but I see why they love you. Go big or go home, amiright?” 
 
    “No comment,” Bull said without budging. He tilted his large titanium thermos to his lips and took a long drink of whatever was in it. “Now, as I was saying, when the shipments arrive—” 
 
    “Can we back up to when that is, specifically?” Patches asked.  
 
    “I’m keeping that one close to the chest,” Bull said. “I will say I’ve placed the appropriate orders.” 
 
    “Which is all of them,” Jaus said, looking pretty smug. “Which is valid. They’re going to have a ton of troops hidden in the city, ready to pounce. I really hope you are bringing in every team you got, because you’re going to need them. That big old mug you got there would make a beast of a weapon, but it isn’t exactly going to win this battle, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    The room went quiet as all seemed to contemplate the words. 
 
    “Bull place both orders?” Jopo asked. His thick, bare eyebrows narrowed so much that Patches thought he looked like a Claymation character from an old kid’s movie. 
 
    “Shit, the Firebirds, too?” Jaus asked. 
 
    “Sorry to step on your toes, Jopo, but I’ll discuss the situation with you offline afterward.” Bull turned to address the group. “Yes, I handled the offshore arrangements on my own. It’s not that I don’t trust someone in this room—” he shot a look at Jaus, “—but I don’t trust someone in this room.” 
 
    “Then why is he here?” Archie asked. She pointed an elbow at Jaus with the arm holding her Red GenSha drink. 
 
    “Because the support of the great Mo’Paka is crucial to the operation. Thus, he’s our liaison to said crucial piece. I don’t want to play telephone with the crucial details.” 
 
    “So…you’re saying it’s crucial?” Patches asked. 
 
    Archie shifted and leaned toward Patches with a look of inquiry in her eyes. “By the way, how are you here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, how in the hell did you get out of the arcology?”  
 
    “By being a sneaky bastard,” Patches said with a grumble of indignity, “and no, it won’t work for any of the others. My son, maybe, but he made it clear he wouldn’t leave the others behind. Dumbass.” 
 
    “Admit it, you’re proud of him,” Nikki said. 
 
    In response, Patches gave her some stink eye and tipped his beer bottle up for a drink. 
 
    “Now that everyone has exhausted their daily allotment of words, I believe it’s time for me to resume boring you to death with the details of my plan,” Bull said. 
 
    “Bullshit or China Shop?” Patches said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Archie replied.  
 
    Patches gathered up his most condescending glare and held up two fingers. “Bull conducts two types of operations. Sometimes he pulls some crazy shit, or Bullshit if you will. He…I don’t know…he gets the enemy high on drugs, or pulls some casino-robbing, head-fake, con job that leaves everybody scratching their heads while he walks the prisoners out the front door in broad daylight.” 
 
    “Or ‘Bull in a China Shop,’” Jaus said. The giddiness he’d radiated a short second earlier was gone. His voice exuded pure disdain. “Scorched earth. He nukes a city or poisons a water supply. Maybe he delivers smallpox blankets or rolls in a few canisters of nerve gas.” 
 
    “I’ve never nuked a city,” Bull said. “It was a moon. I’ve recently evolved toward more traditional, albeit clandestine, kinetic operations.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Archie said. “On the Regulator job, he created a hell of a diversionary smokescreen, but it all came down to shooters killing aliens. That’s mostly how we operate these days.” 
 
    “Well, look how smitten the schoolgirl is,” Patches said.  
 
    Archie threw a quick kick to the front of Patches chair. He tumbled over backward and cursed. His dip bottle spilled all over his shirt, and he cursed some more. With intent to throw down, he shot to his feet, then he remembered the fight in Mo’Paka’s tower. He took a few deep breaths to relax and noticed everyone watching him with bemusement. After resetting his chair and a great deal of wiping, Patches reentered the conversation. 
 
    “Kinetic operations. Great. Very noble of you, Bull. Next question, which operation is it this time?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Bull said. 
 
    “You plan every single one of these damn things around some obscure historical operation. You know, like how you mimicked Operation Jericho to bust Coronado’s Finest out of their little conundrum on Reywd Seven.” 
 
    Bull smirked and swirled the Scotch around his glass. 
 
    “I’m kinda proud of that one. They had no idea what happened. They just took the opportunity to make good their escape, and we disappeared back into the woodwork. Wish they were all like that.” 
 
    “And you used the Cabanatuan raid as the template to dig Warren’s Wardens out of the jungles of Gandamak.” 
 
    “God, that one sucked,” Bull said. He took a sip from his tumbler, followed by a long draw from his cigar. 
 
    “Yeah, it did,” Nikki said and nodded.  
 
    Archie raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “And for the Regulators job, you used the Son Tay raid,” Patches continued. 
 
    “Do you have a point, or can I get back to the brief?” 
 
    “I’m just wondering which one this is.” 
 
    Bull drew an agitated breath through his cigar and puffed it out with force. 
 
    “Fine. It’s Thunderbolt.” 
 
    “You mean, as in Entebbe?” 
 
    “The same.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a stretch, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Either of you want to fill the rest of us in?” Archie asked. 
 
    Patches smiled and made a dramatic wave toward Bull. 
 
    “Go ahead. I know you’re dying to.” 
 
    “Sure,” Bull said. “Back in the 1970s on Earth, a group of—we’ll just say terrorists for simplicity—hijacked an airplane and took everyone hostage. They routed the plane to land at a field in Uganda, where they had support from the government. Anyway, the short version is, the Israelis concocted this big plan to fly C-130s—that’s an old, successful, and versatile cargo plane—super low, about 100 feet off the ground over a long distance, so they could land at the field with no warning. They made it all the way there and unloaded vehicles that drove up and took the Ugandan and terrorist forces by surprise. Rescued 102 of the 106 hostages who were there. Only suffered a few injuries, but their lone fatality was a unit commander, Lieutenant Colonel Yonatan Netanyahu.” 
 
    “And this is nothing like that.” 
 
    “Well, if you’d let me get to the brief, I’d explain that the infil will be through Mo’Paka’s aerotrucks, analogous to the C-130s the Israelis used. Though the Bandits aren’t under direct control, they’re basically hostages, right?” 
 
    “Well, that’s true, but it’s still a stretch.” 
 
    “Well, there’s one more important aspect of the operation I plan to steal as well, but I’ll get to that in a bit. Anyway, this is Thunderbolt, all right? Deal with it. Nikki?” Bull motioned to the table with his cigar. 
 
    The arcology appeared over the table in the Tri-V. The top disappeared into the ceiling as the base of the arcology enlarged. 
 
    “Everything I’ve seen leads me to the conclusion that the Bladestorm is more focused on the interior than the exterior. They have some preparations for an external attack, but they’re lightly manned. Or Goka’d, I guess.” 
 
    “Bugged?” Patches suggested. 
 
    “No,” Nikki answered. 
 
    “All right, so Jopo…we’ll preposition Firebirds all around the base of the arcology. They’ll infil via 25 low-flying aerotrucks, which I’ve named the Low Hercs.” 
 
    “Really trying to push this, aren’t you?” Patches asked. 
 
    “Nikki, talk delivery bays,” Bull said. He took another big sip from his thermos. 
 
    The Tri-V projection shifted upward along the arcology’s sides. The projection rotated to highlight numerous openings. 
 
    “To keep the arcology supplied with food and resupply materials, deliveries arrive through these massive bays. As we all know, Mo’Paka’s organization secured the contracts for all the shipping into the arcology. Thanks to Miss Skyfab over there, we have access to those trucks.” 
 
    “Skyfab?” Jaus asked. 
 
    “She’ll Kick Your Fucking Ass, Bitch,” Nikki said. 
 
    He smiled at Archie, straightened his back, and puffed his chest a little.  
 
    “Is that right?” Jaus said. “That would have been useful information when you first came to visit.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have changed anything,” Archie said. She returned a sweet, innocent smile and batted her eyes. 
 
    “May we continue?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Those delivery bays are guarded by Goka, and everything that goes in or out is closely inspected,” Nikki said. “However, they’re the only ways in or out.” 
 
    “Not the only ways in,” Patches said. 
 
    “The only sane ways in,” Archie said. She directed her sweet smile at him. “There, fixed it for you.” 
 
    “I get it,” Patches said. “We send the teams in through those trucks. Let me guess, High Hercs?” 
 
    “As the High Hercs, arrive, the Firebirds begin their assault through the tunnels. The Bladestorm will have their eye on the inside, maintaining the blockade. So, as Nikki said, they’ll be more vulnerable to attack from the outside. Plus, Goka truly suck at fighting Lumar. The big beasts soak up most ranged weaponry Goka carry, and Goka have to swarm a Lumar to take one down with knives. Meanwhile, Lumar love picking up the little bugs and tearing their limbs off. Don’t you, Jopo?” 
 
    “Bugs die easy,” Jopo said. “They get all stabby before they die, but Lumar can take it.” 
 
    The display showed tiny little Lumar rushing into the base of the arcology. Boxy little aerotrucks appeared on the projection and flew toward the delivery bays. 
 
    “So, with the Bladestorm perimeter engaged, 15 High Hercs fly in with their cargo. We’ll use random routes controlled by Nikki to get there. They’ll be mixed in with actual deliveries, so even if they get wise that something’s going on, they can’t stop it without shooting all the delivery trucks down. Even then, they won’t be able to take them down all at once, so we’ll be able to scrub and move to the alternate plan.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “All kinetic. The teams land near the Lumar, and they all push in together. But by the primary plan, the teams travel to, overwhelm, and secure the delivery bays.” 
 
    The projection zoomed into the delivery bay and oriented to the point of view of an arriving aerotruck. Goka soldiers approached it. The doors swung open, and company operators fired away until the Goka were eliminated. 
 
    “Sure, they’re Goka, but in that moment, we’ll have surprise and numbers.” 
 
    “Min force on the High Hercs?” Patches asked. 
 
    “We need six to get every surviving Bandit out. That’ll be nuts to butts, and it might leave some of our teams to fend for themselves, but if it comes to that, the teams exfil themselves however they can. BASE jumping is an option.” 
 
    Patches saw Archie’s eyes go wide, and she held her breath for a moment. 
 
    “Moving on, once the delivery bays are secured, they’ll each send a team to locate and escort groups of Bandits back to the High Hercs. High Hercs detach from the delivery bays and go low. All Hercs filter through the city in a massive, random shell game until we’ve gotten everyone out.” 
 
    “Is it load up and leave all at once, or does each group leave as quickly as it loads?” Archie asked. 
 
    “Primary is simultaneous departure,” Bull said. “Alternative is, each leaves as they’re loaded. Contingency, if any of the High Hercs are compromised, is to bring the Low Hercs up from the Firebirds infil.” 
 
    “And Emergency?” Patches asked. 
 
    “Fight their way out through the Goka, who by then should be getting trounced by the Firebirds. Any other questions on exfil?” 
 
    Bull looked around the room and watched everyone shake their heads. 
 
    “Nikki, comms.” 
 
    Patches zoned out while Nikki discussed communications relays, nodes, frequencies, cryptography, and the overall comm scheme. He’d built that part of the plan, so he had no interest in hearing her butcher the details. His attention flew to the massive projection of the arcology. He envisioned Dean deep within the structure, hiding out in the same place Patches had left him. Hungry, thirsty, and isolated. Running out of hope.  
 
    I won’t be much longer, Dean. Just hang on a few more days. 
 
    “Archie, can you discuss the Medevac options we’ve come up with?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    With Nikki’s help, Archie detailed that Hercs with injuries would be given a priority code to transmit. The code would ensure they would route the fastest to the company’s field hospital. She’d located an abandoned warehouse they could use. As soon as the operators arrived, some would be detailed with securing the facility, and the medical personnel would stage there. 
 
    “Okay, so that’s the infil, exfil, comm plan, and medical options. I know we haven’t discussed when the shipment arrives or how we’re getting off planet, but like I said…trust issues.” 
 
    “But you’re okay trusting this guy with all the rest?” Archie asked. 
 
    “I feel confident he can’t mess with those parts,” Bull said. “Jaus, you don’t look happy.” 
 
    “I got a major problem with the whole thing,” Jaus said. 
 
    “Does it have something to do with whoever’s overseeing the Bandit hostage situation?” 
 
    “No, but now that you mention it, yes,” Jaus said. “I was going to say that we haven’t addressed the drones that circle the arcology.” 
 
    “Oh, you noticed those, did you?” Bull said. “Yeah, there’s some kind of puppet master higher up somewhere we haven’t found yet. Nikki’s working on it, but there’s only so much a genius super-hacker can handle.” 
 
    “Huh,” Jaus said. He rubbed his chin in the cliché manner of someone who’s come to a new conclusion. 
 
    “Please share,” Bull said. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t think of it at the time, but one of Mo’Paka’s side interests does custom jobs for well-paying customers.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t mention, Bull,” Nikki said, “but that’s where I got our shuttle.” 
 
    “We refitted three shuttles a couple months back, a little bit before everything went down at Zevak,” Jaus said. “Well-armored, defensive countermeasures, and connections for the customer to install their own comm suite.” 
 
    “All three identical?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “How closely do they resemble the one you made me?” Nikki asked. “As in, could you retrofit another one to resemble them?” 
 
    “Same base model,” Jaus said. “So yes.” 
 
    “Two items, then,” Bull said. “One, Nikki, you take whatever info Jaus has on this customer and see if you can work out who they are. Also, do what you can to backtrack their movement through the city over the last few months.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Nikki said in her snarkiest tone.  
 
    “You could’ve retired a long time ago,” Bull said, “just like Patches here.” 
 
    “Yeah, retirement doesn’t suit us, does it?” Nikki said. She sighed. “I’ll get on it.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Bull said. “Just too exciting. Anyway, item two. Jaus, you’re going to take our shuttle and make it look like those ones.” 
 
    “I won’t be able to give it the same comm suite,” Jaus said. 
 
    “We’ll take what we can get,” Bull said. “Now, any other questions?” 
 
    Patches put up a hand with a sarcastic grin.  
 
    “That don’t involve the timeline?” Bull said. 
 
    Patches put his hand down. Bull stared at Patches for a long, uncomfortable moment. Patches held back a smile, narrowed his eyes so he’d look pensive, and threw his hand back up. Bull hesitated, but gestured toward him. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s not timeline related, or well, I should say…it is, but not about the shipment,” Patches said. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Have we broached the subject of using Mo’Paka’s folks to do the whole op?” 
 
    Archie and Nikki shifted in their chairs to better angle themselves in his direction. Bull glanced at Jaus. 
 
    “You know, I’ve actually discussed that with him, and I was hoping no one here would ask the question,” Jaus said, sounding ambivalent. “The thing you need to realize is, this is our city. Sure, we’re small-time crooks trying to expand our legitimate businesses. If we wind up actively taking on whoever’s set the Bandits up—and remember, we still don’t really know who that is—we’re going to make ourselves a target for just about the entire city. Mo’Paka’s organization has gotten as far as it has because it supplies the city administrators with some of the things they want and need. The aerotrucks we’re supplying are one thing, but if we throw troops in there, that’s the line. We’re not willing to do that.” 
 
    “You mean Mo’Paka,” Patches said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said we aren’t willing to do that. I assume you meant Mo’Paka isn’t willing to do that.” 
 
    Jaus reddened and shook his head dismissively. 
 
    “Yeah, Mo’Paka, of course. I meant the organization as a whole, but yeah, Mo’Paka is the one who isn’t willing to do that. Naturally.” 
 
    “Besides, Patches,” Bull said, “I’m not funding all that. I’ve essentially already sent the money to receive our shipments—” 
 
    “Can you please just call them the Teams?” Jaus said, his composure regained. “We all know what they really are, and Nikki’s swept this place so clean, we could eat off the floor.” He flashed a smile in Nikki’s direction and winked. She blushed. Patches hoped she was just being polite.  
 
    Does Jaus realize she could be his grandmother?  
 
    “Anyway, the shipments have already been arranged,” Bull said, enunciating and increasing his volume. “And I’m already stepping outside my self-imposed constraints of looking for ways to profit from our operations. This is all ad hoc, and I won’t waste more resources to pay for untrained criminals. That’s my final word. Now, Nikki has some other news to share.” 
 
    Nikki blanched and spat out a little bit of red wine. 
 
    “Oh my god, did I not share that yet?” Her eyes brightened, and her cheeks turned rosy. “I got another data dump from my contact. She passed it to me by normal means, just encoded. It was news from the outside—you know, the kind that’s been suppressed throughout the city.” 
 
    “Would you just tell us, already?” Patches said.  
 
    “Earth was retaken. The Four Horsemen rode in—sorry, pardon the expression—anyway, there was a massive battle. The Veetanho had a massive fleet hidden, but long story short, after quite a bit of back and forth—and reports speak of another massive battle in some other unnamed system—in the end, they won. Peepo fled and is, as yet, unaccounted for. Biggest of all, the Veetanho have lost their leadership role on the Merc Guild council.” 
 
    Archie jumped up, slapped her hands on the table like a drum, and cried out in joy. Jaus jumped up too, presumptively sensing an opportunity to hug Nikki, in which he was successful. Patches smiled, but barely moved. Jopo just nodded his head in approval. 
 
    “So if we can pull this off, the damn rats might get off our backs for a bit.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Three black, oblong shuttles settled down in a line within a few meters of Seerna’s orbital shuttle. Goka had already landed in two separate troop shuttles. Security teams fanned out in every direction. Seerna looked up to find two Hunter-class gunships in an alternating figure eight pattern. Further out, Seerna discovered a small number of drones.  
 
    If Stavro is trying to hide her presence, she is failing.  
 
    The door to the first shuttle opened. 
 
    “Coordinator, the general is waiting,” the nearest Goka troop informed Seerna.  
 
    Seerna stared at the Goka for a moment without moving. 
 
    A Human would frown right now. 
 
    She walked to and entered the shuttle. The interior was large enough for a Veetanho to stand in. Stavro stood next to a refreshment station. The younger Veetanho coordinator was motionless and expressionless. 
 
    She is forcing me to initiate the greeting ritual, as if I was a subordinate. Now I know where we stand. 
 
    Seerna stepped toward Stavro and commenced the formal sniff, touch, and groom display Veetanho performed when they reunited. As a further slight, Stavro let Seerna conduct the first few actions before joining. When they’d last interacted, Stavro had been well below Seerna’s station. In fact, Seerna had instructed Stavro on the ways of a coordinator. 
 
    Remember, this is the path you chose. 
 
    When the greeting was complete, Stavro sat and pointed to the refreshment station. 
 
    “There are drinks available if you are thirsty from your trip,” Stavro said. The other Veetanho had an obnoxious need to demonstrate her dominance. Stavro settled into a cushiony bucket seat as if it was a throne. 
 
    The appropriate response would be to take nothing as a sign of fortitude. However, Seerna understood what was coming. She would need all the sustenance she could get. 
 
    “General Stavro, is it?” Seerna said as she poured herself a vitamin-rich beverage. 
 
    “Of course you know that I am, in truth, still a coordinator,” Stavro said. “However, it is important to play many parts in the execution of a coordinator’s duties, is it not? Thus, to gain legitimacy in the eyes of the local government and the mercenary forces I command, I have given myself the title of general. Naturally, none question the station of a Veetanho who gives commands. With the exception of a few uncooperative races, we have conditioned just about everyone pretty well in that respect, have we not?” 
 
    “Of course. As I taught you early on, that is one of the great advantages to being a Veetanho, and a great coordinator must learn to harness that power for maximum benefit. It seems you have done well with my lessons.” 
 
    Seerna relaxed into one of the couches. It was an incredibly comfortable ride, and she planned to make the most of it. Had she not been able to see outside through the small windows, she might not have realized they had lifted into the air. 
 
    Unabashed, Seerna guzzled her first beverage and returned to pour herself another. 
 
    “You have gone feral, have you not?” Stavro said. She made no attempt to mask her condescension. 
 
    “Is that what you think?” Seerna answered. 
 
    “What I think is that you never, not once, mentioned the story of Dani’po to me when I was under your tutelage.” 
 
    “I see. And you think this is important to our current situation. Tell me, Coordinator, what do you consider the lesson of Dani’po’s tale?” She downed her second drink and set the cup down. Seerna snatched a protein bar from the refreshment stand and proceeded to eat it as messily as she could. Crumbs flew everywhere. 
 
    “I don’t even know if you are playing some kind of joke or setting some kind of mentor test,” Stavro said, “but it is clear the story of Dani’po is meant to teach us the importance of choosing race over guild. Race above all else, to be more precise. Dani’po prioritized her service to the Peacemaker Guild above her duty to the Veetanho. To others, we praise her exemplary record as a Peacemaker, despite the fact she had some catastrophic failures. However, we internally disparage her misplaced loyalties when we tell the tale to our young. On more than one occasion, her actions and decisions as a Peacemaker set her at odds with Veetanho designs, and she failed to support her kind.” 
 
    “There are many lessons to learn from the story of Dani’po,” Seerna said with a full mouth. She gulped down the last bite of the bar. “To me, the most important is the danger of pride. It was her failure that led to the great disaster that forced the guild master of the time to stand down.” 
 
    “Well, yes, like I said, though we don’t discuss it much, she was a lousy Peace—” 
 
    “But I have learned there is a lot more to the story than a betrayal of her race,” Seerna said with a raised, forceful voice. It was the voice she had always used when instructing or admonishing Stavro in years past. “Rather, the entire concept of race first is horribly flawed. Dani’po saw that it was the Peacemaker Guild, not Veetanho leadership, who had the greatest chance of making the choices that would preserve the Galactic Union.” 
 
    “How can you think that? It is the destiny of the Veetanho—” 
 
    With every interruption, Seerna watched as her protégé lost more and more control of her emotions. 
 
    “Sure, we always think we are the wisest, the cleverest, the most brilliant. Does that mean we blindly accept whatever direction we receive from our leadership? Are we so pompous as to believe that our kind always knows, better than all the others, what is best for the Galactic Union?” 
 
    Stavro leapt to her feet. Seerna noted the younger Veetanho was allowing her body language to express her frustration at having her core beliefs questioned. Conversely, Seerna maintained her bearing, as befitted one of her position—even with the knowledge that her position had already been usurped by the idiotic crècheling before her. 
 
    “Of course we do. Our leaders, they—” 
 
    “They destroyed an entire race in a horribly misjudged attempt to subjugate them. A race I could see, with perfect clarity, would never allow themselves to be subjugated.” 
 
    “The Depik made that choice, we simply tried to—” 
 
    “Moreover, though the history is hidden, they’ve done it many times before, with failures outpacing their successes. Their biggest strength, in fact, is their ability to control the message, nothing more. They will fail just as disastrously in their attempt to subjugate humanity.” 
 
    Stavro relaxed back into her chair. 
 
    “Ah, we come to it at last,” Stavro said. In triumph, the sides of her mouth pulled back in the Veetanho version of a smile. It seemed the crècheling had yet to recover her bearing. The younger Veetanho were always so smug, so certain they knew better than their elders.  
 
    Seerna remembered a time when she had thought the same. Perhaps some of that remained, else she would not be rebelling against that leadership. She had considered the possibility a great deal, yet still felt tied to her convictions. 
 
    “You have fallen in love with the Humans,” Stavro said, smirk remaining firmly place. “You have fallen for their childish notions of nobility and morality.” 
 
    “I have come to understand that our vapid, rapacious nature will lead to a disastrous end,” Seerna said. “In our vanity, our kind has overreached and destroyed too much of the Galactic Union in the process. Peepo’s plans for Earth failed. If she is even still alive, I doubt she will survive much longer. The other races will come out of the woodwork to eviscerate us. Meanwhile, the true threat to all life in the Galactic Union will return, unchecked. Our plans to counter it by dominating all other races having failed, nothing we have devised will stop it.” 
 
    “Listen to yourself, succumbing to fear of the mythical Galactic monsters,” Stavro said, spittle flying out of her mouth. “Khatash was a failure of the Depik, not General Peepo. Earth and Karma are setbacks; we will retake them. Earth weakens with every battle, and their resources are limited. Ours are not.” 
 
    “Oh, our resources have limits. The other races will not follow us much longer. The breakdown is already happening. Fleets will continue to be destroyed on both sides. Win or lose, the destruction will weaken all of us, not just the Veetanho—” 
 
    “None of it will weaken the Veetanho,” Stavro said. “That is why we always employ others to do our major fighting.” 
 
    “What weakens the Galactic Union weakens all of us, and there is something waiting to take advantage,” Seerna said. “Worse yet, we have lost control of the Mercenary Guild. The delicate peace between the guilds will collapse. The entire Galactic Union will be at each other’s throats, and no one will be able to stop it, not even the Peacemakers.” 
 
    “The Peacemakers can stop very little,” Stavro said. Her voice had become smaller and less certain.  
 
    “At least we can agree on that,” Seerna said. “War will tear through the Galaxy, war spawned by your great leader, General Peepo. When it is over, the enemy we have held at bay for eons will stroll through the remains of the Galactic Union.” 
 
    “I hear a lot of doom, but what I don’t hear is a solution,” Stavro said.  
 
    “My solution is our adversary,” Seerna said. “The Human I have monitored for decades. The Humans named Bull and Snowman might hold the key to everything.” 
 
    The hum in the shuttle’s engines shifted and quieted. Outside the window, Seerna saw they were descending. 
 
    “Well, I am sorry to tell you this, but I already destroyed Snowman and his Intergalactic Haulers,” Stavro said with a sneer. “You spent decades dithering, watching them, observing them, but nothing more. When General Peepo decided it was time to eradicate them, she knew she could no longer trust you and assigned the job to me. It did not take much. I played them against themselves like a master. I pulled Snowman himself into a trap I set with none other than the pathetic little unit they saved on that distant star system years ago.” 
 
    “Distant star system?” Seerna said. 
 
    “Tambu,” Stavro said, “in the Ellesu system. You know what I am talking about. It was listed as Moon 624 at the time, but your Human Bull named it Tambu. Speaking of Bull, I am within a few short weeks of destroying him and his organization as well. His forces will arrive soon to enact his plan. 
 
    “I have studied him as much as you studied him, perhaps more. He sets his plans around historical Human operations. In this case, he has chosen what was called Operation Thunderbolt. He will fly his forces in low and undetected through the city to both assault my Goka forces and infiltrate the arcology where his hostages are. I will know when his forces arrive, and I will know when he sends his forces out to enact his plan. Once he is fully committed, I will destroy his elite soldiers, I will destroy his Lumar servants, and I will capture him.  
 
    “As for that moon of his, I have delivered its location to the Science Guild, who are most interested in recovering whatever strange artifact it was the company stole from them so long ago. Yes, I even know about that. Peepo has not been stingy, providing me with all the intelligence you had access to but never acted on. I presume the Science Guild will destroy everyone on that rock, looking for their ancient baubles.” 
 
    Entropy! Bull has nothing to fear from a neophyte like you, but to unleash the Science Guild on his base of operations?  
 
    “The last of mankind’s noble rescuing heroes will be gone. It might not be as brilliant as Peepo’s plan to destroy the Four Horsemen, but I will have done my part for my race. I will advance in the ranks of our kind. Meanwhile, you will not even be remembered. I will return you to our home to be tried and executed as a traitor to our race. Perhaps you can be the next tale of caution we teach our young.” 
 
    The shuttle settled against the tarmac. A shadow settled against the window behind her. When the door opened, Seerna discover it was because the shuttle had landed directly next to an armored tunnel. 
 
    “You leave nothing to chance, it seems,” Seerna said, admiring the tunnel. 
 
    “No, I do not,” Stavro said. 
 
    “And yet, you will still lose.” 
 
    “That is unlikely,” Stavro said, “and a curious opinion from one who has just lost to me. I suggest you use your abundant free time to think about that.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    The heavy-lift cargo shuttle strained to pull the crate out of the massive cargo ship that had landed adjacent to the container yard. Jopo watch from a distance as a crate was lifted out. “Ace Tomato Company” was printed on the side in big black letters, set in a picture of a large red fruit with thin green leaves sprouting from the top. It jostled about as the shuttle floated to the designated customs area. 
 
    Officials ignored it, while the other Ace Tomato Company shipping containers were offloaded to join the first. When all 12 had been deposited on the tarmac, Jopo saw a Cochkala in a customs uniform stroll up to the nearest crate. The official tapped at a slate, paused, and then stared at the crate for a few moments. It walked around as if inspecting the crate but didn’t seem to be doing anything of any real value. 
 
    Meanwhile, the lift shuttle hoisted more crates to a different section closer to Jopo, obstructing the Lumar’s view of the Ace Tomato crates. Doing his best not to look too obvious, Jopo took a few steps to the side to regain visual. The Cochkala, seeming to be satisfied, was walking away by the time Jopo could see the crates again. 
 
    He scanned the sky above and discovered several of the diamond-shaped drones hovering about, scattered across the area. While he looked up, several gunships swooped in at high speed. They aero-braked to a stop and fired jets to settle their descent. The gunships collected in a tight circle around the Ace Tomato crates. Doors opened while they landed. As soon as the gunships touched down, teams of Goka soldiers swarmed the area. Laser rifles encircled each individual crate. 
 
    Another crate settled down in front of Jopo. This time, he gave up all pretense of nonchalance and hurried to the side of the newest container.  
 
    Several Goka raced up to each Ace Tomato crate and attached breaching charges to the doors. On cue, the charges blew, and the Goka moved into arcs around each opening. One of the Goka fired into an opening, which set off a string of laser fire from all the Goka troops. Nothing inside any of the crates could’ve survived the withering fire.  
 
    The Cochkala customs officer walked up to Jopo, holding his slate out in front. “Can you confirm you are Jopo of the Soprano Waste Management Corporation?” Jopo snapped his attention back to the customs official. 
 
    “Yes. Jopo. Soprano Waste Management.” 
 
    Jopo returned his gaze to the Goka as the smoke cleared. The black-shelled troops skittered about in anger and confusion as they discovered all the crates were full of a large, semi-bitter red fruit from Earth. Tomatoes, just as displayed on the crates’ logo, were piled into molded cardboard inside simple metal baskets that were stacked up throughout the shipping containers. 
 
    “Whew! Those Earth fruits smell horrible, especially when they’re riddled with laser fire,” the Cochkala said. “I wonder what they were looking for.” 
 
    “Yes, Jopo think Goka actions strange.” 
 
    “As for your cargo, I have to ask, what kind of business is there in waste containers?” 
 
    “Jopo sell waste. Grow plants. Stinky, but make money.” 
 
    “If you say so. Anyway, swipe your Yack in here, and you’ll be free to collect your cargo. Do you have your own transportation for these?” 
 
    The Cochkala waved his hand in the direction of the 12 containers. Jopo produced a Universal Account Access Card. 
 
    “Yes, Jopo move cargo.” 
 
    “Excellent. Please get them moving, then. We need the space.” 
 
    Jopo tapped a message to the awaiting shuttle. He checked over his shoulder to see Archie’s shuttle drift in and hover over the nearest shipping container. She lowered a hoist, found a connection, and lifted it off the tarmac. He couldn’t see her through the shaded windows, but he nodded on the assumption she could see him.  
 
    Returning his attention to the Ace Tomato Company crates, he saw one of the Goka ranting away on their comms and shuffling about in a rage. After another minute of this, the Goka commander waved an appendage in the air. The other Goka troops returned to their positions on the gunships. The gunships lifted off and flew away, leaving the shot up remains of the tomato-filled containers lying on the tarmac, unclaimed. 
 
    Jopo tapped his earpiece.  
 
    “Tony, Jopo reports tomatoes did their job. Soprano delivery arrived. Being moved. Jopo return later to file claim for damaged tomatoes.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Colonel Ke’aka alternated her attention between her slate and the window. On her slate, she saw the video feeds from the sensor drones that orbited the starport at all times. One feed showed her a collection of shipping containers that were blackened and smoking. That had been the obvious shipment, delivered by the Ace Tomato Company. The company had been connected to an obscure Earth entertainment video that had been produced 140 years ago. The commander of the Demise had been the one to identify the pattern. This Human they were tracking always used the names of fictitious companies from old Earth entertainment. Once the connection had been made, it had been easy to flag the containers. 
 
    It was so obvious, in fact, that Colonel Ke’aka had considered the shipment might be a diversion from the real shipment. She switched the sensor drone feed to another set of crates, a mere few hundred meters from the other one. This set of crates hadn’t been flagged until after the Goka had been sent in to examine the first group.  
 
    The latter containers were registered to a much older company. Soprano Waste Management had been registered by the Trade Guild for several decades, and it did not seem to correspond to any fictitious Earth companies. Moreover, it was owned and operated by a Pushtal named Ruxandra. It did not fit the mold of anything the Human had done in the past. Yet, Colonel Ke’aka was convinced that it was the true shipment. 
 
    Through the window, she could make out the distant figure of an industrial shuttle, which hoisted a group of crates one at a time. Her goggles magnified the scene until it she could clearly identify the shuttle as the one that had been supplied by their contact.  
 
    Through her pinplants, she initiated a recording for the coordinator. 
 
    “Colonel Ke’aka reports arrival of the shipment has been verified by surveillance and visual. They used a diversionary shipment, just as the contact expected, and the true shipment has been received. It is being moved now. We will track as able. I will now stage our forces as planned. I request the expendable Human unit be made ready for deployment in the near future. It is crucial they be on standby for when our target’s timeline is clarified. Furthermore, I recommend you proceed with the destruction of the lure unit and their respective containment forces. The Demise will be ready when our target commences their operation. That is all.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The shuttle settled to the ground. Okeo marveled at how Zatohachi piloted his ship though voice commands and received his flight instrument information through a blend of sensory and audio means. She’d asked why he didn’t get the pinplants that allowed other Humans and most other races the ability to interface in a much more efficient way. He replied that it would impede his ability to sense others in the way he sensed her. It sounded like an excuse, but she didn’t press the issue. 
 
    “Monogatari,” Zatohachi said with the vacant, faraway voice he used when he pulled up painful memories. He didn’t do it often, but Okeo had learned the cues to know when he was. 
 
    “You have memories here,” Okeo said. 
 
    “You’re getting better at sensing my emotions,” Zatohachi said. This was what Humans called deflecting. When they didn’t want to discuss what was bothering them, they tried to change the subject. 
 
    “Are they bad memories?” 
 
    He sighed, and his shoulders slumped.  
 
    “I lost someone important to me,” Zatohachi said. “Another warrior I felt a close connection to.” 
 
    She noticed his hand slide up and down the smooth veneer of his cane sword. She’d come to recognize the action as an indication he was uncomfortable. 
 
    “You had fought many battles with him?” 
 
    “Her,” Zatohachi said. “Her name was Lena Marvin.” He chuckled at something. “We called her Honey Badger because she always did as she pleased, consequences be damned. She was a force of nature.” 
 
    “Did you mate with her?” 
 
    Zatohachi shuddered. She concluded he had. 
 
    “Enough about that. Don’t you think we should talk about the transmission you received?” 
 
    “We haven’t fully resolved what our plan is,” Okeo countered. 
 
    Zatohachi twisted in his chair so his body was better oriented toward her. If he’d had eyes, Okeo felt like he might’ve been glaring at her. After a few quiet seconds, he sighed and bowed his head. 
 
    “I thought we’d already discussed that,” he replied. 
 
    “We talked about it at some length, but you can never seem to come to a conclusion.” 
 
    “Apologies, I thought we had,” he said. He cleared his throat and straightened. “As I’m registered as such, I’ll purport to be a masseuse planning to open a humble business here. We’ll use the position as a cover to investigate the fate of the Bushido Bandits and, more importantly, the location of either Bull or Seerna. Seerna will be our ultimate goal, of course, but the Bandits and Bull may serve to help in that search so we’ll pursue all three.” 
 
    “And once we’ve located Seerna?” 
 
    “You’ll watch, I’ll listen, and we shall find a way.” 
 
    “I can also listen.” 
 
    “But I’m much better at it.” 
 
    Okeo tensed in an instinctive preparation to strike in response to the slight. She restrained herself and took a moment to relax. 
 
    “And if they identify you at the outset or don’t allow you to remain on the planet?” 
 
    “In the latter case, we fight our way off the platform and escape into the city, where we disappear and take a more underground approach to our investigation.” 
 
    “In the former?” 
 
    “I explain that I’m an assassin who survived the Depik Seerna sent to kill me.” 
 
    “You think they’d believe that?” 
 
    “Well, I’m here, am I not? It’s easy to confirm that I’m the individual you were contracted to kill. The curiosity will be unbearable, even for a Veetanho. When we’re close enough, and you’ve had the chance to explore whatever facility we’re taken to, you’ll free me, and we’ll strike.” 
 
    “What if they have one of those devices that disable my kind?” 
 
    “Then I’ll kill everyone near me, take their guns, and shoot at everything until I disable it.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure that will work.” 
 
    Zatohachi stood, though slightly hunched over in the cramped space. He extended a tentative hand and felt about until he found Okeo. With a soft touch, he set his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “You must have faith in the strands of fate. Fate took my eyes and set me on a wildly different path than I had planned, but one far more extraordinary. Fate wouldn’t have brought us here for no purpose. I can feel it.” 
 
    “I trust more in my skills than in your imaginary fate.” 
 
    “Then trust in them. Now, if you had any better ideas and haven’t voiced them yet, you’re out of time. I’m being directed to open up.” His fingers found the control console, and he tapped on it. “Open aft hatchway.”  
 
    Servos whirred to life, the locks released with a clang, and the hatchway swung open. She looked out and saw shadows moving toward them. 
 
    “Customs officials approaching,” Okeo said. 
 
    “All right, here we go,” Zatohachi said. 
 
    Another of the Humans’ many strange traits was their insistence on stating the obvious before consequential moments. 
 
    A Lumar stepped up to the hatchway and peered in. It had a thick metal collar around its neck with a wire that traced up into its ear. She decided it was for communications, a sort of external pinplant arrangement or something. The Lumar looked down at a slate, looked up, looked down, and looked up again. His expression didn’t change, but it looked like he was concentrating very hard. 
 
    “Contents confirmed. One Human. No evidence of weapons.” 
 
    “You are a Lumar?” Zatohachi asked. 
 
    “Mugar is Lumar,” the four-armed giant replied. 
 
    “I have trained with many Lumar in my time. Excellent warriors, each one I have met. In fact, I am friends with many who went on to join the Firebirds. Have you heard of them?” 
 
    Okeo saw the Lumar straighten and puff his chest out. His eyes went wide, and he bared his teeth in something resembling a Human smile. 
 
    “Yes, Mugar knows of Firebirds. Mugar met Firebirds’ commander just a few—” 
 
    A Veetanho pushed past the Lumar and strutted onto the shuttle. Okeo, tucked into her quintessence, watched with interest as the goggle-eyed rodent walked past. She restrained her desire to leap onto it, tear the goggles off, and gouge its eyes out.  
 
    “State your purpose, Human,” she said. 
 
    “I’m here seeking employment as a masseuse,” Zatohachi said. 
 
    “Masseuse?” the Veetanho replied. She froze for a moment, and Okeo determined she had disappeared into her pinplants to learn what a masseuse was. “Is that a service one can profit from? Are you capable of performing this service on non-Humans? Monogatari has very few Human residents.” 
 
    “I am more than capable of providing this service to at least 71 races per my Merchant Guild license, and honestly, I could probably provide it to almost all, except the insectoid and exotic races. Veetanho are on that list, actually, if you’re interested.” 
 
    “No, my kind do not benefit from that sort of service,” she said. “We do not occupy ourselves with trifling luxuries.” 
 
    She twisted her head about, inspecting every last corner of the room. She scanned Zatohachi from head to toe. Okeo wonder if the goggles allowed her to see different spectrums, and whether she was doing so now. 
 
    “Your eyes are inoperable,” she said. 
 
    “Blind, yes,” Zatohachi replied. “I have been for quite some time. An unfortunate accident in my youth.” 
 
    The Veetanho froze in place for a few moments. 
 
    She suspects something. 
 
    “Okay, everything seems to be in order,” she said. “Please park your shuttle here and disembark so we may complete your registration with the city of Fitzparj.” 
 
    She turned and departed the shuttle. 
 
    No Veetanho, in the history of its race, has ever employed the word “please” when it was not scheming. 
 
    “It seems I’ve been found out,” Zatohachi said in a low whisper. 
 
    “Truth,” Okeo replied. “Are you sure they will take us to Seerna?” 
 
    “She’ll be the one in charge here, I have little doubt,” Zatohachi said, “and they must have determined my identity. They’ll bring me to her. I’ll be unarmed, and possibly uneyed, but you should have free rein. Just don’t reveal yourself too early. At some point, Seerna will choose to meet with me herself. Don’t act before then.” 
 
    “What if they have the machines that control my kind?” 
 
    “For one, your race was destroyed,” Zatohachi said. “I’m sorry to be blunt, but your kind are rare and dispersed. Having one of the machines in their possession is low on the list of priorities because the odds of encountering a Hunter are minuscule.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced,” Okeo said. 
 
    “Human!” the Veetanho called from outside the shuttle. “Please leave the shuttle and come register!” 
 
    “One implies two,” Okeo said. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Zatohachi said. “Two, fate brought me to you, and fate brought me to this planet. Fate will see us through this. Have faith in the strands of fate.” 
 
    “That’s the worst argument I’ve ever heard from a Human, and your kind are renowned for their poor arguments.” 
 
    “Then let’s go with the last,” Zatohachi said. “If you fear they have one of these machines…watch and find a way.” 
 
    Okeo slow blinked.  
 
    “Well said. Let’s not keep your captor waiting.” 
 
    Zatohachi gave one of his Human head nods to indicate respect. He picked up his cane and walked, slow and confident, out of the shuttle. He tapped the cane in an arc ahead of his every step. Okeo paced nine meters behind him and off to one side. 
 
    Three Lumar stood on each side as he walked off the shuttle. The one who’d first inspected the shuttle wasn’t armed, but the other two were. If they were to start shooting, Zatohachi would be reduced to paste, and they would likely kill each other as well. The Veetanho stood at the end of the gauntlet of muscle, clear of any firing lanes. When Zatohachi passed the middle Lumar, the Veetanho spoke. 
 
    “Zatohachi,” she said, “formerly of the Bushido Bandits Human mercenary unit, and now a Human assassin. The higher authorities of Monogatari require more extensive inquiry into your purpose here. You are inhibited from continuing until you have submitted to further questioning in a more contained setting. Surrender your weapon to this guard, and we will escort you to the facilities where this will be conducted.” 
 
    “I need my cane to walk,” Zatohachi said with his soft, innocent voice. 
 
    A team of 11 Veetanho with an assortment of weaponry sprinted up from some hideout. Okeo assessed they had anti-armor, high-explosive, close combat, anti-air, and anti-personnel weaponry disbursed amongst them. The team was equipped to deal with just about everything. Okeo herself imagined she would have a hard time taking down all of them. 
 
    “Do not attempt deception, Human,” the original Veetanho said. “Your cane is a weapon. You can hand it over, or I will have the Lumar take it from you. Attempt to fight them, and they will break your arms so you cannot try a second time. You are being detained as a matter of interest, but we will not hesitate if killing you becomes necessary.” 
 
    “Well said,” Zatohachi said. In a flash, he spun his cane up to present it to the Veetanho. “And now that we are being honest, I’m requesting audience with your superior, Coordinator Seerna. She’s been seeking me for employment, and I’ve decided I’ll entertain her offers.” 
 
    The Veetanho took longer to reply than Okeo expected, as if she was contemplating a response. Okeo sensed some sort of meaning to the hesitation, but couldn’t work out what it was.  
 
    “Depending on the result of the questioning, we will let the coordinator decide if she will grant you audience.” She turned to address the Veetanho infantry. “Conduct a thorough search of this Human for any other weaponry. Do not think him incapable just because he is blind and seems to be unarmed. Remember, he was an assassin, one who may have successfully survived a Depik contract. Even restrained, assume him to be dangerous, and maintain the appropriate vigilance.” 
 
    The first Lumar took the cane from Zatohachi, and two more grabbed him with four of their arms and lifted him. The Veetanho spun about and walked away, Lumar in trail.  
 
    Well, here we go.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Vlasov rode in a ground car with five of his men. The rest of the Red Iron, he was told, were scattered about the city, going to other spots around the arcology. It should have made him paranoid. However, he reasoned, if the Veetanho general wanted him and his men dead, she would have killed them in captivity. 
 
    It was times like this he missed being one of the troops and not the boss. The trip had been eerily quiet. It lacked the normal banter and obscene conversation of merc soldiers before a battle. With the colonel in the car with them, no one spoke, not even to ask what bargain he’d struck to get them out of their prison. All they knew was, they had recently repaired Mk 8 CASPers, and they were dispersing to fight Lumar.  
 
    The car skidded to a halt. He let the other men exit first. When he stepped outside, he looked up and found a never-ending metropolis, which reached up into the sky and disappeared into the clouds. Numerous levels and lanes of air traffic raced across above him. It made him wonder why they had traveled on the surface, as the aerial vehicles seemed much faster. 
 
    Their Blevin driver led them into a small warehouse, where they found the CASPers and maintenance technicians waiting for them. It had never been clear where the Veetanho general had gotten the CASPers, and Colonel Vlasov could only assume the worst. Fighting off an encroachment of guilt, he told himself the previous owners were dead and would never be a problem.  
 
    The red and black paint schemes were not too far from the red and gray the Red Iron normally used. Furthermore, whoever had worked on the CASPers had painted the Red Iron’s big red star over whatever logo the previous owners had used. 
 
    They’d gotten the chance to get acquainted with, and even train in the CASPers in a massive warehouse, wherever it was they’d been kept. The Red Iron had been outfitted with older Mk 7 CASPers. Though there were grumbles about the newer models being a tighter fit, none argued that they weren’t far better in every other aspect.  
 
    Without any words, the men moved to their CASPers and climbed aboard.  
 
    His own technician, Alexander Popov, waited by Vlasov’s CASPer, which he’d nicknamed Firebird. It was a strange coincidence that he’d picked the nickname. Not so unusual, since he’d grown up learning fairy tales about the enchanted bird. Childish, maybe, but that was his prerogative. None of his troopers would openly criticize it. It was a coincidence because he’d learned his enemies, the Lumar unit they’d been hired to face, called themselves the Firebirds. The coincidence would stand. He’d be damned if he changed the name of his CASPer on the eve of battle. 
 
    “Good evening, Sasha,” Vlasov said as he climbed up into his cocoon. Popov scuttled around and connected all the haptic leads. Vlasov initiated the startup sequence and ran through all the system diagnostics.  
 
    The weapons loadout was curious. All the suits carried dual arm blades. Some had heavy flamers, which were rarely used by most companies. The flamers had such a short range that, by the time they could be used, the enemy would be much closer than most preferred. It was a horrible idea to use them on Lumar, as it only created angry, burning, four-armed giants.  
 
    Whoever the previous owners had been must have favored close combat. It wasn’t Vlasov’s normal method of employing the Red Iron. He liked open spaces where they could fire missiles and magnetic accelerator cannons. In his early career, he’d been in a unit with tanks. He still liked to have as much firepower as possible and to find the best position to use it. 
 
    As the displays populated, he noted the intelligence and communication network was different from the one they’d trained with. It seemed his employer had connected him to her own system. He was overwhelmed with information and communication options. 
 
    Digging through his communications menu, he found easily selectable drop-down menus to communicate with each of his squads, commanders, and even individual members. Each also carried its own encryption and anti-jam option, with a variety of channels for each. He noted references to a string of communication relays and communication satellites. Next to each was a reliability percentage. None was less than 97%, and the display referenced a lot of them. However, when he tried to select details on any specific relay, the data was masked from him. 
 
    The intelligence display was even more mind-boggling. He discovered he could tap into civilian monitoring feeds wherever he wanted. In addition, there were a large number of both terrestrial drones and intelligence satellites that seemed to work together to give him a better, more comprehensive intelligence picture of the battlefield than he’d ever had before. The great danger, he soon realized, was that he might get sucked into examining and processing all that data to the exclusion of piloting and fighting his CASPer. 
 
    All the feeds populated and settled. He had a display that showed a minuscule status line for every CASPer under his command. That in itself was impressive, as he’d always had to select squads individually to get their status. More impressive was that every one of his troops was perfectly greened up. Even when he’d stood up the company with mostly new CASPers, there had always been a few that had some minor malfunction somewhere. His maintenance technicians had always done a great job, resolving all the major issues and fixing anything that affected combat capability, but the minor issues were like light bulbs. As soon as you fixed one, there was another failure somewhere else. 
 
    “Sasha, did you guys fix up these CASPers?”  
 
    “We did a lot of work, boss, but someone had worked on them extensively before we were given access to them. Everything was solid when we got to them. All we had to do was update and rework some of the weapons installations.” 
 
    Whoever his new employer had used to service the CASPers was top notch. He’d have to inquire as to who it was and whether he could sign them on permanently. 
 
    On the other hand, the fact that it hadn’t been his men who’d cleaned, repaired, and refitted the machines gave him a sense of dread. He was 100% certain each of the machines was fitted with some kind of kill switch. If they were lucky—and he’d never been lucky—the machines would be rigged to shut down if he or any of his men went against their orders. He thought it much more likely any kill switches installed would be literal. Furthermore, his support personnel here, such as Popov and the others, would effectively be hostages as soon as his men rolled out, much as they’d all been when the rat had made her offer.  
 
    If he could have worked out a way to fight that didn’t involve sacrificing all his troops, he’d have taken it. But he hadn’t been able to work out another way, and here they were. He’d made a deal with the devil, and now the devil owned his soul. Once he and his troops were loaded up, there would be no going back. 
 
    He reconfirmed that everyone was booted up, mounted, and ready to kill. Each squad was concealed inside some kind of building, which ran the range of empty warehouses, to vacant vehicle dealerships, and even one sports stadium. He found he had access to an icon that appeared to allow them to open each building’s bay doors. 
 
    All units were scattered around a great building labeled the Zevak Arcology. It was a massive pyramid, roughly 12 city blocks along each side, with actual traffic lanes going in and out on all four sides. He surmised that whoever was inside would be the enemy. He hated fighting in cities, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.  
 
    Worse yet, he hated to employ the Red Iron as spread out as they were. They’d been briefed that the primary target was the Firebirds. The intel brief they’d received had described the Firebirds as a successful and hard-hitting Lumar merc company. If he had to fight for the devil, killing Lumar was a fine enough way to do it. 
 
     The mission brief had given few details. All they knew was the Firebirds would arrive at some point to surround and assault the arcology. If they arrived and spread out around the building, the Red Iron’s deployment would make sense, as they could attack the Lumar from behind. If the Lumar arrived en masse and made a major assault at one spot, the Red Iron would be poorly situated to counter them. By the time he could marshal his troops to fight such a force, the Firebirds would probably already be inside the arcology, where they would have a considerable advantage.  
 
    There was no point stressing about it, as there were no enemy troops on his displays. There was a detailed mapping of where a unit called the Bladestorm was positioned in a ring around the base of the arcology. He could examine them in Tri-V by zooming in, rotating, and pulling up statistics on each of their squads.  
 
    Goka. He hated Goka. He hated fighting them, but he loved killing them. That they were currently listed as friendlies gave him mixed feelings.  
 
    Much higher up in the arcology, he found a small unit labeled Infantry. There were no details on unit name, race, armament, or anything else. Unlike the Goka, he couldn’t pull stats. The unit was formed up in a tight blob in a construction zone. 
 
    With a tap, he opened a private channel to his second in command, Major Vladimir Boyarsky. 
 
    “Vlad, are you caught up yet?” 
 
    “Da, I think so, Colonel,” he replied. The two grilled each other over what they were seeing until they were satisfied they had the same information. Boyarsky asked, “Does it occur to you that we’re not getting all the information?” 
 
    “Even a hedgehog can understand that. Let’s remind all the squad leaders to keep their heads on a swivel. There’s far more to this than we’re meant to know, but as long as we’re killing aliens and getting paid, all is well. If we need to honor Rasputin, all are ready.” 
 
    There was a noticeable delay in the response. 
 
    “Acknowledged, Colonel.” 
 
    “That’s all. Vlasov out.” 
 
    He searched around for any other information and found the roads and alleyways were empty within four blocks of the arcology. He wondered if they’d been cleared out for a while or if the locals had been warned, but, ultimately, he didn’t really care. He was content that pedestrians and vehicles wouldn’t be in the way. Discerning foe from fool was tedious and dangerous. 
 
    Further inspection revealed the intel feed was tracking several dozen aerial vehicles. Selecting one, he saw that they were aerotrucks licensed to the DKC Delivery Conglomerate. The intel feed even allowed him to pull up contents. Each one showed cargo belonging to the Ace Tomato Company. The trucks moved around the screen in an odd, random fashion. They took serpentine routes around the city, but all seemed to edge toward the Red Iron’s positions. 
 
    A message popped up in the top center of his display.  
 
    “Stand by for further instructions.” 
 
    “It seems they want us to wait for the weather by the sea,” he said to himself. To the squad leader comm net, he said, “All units, stay sharp and stand by. We’ll get to the killing soon enough.” 
 
    Not sure at all how soon that would be, he hoped he hadn’t just lied.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Brynn cracked open the unidentifiable package of some alien delicacy even the translators couldn’t discern. Takamatsu felt confident it was food, and she had no choice but to trust him. She cut the top off with her knife and gave it a sniff. Some thought the sniff test was a bad idea. Considering they needed the sustenance one way or another, there was a contingent who believed the proper protocol was to hold one’s breath, cut it open, and muck it down before your nostrils or taste buds had the chance to protest. Brynn’s amateur analysis concluded there didn’t seem to be a demonstrable decrease in the occurrence of vomiting from one method to another. If anything, the just-eat-it crowd seemed to lose their stomachs more often than those who worked themselves up to it. 
 
    This particular package had no smell. That was a good sign. Bland could be remedied with one of the strange sauces they’d all taken a liking to, which had earned the name Shambasco. It was far more metallic-tasting than Tabasco—which they’d run out of in the first week—but it worked well enough to mask bland and mildly disgusting flavors. Roughly two-thirds of the food they received was still so horrible the Shambasco couldn’t mask the flavor enough. More specifically, it required so much Shambasco that you were just as likely to get sick from too much of the spicy, metallic sauce as the putrid food. 
 
    While the package she’d opened had no discernible smell, it had the consistency of chunky snot. She guzzled it down and chased it with iodine water. To set her mind to something other than growing stomach cramps, she checked her laser rifle.  
 
    They’d moved their hole-up site to a rundown, circular amphitheater. They didn’t quite know if it had been for sports, performing arts, or gladiatorial combat, but that wasn’t really their concern. With six personnel doors on one side, plus two more and a cargo door on the other, it was defensible and escapable. The number of doors made it impossible to switch out teams. Each door was assigned a guard team, and it was up to that team to rotate watches. Just about everyone left was on a guard team. It was good enough for the time being.  
 
    On the downside, they didn’t have a bountiful supply of fruit and water. They had to rely entirely on the work of Takamatsu and his ninja parties. Food and water had become scarcer and scarcer as those parties were hounded by the Blevin patrols with increasing frequency. None of the Blevins had found their latest hiding spot, but it was just a matter of time. 
 
    Individuals were now musing about turning themselves in. It was usually grim joking or cynical speculation, but in time, it would turn into groups planning to run off. If anyone left, the Bandits would have to move again. Morale would drop faster and faster, and order would break down at a blinding pace. Major Adams was still holding everyone together, but he could only do so much for so long. 
 
    If Major Adams’ crazy old father had a real plan to get them out, she prayed it would come soon. They weren’t going to be able to hold on much longer.  
 
    Someone knocked on their door, named Door Echo, to the tune of “Shave and a haircut.” It was one of the stooges returning. She stood to unlock the door. Four more hard pounds echoed through the thick metal. 
 
    The sign for enemy inbound. 
 
    In one long leap, she was on the door.  
 
    “Weapons up!” she said to her squad. 
 
    Ascol slipped up next to the door with a long knife and pistol ready. The others flattened into their firing positions. Brynn gave a head nod and lifted the makeshift barricade bar out of the way. She pulled the bar inward and hopped aside. 
 
    Private Beled, one of the ninjas, ran in. 
 
    “Close it!” he shouted. Brynn shoved her shoulder into the door, slammed it closed, and heaved the bar back into place with Ascol’s help. 
 
    “Blevin? How many? How close?” 
 
    The private bent over, gasping for air. 
 
    “Not…Blevin. Goka.” 
 
    “Shit!” Brynn gave Ascol a command and sprinted down the steps three at a time toward the center.  
 
    “Major Adams! Bladestorm inbound!”  
 
    The commander of the surviving Bushido Bandits, looking as noble as ever, stood in a circle with six other troopers. Takamatsu was among them. From their expressions and Adams’ grim nod, she gathered they already knew.  
 
    “Copy that, Sergeant Driscoll.” He returned his attention to Takamatsu. “Okay, Toshi, that’s Echo as well. We have to assume we lost the stooges at the doors that aren’t reporting. I think we can assume they’ve fully surrounded us. This is it, Bandits. This is our last stand.” 
 
    “Major Adams, all due respect, sir,” Brynn said, “this is a fine place to make a last stand against the Blevin. We’d stack them up like Avaka in a valley. But against the Bladestorm, we might as well commit mass suicide. They’ll be breaking through the roof and gnawing through the boards we put over all the grates in no time. They’ll flood in here as if there were no walls.” 
 
    Adams rolled his jaw around and stared at her. 
 
    “Toshi, what do you think?”  
 
    “She’s right, sir,” Takamatsu said. “We can’t hold here against Goka.” 
 
    “I’m open to ideas,” Adams said. 
 
    “Anyone remember General George Patton?” Brynn asked. 
 
    The major gave her a glare and frowned. 
 
    “Do you mean, ‘in case of doubt, attack?’” Adams said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” 
 
    “Banzai plan, sir?” Takamatsu said. 
 
    “Agreed. Everyone, return to your doors, hold if anything comes in. Toshi, inform the other doors. I’ll fire my pistol three times into the ceiling, then everyone moves triple time to the cargo door. We’ll form up there and push through. I’ve worked out our best possible route from here. Move.” 
 
    Brynn ran back up the stairs to her door. The group was still in position around the door. 
 
    “I heard something scratching around out there,” Ascol said. 
 
    Brynn passed them the plan. She guarded the door directly, while everyone packed up their few possessions. They’d kept their bags ready, but everyone had a few odds and ends to shove back in. In moments, they were ready, and they settled back into the watch. The sounds of other groups talking, shouting, and rearranging themselves echoed throughout the amphitheater.  
 
    Above all the activity, Brynn could hear scratching and skittering just outside the door. Goka were moving into position a few feet away, separated by mere inches of metal. If they were taking up positions here and elsewhere, they were only moments from starting an assault. 
 
    Three pops echoed through the amphitheater.  
 
    “Move, people!” Brynn said. She waited until the others had cleared out, then she followed. Seconds later, she heard a loud pounding on the door behind her. Her body urged her to move faster, but she held herself back and moved slowly to keep from tripping. 
 
    Go slow to go fast. Just not too slow. 
 
    The entire massive room was filled with a cacophony of boot stomps, rattling gear, and muted, frantic discussions. Snarls and hisses came from the Pushtal contingent. Other sergeants barked orders, while corporals and privates politely argued the finer points of the new plan. Officers took accountability and organized everyone as the squads arrived. Over all the noise, she heard a laser blast. 
 
    There was a half second of silence, then the room erupted in gunfire. In the blink of an eye, the room filled with smoke, flashes of light, and the smell of burnt chemicals. She made a quick check of her team. Ascol’s eyes went wide, and she grabbed onto Brynn’s harness.  
 
    “Sergeant, down!” Ascol shouted as she flung Brynn aside. 
 
    Brynn rolled and recovered with her rifle ready and aimed toward their door. Ascol and the rest of the team were already shooting from the cover of the seats beside the stairs. Beams lanced back at them from the smoke. Brynn pulled the pin on a concussion grenade and tossed it. It wouldn’t kill or even injure the Goka, but it would earn them a few extra seconds.  
 
    Boom! 
 
    It was one of a continuous wave of explosions sounding throughout the amphitheater. 
 
    “Move!” she shouted. “And run, I’ll cover us!” 
 
    Her team bounded down the last few steps and sprinted for the collection of Bandits. She backed down the stairs in a crouch. She fired a few shots, hopped sideways, backed down a step, and repeated the process. At the base, she spun and ran for the group. 
 
    The last surviving Bandits—she estimated around 50 of the original 300—and two dozen Pushtal were grouped in a haphazard oval on the stage, or field, or whatever it was. Their rifles poked out in all directions like a porcupine firing chemical laser quills. The closest Bandits had large, makeshift metal shields. They were heavy enough to require a trooper to dedicate themselves to carrying them. Each was thick enough to soak up a good deal of laser fire from the Goka pistols. They weren’t great, but they were better than nothing. 
 
    Brynn scanned about in search of any Bandits who hadn’t yet made it to the group. As she spotted one, he was shredded by Goka laser fire. She found no more and jerked her head around to find Major Adams. 
 
    “Blow it!” he shouted just as she spotted him.  
 
    The cargo door blew away from them and down an expansive hallway.  
 
    “Bandits! Kougeki kaishi!” Dean shouted. 
 
    “Kakatte koi!” the Bandits responded. Brynn recalled a friend’s surprise that the Bandits didn’t say things like “banzai” or “Tora! Tora! Tora!” when commanded to charge. 
 
    The porcupine surged into the doorway. Brynn and her team were at the back of it, amidst the line of shields facing the encroaching Goka. As the group shuffled backward, she fired into any flashes of light, any sign of the scurrying death beetles. The Goka fire tore into their shields, and a few lucky hits injured nearby troopers. Those were swapped out with fresh bodies from the center of the group. 
 
    Soon, they were in the tunnel out of the amphitheater. She prayed Major Adams knew where they were going and whatever route he chose hadn’t been cut off. Her heel bumped against something. She looked down to find a dead Bandit—Private Hiro Winsome, who’d been infantry before they all became infantry. A few steps further along, she jerked at the sight of a black shell in their midst before she realized it was dead.  
 
    “Here,” Takamatsu said, “Yazaemon, take this.” 
 
    Takamatsu pushed the Goka shell through the lines until he was pressed up next to one of the shield-bearers, Corporal Kido Yazaemon. Brynn saw Takamatsu had carved out the innards of the Goka and left just enough to hold onto. She chuckled when she realized it would make a much better shield than the scrap metal they’d been using.  
 
    They retreated through tunnels and hallways a few shuffled steps at a time. She and some others fired their laser rifles sparingly, knowing they’d do little damage to the Goka anyway. The group mostly braced to stab out with swords, bayonets, and knives when their Goka pursuers got too close. Pushtal slunk down on the ground between the feet of the shield-bearers. They slashed out with knives and claws at anything that came close enough.  
 
    True to form, some of the black-shelled creatures tried to sneak in through air ducts or the ceiling itself. The Bandits perfected the art of swarming and hacking those to pieces in seconds. Hand-to-hand was, after all, where the Bandits excelled. The number of Goka shell shields grew until the survivors resembled a Roman testudo. 
 
    Sometime after they turtled up, the Bladestorm gave up on the harrowing laser fire and closed en masse to press the Bandits. The two sides pressed against each other, stabbing and swinging in short, quick fits through the small gaps around the corners. Brynn marveled that a 22nd Century battle had devolved into a Roman or medieval shield wall scrum.  
 
    She lost track of time. Her muscles burned for the first half hour or so, and eventually progressed to a sort of numb exhaustion. The Bandits rotated out as much as they were able, but she knew their numbers were still dropping. 
 
    An explosion sounded behind her. She spared a quick glance over her shoulder just in time to see the tunnel collapse behind them. 
 
    They were trapped. 
 
    Major Adams squeezed his way through the mass and pressed into the back of the shield wall. He was laughing. 
 
    “They just made our job easier, Bandits!” he said. “Now we only have to fight them on one side! We’ve got them right where we want them!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Shadow of a Memory 
 
      
 
    The church had an impressive showing for her mother’s funeral. Jessica looked out through the crowd and found many familiar faces from decades past. Melissa Olthoff, who’d only recently lost her own husband. She couldn’t remember if Melissa had been close to her mother, but hoped she wasn’t taking this too badly, either way. Jessica’s namesake, Jessica Bergmann, and her husband J.J. were up in the front row, their kids scattered behind them. They’d been a major presence in Jessica’s childhood, particularly after her father left. Aunt Jessica (not a true aunt) had been a lawyer who’d helped her mother with countless lawsuits after her father’s disappearance.  
 
    Her eyes panned around the other attendees. Some she knew, some she didn’t. Some were family all the way from Russia, whom Jessica had never met. With desperation, she’d clung to the hope that maybe, just maybe, her father would be out there in the crowd, but he wasn’t. If he was still alive, even the death of his wife wasn’t enough to bring him out of hiding.  
 
    Try as she might, she couldn’t ignore that her ex-husband, Marc Lemieux, was out in the crowd. He’d even brought a plus one, the fiery exotic-dancer-turned-pilot Maven, who’d hired on just before Jessica left the Marauders. More pleasantly, Hex and Maya were out there sitting next to him. She wondered if it would be possible to catch up with them while somehow avoiding the asshole. 
 
    One curious figure caught her attention more than anyone else. A large bald man stood at the back of the church at a rigid parade rest. She didn’t know who he was or why she recognized him, but she definitely knew him from somewhere. A Russian relative she’d met as a child? 
 
    J.J. coughed and delivered a mild glare. She realized she should probably get on with the eulogy. 
 
    Her hands were squeezing the sides of the podium in a death grip, and she forced herself to relax. Her mind argued over whether to utilize the damned Peacemaker meditation techniques or just ride the emotions. If she went all Peacemaker zen, would everyone think she was a stone-cold, emotionless bitch? On the other hand, if she didn’t, would she break down and cry in the middle of the eulogy? Either outcome would be a public relations disaster for Earth’s first Peacemaker. Possibly Earth’s first Peacemaker—she hadn’t even completed her first year at the Academy. For now, no one was supposed to know that. 
 
    That thought in itself made her angry and bitter. It was her goddamn mother, no one else’s. She should be allowed to stand tall and strong or break down and cry without anyone’s judgment. Rage built up inside her over the unfairness of it all until Selector Hak-Chet appeared in her mind. 
 
    It is futile to fight the sum total of unfairness in the Galaxy all at once. That way lies madness and an early grave. You must fight it by degrees…through every interaction…sometimes through your character alone. It is a war that will never be won. All you can do is focus on the individual battles. 
 
    Jessica knew she must find a middle ground, both to honor her mamochka and to honor the Peacemakers. She must show genuine and appropriate emotion, but not lose herself to it. While she steeled her nerves, she glanced at the open casket in which her mother lay. 
 
    Katya looked peaceful and surprisingly beautiful. She’d seen her mother decay over the years through Tri-V messages. By the end, the cancer had transformed the powerful Russian woman into a wispy skeleton. Her mother had fought hard for a long time, but no one could fight forever. Considering how she’d looked just before she died, Jessica was amazed at that the morticians had made her look full and vibrant. Her mother looked far better in death than she had for the last years of her life. 
 
    From her time with the Marauders, Jessica had known more than a few mercs who hadn’t been so lucky. Marc Lemieux’s dismal attempts at leadership had cost many more losses than should have been necessary. Many had returned as charred remains not even a mortician’s magic could restore—and that was if they were returned at all. Most merc funerals displayed blanket-wrapped remains with a uniform draped over the top, or just the empty uniform itself. In that sense, Jessica realized, she should count herself lucky to have such a well-restored corpse for her mother’s funeral. 
 
    That thought snapped her out of her detachment and brought her back to the matter at hand. She drew one last calming breath. It flowed through her body, relaxed her muscles, and held the tears at bay. 
 
    J.J. coughed again, a little louder, and with a sterner look. Aunt Jessica elbowed him in the ribs. Jessica nodded and gave him a dismissive wave. 
 
    “I would like to start off by thanking everyone here in attendance today. It’s overwhelming to see she had so many friends and family, so many who loved her. To the family members I’m meeting for the first time as an adult—thank you for coming such a long way. I’m sorry if I don’t remember the times I met you as a baby.” 
 
    There were some chuckles all around. Jessica warmed up, knowing she’d lightened the mood a touch. That helped her continue. 
 
    “I’d also like to thank all those who told stories today about my mother as a child and a young woman. It’s always incredible to hear such stories about your own parents, to learn they’re just as Human as you are, that they made the same mistakes and did some of the same silly things you did growing up. I can now imagine her trudging through the snow, stubbornly walking five miles through back alleys to get home, and all because her mother was a mere five minutes late picking her up. Or the one about her dressing her puppy to look like her favorite pop singer. 
 
    “You see, I’ve only ever known her as a strict, yet loving, force of nature, shouting at me to get my homework done. She had to be a force of nature to raise me…as a single mother who somehow ensured a rebellious, bratty hellion like me would survive to adulthood. At times I could’ve sworn she herself was the Baba Yaga from the stories she told me. My mother Katarina was an extraordinary woman as anyone who truly knew her can attest. I’d never truly considered that she grew up in a world where humanity was only just starting to dip its toes in the water of the unlimited mysteries and adventures of the Galaxy. And yet, she charged right out into it, determined to do good things…” 
 
    At times she felt herself shaking, felt tears collecting in her eyes. She had to pause to collect herself, but managed to finish her words without completely breaking down. The crowd exhibited the full range of Human emotions as she spoke—from restrained laughter at some of her soft jokes, to anger when she mentioned her mother’s fight with cancer, and constant, uncontrolled sobbing from some. The major exception was the bald man who stood in the back with better bearing than most mercs she’d known—better than most Peacemakers, even. He stood like a stone statue throughout her talk. By the end, she concluded he must be one of the funeral director’s staff. No one who had known her mother would be so unmoved by her words. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The teacup felt so very fragile in her hands. With two fingers looped through the handle, she could simply squeeze her fist, and it would snap off. She certainly wanted to. But no, that wasn’t her way. That was the sort of things mercs did—kill aliens and break things. The way of a Peacemaker was to preserve as much of these delicate pieces of civilization as possible. 
 
    She glanced around at the members of that civilization. Some of them she knew well, some she knew not at all, but all were conversing, eating, and drinking as if nothing was wrong. Some even laughed. Each of them had just lost a friend or a family member. None of them had just lost their last family member.  
 
    “Jessica, how are you doing?” Aunt Jessica came up to her and took a place on the couch to her left. J.J. trailed and remained standing. “Is that tea you’re drinking? Sure you don’t want something stronger?” 
 
    “As well as can be,” Jessica replied, “and yes, it’s tea. I’d honestly kill for some good Tennessee whiskey, but I’m working out as much as I can every day. I’m already worried about how this emergency leave is putting me behind.” She looked up at J.J. “Anyway, how are you guys? I heard you retired from the merc life.” 
 
    “He did,” Aunt Jessica answered. She glanced up and down at her husband as if evaluating him. “We passed the Jackals along to Allison, our eldest. She’s the only one who couldn’t make it today, but you remember her, right? Anyway, J.J. here is still adapting to it. He gets twitchy in social situations.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed, “though this is a new feeling. I haven’t been to a funeral in a long time that wasn’t my fault. Please don’t take this the wrong way, Little Jess, but it’s kind of comforting in a weird way. It feels…normal, I guess.” 
 
    J.J., having been a major role model of hers growing up, and being married to a Jessica, was the only person who got away with calling her Little Jess anymore. 
 
    “I actually know what you mean,” Jessica replied. “Anyway, I hear you guys own a merc bar now?” 
 
    “The Jackal’s Den, yeah,” J.J. said. “You knew it as the Den of J’Kal, but that old Veetch retired and sold it to me.” 
 
    “Does the Lyon’s Den know they have a cheap knockoff competitor?” Jessica smiled. 
 
    “Totally different,” Aunt Jessica said. “For one thing, they’re on different planets. For another, there’s no proprietary overlap. We’re not capitalizing on their success or modeling ourselves after them in any way. We’re simply taking over an already entrenched establishment.” 
 
    “Spoken like a lawyer,” J.J. said. “But seriously, the place has been around far longer than the Lyon’s Den, so they can suck it. We’re just changing the name a little, remodeling a bit, and hopefully expanding the clientele. But enough about us. I want to hear about this training you’re doing to be a bounty hunter for the Peacemakers.” 
 
    Jessica had prepared herself for this. She’d known the subject would come up eventually and expected it would dominate most conversations she had with just about everybody. If anything, she was glad it was the Bergmanns who’d broached the subject first. 
 
    “It’s pretty intense. Definitely the hardest training I’ve ever done.” 
 
    “Even compared to merc academies? I mean, there are some serious soul crushers out there. Where’d you do your merc qual again?” 
 
    “Oh, the physical aspect compares, but just like anything else, there’s only so far they can push you, and they know how to push everyone until they break. But no, it’s more the mental and emotional aspect of it. In merc training, you know it’s mostly a haze, and you just have to bludgeon your way through the physical parts. In this training, absolutely everything, and I mean everything, is a test. A lot of them are designed to make you fail, only you don’t know which ones, and whether any of them mean you’ll fail out of the school as a whole.” 
 
    “Sounds exhausting,” Aunt Jessica said, “but if anyone can do it, it’s you. It’s so tough to imagine that bright-eyed little girl I knew going through all that. But I know one thing from watching you grow up. You never let anything stand in the way of getting where you needed to be. This won’t be any different. Hell, if this bounty hunter gig works out, maybe they’ll make you a full-fledged Peacemaker someday.” 
 
    “Thanks, Aunt Jess. That means a lot.” 
 
    Aunt Jessica locked her attention on the crowd in the next room and shot to her feet. 
 
    “Oh, dear, your Aunt Melissa’s gotten all blubbery again and just went to the bar for another drink. I’m sorry, Jessica, you’ll have to excuse us. Come, J.J.” 
 
    J.J. narrowed his eyes and frowned. “Really?” he said, voice dripping with indignation. He looked at Jessica and shrugged, then he stalked off after his wife. 
 
    Within seconds, Jessica’s melancholy flooded back into her. As much as she loved the Bergmanns, and, as comfortable as they felt, they still weren’t true family. Unless her father reappeared in her life, she had no such thing anymore. The odds were exceedingly long he’d ever do so. The thought left her feeling hollow and empty. That feeling took root and manifested itself in doubt. She began to fear the Peacemaker Academy was an obstacle she couldn’t overcome, that perhaps she wasn’t cut out to be Earth’s first Peacemaker. 
 
    She’d had a lot of things to keep her going in her training thus far—thoughts, sayings, memories, and ideals to motivate her to keep going, no matter how hard the training got. None of those helped her now. Motivators could be abundant and easy to find, but at times like these, they were impossible to hold on to. 
 
    “Turn weakness into strength,” someone said. The voice was strangely familiar. A lowball tumbler clattered onto the coffee table. It was filled with light caramel-colored liquid and an ice ball. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she said. She looked up and found the mysterious bald man she’d spotted earlier.  
 
    “Uncle Tackett’s Moonshine—your favorite Tennessee whiskey,” he said. “I know you told others you’re not drinking because you need to stay sober and sharp, what with bounty hunter training and all, but you gotta allow yourself one. No more than one, though, promise?” 
 
    “I appreciate the drink, and I think I’ll take you up on it, but I don’t need a shepherd just now, Mr….” 
 
    “Call me Mr. Allen. Anyway, I didn’t mean to intrude. I just know what you must be going through. You feel like you’ve got no one left, and you’re mostly right.” 
 
    “If you’re trying to make me feel better, Mr. Allen, you’re failing miserably.” 
 
    “I only mean to say that you, Jessica, are Earth’s first Peacemaker,” he said in a low voice, almost a whisper. 
 
    How in the hell does this guy know that? 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I’m just becoming a bounty hunter, and I’ve only just started working on my certification.” 
 
    “Let’s not play games; I don’t really have the time. My point is, when you do, you’ll be a paragon of humanity. Some might say you’re more important to the future of Earth than even the Four Horsemen.” 
 
    A paragon of humanity? Could he phrase it more magnanimously? Moreover, more important than the Four Horsemen? Who the hell talks like that? 
 
    “No pressure.” She gave a mocking smile and chuckled. Who does this guy think he is? 
 
    “A metric fuckton of pressure, no doubt. Now this is going to sound cold, but it was your mother’s time. She’d been suffering for a while, and, in a way, this was a mercy.” 
 
    Jessica shot to her feet, seething with rage. He knew nothing about her mother’s suffering, and less about when it should’ve been her time to go. 
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Allen, but I think that’s enough—” 
 
    “Sit down,” he said in a calm and soft tone, but it almost knocked her over. He put a gentle hand to her shoulder, and she found herself easing back into her chair. His very presence overpowered her in a way she’d only experienced from some of her best instructors at the Academy. This was no mortuary staff member. Intrigued by what this man might have to say, she conceded. Her back as straight as a steel beam, she listened. 
 
    “Fate, believe it or not, has a way of doing things. Call it God, or dumb luck, or the inner workings of the universe, I don’t really care, but there is a design. There’s a reason things play out the way they do, and it’s important you see it. You’re meant to succeed at the Academy. You’re meant to be a Peacemaker. And this is just another sign of that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t see how—”  
 
    “Your mother was your last true connection to life on Earth…to the life of a normal Human being. But you’re not a normal Human being Jessica; you’re meant to be so much more. The universe just severed your last connection to that life. It’s freed you, Jessica. Freed you to become who you’re meant to become.” 
 
    In a rush, she remembered how she knew this man. His voice, his face…he was the man who’d been with her father all those years ago when he’d left.  
 
    “Anyway, I gotta go. I have a lot more arrangements to make.” 
 
    The man turned and walked away. Jessica bolted to her feet and reached out after him. 
 
    “Wait!” she cried, but he kept moving deftly through the throng of people.  
 
    Ignoring their greetings and condolences, she ducked through the crowd to chase after him. He stood a few inches above most everyone, so it was easy to keep track of him. Somehow, it was impossible to catch him.  
 
    As the bald man passed Lemieux, he seemed to intentionally shoulder-check her ex-husband with a great deal of force. Lemieux’s red wine dumped all over his pristine white shirt. He cursed and turned to go after the bald man, but was held back by Hex. 
 
    “Jessica!” Maya said as Jessica flew past them. 
 
    “Maya, Hex,” she said. “It’s great to see you, but I can’t right now. Get rid of this guy and we’ll catch up later, okay?” 
 
    “Hey, Jessica,” Lemieux said. “If you catch up with Mr. Bull-in-a-China-shop, tell him he can buy me a new shirt!” 
 
    The bald man slipped out the front door, and Jessica followed as best she could without knocking people over. When she got to the door, she spotted a door closing on a black sedan at the end of the walkway. Before she could see inside, it sped away.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    A black, oblong shuttle descended with a rush of wind to the small rooftop shuttle pad. Bull kept his head down and his eyes squinted as the blast of wind passed. The shuttle settled, and a door opened in front of him. Jaus poked his head out. 
 
    “Did I tell you, or did I tell you?” Jaus said. “Like I said, Mo’Paka has connections to the shop that custom built our nemesis’ personal shuttles, so with all those credits you supplied, here’s one more.” 
 
    Bull eyeballed the shuttle with aggressive skepticism.  
 
    “Okay, well, it looks about right, and I’ll grant that it’ll fool the guard, but won’t it also need some codes or something for authentication?” 
 
    “Yeah, and that fine piece of lady bits Nikki has supplied them,” Jaus said. He backed away and waved Bull in. “I thought she’d told you.” 
 
    “No, she did not,” Bull said with clear enunciation. He shrugged and stepped inside. The door hissed closed behind him. 
 
    Bull popped the top of his thermos and sniffed the contents. 
 
    The scent of nutty, fresh-ground coffee wafted throughout the passenger compartment. Bull sipped at the hot, delicious liquid and let it warm him up from the inside. 
 
    “No Scotch and cigar today, Bull?” Jaus asked. The taller, thinner man was well-groomed. He’d trimmed his goatee and tied his long hair into a neat bun. The suit was bulkier than normal, but only because he had a layer of body armor underneath it. 
 
    “It’s game time; you know that,” Bull said. “Gotta be sharp when we unload the weapons and go to town on the unsuspecting enemy leadership. Plenty of time for a Scotch and cigar afterward.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me this is your version of nervous or hyped up.” 
 
    “Nervous? That’s funny. Though I will say, I’m a little uncomfortable leaving the guns in back. I’d prefer to have something handy.” 
 
    Jaus had explained they’d have to get through a checkpoint, and the only place he could reliably hide the weapons was in a compartment at the rear.  
 
    Not that I’m ever really unarmed. 
 
    “So now that it’s all kicking off, can you tell me what the plan is for the Goka? Poison gas in the tunnels, maybe? Nerve gas? Or maybe you made some contacts who helped you poison their food supply?” 
 
    “Is that all you think I do? Poison, nukes, and diseases?” 
 
    “Isn’t it? Aren’t you the Harbinger of Death? The WMD King? The War Crime Lord? All Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse rolled into one man?” 
 
    “That’s really how you see me?” Bull set his thermos down and locked his eyes onto Jaus. 
 
    “If the genocide fits, right? I know, I know. You do what you gotta do, right?” 
 
    The shuttle jostled a bit, and they shot glances up to the pilot’s compartment. They couldn’t see her, though, as the bulletproof screen was up. 
 
    “You’re correct on the second count…within some well-established boundaries. First part, not so much.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I thought the brilliant and deadly Bull had no limits. Isn’t that your schtick?” 
 
    “When it comes to legitimate military targets, yes,” Bull said. He retrieved his thermos and took another sip. “But I don’t go to anyone’s home planet and drop nukes or anything. I don’t lace CASPer paint with nanites that can deliver a cocktail of mankind’s worse plagues. That sort of thing doesn’t just hit mercs, it hits their support, their families—hell, it hits anyone else it comes into contact with.” 
 
    “That’s oddly specific.” 
 
    “You’ve heard the reports, right? About Earth just before the Merc Guild took over? Unclear who used the nukes, but nukes were used, and on Earth itself.” 
 
    Jaus shifted and rolled his shoulders. He took a sip from a water bottle. 
 
    “From what I hear,” Jaus said. Bull sensed a minute waver in his voice, the tiniest bit of doubt. “The real Four Horsemen have their own share of war crimes to answer for.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that, too. One side or the other is lying, and it’s all a matter of who we choose to believe. Or, I suppose, a matter of how much supporting information we collect in one direction or the other. But in the end, there’s a choice to be made.” 
 
    “Anyway, we’re getting off topic, Bull. What’s your Goka plan?” 
 
    Bull let the coffee burn his throat so he could finish it off with a big gulp. He watched as Jaus’ gaze flickered between Bull and the window. 
 
    He’s getting nervous, as well he should. 
 
    “That’s what it was all about, wasn’t it? Way back on the Marauder job? You disapproved of my methods.” 
 
    “Disapproved is putting it mildly, Bull. You were going to destroy the whole damn town. Aliens or not, that place was full of civilians. If you’d blown that dam, it would’ve flooded all those—” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. The populace evacuated when the Marauders retreated through there.” 
 
    “Bullshit, if you’ll pardon the expression. I saw the traffic jams, heard the distress calls…the pleas for help.” 
 
    “All just one of my standard elaborate ploys. I had Specter Team sweep it and verify everyone was out. We had to forcibly remove some lingerers, but it was confirmed empty. The rest was all smokescreen and pixie dust. Nikki engineered the comm, the vehicles we placed.” 
 
    “You could’ve let the rest of us know that.” 
 
    “Compartmentalization. I’ve always had trust issues.” 
 
    “Okay, well, what about the homes, the businesses? Even if you weren’t gonna kill the civilians, you robbed them of their homes and livelihood.” 
 
    Bull noted the fingers of Jaus’ free hand wiggled and tapped on his knee. His other hand was clenched tight around the water bottle so hard, the knuckles were white. 
 
    “To some degree, you got me there. But the town was the responsibility of the Dream Worlds Consortium, whom you might not have realized had contracted both sides of that engagement. Seems they do that sort of thing to keep a populace under their thumb. But either way, it was their job to take care of those civilians.” 
 
    “Well, you were gonna pull the trigger. And then there’s the matter of what you planned to do to the Xiq’tal.” 
 
    “That would’ve worked.” 
 
    “That’s exactly the problem, can’t you see that? Flooding the town and vaporizing the water?” 
 
    “Yeah, steamed crabs, what’s your point?” Bull felt his blood running hot. He fought to keep his muscles from tensing up. “But you thought it was a town full of civilians, that I was about to flood them and boil them. I’ll admit, had that been the plan, that would’ve been pretty fucked up.” 
 
    “It was fucked up either way, Bull. You were crossing a line I just couldn’t accept.” 
 
    Now Bull allowed himself to fill with rage. His chest heaved, and his fists clenched.  
 
    “So that’s why you killed Roland and Forrest?” 
 
    Jaus’ gaze stopped shifting. His eyes glazed over into a thousand-yard stare. His fingers noticeably softened and went limp.  
 
    “I…it didn’t…I was just trying to stop them from blowing the dam. I didn’t mean to…it just kind of happened, it…escalated.” 
 
    “Forrest was one of my best operators. My go-to guy for the crazier parts of my plans. Roland was one of the sharpest kids I ever took on. Gung ho and full of energy. Brilliant. Kind of like Archie, the woman I used in Mo’Paka’s challenge. I was going to give him his own team after that op, but you killed them just because you didn’t know all the details of my plan. I still owe you for that.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose it’s the little details that separate a devil from an angel. Op still went off all right, didn’t it?” 
 
    Bull huffed, and a corner of his mouth curled in a cynical smirk. 
 
    “Executed my alternate plan—a straight up shoot out. We still held a lot of cards, but Xiq’tal don’t die easy. We lost 11 more in the exchange. Good troopers I shouldn’t have lost.” 
 
    “You did it to yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, did I? Did I kill all those men?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jaus locked eyes with Bull and didn’t waver. “You keep all those plots and plans and contingencies of yours so close to the chest. You don’t share the details with others, and misunderstandings are bound to happen.” 
 
    Jaus relaxed. Bull noted that his gaze fixed on something out the window, just past Bull in Jaus’ line of sight. 
 
    “But I get it. You do what you gotta do. You come up with your brilliant schemes, your best laid plans and all that, to do what you gotta do.” 
 
    Jaus popped a compartment open just below the drink station. In a flash, he reached in, pulled out a GP-90, and trained it on Bull. 
 
    “And I got my own plans and my own contingencies to do what I gotta do.” 
 
    Bull didn’t flinch. 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Take over this city. You might have noticed the scar on Mo’Paka’s neck. My doing. I, uh, instead of fighting for an audience, I challenged him personally. Beat him in seconds, and gave him that scar to make sure he remembered. He’s effectively my bitch. I was content to run the Lowlands, those shitty little areas outside the arcologies. However, it seems you’ve presented me with an opportunity. Or I should say your Veetanho nemesis did. That’s right, this is all the doing of a Veetanho, Bull. She set a trap for you, and here you are, all caught up in it. Your teams are about to be intercepted and destroyed before they even enter the arcology. Goka are moving in now to finish off the Bandits. Your Lumar trucks won’t make it, either. You should be getting a frantic call from Jopo shortly.” 
 
    “I see. So your Veetanho master offered you the keys to the city in exchange for betraying me once again.” 
 
    “On final approach now, one minute out,” the driver announced over the intercom. 
 
    The shuttle decelerated, and everything shifted a little toward the front. Both men compensated with ease. Bull checked over his shoulder and saw a contingent of Goka troops waiting on the tarmac below.  
 
    “That’s right. Now, I’m sure you have your contingencies, but so does General Stavro. And I’ll bet—in fact I have bet—that hers are better. Anyway, here we are.” 
 
    Bull tipped the thermos back up and shook out the last few drops. Something rattled inside. He brought the thermos back down with a dramatic flourish. 
 
    “You didn’t check it.” 
 
    “What?” Jaus asked. Bull enjoyed the look of fear creeping into Jaus’ eyes. 
 
    “You didn’t check your weapon when you pulled it out. You always check a weapon that’s been out of your control. You’ve been out of the game too long.” 
 
    Jaus eyes flickered to the weapon as Bull lunged forward. Jaus jerked the trigger, and the weapon fired, but there was no projectile. A split second later, Bull’s titanium coffee thermos smashed into Jaus’ face before he could raise a defensive arm. Bull straddled the former operator and pounded the thermos into his face over and over again, like a jackhammer. He continued after Jaus’ nose had broken. He continued after he heard the cheekbones crack and saw teeth tumble out. He continued until Jaus stopped struggling. 
 
    Broken and bloody, Jaus gurgled and flopped about. There was no strength in his arms whatsoever. Bull presumed that meant his brain was misfiring. His right eye had disappeared into a pulpy mush, but his left fixated on Bull. 
 
    “Wha…?” Jaus repeated, though this time it was through a broken mouth and bubbles of blood in his throat. 
 
    “Seems your bitch didn’t like the arrangement. Made my own alternate plans with Mo’Paka while you were trying to fuck Nikki. Short version is your bitch supplied you with blanks. Like I said, you should’ve checked it.” 
 
    Bull popped the top off his bloodied thermos and dumped the last drops of his coffee and a full magazine into his hand. This one did not have blanks. After easing the weapon from Jaus’ grip, he swapped the magazines out. He grabbed Jaus’ collar and pulled the dying man’s ear close to his lips. 
 
    “And for the record, this is exactly according to my plan. Not even my contingencies, you worthless piece of shit. This part was always plan A.” 
 
    The shuttle settled against the tarmac. Bull reached across and jostled the handle to open the door. He placed the barrel of the GP-90 in Jaus’ mouth and squeezed the trigger. Brain and skull sprayed out through the opening and onto the asphalt. Bull heaved the corpse through the door and tossed it to the side.  
 
    He conjured the images of the troopers Jaus had killed into his mind. 
 
    Rest easy now, gentlemen. I’ve made things as right as I can. 
 
    With a deep sigh, he exhaled their spirits away. 
 
    He pinched the handle of the GP-90 delicately between two fingers and eased it through the door. In the most non-threatening way possible, he tossed the GP-90 onto the tarmac. With hands spread out, he stepped out of the shuttle. 
 
    Two dozen Goka swarmed around in two semi-circular ranks. The front rank had knives drawn, and the rear rank had laser rifles aimed. 
 
    Another Goka, with knives sheathed and pistol holstered, stood beside the ranks. It examined the dead Human. 
 
    “I interpret he won’t be getting his reward.” 
 
    Bull gave the corpse one last look, nodded, then looked back at the Bladestorm commander. 
 
    “Colonel Ch’Vez. Let’s have a talk, shall we?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Okay, here we go,” Nikki said. Through a mirror into the back section, Archie watched as Nikki sipped her cappuccino, set it aside, and nestled back into her chair.  
 
    Archie marveled at the way Nikki tapped on slates at each armrest with both hands, while also retreating in and out of her pinplants. Her eyes flickered around as if she was in REM sleep with her eyes open. Every second, Nikki’s gaze went from one slate to the other and then wandered off into space for half a second before repeating the sequence. 
 
    “Isn’t the point of pinplants so you don’t need a slate?” Archie asked. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s a lot easier to multitask if I can visualize what I’m doing on some things. Pinplants are great for five of the things I’m doing, but I like to see the other four on the screens.” 
 
    Archie opened her mouth to ask another question because she felt like she should. Not finding a question, she tried to think of a witty remark. That wasn’t forthcoming either, so she remained silent and refocused on flying the aerocar. One decent question emerged in her mind. 
 
    “Hey, something we never followed up on…did you ever break the encryption on that weird file from the info dump?” 
 
    “I did. It was pretty damn hard to crack, too, but there was nothing there. Huge waste of my time.” 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “Yeah, nothing. It was just a series of legal disclaimers the Information Guild attaches to each and every thing it’s ever distributed through open sources. They’ve always been unencrypted before. There’s absolutely no reason they should have encrypted it that I can determine.” 
 
    “What did Bull say? I assume you told him?” 
 
    “Yup. He said, and I quote, ‘sometimes, the journey is the destination.’” 
 
    “That’s totally something he would say. Oh, well.” 
 
    The two sat in silence for a couple minutes. Archie dug into her brain in search of a reason for the Information Guild contact to encrypt the legal disclaimers. No answer came to mind. 
 
     “Hercs are en route,” Nikki said. “Shell game commencing.” 
 
    Archie tried to focus on her own job, but she found herself fascinated by Nikki’s ability to multitask. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, it would have been pointless to use slates while accessing pinplants. However, since their entire deception revolved around routing the commands through a variety of stations, this setup increased the level of deception. Nikki commanded some of the vehicles through the pinplants, and some through each slate. Moreover, she alternated how each Herc aerotruck received the instructions.  
 
    Below, Mo’Paka’s Hercs, loaded with the company’s cargo, followed random patterns through the city. Some would wind up around the base of the arcology, some would head to the delivery bays a few hundred feet up, and a large number were decoys—empty trucks whose only purpose was to confound the enemy’s tracking solutions. 
 
    Archie presumed each was tagged in some way to identify its ultimate destination. She wished she could track their progress, but that would have required all the data be consolidated in one single place other than Nikki’s head. A consolidation like that would be self-defeating. If they could see it all combined, someone else could. 
 
    Nikki alone kept track of where each Herc was. She gave each one orders randomly from different locations to alter their routes. 
 
    The wait was infuriating. Every second that passed was an opportunity for everything to go wrong. 
 
    “Kingpin, Queen. Low Hercs approaching position. Standing by for the go order,” Nikki said.  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Kingpin, this is Queen. Standing by for a go call.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “He’s already on the ground, Nikki,” Archie said. “You should know that.” 
 
    “Shit, yeah, I see that. I lost track of him while I was directing the Hercs. How the hell is he supposed to make the call now?” 
 
    “You make it.” 
 
    “What? No, that’s Bull’s job. I don’t make these kinds of calls.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll make it.” The car bucked as Archie raced around a slow moving aerocar. “First, what’s the status of the High Hercs?” 
 
    “I’ve got them loitering at a standoff, but they’re ready to move in,” Nikki said. 
 
    “Then give the go order.” 
 
    “But Bull—” 
 
    “Wouldn’t want us to blow his chance just because we can’t talk to him,” Archie said. “He always says he shouldn’t be the single point of failure. Give the go call!” 
 
    Archie heard Nikki sigh and saw her rub her eyes. 
 
    “Now!” Archie said. 
 
    “Firebirds, Queen. Deploy!” Nikki said. “Shadow team’s starting their final approach.” 
 
    “No delays, Nikki,” Archie said. “As soon as they’re in position, send them in. On my authority, if that’s what you need, but you order them in. Timing is everything. Are the Slammer Teams on station?” 
 
    “I had to spread them wide to maintain the shell game, but I’m routing them back in now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vlasov noted that several of the aerotrucks had moved into place around the arcology. The identifier on each one had switched from Delivery to Firebird unit. Miraculously, his teams were strategically placed in close proximity to each one.  
 
    A message scrolled across the top of Vlasov’s HUD.  
 
    “Targets in position. Lumar are in the vehicles. Deploy and engage.” 
 
    Having anticipated this, he’d already assigned each truck to a specific squad. He didn’t have enough squads to match each truck. They would have to eliminate the closest targets in haste and move rapidly to the others. The trucks that were able to disembark unopposed would become major problems. 
 
    “Red Iron, move out!” Vlasov directed. “Targets are assigned, no delays! Neither fur nor feather!” 
 
    “To the devil!” all replied. 
 
    “Major Boyarsky,” Vlasov said to his second in command. He’d assigned Boyarsky the western half of the Red Iron forces. “You manage your side. Keep the men moving; we can’t delay at all on the unengaged targets.” 
 
    “Strike while the iron is hot, sir,” Boyarsky replied. Vlasov had never really liked the cliché, but his men seemed to, so he let it go. It applied well to their current circumstances. 
 
    He tapped the icon for the door, and it rolled upward. He led his squad out of the building and straight toward the truck, which was 200 meters away. The intel feed showed it had just parked on the other side of a low building.  
 
    “Alpha Squad—jets,” he said on his squad’s frequency. He fired his jump jets and arced over the intervening building. His troops remained tight on his heels. “Spread out, line abreast on the target.” 
 
    He took a chance the building would hold him, but still landed near the edge in the belief that it was the strongest part. Someone else tried to land on the roof, as well, but too close to the edge. It collapsed, and the CASPer tumbled to the bottom.  
 
    “Fortunatov strikes again,” Vlasov grumbled over the squad net. The others laughed. Grigori “Lucky” Fortunatov got a lot of grief for being Alpha’s clumsiest CASPer pilot. 
 
    The others set down on the ground beyond the building. They’d lined up to face the front of the aerotruck. To their amusement, a four-armed, bird-like Veetch, the driver, tumbled out of the cab and ran off in a panic. 
 
    “Ease around the sides and destroy anything that comes out of that truck.” 
 
    As ordered, the troopers edged up slowly on both sides. They approached the rear, and still saw no signs of activity. Not wanting to remain such a visible target, he fired his jets and hopped off the building.  
 
    “Ty che, blyad?” (“What the hell?”) Vlasov shouted, to the benefit of his men. “Pull back on the sides.” 
 
    He watched the furthest CASPers move backward until he was satisfied they wouldn’t hit each other. 
 
    “Sew them up!” 
 
    The CASPers unloaded MAC rounds and 2-MW lasers into the sides of the truck. The rounds bounced and chipped away at the thick metal sides of the aerotruck. The lasers scorched into the sides without burning through. It took a few long moments of sustained fire to punch through the sides, but once they were through, there was no chance anything inside would survive. 
 
    Disturbed by the absence of troops pouring out, Vlasov didn’t participate in the destruction of the truck. Fearing it was a ruse, he scanned the streets and flipped through the intel feeds for himself and the other squads. The others had a similar absence of action.  
 
    “Major,” he said on the line to Boyarsky, “what are you seeing on your side?” 
 
    “Tomatoes, Colonel,” Boyarsky replied.  
 
    “Tomatoes?” Vlasov said in agitated confusion. “What do you mean tomatoes?” 
 
    “I mean we blasted the first truck to hell, and it was filled with the squishy, bipolar vegetable fruits,” Boyarsky said. “Rotten ones, I might add. We’re moving to the second target now, blasting jets to get there.” 
 
    “Be quick, but cautious,” Vlasov said. He switched to his squad net. “Fortunatov, move up and look inside. Everyone else, cover him.” 
 
    He had a growing regret at having let the Veetch go. It had been comical at the time, but now it seemed like it might have been his only available resource to determining what had happened. He switched over to his command net.  
 
    “Did any squads capture the drivers?” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel, Juliet Squad has one,” answered Lieutenant Turgenov, his youngest officer, “and when we found the tomatoes, I asked him what the hell was going on.” 
 
    “You should have been moving to your next target, Lieutenant, but continue.” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel. He says he doesn’t know anything…that he’s just a normal driver, and he’s been receiving strange instructions to drive all over the place for the last two hours. I’m not getting much else out of him. Little four-armed birdman looks about to shake all his feathers off, but then he is looking at the pinnacle Human war machine.” 
 
    “Okay, hold onto him and move to your next target.” 
 
    “Boss, I’m looking inside the aerotruck,” Fortunatov said. “It’s tomatoes, sir. Nasty, rotten, burned up, and pulpy tomatoes. There’s no one inside.” 
 
    “Copy that, Lucky. It looks like we’re being set up, possibly by both sides. We need to figure out what the devil is happening here, men, and we need to figure it out now!” 
 
    Cursing to himself, he scanned the sky for any kind of clue. He spotted a drone that hovered 100 feet above them. With curiosity, he pulled up the intel feed on his position. He found a video feed of his squad coming from that very drone. He waved one of his mechanical arms at it. 
 
    “Hey, little robot fly, why don’t you find me some real shit?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A chill shot down Archie’s spine as she looked through the feed and spotted the familiar-looking machines stalking around one of the aerotrucks. 
 
    “Nikki, are you seeing this?” Archie asked. 
 
    “Uh…yeah,” Nikki said. Her voice trailed off, and Archie heard accelerated tapping on Nikki’s slates. “I have no information on these guys. I’m as surprised as you are.” 
 
    “Any clue who this is?” All told, it didn’t matter who it was. The issue was who they were fighting for. The only reasonable conclusion was that they were fighting for whoever had locked the Bandits up in the arcology.  
 
    “I’m zooming in, but they’re clearly Human CASPers,” Nikki said. “Nope, there’re no modifications or anything…definitely Human. Running some pictures through a database. It’ll take some time. While that’s percolating, I’m going to get back on the High Hercs.” 
 
    “How are they doing?” 
 
    “Took a bit to synchronize them, but the High Hercs are embarking now,” Nikki said.  
 
    “I think they’ll be slightly less surprised by these,” Archie said, “or at least all but one. And even that one is more an annoyance than a surprise. Anyway, not to test your multi-tasking skills, but how’s the hunt going?” 
 
    “I’ve identified three dozen sensor drones, plus a dozen gun drones,” Nikki said. “There’s no way in hell I’m hacking them, sorry. I never really expected it to work, but figured I’d try for form’s sake. I’ve been feeling them out for weeks now, and I can get through that first firewall, but if I go farther, I’ll have every Veetanho hacker—and there’s no telling how many they have—tracking me down. It’s like throwing chum in the shark-infested water you’re swimming in.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like something we want to do,” Archie said, “but you are tracking them, though?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, we got eyes on all the sensor and gun drones I’ve found so far,” Nikki said, “and I’m certain I’ll pick up a bunch more when the High Hercs go in. Which is right…about…now!” 
 
    “All right,” Archie said. “Let’s get you dropped off so I can go hunting. Still wish I had something better than this hunk of whatever, but as I’ve learned in my short time with Bull, beggars can’t be choosers.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Patches wondered if it was strange that he felt so comfortable. All told, he’d never exactly considered himself normal compared to anyone else he’d ever met—mercs, civilians, serial killers, or any other special interest group. Even when he took all that into account, he felt it was probably odd that he enjoyed being buried in the back of the aerotruck, bouncing around for hours. It was similar, in some way, to the sensory deprivation tanks he’d heard about somewhere, the sort scientists had used to study Human psychology. 
 
    Even decades ago when he was young and training to be a merc, riding in the back of a truck had been his favorite part. He freely admitted it was because he was inherently lazy and liked being able to sit and do nothing. There were always a few—if not all—who griped, but that was standard. Authorize a trooper 100 words, and they’d use one to say sir, five or six to list their demands, and the rest to complain. 
 
    But he’d never complained in the truck; he’d sat and let his mind wander. The one difference between then and now was that his mind didn’t wander. Though relaxed and comfortable, he ran through the plan and all its myriad contingencies in his head, over and over. He also found himself getting impatient, waiting for the op to kick off. He’d carried a nervous impatience since he’d learned the Bushido Bandits were in danger, and the impatience hadn’t let up since. Prior to that, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt impatience at anything. He hadn’t even felt impatient waiting for Bull to show up for the Regulator job. He knew it would take time for them to show, then develop a plan, so he’d spent his time learning what he could before they showed. 
 
    But it was different when his last living family member was threatened. 
 
    “One minute out.” 
 
    He braced himself, rolled his shoulders, and took a long, deep breath. The hum of the engines shifted, and he slammed against the forward wall as it decelerated. The engines quieted to a soft rumble, and he felt like all momentum had stopped, so he tucked his head down and hugged his knees tighter. 
 
    The back doors cranked open, and light flooded in above his head. 
 
    Shooting didn’t start immediately, which was a good sign. Loud chirping and hissing echoed through the cargo compartment. As he had his translator switched off to remain as quiet as possible, he couldn’t determine what they were saying. 
 
    He imagined it was along the lines of, “Where are all the Humans we’re supposed to kill?” 
 
    He chuckled to himself and stayed quiet. The rattle and screech of metal boxes told him they were unloading the cargo.  
 
    Well, they didn’t shoot it or just blow it up. So far, so good.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The aerocar settled onto the landing pad with a rumble and a low hum. The door struggled to lift open, weighed down as it was by Patches’ modifications.  
 
    “One last thing, Nikki!” Archie shouted over the whine of the engines. “Initiate China Shop!” 
 
    “You got it!” Nikki said. She ducked under the half-open door and hustled into their hotel. “I’m sending them in now. As soon as they’re on the ground, I’ll send you the go call and start the noise. You know your job!” 
 
    “And you know yours!” Archie shouted back. As soon as Nikki was clear, Archie fired up the thrusters and lifted back into the sky. The left door opened as well, and the aerocar took on the appearance of some kind of bird of prey rather than an aerodynamic wedge. Through her pinplants, Archie reorganized the target feed to determine the most efficient run around the arcology. 
 
    She angled toward the airways, keeping the speed slow. When the route was plotted, she armed the missiles on the doors. She yanked hard to the left, jammed power to the thrusters, and dove to commence the attack run. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Red Iron maintained tight vigilance while pairs of CASPers moved up to inspect the tomato-filled crates. One stood back with a MAC ready to obliterate anyone who came out, while another moved forward and stabbed into the tomatoes with its twin arm blades. 
 
    An alert message popped up on his display to inform him of more inbound aerotrucks. He tracked them on his intel feed, worked out where and when he would see them visually, and looked to the skies.  
 
    “All units, more containers inbound. Assume hostile. Hell, light them up when you see them!” 
 
    Unlike the first round, these containers landed beyond visual range of his squad. The same played out with his other squads around the outside of the arcology. 
 
    He flipped though the feeds to find video of the new aerotrucks. The simple rectangular shipping containers flew low along the streets a block or two away from his squad. As he watched the feed, the far side of the containers popped open and dropped. A dozen gorilla-looking aliens—K’kng—charged out a moment later and took up defensive positions. 
 
    “Find cover, men!” he shouted. “Engage all targets!” 
 
    The two CASPers who’d been moving into the open aerotruck backed away and reoriented to the sides. The rest of his unit fanned out in a line to prepare for the new arrivals. 
 
    “All units, the new aerotrucks are carrying K’kng units. Looks like the rat bitch warned us about the wrong aliens. But not to worry; aliens are aliens. We kill them just the same. Red Iron, attack!” 
 
    It bothered him a little that the K’kng hadn’t charged their lines. It was strange to drop into combat, only to hunker down and hold a line. Not unheard of, but not at all what he was expecting. K’kng in particular were usually employed as shock troops, as they could carry plenty of weaponry and armor without getting weighed down. They weren’t known for their tactics or patience, which was why they weren’t a mercenary race. 
 
    He maneuvered his CASPer sideways to get a better line on the K’kng troopers. He cleared the edge of a building where he should’ve been able to see them, but they’d gone to ground and taken cover. A moment earlier, he’d been expecting an assault, but instead they’d taken up defensive positions. He checked the feed from the overhead sensor drone. They’d dropped into a supply yard, which gave them a lot of cover. He panned the feed around and worked out the best assault route. 
 
    From the K’kng position, a laser rifle popped up, fired a burst, and disappeared. Sporadic fire spit back and forth between the two forces, to little avail. 
 
    “Lucky, Dmitri, and Adrian, hold here; maintain covering fire. Mikhail and Leonid, follow me. We’ll flank and flush these apes.” 
 
    He set a private channel for himself and the other two troopers in his detachment. 
 
    He bounded down a back alley one block removed from the K’kng’s position. Leading with his CASPer’s handheld laser rifle, he swept the open street on the far end and verified it was empty. His troopers filtered out behind him, covering all the angles, while he stalked toward the front corner of the building. Per the intel feed, the K’kng were focused on the fire from the other half of his squad. Three K’kng were hunched behind a stack of lumber, trading shots. There was a pair on their left behind a stack of pipes, and a pair on the right behind two stacks of bricks. Four more were even further back, setting up a five-megawatt laser cannon on top of a solid stack of composite steel beams. The entire compound was surrounded by a metal fence, but it might as well have been made of paper. It would give neither cover nor concealment to either side, and wouldn’t slow any of them down. 
 
    “Holster these rifles. On my count, we jump straight out down their side and close quickly. Flamers only at first, then shoot anything that charges. I’m sending you both the overhead feed with your positions marked. I’ll take the ones at the back, setting up the laser. Mikhail, you have the group at the front left. Leonid, you take the three to their front. We’ll call in the others and swarm the last two. Ready?” 
 
    They both answered with an affirmative. He twisted out from his cover and popped three K bombs into the yard at random. He tried to spread them evenly, but it was too quick to do well. As they exploded, he turned sideways, crouched, and leaned to his right. When he fired his jets, he stayed low and rocketed down the left flank of the K’kng positions. He fired a quick burst of flame as he passed the first two, then landed a few meters from the rear four and unloaded both flamers until they were empty. 
 
    He flipped his laser rifle back up and immediately fired. The closest two flailed about in misery, but they obscured the other two. With a few well-placed shots, the two flaming K’kng went down. The intel feed showed those two had backed away through the smoke. They were moving out the back through a section of scaffolding. He twisted, flipped out both arm blades, and broke into a run to meet them. 
 
    As he emerged from the back end of the yard, he jerked back as they unloaded ballistic rounds in his direction. Checking the feed, he found Mikhail and Leonid each grappling with a burning K’kng, while all the others backed out of the yard. He flipped his right arm blade back in and retrieved his laser rifle. His display showed two new K’kng appear from a building behind him. He spun and fired at them, then edged sideways, back toward his other troopers. Vlasov popped his laser shield up just as they fired back. 
 
    Through a camera feed, he saw Mikhail ram his arm blade into the fiery K’kng he was fighting. The blade crunched through the light armor and slid all the way into it. The beast gave one last punch against Mikhail’s CASPer and then slumped. Leonid had already killed the one he was fighting, but the other two at the front had fallen back with the others. He marched up to Vlasov’s side and fired a steady stream at one of the new K’kng. Both charged down the street, galloping on two legs and one arm, while firing with the other, but they didn’t charge at Vlasov and Leonid. They moved straight across the street to meet up with the other retreating K’kng. 
 
    He and Leonid riddled one with laser fire, but the other continued past. His feed showed him that his enemies had grouped up, rushed across the street, and into another building. 
 
    “First Squad, through the yard and forward! We’ll have to dig them out of the next building.” 
 
    He turned to watch the other detachment move forward. Movement caught his attention from behind Lucky’s detachment—back where the first aerotruck had landed. A swarm of cheap drones lifted off the roof. Before he could target them, five flew up to the sensor drone providing his feed. As they approached, they exploded. Shattered fragments of the sensor drone tumbled down. Dozens more of the little drones sped off in different directions. 
 
    The aerotruck also began to billow an obnoxious amount of smoke. A gray, obscuring mist fired out in every direction from the aerotruck and eliminated visibility all around it. Vlasov was a couple blocks from the aerotruck by now, right at the edge of the obscurant’s area of effect. A slight gust of wind would put it right over him. 
 
    He flipped through the feeds to discover similar swarms had launched from all the other aerotrucks. They hadn’t just been decoys, after all. Some of his squads had blasted away as the drones lifted off and shot down many with ease. However, most of his squads had been as focused on the K’kng as his squad. Thus, most of the new drone swarms had taken down the nearest sensor drones. More of the suicidal machines continued toward other targets. Vlasov switched through different intel feeds and cursed as they disappeared, one by one, into static. 
 
    Static also erupted over his comm channels. He tapped on the channel to his XO. 
 
    “Boyarsky, report.” 
 
    Static. He flipped through the channels to all the other squads and got the same result.  
 
    “First Squad, sound off! Anyone hear me?” 
 
    There was no response. He panned around to visually acquire the other members of his squad. Each had stopped moving and hunkered down. One by one, the CASPers turned to face him. He put up his CASPers left hand and waved it in a horizontal circle—the signal to rally up. 
 
    If he had to use old school hand signals to communicate tactical directions, things were going to be a lot more complicated. It would be even worse if the smoke drifted into them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Colonel Ke’aka flipped through the frequencies in a deliberate, methodical manner. Static had erupted on every single one. 
 
    “How are the laser comms?” she asked her communication specialist. 
 
    “Laser comms with the teams and with the coordinator are still active. We have lost laser comms with the Red Iron until the smoke passes, and we still have no communication with the Bladestorm.” 
 
    “Is it possible the Bladestorm inside were eliminated?” Colonel Ke’aka asked. 
 
    “Of course it is possible, Colonel, but there is no evidence of it.” 
 
    The colonel scanned the great spire, reaching up 10,000 feet into the sky. The base was fully obscured by a thick ring of smoke. 
 
    “Do we have a connection with the devices?” 
 
    “No, Colonel. As soon as the smoke clears, we will have the laser comm relays again. I estimate seven or eight minutes, based on the current wind patterns around the base.” 
 
    “Have we had any luck determining who the Red Iron is fighting?” 
 
    Colonel Ke’aka thought she knew the answer, but she knew better than to make assumptions. Using the feeds she had had available before the jamming began, she had concluded the K’kng forces were a delaying action. It was most likely that they were another diversion so the new aerotrucks could deliver the Human strike teams into the arcology, which was happening at that very moment. The gun drones were engaging some, but she expected most of the aerotrucks would successfully infiltrate the arcology. Perfect. 
 
    “Yes, Colonel. It is the K’kng crime syndicate, who should be working for our contact.” 
 
    “Do we have any word from our contact?” 
 
    “No, Colonel. He has not responded to any of our messages.”  
 
    She decided he was either dead, stupid, or a traitor. Perhaps all three. In any event, he had served his purpose, and they could track him down later. She looked at her intel specialist. 
 
    “Inform me as soon as you confirm that either the Human strike teams or the Lumar Firebirds are aboard those higher aerotrucks.” She connected to her team leaders through her pinplants and ordered them all to move forward to maintain contact with the Red Iron. 
 
    Colonel Ke’aka sent a priority message to the coordinator that updated her on all the new information. It also contained a request to detonate the devices as soon as they regained contact with them. 
 
    The request was denied. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The team had been referring to the armed drones as gun drones, but that was a misnomer. Each carried two top-mounted missiles as well as an underslung laser. Archie felt they should have named them weapon drones or something, but that was semantics, and she told herself to let it go. 
 
    The gun drones had become preoccupied with destroying the aerotrucks that had unloaded into the higher-level docking bays of the arcology. That made destroying them a little easier. However, the aerotrucks had a variety of purposes. Each one carried an independent jammer to help maintain the blackout on communications throughout the area. They also carried an obscurant to limit attempts at laser comms. Finally, they were the primary method of exfiltrating the Bandits. 
 
    Archie ripped back on the thrusters and threw out spoilers to slow the aerocar. She toggled a targeting reticle with her thumb until the white circle on her HUD turned into a red diamond. It was a cheap and simple targeting computer that Patches had rigged up, but it worked well enough. She jerked the trigger and fired a missile into the third gun drone she’d come to in her attack run. The gun drone juked to the side as the missile approached and spun about to shoot back at her. The missile, however, had a proximity fuse and a decent blast radius. 
 
    The missile exploded, and the gun drone was thrown sideways in response. For good measure, Archie lined up a much simpler gunsight on it. She dumped a few rounds into it from a MAC Patches had slung underneath the aerocar. The drone popped like a fly in a bug light and fell out of the sky. 
 
    She retracted the spoilers and pushed the thrusters back up to maximum continuous power.  
 
    Logic told her the drones would be a greater threat as they adapted to her tactics. As each one finished launching its missiles at the aerotrucks, they would presumably refocus their attention on her. Though experience told her not to savor the opportunity for more excitement, her youth and exuberance relished it, nonetheless.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Nikki switched from one feed to the next to confirm what she was seeing. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” she said. 
 
    “What?” Archie replied.  
 
    Nikki hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but she’d been too surprised by what she was seeing. 
 
    “CASPers just lit up our Low Hercs,” she said. She zoomed in on the feeds and recorded photos and videos of the battle suits. She compared the pictures to her intel files on the Bushido Bandits and ran a recognition algorithm.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” she said again, though softer. 
 
    “Our CASPers, or someone else?” 
 
    “Both,” Nikki said. “It’s obviously someone else—I’m running a recognition on the unit insignia—but those are the Bandits’ CASPers. Here, it’s coming in now. The insignia is a metallic red gauntlet formed into a fist…it belongs to a unit called the Red Iron. They’re listed as having been imprisoned on Karma when the Merc Guild moved on Human mercs. When Karma was retaken, they weren’t there anymore. It was assumed they got spaced.” 
 
    “Guess they cut a deal,” Archie said. 
 
    “Looks like it, the bastards,” Nikki said.  
 
    “Well, once Patches comes up comms, we’ll pass the info to him, see if he can do anything,” Archie said. 
 
    “I think he’ll be busy enough,” Nikki said. 
 
    “Okay, well, maybe I’ll head down there and see what I can do.” 
 
    “Could you drop me off first?” Nikki said, half-jokingly, then realized she was serious. 
 
    “Sure, let me find a spot,” Archie said. 
 
    A new message came through the relays, and Nikki smiled.  
 
    “Got word from Bull. Baron Stanley is green.” 
 
    “Awesome!” Archie said. “I wish we could relay that to Patches, but I’m sure he’ll figure it out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Patches heard the discharge of a laser pistol, followed by the smell of burnt tomatoes, and he developed a craving for Italian food. Through a tiny slit, he watched as more boxes were carried out of the truck.  
 
    The process had gone pretty slowly, as if the Goka were frustrated and confounded by the whole situation. They would take a few boxes out, shoot one, then stand around doing nothing for a few minutes. Then he’d hear some chittering, and the unloading would resume. 
 
    One of their radios cracked to life and unleashed a torrent of chirps and hisses. He focused in on that call and thought he heard what he was waiting for. 
 
    “Puh-chiss,” one of the Goka repeated. “Puh-chiss?” 
 
    Here goes nothing.  
 
    With a click, he reactivated his translator. He stood with his hands up in an attempt to be as non-threatening as possible. 
 
    “Patches!” he shouted. He formed one hand into a fist and jabbed his thumb toward himself. “That’s me, Patches.” 
 
    Laser pistols and knives flew up to the ready. A group of six Goka huddled around the back of the aerotruck and stared at him. He watched as they shuffled back and forth. By the way five of them twisted toward the one who remained focused on him, Patches determined that one to be the leader. 
 
    “Pah-chiss?” the lead Goka said. “Human sneaky bastard?” 
 
    Patches chuckled and relaxed. “Yup, that’s me.” 
 
    The lead Goka motioned with his pistol. 
 
    “We will not kill you,” he said. “Come out here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Is this how the Spartans felt at Thermopylae? 
 
    Brynn had collapsed to her knees a while back, yet still found the strength to hack and slash when Goka knives tried to sweep into their lines. Most of the other Bandits knelt as well. The shield-bearers in particular had fallen into positions where they could rest against the shields, using their body weight to hold them up. Pushtal rested on their haunches along the line, doing their part as well, but showing the same signs of fatigue. 
 
    Takamatsu and Dean, on the other hand, were tireless. They crouched, juked, and shifted their way along the line. Takamatsu managed to work his katana in and out of the gaps without injuring any of his neighbors. Dean worked his saber up and down the lines between shields with the occasional cut across the base. Goka limbs stacked up along the floor, and multicolored blood—a blend of Human, Pushtal, and Goka—oozed across the front. 
 
    Fighting apathy and desperation, Brynn reached out with prayers to any god who would listen that something would happen. Other than a savage instinct to keep slashing at any intrusion, there was nothing left inside her. With her body, she would fight until she no longer could. With her mind, she would simultaneously scream at the universe in anger and beg any higher power for salvation. 
 
    The stabs and slashes of knives backed away and stopped. The pressure on her Goka shell slacked off, and she almost stumbled. The Goka had pulled the maneuver a couple times to try to draw some of them out. They’d killed a few that way, but they hadn’t broken the line. Her gaze swept the line to see if anyone had fallen for it and found none. As elated as she could be at the tiny victory, she braced for the assault to resume. 
 
    This time the pressure stayed off longer than she felt comfortable with. A moment earlier, the noise of shells slamming together and blades clattering had dominated everything. Now, an eerie silence took over. She got a chilling feeling that the Goka were going to try something different, and she prayed they were ready for it.  
 
    “Steady, everyone, they’ll be back soon enough,” she shouted.  
 
    “She’s right, everyone, stay sharp!” Major Adams shouted.  
 
    “No, son, they’re not,” someone said on the other side of the shield wall, not that far away. She recognized the voice of the old, scrawny man who’d shown up a couple weeks prior. 
 
    “Make a damn hole!” Major Adams said. Everyone pushed, shoved, and wiggled as he made his way through the ranks. He tentatively pushed two of the Goka shell shields aside and peered out. 
 
    Patches stood wide-eyed in front of the line of Goka. He had his hands up and a worried expression on his face. He looked like he was afraid Major Adams wouldn’t believe it. She couldn’t believe it.  
 
    Of all the ways she’d imagined the so-called guardian angels would swoop in to rescue them, this hadn’t been one of them. She’d pictured well-equipped gunmen flooding in and blasting the Goka apart, or perhaps some kind of gas that only killed the Goka pouring into the room. The smoke would clear, the Goka would all be dead, and Patches and whoever else would stroll in like badasses and tell them it was all over. 
 
    In none of her rescue fantasies had she imagines Major Adams’ father would be standing amongst the Goka, acting as if they were suddenly his friends. By the way everyone around her held their breath, it seemed none of them had pictured it this way, either. Even the Pushtal gawked at the sight, eyes and jaws wide. 
 
    “Dad…what the fuck?” Major Adams said.  
 
    “We made a deal, Dean. We made a deal.” 
 
    Brynn saw Major Adams look up and down the Goka lines, then back at the remaining Bandits and Pushtal. 
 
    “How…” Dean Adams stood, looking as lost and confused as Brynn felt. 
 
    “I…we…look, it was the only way to guarantee you guys wouldn’t all be dead by the time we got in here. We made a deal with the Bladestorm. This fight is over.” 
 
    Dean looked back at the exhausted, bloodied remnants of the Bushido Bandits. Brynn looked at them as well. They cowered behind the Goka shells and shields and looked at him with a mix of desperation, fear, loathing, and hope. The Pushtal’s expressions were harder to gauge, but exhaustion was apparent among them as well. The major turned back to look at his father. 
 
    “What kind of deal?” 
 
    As the elder Adams began to explain, Brynn felt the thirst, soreness, aches, injuries, and exhaustion catch up with her all at once.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Colonel, we’ve lost contact with the Bladestorm,” Colonel Ke’aka’s assistant said. 
 
    “Everywhere?” Ke’aka replied. “I thought we reestablished the laser comms.” 
 
    “We did, Colonel but they missed their last check in, and now they have stopped responding. I am in contact with the Blevin police, but they have lost contact with the patrols who were shadowing the Bladestorm. We do not have eyes or ears on them. The most likely conclusion is they have been eliminated.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Ke’aka said. “Perhaps Bull’s teams are already inside. Do the Blevin have eyes on the devices?” 
 
    “No, Colonel. It seems they are losing contact with a lot of their patrols. The tunnels are holding, and their tanks haven’t been threatened, but it seems all their foot patrols are disappearing.” 
 
    “I see.” Ke’aka turned over the possibilities, options, and repercussions in her head. 
 
    “Shall we detonate the devices and eliminate them?” 
 
    “It is a tempting option, but I want to verify the Mushroom Farm’s teams are in there before we do it. They might have just used more K’kng. Until the Human special operations teams are accounted for, we hold our position and let others do the fighting. We do not detonate the arcology, and we do not unleash the Demise until all the Human forces are located.” 
 
    “Understood, Colonel.”  
 
    Colonel Ke’aka watched the video feeds of the Human merc unit Red Iron as they advanced on the K’kng forces. She switched to watch from the overhead feeds, but they did not respond. 
 
    “Colonel, they are attacking the drones somehow.” 
 
    “I see that,” Colonel Ke’aka said. Humans were infuriating. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Patches and Dean raced up the stairwell three steps at a time. Patches felt a twinge of pride. Dean had been literally knee-deep in a melee fight with the Goka for hours, yet he kept up with his old man with little sign of fatigue. Patches presumed Dean wasn’t going to let his dad know he was exhausted, but it was still impressive. 
 
    “Dad, I’m sorry I was a shit of a kid.” 
 
    Patches stumbled over a step and caught himself on the railing. He paused to collect himself and made eye contact with his son. 
 
    “You weren’t a shit of a kid, Bean,” Patches replied. “It’s my fault. I was a shit of a dad. I’m sorry I was gone so much.” 
 
    “No, that wasn’t the problem,” Dean said. “I mean, it was a part of the problem, a big part, but I didn’t do you any favors. With you gone, I should’ve appreciated you when you were around.” 
 
    “You did when you were younger.” 
 
    “Did I? As long as I can remember, I was always angry with you for being gone. That made me ruin the time we did have together. I remember all the times you were there, asking if I wanted to go outside to play catch, or go for a hike, or something, and like the little shit I was, I’d fight you and say no. It was like I was punishing you for being gone, and that wasn’t fair to you. You had to do what you had to do, and I’m sorry I couldn’t understand that. I’m sorry I was a lousy son when you were home. I harbored resentment against you that you didn’t deserve.” 
 
    “You were a kid, Dean,” Patches said. He resumed the climb, but slowed his pace so he wouldn’t gasp as much while talking. “You don’t have to apologize for anything.” 
 
    “Well, I am. Especially now that I know Mom wasn’t blowing smoke up my ass. I passed those stories on to my friends, and further back than I can really remember, they told me she was making stuff up about you. They got me believing you were really just some deadbeat loser who went off to do whatever deadbeats do. But you really were doing all those things she told me about, weren’t you?” 
 
    Patches blinked a lot and kept himself facing away from Dean so he wouldn’t see the tears building. 
 
    “I don’t really know what she told you, but probably. I was always honest with her about what I was doing. I spent a lot of time helping out…well the Intergalactic Haulers for starters, as well as this other thing I’m here with now. I always wanted to be home with you, but I guess I just felt more comfortable with them. What they did was right and incredible, and I needed to be a part of it as much as I could. It was miserable, trying to bounce back and forth between those two worlds. Not to mention, I spent almost half of that time in hyperspace transit back and forth.” 
 
    “I would never have understood if you’d told me that back then, but I get it now. That’s why things never worked out with Mia, Karla, Grace…all of them. That’s why I never gave you and Mom grandchildren. She really wanted grandchildren…” 
 
    Patches heard the waver in his son’s voice. He felt the tremble. When Patches spun about, he found Dean’s eyes red and his face wracked with pain. He reached out and grabbed his son in a tight hug. 
 
    “It’s all right, Dean,” Patches said. “It’s all right.” 
 
    “I should’ve been there!” he said. “All the times you were gone, yet somehow you’re the one who was with her when she died, not me! I’m the one who should’ve been with her. I’m the one who’d always been there before, when you weren’t. I’m so sorry, but I hated you even more for being with her when she died. I hated you because I felt so guilty that I wasn’t.” 
 
    “I know, son. I understand. She understood, and she forgave you.” Patches squeezed his son tight, the same as he had when he was a tiny little Bean. He calmed and visualized drawing all Dean’s pain into himself. “You know, she told me to make things right with you, but I guess I fucked that up, didn’t I? I ran off and became a scout for some distant merc unit. I hid. So we both got things to apologize for. But all I can think right now is, we’re both here. We’re both alive, which means as soon as we get out of here, we can apologize to each other all we want.” 
 
    Patches pushed himself back and grabbed Dean’s chin. 
 
    “On the other hand, a second ago you were all King Leonidas at Thermopylae, no-shit sword fighting Goka, and I’m pretty sure you were winning. What I witnessed when I found you was absolutely badass, and now you’re here crying like a pussy. You know what your mom would say if she saw you like this?” 
 
    Dean laughed and wiped the tears off his eyes. “Mostly what you just said, only she’d shout and swear more.” He wiped his nose, too. “Okay, let’s do what you gotta do. Which is what, anyway?” 
 
    Patches spun his pack around and unzipped it to show Dean the stack of flares inside. 
 
    “A couple more floors, and we’re back at the docking bays. I pop a few of these off, and they’ll cut the jammers to put us back in touch with everyone. Then we’ll coordinate our way out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Stavro looked out the window at the vast city below her. Of course, it was not really a window. That would make her too easy a target. She was actually behind several layers of steel and concrete, such that a sniper or even a drone would need to unload a great deal of ordnance before breaking through to her. Even that assumed they knew precisely where to target. Alternately, an enemy wishing to attack her could attempt to bring the entire building down. It was, after all, this exact Human who sometimes employed nuclear weapons to defeat his enemies. 
 
    She had plans for those possibilities, as well. 
 
    Leave nothing to chance. 
 
    It was that core philosophy that had brought her to this moment. The moment her enemy was being delivered to her. An enemy who had eluded her aunt for decades. An enemy who might be the key to accomplishing what the great General Peepo had failed to do. Though this Human would not be able to bring the Humans as a race under Veetanho control, many suspected this Human might be the key to accomplishing what the entire endeavor was meant to do in the long term. 
 
    If I can break this single Human, that could provide the solution to all our plans for humanity. 
 
    She received a message through her pinplants that the precious cargo would be delivered to her shortly. 
 
    Control your emotions; contain your glee. Do not act too superior, either. Humans like this grow more defiant the more defeated they feel. 
 
    With a low hiss, the door slid open. 
 
    “General Stavro, I present the Human who calls himself Bull,” Colonel Ch’Vez announced. “The leader of the planet’s insurgent group.” 
 
    Is that who you think he is? Moron. 
 
    “You have done your duty, Colonel. Remain here to guard him for me. I understand he is quite dangerous, even with the foam restraints.” 
 
    He gave another bow and moved behind the Human. The Goka drew two knives and straightened into something resembling a position of attention. She closed the doors with a command through her pinplants. The Human shifted to regard the Goka, which was awkward with his arms pinched in front of him by the foam. 
 
    Stavro, as she and all Veetanho were trained from birth to do, controlled all physical indications of her excitement. One of the great legends of the Veetanho spy community stood before her, imprisoned by her machinations. Considering the ease with which Stavro had captured him, she had trouble reconciling Seerna’s decades of failure. 
 
    It was easy to see where Vo had failed. For one thing, she had not been prepared to face him—not that that was ever an excuse for a Veetanho. That could be attributed to Seerna’s perplexing concealment of the Mushroom Farm’s full activities and capabilities from the other Veetanho, but it was still inexcusable. The primary reason for Vo’s failure had been incompetence. More Veetanho succumbed to that flaw than they let on. To think Vo had been outsmarted by the big, hairless brute in front of her was an embarrassment to her race. 
 
    “Nice to finally meet you,” the brute said. His arms were bound in a ball of the restraint foam Stavro favored for these types of things. Stavro was too smart as to presume the Human was incapacitated, but she reasoned he was well-enough restrained. If he tried anything, a few quick laser shots to his kneecaps would slow him down.  
 
    “Rather meager accommodations for one as important as you, is it not?” Bull asked.  
 
    Humans always need to make small talk—“bullshit,” as they said.  
 
    “I could have taken the offices of any of the city’s administrators on the next few floors up. However, I allow them to maintain the illusion they are still in charge and simply facilitating my operations. Moreover, some of them will still be alive and in charge when I depart, so I felt there was no reason to displace them so I could have a grander and more comfortable arrangement. Finally, as you know quite well, it is never a good idea to make oneself so visible.” 
 
    “All good points and a successful illusion, I’ll grant you. Even with Jaus leaking his little snippets to whet my appetite, I never sorted out who it was pulling the strings up here.” 
 
    Stavro felt a tingle of pride. She gestured toward a seat she had ordered specifically for him. “Please, you may have a seat.” 
 
    He gave a slight tilt of his head and dropped into the chair like an Oogar plopping itself onto the ground. Colonel Ch’Vez followed. 
 
    She received a report through her pinplants that the sensor and gun drones around the Zevak Arcology were being blown up by suicide drones and shot down by some jury-rigged aerocar. The aerotrucks had also dispensed an obscurant that was temporarily complicating the laser communications with the arcology. She found the effort amusing. Per her plan, the aerotrucks in the arcology had been disabled. The obscurant would not last long before the wind dispersed it. All told, she was glad the Humans had begun their operation in earnest.  
 
    Now it’s just a matter of time. 
 
    She controlled her desire to look outside and watch the action play out from a safe distance. With a thought, she silenced further updates so she could better focus on the task at hand. 
 
    “As he said,” the Human said with a motion toward the Goka, “you can call me Bull. And you are?” 
 
    “I am Coordinator Stavro.” 
 
    “Well met, Coordinator Stavro. I have to say, I would’ve thought you’d just have me killed and been done with it,” the brute said. 
 
    “Killing you would be the most logical action,” she said. “What does it tell you that I have not?” 
 
    “Could be a good number of reasons. Big, clever motherfuckers like you always want to gloat about how brilliant their plans are. I imagine you want to tell me this whole operation was a setup to ensnare me?” 
 
    His gaze wandered off her to the display of the city. He was doing his best to act unaffected by the situation. 
 
    “Obviously. Would you believe I was the mastermind behind all the operations against your company, your so-called ‘Mushroom Farm,’ over the years? To include your partners, the Intergalactic Haulers?” 
 
    He snorted and returned his attention to her. He surveyed her up and down, more so than when he’d first entered. 
 
    “Are you kidding? You’re far too young to have had anything to do with the original company.” 
 
    Stavro presumed he was feigning such knowledge, as no other race had the ability to discern the age of Veetanho. She had even heard tales of some ignorant Human mercs assuming Peepo was young the first time they met her. However, he was correct that she was somewhat young for a Veetanho coordinator. One of the details in his file alluded to training at a school that heralded itself as a purveyor of xenocentric martial arts. If they had trained him in Veetanho physiology well enough to discern her age, the school would need to be dealt with. She recorded it as an action item to follow up on after her success here. 
 
    “Now, the Haulers, yeah, I’ll accept that was you. In fact, I’ll venture to guess you replaced your predecessor precisely because she didn’t act against them. I’d narrowed who that was down to Seerna, Vo, and Peepo herself. But Peepo never got that directly involved until she took Earth, and Vo, as we both now know, was too stupid to have been the one. So Seerna, then. She was never just an assassin contract manager, was she?” 
 
    Stavro realized she had begun to bob her head around in a sort of nervous tick, and she stopped it. 
 
    Remember, he would not be where he is were he not cleverer than he looks. 
 
    “Let’s return to the current situation,” she said. 
 
    “Seerna, like I said. I appreciate the confirmation. Even if y’all had her killed or something for failing to take me down.” 
 
    Maintain control of the conversation. 
 
    “By now you know I entrapped the Bushido Bandits, as I knew your connection to the Human Eric Adams, whom you call Patches, and I therefore knew you would show up to rescue them. I had to make it a large enough operation to necessitate your entire company, the whole Mushroom Farm, as you call it.” 
 
    “That became apparent over time, yes,” Bull said.  
 
    “As you must have realized, I have become quite the student of your methodology and your past operations. I have amassed quite an extensive file on you, just as I did on the Intergalactic Haulers.” 
 
    “You mean Seerna amassed the files.” 
 
    She focused harder on maintaining her composure and not giving anything away through body language.  
 
    “I have become intimately familiar with your methods of doing business. As such, I know that you have two modes of operation. You can either go Scorched Earth, as you Humans call it—” 
 
    “My friends call that my ‘Bull in a China shop’ approach, yes.” 
 
    He interrupts to elicit an emotional response. A waste of breath. 
 
    “—or you can enact intricate, clandestine plans that usually mirror some historic Human military rescue.” 
 
    “Okay, you got me there. I am pretty predictable, aren’t I?” 
 
    “All Humans are. I would not take it personally, as your kind say,” she said. “I will admit, in this current case, the resemblance of your current operations to the famed Human Entebbe rescue are remarkably unsubstantial.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. His attention returned to the window, and he rolled his shoulders around to relax a little more. It was exactly the sign she had been looking for. Once a Human became comfortable in a conversation, they could be made to reveal anything. 
 
    “You’re telling me. Do you have any idea how hard it is to keep shoehorning what I want to do into some kind of historical context? It’s exhausting. I almost gave up on this one.” 
 
    “Yes, that frustration was evident in your planning. You released your decoy vehicles in a way that made me expose my first reserve force.” 
 
    “Your first what?” His head snapped to regard her again. 
 
    She smiled on the inside. 
 
    “My first reserve force. Vlasov’s Red Iron…one of the Human units captured when we took Karma, delivered here to suit my purposes.” 
 
    “Well, that sucks for them; they might’ve been freed by now.” 
 
    “Quite. However, being unaware of the situation, I persuaded them to fight for me on the understanding they would be fighting your Lumar friend—Jopo and his Firebirds, correct? They arrived in the Soprano Waste Management shipment, correct?” 
 
    “Did you get all your intel from Jaus?” 
 
    “It wasn’t hard to discern once I sorted out the diversionary nature of the Ace Tomato Company shipment. Another of your major tells. Every company comes from some obscure historical Earth entertainment reference, does it not? A simple algorithm that runs company names by Earth’s records makes you somewhat easy to track down.” 
 
    His shoulders slumped.  
 
    “Vanity and lack of imagination, really. I knew it would bite me someday.” 
 
    “Do not downplay your genius; you’re still quite good at this game. Not as good as me, of course, but you are only Human.” 
 
    “I appreciate you saying as much. Do you mind if I ask why we’re talking? You said it would be logical to kill me, yet you still haven’t. May I be naive enough to think you might tell me?” 
 
    “That is what your villains would do in your Human spy dramas, is it not? Explain their nefarious plans so that when the hero breaks free—which he always does—he can thwart them?” 
 
    “Again, a solid argument for simply killing me and getting it over with.” 
 
    “I will play along. The thing is, I had hoped to have this conversation with you after I captured the bulk of your special operations teams. You know, the ones who arrived with the Firebirds. The ones who entered the arcology through your second round of Hercs, as you couldn’t help but call them, and who were immediately attacked and captured by my Goka.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    Bull responded too quickly, and with no hint of shock or dismay. Stavro reeled for a moment, knowing that meant she was missing something. She retreated into her pinplants and discovered that all reports from the arcology had ceased. An urgent message she had ignored while having her conversation revealed all communications from the arcology had been jammed. As yet, the laser communication had not reconnected through the obscurants. 
 
    “Clever, you’ve jammed the signals coming from the arcology. As laser comms are much more difficult to jam, and I am not receiving reports by those means, either, that means your teams have somehow defeated the Bladestorm and have likely already rescued the few remnants of the Bushido Bandits, assuming there were any. They were almost snuffed out when you arrived, so I doubt your teams have located any survivors. Better yet, now that I know your teams are in the arcology, and all your assets are contained therein, I suppose I can use one of your Human expressions. Checkmate.” 
 
    “Not quite.” 
 
    She’d anticipated the response. Humans never conceded defeat, usually because they were too stupid to see it, or because they were too stubborn to accept it. This Human would be the latter. 
 
    “Excuse me. Do not think your jamming will prevent me from detonating the nuclear devices we’ve placed in the arcology. Just your sort of thing, right? I have already ensured Humans will carry the blame for it. At a word, and through the laser communications I just mentioned, the entire structure will be obliterated. But I do not wish to do that.” 
 
    Colonel Ch’Vez shifted a little and switched his attention from Bull to her. 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “Because, Mr. Bull, of the nebulous company referred to as the Mushroom Farm—” 
 
    “You caught that, did you?” Bull smiled, and his chest swelled in a Human sign of pride. 
 
    “Yes, of course. Mr. Bull—” 
 
    “Just Bull is fine.” 
 
    The interruptions are a Human psychological defense that indicates they are running out of ideas. 
 
    “Bull, then. Bull…it is my intention to recruit you to join me in a very important purpose.” 
 
    Bull sighed. His shoulders slumped, and his head tilted down. Stavro allowed him to remain silent to contemplate her offer. Naturally he would reject it out of principle at this stage, but this was just one step in the process. He looked out the window again.  
 
    “Do you promise everyone inside the arcology will remain unharmed?” 
 
    Capitulation this easily is suspicious. He has more teams inbound to assault this location. Perhaps all his teams. They will fail, of course, but they will complicate things.  
 
    “I can make no assurances until communications are restored, and I receive reports from inside. I need confirmation that your forces are contained and accounted for.” 
 
    “Colonel Ch’Vez,” Bull said while craning his head to see the Goka, “do you have any opinion on whether she’ll blow the arcology?” 
 
    It occurred to her that if he still had teams inbound, that did not explain why he was here in front of her. Though his delivery to her would have revealed her location to whatever other teams he had in reserve, he was still vulnerable, which meant he had come to her under the belief he was not vulnerable. Some Humans sacrificed themselves in the mistaken belief the sacrifice would mean something. She did not think Bull was one of those foolish Humans. 
 
    “I realize there is another aspect to this I must address,” Stavro said. “You think you still have options. Let me ask something I should have started with. What was your plan here?” 
 
    “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “What was your plan when you got into the mockup of my aerocar with the other Human to come here? I know you killed him, which means you did not plan to use him in a plot to assassinate me.” 
 
    “I did…it’s just that we got into an argument about whether the Paladins should have traded away Kabukuru, Jr. after last season. As a good southern boy, I wasn’t really loyal to the Paladins. Jaus felt that—” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    “I’m just saying, we get pretty heated about our football, and—” 
 
    “Stop. It is clear that you always intended to execute him, which means the plan he conveyed to me was never your true intention. That means your primary plan was to utilize the Lumar who have infiltrated my security forces as a means of striking at me directly. Which I, of course, anticipated. That is why their communication collars are also compliance collars. Here, I will demonstrate.” 
 
    She flipped a slate around and set it on a stand so Bull could see it. In the display were the two Lumar guards who stood outside her door.  
 
    “If I were the villain in one of your Human spy stories, I would bring out a big red button to push. I must apologize. Since I use pinplants, there is no button. I merely think the command.” 
 
    The Lumar on the screen spasmed and jerked about. Each put two of their hands up to the sides of their heads. The other two arms flailed about as if searching for something to grab onto. One lost its balance and collapsed forward; the other stumbled backward and slammed against the wall. A great thump sounded against the wall in the office, and Bull snapped his head to look at it. 
 
    Hatred burned in his eyes when his attention returned to her. 
 
    “You’d torture your own damn guards in the paranoid belief they might turn against you?” 
 
    She reveled in having elicited an emotional response from him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    One Veetanho led the way, followed by the one Okeo deemed the leader of the group. Two columns of four heavily-armed Veetanho lined the sides. In the middle was Zatohachi, now carried by the first Lumar they’d encountered. The Lumar’s lower arms were wrapped around Zatohachi’s thighs, and the upper two arms held Zatohachi’s arms out wide. Another pair of Veetanho brought up the rear. In a casual manner, the two alternated rearguard as the group moved. 
 
    Okeo followed the contingent into the bowels of a massive structure. Though she’d never been on the planet before, during the trip, she’d discerned that the city was comprised of a multitude of the giant buildings. Each one looked large enough to be its own small city. 
 
    She’d wondered if they would go up to where Seerna would undoubtedly have her headquarters located, or down to an area where they kept prisoners. When they’d arrived in an expansive, high-ceilinged entryway to the arcology, the leader of Zatohachi’s cohort paused. Okeo reasoned she was communicating with the coordinator.  
 
    At length, the Veetanho addressed the group.  
 
    “We’re moving up to level 268, where we will put him in a holding cell until Coordinator Stavro decides to have him interviewed.” 
 
    Coordinator Stavro? What of Seerna? 
 
    The Veetanho nodded to the one in front, who led them to an area with rows of lifts. Though the lifts weren’t labeled, the group was deliberate in their choice of lift. 
 
    Tight inside her quintessence, Okeo threaded her way between the Veetanho guards and leapt onto Zatohachi’s shoulders just before they boarded. Zatohachi gave a slight jerk as she landed on him, and she feared the Lumar or one of the Veetanho might notice. One Veetanho turned her head to regard him, but said nothing, and looked away after a few seconds. The Lumar remained frozen with his eyes fixed forward. 
 
    The troops were well-trained. Okeo noted that they didn’t relax while on the lift, and the two rearguard Veetanho trained their attention on the ceiling for the entire trip. 
 
    The numbers were in a language Okeo didn’t recognize, but she tried to work out the symbols as they ascended. 
 
    Three minutes later, they emerged into a narrow, poorly-lit hallway. Veetanho preferred to dwell in minimal lighting, which suited Okeo just fine. An open area led to a long hallway lined with metal doors. At the far end, two Lumar guards stood in front of a door. She felt the slightest tingle in her bones, and her eyes went wide in fear. She hopped away from Zatohachi’s shoulders with a plan to slink backward and follow them from a distance. 
 
    It was prudence, not fear, that kept her wary of walking into a trap. If Seerna had one of the devices that could trap her, Zatohachi was in no position to escape his predicament and disarm it.  
 
    She judged the door at the end of the hallway to be Seerna’s office. It was a guess, but she decided she had no time for proper reconnaissance, and might even be running short on time to act.  
 
    Lumar could soak up a lot of weapons fire before going down. If she attacked its head, she could force it to spin around so Zatohachi would be protected from the Veetanho firepower. The Lumar would die, Zatohachi would be released, and she could wreak havoc among the guards. Their attention diverted to locating her, Zatohachi would then have free rein to join in.  
 
    It was the most rash and spontaneous plan she’d ever enacted, but she saw no other way to guarantee she could act before Seerna could deploy a device against her. 
 
    She slunk low and stalked as fast as she could without making a sound. At an increasing pace, she closed on the Lumar from his back left. One meter away, she braced herself and prepared to leap all the way up to the hulking beast’s head. As she prepared to pounce, the Lumar convulsed and let out a great roar of agony. 
 
    Okeo stopped and glanced down the hallway. Another ten meters down, the Lumar guards at the office door shook about and moaned as well. 
 
    “Okeo.” 
 
    Zatohachi fell free, rolled diagonally forward, and popped up behind the last Veetanho on the right. It was basically as she had planned, but without her having to do anything. Without hesitation, she instead vaulted straight onto the last Veetanho on the left. Whatever was affecting the Lumar hadn’t affected them in the slightest, though they all seemed caught off guard by the situation.  
 
    Zatohachi’s Veetanho squatted, tightened its needler rifle against its chest, and pivoted. In that space of time, Zatohachi had swept his hand along its belt, found a knife, and hamstrung it. As it collapsed, Zatohachi found the groove between its helmet and the armored stock around its neck and buried the blade in its skull.  
 
    Okeo was already armed, and therefore much more efficient. She landed on her Veetanho’s shoulders, put a hand on its helmet for balance, and swept her blade in front. The Veetanho made a sweet sucking noise as she slid the knife into its esophagus. So precise was the strike that the blade released with little pressure. Shifting her feet to the dead rodent’s shoulder, she launched herself at the next in line. 
 
    “Eyes,” Zatohachi said. She closed hers and landed on her target by feel. It took her another half second to find a good spot to drive her blade in. As she did so, she heard a loud pop, and even with her eyes closed, she knew there was a flash of light. Zatohachi had exploded one of the glitter bombs he carried in his empty eye sockets. The light itself would be less effective against the Veetanho’s goggled eyes, but the glittery dust would coat their goggles and cloud their vision.  
 
    She landed on the third. While eviscerating it, she found Zatohachi had circled back around behind the Lumar. One of his eye sockets was empty, while the other still held another of the obsidian balls. What he was doing, she could only guess, so she let the matter go and focused on the third Veetanho. The three on the left twisted in her direction and aimed their weapons. That meant they’d discerned what was going on and decided to do something about it. She grumbled at their alarming disregard for their fellow as she flipped and maneuvered behind him. 
 
    The Veetanho guard she’d been about to kill was instead shredded by needles to the chest, a laser blast to the face, and ballistic slugs to the legs. The latter missed her by millimeters as she landed and hopped toward the last guard on her side. By the time she got there, the guard had spun about and braced to receive her. Unfortunately for the Veetanho, it had no idea where Okeo was. She drew a second knife. One at a time, she alternated stabbing each blade into it at a downward angle. In this manner, she climbed straight up the worthless vermin until she found a gap in its armor at the armpit, through which she drove a knife into its pathetic little heart. 
 
    On the other side of the hallway, she saw one of the Veetanho fly with tremendous force into another. The two smacked together with a crunch. Their weapons scattered to the floor, and both collapsed, boots-over-goggles, backward into the hallway.  
 
    A Lumar charged that rank in a rage. It retrieved the two newly-broken bodies and slammed them together on the front-most Veetanho. All three were now cracked and crumpled. Behind it, Zatohachi tossed the Lumar’s collar aside and followed. 
 
    The leader of the group had staggered backward a few meters. She fired her needler rifle, sweeping left, right, up, and down in a random pattern. One of the needles clipped Okeo’s left arm as she moved behind the dying Veetanho she’d just raked. 
 
    The Lumar thundered forward, disregarding the large number of needles it absorbed. The Veetanho leader released its needler rifle onto its sling and pulled a grenade from its vest. Before it could pull the pin, the Lumar grabbed both of its arms with two of its own. With a deep, angry scream, the Lumar pulled until the Veetanho’s arms popped free with a splatter of blood and gobbets of flesh.  
 
    Metal doors slammed open in a cacophony of screeches and clangs. Heads poked out as more Veetanho troops attempted to gauge the situation.  
 
    Zatohachi pulled his cane sword from the dead, armless body of the former leader and sprinted to the office door.  
 
    Grenades of various kinds tumbled into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sounds of gunfire and explosions echoed through the room. The noises gave Bull hope. He’d feared the Veetanho coordinator (whom he’d thought would be Seerna) might’ve caught on to Jopo’s subtle infiltration and conversion of the Lumar security forces, but the fighting in the corridor outside meant his old four-armed friend hadn’t succumbed to whatever the Veetanho had done to him. 
 
    “You sent an assassin as well?” Stavro asked. 
 
    Assassin? 
 
    The question caught Bull off guard, and he almost dropped his poker face for a second time. Even so, a delayed response would be a giveaway to the coordinator.  
 
    “Can never have too many contingencies, can you?” 
 
    Stavro flipped a pistol up in a flash, trained on Bull. It wasn’t the first time he’d stared down the barrel of something, not by long shot, but he’d never become comfortable with the situation. Being in that position, a single trigger pull away from death, was a strong indication of poor planning. Poor planning bothered him more than anything else in the universe. Bull stared down the barrel and came to terms with the fact that maybe he’d rushed the operation.  
 
    “This is your last chance, Bull,” she said. “Tell me where your other teams and the Firebirds are. Are all my security forces members of the Firebirds? The only one I ever identified was their leader, Jopo.” 
 
    Bull let out a slow breath and dropped his eyes. The coordinator was clearly feeling a time pinch, so Bull would speak in as slow and grandiloquent a manner as he could muster. 
 
    “For one thing, I would like to say I am impressed that you did, in fact, identify Jopo. By my nature, I would like to maintain the façade as long as possible, but I have decided I will not insult your intelligence on this subject. I went forward with that part of the plan on the assumption that all Lumar look the same to you.” 
 
    A blast of laser fire scorched his left kneecap. He registered the shot visually for half a moment before the searing, mind-numbing pain shot up his leg and grabbed hold of his brain. His vision tunneled for a moment, and a pulsating whine blocked out his hearing. Bull summoned every ounce of anger in his soul and pushed it all away. 
 
    Stavro trained the laser pistol on his other knee. 
 
    “There is no time for your bullshit, as you Humans say. Tell me where your teams are.” 
 
    Bull gritted his teeth and tensed every muscle to hold the pain at bay.  
 
    “Scattered around the galaxy.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I never called them in.” He sucked in a breath and grunted. “Knew this was a goddamn trap, like you set for Snowman with the Anzacs. I do appreciate you keeping the Bandits alive for this one. Anyway, I wasn’t going to risk any of my teams in what I knew was a trap. So I brought myself, a handful of others, and that’s it.” 
 
    “That’s absurd. How could you possibly hope to affect a recovery without your teams? What of the Firebirds?” 
 
    Another explosion sounded in the hallway outside, closer than some of the others. The sounds of gunfire had become sporadic, but they were still persistent. 
 
    “Just Jopo. Seems your Lumar guards were just that damn easy to turn. He’s become something of a legend among his kind, but you’re also a miserable creature to work for.” 
 
    “That is impossible! You could not have hoped to conduct a rescue with a single Lumar, a handful of Humans, and what? A K’kng crime syndicate? There is no way you could hope to defeat a Veetanho coordinator, even Seerna, with such a pathetic array of forces. The only merc units here are under my control! The Red Iron, the Bladestorm—” 
 
    “Are you entirely sure about that?” 
 
    Her head twisted to regard Colonel Ch’Vez while her free hand flew into a desk drawer. With a loud, angry grunt, Bull slammed his foamed hands onto the desk and pushed himself up onto his good leg. When the Veetanho raised a hypervelocity pistol—the sort of weapon that could crack a Goka’s shell—Bull had placed himself in front of her shot. She gave another pulse of the laser pistol into his good knee, and he collapsed. Colonel Ch’Vez grabbed ahold of him and held him up. 
 
    “Colonel, what did he say to you to make you turn?” 
 
    “A lot of things, Coordinator. You somehow concealed from me that the Merc Guild had suspended all contracts. You hid the fact that you hired the Pushtal in the first place to create a reason to contract the Bushido Bandits. You hid the fact that eliminating the other involved units was always part of the plan. You also forgot that when you told us to install the devices in the center of the arcology, I had assurances we would remain in the boundaries, where we could easily exfiltrate if necessary. Yet you just ordered my forces further into the structure. All this was fine enough when we were part of a simple plan you kept us appraised of, but you have hidden quite a bit from me, have you not? I expected as much from a Veetanho, but I also expected you would honor our contract. I no longer have that faith.” 
 
    Stavro chuckled. 
 
    “You are very clever, both of you. Unfortunately, you are no longer of use to me. Bull, it is clear you will never see reason. Colonel, you are correct. It would be a complication if either the Bushido Bandits or the Bladestorm were to come out of that arcology alive. Even your team here, Colonel, is about to experience a nerve gas with proven effectiveness against your kind. ‘Bug spray,’ if you will. I thought you, Bull, would appreciate that. It is your sort of thing, isn’t it? Either way, farewell to both of you.” 
 
    She aimed the hypervelocity pistol at Bull’s chest. 
 
    I really screwed this one up. Maybe I should have brought the teams in on this.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Vlasov eased out of cover and raised his MAC targeting reticle to the base of a window. He estimated a foot lower and fired the round through the wall. A roar and a flash of gunfire from the window told him he’d hit his target. He shifted back into cover just as figures popped up in some of the other windows and unleashed streams of high-caliber machine gun fire. Large pieces chipped out of the corner he hid behind. 
 
    “Top left window secured. Dmitri, how’s the roof look?” Vlasov asked. It was wonderful having the comms back. He’d been slow and tentative while they were down, which bugged him, as he knew that was exactly what the enemy wanted. When the jamming had lifted and the other squads checked in, he learned all the others had remained similarly cautious—except for Turgenov. His youngest lieutenant had charged ahead with the exuberance and stupidity of an inexperienced officer. He’d crushed the opposition he faced, but lost three of his six CASPers doing so. 
 
    Each of his six-CASPer squads had to cover a 300-meter segment on the circumference of the arcology. Every lost CASPer meant they were spread that much thinner. By design, the Red Iron had no reserve. He knew some other entity was acting as the reserve, and he also knew that whoever it was would be just as much a check on his unit as any opposition trying to break out of the arcology. 
 
    “Roof looks clear, Colonel,” Dmitri said.  
 
    “All right, then. Mikhail, Leonid, and Fortunatov, are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready, boss,” Mikhail answered. 
 
    “Okay, then, on my count—” 
 
    A new channel, devoid of any identification information, popped up on his comm menu. It activated itself as his transmission selection. 
 
    “Colonel Andrey Vlasov, commander of the Red Iron. Do you have a minute to chat, tovarisch?” some woman said. She had a young and cheery radio voice. 
 
    The accent was too American for him to have any hope of conversing with this woman in Russian, whoever it was. He wondered for a moment how she’d connected a private line directly to him, but decided it was irrelevant. 
 
    “I’m somewhat busy right now, Miss…?” 
 
    “Call me Angel. I’ll start off by saying this is a secure, private line, but I’ll understand if you don’t trust that.” 
 
    He reselected his squad frequency. “Alpha Squad, hold up. Keep covering your positions.” 
 
    The woman, Angel, kept talking. Out of curiosity, he tried to deselect her frequency while she spoke. He couldn’t. “For my part, I’ll lay it all out there for you. I’m part of a group trying to rescue a trapped Human merc company from this arcology. I imagine you’ve been convinced, one way or another, to work for those who trapped them. May I ask if you realize you’re working for the Veetanho?” 
 
    A knot grew in his stomach. He knew he’d made a deal with the devil, but he hadn’t had the freedom to determine why. 
 
    “A job is a job, and they pay well. If you’ll excuse me, I must get back to that job.” He tried to shut off his comm monitoring. He could shut off every other frequency except hers. He turned them back on. “I must admit confusion. Where is the profit in rescuing merc companies?” 
 
    Angel chuckled. He developed a picture of the woman in his mind. Until he met her, he could make her look like anything he desired. “Surely you’ve heard of the Intergalactic Haulers?” 
 
    “Boss, is everything okay?” Dmitri asked. “We’re ready to go.” 
 
    “Stay in cover and stand by, Alpha Squad,” he said. Back on the unknown frequency, he said, “I’ve heard rumors of the Haulers. Valkyrie…guardian angels or some nonsense. I’d also heard rumors they’d been destroyed by the Merc Guild.” He almost said, before we were captured, but he left that out. “I think they were always just fairy tales. There was never such a thing.” 
 
    He leaned out again and scanned the building. Shadows shifted about here and there. The K’kng inside were moving about, obviously planning something. He feared he was running out of time to storm the building and eradicate them. On the other hand, it had become hard to focus on the tactics of assaulting a building. 
 
    “I thought you might say that, but I assure you, we’re real,” Angel said. “Let me try a different course. Fuck!” In the background static of the transmission, he thought he heard an explosion. 
 
    Now Vlasov laughed. “Is that an offer? I must say it’s tempting by the sound of your voice, but—” 
 
    “No! I’m just…never mind.” 
 
    He had a realization that he was also hearing the roar of engines and a slight rush of wind through the frequency. She was flying up above somewhere. 
 
    “Are you the one who’s been taking out my eyes?” 
 
    A message appeared on his command net.  
 
    <Continue the assault. Eliminate opposition immediately.> 
 
    The knot in his stomach twisted tighter. The devil wouldn’t tolerate delays on his part while he carried on a discussion, whether they knew about it or not. 
 
    “I’m taking out your master’s eyes. Did you know the Veetanho, under the guise of the Merc Guild, invaded and captured Earth?” 
 
    All his muscles tensed in anger, and tears welled up in his eyes. He had not heard that. The Red Iron had suffered company-wide CASPer failures and had been captured on their last assignment. The first time he’d gotten any sense of where they were was when he’d made his agreement with the Veetanho general. They’d had no GalNet access, and therefore had no knowledge of the goings on in the Galactic Union. The only thing he knew for sure was that he had one and only one way to keep his men alive. By fighting for the rat bitch. 
 
    He tapped his comm screen. “Alpha Squad, is everyone still ready? It’s time to take the target.” 
 
    They all checked in with affirmative responses.  
 
    “Good. Dmitri and Adrian, covering fire at my call. Mikhail, move in and eviscerate anything you see. One, two, three…Now!” 
 
    He leaned back out and fired at any shadow he could find. Not seeing any movement, he resorted to sending more MAC rounds into the walls below windows in a random pattern. Dmitri and Adrian fired indiscriminately into the building as well. The other three charged to the front entrance. Mikhail, in the lead, shouldered the CASPer through the doorframe and smashed it in. The trio disappeared inside. 
 
    A series of pops sounded from the building, and smoke poured out the entrance.  
 
    “Mikhail!” he shouted. On his screen, they still showed as mostly green, with a few minor systems and ammunition levels showing yellow.  
 
    “Just smoke, Boss,” Mikhail said, “and no sign of any gorillas. We’re moving up the stairs now, but I don’t think we’ll find anything.” 
 
    “Copy. Dmitri, Adrian, let’s move down the alleys to the sides and get to the back. As always, expect surprises.” 
 
    “You’re fighting our allies, Colonel Vlasov,” Angel said. “The K’kng are helping us get that Human company out. I’m sure you’ve guessed this, but they’re currently under orders to just slow you down. Keep you engaged, but not to kill any of you if possible. We’re not your enemy…your master is. There’s a strong chance my boss has taken her out by now. It’s not too late, Vlasov.” 
 
    He stormed across the street and led his other two men into the alleyway.  
 
    I know we’re being watched. I have to assume they’re listening, no matter how smart this woman and her people are. And I have to assume our Veetanho master has a plan if we try to resist. 
 
    “Dmitri, eyes up. Adrian, watch our six.” He tapped back to her frequency. “To be or not to be, that is what you ask.” 
 
    “Hamlet, yes. I understand that. But you must understand you’re working for the enemy of humanity. An enemy we’ve beaten everywhere else. That’s right. Despite how tightly information is controlled in this city, we’ve learned the Horsemen were able to win the battle for Earth. The Merc Guild is breaking apart, and the Veetanho’s grip on the Galactic Union is crumbling. Your master is one of the last few holdouts. Did you know just about every other unit your master has employed has gotten the Rosencrantz and Guildenstern treatment?” 
 
    The statement confirmed the worst of his fears. He’d made the agreement in the belief it was the only way to ensure his men would live—that agreeing to fight was the only way to avoid execution.  
 
    However, if death is a certainty anyway… 
 
    “You know, I always wondered why Hamlet was so cruel to Ophelia.” One of the K’kng flew across the far end of the alleyway. He fired a round, but it had already gotten to cover on the other side. “You know that by nunnery, he meant brothel?” 
 
    “Second floor is clear, Boss,” Mikhail said. “Moving to the third. Still quiet.” 
 
    The building thundered as his men’s half-ton machines rumbled up the stairs inside. Small clouds of dust exploded off the walls with every step. 
 
    “I think I understand,” Angel said. “You know, your story doesn’t have to be Hamlet. It didn’t end well for any of them, did it? What if I could make it the Tempest?” 
 
    The analogy confounded him. He dug through his mind for what he remembered of the play. 
 
    “But Prospero’s magic didn’t work at the crucial moment.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Ah,” Vlasov said as the connection became clear. “If you could change my story and cause Prospero’s magic to fail, perhaps I’d change my tune.” 
 
    But what about Popov and all the others? 
 
    “However,” he continued, “Richard III still has Lord Stanley’s sons.” 
 
     The conversation paused. Vlasov eased out of the alleyway, ready to fire at anything that moved. It was clear. The K’kng had moved on to another position and had yet to announce themselves. 
 
    “Top floor is clear, Boss. It looks like they went out the back windows. Slippery bastards, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll cover down here as you come back down. Meet us at the back, and we’ll move on together.” 
 
    “If Richard III comes to Bosworth Field, and the sons are accounted for, what then?” Angel asked. 
 
    “Then we’ll write our own play,” Vlasov answered. 
 
    “I’ll work on the script and get back to you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What are they saying?” Colonel Ke’aka asked.  
 
    “The coordinator’s technicians are working on it now,” one of her staff replied. “They’ll have it in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Do you know who this Angel is?” 
 
    “Not entirely, ma’am, the voice is modulated, but I’d guess it’s one of the two principal Human females.” 
 
    “Well, obviously.” 
 
    That they were communicating at all was disconcerting. If the Human operatives were talking to the Red Iron, it could only be in an attempt to turn them. The Red Iron was still advancing against the K’kng gangsters, but it felt restrained. Resolve built up within Colonel Ke’aka that she would have to trigger the kill switch on the Red Iron sooner rather than later. The problem was, as soon as she triggered it, the Demise would become the primary fighting force. All their plans centered around delaying that eventuality as long as possible.  
 
    Perhaps when the communications were decrypted, she would learn their plans. Then she could better adjust her timeline. If the Red Iron showed signs of betrayal before that, she could always annihilate them with a thought. 
 
    “Not yet,” she whispered to herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Okeo feared her Human might succumb to the grenades tossed into the hallway. She had no fear of them, of course. As if it were a game played by kits, she raced down the hallway so fast, few would have seen her even if she hadn’t been wrapped in quintessence. On the way, she batted the grenades back into the open doors they’d come out of. Her direction had been a split-second decision, a spurious calculation of the shorter route. If she’d gone the other way, odds were one of the grenades would’ve exploded before she’d gotten through them. 
 
    She shuddered at the sound of the explosions down the hallway behind her. Similar sounds, matched by flashes of light and smoke, popped in the adjacent rooms she’d passed. But it was the hallway explosions that gave her the sick sense that Zatohachi must have died. When the detonations ceased, she spun about and spared a glance to check the result. 
 
    Through the smoke, she found Zatohachi was once again wrapped in the arms of their Lumar guard. Where before, the Lumar had held Zatohachi suspended and restrained, he now had Zatohachi wrapped in a tight, four-armed hug. Furthermore, the Lumar had twisted Zatohachi toward the wall and absorbed all the shrapnel of the grenades. Once again, it was her plan, but not her execution. 
 
    The Lumar released Zatohachi in a pained huff. The blind Human paused for a moment, as if looking at the hulking beast who’d saved his life. He reached out a hand, but before he could give the Lumar a pat of thanks, the beast turned and roared. Though black blood pulsed from dozens of wounds, the Lumar rushed toward Okeo. Zatohachi flicked his blade around in a neat circle and ran after the Lumar. Veetanho reemerged from most of the openings, save the few where Okeo had returned grenades. They pelted the Lumar with needler and laser fire as he charged down the hallway.  
 
    Close on his heels, Zatohachi swept his blade back and forth and slashed through the Lumar-focused Veetanho soldiers. Okeo rejoined the fray herself, soaring back and forth across the hallway. She’d land on one Veetanho, drive a blade deep into their neck, and fly across the hallway in a single bound to land on another. She and Zatohachi labored with vicious fury to reduce the weapons fire trained on the Lumar in the hopes he would survive the gauntlet. He barreled straight, disregarding the enemies to his sides, and showing no reaction from the devastating firepower he withstood. 
 
    When he got to the end, he reached out to the necks of the two tortured Lumar guards. He placed two hands on each collar and ripped them both apart simultaneously, then he roared again and pounded all four fists into the office door. It crumpled inward. Okeo raced after him, confident Seerna was on the opposite side of the door. Vengeance lay just a few meters through the open door. 
 
    The Lumar collapsed to the floor in front of her, finally succumbing to his infinite wounds. She hopped over his back and saw her prize. It wasn’t Seerna, but the creature behind the desk was nonetheless a Veetanho, and appeared to be the one in charge. She sprang off the dead Lumar’s back, knives out, ready to— 
 
    She froze halfway up. More specifically, she was frozen, suspended in the air and unable to move a muscle. Not even her lungs would move. She couldn’t draw air. It had been one thing to see the impact of these devices on her kind on a Tri-V recording. Experiencing it for real was worse than she’d imagined. Every cell in her body screamed for freedom. Every cell in her brain screamed at her foolishness as she crashed to the floor. 
 
    Of course they’d have one of the devices. 
 
    She’d come so close, close enough to feel the damn rodent’s breath on her face, only to fail. She stared down the barrel of its laser pistol and accepted her fate. Clan Shadow Fury was about to disappear from existence forever. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The door flew inward with a great bang, and smoke billowed into the room. All three occupants snapped their heads to the opening in surprise. Stavro redirected the aim of both weapons and fired.  
 
    Jopo collapsed through the opening, covered in black blood, needles, and burns.  
 
    Bull had met the Lumar on the loading docks of Bartertown decades earlier when he’d applied for the job Jopo had just been fired from. Jopo had followed Bull to a bar to kill him in the hopes Jopo could get his job back. Bull had found him a different job and helped him get martial arts training. With Bull’s help, Jopo had joined the Firebirds. Years later, he’d taken command of it. Bull had used the Firebirds, led by Jopo, on dozens of operations over the years. He’d been his first non-Human friend. 
 
    Bull tried to rush toward his dying friend, but crumpled on his laser-shattered knees. Stavro kept her weapons pointed toward the door and took two steps back until she was against the wall. 
 
    Nothing happened for several long, confusing seconds. The smoke gave the briefest, curious swirl, and Stavro gasped. 
 
    Her gasp turned into a flat smile. Bull felt the hair on his arms tingle as if the room was charged with some unseen energy. He felt like there was a buzzing noise, but he couldn’t actually hear anything. A mild headache grew in his temples.  
 
    The reports of lasers and the tapping of needlers echoed from the hallway, interspersed with the recognizable roars of Lumar soldiers. There was still a fight going on out there, but it seemed distant and irrelevant. 
 
    Stavro redirected her hypervelocity pistol in Colonel Ch’Vez’s direction as a sort of warning. She waved the laser pistol around near the ground as if she was feeling around in the dark for something she might run into. It bumped against something. 
 
    Bull pushed his ball of restraint foam against the ground. Despite severe pain, he got his legs back underneath him. Stavro shifted the hypervelocity pistol toward Bull, keeping her attention on the invisible object.  
 
    “Would that I could capture and keep you as a prize, my Depik friend,” Stavro said. “Regrettably, I haven’t the time. Remarkable, Human named Bull, that you even went so far as to put out a Depik contract on me. But as you see, I am one of the few Veetanho across the entire Galaxy who has been gifted with a device that immobilizes them. You cannot see it, but at this moment your Depik is right in front of me. I can only imagine how its lungs burn for air.” 
 
    Depik contract? Is this rodent losing her mind? 
 
    Bull closed his eyes, gathered his strength, and prepared for his last contingency. If he could throw himself onto the desk before his legs gave out, he could reach the Veetanho in time for one good, hard swing with the concrete-like ball of restraint foam. He’d get shot doing it, probably die, but there was the slimmest chance he could bludgeon the rat bitch to death with one powerful blow. If not, it’d give Ch’Vez time to riddle her with knives. 
 
    The sounds of fighting were dying down, meaning someone had won. He could only assume the Veetanho had been the victors. He had to act before they stormed in. 
 
    The Veetanho choked. Pistols clattered to the ground. 
 
    Bull opened his eyes and found that a sword had appeared in Stavro’s throat. The blade had gone all the way through and buried its tip in the wall behind her, leaving the Veetanho coordinator pinned. It was a long, straight, steel blade with a simple bamboo handle and no guard. It reminded Bull of a ninjato—the straight-bladed sword ninjas used in cheesy, ancient Tri-Vs. Bull had several operators who’d trained in various arts such as ninjutsu, kendo, and the like, and some of them even carried katana. But he’d never seen one like this. His curiosity was compounded, as the owner was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Stavro gurgled and struggled for a few seconds before going still. Blood leaked onto the top of the blade and ran down its length. When the line of blood hit the bamboo handle, it built up and dripped onto the floor. 
 
    He couldn’t help but say, “Well, that was unexpected.”  
 
    He heard a rustling noise behind the desk. Colonel Ch’Vez scurried around to investigate the disturbance. Bull collapsed against the desk, putting all his weight on the foam ball, and leaned over to take a look. On the far side of the desk, he could now see an Asian-looking man in a dark blue kimono on his knees. He’d grabbed the laser pistol, and his other hand fumbled around for the hypervelocity pistol. 
 
    The man craned his head backward, revealing two empty eye sockets. 
 
    “Is there something we can help you with?” 
 
    The eyeless head turned in his direction.  
 
    “Yes, actually,” the man said. “I was planning to shoot these pistols everywhere until I found the device that’s asphyxiating my Hunter friend. Could you help me find and destroy such a box?” 
 
    Colonel Ch’Vez snatched the laser pistol from the man’s hand and fired several pulses into the lower left drawer of the desk. The strange humming sensation ceased, and his headache dispersed.  
 
    A large angry cat, splattered with Lumar and Veetanho blood, materialized on the desk.  
 
    The Depik bowed its head, and its chest heaved, sucking air in desperation. 
 
    “Ari…gato…” the Depik gasped. Bull’s translator said, “Thank you,” but Bull already knew that one. 
 
    “Tondemonai,” the man said. The translator said, “It’s nothing.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Colonel Ke’aka watched as her drones fell out of the sky. They were not her only eyes on the battle, but she had considered them her most reliable ones—until now. They were losing control of the situation.  
 
    She attempted to contact General/Coordinator Stavro, but didn’t get a response. She tried the connection again, with the same lack of success. In frustration, she attempted to contact the leader of Coordinator Stavro’s security team.  
 
    The connection opened, but she heard a cacophony of laser blasts, the whine of needlers, and desperate shouting. Somewhere in the background, something roared.  
 
    “Captain, report!” Ke’aka ordered. 
 
    “Heavy fire, Colonel! The Lumar are not as contained as we would like, some Human is slashing through my troops with a sword, and I think there is even a Depik in here somewhere! Situation is tentative. I am calling up troops from the lower levels.” 
 
    “Do you have a status on the general?” Ke’aka asked, though calling Stavro by that title always annoyed her. 
 
    “One of the Lumar and the Human got into her office. The Lumar’s down, but I believe the Human survived. I cannot make it there, but…aarrgghh…the…general…probably dead. Entropy!” 
 
    The communication disconnected. Ke’aka tried to reestablish the line with no success. She had called Stavro for authorization to detonate the arcology while they still had the chance, but now she wished she had the capability to detonate the coordinator’s headquarters as well. 
 
    Nearly half an hour earlier, she had received the message that the leader of the nefarious Human group, the one called Bull, had been captured by their insider and escorted by Colonel Ch’Vez to Coordinator Stavro’s office. Stavro herself had expressed a belief that their Human contact’s plan to capture Bull might have been a ruse to get Bull into her office for an assassination attempt. However, Stavro had seemed confident she had all possibilities accounted for. It was now obvious she had not. Colonel Ke’aka’s security contingent there were now paying the price for Stavro’s failure. Those were her lowest grade of troops, but it was still unacceptable to lose them. 
 
    However the fight was playing out in Stavro’s tower, Colonel Ke’aka knew the primary engagement lay in front of her. Even if the Bladestorm had been lost, the Red Iron was enough to degrade any other forces Bull’s organization might array against them. Once all sides had broken themselves upon each other, the Demise could simply walk through the pieces and finish off all players. The largest issue was, the forces of the so-called Mushroom Farm had yet to show themselves.  
 
    Without the coordinator, all remaining operations would be entirely at Ke’aka’s discretion. Since Bull’s teams had not revealed themselves as a result of his capture, Colonel Ke’aka had to force them out by other means. 
 
    “Launch the next wave of drones,” Ke’aka ordered. “Have our auxiliary operators ready to take over control of the drones, but do not communicate that back to the tower. Focus on the queen. Activate the strike teams as well, and verify the ready reserve. Also, send a contingent of drones to deal with this Skyfab, whoever that is.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Having completed a very distracting conversation with the commander of the Red Iron, Archie could better focus her attention on finishing off the last of the drones. The cheap, archaic targeting software would’ve been useless in a real aerial fight, but it worked well enough against the drones. The targeting diamond latched onto the icon of her next target like some ancient 20th Century video game. With glee, Archie pickled off another missile and watched it track straight for the last sensor drone on her scope. The poor thing tried to swing aside at the last second, but it was still caught in the proximity blast radius of the missile.  
 
    There were no more targets on her feeds. 
 
    For about three seconds.  
 
    Then there were lots of targets on her video feeds, which auto-populated over to her targeting scope. Reacting before she was able to fully process the immensity of this new wave of drones, she nosed down and tracked on the closest one. It was a gun drone, so she tossed a missile at it and followed up with a stream of MAC rounds that led its predictable jinking maneuver. At some point she ran dry on ammunition for it and switch to the 2MW laser strapped overhead.  
 
    As shrapnel and MAC rounds destroyed the gun drone, she worked some numbers in her head. She came to an immediate conclusion that her three remaining missiles wouldn’t be enough to handle several dozen drones, a mix of gun and previously unseen missile carriers, that had just launched. Three of them were already tailing her.  
 
    Her only option was to go fully defensive. Far up in the sky, she found the aerial traffic of the city wasn’t in the least deterred by the low-grade war happening below. Per Nikki’s intel brief from months earlier, the city was used to this sort of thing. A devil popped up on Archie’s shoulder and told her she should fly up into the traffic for cover. Everyone up there deserved it for being the worst drivers in the Galactic Union. 
 
    The angel popped up on her other shoulder and talked her down. Literally—she convinced Archie to head down into the bowels of the city, where she could try to hide out among the buildings. As fun as it would be to get revenge on the Fitzparj traffic system, she’d be hanging out in the air for a while to get there. The drones would probably kill her long before that. 
 
    The aerocar snapped hard to the left, rolled, and dove. With a dull crunch followed by a loud crack, the gull wings broke off from the strain of the maneuver. She’d forgotten to ask Patches about G force limitations on them, or any structural limitations at all, for that matter.  
 
    The aerocar handled like a muddy pig, but it could reach an impressive velocity. The drones were maneuverable as all hell, but their acceleration sucked if they had to maneuver. Archie started her own random, erratic jinks as the drones closed in. She also edged downward into the weeds of the city and jammed the throttles. 
 
    Just because we expected this doesn’t mean I have to like it. 
 
    Hopefully she’d live long enough to see Bull’s endgame play out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nikki had four slates spread out in front of her. Two controlled the suicide drones in their hunt for the Veetanho sensor and gun drones. Her fingers danced across those slates as if they were performing their own ballet. It was a deadly ballet, directing groups of suicide drones toward the nearest enemy drones. Each one had a proximity fuse, so they’d detonate as soon as they got close enough to do some damage. By now she knew it took five or six suicide drones to fully knock down the sensor drones. It took a dozen to take down the gun drones, but only because the first six would get shot down while the pack closed in. 
 
    The other two slates had four live feeds each—video monitoring of the area she’d hacked into. There were two dozen other feeds she’d gotten access to that showed a complete picture of the area around the arcology, and she sorted through those on her pinplants for efficiency. Furthermore, once Bull had recruited the Bladestorm, she’d gained access to a wide variety of video feeds from inside the arcology. With a small sliver of her attention, she monitored their progress, as well.  
 
    All was going well. Patches had collected the remnants of the Bushido Bandits and the Pushtal. Nikki had knocked down most of the drones, though more were expected. Mo’Paka’s K’kng had held up the Red Iron pretty well, though that was still a concern.  
 
    They knew there was going to be a unit or three to deal with, they just hadn’t expected a Human unit to be operating against them. That wasn’t a showstopper, though. The K’kng had been there to slow whatever unit the Veetanho had used to keep the arcology isolated. Bull might claim he’d suspected a Human unit, since he always seemed to know these things, but he hadn’t said as much.  
 
    As she thought of Bull, she told herself not to be nervous. He’d accomplished his first goal of killing Jaus, and he’d accomplished his second of recruiting the Bladestorm. From the way Patches described it, the second part had happened not a moment too soon. After all the decades of working with him, she knew better than to imagine that Bull didn’t have a plan for everything. The problem was, so did every Veetanho they’d ever met. As much faith as she had in Bull, she didn’t truly know whose intricate, concentric circles of plans and contingencies would win out. One thing she could count on was that it wouldn’t come down to luck. Bull always said, “If you’re planning with hope or luck, you’re planning to fail.” 
 
    “Queen, Skyfab, second wave launching,” Archie said. 
 
    Nikki swiped back to the feeds a little further out from the perimeter than the Red Iron. As reported, a multitude of drones were emerging from previously unidentified silos around the Zevak Arcology. She marked the positions, as they might hint at the location of more merc units, then she tracked the drones. There were more of both sensor and gun drones than before. Nikki realized the enemy had made the first set obvious so they could observe the response. 
 
    An explosion sounded somewhere above. It sounded like it came from several floors up, where she had her comm relays. Kandula and Linuang drew their giant pistols, which she’d jokingly named their elephant guns. They kept their heavier armaments slung over their backs. Firing either of the bigger weapons inside the conference room would destroy the entire room in seconds. Kandula shifted behind the door, ready in case someone broke in. Linuang moved close to her and kept his eyes trained overhead. 
 
    The feeds on her slates went blank. For the briefest second, she prepared to switch to one of her backup relays. She immediately thought better of it. Whoever had struck the primary relays had tracked them. If she spun up her backups, the same thing would happen. They were under attack. Until that was dealt with, there was no point in reconnecting. Everyone else would have to do without her for a bit. 
 
    If it’s worse than we planned for, everyone might have to do without me forever. 
 
    She realized her hands were clenched so tight that the tips of her fingers were bright red, and her knuckles were white. After forcing herself to relax, she forced herself to think. Bull, of course, had a plan for this. The first part of the plan had been her relocation just prior to the operation, to ensure Jaus couldn’t pass it along. She’d planted relays all over to confound their attempts to find her. Apparently, they’d found her anyway. 
 
    So what was the next part of his plan? 
 
    “Any contact with our backup?” she asked. Getting the sense they might need to move in a hurry, Nikki stacked her slates and dumped them into her knapsack. 
 
    “None,” Linuang answered.  
 
    Muffled reports of lasers and small, distant explosions rumbled through the walls.  
 
    She tried to reach Archie through her pinplants, but there were no signals. Of course there would be no signals. The tables had turned, and now she was being jammed. She could only hope Archie would catch on that she’d been cut off. If they could hold out long enough, she hoped Archie would come in and extract her.  
 
    And I’m already down to hope and luck. 
 
    Shadows flitted across the window. A chorus of explosions sounded outside. Kandula threw some hand signs at Linuang and moved toward the corner of the room to look sideways out the window. Before Linuang could stop her, Nikki followed Kandula and looked out. 
 
    Dozens of gun drones, larger than the ones they’d dealt with earlier, were lined up along the outside of the building. Each poured rounds into the building. As she watched, a shadow grew large across their window. 
 
    “Down!” Linuang shouted. Kandula twisted and launched himself into her. The window blew apart, and she was deafened by a thundering salvo of ballistic weapons she couldn’t begin to identify. She could tell it was heavy caliber.  
 
    Kandula shuddered against her as if he was experiencing a seizure. It took her a moment, but her heart broke when she realized what it meant. Tears collected in her eyes as she jostled him, to no effect. 
 
    “Kandula? Kandula!” 
 
    The cacophony of gunfire ceased. She attempted to move, and realized she was now stuck underneath her dead bodyguard. 
 
    A brief glimmer of hope came when the Sumatozou rolled off of her, then she discovered that Linuang had pushed Kandula’s body away to free her. Without a word, he cradled her in his left arm and ran to the door. A quick glance at the window revealed that the drone had moved on. Linuang busted out through the tattered remains of the doorway. He charged down the hallway and unloaded his heavy machine gun at some unseen enemy. 
 
    Nikki wondered where Linuang had planned to go, especially when needles pelted their way down the hallway toward them. Before any hit her, the Sumatozou twisted to keep Nikki protected. With a shift and a crane of the neck, she caught a brief glimpse of the aggressors. Despite being covered in full body armor and helmets, the goggles gave them away as Veetanho soldiers. 
 
    Two canisters flew in their direction. The first blew with a loud, deafening concussion and blasted a disorienting bright light. The other sprayed smoke until the entire hallway was obscured. 
 
    With a massive shoulder check, Linuang broke open the door to another room and tumbled inside. The window in this new room had also been blown to pieces, but there were no drones outside it. Wind whistled throughout the room, and debris blew about. 
 
    They must be blasting windows and moving on. Hope they don’t circle back. 
 
    He heaved Nikki a few feet in, crouched, and leaned out to take a few quick shots with the elephant gun. 
 
    “If you or your team are going to do anything to end this, they’d better do it now,” Linuang said. As Nikki looked at him to respond, she realized he’d been hit several dozen times with the needlers. None seemed to have pierced the armor, much less his thick skin, but then she discovered a deep, dark burn on his opposite shoulder that had gone through the armor. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
    “For now, but I can’t hold us here forever.” He retrieved a nanite injector from a pouch on his chest webbing and jabbed it into the shoulder in a smooth, practiced motion. 
 
    Nikki nodded and searched her mind for an answer. First, she needed to reconnect. They’d destroyed her primary server, but she had more than a dozen backups. The first two didn’t respond. The third connected. She reestablished her comms first. 
 
    “Skyfab, Queen. How copy?” 
 
    “Holy hell, Queen! Where’ve you been? I’m full defensive. En route to you, sort of. A new wave of drones is all over me.” 
 
    “They’re here, too. Going after my servers. Got a V strike team, too. I could use some help.” 
 
    “Sorry, can’t help until I can ditch these things, which I don’t think I can do. I don’t think I’ve got much longer.” 
 
    Linuang blew a high-pitched whine out of his trunks. Shifting inside the room a touch, he ripped a discus-looking object off his webbing, pressed a button on it, and chucked it through the doorway. He threw his outside arm up as the object exploded somewhere down the hallway. Smoke, dust, and debris rushed in through the opening. 
 
    Think, Nikki! 
 
    “Hold on, Skyfab, just hold on. I’m gonna try something.” 
 
    “Copy, Queen. Do it quick.” 
 
    For months, Nikki had investigated the drones without doing anything overtly intrusive. Out of habit, she hadn’t tried actively hacking in for fear they might trace her, or worse, counter-hack her. If she’d given them the time and space to do that, odds were she would never even know they’d done it. She was good, but she wasn’t Veetanho good. 
 
    Well, there’s no reason to fear them tracing me if they’re right outside the door. As for counter-hacking, it can’t be worse than Archie and I dying.  
 
    “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    She dove into her pinplants, through the server, and reached out to the surveillance assets she’d tapped into. After locating Archie’s jury-rigged gunship/aerocar, she identified the drones that were tracking on it. 
 
    Using the handshake provided months ago, she initiated communication with the first one. If she could take control of at least one of the drones, she might be able to shoot down one or two before it either got shot down or reacquired by the other side’s operators. 
 
    The first firewall was easy. In the time she’d been playing her game with the drones, she’d identified its structure early on, and developed a means to get through it when she needed to. Beyond that was encryption. Veetanho encryption. Something like that would take a long time to crack. 
 
    Well, you’ve got the rest of your life to try… 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    One last, great roar sounded down the hallway, followed by a loud thump. The laser and needler fire paused.  
 
    Kneeling, Bull braced himself and dragged Jopo’s body in through the open door. Darts pelted their way up Jopo’s back until Bull got him clear. The blind man had moved back to the door. As Bull pulled the dead Lumar clear of the entrance, the blind man threw the door closed.  
 
    Bull put his hands on either side of the dead Lumar’s head. “Dammit, old friend, this is all my fault. This was the worst plan I’ve made in years.” 
 
    Laser fire burned several holes in the door.  
 
    “Do not make me rethink my decision,” Colonel Ch’Vez said. “If he was your primary plan, then yes, it was a horrible plan.” 
 
    “You were my primary plan, Colonel,” Bull said. “He was one of several contingency plans. It seems the blind space samurai and the Cheshire Cat here accidentally set that contingency into motion.” 
 
    “I presume you are Mr. Bull,” the blind samurai said. 
 
    Bull grimaced in pain and rolled over to lean against the wall.  
 
    “It’s just Bull, dammit; why I gotta keep telling everybody that?” Bull snapped his fingers to get Ch’Vez’ attention. “Hey, any Human nanite injectors in there?” 
 
    Colonel Ch’Vez stood to the side of the desk and inspected it. He seemed unconcerned by the occasional laser fire that shot in through the increasing number of holes in the door. “Why would the general have Human nanites?” 
 
    “To keep me alive while she tortured me,” Bull answered. 
 
    Ch’Vez bobbled left and right, which Bull interpreted as a shrug. He eased several drawers open, then stopped and straightened as if surprised or confused.  
 
    “Where did the invisible feline go?” Ch’Vez asked. Bull searched the room as well. The Depik was gone. It occurred to him that the sounds of fighting had resumed in the hallway, but it was sporadic and sounded panicked. 
 
    “Is your friend out there taking on the whole company of Veetanho soldiers by herself?” Bull asked the blind man. He nodded. “Can she take them all on by herself?” 
 
    “I am as curious as you are,” the blind man replied, “but I think so.” 
 
    “Think so is not too reassuring,” Bull said. He noticed Ch’Vez had brought out two boxes of nanite injectors and was inspecting them. Bull pointed. “Those ones.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Ch’Vez asked. A string of needles struck his carapace and ricocheted into the opposite wall.  
 
    “Sure enough to risk turning albino and growing whiskers if I’m wrong,” Bull said. Ch’Vez shrugged and scuttled around the desk to hand the box to Bull. As soon as he could reach them, Bull snatched one out of the box and jammed it into his left thigh, just above the laser burn. Wonderful healing fire washed through his knee. He repeated the process in the other knee. It wouldn’t get him walking anytime soon, but it would decrease the odds of losing his legs. Through gritted teeth, Bull said, “Oh, god, yeah, I love the way that hurts.” 
 
    “I have to say, you’re not what I expected,” the blind man said.  
 
    “Well, I didn’t really expect you at all,” Bull replied. “May I ask who you are? And how you found me? And, for that matter, why you were even looking for me?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, sorry. I am Zatohachi. My companion is Okeo, a Depik, as you guessed. We were looking for you because we were looking for Seerna, a Veetanho who handled assassination contracts. I took offense because she put a contract out on me, which was actually assigned to Okeo. Okeo took offense because Seerna was part of the destruction of Okeo’s entire race.” 
 
    Bull found himself at a loss for words for a bit as he processed what the man had just said.  
 
    “Okay…it sounds like there’s a bigger story there, and I don’t think we have the time. Now, assuming your friend can’t take on the entire Veetanho company out there by herself, Colonel Ch’Vez, what kind of options do you think we have?” 
 
    Ch’Vez climbed over Bull and peeked through one of the holes in the door. When he wasn’t shot at, he shuffled in excitement and grabbed Bull’s shoulder. 
 
    “Why don’t you look for yourself?” 
 
    Intrigued, Bull shifted to take a look. Pain exploded through his knee again as he moved, but he tensed and tried to ignore it.  
 
    In the hallway, he saw scores of Veetanho corpses draped across the floor. The two Lumar guards were both dead not too far from the door. Further out, another 20 or so Veetanho soldiers searched around in a frantic, jerky manner, pointing their guns at every perceived sound or sign of movement. Bull wondered if they’d shoot each other at some point.  
 
    The ceiling broke apart in several places, and shiny black carapaces dropped in a blur. Blades flashed all over. Blood, fur, and viscera was flung in every direction. Lasers flashed and needlers fired, to no effect. In moments, dozens of Goka soldiers had eviscerated the surviving Veetanho. 
 
    “Colonel Ch’Vez!” one of the Goka called out. “The hallway’s clear, sir!” 
 
    Ch’Vez straightened and opened the door, which crumpled a little, as it had lost most of its structural integrity. Bull heard squishing and crunching noises as Ch’Vez proceeded down the hall toward his troops. 
 
    Zatohachi extended a hand in Bull’s general direction. Bull took it, and Zatohachi helped him up and wedged himself into the armpit of Bull’s bad side. Bull held himself back at the door and gave one more look back at Jopo.  
 
    “I’ll catch up with you on the other side, brother. I probably won’t be too long.” Then he twisted to orient himself out. He and Zatohachi hobbled over the many corpses to follow Ch’Vez. 
 
    “The blind leading the lame,” Bull said. A moment later, he added, “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken. You’re currently less useful in a fight. Me, not so much.” 
 
    “Laughing Coyote folks pointed you in my direction, didn’t they?” 
 
    “You’re sharper than your poor planning here would suggest,” Zatohachi replied.  
 
    “I guess I deserve that,” Bull said. “Now did you say that the Veetanho destroyed the Depik? All of them?” 
 
    “Just the ones on their planet. From what we’ve gathered, the Veetanho tried to cow and enslave the Depik on their home world, using a much larger version of the device that was employed here. The governor of the planet led all the others in a mass suicide after declaring she preferred death to slavery.” 
 
    “I guess I can appreciate her position,” Bull said, “and that clears up why the cat’s so pissed at the Veetanho. Is she still around here somewhere?” 
 
    Zatohachi stopped, which caused Bull to stop. He panned his head around as if listening. Bull didn’t hear anything other than the sucking sound of Goka sliding knives into and out of Veetanho corpses—just to make sure. 
 
    “I don’t feel her,” Zatohachi said. “I don’t think she died here, though I can’t say for certain. Let us hope she moved on, and that we will find her elsewhere in the building, hunting other Veetanho.” 
 
    The pair resumed their awkward shuffle forward until they rejoined Colonel Ch’Vez. The Goka captain had just begun his report to the colonel. 
 
    “It was like you said, Colonel; the Veetanho insisted we crowd into a room, where they claimed we could relax and recuperate. It was clearly a confined area with a single entrance where they could have killed us in any number of ways. Personally, I thought they were going to gas us. I explained that we needed to go to our armory to refit. They attacked us, but we quickly scattered into the ducting, as we were ready for it. We made our way here as fast as we could.” 
 
    “Excellent slaughter here, Captain K’No,” Ch’Vez said. The Goka colonel turned to regard Bull. “Shall we continue to the prison cells?” 
 
    “Prison cells?” Bull asked. On the trip to the tower, Bull had only had time to convince Ch’Vez to switch sides. He hadn’t had time to ask if Ch’Vez knew the whereabouts of any of the Bushido Bandits’ support personnel.  
 
    “Yes, in the lower levels, the general—ah, I mean that dead Veetanho back there—keeps a great many prisoners. I believe most are meant to be hostages. It might be a fight to get there, but my soldiers are at your disposal, and we are more than a match for any of these scheming rodents.” 
 
    “Then yes, by all means, lead the way. Can I have Jaus’—er, my weapon back?” 
 
    “Sure.” Ch’Vez dug into his shell and produced the GP-90 he’d confiscated at the shuttle. Then the Goka commander waved an arm at Captain K’No. “Captain, have one of our soldiers carry this Human.” 
 
    The captain chittered some orders, and one of the soldiers crawled up and crouched in front of Bull. With help from both Zatohachi and Ch’Vez, Bull climbed onto the back of the Goka. It hurt like hell, but he crisscrossed his legs, then leaned forward to grab hold of the Goka’s shell. He imagined the whole thing made a hell of a sight—riding a Goka down a hallway filled with dead Veetanho. 
 
    “Tell me, Bull, is nerve gas really the sort of thing you regularly employ? If I had not come to your side, did you have the same sort of gas ready for my troops in the arcology?” 
 
    “Of course not, Colonel. I don’t know why people keep saying that’s the sort of thing I would do. Now, Colonel, can you give me my earpiece back now? I’d like to call my team.” 
 
    “I had actually forgotten about that,” the colonel said. Ch’Vez dug back into his shell and produced Bull’s earpiece. Bull looked for something to wipe it off on. Finding nothing, he gave up and stuck it in his ear. 
 
    “Queen, Kingpin,” Bull said. “Ratfuck complete. Request status.” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Queen, Kingpin?” 
 
    “Kingpin, Patches. I’ve had no word from Queen or Skyfab. Great news on Ratfuck. I’m mission complete in the Toilet. Popped smoke and got our jammers lifted. Seems there’s some Human merc unit named the Red Iron holding a perimeter on the arcology. Anyway, comms with Skyfab and Queen have been intermittent since another swarm of flies lifted off.” 
 
    “Kingpin copies all. Keep trying. We’re going to delve deeper into this mess, see what we come up with. You keep trying them. Be ready to flush. Kingpin, out.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    In a single moment, Okeo had gone from forlorn acceptance of failure and death to the exuberance of survival and victory.  
 
    Life was delicious in a way it had never been before. Even more delicious was the taste of vengeance. Her first taste of Veetanho blood had been in the hallway upstairs that led to the head Veetanho’s office. That blood had been bitter and salty.  
 
    Now, however, the blood tasted sweeter than the greatest Khatash delicacy she’d ever tasted, and she couldn’t even remember the delicacy’s name—nor how it even tasted, truth be told. But it couldn’t have tasted this sweet. Ever since Okeo had been freed from the device, she’d discovered she was insatiable. Killing the rodents was the pinnacle of her existence. 
 
    Better still was the feeling of invincibility. Okeo had stared down death while frozen in that horrendous device the evil creatures had created—the device they’d used to try to enslave, but which had instead destroyed most of her race—and she’d survived. That was, of course, thanks to her blind Human—and, of all things, a Goka—but the important part was that she had survived. Naturally, there was no way it would last forever—she wasn’t immortal by any means—but for the time being, she was invincible.  
 
    Without more than a passing nod of respect to the Lumar who’d broken her into the room, a quick glance at the Goka, her Human, and a pathetic-looking hairless Human, she’d torn off back into the hallway to rend her enemies to shreds. 
 
    That hadn’t lasted long before more Goka had broken out of the ceiling, as they usually did, and joined in the massacre. It had been so much less satisfying to share in the kill, so she’d soon raced out of the hallway and found her way down to the next level. The Veetanho soldiers on that level had all been hurrying upward toward the fight behind her. She’d sliced up the tail end of the group, just enough to cause them to spin about and waste their ammunition shooting in a blind panic. Then she’d ventured further down.  
 
    The next level had a handful of easily dispatched Veetanho guards, as well as a few incapacitated Lumar. She’d broken the collars off the Lumar and dropped her quintessence just long enough to tell them their enemy was above. After they’d stormed up the stairs in a rage, Okeo explored the rest of the level. The rest of the Veetanho on the level weren’t warriors. A set of double doors led into a large, single room.  
 
    Piled into the expansive room were rows of Veetanho sitting in front of Tri-V displays. Some depicted drones flying through the sky, or along buildings. She gathered they were drone pilots, fighting some other battle elsewhere in the city. Some had virtual screens with interfaces and sub-screens for unknown purposes. Still others sat in front of endless scrolls of letters, numbers, and characters in numerous languages, most of which she couldn’t identify.  
 
    Perched on a dais was a supervisor Veetanho, who paced about, looking at the various Tri-Vs. This Veetanho, like all the rest, was silent, but Okeo watched her drift back into her pinplants periodically. She determined that was when it was passing orders and directions to the workers below.  
 
    Okeo hurried around the room, hoping to affect a massacre before the meddling Goka arrived and deprived her of her kills. There were two other doorways out. Unlike the door she’d entered through, these doors swung inward. She wondered why the doors hadn’t been the mechanical sliding doors the Veetanho usually favored, but she concluded this building had been appropriated. It hadn’t been designed and built by the Veetanho. On her way to the doors, she secreted all the thin, metallic objects she could get her claws on. At each of the two auxiliary doors, she jammed the objects along the bases to create door jams. As a test, she hopped up to each door handle, glanced around to ensure she wasn’t observed, and slowly attempted to pull each door open. 
 
    Once satisfied the auxiliary doors were stuck in place, she strolled up to the dais. With one quick leap, she sprang onto the supervisor’s shoulders and raked a claw along her throat. With one arm, she kept pressure on the wound so it wouldn’t spray blood. She maintained her grip with the other arm and pushed her legs against the hand the Veetanho tried to bring up in response. To the outside observer—and no one was really looking anyway—there were few signs the supervisor was in its death throes. With a delicate balance of pressure, she kept the supervisor controlled until it became faint. It stumbled for a moment before bumping against a chair, into which it sat while it bled out.  
 
    When it was dead, she danced along to the main door. There, she began a semi-circular slaughter of the Veetanho at the desks. Half a dozen necks had been sliced open before the first cry went up. In the mad panic that ensued, the various mix of Veetanho technicians split between the three doors. Okeo focused her slaughter on the ones who went toward the main door. Her primary targets were those who seemed to recognize that some nefarious creature was loose among them. As soon as one would stop and search about, it became her next kill.  
 
    Even as skilled a Hunter as Okeo would never have been so arrogant to think she could kill a room full of Veetanho warriors, but these were easy. The few who drew laser pistols didn’t have the wherewithal to shoot blindly around the room, or even to shoot at their comrades while they were being eviscerated. 
 
    The entire collection of Veetanho reminded her of a phrase Zatohachi had used once when describing a battle he’d fought with Lumar.  
 
    Rats in a barrel. 
 
    She chuckled to herself in the realization that the term was more appropriately applied to her situation than the one he’d described.  
 
    Every few seconds, another one fell to her claws. Every now and then, just to mix things up, she’d bite into the neck of one and spend a few extra seconds rending its flesh apart with her teeth.  
 
    Before long, she bounded up onto the last survivor as it made a mad sprint for the one open door. This one she toyed with. After slashing the back of its legs to slow it, she bounded in front of it and jumped up to rake her claws across the front of its abdomen.  
 
    Recognizing that it was alone in the room, it fired its laser pistol in every direction in a random pattern. Okeo watched it do so from a desk to the aft and left of the dying vermin. The one time it aimed anywhere in her direction, she made a half-hearted hop over to the next desk. When it ceased firing and tried to resume a pathetic stagger toward the door, Okeo wandered up next to it and dropped her quintessence.  
 
    It was quite fast when it flipped the pistol toward her, but she was far faster. She leapt onto the arm holding the pistol, feeling the heat of a laser pulse waft by her tail. Okeo scratched a claw across the arm, and the pistol clattered to the ground. It fell to its knees.  
 
    She stepped down and stretched to her full height so she could look this final kill in the eyes. One hand grasped the collar of its gray jumpsuit. 
 
    “This is for Khatash.” 
 
    The other hand ripped off the goggles and scratched its eyes out. The rodent screamed in terror.  
 
    A rumble from outside the door announced the arrival of the Goka soldiers. With a snarl of annoyance, a claw tore across the left side of the Veetanho’s neck. Blood sprayed in a satisfying mist. 
 
    Okeo dragged her claws along the cleanest part of the dead rodent’s clothes to clean off the blood and flesh that caked them. She had no idea how many dead Veetanho she’d left in her wake, but she knew it would never be enough. Perhaps if she could make it to their home world, wherever that was, and reap vengeance there. Maybe that would set things to rights. Maybe. 
 
    If she was to do that, though, she’d need quite a bit more backup than Zatohachi, even as capable as he was. Lots of nuclear weapons would be helpful. Moreover, she acknowledged, it would be best to finally meet up with all the other surviving Hunters before she tackled that particular problem.  
 
    Time slowed as she delved into the thought. Okeo had ignored the call long enough. When this slaughter was concluded, she would heed the call. 
 
    Before the Goka piled into the room, she drew her quintessence back up and sprinted off to explore deeper. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nikki came away from her pinplants long enough to see if Linuang was still alive and fighting. As she watched, he swatted a canister with his elbow. It flew back into the hallway and detonated a moment later.  
 
    “Linuang, still holding?” she asked. 
 
    “For now,” he answered as he leaned out and dumped a few rounds into the hallway. She caught sight of a few new burns and a growing collection of needles. Some stuck out of his head, but he didn’t seem bothered. 
 
    A glance out the window showed her the sky outside was still clear. It was only a matter of time before the team outside called and coordinated to route a few drones back to them. 
 
    Linuang couldn’t hold much longer, drones would soon appear at the window, and Archie would be shot down soon, assuming she hadn’t been already. In the last several minutes, the drones had activated their own jammers. The minimal laser comm network she’d set up allowed her to see and connect to the drones just fine—not that it helped—but they weren’t useful to connect to anyone on their team.  
 
    Nikki was cut off from everybody. Whether Bull had been successful or not, it hadn’t seemed to help their situation out any. Considering all the amazing, wonderful things she’d done over the course of her life, it was a pretty pathetic ending. 
 
    Diving back into her pinplants, she resumed her examination of the encryption coding. All at once, she realized that she recognized certain bits. Something about the whole thing was familiar. 
 
    It’s the exact same encryption from the info dump I received.  
 
    It all came clear. That was why that particular bit had been there. Her contact knew, given time, she’d break the encryption—and she had. It was the Veetanho’s encryption. It was all so stupidly obvious now that she chided herself for not seeing it sooner. 
 
    Encryption broken, she dug straight into the operating system in search of a way to take control of the drone. 
 
    The connection was terminated. 
 
    Connected through her pinplants, it felt as if something inside her brain had been clipped by a pair of scissors or bolt cutters. 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    If someone was countering her, they would’ve left the connection open so they could try to dig back into her systems. Even if they’d intended to simply cut her connection, there would have been some sort of evidence they’d done so. Plus, it would’ve been evident on her server that something had accessed her system. There was no log of any such intrusion. 
 
    Nikki pulled up the intel feed of the area the drone had been operating in. A video feed depicted a dissipating cloud of smoke and bits of debris tumbling away from where the drone had been.  
 
    It self-destructed! 
 
    The conclusion probably meant it had been an internal safeguard to prevent outside actors from taking control of the drones. It implied there’d been no response from a living operator. If she could do it once… 
 
    Nikki connected to the next closest drone that was tracking Archie. Two firewalls fell under the exact same processes she’d used on the first. Just as before, she started to delve into the third layer. Snap! The connection was terminated. 
 
    Surveillance showed a small bit of debris raining down behind Archie. Nikki identified and dug into the next drone. Snap! Each time she triggered the self-destruct on one of the drones, it jarred her brain a little, but she kept going. It was a guarantee the counter-hackers would show up at any moment, so she pushed on from one to the next as fast as she could. 
 
    Another. Snap! 
 
    Another. Snap! 
 
    As pain and pressure built up in her frontal lobes, Nikki lost track of how many of the drones she’d set off. The lack of intelligent response bothered her more and more, but she didn’t really have time to give it too much thought. 
 
    “Damn, Queen, if this was you, then holy shit!” Archie must have been close enough to reconnect to Nikki’s comms. “Skyfab’s clear. On my way to you now. Set your beacon so I can zero in.” 
 
    As directed, Nikki turned on her locator beacon. In a daze, she drifted back into her own body. 
 
    Linuang was flat on his back, having fallen in from the doorway. Her Sumatozou bodyguard was still as a toppled statue. His body armor was broken and burnt all over. The parts of the front of his body that weren’t charred were doused in blood. 
 
    It took crucial seconds for her to accept that her bodyguard was dead. Nikki was alone. Veetanho special forces were moments from pouring into the room.  
 
    Will they kill me or take me prisoner? Which is worse? 
 
    With trembling hands, she whipped her pathetic little pistol out of its holster and pointed it at the door. The room had settled into an eerie silence. Of course that might have just been her ringing ears—something she hadn’t noticed as much while buried inside her pinplants. But without Linuang shooting into the hallway, no one was shooting back.  
 
    For a brief moment, she wondered whether she should use the pistol to defend herself—as laughable as that would be—or to shoot herself. She lacked the strength to do the latter. There was also a hint of guilt that she’d even entertained the thought. Bull would be disappointed to know he’d wasted all that time with her on the range. 
 
    Can’t disappoint Bull, now can we? 
 
    A canister floated into the room. She closed her eyes and expected the last sensation of her existence to be the bite of shrapnel rending her flesh and bone to pieces. Instead, she heard a distant pop and felt the room quake. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she found the room filled with smoke. On the far side of Linuang’s corpse, black marks and a chewed-up wall indicated something had exploded in the room. Her dead Sumatozou had saved her one last time.  
 
    A figure emerged through the door. As if in slow motion, the trooper saw her and spun to bring her rifle to bear on Nikki. As Bull had coached her thousands of times over the decades, Nikki thrust the pistol toward the Veetanho commando and squeezed the trigger. The trooper took the shot to the neck and tumbled forward until she flattened out, dead. 
 
    A second commando leapt through the door, hit the ground, and rolled into a crouch. Its rifle was trained on Nikki before she could shift her aim. 
 
    Before the trooper fired, it was lifted off the ground and thrown by some unseen hand back the way it had come. Its torso exploded in a fountain of blood, which doused the next trooper to step through. That trooper was clipped as well by a massive force from the window. Deafened as she was, Nikki only heard a faint pounding sound. In her peripheral vision, she noticed that a shadow had appeared in the open window. 
 
    It was Archie’s aerocar, and it was pointed straight on. Some long gun, bigger than even the elephant guns, was pouring ballistic rounds into the doorway, the doorframe, and the walls to either side of the doorframe. Hell rained in longer than she could keep track. It ended without fanfare. The aerocar wobbled a little, backed away, and swung sideways to the room, as close as it could get. The gull-wing doors on both sides were gone, and the driver was barely visible. 
 
    Archie’s lips looked as if she was shouting, and she waved her hand frantically to encourage Nikki to jump in. Though her legs were weak and trembling, Nikki forced herself to walk up to the edge. A strong breeze blew in and threatened to knock her over. The aerocar kicked up and rocked a few feet away.  
 
    Every muscle in Nikki’s body froze in fear. Even after the shift, which Archie quickly recovered from, it was only a short jump. But Nikki just couldn’t do it. 
 
    Archie had a look of rage on her face, and she stared at Nikki with her jaw wide open. Nikki heard the faint, distant sound of Archie screaming, as if it was a recording and the volume was turned down low. The pilot relaxed abruptly and looked away.  
 
    A text message arrived in Nikki’s pinplants. 
 
    <Put on your big girl panties and jump the fuck in before more V show up!> 
 
    The ludicrous opener combined with the very real threat broke Nikki out of her stupor. With a deep breath, she summoned every ounce of courage and strength she had left. 
 
    She jumped.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Below the level with the computer and drone technicians, Okeo found two more levels of administrative offices, but all had been vacated. The Hunter presumed word of her handiwork on the upper levels had trickled down. There weren’t even any guards for several levels. The only inhabitant she spotted for quite some time was an elSha clerk, who hustled out of the room, dragging a briefcase that was larger than it was. 
 
    Computers throughout these levels were all shut down. Some were smoking—a sign that their operators had set off a charge to destroy whatever information they might have contained. Veetanho were known for covering their tracks, among other things. 
 
    As she continued down, she found more administrative offices, several cafeterias, and the like. All were office areas for non-Veetanho races, and all were in the midst of evacuation. Okeo ignored them and continued downward for dozens of levels. 
 
    Eventually, she found herself in a high-ceilinged warehouse. It was full of Human CASPer machines in various states of disrepair, as well as stockpiles of weaponry. A contingent of Veetanho security personnel had collected there. With casual interest, she noted they’d set up tripwires, motion sensors, and a few explosive traps at all the main entrances to the warehouse. The guards themselves were fixated on the ceiling above, which was riddled with ventilation ducting. It wasn’t hard to conclude they were waiting for Goka to drop out of the sky, as the creatures often did. 
 
    After a considerable analysis, she assessed that they were entrenched well enough that there was a significant risk if she assaulted them by herself. It wasn’t the troops themselves who concerned her, it was the possibility of the stockpiles of ordnance being set off. Not even a Hunter was impervious to colossal explosions. Perhaps her sense of invincibility was wearing off, but she decided to grant this group their wish and let them fight the Goka. 
 
    In the first subterranean level, things got a little more interesting. For one, they were still guarded, but by the worst of the Veetanho’s troops. There was ample opportunity to sate her bloodlust a little more by tearing into them. Beyond that, all four levels below the warehouse area were full of prisoners in rows of cells with small view windows in heavy metal doors. In order to look through them, Okeo had to leap up and dig the claws of one hand into the narrow fold of metal at the base of the view ports. With her other hand she would swipe the viewport open. None of the occupants seemed to be able to see or hear that she was doing so, though they might have just become indifferent to being watched. It was hard to tell. 
 
    The first two subterranean levels contained two distinct groups of Human prisoners.  
 
    One group wore heavily faded black and red uniforms. None seemed to look very militaristic. Even if they’d been warriors at some point in history, the entire group looked malnourished, exhausted, and apathetic. These Humans looked to have been in captivity for a long time, and most appeared to have lost all hope. 
 
    The next group, dressed in more vibrant red and gray uniforms, seemed fresher and more active. Though separated into small groups in various cells, they played games, exercised, and talked. Some even demonstrated an alertness and subtle quietude that indicated they might have been plotting escape. 
 
    Both groups exhibited a range of physical fitness, from scrawny and thin to chubby, that suggested they weren’t warriors. Overall, she guessed these Humans were a collection of technicians, engineers, clerks, and administrators. All that begged the question of where their warriors were, assuming they were still alive. For the time being, however, it wasn’t really Okeo’s concern. 
 
    She did chew over the idea of freeing them, but ruled against it. They might get themselves killed or lost if set free without any guidance. Okeo knew Zatohachi would definitely be upset if either happened, yet she didn’t have any interest in guiding them. The best option seemed to be to leave them as is until another Human came along, such as Zatohachi, or perhaps the big bald man from the head Veetanho’s office.  
 
    Sounds and rumbles from explosions and gunfire somewhere above suggested the battle for the warehouse had been joined. That meant other Humans might be along in the near future. These Humans could wait. 
 
    The next level of prisoners was a random smattering of alien races. The mammalian prisoners were primarily females and adolescents. Some were individuals, and some were in groups of three or four huddled together. It was unclear to her why these prisoners were prisoners at all, as she couldn’t imagine they’d be a threat to anyone, especially the Veetanho. However, she seldom understood the motivations of such creatures beyond the knowledge that everything they did was evil. They had, after all, destroyed her entire race in a failed bid to subjugate it. 
 
    That train of thought gave her renewed vigor. She took her time toying with the last groups of guards before eviscerating them one by one. Each member of this last group of guards was left to die slowly, with their entrails spread out in front of them.  
 
    Okeo sensed the slightest bit of depression growing in the back of her mind at the realization that this might have been the last group of Veetanho she’d get to kill for a while. After a moment of introspection to push those thoughts away, she inspected the cells of this last group. 
 
    Everyone in these cells was solitary. Each was emaciated, as if they’d received the bare minimum of food and water to remain alive. One actually appeared to be dead, though she knew there were some races who could hibernate in a sort of torpor to survive desperate times. As she went, Okeo made the connection that they were a same sampling of the races from the next level up. Except the last one she came to. 
 
    Bright light poured out from the last cell in the hallway, which had a wide window instead of the small viewport of the other cells. Okeo looked through it and found a Veetanho. It sat, motionless, in the center of the room as if meditating. It lacked the characteristic goggles of its race, which left nothing but faint strips of folded skin where its eyes were closed.  
 
    “Come to look again on your prize, O Mighty General?” it asked without opening its eyes. When Okeo didn’t respond, the eyes cracked open in tiny slivers and peered outward. After several seconds of panning its head left and right, its eyelids settled closed again.  
 
    Okeo found herself searching for a reason the Veetanho would’ve imprisoned one of their own kind. It was possible this one was a criminal, a traitor, or perhaps both, in the form of a rogue operative. She released her grip on the lip of the viewport and dropped. As much as she wanted to just break in and kill the thing, all the possibilities of its imprisonment left her too curious to do so.  
 
    Lost in contemplation, the Hunter was still sitting there when Zatohachi, a group of Goka, and the bald Human came into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As she landed inside the aerocar, Nikki almost tumbled over and out the far side. As if she sensed Nikki doing so, Archie kicked the aerocar up the other way and quickly leveled it. Nikki threw herself at the base of the vehicle and shuffled backward on all fours to the seats behind her. 
 
    <Come up front and buckle in,> a new message said. Nikki reversed course and crawled forward. It did make a lot more sense to go to the area that still had doors. A gentle acceleration was matched by a forward pitch, which made the short trip easier for Nikki. As she got close to the front, Archie held a hand out. When Nikki grabbed it, Archie hauled her up and thrust her into the passenger’s seat. 
 
    “Buckle in,” Archie said. It felt like she was still shouting, but the words were still distant. At least she was hearing something. A pitched wail, like a siren, sounded in her ears periodically. 
 
    <Buckle in.> 
 
    “I heard you!” Nikki reached around the seat and collected the pieces of the five-point harness.  
 
    “It’s about time. I thought I was going to have to leave you there. Didn’t know if I could hold it much longer.” 
 
    Nikki nodded absently as she finished clicking the harness together. Then she noticed a flashing light and Archie hitting a button to silence it. The wail in her ears stopped. 
 
    “Wait,” she said. Her head snapped up to glare at Archie. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Oh, I mean this car took a lot of hits before you did whatever you did to all those drones. Engine’s giving out. In a few moments, we’ll be crashing.” 
 
    On cue, some part of the car behind them exploded. It bucked to the right and dove steeply toward the ground. The wail started up again, as did the flashing. Archie hit the button again, and both stopped. 
 
    “You rescued me so you could kill me in a crash?” 
 
    “Give me a break! I couldn’t leave you there. You know more were on their way.” 
 
    “And they might’ve taken me prisoner. At least I’d be alive.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but if I left you there to get captured, I’d have disappointed the hell out of Bull.” 
 
    “You’re about to kill us both, and that’s what you’re worried about?” 
 
    “I’m not gonna kill us!” Archie said with clear frustration. A moment of silence wedged itself between them. Archie broke it to add, “Probably.” 
 
    The siren wailing, flashing, and silencing sequence repeated itself. 
 
    “God, shut up already!” Archie shouted. “I know the coolant’s below allowable levels, all right!” 
 
    Collecting her bearings, Nikki recognized the tall, ant-hill spire of the Zevak Arcology growing large in front of them. 
 
    “Are you crashing us into the arcology?” 
 
    “You got a better idea?” Archie asked. “If we crash anywhere else, some Veetanho team could find us. Hell, we crash anywhere around the base of this thing, they might sick the Red Iron on us. That sound good to you?” 
 
    Lacking a good response, Nikki remained silent.  
 
    The arcology grew larger in the windscreen until it blocked out the view of anything else. Archie was aiming the aerocar at one of many tiny dots on the shallow sloping part a few hundred feet up from the base. The tiny dots resolved into large openings, and Nikki recognized them as the docking bays she’d reported on in the initial intel briefing. 
 
    Most of the things she’d examined from afar, things she’d briefed the others on, she’d never seen firsthand. The Zevak Arcology had been a small thing far off on the horizon for her entire time here. Now, it blocked out the view of everything else. Nikki developed a newfound appreciation for how large the arcologies were.  
 
    The docking bays, on the other hand, seemed remarkably small when she considered they were about to crash into one at high speed. Green smoke started to billow from the one Archie had lined up on. A second later, Nikki followed the smoke to its source, where a small bipedal person stood. As they got even closer, it turned out to be Patches. He stood by the wall of the bay like a solid metal rod, not budging as they shot toward him.  
 
    Looking out to the side to gain some reference, Nikki found that the aerocar was dropping as fast as it was moving forward. They approached the docking bay at an angle she could’ve sworn would be fatal. 
 
    Just as they hit the entrance, Archie jerked the throttles all the way back, pulled the yoke tight against her chest, and smacked a button on the console. The aerocar pitched hard up, and Nikki felt the tail smack against the ground. The shrieking noise of grinding metal erupted from behind them. Nikki flew forward into her harness, which released and pulled at her in a controlled manner to minimize the deceleration forces she experienced.  
 
    From the briefings she’d given, she knew the docking bays weren’t deep. They didn’t have much distance to stop before they hit the end. Though afraid to turn her head due to the forces she was under, she caught sight of one of the aerotrucks as they flew past it. 
 
    “Come on, baby, come on,” Archie said. The pilot sucked her breath in tight and held it. Nikki could see her well enough in her peripheral vision to know she was burying the yoke as tightly into her chest as physically possible. In fact, Nikki wondered if she might be breaking some ribs. 
 
    Archie hit one more button, and Nikki saw a rocket flare in front of them. Half a second later, Archie dumped the yoke forward. Before the nose dropped all the way, they smashed into the far wall of the bay. Nikki jerked forward a little more, but didn’t quite hit the dashboard in front of her. Her harness gently reeled her back against the seat. All the systems went dark.  
 
    The aerocar was stopped. They were still alive. 
 
    They remained motionless for a few quiet moments, still dazzled by the near-death experience. Then Archie turned to look at Nikki with crazy eyes and said, “Any landing you can walk away from, amiright?” 
 
    Nikki could find no response.  
 
    An expression of wracking pain overtook Archie’s face. She popped open the compartment between them and withdrew a nanite injector, which she jabbed into herself just below her solar plexus. The injector fell from her hand. Archie clenched both fists tight, tensed all her muscles, screwed up her face even more, and let out a long, angry grunt. 
 
    In a flash her eyes popped open.  
 
    “Goddamn, that’ll wake you up in the morning, won’t it?” As she finished the line, she broke into hysterical, unsettling laughter.  
 
    Nikki stared at her with wide eyes. 
 
    Archie blasted a hard breath of air out and seemed to relax. As if suddenly remembering Nikki was there, she turned her head again and waved casually to the center compartment. 
 
    “Sorry, I should’ve offered you one earlier, but there’re more injectors in there if you need one.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m fine,” Nikki said.  
 
    The doors opened on both sides. Archie’s door had been opened by Patches, who stood with his standard expression of concern and displeasure. 
 
    “We’re supposed to be getting people out of this place, not letting more in,” Patches said. “PS, nice landing, Admiral.” 
 
    This confused Nikki a little, as Archie wasn’t an admiral, and she didn’t recognize it as any kind of banter. When she looked to see who’d opened her door, she found a handsome, rugged young man. From her own intel, she knew him as Major Dean Adams, de facto leader of the Bushido Bandits. It was one thing to see a picture of someone; it was another thing altogether to see them in person. There was not a scrap of resemblance between the grumpy old man on their left and the noble, bronze-skinned man on their right. 
 
    “Could’ve killed us all, crashing in here like that,” Dean said with considerable vitriol. 
 
    Okay, maybe there’s some resemblance. 
 
    “So what’s your plan now, oh great Bull protégé?” Patches asked. 
 
    “Any contact with the big guy?” Archie asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Ratfuck is complete, though details are a little confusing. We lost Jopo.” 
 
    Nikki sank into her chair as her heart dropped. She saw Archie sink down as well. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Archie said. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, plenty more,” Patches said. “Bull and his Goka contingent delved deeper into their building and found a whole mess of prisoners of various kinds. He’s definitely got the rest of the Bandits.” 
 
    Archie straightened back up in excitement. “Any word on Red Iron prisoners?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Patches said with a sneer. 
 
    Archie twisted to Nikki with pure excitement. “Can you patch me through to Bull now?” 
 
    “Of course,” Nikki said. “The laser comms out of this arcology are tight.” 
 
    Archie dug into her pinplants and reconnected with Bull. 
 
    “Kingpin, Skyfab. How copy?” 
 
    “Good to hear from you, Skyfab. We just found something interesting in here, but I can spare a moment. Status of the flies?” 
 
    “Flies are down, thanks to Queen. I’m calling to ask about any Victor Pucks you might have found.” 
 
    The phonetic alphabet abbreviation for Veetanho was a no-brainer. Their term for prisoners came from further back in Human history, where they were sometimes referred to as PUCs, or persons under control.  
 
    “Got Pucks of all kinds; which ones you looking for?” 
 
    “Red and Gray Long Pig?”  
 
    “Yep. Got those.” 
 
    “Good copy. Skyfab, out.” 
 
    “Kingpin, out.” 
 
    Archie tapped Nikki on the shoulder. “Swap me to the Red Iron net.” 
 
    “What am I, your radio operator?” Nikki asked with a smile. 
 
    Archie smiled back. “Yeah. Ever since I crashed my car saving your life.” 
 
    “Fine.” Nikki reached into her pinplants and tracked down the Red Iron net. “You’re on.” 
 
    “Hamlet, this is your guardian angel. We’ve got Stanley’s sons. Also, Richard III is dead. Finally, we’ve clipped their eyes and ears. Do what Stanley does best, and we’ll take care of the rest. You have my word. Otherwise, you’ll drown in a flood. Your call.” 
 
    Archie grabbed Nikki once more. It was getting annoying, but she knew how important this last little bit was. 
 
    “Nikki, be ready to switch me over to the Slammer Teams. In a moment, I’ll have to tell them to rush in, either to kill them all, or save them all.” 
 
    The phrase was so cold, it gave Nikki chills. It wasn’t the sort of call Nikki could ever make. 
 
    Yet she had to admit, command looked pretty good on Archie.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
 

 Chapter Forty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Vlasov ducked his CASPer and raised his laser shield to absorb fire coming down a stairwell. When it paused, he fired a burst from his laser rifle in response, then shifted out of the way before the K’kng upstairs resumed shooting. 
 
    “Is that right?” Vlasov asked. “And how do I know this is the truth?” 
 
    “I’ve laid out your choices. Take whatever action you feel necessary. You don’t have much time, either way.” 
 
    The possibilities swirled through his head. Either way, he’d joined the wrong side. At the time, he hadn’t known there was a right side, so keeping his men alive had been the only clear choice. Killing them all out of pride or a sense of honor would’ve been little consolation to all of them or their families back on Earth. The Earth the Veetanho had attacked, if the woman was to be believed. 
 
    Fortunatov flipped an arm blade out.  
 
    “Boss, on your word, I’ll charge up and butcher the apes. There can’t be many more.” 
 
    Vlasov waved a dismissive hand with his CASPer before he’d consciously meant to do so. 
 
    “No, Lucky, hold off a moment.” 
 
    The problem was, he wasn’t the trusting sort. The very fact that this woman, whom he’d never met, was telling him all the thing he wanted to hear, all the things that wouldn’t have been possible in his wildest dreams, was a big red flag. Nothing worked out liked that. 
 
    Except. 
 
    Except he knew his current overseer would only allow them to live so long as they were useful. Except he knew they had some plan to eliminate all the Red Iron if he showed any sign of disloyalty. Except he’d only signed on to fight for them under the knowledge they’d be executed otherwise. Except he’d been told they would only fight aliens, not Humans. Except he’d agreed in the hopes of giving himself time to find another way…to find salvation wherever it might be hiding.  
 
    If this isn’t salvation staring you in the face, what is? 
 
    “Miss Angel, our lives are yours.” 
 
    He activated the comm line to all the Red Iron troops.  
 
    “Red Iron! Rah! Rah! Rasputin!” 
 
    Vlasov counted to three to make sure he wasn’t the first one to punch. The rest of the men needed every second they could get. 
 
    He punched the emergency release on his CASPer. Explosive bolts fired in a ring around the outside of the CASPer’s canopy. The front half of the CASPer popped and fell off with a loud thump on the floor. As it fell, he cranked the quick disconnect on his suit’s harness. With the front open and himself free, he grabbed the handles overhead to pull up and lift his legs out. 
 
    If any of them made it out, the next problem would be the K’kng. If this Angel was who she said she was, he hoped she could call them off before they killed any, or all, of his men. 
 
    I put our lives in your hands, Angel. Please don’t let us down. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Colonel Ke’aka said out loud. Though the fact she had spoken demanded a response from her assistants, it was a rhetorical question. It had been assumed this last communication from the Mushroom Farm Humans was another attempt to subvert them. Paired with the disaster at Coordinator Stavro’s tower, odds were this latest attempt would be successful.  
 
    Then Colonel Vlasov had shouted something to his troops that none of the translators could comprehend. 
 
    “It’s a code, Colonel,” one assistant said. 
 
    “Of course it’s a code, you moron!” Ke’aka replied. Whether any survived or not, that was the end of the Red Iron. 
 
    “Colonel, one of them just fired their emergency canopy release. Another. Lots of them…several dozen. No…more. They’re all jettisoning canopies!” 
 
    “Entropy.” Colonel Ke’aka activated the kill switch. 
 
    “All Demise units, it’s time to go active. Move in and kill any Human, K’kng, or Goka you come across. Hell, kill anything coming out of that arcology. Launch all gunships. If anything launches from the docking bays, the gunships must take them down. Demise, move!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vlasov got his right foot up on the edge of the remainder of the CASPer’s canopy. The leg pushed as hard as it could to launch him out of the CASPer.  
 
    A small explosive charge, which had been hidden in the small of his back moments earlier, fired at that moment. A short blast of heat washed past him, but didn’t otherwise seem to affect him. He felt something tap against his left ankle as he tumbled unceremoniously out of his suit. 
 
    To his right, Fortunatov screamed for a brief second. Then he went silent and slumped forward. Lucky had gotten his canopy off, but had been too slow to pull himself up. The hidden charge had likely just severed his spine and turned all the vital organs into a pulp.  
 
    All around the arcology, the rest of the Red Iron would be doing the same. Some, like Fortunatov, would hesitate too long, and they wouldn’t make it out. Hopefully, most would react fast enough to get out before whatever was about to happen. 
 
    Vlasov collected himself and pushed his arms up to try to stand. A burning pain shot up his left leg, so intense that he saw red and collapsed again. Oddly, the pain hadn’t started at the foot. It had begun at mid-calf. Dreading the worst, he rolled over to see. 
 
    His dread was vindicated. Where his foot should’ve been was nothing but a burnt, shattered stump above what had been his ankle. The foot had been blown off by the small charge the damn rats had buried in his CASPer. Buried in all the Red Iron’s CASPers, no doubt. He’d known something of the sort would happen. He cursed the damn rats and prayed most of his men had fared better than Fortunatov.  
 
    Vlasov stared at the blackened ground meat and wondered if, perhaps, the foot had just been severed. If there was something of the foot left inside, maybe his men could— 
 
    No, that’s absurd.  
 
    The pain pulsed and washed away as his vision went red again. A strange tingling sensation went down the leg, and he could swear it went all the way down to his toes. It occurred to him that someone was shouting. 
 
    “Boss!”  
 
    Numbly, he turned his head to the side and saw Dmitri staring at him with great concern. The trooper jabbed something into the side of his leg, which sent it back into pure agony. Dmitri also busted a roll of gauze out of his med kit and carefully wrapped the stump in it. 
 
    “Boss, can you hear me!” 
 
    “Of course I can hear you, Dmitri, you’re shouting in my ear.” 
 
    Dmitri smiled and chuckled, though his eyes still betrayed a great deal of anxiety.  
 
    “The apes are coming!” Mikhail shouted. That was two of his squad who’d survived, at least. He propped himself sideways on an elbow and craned his neck to see the stairs. Mikhail and Adrian were braced at the base with their pistols pointed upward.  
 
    “Hold fire unless they shoot,” Vlasov said. He felt weak and light-headed. It was a challenge to talk, and all the words felt hazy. “If all is as Angel said, they…help us.” 
 
    “Angel, Boss?” Dmitri said. “Boss, I think you’re in shock.” 
 
     One of the pointy-eared gorilla-like K’kng stepped into view with its arms wide. In one hand was a heavy laser rifle that it dropped onto the stairs with a loud clatter. It pounded its other fist against its chest, then thrust an open hand into the air.  
 
    Mikhail’s eyes were wide and intense. Licking his lips, he looked to Vlasov, then back to the K’kng without lowering his pistol.  
 
    “Boss?” 
 
    “No…shoot. Angel…said…” Everything went cloudy, then dark. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The communication feeds came into Nikki’s mind in such rapid fire that they were dizzying to process. She could have switched some off to slow down the information coming in, but at this particular moment, it was important not to miss anything. Moreover, it was her job to take all the data in and summarize it for Archie as best she could. 
 
    “Reports from a large number of Slammer teams that Red Iron squads are punching out of their CASPers. Some casualties, as explosive charges are blowing inside before some can get out. Slammers are doing well, collecting and protecting the CASPer drivers, though some Red Iron are still shooting back.” 
 
    “Okay, well, that’s as good as it gets,” Archie said. “Tell the K’kng to remain nonthreatening and save what Humans they can.” 
 
    As the static of the incoming calls died down, Nikki opened her eyes to check the intel feeds on her slates. From the bowels of the starport, a series of unidentified gunships had launched and were tracking toward the Zevak Arcology. They were unlike anything she’d seen before. Sleek, fast, maneuverable, yet still bristling with firepower.  
 
    “Gunships on the way. Not drones, Archie. Full-on gunships, look!” She held a slate up for Archie to see. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Twelve.” 
 
    Archie remained silent for a long moment and stared at the displays. 
 
    “Patches, Dean, are the Bandits and Bladestorm all in place?” Archie asked. 
 
    “Ready when you are,” they said in perfect concert. Then they looked at each other. Patches smiled. Dean frowned. 
 
    “Nikki. Flush the Toilet.” 
 
    Nikki bit her lip and nodded.  
 
    “Here goes. Flushing the Toilet.” 
 
    The code to initiate an evacuation of the arcology had been a tough nut to crack, but nowhere near as hard as breaking the Veetanho encryption. Nikki had been inside the arcology’s emergency protocols within her first few weeks. 
 
    The connections had been made and secured over the course of the previous months. Most of her time had been spent working with Bull to map out the evacuation plans, the emergency response protocols, law enforcement crisis action plans…everything. She activated all of them at once. 
 
    Since she was plugged into it, she knew evacuation sirens were blaring on every inch of the giant structure. The wealthiest, up at the top, would have their own emergency vehicles. At the mid-levels, the next social class down would have fractionally owned evacuation shuttles to accomplish the same purpose. Being a city locked in perpetual combat, the upper and mid-levels would also have armed escorts to increase their chances of surviving a contested evacuation. The gunships were free to engage them if they wanted to. 
 
    The hundreds of thousands on the lower levels would be flocking to evacuation lift tubes, stairwells, slides, and a myriad of quick exits. It would take more than half an hour for all to evacuate. Ultimately, almost a million of the inhabitants would flood out into the streets surrounding the arcology and create a refugee problem that would strain all of the city’s emergency response capabilities.  
 
    Any mercenary unit that sought to contain such a flood would be overwhelmed by the rush of the arcology’s denizens. Identifying enemies would become impossible. If such a unit chose to shoot everything indiscriminately, they would only enrage the mob and run out of ammo. Then the mob would dismember them. 
 
    Whatever reserves the Veetanho had been holding behind the Red Iron would be irrelevant within moments.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
 

 Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    “There is your Human’s signal. We go now.” 
 
    Brynn’s emotions with respect to Goka were on a roller coaster. Months earlier, they’d just been a support unit for what should have been a standard assault. Then they’d been the evil aliens who’d betrayed the Bandits and killed some of her own Sisters, not to mention a lot of the other Sevens. For months, Goka had been the bogeymen they feared would show up at any moment to finish the job. Hours earlier, they’d done just that.  
 
    Then they’d just stopped. Major Adams’ father had explained that it was all over, and the Goka had been victims of the deception as much as the Bandits had. Elder Adams had said it was all an elaborate ruse to trap him and his organization. Survival, he said, relied on working with the Goka to escape the arcology. A few had disagreed with the new state of affairs, but Major Adams had understood and assigned the dissenting individuals elsewhere.  
 
    Brynn and Kelsi Ascol, however, had agreed to the new situation, and volunteered to support the Goka in the breakout. Apparently, Goka weren’t too keen on carrying explosive charges next to their less armored underbellies. Humans, they explained, were unprotected everywhere, so it made no difference if they carried the explosive charges. It wasn’t the best sales pitch Brynn had ever gotten, but she didn’t dwell on it. Major Adams had said that was where they were needed, so she’d saluted and followed orders. 
 
    Staring at the shiny backs of the Goka, she had to fight the urge to jump on them and stab them in the neck.  
 
    They were just doing their jobs, following their orders. Now we’re fighting together for our lives. Hold onto that. 
 
    The one by the door held out an arm with a knife pointed upward. As they’d briefed the countdown signal, he stabbed it upward, slashed it side to side, then stabbed it down. He jerked the handle and swung the door to the side. The point Goka charged through, followed by half a dozen more. In front of her, the Goka from other sides swarmed and savaged the Blevin infantry guarding barricades around the tank.  
 
    Brynn stepped through in a rush and caught the side of their target—a Zuul tank crewed by Blevin acting as law enforcement. As she stepped through the door, she watched it fire a piercing, blinding beam from its 120MW laser into the tunnel leading into the arcology. She turned her head and watched as the beam scored its way through the front few ranks of a thick mob trying to storm their way out. Dozens of escaping arcology citizens of all races were incinerated in milliseconds. The rest parted like the Red Sea and dove for the scant cover on the sides.  
 
    Frozen at the spectacle of the massacre, she was slow to recognize that the tank had swung its turret toward them. Upon realization, she twisted and found Ascol similarly transfixed in the doorway. Brynn slapped her hand on Ascol’s webbing harness. She heaved Ascol with her and dove to the side just as the tank fired. As she landed, she shoved Ascol to the ground and flattened herself out. The scorching heat of the beam washed over them, so close she feared her hair might catch fire.  
 
    “Up!” she shouted as soon as the beam dissipated. Brynn craned her head back and found a dead, roasted Goka in the doorway. She and Ascol popped up to their feet, regained their grips on their satchels, and sprinted toward the tank.  
 
    A Blevin atop the tank unloaded a heavy machine gun into the encroaching Goka, but to little effect. The bullets bounced off the shells and ricocheted into the air. Soaking up the Blevin anti-personnel fire was their purpose. The last two survivors of the Seven Sisters were to carry the explosives to blow the tank, the same job the other surviving Bandits would be performing at other traffic tunnels out of the arcology. 
 
    When they were a couple dozen feet from the tank, the Blevin turret gunner swung the machine gun around to the opposite side of Brynn’s approach. Before the Blevin fired in that direction, he was riddled with laser fire and tumbled backward. His body dangled half in and half out of the hatch. 
 
    Takamatsu leapt on top of the tank with a victorious smile. As he swung his satchel around, he took a shotgun blast to the face from someone inside the tank. The great Tiger of the Bushido Bandits toppled away. A moment later, a great explosion went off on the far side of the tank. Someone shrieked in agony. 
 
    She and her Sister kept charging forward, dodging the broken bodies of Blevin infantry.  
 
    “Come on, use my back,” Ascol said. She crouched at the base of the treads, facing into them, and slapped her back. Brynn found a handhold on the side of the tank, threw a foot onto Ascol’s back, and hauled herself up on top of the tank. There, she crept along and armed her charge. The dead Blevin shifted, then began to slide into the open hatchway. Brynn reasoned that whoever had shot Takamatsu was pulling their dead comrade in so they could close the hatch.  
 
    The tank’s engine whine increased, and the tank rolled backwards. The turret fired another blinding beam down the tunnel. 
 
    Just before the dead gunner slid into the hatch, Brynn slapped the charge onto his chest. Both slid away and tumbled inside the tank. She kicked herself over, got a foot beneath her, and launched herself off the tank. 
 
    “It’s in, get back!” she said as she flew through the air. Although she tried to roll when she hit the ground, her armor and rifle threw her off balance, and she wound up smacking her side flat out. Someone grabbed hold of her and hauled her up. She assumed it was Ascol, but was surprised to discover one of the Goka pulling her to her feet and encouraging her along. They were another dozen meters away, almost back to the door, when the tank detonated in a thundering, ground-shaking explosion. Brynn, Ascol, and the nearest Goka were knocked off their feet and flattened against the wall of the tunnel. 
 
    Dazed and rattled, Brynn took stock of the alarm bells ringing all over her body. Her fingers and toes still wiggled. The ears were ringing pretty heavily, and her balance was way off, but everything felt otherwise intact. Next to her, Ascol dragged herself up and shook her head as if something was rattling around inside it. Ascol snapped her head up to see something interesting down the tunnel. Following her gaze, Brynn saw the mob had resumed their surge. A flood of arcology residents washed over them and spilled its way outward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The calls fed in through her pinplants. Calls from the Blevin, who had been defending the tunnels. These were frantic and confused. One by one, they went silent. Calls from the gunship pilots, who were calmer, but no less desperate. Armed escort gunships from all over the city had swarmed in to assist with the evacuation. For the first time since Stavro had suborned the council, these craft had no qualms about firing on the unidentified gunships that tried to hinder the rescue efforts. Stavro should have been able to order the escorts to stand down, or possibly even assist in containing the arcology, but she was no longer around to do so. Colonel Ke’aka had the same connections, but got the impression they would no longer accept her authority. 
 
    The Demise teams who had gone forward to assault the K’kng positions had met with far fiercer resistance than the Red Iron units had reported.  
 
    “Colonel, the situation is becoming untenable,” an assistant to her left said. “I suggest we detonate the devices.” 
 
    Ke’aka had, of course, already considered that course of action. For one thing, the amount of time that had passed since they lost contact with the Goka meant the devices could be anywhere. There was little chance they could be outside the arcology yet, but if they were even around its edges, the elements of the Demise, herself included, might now be within their blast radii.  
 
    It was also clear now that the Humans were aware of the Veetanho’s presence. If she detonated the nukes, there would be ample evidence for a Peacemaker investigation to implicate the Veetanho race in war crimes. They could mount a disinformation campaign to counter it, but since Peepo’s failure, the evidence against the Veetanho was already at a cataclysmically high threshold. It could not suffer further accusations.  
 
    As the thought process played out in her head, an aerotruck launched from one of the mid-level docking bays of the Zevak Arcology. The possibility that the nuclear devices had been moved out had increased significantly.  
 
    The most frustrating aspect of the entire operation was that there was still no sign of the Human special operations teams. The entire plan had been drawn up to lure the Mushroom Farm teams onto the planet, where the Demise could settle a century-old debt. If Ke’aka had had any evidence the teams were here, she would have blown the devices, and a dozen more as well. She would have rendered the city to ash to destroy them, but she had no such evidence. For all she knew, they had never even come to Monogatari. 
 
    Reports trickled in that masses of creatures of all races were pouring out of the Zevak Arcology in every direction. If her teams remained in their path, they would be swarmed in short order. One last time, she considered blowing all the devices out of spite. 
 
    “Negative, it is too late to blow the devices.” She tilted her chin up, shrugged her shoulders, and gulped in her race’s incredibly rare display of shame. She had not made the gesture since she was a crècheling. “All Demise units. This is Colonel Ke’aka. Terminate operations and execute dissolution plan.” 
 
    It was done. She had failed so spectacularly that she had been forced to order her troops to melt away into the city and go into hiding. It would take a long time to collect her forces and get them off planet. When they eventually did, she was not sure where they would go. Ke’aka wanted to blame Coordinator Stavro, but deep down, she knew the blame was just as much hers.  
 
    Entropy-ridden Humans.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
 

 Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    Okeo watched the bald man from the head Veetanho’s office ride into the hallway on the back of a Goka. He carried a smoking brown cylinder in one hand—what the Humans called cigars. Several other Goka, one a colonel, arrived as well. Finally, Zatohachi walked up in trail of the procession. He moved up to where Okeo remained hidden within her quintessence, gave a slight nod in her direction, and assumed his characteristic relaxed, ready posture. 
 
    As the group approached the Veetanho’s cell, the bald Human waved a hand in the air and called for his Goka mount to stop. With evident pain and difficulty, the bald Human staggered to the cell door and stared in through the window. 
 
    “If it isn’t the infamous Seerna.” the bald man said. 
 
    “I would hope I am not that infamous, or I have failed more than I thought I had,” Seerna said, though she kept her eyes closed. “But as much as I should be, I am also not surprised the infamous Bull recognizes me.” 
 
    “I’ve done my homework,” the Human, now identified as Bull, said. “Which begs the question, what are you doing in there? I’m going to be honest. I expected to find you upstairs running this whole thing, instead of that wet-behind-the-ears crècheling.” 
 
    Exactly my thoughts. 
 
    “And why would you say that?” 
 
    “Because you’re the dark shadow who’s hounded me since I got into this business. I know, for example, that you’re responsible for the deaths of all my compatriots on Jayaut all those years ago. Do you deny that?” 
 
    “Again, I should be either surprised or embarrassed that you know that. Yet instead, I cannot help but feel pride.” 
 
    “Pride?” 
 
    The Veetanho opened her eyes, but squinted as if her tiny little eyes were in pain. 
 
    “Yes, pride. Pride that I have put my faith in the right place.” 
 
    “Have you, now? Because I feel a strong desire to put a couple bullets in the right place. Right through those two beady eyes.” 
 
    “I fully understand you desire. Why do you not do so?” 
 
    Yes, why not? 
 
    “First off, may I ask if you have any authority over the Veetanho teams who were employed to entrap me and mine?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    Bull sighed. “Didn’t think so, but it was worth a shot. Moving on, I need you to tell me why you’re in here as opposed to up there.” He motioned upward with his cigar. “I can’t help but wonder if it had been you up there, whether I would’ve made it down here.” 
 
    “You would not have. I would have killed you upon your arrival. On the other hand, I am not sure whether I would have survived the encounter, either.” 
 
    Bull took a puff from his cigar, then used it to point at Seerna. “One big question up front. That other Veetanho—what was her name again?” 
 
    “Stavro.” 
 
    “Stavro, yes. Why didn’t she hunt us down and kill us earlier? It’s clear she had a Human informant who’d given up our location and everything.” 
 
    “She wanted your entire organization. She knew the history of this nebulous company of yours and wished to destroy the entire thing. Her intent was to draw all your teams here. Which I presume you did not do?” 
 
    “Of course not, I wasn’t going to drag them into an obvious trap.” 
 
    “As I concluded. I knew from the start Stavro would fail. She overreached. Even when I mentored her, it was clear she did not have the patience or the tact to do these things the right way.” 
 
    “I imagine you would have?” 
 
    “Of course. I did, in fact. As you said, I am the one responsible for all the deaths on Jayaut 40 years ago. Others had monitored the organization for a few decades, but when I was assigned, my superiors feared it had grown too large. Thus, I was directed to develop and execute a course of action to eliminate it. The destruction of the company was the success that earned me the title of coordinator.” 
 
    The silence was deafening. The Goka colonel shifted awkwardly, and his gaze shifted back and forth between the other two. Seerna stared at Bull as if she awaited death. Okeo wondered why the bald Human didn’t grant her wish. 
 
    “You’re not telling me all this so I’ll kill you,” Bull said. “You’re telling me because you want to tell me more.” 
 
    After taking another puff of his cigar, he swept his hand out with the palm up. 
 
    “So go ahead.” 
 
    Seerna relaxed and pursed her lips. It was the most body language Okeo had even seen a Veetanho express. That is, other than the sheer terror her many recent victims had expressed moments before she’d killed them.  
 
    “As you wish,” Seerna said. “The position of coordinator gave me a window into the long-term designs of the Veetanho leadership. Almost immediately, I began to doubt their plans for humanity. Thus, were you to kill me now, it would be both just and ironic, as you would say.” 
 
    “Ironic?” Bull said. 
 
    “Yes. Ironic because ever since, I have spent my time ensuring your survival and maintaining the falsification of your death.” 
 
    “Now why would you have done that?” 
 
    “Initially, it was out of curiosity. After observing you doing nothing for years, I watched you spring to action. Alone, you rushed out into the void. You charged off to some backwater, meaningless moon in a vacant system to save a tiny handful of inconsequential Humans. They were just another failed mercenary unit, doomed to disappear into history, overcome by the brutal machine of Galactic Union anarchy. You had no connection to them, outside of common DNA. On that connection alone, you spent a small fortune, abandoned the little life you had carved for yourself, and committed actual war crimes to protect them. I have never met a Veetanho who would have done the same under similar circumstances.” 
 
    “Well, it needed doing, and no one else was going to do it.” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence intruded as the Veetanho didn’t respond for a few moments. Eventually, Seerna gave a very awkward impression of a Human head nod. 
 
    “Exactly. By that one act, you destroyed everything I knew about Humans. I have spent every moment since then covering for you, and the Intergalactic Haulers as well, as best I could.” 
 
    “Which is why we find you here.” 
 
    “Among other things, yes. Over time, I am certain my attempts to protect you were noticed. I was assigned fewer operations. Without my knowledge, another was assigned oversight of the Intergalactic Haulers and your Mushroom Farm.” 
 
    “Stavro.” 
 
    “Yes, Stavro. I found myself relegated to simple assassination contracts. At that, I failed yet again. I sent what I thought was an innocuous report that I could no longer secure Depik contracts. Shortly thereafter, Peepo attempted to strongarm the great Hunters. As a result, their entire planet committed suicide. It was all because of one simple report I sent.” 
 
    This one is responsible for everything? 
 
    Okeo tensed up with rage and prepared herself to leap past the Goka, break into the cell, and kill this Veetanho. A hand slowly pressed down on her shoulder. Zatohachi had lowered to a knee and placed it there. The rage faded, as if dispelled by the simple touch. She looked about to see if any of the Goka had noticed him doing this, to see if he’d revealed her presence, but all were transfixed by the dialogue. 
 
    “Patience. There is much to learn if you can restrain yourself.” 
 
    He removed his hand.  
 
    “You hold yourself accountable for the…catastrophe on Khatash?” 
 
    The mere mention of her planet’s name threatened to send her into rage again, but Zatohachi’s presence helped her contain her emotions. 
 
    “As always, I am impressed, but not surprised, that you know about that as well. It was never my intention for that to happen. It was just a routine message. Peepo’s response was…far more than I ever expected. But again, I was already finding myself left out of her plans.” 
 
    Bull took another draw from his cigar and bowed his head. 
 
    “You tell me all these things…you confirm you’re the reason so many died back on Jayaut…that so many died on Khatash. Why?” 
 
    “Because I want you to fully understand who I am and what I have done. To use a Human expression, I lay all my cards on the table. I reveal everything I am to you in a way that is anathema to everything we Veetanho are. I do this to offer myself to you.” 
 
    “And why would you do that?” 
 
    “The plan you developed with Snowman—” 
 
    “Shit, you know about that?” 
 
    “It is the best hope the Galactic Union has. Peepo’s plans will fail. Have failed, and spectacularly. There has been great death and destruction as her plans failed. Most of the forces we need for what is coming have been destroyed. Just like with the Depik on Khatash, Peepo’s desire to control all the pieces has led to the loss of too many pieces. At the moment, our best hope lies in your plan. Resurgens.” 
 
    “Damn. It’s always a kick in the nuts to find out you’re not as clever as you think you are. Thought we had that plan on the tightest lockdown in the history of sneaky plans. So, what are you suggesting?” 
 
    “I merely wish to offer myself to you as an advisor. I no longer hold any power over any resources, but I can offer you everything I know, and I can offer my expertise. I wish to join you and your forces.” 
 
     “More Veetanho deception!” Ch’Vez said. His mandibles clicked, and his limbs wriggled. “I must express confusion, Human-named-Bull. Is this not the exact same arrangement General Stavro—” 
 
    “She was never a general,” Seerna said. “She gave herself the title. She had not even been a coordinator for more than a year.” 
 
    “I suspected as much,” Ch’Vez said, “but as I was saying…does this Veetanho not offer the same arrangement Stavro offered?” 
 
    “On the face, sure,” Bull said, “but it’s the subtle differences that matter the most, Colonel Ch’Vez. Stavro gave me false options. Rather, she falsely suggested that I had only two horrible options to choose from: join her, or she would destroy everything and torture me until I joined her anyway. The moment you believe your choices are limited to what the enemy presents is the moment you’ve already lost.  
 
    “It’s not that she presented me the opportunity to join her, it was how. Seerna has no leverage here, and she knows it. There are only three reasons she might have done that. Maybe she was trying to save her own skin. Maybe she still has some sinister plot I can’t see. Or…maybe she genuinely believes this is the best course of action available.  
 
    “If, as she says, she was the architect of the destruction of the original company on Jayaut, and if she has indeed studied me ever since, she knows how paranoid I am. She must know there’s a 99.9% or so chance that I would put a bullet in her brain just so there’s no chance I’m wrong. Therefore, I’m going to do the unexpected. I’m going to believe her.” 
 
    Okeo stalked her way next to Bull, sat, and dropped her quintessence. Bull gave no reaction to her sudden appearance. He simply lowered his eyes and looked at her. Seerna, on the other hand, raised her nose sharply and stiffened. 
 
    “Knowing all she’s done to you,” Okeo said. “Knowing she’s responsible for the deaths of many of your clan…you still choose to let her live? You still choose to trust her?” 
 
    “I won’t say I trust her, because I have trust issues on the whole, especially as it pertains to Veetanho. However, I know the weight of what we’re up against. I know I need every resource I can gather to face it. I choose not to kill her.” As cold as a fellow Hunter, Bull turned back to look at Seerna to add, “However, I’ll understand if you choose otherwise.” 
 
    The Veetanho remained as still as a stone, watching with her squinty eyes while awaiting her response. Okeo watched her back while she thought about it. This was the prey she’d sought from the outset. When she’d first had the thought to start her revenge with Seerna, Okeo hadn’t even known how connected the Veetanho coordinator had been to the destruction of her people. Being a Veetanho, there was a significant chance that she was only saying what she was saying to get herself freed. It might even be a part of some masterful Veetanho plot to put someone close to this Human.  
 
    On the other hand, all that was his problem, not hers. 
 
    “I’ve done enough killing for today. My vengeance is sated…at least until I work out a way to destroy the Veetanho homeworld.” She looked back up at Bull. “If I were you, I’d keep her close and be prepared to kill her at any moment.” 
 
    He nodded in reply. “Don’t you worry about that. She’ll be within a hair’s breadth of death every moment she’s with me.” 
 
    “Then she’s all yours.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vlasov wandered in and out of consciousness and lucidity. One moment, he felt himself being lifted up in a stretcher. He watched Dmitri’s back while being raised into the air and carried out of the building. He blinked his eyes, and Dmitri was now a bulky black K’kng, who rocked side to side while walking, but seemed to keep him relatively steady. When Vlasov tilted his head to the side to take in his surroundings, he found himself inside a boxy, metallic vehicle of some kind. It shook left, right, up, and down in such a random pattern that the road must have been very bumpy and poorly maintained. His left foot itched quite a bit, but he couldn’t lean forward at all to scratch it. 
 
    Fortunatov sat to his left and watched him with deep concern. 
 
    No, Lucky’s dead. I watched him die. 
 
    It was Lieutenant Turgenov who watched him. 
 
    “You made it,” Vlasov said. The words came out dry and hoarse. He was tremendously thirsty. Turgenov smiled, leaned forward, and stuck a straw into Vlasov’s mouth. 
 
    “Of course you must be thirsty, Colonel,” Turgenov said. “These Gtandan medics don’t have Human IVs to give you, and you haven’t been conscious enough to drink anything in quite a while.” 
 
    Quite a while?  
 
    He’d just gotten out of his CASPer a few moments earlier. 
 
    When his stomach protested at the influx of moisture, he spit the straw out. He worked saliva around his mouth so he could try to speak again. 
 
    A Gtandan leaned over him from the other direction and looked back and forth between him and a slate. 
 
    “You made it,” Vlasov repeated. Turgenov tilted his head to the side with a confused look, so Vlasov decided he had to clarify. “No one ever expects the young lieutenant to live.” He coughed. “Nothing personal. In fact, I’m happy to see you.” 
 
    “Of course you are, Colonel. Now quiet down, rest up. You’ve got to keep fighting until they can get you in more competent hands. These pig-faced fools have no idea how to keep you alive, other than to keep jabbing you with the wrong nanites.” 
 
    Vlasov absently nodded his head, not quite processing what Turgenov had said, but not wanting that to show. 
 
    “Boyarsky?” 
 
    Turgenov shook, then bowed, his head. “Sorry, Colonel. He and most of his squad got out okay, but the cursed rats rolled into them before the K’kng could get there.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Plenty of us made it, Colonel. Incredible call you made, sir. You saved most of us. But we’ll get to that later. Rest now, Colonel.” 
 
    Something gave him a jolt, and his eyes snapped open again. Things seemed slightly less fuzzy. Looking to his left, he saw a tube was stuck into his arm and wandered up to a bag above him. It’d been years since he’d seen an IV. 
 
    As he looked to his right, a gorgeous young brunette sat beside him and held his hand. 
 
    “If I’m in heaven now, what’s this in my left arm?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” she said. It was a sweet, beautiful voice. It was familiar for a reason he couldn’t place. 
 
    “You’re clearly an angel. If you’re an angel, I’m in heaven. If I’m in heaven, why is this in my arm?” He tried to raise his left arm, but it was too numb to move. 
 
    The brunette blushed, and his heart warmed. 
 
    “I’m no angel,” she said as she turned her head away. “I killed a lot of your men when I convinced you to do what you did. Even more lost feet, hands, legs, arms…I should’ve timed it differently, or not done it at all and found another way. I’m sorry for all the men you lost.” 
 
    “Don’t say such things. You’re the Angel of Red Iron. You gave us hope when we had none. You reminded us of who we are and who we shouldn’t be. Rats killed my men, not you. You killed no one. The ones who made it are alive because of you.” 
 
    She turned her head back and smiled. The woman blinked rapidly and looked upward the way people do when they’re trying hold tears in. 
 
    “Tell me,” he said, “what’s your real name?” 
 
    A half chuckle escaped her lips. “I forgot you didn’t know. I have a lot of names, but most people call me Archie these days.” 
 
    “I think I’ll keep calling you Angel. You may as well have one more name.” 
 
    “Angel’s fine. Could you tell me one thing?” 
 
    “For my angel, of course.” 
 
    “Rah, Rah, Rasputin?” 
 
    He let out a loud laugh before his ribs exploded in pain. After catching his breath, he said, “Russia’s greatest sex machine.” 
 
    Angel cocked her head to the side in confusion. 
 
    “It meant we had to get the fuck out while we had the chance, as Rasputin should have done,” a familiar voice answered. 
 
    Movement caught his attention. Lieutenant Turgenov poked his head into the room. 
 
    “Colonel, there is a Veetch here who seems to know what he’s doing and hopes to operate soon. He says he can already work on getting you a new foot.” 
 
    Vlasov couldn’t help but notice the lieutenant’s eyes were fixed on the woman sitting next to him. Twisting his head back to the brunette, he found her returning the stare. Something primal lurked in the brunette’s eyes. Nostalgia brought up memories of decades past when young, beautiful women had looked at him like that. 
 
    “A new foot? Wonderful. Anyway…I’m alive, we’re grateful, and now I’m going back to sleep. You two should feel free to talk while I’m unconscious. Oh, one last thing, Turgenov. Make sure the Veetch gives me some super, cyborg foot with lasers that lets me jump over tall buildings. That’s all. Good night.” 
 
    Both of his guests chuckled awkwardly. 
 
    He closed his eyes and pretended not to listen while the kids got to know each other. It was easier to tune out the voices of the dead while listening to a couple of kids trying to live. Within minutes, he fell back to sleep for real.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
 

 Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    The collected group was unusually silent, but then, it wasn’t exactly a usual group, by any stretch of anyone’s imagination. 
 
    Both of the Human commanders kept an eye on the Goka commander, but not with the fear, anger, or disgust one might have guessed. They both regarded him with a posture of alertness, as if they were prepared for the possibility the Goka might produce knives and start stabbing people. Considering that everyone in the room was heavily armed, Bull ruled that eventuality as unlikely. 
 
    Colonel Ch’Vez showed no reaction to their glares. Though his eyes shifted around constantly, his body remained relaxed and immobile. 
 
    Patches stood respectfully behind his son. For the first time ever, he didn’t have a thick lip full of dip. Moreover, it looked like he’d recently showered and even, if one could believe it, ironed his shirt. Dean had actually smiled when Patches entered, honored by his father’s attempt to look presentable. 
 
    Neither Colonel Ch’Vez nor Colonel Vlasov seemed to know what to make of the two Pushtal, who’d only just arrived. One, the leader, leaned back in his chair with his paws folded in front of him and his fangs bared—the Pushtal equivalent of a sneer. The other stood erect behind him, arms clasped together at his back and eyes caged, a fairly solid equivalent to parade rest. 
 
    Most regarded the Lumar with a mix of confusion and amusement, as if wondering why he would be a part of such a high-level meeting. Mugar had been identified by Jopo as the one who, in the event of Jopo’s death, would take over the Lumar contingent. It wasn’t Bull’s place to question his deceased friend’s decision. Mugar would do well enough in organizing the Lumar for the trip out system. After that, the new commander of the Firebirds would sort them out. 
 
    No one looked more than once at Mo’Paka, who sat at the far end of the table. His natural, relaxed expression was so unpleasant that Bull assumed no one wanted to risk angering him even more. A true kindred spirit to Bull. 
 
    Archie and Nikki stood off to the side by the refreshments with their usual beverages. Nikki was on her third glass and would need to be carried out of the room when it was all over. She hadn’t been dealing too well with the numerous near-death experiences that had come at her all at once. Bull would need to have a talk with her when he got the chance. Archie, on the other hand, was on her very first Red GenSha and appeared to be nursing it. If anything, her nerves were greatly calmed now that the op was over. 
 
    Behind and to the side of Bull stood the recent arrival. Everyone glanced at him several times a minute. Most whispered amongst themselves with curious expressions as they did so. 
 
    “Well, looks like we’ve got everyone here. I appreciate all of you coming today. Especially because I know you’re all busy recovering your respective units from recent events. As much as I know all of you, I realize you don’t all know each other.” 
 
    Bull proceeded to give brief introductions of the individuals around the table. When he got to the Pushtal, he paused. 
 
    “This is Dirnon, the First Claw of Clan Grotha. But you must forgive me, I didn’t get the name of your—” 
 
    “My eldest, Kianon. I’ve brought him along because he’s young and naive. He must learn how to deal with your kind.” 
 
    Bull noticed Dean shift in his chair. His left hand quietly curled into a tense fist. 
 
    “Well met, Kianon. A pleasure to have you here. As I understand it, you’re a large reason the relationship between your clan and the Bandits was as good as it was.” 
 
    Kianon nodded in respect. Dirnon lowered his eyes, curled his lips back even further, and emitted a low growl. Bull ignored the display and continued introductions. 
 
    “Now that you all know each other, let me get to why I’ve invited all of you here.” 
 
    “It’s about time,” Dirnon muttered. “Will you explain the presence of the one you didn’t introduce? Why is that worthless piece of Besquith dung standing beside you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Bull said. He turned and waved a welcoming hand at the Pushtal behind him. “This is Grymalkyn, the admiral of my fleet.” 
 
    “Your what?” Patches asked, incredulous. 
 
    “My fleet, as meager as it is,” Bull said. “More and more meager by the day, in fact. Admiral Grymalkyn here has some news that concerns anyone who accepts my proposal, but I’ll get to that. I wanted to start by saying that I don’t want any of you to feel like you owe me or mine anything. Perhaps with the exception of Mugar and Mo’Paka, none of you would’ve wound up in this predicament if it hadn’t been for me.” 
 
    “He admits it,” Dirnon said. He looked around the room for any signs of agreement. No one acknowledged him. 
 
    “That said, I’ve called you here to respectfully request your help. We’ve been gathering forces for something big…something that might threaten the entire Galactic Union, if we’re right. You’re all free to make your own choice, but I could sure use each and every one of you right now.” 
 
    Dirnon sprung to his feet, knocking the chair back and into Kianon.  
 
    “Free to make our own choice, is it? How magnanimous of you. Well, I have an answer. Clan Grotha has always chosen its own way, and we will continue to do so. Good luck on whatever foolish quest—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Kianon had smoothly drawn his IP-85 pistol, placed it against Dirnon’s temple, and fired. The elder Pushtal’s brains splattered into the open space. Kianon had shot his father in such a way as to prevent the mess from getting on any of the other guests. Bull appreciated the thoughtfulness. 
 
    Nikki shrieked and dropped her wine glass, which shattered on the floor. Archie put an arm around her and eased her around to the bar, where she poured Nikki a fresh glass. None of the others expressed anything more than curiosity at the spectacle. Grymalkyn let out a loud belly laugh until Bull shot him a look. 
 
    As the body slumped to the floor, Kianon calmly reholstered his weapon and took the empty seat.  
 
    Archie looked at Bull, who nudged his head toward the door. She nodded and escorted Nikki out of the room. 
 
    “For too long, Clan Grotha has chosen our own way, the way of cheap and easy self-enrichment. The way of blind greed. We’ve been vultures, picking at the dead and defenseless. It’s that way that brought us here, not you. As the newly-elected First Claw of Clan Grotha, I say we will join you, Human named Bull. Whatever it is you need, and whatever it is you plan to do, we are yours.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, and I appreciate your support. Who else?” 
 
    “Mugar honor memory of great Jopo. Lumar with Bull.” 
 
    Well, that was a given. “I appreciate Mugar and the Lumar as well.” 
 
    Dean raised a hand and pointed a finger at Grymalkyn. “You still haven’t told us what his part is in all this.” 
 
    Bull turned to regard the Pushtal. “Yes, of course. And apologies, as it’s an important part of all this. Admiral Grymalkyn here arrived in system yesterday, having jumped across the galaxy to track me down. It seems, for the first time in decades, someone has found their way to my primary base. The first job I’m going to ask of all of you is to help me retake it.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” Dean asked. Then he smirked and shrugged. “In for a penny, right? It seems the best way to avoid being bait in the future is to stay close. Bandits are in.” 
 
    Vlasov chuckled and glanced at Dean. “We would’ve been pawns here or somewhere else. Anywhere else, and we may never have found a way out. Red Iron is yours as well. Assuming you can pay, of course.” 
 
    “We can. Both of you have my appreciation.” 
 
    Bull looked to Colonel Ch’Vez, who remained unmoving. “Colonel, if you need to confer with your officers, there’s time to do so.” 
 
    The Goka stared back for a few seconds, then he shifted forward. “Well, seeing as the Mercenary Guild has suspended all contracts, it seems the Bladestorm has nothing else to do. We are yours as well, Bull, though I suspect you already knew that.” 
 
    “The Merc Guild did what?” Vlasov asked.  
 
    “We’ll get you caught up, Colonel. There’s quite a bit to go over, in fact. We’ll have two jumps to get you all up to speed.” 
 
    Bull nodded to Mo’Paka. “Naturally, Great Mo’Paka, I don’t mean to deprive you of your remaining warriors. I’d like to request—” 
 
    The K’kng silenced Bull by putting a hand up in the air. “Mo’Paka owes Bull much. You and all who work for you will have the entire city at your disposal as you endeavor to rest, refit, and recover from these events. You need but ask, and you shall receive.” 
 
    “You have our thanks, Great Mo’Paka. I’d encourage everyone to take advantage of that. Anyway, if that’s all settled, I’d like you all ready to move out in about four days.” 
 
    “When he says four days, he usually means tomorrow, because something always comes up,” Patches said. 
 
    Bull pondered that for a second, then smiled and nodded. “Yeah, that’s true. Stay ready to move; you never know who’s gonna turn up.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Her Human was so peaceful when he slept. Granted, he was almost always peaceful, except when he drew his sword. Actually, he was somehow just as peaceful with his sword drawn. Either way, the remarkable thing about him when he slept was that he would lay perfectly still on his back and not budge all night. Every other Human she’d ever seen sleeping—all through contracts—had tossed and turned as if wrestling with Oogar in their dreams. Most other races were similar. Only insectoid races slept as still and peacefully as he did. It was just another of the many remarkable things about him. Were he a Hunter, he would’ve made a terrific mate.  
 
    The thought immediately turned on her and cut through her heart like a sharp, thick-bladed dagger.  
 
    I may never have a mate again. I may never produce kits. 
 
    Though the thought had remained dormant during her quest for vengeance, it was a conclusion she’d come to long before receiving the coded message to join other surviving Hunters in a distant system. Though the call had given her hope of seeing other Hunters, it hadn’t given her hope of having kits. Hunters had had decreasing chances of producing kits over the last several generations. With a drastically reduced gene pool, those chances might now be nothing. It was the sort of thought she’d pushed to the side while she was more focused on satiating her lust for revenge. Now that she’d gotten her fill, for the time being, those thoughts came to the forefront of her mind. 
 
    It was still her duty to try. It was not, however, his duty to get her there. He’d done his part, fulfilled his contract to help her hunt and kill Veetanho. It wasn’t his fault she’d spared the one and only Veetanho they’d come to kill.  
 
    He was with his kind, as one should be. She needed to be with her kind. It would be best to leave while he slept, to collect her few possessions from the ship and seek her own passage out. Humans, she’d heard, could be difficult with goodbyes.  
 
    After one long, last look at this miraculous Human, she leapt off the bed and landed as quietly as could be. Memories of their time together appeared unbidden in her mind as she stalked toward the door.  
 
    “Do you mean to leave without another word between us?” he asked. Instinct told her to pull her quintessence, but she knew well that it wouldn’t make any difference to him. “Probably for the better…and I’m sorry to spoil it. My kind gets a little too emotional over these things.” 
 
    Now that he’s awake, I should at least say something. Human emotions are fragile. I don’t mean to hurt him.  
 
    She looked back at him and tried to arrange the appropriate words in her head. He propped himself up on his elbows, and his chin tilted up as if he was sniffing the air. 
 
    “We’re not alone, are we?” he asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re unaware of them? They haven’t revealed themselves?” He gestured toward her with a hand. “By your voice, I know that one is you.” His hand drifted to point toward a chair in the corner. “Which means you’re the one I haven’t met.” 
 
    Another Hunter materialized on what the Humans called a lounge chair. 
 
    “Remarkable,” the new Hunter said. “Does he always do this?” 
 
    Okeo found herself a little too surprised to answer. She’d assumed she would see Hunters again when she got to the appropriate system. It hadn’t occurred to her she might see one before then. He turned his attention to her. 
 
    “Well met, Hunter. I’m Azho,” he said. 
 
    “I’m Okeo of the Shadow…” He hadn’t stated a clan because he no longer had one. Neither did she. “Well met.” 
 
    “We’ve been tracking and collecting Hunters who didn’t hear or heed the call. It was a bit of a challenge to track you through three systems.” Azho threw up a claw to gesture toward Zatohachi. “I see you’ve found yourself a Human. I have one as well. A good Human is surprisingly useful.” 
 
    “Yes they are, but this one has fulfilled his contract with me and found his way back to his own people. He will remain here.” 
 
    “He’s not sigiled?” Azho asked. 
 
    “He is not. He was only with me as part of a mutually beneficial contract.” 
 
    “He’s also in this room with you and part of this conversation,” Zatohachi said, “and he has his own thoughts and opinions on the matter.” 
 
    “If you’re offended, such was not my intent,” Okeo said, “but my words were accurate. Our contract is concluded; you have no more commitment to me.” 
 
    “My contract was to help you kill Seerna. She lives.” 
 
    “Because I chose not to kill her. I otherwise killed enough Veetanho for now.” 
 
    “How many did you kill?” 
 
    “I lost count.” 
 
    “Then I have no commitment to anyone or anything. My path is mine to choose.” 
 
    “And what path will that be?” Azho asked. 
 
    “I said before, being with you makes more sense than anything else I’ve done for over 20 years. I know you don’t believe in such things as fate, but I feel in my soul that the events of my life—the loss of my eyes, the jobs I’ve held, and the things I’ve done, many of which I’m not proud of—all those things aligned to place me exactly where I am. That’s with you. I have purpose with you, and I can’t conceive of any different future.” 
 
    Azho looked to her and slow blinked. “As I said, the right Human can be very useful. And they’re also hard to get rid of once they’ve attached themselves to you. What do you say, Okeo of the Shadow Fury clan? Will you negotiate a new contract with this Human?” 
 
    He was pretty useful, and, as Azho says, he’s clearly attached himself to me. 
 
    Zatohachi raised a hand. 
 
    “May I ask if your kind have anything resembling a more open-ended type of contract?” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Okeo said, “our kind have a more permanent kind of arrangement, if you’re interested.” 
 
    He straightened and smiled. “I am.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Azho said. He slow-blinked. “You should both collect your things. I’ll collect my Human, and we can get going. You’re very important to our kind, Okeo of the Shadow Fury Clan.” 
 
    “Oh, and why is that?” 
 
    And why does he keep stating my clan? It’s just me. 
 
    “Because we’ve found a way to greatly increase your chances of having lots of kits,” Azho said. “Assuming you’re willing, you can bring our species back to life.” 
 
    Her Human must have been rubbing off on her too much, because she was nearly overcome with emotion.  
 
    When she didn’t respond for several long seconds, Azho asked, “Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    She swallowed the rush of joy back down with a gulp. 
 
    “I will.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
 

 Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    The elSha cleanup crews hustled all over the hallway in a frantic fight to extinguish fires and clean up detritus. Even now, days later, torn power conduits were still causing flare-ups here and there.  
 
    Beyond the cleanup crews, there were already crews in a furious rush to repair holes in walls and paint over them. Bull marveled that within a few more days they might erase all evidence of the assault on their hotel. He pondered for a moment on the fact that they had such an efficient system for erasing combat damage from their premises. The capital city of Monogatari did indeed seem to be a place of perpetual conflict. Perhaps Mo’Paka could affect an end to that. 
 
    I genuinely wish him the best of luck in doing so. 
 
    As a matter of habit, he paused outside his door to listen, smell, and search for signs of intruders. Though he found none, something still made him feel uncomfortable. Granted, he always felt uncomfortable, but this was more. The occasional elSha glanced his way with more interest than he’d seen before when he’d seen them working elsewhere. Moreover, his trusty gut was trying to tell him something. 
 
    With zero discretion, he drew Jaus’ GP-90 and checked it. With his left hand, he casually swiped the key across the reader and pulled the door open. He stepped back and moved with the door, so if someone was waiting on the other side to shoot, he’d be out of their line. No one fired. He dropped to a knee, swung the GP-90 up, and swept the entrance. There was no one in sight, but he could only see the left side of his suite. After shifting left and right to check the sides, he slid in through the door and waited for it to close behind him. When it did, he stayed crouched and shifted a little at a time until he could see the entire room. 
 
    The first thing he noticed was a tumbler with an ice ball and caramel-colored liquid sitting on a table by the first chair that came into view. The glass hadn’t even begun to perspire, meaning the drink had just been poured. He slid sideways another foot and found the source of his apprehension. Relieved, he stood and holstered the GP-90. 
 
    A gorgeous, athletic redheaded woman relaxed in a low chair in the far right corner of the room. She wore a form-fitting blue jumpsuit with a bandolier, equipment belt, and holster securely strapped to her right leg. To complete the ensemble, she had an impressive knife sheathed in her left boot. Her long, deep red hair was loose and flowed out around her shoulders. Bull took the loose hair as a sign she wasn’t intending to fight if the conversation went poorly. 
 
    At the moment he saw her, she struck a match and drew the flame through a Churchill-sized cigar. Once it was well lit, she flipped it around. Without so much as sitting up, she stretched her arm out and offered the cigar to Bull. 
 
    “Normally I have to pay quite a bit extra to have a beautiful redhead light my cigars for me,” Bull said as he walked forward and accepted the cigar. He took it back to his seat, where he picked up the glass of Scotch. After dipping the end of the cigar into the Scotch, he took a good long draw. He let the smoke collect in his mouth before lifting his chin and pushing it up into the air. 
 
    The redhead lit her own cigar, which was pre-cut and sitting to her side. She mimicked him in dipping the end into a glass of Scotch. 
 
    “Ashton, huh?” he asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t find any Cohibas in this city on such short notice. Considering the dearth of Humans in the city in the last few months, I was surprised to find any that had been properly maintained. Now, Scotch, it seems, is surprisingly popular in this city, so the Aberlour didn’t take any effort.” 
 
    “You could’ve gotten either right here at the hotel. They’ve been doing a great job stocking both. I know it makes me stand out, but let’s face it, everyone already knew I was here anyway.” 
 
    “Do you ever wait until you’re on target to determine if what you need is readily available?” 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
    “And as to the other part…honestly, I’m not too spun up on the current events here. I just know you and yours did your thing and saved a few Human merc units here. In a roundabout way, it was the Bushido Bandits situation that brought me here. I’m still a little lost on the Red Iron’s part in all this, but either way, good job on both counts.” 
 
    Bull gave an appreciative nod and tipped his glass. 
 
    “I would also thank you for getting a Scotch and not bringing along whatever Tennessee whiskey you keep with you,” he said. 
 
    She straightened up and formed a wide, wonderful smile. With a long drag, she imitated the way he kept the smoke in his mouth and let it trickle out.  
 
    Despite the fact that a sexy, knockout young redhead was in his suite, smoking a cigar and sipping on Scotch, that wasn’t what he saw. He couldn’t help but envision her as a confused little girl in her pajamas, dragging a large purple teddy bear, and asking why her mother and father were so upset. The woman before him looked a thousand miles from that little girl. Hell, she’d even changed quite a bit since he’d seen her at the funeral. She was stronger and much more confident. Furthermore, considering she’d pulled his own trick and shown up unannounced in his suite, she was quite a bit cleverer. Jessica really had become a beautiful, impressive, amazing woman. She reminded him a lot of Archie—or maybe it was the other way around. Both of them reminded him of Lucille. The real Lucille. 
 
    “My Tennessee whiskey preference is largely out of nostalgia,” she said. “Given time, you might make a Scotch and cigar girl out of me. Not that we have any time. Anyway, I’m guessing that’s far more small talk than you’d prefer.”  
 
    Bull shrugged with indifference. “After a mostly successful op, it’s nice to relax with a drink, a smoke, and a beautiful young woman. Though before we go further, do you mind if we make a toast?” 
 
    Jessica tilted her head to give an affirmative reply. 
 
    Bull held his glass up a little. “To Jopo.” 
 
    “To Jopo,” she echoed. Both tapped their glasses on the nearest table and took a sip. 
 
    He raised his glass again.  
 
    “And to all the others who died just to be bait, the ones who died while I dithered around with a plan, and the ones who died executing that plan.” 
 
    She toasted, tapped the glass again, and took another sip. 
 
    “Finally, to Roland and Forest.” 
 
    The ritual played out once more, after which Jessica allowed a good, long moment of silence. 
 
    “A successful op, you say,” Jessica said. “Nothing personal, but to the casual observer, it seems like it was a near thing. I wasn’t here, but this looks like it was a much greater shitshow than I’d have expected of you. Plus, there’s no sign of a nuke or any…I don’t know…nerve gas or anything.” 
 
    “I will admit to you, and no one else, that I might be getting too old for this. Too old and cautious in some ways, too brash and arrogant in others. Too cautious to risk more than the five, count them, five of my own people I used to pull this whole thing off.” 
 
    “Five?” Jessica said with a slightly patronizing tone. “That’s almost as good as the Peacemakers. But then, we can usually count on our status to carry us along.” 
 
     “And I was so slow and deliberate in my planning that God knows how many of the Bandits might’ve died while I piddled around working on the perfect plan. Worst of all, I was so arrogant that I charged headlong into the head Veetanho’s headquarters in hopes one of my numerous crazy contingencies just might have a chance of beheading the queen rat. I lost Jopo in what should have been an obvious counter on her part. Almost lost my lead pilot and my head of info ops. The fact that it all worked out, well, that was just dumb luck in the end. 
 
    “As for nukes or nerve gas…in this particular op, one of the primary goals was to make sure the nukes did not go off. As to the nerve gas everyone accusing me of having…that’s still in the last set of containers I had shipped in. I never had to use it.” 
 
    Jessica listened with respect and intent. As he finished, he watched her gaze drift off in thought.  
 
    “So you, of all people, relied on both hope and luck to see you through.” 
 
    “Ironic, huh? I preach to all my commandos—and I have a lot of them—that hope is not a strategy, and luck is not a factor. But in the end, after all the planning, contingencies, angles, and everything, once your plan has disintegrated upon contact with the enemy…sometimes hope and luck are all you have left.” 
 
    With a rattle of the ice ball, Jessica raised the glass to her lips and took a long sip, followed by a good puff of her cigar. Then she dropped the smile and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Did you know my father raised me on the stories of Earth’s great historical heroes? I think he was trying to instill a solid sense of doing the right thing, even when things seem impossible. Anyway, my favorite was always one about a man named Leslie Allen from World War II. A medic who dragged a bunch of men out of battle. The thing was, it was never the story itself that I loved so much. It was the way my father told it. There was so much love and pain and…raw emotion when he told me that story. It was as if he really knew the man. As if that man had actually saved him. That didn’t make any sense, of course. That man couldn’t have saved him. My father would also say weird things under his breath while he told the story. He was telling me about a Corporal Leslie “Bull” Allen, but he was thinking of you.” 
 
    “I’m honored,” Bull said. He blew out a soft cloud of smoke and stared at it. “Though truth be told, I never personally saved your father. He saved me a few times, in point of fact. If anyone owes the other, I owe him.” 
 
    A sizeable stretch of ash had developed on the end of his cigar, so he tapped it off into an ashtray. 
 
    “Somehow I don’t think he sees it that way. My point is, I’d never put it all together until now, but you were always there in the background. You were there when my father bought the Victory 12. You were there the night my father left. In fact, I suspect you might be the reason he left.” 
 
    “Voice of reason, you could say, but not the actual reason. That’s still loitering out there, a damn bogeyman I’ve never been able to unravel. Not entirely clear as to the nature of the bogeyman, but I’m damn sure it exists.” 
 
    Due to recent events, Bull now knew the bogeyman was somehow related to the Science Guild, if not the Science Guild itself. But he was curious whether Jessica knew that. 
 
    The corner of Jessica’s lips curled into a devious smile, but her eyes didn’t quite match it. “Well, I might have some answers for you on that score. But if you’ll excuse me, I kinda need to get the rest of this out first. It’s the least you can do for me, having been the shadow over my shoulder for most of my life. Anyway, you were there at my mother’s funeral. That was the first time I consciously interacted with you. The first time I connected that you were someone important in my life. And the moment I made that connection, you were gone.” 
 
    “I was there under your father’s orders to check in on you…to handle things. His prime directive was that I disappear if you showed any sign of identifying me. I apologize for leaving so abruptly, but orders are orders.” 
 
    She took a long draw from her cigar while holding the intense eye contact. 
 
    “It makes me wonder when else you’ve been in my life. Considering my ex-husband’s absolute incompetence as a commander, how many times did you bail out the Marauders when I worked for them?” 
 
    “Just once. On that first mission, after he took over from his dad.” 
 
    “I always wondered why the Xiq’tal never pursued us. You ambushed them in that town, didn’t you? You know, you could’ve just blown the dam. Would’ve slowed them down plenty enough.” 
 
    Bull tipped his glass up and drained the last of the scotch in a few long gulps. Then he set it down so hard, he feared it might shatter in his hand. Luckily, it didn’t. 
 
    “Your dad doesn’t even know I did that one. Broke a lot of my own rules to pull that one off, and I realized I’d gotten overly protective of you. Turned out to be one of my worst ops. Lost more than a few good ones. After that, I had to actively force myself to stay back, to stop being your safety net. Let you grow on your own. Heh, Lemieux really was a moron, wasn’t he?” 
 
    She brightened and chuckled. “Yeah. Still is.” 
 
    His cigar was less than an inch long now. He licked his fingers so it wouldn’t burn as much, took one more long puff, and smushed it down into an ashtray. 
 
    “All right, so maybe that’s my limit to small talk. What are you doing here, Jessica? Now that you’ve tracked me down after all these years…what do you want?” 
 
    The door clicked, and someone pushed it open from the outside. A brunette in a tight black jumpsuit and a webbed equipment vest shuffled backward through the door. She had a bottle of Aberlour Scotch in one hand and a pair of Ashton cigars in the other. Her cheery voice dispelled the aura of gloom and melancholy that had settled into the room. 
 
    “Well, the pickings were slim, but I brought a good bottle and a victory dance.” Archie hadn’t turned around before she continued. “By which I mean a cigar, I’m not actually going to—” She finally spun about and discovered Bull’s company. Her voice dropped an octave and drifted off as she threw out the last word through verbal momentum, “—dance.” 
 
    Bull watched as Archie’s shoulders tensed and she squinted. In a half a second, Archie had gone from celebratory to predatory. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you had company.” 
 
    For the briefest moment, Bull allowed himself to indulge in speculation over who would win if he could somehow instigate a fight. He chided himself and decided to de-escalate things. 
 
    “Archie, let me introduce you to Jessica Francis, Earth’s first—” 
 
    “Peacemaker,” Archie finished. Her shoulders relaxed, and her expression softened just a little. 
 
    “By all means, if you want to dance for him, don’t let me stop you,” Jessica said with an amused look. 
 
    The various voices in Bull’s head started placing bets as Archie tensed back up. 
 
    Jessica returned her attention to Bull. “Anyway, you were asking how and why I finally tracked you down. The first part is coincidence. I received solid proof of your existence shortly before I arrived here. You see, I wasn’t actually looking for you, I was looking for your Depik friend.” 
 
    Archie straightened and blanched. Her arms, bottle and cigars included, fell to the sides. “Depik? You mean one of those evil cat-sassins everyone’s afraid to talk about out loud? What the hell do they have to do with anything?” She shot a glance at Bull with pure incredulity on her face. “Do we have a Depik friend?” 
 
    Bull gave her a dismissive wave. “A blind samurai and a cat-sassin saved me in the Veetanho’s tower. I thought I’d told you. I’ll fill you in after she leaves.” 
 
    “How do I not know that? It’s been almost a week.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve all been pretty busy cleaning this mess up and putting everything back together. I meant to tell you, but I guess we haven’t had a proper debrief yet. Besides, you’ve spent all your free time with that Red Iron lieutenant.” 
 
    Archie’s shoulders slumped, and she looked away with a hint of embarrassment. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Jessica said with some annoyance, “I’m here by happenstance, but I do have a few major issues to discuss with you. For one, were you aware my father’s been imprisoned?” 
 
    Bull hadn’t been aware, but he hid his surprise behind his decades-practiced stone face. 
 
    “I had conjectured as much, seeing as he hasn’t responded to any of my messages the whole time I’ve been here.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “We—” Bull noted the usage of the plural and made plans to track down whoever else she was working with, “—have determined he must have shown up in Remote after the Science Guild rolled in. He was likely in hyperspace on his way there when they did so. You were aware the Science Guild rolled into Remote, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” He wondered if she knew they’d also rolled into the Ellesu system. 
 
    “The Science Guild did what?” Archie asked. “When were you going to tell us this?” 
 
    “Nikki knows because, well, she generally knows everything.” 
 
    “Aunt Nikki’s here?” Jessica asked. Archie snapped her head back toward Jessica with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “And Patches doesn’t much care, he’s been kinda focused on getting his son out. I was going to tell you right about now. Sorry.” 
 
    Archie shook her head as she stepped forward to put the bottle on Bull’s table. She set one of the cigars down as well. Then, with a dramatic flourish, she leaned over Jessica to grab the cigar cutters and the matches. Jessica did a respectable job of hiding her indignation. Seeing them so close together, Bull marveled that the two could be mistaken for sisters. They were two sides of the same coin. Perhaps, in some parallel universe, they might have been best friends, lovers, worst enemies, or all three at once. 
 
    Archie sat on the bed and worked through the process of lighting her cigar. A sense of triumph had intruded into her demeanor. 
 
    “Short version, Mr. Bull—” Jessica began. 
 
    “Just Bull,” Archie said. Jessica raised a curious eyebrow at Archie. 
 
    “—is that you’re going to gather all those forces you had collected at Remote, and you’re going to use them to help me spring my father.” 
 
    “Oh, are we?” Bull asked. Jessica’s façade dropped further. She looked at him as if he’d just betrayed her. He let her study him for a few moments. Just before she opened her mouth to speak again, he clarified, “I mean, of course I will. The problem is, first I’ve got to rescue those forces. You see, the Science Guild tracked them one stop further back to the Ellesu system, to my main base at Tambu. I’m going to have to spring them before I help you spring Snowman.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Archie asked. The two women now wore the exact same expression on their faces. Bull considered the possibility that they might team up to kill him. Working together, he gave them even odds. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. Another piece of information I was planning to give you right about now.” He looked back at Jessica. Her eyes were now darting about as she processed the news. “What else?” 
 
    Jessica snapped out of her trance. “Sorry?” 
 
    “You said you had a few major issues to discuss,” Bull said. “Even if Snowman’s capture and your request for my help count as two separate issues…I feel there’s at least one more on standby.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I was going to tell you that you need to get the hell out of here as quickly and as quietly as possible. A group called the Crusaders, a combat arm of the Peacemaker Guild, is on their way. They were actually tracking some rogue Veetanho spec ops unit, but they also seem to have gained intel on a nebulous Human organization some have taken to calling the Guardian Angels. These Crusaders, however, have classified you as a terrorist organization, due to your tendency to use less than legal means to execute your operations.” 
 
    “You set off one nuke…” Bull shrugged in innocence. “How soon, and how large?” 
 
    “Sources tell me they would’ve jumped this way a few days after I did, so not much. The group coming this way has the equivalent of three large companies. I’d get gone now, if I were you. Go take care of your Tambu problem. I’ll track you down when I’ve collected my pieces. Then we’ll spring my father and get back to work on this Resurgens plan of yours.” 
 
    Bull pursed his lips, nodded, and looked at Archie. 
 
    “All right, then. We’ll have to dispose of the nerve gas I’ve got packed away in those last few crates so we can make them habitable. No rest for the weary, I suppose.” 
 
    Archie tossed her head back and broke into loud, bellowing laughter. “Nerve gas! I fucking knew it!”  
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 Chapter Fifty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fitzparj City, Planet Monogatari 
 
    Zoku System 
 
      
 
    As the commander of a Crusaders’ unit, Colonel Timur Harm recognized the most important aspect was timing. In the brief span of time the Crusaders had existed, they’d already learned their greatest difficulty lay in their prey escaping. They could only fulfil the responsibilities bestowed upon them by the Peacemaker Guild if they struck faster than their enemies could flee. Most strategies had therefore developed around deploying as quickly as possible upon arriving in system. 
 
    The operation in Monogatari had the benefit of having learned from past failures along those lines. They arrived through emergence at speeds so great that they immediately began a hard 2G deceleration on their trajectory toward the planet. Even that was only to slow the carrier ships enough to deploy the dropships at such a speed that they had to make their own deceleration burn to skip across the planet’s atmosphere and slow enough to drop the CASPers at a shallow enough angle to effect atmospheric entry. The dropships would have to make entry themselves further around the planet’s orbit, then fly in atmosphere back to the city for support. 
 
    In that short amount of time, a separate surveillance ship had taken photos of the landing zone. Colonel Harm flipped through the snapshots to ascertain what he could about the area. Based on news reports collected during the approach, intel had concluded several parts of the city had seen significant fighting over the last several days. The photos confirmed that. The two primary arcologies involved showed a great deal of damage around their bases and further up into the structures. Smoke still billowed from some areas—the modern-day equivalent of a tracker finding warm ashes in a campfire or a cigar stub with hot embers in its core. 
 
    Whatever was happening was either still happening or had just happened. Even if the players had somehow escaped the system in the short time since hostilities had ceased, the trail would still be warm. Actionable intelligence would permeate the city like a clearly detailed map with an obvious X marked upon it. 
 
    <Ten, nine, eight…> 
 
    The seconds ticked down until the High Altitude, Low Deployment airdrop of the Immortals’ CASPers. He activated the unified frequency that spoke to all 300 of his troops. 
 
    “Immortals! One may fall, but we are forever!” Colonel Harm shouted. 
 
    <…two…one.> 
 
    The CASPers and a larger number of decoy pods detached. Though they screamed toward the ground in terms of acceleration and velocity, at such a high altitude, it felt more as if they casually floated in the empty space above the planet. Younger, fresher mercs were terrified, disoriented, and sick to their stomachs the first few times they experienced this. None of the troops jumping with Colonel Harm would be experiencing any of those things at this stage in their careers.  
 
    In the aftermath of the invasion and reclamation of Earth, Timur had collected all the battle-hardened veterans he could find. The number of dispossessed mercs, those whose companies had evaporated into the abyss of the Omega War, had been legion. Colonel Harm had swept in and offered them the chance to join something greater, something more meaningful than the greed, mindless hedonism, and inevitable meaningless death of a simple mercenary. The ranks of the Immortals had swelled. Now, he had more than enough CASPers to take control of a simple city, even one as massive as Fitzparj. The arcologies might be a different matter, but there were plenty of ways to pressure them into submission. They would be brought to heel easily enough when the rest of the city had conceded to Crusader occupation. 
 
    Early in his career, the rumble of atmospheric entry had lasted an eternity. Now, lost in his thoughts, reviews of the intel, and attention to the formation, it was over before he’d even realized it had begun. The fairings broke away as their purpose had been served. Though this was the moment the younger troops would find their terror reinvigorated, he guessed most of his troops would be fighting the temptation to take a nap on the way down. All too soon, it would be time to focus on arresting the descent so they could land soft and fight hard. 
 
    It was expected the landing would be unopposed, in which case the combat drop would be an effective show of force. However, experience told him expectations were seldom matched by reality. Either way, his men would do their part. 
 
    The starport became visible on his live video feeds of the city. In no time, it loomed large enough for him to discern the various planned landing zones. At the prescribed altitude, the Immortals initiated the periodic deceleration and course correction burns with their jump jets. 
 
    A review of the unit’s dispersal arrangement brought a smile to his face. They’d simulated and rehearsed the drop ad nauseum during transit, and it showed. Fifty perfect clusters of six CASPers descended on the starport in a brilliant formation that formed two concentric rings around his command squad.  
 
    They would hit the starport’s various tarmacs with such abrupt, overwhelming force as to stun any opposition into submission. None of the spacecraft there would dare load, launch, or even move. If their enemies were hiding aboard shipping containers or anything of the like, they would be seized. 
 
    The altimeter spun down so fast he could only read the third digit. At 100 meters, a ding sounded to cue him to fire a three second deceleration burn. Spread out on the horizon in front of him, hundreds of fireflies illuminated—the other Immortals firing their own jets. As one, they cut their jets for a two second cool, then began one last sustained burn until just above touchdown. The rate of decay on his altimeter slowed until he could see the last digit roll down. 
 
    All 300 of the Immortals’ CASPers touched down within seconds of each other all around the starport. As far as he knew, it was the most perfectly coordinated seizing of a starport in history. He almost wished it had been contested, so it would be better remembered in the history books.  
 
    He and his squad hadn’t landed dead center because it was the safest place in the formation. On the contrary, if the landing had been contested, it wouldn’t have been the safest place. Flak always collected the thickest in the center of a massive air assault like this. His squad was in the center because it put their landing zone closest to the starport’s command center. If any of the starport’s administrators were brave enough, that was where they’d come out, and he would be there to meet them. If they didn’t come out, he was best positioned to go in looking for them. 
 
    Just as he’d concluded he would have to do so, a door slid open several dozen yards away. A tall, silver-haired gorilla in a Human-style suit with pointy ears and small, beady eyes walked upright out the portal toward his squad. His CASPer’s database identified it as a K’kng, and he recalled hearing that the race not only looked like gorillas, they tended to act like them as well. It was flanked by rows of armored K’kng with large laser rifles held at port arms.  
 
    Harm reasoned the silver K’kng must be a messenger or a dignitary for the city’s rulers. It was unlikely such an uncivilized creature would be someone of real consequence. 
 
    Harm trained his shoulder-mounted 2MW laser on the alien to show it he was in no way threatened by the K’kng or its contingent. 
 
    The K’kng was brazen, he had to give it that. It walked up with a ludicrous dignity, as if it thought it ruled the whole of the city. When it was so close Harm could smell its breath through his CASPer’s environmental filters, it spoke. 
 
    “I am Mo’Paka, chairman of the ruling council of the city of Fitzparj. It is my understanding you are a representative of the Peacemaker Guild. As such, we welcome you. I am here to assure you the city will offer you its full assistance in fulfilling whatever assignment brings you here. We are at your disposal.” 
 
    The K’kng made a slight, respectful bow, but kept his back mostly straight and his eyes up so they could observe Colonel Harm and his squad. Before responding, Harm flipped through the feeds of other squads. He found that the security forces of the starport had stood down and offered no resistance to the Immortals’ seizure. 
 
    “I’m Colonel Timur, commander of the Immortals. As you’ve guessed, we’re on a Peacemaker Guild mission. We’re here to assist in the pacification of this city. From what I’ve gathered, it’s been in conflict for decades, if not centuries. In concert with that mission, we have intelligence that several covert terrorist organizations may be operating in this city, stoking the fires, if you’ll pardon a Human expression. One is a rogue, covert Veetanho organization; the other is a Human terrorist cell connected to the recently dissolved Intergalactic Haulers company.  
 
    “If you will assist us in tracking down these two organizations, we’ll do what we can to ensure the city of Fitzparj and the planet of Monogatari have a peaceful future ahead of them. On the other hand, if you resist or hope to protect either of these groups, we will eradicate you and anyone connected to you. Then we’ll proceed with our business anyway. With or without you, we will succeed.” He advanced the CASPer two steps so he towered over the K’kng from inches away. “Take whatever action you feel necessary.” 
 
    To its credit, the K’kng didn’t flinch, cower, or back away. Its gaze shifted as if it was trying to decide which part of the half-ton armored death machine it should speak to.  
 
    “We will, of course, assist you in every way possible. The city is at your disposal. We will assemble a comprehensive intelligence presentation to pass on what we know about the things you speak of. For now, I will say we have had indications of a covert Veetanho unit operating within the city, but I have had very little direct interaction with it. We have reason to believe they are still within the city, and we will assist you in tracking them down.  
 
    “Humans, on the other hand, have just concluded a great battle between two of their opposing companies. I will also say there were some suspicious Human-led commercial companies operating here of late as well. Unfortunately, both Human mercenary units and the Human commercial enterprises left within the last day. If there is evidence of where they may have gone, we will help you find it.” 
 
    Harm chewed over the words and inspected the alien for signs of deception. The recent departure of all Human-led organizations was a little too convenient. That would take much more digging. As to the Veetanho, if there was indeed a covert unit hiding out within the confines of the massive city…hunting rats in the sewers was not exactly the mission Harm had hoped for, but it might be an excellent shakedown mission for his newly expanded unit. No better way than adversity to strengthen a unit’s cohesion. 
 
    “The Immortals accept your offer of assistance. I hope I don’t sound too eager, but I’d prefer we get started immediately. Lead the way.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
     
 
      
 
   

 

 Exiting Hyperspace 
 
    System Undisclosed 
 
      
 
    “Emergence in three, two, one—” 
 
    No matter what some said, the experience of being unmade and remade—or whatever terminology one used to describe emergence from hyperspace—never got better. The biggest challenge was sucking it up and clearing your head as fast as possible to deal with whatever you’d jumped into. Most people were lackadaisical, as they most often jumped into secured locations. Bull always expected the worst after a jump. He’d rather be paranoid and wrong than complacent and unprepared, as in all things.  
 
    On this, jump, however, the roles felt strangely reversed. 
 
    “Son of a Besquith, they’re everywhere!” Dean Adams shouted as he pointed at the sensor feeds. “We jumped into the middle of a whole damn fleet!” 
 
    “In the middle of” was hyperbole. No fleet, no matter how crazy or desperate, would position themselves anywhere near the emergence point. In as much as the big brains spoke as if they were very precise things, there was quite a bit of variance as to where ships would actually emerge. It was generally considered rude to put a ship where another might spontaneously appear inside it. Rumors filled the Galactic Union about times such an event had happened, but no one ever seemed to meet someone who’d witnessed it. 
 
    “It’s pretty ragtag, isn’t it?” Dean continued. “All kinds of ships and carriers modded with weapons. I’d say pirates. I think this feline flew us into a trap.” 
 
    “Bite your tongue and calm down,” Grymalkyn said. “All sections, power down and act as non-threatening as possible.” 
 
    “Hey, Bull,” Patches said, “I just want you to know that if we die—seeing as you’re going to hell, and I’m clearly going to heaven—as soon as I step through those Pearly Gates, I’m gonna punch the first angel I see so they’ll reassign me to hell, where I can track you down and beat your ass.” 
 
    “That’s an awfully elaborate plan for a simpleton.” 
 
    The Pushtal crew continued with their duties as if nothing was amiss, while the collection of Human commanders of various companies and teams shifted about and eyed each other with heavy trepidation. 
 
    “Sir?” one of Bull’s team leaders said. 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” Vlasov asked Bull. 
 
    “I’d bet your life on it,” Bull said. He pulled a cigar out of his shirt pocket and licked the end. With his free hand, he produced a cigar cutter from a pocket to snip the end. To avoid pissing off the captain even more, he pocketed the snipped end. He wasn’t a barbarian. 
 
    “My word isn’t good enough?” Grymalkyn asked with a growl. 
 
    “Are we ready to make a call?” Bull asked as he lit his cigar. 
 
    “Sir, there’s no smoking on the…” the Pushtal deck officer was waved off by Admiral Grymalkyn. 
 
    “No need to make a call, sir, they’re calling us,” the comm operator said. 
 
    “Put it on the PA,” Grymalkyn said. “Maybe that’ll alleviate all your xenophobic concerns.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    A snarly voice resonated through the control room. 
 
    “Grymalkyn, is that you? I told you if you ever showed up here, I’d—” 
 
    “Knock off the scare tactics, Meerawn,” Bull said. “Is Magnus available? I’ve got a proposal for Clans Arwoon and Roxtador.” 
 
    “Who’s speaking?” 
 
    “Bull.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Stand by.” 
 
    Several uncomfortable moments passed. Everyone in the control room shifted about and exchanged glances as if wondering if they were about to be killed by Pushtal pirates. 
 
    Just as the collective anxiety became palpable, the comms crackled to life. 
 
    “So you say you’re someone named Bull. If that’s true, how’s my cousin?” 
 
    “Hi, Fangmaster. How’s your mom? She been asking about me?” 
 
    “You do realize my father is standing right here? He’s saying we should destroy you and be done with it. Better yet, he’s requesting the right to challenge you in single combat so he may, and I quote, ‘eat your entrails.’ However, I’ll hold him back if you answer my question. How’s my cousin?” 
 
    “Well, we’ve some of your kin on board with us. Not as hostages, in fact, we just rescued them and have brought them to you. Seems Clan Grotha has come around and would like to parlay. As to Ruxandra, truth be told, she’s calmed down a little, believe it or not. Must be getting old, like you. And she’s part of why I’m here. She needs some help, and it seems I’m going to need a fleet to help her.” 
 
    “So you’ve gotten my cousin into some major trouble, and you’ve come to us to solve your problem?” 
 
    “Saving Ruxandra is only the first step. I’m really here to collect on an offer you once made to Snowman. After he pulled you out of a bad spot, you offered the Intergalactic Haulers a navy. He told you the time wasn’t right, but it is now. Does the offer still stand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
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   Excerpt from “Cherry Drop:” 
 
      
 
    “Here they come!” 
 
    A low, throbbing buzz rose from the trees and the undergrowth shook. Thousands of bugs exploded out of the jungle, and Fortis’ breath caught in his throat. The insects tumbled over each other in a rolling, skittering mass that engulfed everything in its path. 
 
    The Space Marines didn’t need an order to open fire. Rifles cracked and the grenade launcher thumped over and over as they tried to stem the tide of bugs. Grenades tore holes in the ranks of the bugs and well-aimed rifle fire dropped many more. Still, the bugs advanced. 
 
    Hawkins’ voice boomed in Fortis’ ear. “LT, fall back behind the fighting position, clear the way for the heavy weapons.” 
 
    Fortis looked over his shoulder and saw the fighting holes bristling with Marines who couldn’t fire for fear of hitting their own comrades. He thumped Thorsen on the shoulder. 
 
    “Fall back!” he ordered. “Take up positions behind the fighting holes.” 
 
    Thorsen stopped firing and moved among the other Marines, relaying Fortis’ order. One by one, the Marines stopped firing and made for the rear. As the gunfire slacked off, the bugs closed ranks and continued forward. 
 
    After the last Marine had fallen back, Fortis motioned to Thorsen. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Thorsen turned and let out a blood-chilling scream. A bug had approached unnoticed and buried its stinger deep in Thorsen’s calf. The stricken Marine fell to the ground and began to convulse as the neurotoxin entered his bloodstream. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Fortis drew his kukri, ran over, and chopped at the insect stinger. The injured bug made a high-pitched shrieking noise, which Fortis cut short with another stroke of his knife. 
 
    Viscous, black goo oozed from the hole in Thorsen’s armor and his convulsions ceased. 
 
    “Get the hell out of there!” 
 
    Hawkins was shouting in his ear, and Abner looked up. The line of bugs was ten meters away. For a split second he almost turned and ran, but the urge vanished as quickly as it appeared. He grabbed Thorsen under the arms and dragged the injured Marine along with him, pursued by the inexorable tide of gaping pincers and dripping stingers. 
 
    Fortis pulled Thorsen as fast as he could, straining with all his might against the substantial Pada-Pada gravity. Thorsen convulsed and slipped from Abner’s grip and the young officer fell backward. When he sat up, he saw the bugs were almost on them. 
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   Excerpt from “The Moon and Beyond:” 
 
      
 
    “So, what have we got?” The chief had no patience for inter-agency squabbles.  
 
    The FBI man turned to him with a scowl. “We’ve got some abandoned buildings, a lot of abandoned stuff—none of which has anything to do with spaceships—and about a hundred and sixty scientists, maintenance people, and dependents left behind, all of whom claim they knew nothing at all about what was really going on until today. Oh, yeah, and we have some stripped computer hardware with all memory and processor sections removed. I mean physically taken out, not a chip left, nothing for the techies to work with. And not a scrap of paper around that will give us any more information…at least, not that we’ve found so far. My people are still looking.” 
 
    “What about that underground complex on the other side of the hill?” 
 
    “That place is wiped out. It looks like somebody set off a nuke in there. The concrete walls are partly fused! The floor is still too hot to walk on. Our people say they aren’t sure how you could even do something like that. They’re working on it, but I doubt they’re going to find anything.” 
 
    “What about our man inside, the guy who set up the computer tap?” 
 
    “Not a trace, chief,” one of the NSA men said. “Either he managed to keep his cover and stayed with them, or they’re holding him prisoner, or else…” The agent shrugged. 
 
    “You think they terminated him?” The chief lifted an eyebrow. “A bunch of rocket scientists?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t put it past them. Look at what Homeland Security ran into. Those motion-sensing chain guns are nasty, and the area between the inner and outer perimeter fence is mined! Of course, they posted warning signs, even marked the fire zones for the guns. Nobody would have gotten hurt if the troops had taken the signs seriously.” 
 
    The Homeland Security colonel favored the NSA man with an icy look. “That’s bullshit. How did we know they weren’t bluffing? You’d feel pretty stupid if we’d played it safe and then found out there were no defenses, just a bunch of signs!” 
 
    “Forget it!” snarled the chief. “Their whole purpose was to delay us, and it worked. What about the Air Force?” 
 
    “It might as well have been a UFO sighting as far as they’re concerned. Two of their F-25s went after that spaceship, or whatever it was we saw leaving. The damned thing went straight up, over eighty thousand meters per minute, they say. That’s nearly Mach Two, in a vertical climb. No aircraft in anybody’s arsenal can sustain a climb like that. Thirty seconds after they picked it up, it was well above their service ceiling and still accelerating. Ordinary ground radar couldn’t find it, but NORAD thinks they might have caught a short glimpse with one of their satellite-watch systems, a hundred miles up and still going.” 
 
    “So where did they go?” 
 
    “Well, chief, if we believe what those leftover scientists are telling us, I guess they went to the Moon.” 
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgment. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
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