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    For Mia Kleve, who told me I could, and is always there to remind me what love is. 
 
    It’s all worth doing – Because of you. 
 
      
 
    And to my family from the Cantina. 
 
    For friendship, support, advice, and opportunity. 
 
    I need therapy because of you people. 
 
    Thank you all. You’re terrific, and I can’t express how much it means to me. 
 
    See you in group. 
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 7DS Ship Merry Dreamer, Benth System 
 
      
 
    The Merry Dreamer passed through the Bith Gate, leaving normal space behind, and entered the shifting light of Alter Reality. Rath Peterson glanced up as the echoes of light reflected through the clear-steel ports on the bridge and danced on the ladder leading to the crew deck, then he turned back to his terminal as Merry announced departure over the ship’s speakers. “Now leaving Benth and Benthi Federation space for adventure and fortune. Say goodbye to the Halo and thank you for flying the unfriendly skies.” 
 
    Rath smiled grimly, then returned to his task. “I am writing to express my condolences…” The first seven words were easy. He stared at his screen for the hundredth time and cursed the first seven and every word he knew would have to come after. The last mission had gone sour, and they had lost some good people. None of the principals had bought it, but the 7 Deadlies hired a number of auxiliaries on their recon ops, and once a merc signed on the bottom line, it made them one of theirs. 
 
    Rath Peterson wrote to the family of every merc who fell working for them. He knew the letter wouldn’t mean much to most, but he still had both letters sent to his family from when his father bought it. One from his Dad’s CO, and another from the Benthi Federation. A letter with some memories and notice of a credit transfer, along with a beat-to-hell combat knife and a worn challenge coin his old man had carried, hadn’t done anything to stop the ache, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    He looked down at his hands on the keys, the right one a nearly continuous mass of scars, wrapped in a clear plas bandage filled with extra nanites to help the healing process along. He sighed and saved the letter. Another time. If we make it. He stretched, then scratched his head. Gray, deep-set eyes over a crooked nose that had seen too many barroom brawls gave him the appearance of an angry, balding bloodhound. At 6 feet 2 inches, Rath was a big man for a Benthi. The heavier gravity meant most humans there rarely topped five feet, and these long runs in the Merry Dreamer always made him feel claustrophobic. 
 
    Rath sat in his ‘office’ at a cramped terminal crammed into an odd corner of the squad bay. He looked over at their tiny galley table to study the board positions of the game Jake Norris and Sandy Jacobs, “Gluttony” and “Sloth,” were playing. 
 
    Envy snored, curled up on a bunk. Rath smirked. “Envy is after your job, Sandy, and Gluttony there is gonna eat you in four moves.” 
 
    Sloth gave Rath an irritated look. “Ye of little faith.” 
 
    Sandy rolled a pair of dice, then he drew a card from the deck next to the board and worked the controls. Several of the tiny holographic mechs advanced. “Threat,” he announced. 
 
    Jake, as usual, was munching from a bowl of pretzel bites set to the side. 
 
    Probably has his whole weight allowance in snacks, Rath thought. Jake scowled at his position. Cassandra Pride poked her head out from where she was working on the next round of upgrades to their mechs “I’ll put a hundred on Sleepy.” 
 
    Rath grinned. “I’ll take that bet.” 
 
    Jake rolled the dice. “Three.” He grimaced, then drew his card. “Retreat.” His mechs withdrew a few spaces. 
 
    Sandy rolled a seven, drew. “Advance. Threat!” 
 
    Jake took the dice and rolled. “Daddy needs new shoes. A twelve! Two cards. Ha! Reinforcements! Flanking maneuver!” Jake’s mechs poured a withering fire into Sandy’s exposed pieces. Tiny fireworks exploded as the rest of his pieces retreated. 
 
    “Hey! I want a rematch!” Sandy said. 
 
    “What’d I tell you, Pride?” Rath asked smugly. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” She flipped him a credit chit. 
 
    “Hey, Lusty. Your boyfriend is taking all my money! What do you think of that?” 
 
    Merry Ogata was on the Dreamer’s small bridge. Her image appeared on the galley monitor. “If you weren’t so proud, you’d take it out in trade like I do.” 
 
    Pride snorted and went back to work on her mech. 
 
    Jake was resetting the board. “Any word from Greedy?” 
 
    Merry shook her head. The last of their Seven, Lars “Greedy” Gearson, worked as the company agent and had stayed back on Benth Orbital, trying to settle their long-term arrangements. 
 
    The Dreamer was a tactical assault ship. Compact and maneuverable, she was mostly engines, weapons, and ECM gear. She boasted a dozen launch pods for the small, highly modified scout mechs the 7 Deadlies used and a cargo bay that could hold a company for ground deployments. The weapons suite of the ship was a core-mounted accelerated rail cannon, or ARC, that could fire one of the ship’s three Damocles ship killer missiles either fore or aft with a variety of configurable payloads. The rest of her weaponry was laser point defense, three anti-missile emplacements set around the ship’s waist, rapid load missile launchers in pods both fore and aft, and anti-personnel turrets for when things got up close and personal on a landing. They rounded her arsenal out with a couple racks of drones and a tiny hull-mounted shuttle. 
 
    Most of the missions for the Seven Deadly Sins company were recon jobs or small ground assaults, and nearly all the gear the company had supported that role, but the last resort for the Dreamer was to hit very, very hard, and then run like hell. A direct hit from a Damocles would make anything short of a battlewagon sit up and take notice. The downside was that she carried only light armor and shielding. In a stand-up fight, she was decidedly crunchy. Between the high risk, the lack of anything resembling comfort, and the great big punch, it was love at first sight. Rath loved the brutal little ship with all his heart. 
 
    As he watched his friends and felt the vibrations through the ship, he thought again about the company’s decision to roll the dice on one last payday, even one that was supposed to be a milk run. It never seemed like enough, but there was Merry to think about, and if he was honest with himself, he had to admit he was tired of being a half step from death. They had been so close to being out of the game and then it had all gone to hell. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Vothan Research Institute, Vothan Prime 
 
      
 
    The light was just beginning to fade over Cooptup province. In many ways, Cooptup was the jewel of the city belt that formed the border between the vast marshes and the forest on the planet Vothan, with its lawns and universities, buildings of ceramic, and frequent pools and garden plots. Any passer-by could snag a claw full of berries or a fish before making their way to a lecture or project. Vothan was home to two avian species, the Futaba, who lived within the wetlands, and the Votha, who preferred the arboreal ranges of the great forests. 
 
    Director Jerdo folded his legs beneath him as he sank onto a settle-stone at the edge of a pond and listened to the chorus of frogs and the oom-oom-oom sound the nocturnal Votha made as they prepared to begin another night. Vothan’s two moons rose in the sky, and the smell of the wetlands competed gently with the earthier scent of the forest. 
 
    To human eyes, the Futaba appeared much like giant shoebill storks, with their blue-gray plumage and silver under-plumage, large, mottled beaks, and piercing yellow eyes. At eight feet tall, an adult Futaba was a formidable opponent, even though it was half leg. Solitary by nature, the Futaba had left thoughts of war behind long ago, instead choosing lives of study and quiet contemplation, and directing research nests of the industrious Votha that provided Vothan’s only export. 
 
    He snapped his head forward to snag a small fish from the pond. The tlinip fish provided in the public ponds were not as delicate as he liked, but he was hungry, and this meeting wasn’t one he could postpone. 
 
    A Votha glided down on silent wings to the side of the garden, then made short hops to come closer. At only half the size of the Futaba, the Votha were a communal bird oriented around the nest. This one was typical of the race with plumage of a brownish gray and mottled black streaks and spots, providing ideal camouflage against the bark of Vothan’s trees. His wispy head feathers bounced on the breeze. He turned his head and yawned, his wide beak showing bright yellow inside, open almost as far as the threat display the Votha adapted when startled. 
 
    “Your pardon, Director Jerdo. It’s still early for me, and I’m not yet awake.” 
 
    Jerdo bowed, shaking his beak from side to side in the Futaba greeting. 
 
    “It’s all right, Bocolocus. I understand you arrived early in the day. How was your trip? What news of the research nest?” 
 
    “The trip was terrifying, Director. It is…difficult being separated, but my nest and Keeper Malda are anxious to come home. The Peabodys are also in favor of relocation. We were shadowed on the way out but escaped by jumping to a different destination before continuing. On the return trip we were attacked, but we were able to reach the gate before any serious damage was done.” 
 
    “Attacked by who?” Jerdo asked. 
 
    “We don’t know. The ship was unfamiliar, but the registry was Xoth’tar,” Bocolocus said. 
 
    “Xoth’tar? That seems unlikely. We have had no dealings with them since the plans for the redesign of their fortress ships more than a hundred years ago.” 
 
    “Unless they know,” Bocolocus agreed. “The Keeper thinks we should abandon this line of research and hire a defense force…” 
 
    “That is not for Researcher Malda to decide. Clackakakak!” Jerdo clattered his beak in annoyance. “The council has given us a clear direction to follow. Still, if the location of the nest has been found, regardless of the reason, we should evacuate.” 
 
    “Will we need an armed vessel for the evacuation?” Bocolocus asked. 
 
    “Yes. The early wader catches the fish,” Jerdo said. 
 
    “Catherine Peabody is also with me. She has friends on the orbital. She is Benthi and can help us find someone quickly,” Bocolocus said. 
 
    “Very well, but conduct the transaction yourself. It will need to be handled with the utmost discretion. Where will you go?” 
 
    “Halo.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with Halo. Where is that?” 
 
    “My apologies, Director. Benth Orbital; the locals call it Halo. If you approve, we will leave tonight.” 
 
    “I approve,” Jerdo said. 
 
    “What funds will I have?” 
 
    “Whatever you need. In this matter, it would be best to hire for quality and be over generous. Too much depends on this research. Perhaps the Kashkal would be available if they are near Benth. They have an excellent reputation.” 
 
    “It will be as you say, Director. May you soar,” Bocolocus said. 
 
    “And you, Bocolocus. May your flight be silent and true.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Xoth’tar frigate Broken Fang, Benth System 
 
      
 
    There was a slight jolt as the Broken Fang docked at Benth Orbital. “Guider Qarth! Curse you for an incompetent cur! When I wish the ship dented, we will take it into combat, not slam it into the side of a den of kalfok not fit to eat!” 
 
    “Forgive me, Pack-First! I will not repeat the error,” the helm officer said as he turned and lifted his muzzle to bare his throat in a gesture of submission. 
 
    “See that you do not,” Pack-First growled. Secretly, he was pleased. The docking had been accomplished well, and the Xoth’tar at the helm was here as a courtesy to one of his littermates. The response to his challenge had been correct. Acceptance and submission. No argument, no excuse. He was small, but quick, and took great care with his grooming. If they could improve his skill, he would be an asset to the Pack, despite his stature. Pack-First glared across the bridge at their passenger. Unlike this shilik stain. His presence fowls my ship. If his mange spreads to my crew, I will kill him, obligation or no, he thought. He clashed his shark-like teeth in irritation, tasting blood. Still, he had an obligation to discharge. The Bone Crusher was one of the Xoth’tar’s great fortress ships, and the Firsts of those together were the Xoth’tar’ii—the ruling council of all Xoth’tar. They guided the race, the Over-Pack, through the long night of stars, and the order for Rethzzld’s mission had come from the First of the Xoth’tar’ii herself. 
 
    “How long will you remain at the orbital, Pack-First? I don’t know how long my business will take.” 
 
    “Not long. We will re-provision and return to the hunt you interrupted, Rethzzld. The Open Maw will be here in several days to retrieve you if you succeed.” Of course, if he fails, the Pack-First of the Open Maw may simply kill him. “What aid do you require?” 
 
    “None,” Rethzzld said. “My Pack mates will have left the ship to gain a base of operations. We must remain hidden so as not to alert the prey or involve the Protectors.” 
 
    “Jahm’ras!” Pack-First spat. “Protectors. Run by humans and filled with plant-eaters. They would provide little challenge.” 
 
    “The Guard is open to many races, and you would be wise not to underestimate the Grumlahl. They may be plant-eaters, but they are strong enough to carry a Bozheh meat beast unaided.” 
 
    “You have spent too much time among outsiders. It has made you weak,” the Pack-First said. 
 
    “Be thankful for my weakness then,” Rethzzld said. “Were it not for that we would not know of this mission, and where you see weakness, the First of the Xoth’tar’ii sees opportunity. I begin immediately. Do I have your leave to depart? I must see if the prey is present.” 
 
    “Go. Hunt well. Chon’pak!” Rethzzld bared his teeth and glared with his remaining eye. For the Xoth’tar, the gesture was a threat display. The phrase Pack-First used translated as “do not fail,” but it could be meant as a confidence between equals or as an insult to a subordinate. 
 
    Pack-First snarled, looming over Rethzzld and responding to the threat. “You are our guest, Bone Crusher. Do you challenge? It is said the void is both Sire and Dam to the Xoth’tar. Do you wish to walk the sands of blood and embrace your ancestors?” 
 
    Rethzzld held the glare for a moment longer, then lowered his gaze. “The needs of the Xoth’tar’ii and the Over-Pack are the need of my heart, Pack-First. Hunt well.” 
 
    The Pack-First watched as he turned to go. The Bone Crusher was insolent, but he was protected by the First of the Over-Pack. That situation would change if he was unable to run his prey to ground. Fortunately, once he was off the ship, he would no longer be their problem. 
 
    Rethzzld paused at the entrance to the Bridge. “One other thing, Pack-First,” he said slyly. 
 
    “What is it, Bone Crusher?” 
 
    “Chon’pak!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   



 


 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Mac’s Bar, Benth Orbital—Three Days Earlier 
 
      
 
    MacDougal’s was the unofficial home base for the Seven Deadly Sins whenever they were “home” on Halo. It was a small bar, off the beaten path but near the older docking areas. The clients were mostly human, though Mac prided himself on being able to accommodate just about any being with credit to spend. 
 
    Mac’s was all dark polished wood, leather seats, and stained glass. In the center of the principal room was a square bar of genuine wood, with seats surrounding the central pit. Booths lined the walls opposite the bar and could be configured for groups large or small. Behind the façade were all the conveniences one would expect from a merc bar—holo consoles, auto-dispensers for food and liquor at the tables, and the obligatory privacy fields. 
 
    Mac kept a small kitchen in the back, and the bar was usually filled with the heavenly smells of food, cooked to order and delivered by real wait-staff, along with a few mugs of MacDougal’s homebrewed stout or a bottle of the private reserve whiskey he distilled for special occasions. 
 
    When 7DS arrived back on the orbital, they registered their contract complete, did the needful, and then headed to Mac’s for some R&R. There was a good crowd, but not so large that there weren’t places to sit. Merry had reserved their usual table on the way in. As they entered the bar, a beat-up chalkboard proudly proclaimed, “This week’s special: Grumpy Grumlahl Dunkel.” 
 
    Mac waved. “What have I told you about bringing that animal in here!” Envy looked at Mac, drew his teeth back in a grimace, started to growl, then stalked toward Mac low and slow. A couple of the younger patrons looked on in confusion, but the old timers just grinned and watched the show. 
 
    “Now, Mac,” started Rath, “Envy is one of us, and he’s never any trouble—” 
 
    Envy reached the open floor in front of the bar. With a brief run, he leaped over it and knocked Mac to the floor, as more than 100 kilos of gene-enhanced dog hit the barman in the chest and landed on top of him. Mac grabbed the loose skin on either side of Envy’s face and shook the big dog back and forth while Envy covered Mac’s face in slobbery kisses. 
 
    “Who said I was talking about Envy, Rath? The only reason you’re allowed in here is because of your dog and Merry.” He gave Envy a final shake. “Who’s a good boy, Envy? There’s a bowl of steak in the kitchen with your name on it. Okay, get off me, you horse, I have work to do.” Envy woofed at Mac and meandered out of the bar area to curl up in front of the company’s table. 
 
    The wrap-up celebration of their last contract was a quiet one, but they met the end of their mercenary careers with a sense of relief. The Deadlies had all come through in one piece, though it had been a rough mission, especially on their contract auxiliaries, but they had more than met the contract terms, and, after expenses, they still had enough to patch everything up and top off their investment accounts. Greedy had done a masterful job in setting up their finances, and they were in a position where none of them had to stick out their necks any longer unless they wanted to. 
 
    “Mac! Another round of the reserve!” Rath called. 
 
    Mac nodded, wiping out a glass with a not-so-clean bar rag. “On the way, Rath.” Merry leaned over from her perch in Rath’s lap to refill their glasses. Merry was the pilot for the Deadlies, and the Dreamer belonged to her. At five foot nothing, her features and blue-black hair made her heritage plain, though she was older than she looked. Before helping put the 7DS together, she had served a full-term contract with the Benthi Federation Operational Security, or OpSec. Occasionally, she got asked why she hadn’t re-signed. “It was time for something different” was all the answer she ever gave. She raised her glass to Greedy, who was only half paying attention while working on his tablet. 
 
    “Well, Lars, how’d we do?” 
 
    The big Swede gave his friends a toothy smile. “Very well; up fifteen percent.” 
 
    Pride slapped the table. “Y’all lie like a rug. Fifteen percent!” she scoffed. “No one makes that kind of return!” 
 
    Lars set his tablet down on the table and zoomed in the screen. “No one except for Oonari. Things are heating up all over, and you don’t go broke selling weapons. They sure got enough of our money. I’m counting on you to keep that going. You still aiming for the corporate gig?” 
 
    Cassie raised her glass. “Oonari offered to fund my research, so I won’t have to use us as guinea pigs anymore.” She grinned. “They even offered me an R&D slot.” 
 
    An alien of an avian race Rath had never seen before came through the doors and stopped at the bar to talk to Mac. Rath raised an eyebrow. That bird is almost as wide as it is tall. He paid little attention to the creature until he heard it ask after the company. Mac moved to block the alien’s view but gave Rath a sidelong glance. What the hell, he thought, nodding to Mac. 
 
    Mac pointed toward their group, and the alien moved in their direction, its identity becoming clearer as it approached. Large bright eyes peered out from brown and gold mottled plumage over a wide beak surrounded by thin, bristly feathers. In the dim light of the bar, its pupils were contracted. 
 
    Rath studied the alien. Despite its quick, hopping stride, it appeared weary. It scanned the room suspiciously. This ought to be interesting. The little guy sure is nervous about something, Rath thought as the alien moved to their table. 
 
    “Clikpok tictic oom. OpCLAK noktic oomtpok?” 
 
    Rath raised a hand to stop the alien and shook his head. “Anybody getting this? I don’t think I have his language.” 
 
    The alien, noticing the head shaking, bowed and vigorously shook its beak back and forth, then looked at the group for a response. 
 
    “Tictic?” it asked. “Brroot? Oom?” 
 
    Mac arrived with the new bottle of reserve and set it on the table. 
 
    “Uh, Mac? A little help here? What language do we need to add? Can’t understand a word. What’s he saying?” Rath asked. 
 
    “He wants to hire you for a job,” Mac said. “Load Clickiclack into your translator. Your new friend is a Votha.” 
 
    “What’s with the head shaking?” Merry asked. 
 
    “Beaking,” Mac said. “Common courtesy on Vothan. He thinks you are smarter than you are.” Mac smirked. “Nicer too.” 
 
    Envy raised his head and leaned in to sniff the Votha, who jumped back with a screech, lowered its body nearly horizontal, and opened its beak as wide as it could. The bright yellow interior was a foot and a half wide and nearly two feet from beak tip to beak tip. 
 
    “HHIISSsssssss!” 
 
    Envy cocked his head at the Votha. “Errf?” 
 
    The Votha, realizing it wasn’t being attacked, slowly closed its beak and returned to an upright stance. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa!” Rath said. “Relax, Envy was just curious. He meant no harm. Can you understand me now? 
 
    “I can. Yes. I should have realized you may not have had our language, but I was able to speak to your concierge and…” 
 
    “Conci—? Oh, you mean Mac?” Rath scrambled, trying to get his fuzzy brain back into gear. This was supposed to be a party, damnit. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, the concierge will be at the bar should you need anything else,” Mac announced as he moved off. Pride giggled as she watched the bartender strut. Lars stared at her. 
 
    “What?” she asked. “That was some funny shit.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Mac’s Bar, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    “Look,” Rath said, “maybe we should try this again. I’m Rath Peterson, and the 7DS is my company.” Rath introduced the other members. “The concierge seems to think you want to offer us a job. Is that right?” 
 
    “Agreed. I greet you. Have you seen the yellow sign?” he asked. 
 
    Rath downed a mouthful of Mac’s reserve. 
 
    “We greet you. Nope. Only yellow sign around here is caution, and I see we aren’t paying attention to that one tonight.” 
 
    The Votha paused for a moment. “They have misinformed me; is that not a Benthi greeting?” 
 
    Rath shook his head. “What can we do for you…” 
 
    “Bocolocus. I am here to offer you a contract. Will your company be available within approximately three days’ time?” 
 
    “You must have missed the news, Bocolocus. The Seven Deadly Sins have retired. Why don’t you try the broker down the way? Lots of companies looking for a score. I’m sure someone will be happy to help you.” 
 
    “This is unfortunate. I was told you specialize in discrete assignments, and this is exactly the kind of thing my associates need. It would be quite lucrative.” 
 
    “Not interested,” Rath replied. 
 
    Lars leaned forward. “Yeah? How lucrative?” 
 
    “Will you engage a privacy field?” 
 
    “Sure,” Rath said, reaching over and toggling the booth’s controls. “All set.” 
 
    “Thirty million credit,” Bocolocus said. 
 
    “No,” Rath said. 
 
    Lars leaned in. “You have our attention.” 
 
    “No,” Rath repeated. “When it sounds too good to be true, it always is.” 
 
    Merry chimed in, “That’s a lot of money, Bocolocus. Rath, it can’t hurt to hear him out.” 
 
    “Fine,” Rath said, his tone making it plain it was anything but. “Have a seat, Bocolocus. Would you like a drink?” 
 
    “Thank you, I need nothing,” the Votha said as it took the offered seat. “I will require anyone present to conform to a non-disclosure agreement. I cannot discuss operational details without a signed contract.” 
 
    Lars dug in. “Noted. If I may have the NDA file, please.” 
 
    Bocolocus handed over a data chip. Lars slotted it into a reader and scanned it. The scanner beeped. 
 
    “Standard terms and format confirmed.” He nodded to the table. “I’ve appended our agreements to the file,” he said, handing back the chip. “We also verify our copy.” 
 
    Bocolocus took a small holographic device from a pouch. He gestured to the privacy controls. “If you would.” Rath adjusted the controls for full privacy, and the field around the booth became opaque. Bocolocus activated the projector. It showed a picture of a man and a woman with similar features, who could have been anywhere from 50 to 70. 
 
    “These are Stephen and Catherine Peabody. They are responsible for helping our people with a research project funded by several interests. The project has been underway for some time and is finally producing results. They work out of a small facility well away from the usual star lanes. Their research is extremely valuable. On the last supply run, Catherine’s ship was attacked and damaged, but they escaped and contacted us. She believes the location of the research facility is still secure, but that it will not remain so. The mission is to transport Catherine to the base and evacuate her brother Stephen, ten additional research personnel, and this…” The view changed to show a piece of equipment roughly four feet square and three high, made of metal or ceramic, with an odd, rough texture and scoring as if from a fire. A mass of cabling was plugged into it in different spots and, on top, what appeared to be a control interface looked slightly melted. 
 
    “Hang on. You say her ship was attacked. Attacked by who?” Rath asked. 
 
    “We don’t know, but the registry was Xoth’tar,” Bocolocus said. 
 
    “Ugh. Nasty brutes,” Rath said. “We have had a number of run-ins over the years, never good. What’s your involvement with them?” 
 
    “None that I know of. My nest has none, and it’s unlikely they have commissioned any research from the institute,” Bocolocus said. 
 
    “Institute?” Merry raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “The Vothan Research Institute. VRI looks at problems for other worlds, performs analysis and research, and provides developmental support. Once we find a workable solution, we contact the client, discuss the solution, and receive our fee, either directly or from a share of the revenue or technology produced by our research.” 
 
    “Your entire planet is a think tank?” Merry asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does VRI do any military research?” 
 
    “We have in the past. Generally, we stick to civilian or defensive contracts, though.” 
 
    “That might explain the Xoth’tar,” Rath said. 
 
    “Or they could just be pirates going for an easy score,” Lars said. 
 
    “Which brings us back to this,” Rath said, nodding at the holo. 
 
    “What is it?” Cassie asked, rotating the holo to get a better view. 
 
    “Are you aware of this event?” Bocolocus asked, bringing up a different holo. 
 
    “The defense of Salvage System. That’s Harmon Tomeral’s outfit. Yeah. You could hardly be a merc and have missed that. They played that video everywhere. Why?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Do you know the ships and technology used by Salvage System are mostly Grithelean in origin?” Bocolocus asked. 
 
    “Never heard the name, but easy enough to see the ships are different. What’s that got to do with anything?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Our research project”—the Votha switched back to the image of the piece of equipment waiting for pickup—“is a Grithelean data core.” 
 
    Rath poured a full tumbler of MacDougal’s reserve and downed it. 
 
    “Oh, great.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    After an hour of wrangling back and forth, Merry had stood up, pointedly stretched in Rath’s direction, then leaned over for a quick kiss. “I’m going to check on the Dreamer and then head for the hotel.” 
 
    Rath groused. “We’re not done talking this through. I still don’t like it.” 
 
    Merry shook her head. “You’re CO in the field, but we all decide on contracts. I vote yes. Everybody else is on board. Even Greedy wants to accept. You can keep arguing with them. I’m going to bed.”  
 
    As Merry headed out of Mac’s and down the hall, Rath was still trying to convince the others. “Lars, we don’t need this job…” She caught a lift to the maintenance levels and headed to the hangar where the Dreamer was berthed. She wanted to look at the diffusion plating Pride had added to the armor. If the testing bore up, the Dreamer had just received a big boost in survivability, and she knew they could use any edge they could get for this run. She had to make a call, and she needed the comm gear on the ship to do it. And then back to the hotel and a soak and a bed that doesn’t smell like grease and ammunition. 
 
    The opportunity to examine a Grithelean data core was huge, but she needed to hedge their bet. Merry kept up with some of her OpSec contacts from her past, and there was a lot of interest in acquiring Grithelean technology after the video from Salvage System showed how effective it was. If news of this got out, they were at the beginning of a scramble. 
 
    I’m sorry, Rath. 
 
    She was almost to the hangar when the data feeds for her comp cut out. 
 
    “Hello, meat.” 
 
    The Xoth’tar stepped out of the shadows next to the maintenance bay hatch, which had not opened at her approach. The alien looked like a bipedal wolverine with a muzzle full of shark-like teeth. At seven feet tall, he was on the small side for his species. One of his eyes was white and surrounded by scar tissue, which also appeared in patches throughout his fur, making it look as though he had mange. She heard a sound, and a quick glance confirmed her worst fears. Two more Xoth’tar were blocking the corridor behind her. Merry cursed herself for being careless. 
 
    She put her back to the wall, drew her pistol, and fired at Mangy, who dove behind the equipment beside the door. A string of curses and a spray of blood on the wall showed she had hit him, but not badly. As she turned to fire at the Xoth’tar rushing up the corridor, a blow from the first knocked her gun out of line, but a snap-kick to the bottom of its snout sent teeth flying in a spray of black blood. She ducked under a lunge from the second. Claws ripped down her back and sent her sprawling, but she rolled through and came back up in a crouch. The Xoth’tar leapt. Merry put three rounds into its face and throat before the heavy alien’s dead weight crashed down on her. She pushed the corpse to the side, rolled to her feet, and sprinted back toward the orbital. Then something hit her that made the world come and go in waves. Numbness spread through her body. 
 
    Why can’t I feel anything? 
 
    Her perception of the world came to her in a series of still pictures, like the strobes in a bad nightclub. She was falling. She hit the floor, and her mouth filled with the coppery taste of blood and the grit of chipped and broken teeth. Her gun bounced from nerveless fingers down the corridor. She smelled dust and grease and the too-sweet smell of overworked circuitry from the bays, and she heard the wheeze of the scrubbers trying to clear the air of the overwhelming musk of the Xoth’tar. 
 
    Mangy stepped out from the cover of the equipment. Merry had hit him in his left shoulder, and blood dripped off his claws onto the floor. 
 
    “I am Rethzzld of the Bone Crushers. You had a visit from the Votha that calls itself Bocolocus. You will tell us everything it said to you.” 
 
    Merry felt her mind clear as the stun charge receded. She could see her gun a few feet away and forced herself into motion, trying to reach for it. 
 
    “I’m not telling you anything,” she gasped. 
 
    The Xoth’tar bent down and lifted her by the arm she was using to reach for her gun. 
 
    Rethzzld bared its teeth in a smile out of her worst nightmares and brought her hand to its mouth. 
 
    “I think you will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The tiny puppy blocked Merry’s path. It gave a low growl and drew back its lips, making its muzzle wrinkle. It crouched low and tracked her movements with a little rocking motion. 
 
    “Grrrrrrrrr. Rawr! Rawr-rawr! Rawr!” the puppy growled. 
 
    “So fierce! Aren’t you adorable?” Merry asked as she reached down. 
 
    The puppy snapped at her. 
 
    Merry jerked her hand back and almost fell over. They'd had a lot to drink. “Hey, that’s not nice.” 
 
    “GRrrrrrrr!” 
 
    “Whatcha got there, Merry?” Neera asked. 
 
    “It’s a puppy! Hey, didn’t that guy in the bar have a puppy with him?” 
 
    The puppy, with two targets to deal with, backed off a few steps and oriented first on one woman, then the other. The process was difficult because his ears kept flopping over his eyes as he tilted his head to keep them in sight. 
 
    “Yeah,” Neera said. “The merc. Something about a big score. He must’ve bought drinks for half the bar. You two were pretty friendly for a while!” She laughed. 
 
    “I like ’em big, and you weren’t complaining about the free drinks,” Merry said. “And he was buying the good stuff. What was his name? Rod? Rand?” 
 
    “Rath,” Neera said. 
 
    “That was it!” 
 
    Merry screamed again as Rethzzld bit down, and her carefully built mind palace came apart in pieces. Her OpSec training had taught her that retreating to a safe mental space would help her resist, seal her away, but it wasn’t working. Rethzzld smiled with a mouth full of bloody teeth. 
 
    “Tell me what the Votha said to you, and we can end this. What is your destination?” Rethzzld demanded. 
 
    She faded in and out of consciousness like she had after the stunner hit her, except where before she had been numb, now there was only pain. For a time, she wished someone would turn off the noise that seemed to go on and on, never letting her rest, but she finally realized the sound aggravating her was her own screaming. 
 
    She clung to the sound, used it as an anchor to pull her mind back from the edge. At first, she had expected to bleed out but then the Xoth’tar took a torch from the maintenance locker and used it to cauterize her wounds between bites. The world went black again. 
 
    “Rath! Hey! Rath! You around somewhere?” Merry yelled. “Your puppy’s over here!” 
 
    Merry and Neera both shouted, but there was no response. The puppy cringed when they started yelling, but not wanting to be outdone, he began to howl. “ARWwoowoowoooo!” 
 
    Then he turned and ran for the bushes surrounding the bar. 
 
    “Hey!” Merry ran after the puppy. 
 
    He ran to a figure lying mostly under the bushes and barked, but he stopped growling. 
 
    “There you are! Hey, Neera, I found Rath. He’s passed out in the bushes!” Merry knelt next to Rath and shook him. “C’mon, time to get you some coffee, then we can pour you into a cab.” 
 
    Rath groaned a little but didn’t move. Merry grabbed one shoulder and rolled the big man over. The front of his shirt was soaked with blood. 
 
    “Neera! Call an ambulance!” Merry yelled. She tore his shirt off, looking for the wound, then made a pad of cloth and applied pressure to it. “Damnit, Neera! He’s been knifed! Probably all that credit he was throwing around! Where’s that ambulance?” 
 
    “On the way!” Neera said. She walked over to shine the light from her comp so Merry could see better. 
 
    The puppy whined and kept touching Rath’s face with one of his paws. 
 
    “Erf?” He licked Rath, then lay down beside his head. 
 
    Merry snapped back, lucid for a moment. The Xoth’tar had injected her with some sort of drug. It stepped back and watched her. She took stock but couldn’t find her tablet. She didn’t know if they had taken it or if she had dropped it. In her mind, Merry began running through ways to reach someone. Orbital security, Rath, the comm relays on the Dreamer…anyone. She forced herself to her knees and crawled toward the bay doors, fell, and felt something hard beneath her. It was her wrist comm. She fumbled in agony through the menus on the shattered screen with fingers that mostly didn’t work. Maybe… 
 
    “What are you doing, little meat? Your comm isn’t going to work,” Rethzzld said. 
 
    Merry found the sub-channel she was looking for and accessed the Dreamer’s maintenance suite. If there were only enough power. 
 
    “C’mon, baby, don’t let me down!” she sobbed. Her comm beeped softly. 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    Alarms howled. 
 
    “Jakto Roputu!” Rethzzld swore. 
 
    “We should go,” said the other Xoth’tar. “Take her or kill her?” 
 
    “Leave her. It will send a message to the Votha.” 
 
    Merry watched as the paramedics loaded Rath into the ambulance pod. 
 
    “Is he going to be all right?” she asked. 
 
    “He’ll be fine, but he’s going to have a hell of a hangover, and his blood screen is showing a heavy dose of narcotics in his system. The drug isn’t recreational, so our best guess is that somebody slipped it to him. The nanite treatment took care of the knife wound, but he’s lost a lot of blood. Twenty-four hours of observation and treatment, and he’ll be right as rain. The police will review the video for the bar and parking lot. Any idea how this happened Ms.…?” 
 
    “Ogata. Merry Ogata. No, he was throwing a bunch of credits around, but I didn’t see any arguments or anything,” she said. 
 
    “Probably a straight robbery then. Police will check for credit transfers. You would think the bad guys would figure out those can be traced, but they never seem to stop trying.” 
 
    “Come on little fella. OUT. You can’t go in the pod,” the paramedic’s EMT partner said. The puppy had crawled into the transport pod with Rath and was growling and snapping at the EMT as he tried to remove him. 
 
    “What about the dog?” Merry asked. 
 
    “We notified animal control; they should be along any minute,” the paramedic said. 
 
    Merry bit her lip and thought. “I’ll take him. You said twenty-four hours, right? Let me know what hospital you are transporting him to, and I’ll make sure he gets the puppy back as soon as he’s discharged.” 
 
    The paramedic shrugged. “Fine by me if that’s what you want to do. Mr. Peterson will be taken to St. Andrews.” 
 
    Merry moved to the pod and knelt next to the pup who growled a warning. The tag on his collar said “ENVY.” 
 
    “Hey there, Envy. The paramedics need to transport your dad, and you can’t go with him. How about you come home with me tonight, and I’ll make sure you get back to him tomorrow?” 
 
    Envy perked up at the sound of his name and stopped growling. He watched her intently. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” she said. 
 
    Envy barked and jumped out of the pod into her arms. She nodded at the EMT, and the transport pod lifted as the sound of the siren filled the air. 
 
    Merry stared at the ceiling of the maintenance corridor as the memory of the transport siren merged into the sound of the maintenance bay alarm. The world pulled away again, and the sound Merry made changed, but it was no less ragged or shrill. 
 
    She laughed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Rath and Envy sauntered boozily along one of the main corridors toward the hotel, or rather Rath did. Envy was solid as a rock. Maybe tomorrow, Merry and I can skip out for a date night. Still plenty of time. In the end, they had taken the contract. The others had eventually persuaded Rath to accept a “final, final job”, then he and Merry would either settle on Nabris for good or stake a claim on a backwater world somewhere and forget about mercenary work. He still had the old family place on Nabris that they used when they were on-planet. His business manager, Darby, along with a few employees did a great job looking after the place and keeping up with the program for the dogs, but it didn’t feel like home any longer. I should comm Darby tomorrow. The new pups should be along any time now. Rath gave Envy a few thumps on the side. “Maybe it’s time to go back into the family business. You ready to be put out to stud?” 
 
    He had parted from the rest of the 7DS on a high note to join Merry at the hotel. Greedy had already confirmed the contract with Bocolocus, and, barring the usual refit and resupply of the Dreamer, the only thing they were waiting on was for the Votha to let them know Peabody was ready. Since this was a stealth run, they shouldn’t even need the usual contract auxiliaries, though Lars would make some inquiries in the morning to see who was available on short notice. 
 
    Rath’s wrist comm screamed for attention with the emergency alert tone every merc knew was trouble. The sound flooded his system with adrenalin, and he imagined he could feel the alcohol burning out of his system. There was also an escalating series of alerts from the Dreamer. 
 
    Rath was grabbing for his comp just as his comm buzzed with an incoming call. “7DS. Rath Peterson.” 
 
    “Rath, N’ront here. Are any of your people on the Dreamer?” N’ront was the Yalteen security chief for the orbital and had served in the Protectors with Rath’s father. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be. Merry was going to stop by to check a few things on her way to the hotel, but that was more than an hour ago. Why?” Rath hit the code on his comp for 7DS to check in. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Your ship just went weapons-hot in the maintenance bay, including that oversize railgun of yours.” 
 
    Rath watched his display as the team checked in, one after the other. Everyone except…Rath’s blood turned to ice. 
 
    Merry. Her comm is off-line. Rath punched another code: Emergency. Report to ship. 
 
    “N’ront, we’re on our way. Merry isn’t responding.” 
 
    “Stand down, Rath. I have a team en route already. Can you safe the weapons on the Dreamer?” 
 
    “Not until I know what’s going on. I’m on my way. Don’t shoot anyone with a 7DS patch and don’t let anyone get close to the ship. If she’s weapons hot, the AP cannon will be active. Rath out.” 
 
    Rath took a bottle of sober-ups out of his pocket and popped two. They kicked in almost immediately. On top of the adrenalin spike, he was going to have the jitters, but it was better than facing a crisis on less than his A game. 
 
    “Let’s get to the ship, Envy. Time to work, buddy. Ready?” 
 
    Envy lowered his head and squared his shoulders. “Ruh!” Envy started back the way they had come, moving with an easy lope that just let Rath keep up. Rath trusted Envy to warn him if anything wasn’t right. I should have sent Envy with Merry. 
 
    Envy turned down a corridor to a bank of lifts. Rath caught up and mashed the call button, then the button for the docks level once they were inside. He loosened his sidearm in the holster. 
 
    Don’t let it be bad. Don’t let it be bad, he thought. His guts churned from the alcohol and the pills. The lift halted, and he found Lars, Jake, Sandy, and Cassie waiting for them. 
 
    “Orbital security has the whole dock section locked down,” Lars said. He looked past Rath into the lift. “Merry with you?” 
 
    “No. And her comm is off-line. N’ront says the Dreamer is weapons hot.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” Jake said. 
 
    Rath shook his head. “Come on, let’s find out what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    By the time Rath and the other 7DS members arrived, an assault team was guarding the bay, and a med team had placed Merry in an emergency stasis pod and were moving it toward the lift to take her to the station’s medical facility. Several of the troopers moved to intervene as Rath rushed forward. N’ront gestured to let him through. Rath could see Merry through the clear-steel cover—her face was white, and he could barely see her breathing. Rath asked the tech, “Will she be all right?” 
 
    The tech shook his head. “We don’t know. Her injuries are severe. We’ve given her two nanite treatments and put her into a temporary coma to help with the process, but it’s too soon to tell. I’m sorry, we need to get her to the medcenter. She needs more care than we can give her here. Excuse me.” The medical team continued toward the lift. 
 
    Rath turned to his team. “Lars, Jake—go with them. I’ll comm you as soon as we know more, but no one who’s not a doctor or one of us goes anywhere near her. Comm me if anything changes. Lars, get in touch with our Votha friend and shake his cage, the timing here reeks. Cassie, I’ll need you and Sandy here.” 
 
    N’ront walked over to them. “Rath, I need you to safe the weapons on the Dreamer. Now.” 
 
    Rath rounded on the Yalteen. “I need you to tell me what the hell happened here!” 
 
    The Yalteen cut him off. “Rath, I’ll tell you as much as I know as soon as you safe the weapons. I can’t have an assault ship sitting weapons-hot in the bay. Now, safe the damned weapons, or I’ll have the ship jettisoned and towed!” 
 
    Rath gave the Yalteen a stare that would melt armor, then took a deep breath. He turned and walked past the station team going over the scene and tried hard not to notice just how much blood covered the floor of the corridor. We are going to find whoever did this. Envy walked beside him, head down, and stopped to sniff as he moved. He paused next to the door and whuffed. He looked at Rath. Rath walked into the hangar, and one of the Dreamers AP cannon swiveled to cover him. Rath stopped and tapped a code into his comm, knowing if the ship’s scan of him didn’t match his coded file, he was about to become pink mist. The cannon seemed to hesitate for a moment, then retracted into the ship with a clang of armored doors closing. 
 
    “All clear,” he heard behind him. 
 
    He turned and stalked over to N’ront. “Okay. Give.” 
 
    N’ront looked down. “There isn’t much, Rath. Two or more assailants attacked Merry. She held her own and wounded two based on the blood and other samples we collected, but a lot of the blood is hers. Genetic testing confirms the other blood is Xoth’tar, but there aren’t any matches in the database.” 
 
    Rath asked, “Comms? Datanet? Cameras?” 
 
    “Jammed or disabled. Be patient. We will find them.” 
 
    “Not if I find them first.” 
 
    “You have any dealings with the Xoth’tar Rath?” 
 
    “Nothing recent, a couple of old contracts, the usual stuff. Just signed a new run. I can’t get into that, but it’s nothing that would cause this.” 
 
    “Maybe someone has different ideas.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re working on that.” 
 
    “Rath—” 
 
    “I have to go see Merry, N’ront. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    Rath found Sandy and Cassie waiting for him. “You heard?” They nodded. “Get to the Dreamer and see if you can figure out what happened. Hopefully, Merry will be able to tell us something, but just in case…” Rath had to stop as the thought of losing her made his chest hurt. He found it hard to speak. “I’m headed for the medcenter. Come on, Envy.” Envy turned to face the blood next to the door and growled again. 
 
    “I know. Merry first.” 
 
    Envy turned and jumped to Rath’s side as he followed the medtechs.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    N’ront watched the team split up, then headed back toward the security center and his office. He thought about how Rath had grown over the years. In his younger days, Rath had been a firebrand like his father, always ready for a scrap and unwilling to let anything go, but over the last decade, he’d mellowed. They were character traits that had eventually killed Rusty, who should have stayed retired and continued working with the gene-engineered military dogs that had been the family business. Cerberus K9 had once been the go-to name in K9 companions, and the dogs had been everything from childhood protectors for the rich and famous to the best the Guards had for tracking, patrol, and search and rescue. 
 
    In addition to nearly a century of selective breeding and genetic modifications, the dogs had cyber implants and the best training hard work and money could buy. Working with the animals would have been a better legacy from Rusty than the one Rath had chosen. Cerberus was something Rusty and Rath had done together, and when Rusty was killed, the heart went out of Rath for keeping up with the business. When N’ront found out 7DS was calling it quits, he had hoped Rath and Merry might pick up where Rath and his father had left off. 
 
    N’ront palmed his office door and settled at his desk. He picked up his holocube and clicked through till he came to a series of holos of he and Rusty from their days in the Protectors. Those had been good times. N’ront had been a raw recruit and Rusty a grizzled master sergeant when they first met. The Guards had mainly been humans and Grumlahl, but there had been a steady increase in other races joining as immigration to the Benthi Federation expanded and work opened up in the shipyards, high orbitals, and foundries. N’ront’s family had come so his mother could take a contract piloting one of the scoopships they used for mining the two gas giants in the Benth system. 
 
    He stopped on a holo of him and Rusty taken on a hunting trip to the Skyshatter mountain range on Nabris. Rusty, N’ront and a young Rath were posing with the Telomere elk they had taken down. Rusty’s dog, Big Red, had nudged Rusty and knocked him over as the picture was taken, eager to get his share of the meat. N’ront smiled. That trip had been after Rusty mustered out. They had each bagged their elk within the first week and had spent the next three weeks fishing, but they had nearly frozen during the last week when a freak snowstorm hit the Skyshatters and the heat units they had from the outfitter left a lot to be desired. N’ront’s grin widened when he remembered the epic ass chewing Rusty had delivered, in full D.I. mode, to the manager of the outfitter after they finally got tired of shivering and called for a pickup. The owner had come out to see what all the fuss was. Deciding his friend was having all the fun and seeing that the owner had also served, N’ront called “Atten-HUT!” just as the Grumlahl reached the counter, and he reflexively snapped to. In the end, they got a two-for-one deal, and the next trip was free. 
 
    N’ront set the cube down and brought up his terminal’s display. He went through the reports and security logs to see if he could find anything that would help them locate those responsible for the attack on Merry. If anything was going to snap Rath back to his go-for-broke days, this was it, and N’ront needed to do whatever he could to get there first and head off the inevitable reaction. He knew another Xoth’tar ship was coming, and if there was a pick-up, there had to have been a drop off. N’ront notified the dockmaster and then started a priority search of arrivals and departures. He got a hit almost immediately—the Broken Fang. 
 
    Let’s see if I can find out what you were up to… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    On the way to the hospital, Rath commed Lars and Jake and filled them in on what little he had learned from N’ront. They sent their location, and Rath and Envy bypassed reception and headed for the critical care unit. 
 
    As they walked toward the lift, a woman in a security uniform ran after them. “Hey, you can’t bring that animal in here!” she said. She stopped the lift by placing her hand inside the door. They faced her, and Rath jabbed the button for the level they needed. Envy tensed, bristled, and growled menacingly as he tracked the woman’s movements. 
 
    “Okay,” Rath said. “I’ll just leave him here with you.” 
 
    “Uh, maybe not,” she said, as the big dog seemed to grow even larger. “Do you have him under control?” 
 
    “As long as he’s with me.” Rath smiled and moved the woman’s hand, so the lift could continue. 
 
    When they arrived at the medcenter waiting area, Rath found Jake and Lars talking with two of N’ront’s troopers. I should have known he’d have a detail here. Judging by the pile of wrappers to one side, Jake had already emptied one of the waiting area’s snack machines. 
 
    Rath’s comm beeped. It was Cassie. “Rath, Sandy, and I just made it through the security logs. The weapons-hot was a weapons diagnostic—definitely Merry. Her security code is attached to the command. No sign of tampering or intrusion. The logs indicate a comm outage in the bay at the same time, so the diagnostics were probably the only thing she could reach. Those run on a maintenance channel separate from the regular comm and orbital net feeds. I’m trying to trace the comm shutdown, but it looks like the interference was local.” 
 
    “Thanks, Pride. Do what you can, then get some rest.” 
 
    He broke the connection and turned to Jake and Lars. 
 
    “That was Pride. Merry was the one who set off the weapons diagnostic. Any news here?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “No, the doc is still working on her.” He looked over Rath’s shoulder. “Here she comes.” 
 
    A tall woman with bright red hair, wearing a lab coat and a serious expression, approached them. 
 
    “Mr. Peterson? I’m Doctor Carstairs. You’re here for Ms. Ogata?” 
 
    “Yes. How is she? 
 
    “Better than she has any right to be. Your friend is one tough lady.” 
 
    Rath’s eyes teared up. He felt shaky, and a rush of relief hit him like a physical blow. He let out a deep breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. 
 
    “Can I see—” 
 
    Dr. Carstairs held up a hand before the flood of questions started. 
 
    “You can see her in a minute, but you need to understand she isn’t out of the woods yet. She is conscious but heavily sedated, so keep it brief. Also, we had to keep her in the medpod. Mr. Peterson, a word in private? This way please.” 
 
    He followed her to a quiet corner of the waiting area, and he could hear Lars calling Cassie and Sandy to give them the news. 
 
    “There are some things you need to understand. I know you are more than her CO, or I wouldn’t be telling you this. Merry’s injuries are severe. If she survives, her career as a mercenary is over. Surgically, we were able to repair some of the damage, but she is resisting the nanite therapy. We can give her prosthetics, but she may not be a candidate for cloning or bionics because of the nerve damage. And this assumes she can overcome the mental trauma. Many people who suffer this level of injury never do.” 
 
    Rath shook his head. “I don’t understand. Why not? I mean the cloning.” 
 
    “We use cloned replacements because they are a genetic match—there is no risk of tissue rejection—but reintegrating the nerves is an arduous process; we rely on nanite therapy a great deal. Can you tell me if Ms. Ogata has ever had problems with nanite treatments? Headaches or loss of coordination?” 
 
    “Yeah, she does, but why—” Rath began. 
 
    Dr Carstairs laid a hand on his arm. “Ms. Ogata is showing all the symptoms of advanced NRS. Do you understand?” 
 
    Rath nodded as he tried to take it in. NRS, nanite rejection syndrome, was the technological equivalent of an autoimmune disease. The tiny healing machines were the most common remedy for any kind of traumatic injury. In a person with NRS, they attacked one another and, eventually, started to cannibalize the host body. There were treatments, regular infusions of fresh nanites, purges, and so on, but so far there was no complete cure. Over time, sometimes years, NRS was almost invariably fatal. 
 
    “I’d like to see her now.” 
 
    “Of course.” Dr. Carstairs led the group back to where Merry waited. “I’ll leave you to it. Fifteen minutes, no more. She needs to rest.” 
 
    Everyone gathered around Merry’s medpod. 
 
    Rath put his hand at the edge of the clear-steel window. Merry looked out at them, pale and foggy from the medication, but she gave a wan smile when she saw them. 
 
    Rath said gently, “Doc says you’re already on the mend. We’ll have you home before you know it.” 
 
    “Hey, guys. How’s tricks?” Merry said in a dreamy voice. “You need to try some of this stuff they are giving me. Where’s Envy?” There was a thunderous bark as Envy jumped up and put his paws on the pod and licked the glass. 
 
    “There’s my boy!” Merry’s smile widened. For a minute, the fog cleared. “Rath, it was the Bone Crushers, they’re after the Votha. Mangy, one white eye. Can’t remember his name…Can’t…remember…” She faded as the meds kicked in. 
 
    The others left, giving the two of them a minute alone. She opened her eyes. “Rath…I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, baby. You’ll be home before you know it.” 
 
    “I know I will. We have a contract…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. Just get better.” 
 
    “Okay…” She faded again. “Rath…” 
 
    “Yes, baby?” 
 
    “Tear ’em up!” 
 
    “That’s a promise.” 
 
    She smiled and lapsed into sleep. 
 
    As Rath left the room, he commed N’ront. “N’ront, Merry came round. We’re looking for Bone Crushers. Any on station?” 
 
    “Rath, let me handle this.” 
 
    “No. Now answer the question.” 
 
    N’ront made a sound that didn’t translate, but Rath understood it all the same. “There are none we know of, but I’ll start running through the ones who frequent the station. We have a cruiser scheduled to arrive tomorrow, the Open Maw. That probably means a pickup.” 
 
    “Thanks, N’ront.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    7DS was on the move. Lars was able to reach Bocolocus and, as a result, Catherine Peabody was safely aboard the Dreamer. Cassie was installing extra capacitor banks on their mechs to power the nanoflage reactive armor-coat that had won her the R&D slot with Oonari. With Merry out, Sandy was brushing up on his piloting skills and had already completed restocking the ship. 
 
    Rath and Envy were hunting. 
 
    They had tracked the three Bone Crushers through the maze of maintenance corridors. The Xoth’tar had hidden themselves well. There weren’t many vid feeds on this deck, and those that were there only worked sporadically. Even the maintenance crews avoided the area when they didn’t have work to do. The one lucky break was that Merry had wounded one of her attackers. Envy had caught the scent of the blood and could track them, even through the reek of the maintenance levels. 
 
    Rath spotted one of the Xoth’tar in an alcove at the end of a corridor where it met with another outside what was once a machine shop. It was in an excellent location, shielded from sight on the short bar of the T, with a direct line of fire down the long corridor. Stealth would only work up to a point. He could see movement in the room behind the sentry. Packing up, are we? Got a ship to catch? 
 
    Rath clicked through the options on his visor, looking for sensors, trip wires, and other enablers of mayhem. Looks clear. A setup like this and no real defenses. Damn sloppy. He’d drawn standard body armor for himself and Envy. There wasn’t room for anything heavier, though he had a moment of mirth when he envisioned N’ront’s reaction to him stalking the corridors heavily armed and armored. 
 
    If Rath had needed confirmation of Envy’s tracking ability, he got it as soon as his comms cut out. The Xoth’tar were using the same jammers they had used to trap Merry. 
 
    Envy looked at Rath, who made a series of hand gestures. Envy bobbed his head. Rath moved to one side of the corridor and aimed at the alcove, then gestured again: 3,2,1 GO! 
 
    “AAWOOooooooo!” Envy howled as he sprinted down the corridor toward the sentry who barely had time to move and shout a warning before the big dog body-checked him, then leaped at a second Xoth’tar coming through the doorway. The second Xoth’tar was strong enough to deflect the dog into the room, but he lost his weapon. The sentry recovered and turned to aim at Envy just as Rath put three rounds in him, then ran past the corpse into the room, scanning for targets. 
 
    Wham! Rath felt a hammer blow as his armor deflected a round from Mangy’s sidearm. The wind knocked out of him, Rath turned and opened on full auto but missed Mangy as the Xoth’tar scrambled for cover. He hated wasting ammo, but he wasn’t in the mood to be subtle. 
 
    He took time to catch his breath and kept firing to keep Mangy pinned down. As they exchanged fire, Rath spared a glance and saw the second Xoth’tar trying to circle Envy to reach his weapon but then the Xoth’tar snarled, showing a nightmare of teeth, and charged the dog. Big mistake, Rath thought. 
 
    When the Xoth’tar reached for him, Envy ran in close and lunged straight up. The Xoth’tar had underestimated the big dog’s strength and speed. Envy’s lunge snapped the Xoth’tar’s head back, and his jaws locked around the alien’s throat. As Envy bore his prey to the ground, the hormones released by the fight triggered a boost in his endocrine system and triggered an injection of nanites to repair any injury he might receive. 
 
    The Xoth’tar found gaps in Envy’s armor and tore at him with his claws, but he was unable to do enough damage to shake the dog. The pressure of Envy’s diamond hard teeth penetrated the Xoth’tar’s armor, and he raised his back claws and churned as if he were trying to climb an icy slope. His claws shredded armor, bone, and flesh, and left bloody score marks in the deck. Envy shook what remained of the Xoth’tar like a ragdoll. 
 
    Mangy broke cover, firing as he did so, but this time, Rath had a bead on his location. A burst of fire shattered the Xoth’tar’s weapon and hand. The enraged alien screamed and charged. He yanked Rath’s weapon from his hands and hurled it across the room. The two exchanged a flurry of blows, then Rath grabbed the alien by the throat and slammed his head repeatedly into the wall. 
 
    Mangy reached out with his remaining hand and wrapped it around Rath’s throat. The two engaged in a contest of will and strength. Rath was a brawler, and strong. Mangy was stronger. The Xoth’tar tightened his grip and pulled Rath’s face toward him. He opened a mouth filled with jagged fangs. His breath had the meaty reek of a predator. Mangy squeezed harder, and Rath saw black dancing around the edges of his vision. Mangy opened wider, sensing the kill. 
 
    Rath dropped one hand from Mangy’s throat, drew his father’s combat knife, and rammed the blade into the Xoth’tar’s open mouth and through the back of his head. He felt the blade sever the alien’s spine before sinking into the wall and nailing the Xoth’tar there. Mangy bit down on Rath’s hand and the knife handle, but that was all he could do. 
 
    Rath pulled Mangy’s nerveless hand away from his throat and pried open his jaws, then he withdrew his hand but left the knife in place. He remembered what they had done to Merry. He could still hear her voice. 
 
    “Tear ’em up!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Medical Center, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    Merry woke in her medpod, the world fuzzy and muffled and decidedly blurry about the edges. She fought back panic as she remembered the Bone Crusher’s attack. The medpod detected her increased stress and adjusted her meds. She remembered the brief visit with Rath and the other 7DS. Visits from Cassie and Lars while she had been asleep. A visit from Chief N’ront. She checked her status with the medcenter computer and saw her condition had been upgraded from “critical” to “serious but stable,” and she had been moved to a private room. 
 
    Thanks to her meds and her OpSec training, she could catalog her injuries somewhat dispassionately. Fractured skull, broken jaw, three cracked ribs, and two shattered teeth. Third and 4th degree burns. Both arms amputated at the elbow due to massive trauma. Extensive nerve damage. She hyperventilated, and the pod adjusted her meds again. Her doctors had already dealt with most of her physical injuries, but her hands…Then she saw Dr. Carstairs notes on her conversations with Rath. “Diagnosis of advanced stage three NRS. Cloned replacement given a low chance of success. Recommend cybernetic prosthesis.” 
 
    Damn. I wish he hadn’t found out this way. Merry had dealt with her NRS since leaving Federation OpSec. There is nothing like a relationship under a deadline. To a certain extent, all merc relationships were; it came with the territory. You accepted that any mission might be your last. But this was different. 
 
    She remembered the details of the next mission and decided that if the Xoth’tar were involved, they were going to need help. More importantly, they needed to leave now, but the Dreamer wasn’t going anywhere without her as pilot. That’s not fair, everyone but Envy can fly her, more or less. The idea of Rath flying off without her, though, especially into combat…no. 
 
    Damnit. I need the Dreamer’s comm interface. Maybe a relay. The pod should have a voice interface. 
 
    “Open comms.” 
 
    “Destination?” the pod asked. 
 
    “Relay comms through Merry Dreamer. Authorization Abraxis oh eight one six four.” 
 
    “Relay confirmed.” 
 
    Yes! 
 
    She opened the comm channel and waited for the Dreamer to confirm that encryption was active on both ends, then she used the voice interface to answer a series of challenges to verify a very secure connection to somewhere extremely far away. Despite the distance, there was less lag than she expected. 
 
    “Go for OpSec,” said a familiar voice. 
 
    Merry sagged with relief. If one of the others had answered…Now there was a chance. 
 
    “Neera, I need your help.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    In a matter of minutes, she explained the situation. 
 
    “I need a team to modify Dreamer so I can fly her from my medpod—standard model 6033.” 
 
    Neera’s avatar shook her head. “You know we can’t do that.” 
 
    “You can. Rig the pod to self-destruct if anything happens to Dreamer.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Damnit, Neera! This is the second time I’ve been made a cripple. I will not lie here while my team goes off without me! It’s a Grithelean data core. Who knows what it might contain? There is too much on the line for this to wait.” 
 
    “You have no proof. No confirmation that’s true. What if it’s not?” Neera asked. 
 
    “The client was pretty convincing, but if it isn’t, there’s no exposure. More to the point, what if it is? You saw the same video I did. If that tech is in the wild, what do you think is going to happen?” 
 
    “Give us the coordinates. We can send an OpSec team or the Protectors.” 
 
    “7DS has a contract, and that wasn’t the deal. I keep you covered, and OpSec doesn’t interfere. Haven’t I lost enough?” 
 
    “This could get messy.” 
 
    “Neera, please!” 
 
    Long seconds ticked by. 
 
    “Come home, sister.” 
 
    “You know I can’t; you know I won’t.” 
 
    “Very well, Merry. We will do as you ask, but we’re getting you a different pod. Tell your people to clear the bridge and not to interfere with the team.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “We have a suitable team on Benth. They will arrive within eight hours. Goodbye, sister. If you ever wish to return, we will be waiting for you.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Neera.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Mac’s Bar, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    Rath heard the doors open behind him, followed by a low growl of warning from Envy. He heard shuffling footsteps. Envy’s growl became louder. The steps stopped. Rath poured himself another shot, knocked it back, then let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. He set down the shot glass, picked up his beer, and took a long draw. 
 
    “Rath Peterson. Your comm is off.” 
 
    The voice was low and gravelly and came from somewhere near eight feet above the deck. Rath turned and blinked at the Yalteen. 
 
    “Hello, N’ront. How’d you find me? Want a drink?” 
 
    The Yalteen shook his head. “That stuff you drink is vile, Rath. I followed the blood trail you left all the way from the maintenance bays. You should get that arm looked at.” He gestured at Rath’s bloody arm. “Xoth’tar bites get infected easily.” 
 
    The Yalteen pointed a scanner at it, and, a few seconds later, it beeped and displayed a green light. 
 
    “What’s that all about?” Rath asked. 
 
    “I’m making sure you killed the right bad guy. The scan confirms it, so now I don’t have to arrest you. I consider the case closed,” N’ront said. 
 
    Rath raised his beer in the Yalteen’s direction. “You’re a good friend, N’ront, but you spend too much time working.” Rath took another drink. 
 
    “I know! I—” Rath squinted at N’ront, “—am going to get you a dog.” 
 
    “Maker forbid,” N’ront said. 
 
    “Man’s best friend,” Rath said, thumping Envy on the side. “Yalteen’s best friend too. Wouldn’t you agree?” He set his beer down, refilled his shot glass from the bottle, and knocked it back. 
 
    “I don’t think Mac would appreciate you calling a bottle of his private reserve vile.” Rath turned and blinked owlishly at the Yalteen. 
 
    “Rath, was this really necessary?” 
 
    “Yes, it was necessary. I know you have ears in the medcenter. You hear about Merry?” 
 
    The Yalteen nodded. “No one who knows what happened will blame you. You killed those responsible. Let it end before the rest of them come for you, and the Orbital turns into a war zone.” 
 
    “I only killed the one. The other died of Envy, and the third was a team effort. There were four, by the way. Merry killed one, but they took the body with them. As for the others, let them come.” 
 
    The Yalteen looked at the dog, with the dried blood around his jaws and splashed across his chest. Rath reached out to scratch Envy behind the ears. 
 
    “Plenty of help around if the others come—this was personal.” 
 
    N’ront wrinkled his nose. “Your dog needs a bath, and so do you.” Envy leaned harder into the scratch and let his tongue loll in a giant doggie grin. 
 
    “Rath, you and 7DS should get off Halo till things cool down. What would you have done if the Bone Crushers had found you before I did?” 
 
    Rath reached into his pocket and tossed the Yalteen a remote. “Guess we’d have all gone together.” 
 
    The Yalteen looked at the remote and hit the test button. Answering beeps came from several anti-personnel mines placed around the bar. He looked at Rath and hit the button again to shut off the mines. 
 
    “Mac wouldn’t have thanked you for blowing up his bar.” 
 
    Rath snorted. He reached across the bar for two more shot glasses, then poured one and pushed it toward N’ront, who shook his head, poured the second and left it on the bar, then poured the last shot from the bottle for himself, dropped in a half dozen sober-ups, saluted the solitary glass, then raised his own to N’ront. 
 
    “Smoke on the Water,” he said. 
 
    N’ront picked up the shot and gave Rath the stink eye. He couldn’t not toast his old unit, or Rusty, and Rath knew it. “Fire in the Sky,” he responded and drank. 
 
    Rath drank his shot, then left the bottle and a credit chit on the bar. “You get your wish,” he said. “7DS has a contract, so we’re skids up in a few hours. The Dreamer should be loaded by now.” 
 
    The Yalteen watched as Rath moved toward the door, leaning on Envy to steady himself till the pills took effect. 
 
    “Do you want me to have your mines sent round to the ship?” 
 
    “No,” Rath replied. “The mines belong to Mac. Just leave the remote by the tap; the doors will lock behind you on your way out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Medical Center, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    There was a quick knock on the door, then a medcenter guard looked in. “Dr. Carstairs? There are some people here to see you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m sorry, but they are going to have to come back or wait. I was just about to go on rounds.” 
 
    A woman with close-cropped blonde hair stepped around the guard. She wore a smart business suit and glasses that reflected an obvious net interface. She stepped forward. “I’m afraid this can’t wait, Doctor.” She presented her credentials. Federation Security, they said. “I’m Gina Holloway, and I’m here regarding one of your patients, Merry Ogata. We have instructions for her transfer.” 
 
    Carstairs handed the credentials back and saw the gun Holloway wore in a shoulder holster under her jacket. Holloway noticed her look and smiled. Carstairs looked past Holloway at the security guard. “It’s okay, Lindsey, I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Lindsey stood her ground. “Are you sure, Doctor? I can stick around if you need me.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Carstairs said. “I’ll call you if I need anything.” 
 
    “If you’re sure,” Lindsey said, then headed back to the security station in front of the elevator banks. 
 
    Dr. Carstairs turned to the agent. “I received your request, Ms. Holloway. The paperwork is in order, but this is completely irregular. Ms. Ogata is still in serious condition. She shouldn’t be going anywhere.” 
 
    Holloway’s eyes tracked something inside her glasses before settling back on Carstairs. “I don’t think you understand, Doctor. This isn’t a request. The process will go more smoothly with your cooperation. We are notifying you as a courtesy. I’ll note that this is your patient’s wish. You’ll find her discharge against medical advice in the original file, but here is an additional copy. You’ll also see the medcenter legal office and Orbital administration have also been copied on the release, including Chief N’ront, who we understand has been handling her investigation.” 
 
    Carstairs flipped through the forms, knowing they were all in order. She had called the chief’s office earlier and tried to reach Mr. Peterson. The chief politely, but firmly, had told her that if Ms. Ogata decided to leave, there was nothing he would do to stop her. Mr. Peterson wasn’t available. 
 
    Carstairs tried one more time. “You realize that by helping her to leave at a critical point in her treatment, you could be participating in her death?” 
 
    “What did Ms. Ogata say when you told her that?” Holloway asked. 
 
    “She said she accepted it, and she was leaving anyway,” Carstairs said. 
 
    “Do you have any reason to believe she is being coerced, or that she is otherwise mentally deficient?” 
 
    Carstairs frowned at the word “deficient.” 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “There you have it. I’m sorry, Doctor, but we are on a tight timetable. If you would lead the way?” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Dr. Carstairs left her office with Holloway in tow. At the door to Merry’s room, two humans and two Grumlahl waited with what appeared to be a new, bigger medpod. The Grumlahl were a tree dwelling species native to the Grumal system that had welcomed human colonists nearly five hundred years ago. The two species had worked well together and eventually colonized two other systems, Benth and Nabris, to form the Benthi Federation. To humans, the Grumlahl looked like a cross between large gorillas and tree sloths, as they were five to six feet tall and tipping the scales at nearly five hundred pounds, The Grumlahl were enormously strong, with six-inch hooked claws that let them climb or rest easily in their forest homes. The two handled the big pod like it weighed nothing. 
 
    They entered the room. Carstairs moved over to Merry’s pod and looked at her through the glass. 
 
    “Ms. Ogata, there are some people here. I…are you sure there isn’t anything I can say to change your mind?” 
 
    Merry shook her head. “No, Doctor. There isn’t. This is my choice. Thank you for your help.” 
 
    Holloway’s people set the second pod up next to the first and brought the systems online. One of the Grumlahl looked up from a panel. “Please set your medpod’s comm code to oh eight one two for synchronization.” 
 
    Carstairs entered the code and added her authorization. The new pod hummed as it matched support settings with Merry’s pod. Then it opened. The technicians opened the med center pod and helped Merry into a body sleeve with a circuit tracery of sensors attached. They slid prosthetic sleeves over the stumps of her arms, and Carstairs watched as they bonded to the suit. Merry winced. 
 
    “It’s too early for this. Far too early,” Carstairs said. 
 
    One of the techs placed a set of wrap-around goggles, like the glasses Agent Holloway was wearing, on Merry. They glowed as they came online. 
 
    “Haptics online,” the tech said. “Calibrating now. Initial response within acceptable parameters.” 
 
    “Let’s get her moved,” Holloway said. “Ready, Ms. Ogata?” 
 
    “I’m good,” Merry said. 
 
    They lifted Merry gently into the new pod. Carstairs watched as a gel-like substance began to expand around Merry, cradling her body. 
 
    Merry clicked through menus and cursed at how clumsy she was. 
 
    “This is better than I thought it would be. Who did the haptics?” she asked. 
 
    “Latest from Oonari,” Holloway said. 
 
    “Neural link coming online. Synching in three, two, one. Mark!” 
 
    Merry screamed, arching her back, and fought against the gel. 
 
    “What are you doing to her? What’s this ‘neural link?’” Carstairs started for the pod. 
 
    Holloway blocked her with an arm. “Enhanced bionics interface. It goes through the suit instead of making the direct connection bionics would use. It can take some getting used to. She’ll be fine.” 
 
    Merry panted. “I’m all right. I’m okay. For a minute, I could feel my hands, and…I’m good. Really.” 
 
    “All right,” Holloway said. “Seal her up. Let’s get this party started. Dr. Carstairs, thank you for your assistance. I’ll remind you that discussing anything you have seen here can carry criminal penalties.” 
 
    “Ready to roll, Merry?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Merry said as she worked through the pod interfaces—haptics, power supply, medical options, dampening field, flight and combat interfaces. 
 
    Merry smiled. “Let’s do this.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    At the same time Merry was being transferred, a second team, equally efficient, appeared at the Dreamer with a cart of supplies in tow. Pride and Jake met them at the bottom of the Dreamer’s boarding ramp. 
 
    “Cassandra Pride?” There were four technicians, all Benthi. A pair of Grumlahl had stopped and now flanked the personnel door to the bay. 
 
    “That’s me,” Pride said. 
 
    The lead tech stepped forward and presented Pride with a tablet full of schematics and Merry’s authorization as owner of the ship. His nametag read “Harris.” 
 
    “We’re here to install some equipment for Merry Ogata,” he said. 
 
    “Yes. We were notified you would be coming. I’ll need to review the schematics in more detail, but we’ve cleared an equipment compartment at the rear of the cockpit that should work for you as long as the specs you sent before were accurate. It has access to main power and the flight and navigation busses.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The bridge of the Dreamer was surprisingly roomy for such a compact ship, with a reinforced clear-steel canopy that sheltered behind armored doors before the ship went into combat. There were pilot and copilot seats set one in front of the other and a lower u-shaped area with two configurable stations. The rest of the ship was completely utilitarian, so the bridge was the only place that didn’t tend to induce claustrophobia. 
 
    The technicians removed the copilot seat to make room. They stripped out what remained of the empty racks in the equipment compartment, then installed a cradle to securely hold the new pod and a black box that connected to the Dreamer’s control suite. Afterward, they waited quietly until the first team arrived to install Merry’s pod, mostly in the old equipment compartment, in a slightly reclining position. Pride jumped to one of the terminals and monitored their progress with an eagle eye. She checked and rechecked each connection as it was made. 
 
    “Merry, I want you to bring up the number three combat sim and run the last five minutes. I think we can get a better response if we increase the buffer size and…” 
 
    Pride continued working through a checklist she had generated from the schematics they had given her. 
 
    “We have done this before,” Harris said after the third recheck of the life support power systems. 
 
    “When?” Cassie asked. “After Merry got hurt, I checked every journal about medical interfaces I could get my hands on, and I couldn’t find anything outside of some advanced bionics work out of Sol system that looks anything like this. That’s my friend you popped in that tin can, and you are not going to use her as your science project!” 
 
    “Cassie!” Merry objected. “That’s not what—” 
 
    Harris held up both hands in surrender. “Whoa, whoa. All right, we’ll do it your way. I get it, but you need to trust that we want to make sure everything works exactly as it should.” 
 
    Another hour of diagnostics convinced both teams, Merry, and Pride that everything was working and would continue to work as it should. 
 
    “Whew!” Harris said. “Mind if I get a copy of your notes? I’d like to build a new checklist for next time.” 
 
    “Sure,” Pride said. She was beginning to unbend a little now that they were almost finished, and she sent the file over. 
 
    “Thanks. Do you want us to reinstall the copilot seat? There’s room.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. In a pinch, we can use any of the terminals, and I want as much room as possible if anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “You’re all set then. All right people, let’s wrap it up.” 
 
    Pride signaled Jake to escort their guests from the ship and continued working as the technicians cleared out. She put the final touches on a program that would monitor every item they had just checked and re-checked, as well as scan for anything that wasn’t already logged and expected. Then she installed a cut-out switch between the pod’s black box and the Dreamer’s control systems. Better safe than sorry. I’ll have to know these people a lot better before I’ll trust them. 
 
    She was just wrapping up when Rath clattered up the ladder. 
 
    “How’s it look?” he asked. 
 
    “Good, all things considered,” Pride said. “The setup and diagnostics went well. We’re as ready to fly as we can be. Ms. Peabody is set up in a crew berth.” 
 
    “What about Bocolocus?” Rath asked. 
 
    “He’s staying on the station. Our passenger can fill you in.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rath said. He nodded toward the medpod. “How’s she doing?” 
 
    “She,” Merry said, “is doing fine. I’m right here.” 
 
    Rath grimaced. “Oops.” 
 
    “I can see you too, you know!” Merry said. 
 
    “I’ll just give you two a minute,” Pride said as she climbed down the ladder. 
 
    Rath walked over to the pod to look at Merry. 
 
    “How’re you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m good for someone plugged into all manner of un-recreational equipment.” She made a face at him. “You sure you don’t want to join me? There might be room for two in this thing, and the bio-gel is warm and kinda squinchy.” 
 
    “Carstairs would hunt me down and kill me,” Rath said. 
 
    “Spoil sport!” 
 
    “Merry, are you sure this is a good idea? I mean with the NRS and—” 
 
    “Rath Peterson, you are not flying off without me. Ever. Especially on a mission I helped talk you into. You got that?” 
 
    “I got it, love.” 
 
    “All right then.” She became serious. “How’d the hunt go?” 
 
    “We got ’em. All of them.” 
 
    Merry sagged and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she looked less haunted. “Good! You can tell me all about it after you settle in. I already have a priority clearance from N’ront, and our gate coordinates from Peabody.” 
 
    “I’ll let everyone know. Prep for dust-off.” 
 
    An hour later, the Merry Dreamer quietly slipped away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Exiting Alter Space 
 
      
 
    NP2112 was a ruin of a system. Its blue supergiant primary blanketed the entire system in a thin, fast solar wind that made communications almost impossible. The catalog showed the system was owned by a consortium that claimed to be conducting mass mining operations on the abundant asteroids. 
 
    Their target was a rogue planet moving through an elliptical orbit 30 degrees off the plane of the solar system. As the largest ball of rock and ice in the neighborhood, it qualified as the garden spot of NP2112. The only other thing to recommend the place was that if you applied a computer simulation to the frequent collisions of the debris in the system, the resulting output sounded like the never-ending solo of a particularly enthusiastic drummer. 
 
    The trip had taken three weeks, including transit time. The first leg had been a jump toward the core, latched to a Caldivar ore hauler. The captain had been more than happy to pick up a last-minute passenger to defray gate fees. Once they emerged in the system, the Dreamer had detached, signaled the new destination, and re-entered the gate within a few hours, all paid for, courtesy of the Votha. 
 
    Alerts sounded as they approached transition. “Transition in one hour. All crew to combat stations. Prepare for high-G maneuvers.” In this case, it meant everybody reported to the tanks. 
 
    Human mercs were at a disadvantage compared to many other races when it came to space combat because they could withstand fewer Gs. While the Dreamer had overpowered dampening fields to compensate for her size to power curve, full acceleration could still render the crew unconscious, and that meant they needed an edge. 
 
    To solve the problem, they had kept the battered grav tanks that were filled with an oxygenated liquid polymer. It was an old technology from the days before dampening fields reached their current levels of efficiency. Liquid immersion let them handle an additional twenty gravities. If they went past immersion and filled their lungs, there was almost no compression, and it greatly improved the safety limit for high-G maneuvers. While the last option meant they had to communicate over the consoles, it increased the tolerance by nearly 70 percent. 
 
    The downside was that they were uncomfortable, and the polymer tasted like they had licked the inside of a well-stocked, eclectic medicine chest, not to mention that if you were unlucky enough to be in a tank and the ship got holed, no one had to worry about getting you medical treatment as you would already be a corpscicle. SOP for the Dreamer was to make any transition on a combat run in either the mechs or the tanks, and after what had happened on the station, they weren’t going to take chances. 
 
    Merry’s voice came over the comms again. “Transition in five minutes. Charging ARC capacitors.” 
 
    Rath responded, “Acknowledged. All hands set condition one. Capacitor charge confirmed. Missiles are hot, repeat missiles are hot. Sound off.” 
 
    “Flight ready,” Merry said 
 
    “Tactical and point defense are ready,” Jake said. 
 
    “Stealth and ECM, ready,” Sandy said 
 
    “Engineering and drone control, ready,” Pride said. “I’m bringing the diffraction armor online.” 
 
    “ARC and missile control, ready,” Rath said. 
 
    Not to be left out, Envy added a thunderous “WOOF!!” 
 
    To the 7DS, the routine was as familiar as waking up in their own beds. 
 
    “Transition one minute,” Merry said. The clock counted down. 
 
    Rath had a brief sensation of falling as they passed through the gate and left Alter Reality behind for normal space. 
 
    “Transition sequence complete,” Merry said. “Scanning…local space is clear. We have reached minimum safe distance.” 
 
    “Rig for stealth,” Rath said. 
 
    “Ship is stealthed,” Sandy said. 
 
    “Launching decoys,” Pride said. 
 
    “Maintain stealth and set normal operations.” Rath said. “All stations stand down. All right, crack the tanks and everyone dry off. Cassie, will you fish our guest out?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Rath.” 
 
    Rath grabbed a towel as he climbed out of the tank, then slid into his ops terminal. 
 
    “All right, Merry, let’s get up where we can take a look.” 
 
    “On our way, Rath. Everybody, hang on. We’re going in.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, NP2112 System 
 
      
 
    Pride grimaced as she ran through the simulation again. Sandy grabbed a bulb out of the cooler. “Can I get you something, Ms. Peabody?” he asked. 
 
    “Call me Catherine, and sure, whatever you’re having,” she said. “I feel like a third wheel. Is there anything I can do to help?” Sandy walked over to hand Catherine her drink. 
 
    “You’re a researcher, right? How’s your math?” Pride asked. “I could use some help tweaking these equations.” 
 
    “I’m good with vector matrices and non-linear gravimetrics, if that’s any help,” Catherine said. 
 
    “You’re hired,” Pride said. “Pull up a screen, and I’ll feed you some equations. For this first set we are looking at power distribution curves…” Soon the two women were going back and forth. 
 
    Sandy watched them for a few minutes, then laughed. “I don’t suppose this can be explained to the cheap seats?” he asked. 
 
    Pride looked up. “What? Oh, sure, Sleepy.” She displayed a set of equations on the monitor. “So, here you are looking at the power output, roughly, of the main laser from a heavy cruiser and—” 
 
    Sandy shook his head. “Pretend you are talking to someone who can’t do algebra without a comp.” 
 
    Pride looked at him with pity. “Ok, you know how the nanoflage on the mechs works, right? 
 
    “Sure,” Sandy said, “you take pictures from one side of the mech and put them on the other.” 
 
    “Basically, yes, but the picture is essentially perfect because it happens faster than most creatures’ eyes can compensate, and they take and display pictures in 360 degrees. High speed video can catch the shape under the camouflage. Of course, visually camouflaging the mechs doesn’t do anything for radar or heat, so we use ECM for those, but visually, functional invisibility.” 
 
    “So, you make the ship invisible?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “No, a nanoflage system for a ship would require too much power.” 
 
    “Then…” 
 
    “There are a couple of concepts you need to understand.” Pride warmed to her subject. “One, a laser is just a really fast, powerful burst of light. Ever see a prism?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Good. Now, if you know the frequency of a beam of light and can insert a prism, you can split that light into component frequencies, say, from a harmful one to a bunch of harmless ones. Analyzing that frequency is something we already do. Even if you don’t catch the burst in transit, you get that data when it hits the shields. That’s part one—we want to break up the beam, so it does only fractional damage.” 
 
    Catherine nodded as Pride explained. 
 
    “Okay, part two.” She rummaged in a bin. “What’s this?” 
 
    “A fiber optic cable.” 
 
    “Right, and if we put light in one end…” She clipped a circuit tester to one side, and the cable lit up bright white. “No matter what you do to the cable—” she twisted it into a corkscrew, “—as long as the cable doesn’t break, you channel light out the other end.” 
 
    “So, you take an incoming laser, break it into a bunch of smaller pieces, then redirect them?” 
 
    “Exactly. Once the beam hits the plating, we can direct it where we want—around the ship or, eventually, back at the attacker. I haven’t got that far yet.” 
 
    “So, we’re laser proof?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “No. Too much power will fry the fiber channels, then heat builds up where the break happens and pfft! fried plating. Missile hits can also cause problems. But think of it like…judo. We redirect the force, so they never get a solid punch in.” 
 
    “Judo?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “Best I can do for the cheap seats,” Pride said. 
 
    “The Dreamer has laser judo.” Sandy’s face lit up with a shit-eating grin. “That’s awesome!” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Pride said. “As long as it works.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, NP2112 System 
 
      
 
    The Dreamer skirted the orbit of the planet with the research base. It came in from out-system, hid in the planet’s shadow, waited against the backdrop of rubble, and scanned with passive sensors. The crew looked at the planet’s image on the crew compartment monitor. 
 
    Merry’s avatar spoke from one corner of the screen. “We found this on passives.” The image zoomed in, and tactical data scrolled down the right side of the display. There was a wireframe outlining a ship and its orbital path. “Jane’s identified the best match as a Xoth’tar Ravage-class heavy frigate; it’s in a standard orbit. We also picked up flares about ten minutes ago, looks like a shuttle launch.” 
 
    “Oh…God!” Catherine said. “Please, we need to warn them! It’s a research facility, not a military base!” 
 
    Rath shook his head. “A transmission would do more harm than good. If the Xoth’tar think they can ransom the researchers, they are less likely to kill them. If they see us this far out, we’re going to have a hard time getting close enough to do your friends any good.” Rath suspected the Xoth’tar had no interest in leaving witnesses behind, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. 
 
    “How far out are we, Merry?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Eight hours at this speed,” Merry said. 
 
    “Can we increase speed?” 
 
    “We can, but there’s a good chance they’ll spot us if they’re paying attention.” 
 
    “There has to be something we can do!” Catherine said. 
 
    “Does the facility have any defenses? Anything at all?” Rath asked. 
 
    “No…well, yes. The base has some laser turrets—small ones. We set them up to keep the polar worms away from the base.” 
 
    “Polar worms?” 
 
    “That’s what we call them. They’re more like communal colonies than an animal or insect. They’re tremendously strong, They burrow through the ice and digest the bacteria in it. We haven’t had time to study them much. We requested a xenobiology nest, but our focus was on the data core, and we avoided any traffic other than the supply runs. Stephen and the others are all but defenseless! We have to help them!” 
 
    Rath looked at Catherine. The older woman was near tears. “We will. Merry, any chance they spotted us?” 
 
    “No. Between running stealth, all the background clutter, and the heavy solar wind? Not a chance.” 
 
    “Good. Here’s what we are going to do…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Broken Fang, NP2112 System 
 
      
 
    Pack-First scowled at the command crew aboard the Broken Fang. He scratched idly at his command chair and wished he was going with the assault team down to the human station. Why they had sent a full Pack to deal with a small group of scientists, he had no idea, but their client had paid well for them to retrieve some equipment from the surface and eliminate the research team. Elimination was a waste in his opinion, but the contract was specific. The one bright spot was that the Broken Fang had located the prey by backtracking the supply ship one of the researchers had been on rather than chasing their Votha associate all the way to Benth Orbital the way that fool Rethzzld had done. 
 
    He stopped picking at his chair and scratched a persistent itch that appeared each time he thought of the mangy Xoth. His sharpened claws drew blood. That Rethzzld had once been a Pack-First and had reclaimed his name after losing his eye and command rank filled Pack-First of the Broken Fang with disgust. For the Xoth’tar, the ship was the Pack, and the Pack was everything, second only to the Xoth’tar’ii and the Over-Pack. To sacrifice one’s name to lead the Packs was an honor only one in tens of thousands would ever ascend to. Why the Pack-First of the Bone Crusher would accept this disgrace upon her Pack was a mystery he would investigate another time. 
 
    They had dropped Rethzzld’s team off at the human station and left to resume the hunt, and that had led them here. One short leap from triumph. The Broken Fang had moved the Pack forward, and perhaps, with this success, there would be a larger ship or a second ship he could expand the Pack with. He wished he could be there when Rethzzld had to explain his failure to the Pack-First of the Open Maw, but their triumph would not wait for such small pleasures. He had sent a message that would be waiting for them when they arrived, and that would have to be satisfaction enough. 
 
    The striker broke in on his thoughts. “Pack-First! Contact!” 
 
    “Report!” 
 
    “Inbound ship! Scan data indicates a light freighter!” 
 
    “Guider, break orbit. Intercept course!” 
 
    “Closing, Pack-First. Time to intercept is four hours.” 
 
    “Striker, I want an analysis. Is this the same ship we back tracked here returning or a different ship? I want to know why we didn’t detect them further out.” 
 
    “Profile is not an exact match; target appears to be a different ship. They were not detected sooner due to the interference from the star and the debris between our position and the gate, Pack-First.” 
 
    Well, well. Perhaps we can add a nice bonus to this job. The ship will bring an acceptable price, even if we have to claim it as salvage. The crew can provide entertainment if they cannot be ransomed. 
 
    “On screen. Speaker, hail them.” 
 
    “Yes, Pack-First.” 
 
    The viewer showed drifting asteroids and stars. 
 
    Alarms howled. “New contact! Scan shows a Federation corvette. We’re being targeted, Pack-First!” the striker said. 
 
    “Guider, evade! 
 
    “Striker, on my screen!” 
 
    “Yes, Pack-First!” 
 
    The Pack-First studied the stats on his display. The attack made no sense; the new ship was fast, but no match for the Broken Fang. Even with the element of surprise, they could not hope to win. 
 
    “I did not think the Votha so brave.” He smiled a predator’s smile of death. “Striker, lock weapons and fire! Single spread only.” 
 
    “Eight missiles away. Main lasers charging.” 
 
    “Target has moved into the atmosphere,” helm called. 
 
    “Compensate! Guider, let us face our prey,” Pack-First said. 
 
    “Pack-First, message from the Open Maw. They have arrived in-system and request our status.” 
 
    “Transmit position and respond engaged!” The Pack-First dismissed the Open Maw from his mind. The soonest they could reach the planet was two days, far too late to interfere with their kill. 
 
    “Four missiles destroyed! The other four have deflected off the atmosphere,” the tactical officer said. “Lasers charged.” 
 
    “Fir—!” 
 
    WHAM! 
 
    Sparks and fire erupted from nearly every console as the Broken Fang tumbled crazily around them. The Pack-First was thrown across the bridge, where he smashed into the helm console. Gravity failed, and he could hear explosions ripping through the ship in a chain reaction. The striker floated by what was left of his console. Pack-First reached feebly for the guider as the emergency lighting failed, leaving them in darkness, which was only broken by the few fires that still burned. 
 
    I don’t understand was his final thought as the light from the fires faded, and he drifted into darkness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Vothan Research Station, NP2112 
 
      
 
    Peepsonta trilled happily to herself as she worked through the analysis for the last few datasets. The latest round of decryption was showing promise. They could access some of the data in the core now, and the last round of tests had come with a breakthrough. With a little more work, they should be able to access the control systems, and that would let them bring the whole device online instead of only allowing them to read parts of it. 
 
    Keeper Malda would be so happy with the success of the nest. They had been working on the problem of the artifact for some time, but the truly important work was only beginning. She didn’t know why they had to carry on in such secrecy at this remote location, but the Keeper had agreed with isolating the nest. At least the whole nest was together, except for Bocolocus, but he should be back soon. 
 
    “Peeps, how’s the analysis coming?” Stephen Peabody asked. 
 
    “Why do humans do that?” she asked. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Shorten everything.” 
 
    “Habit,” Stephen said. “And it’s a sign of affection.” 
 
    “So, I should call you Steph?” 
 
    “Sure. Catherine does.” 
 
    Peepsonta ran a referential integrity check on the database and then ran a comparison between the new compile and the last version. It was an extra step, but she liked to be thorough. 
 
    “Why is she Catherine and not Cath?” 
 
    “Cathy would be short for Catherine, but she hates Cathy. It reminds her of her school days.” 
 
    Peepsonta trilled a series of notes—Votha laughter. “Bocolocus was scandalized when you started calling him Bawk.” 
 
    Stephen laughed. “I remember. The Votha and Futaba have the best ‘I’m not amused’ faces of any species I’ve met.” 
 
    “Really?” Peepsonta said. “Must be the beaks. To answer your earlier question, the analysis went well. I’m just wrapping up now. If Researcher Malda concurs, we are ready for phase two.” 
 
    “Have you told her yet?” Stephen asked. 
 
    “Yes, I sent her a message as soon as I compiled the final.” 
 
    “Good, if everything checks out, we should be ready to go as soon a Bawk gets back with our ride. 
 
    “We will meet him on Votha. Catherine is coming back while Bocolocus returns home to feather the new nest. I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to stretching my wings in an open sky again after being forced to stay inside for so long.” 
 
    An alarm started beeping on the communications panel. 
 
    “Speak of the devil. Maybe our ride is here,” he said. 
 
    The strident beep changed to a steady screech, and Stephen rushed to the panel. 
 
    “Oh no. This isn’t good. The comm satellite has been destroyed.” He shut off the alarm and started going through the last ten minutes of logs the satellite had transmitted. 
 
    “Maybe it was struck by debris entering orbit?” Peepsonta said. 
 
    Stephen put up video from the comm satellite. It showed a lethal looking ship entering orbit, then a flash of light, then nothing. 
 
    “No such luck. Better call everyone to the command center. We have company, and they aren’t friendly.” 
 
    Peepsonta hit the general alarm and called everyone to gather over the base comm. Stephen worked at the base security console. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Peepsonta asked. 
 
    “Locking all the outer doors and resetting the worm turrets so they will fire on other targets. It isn’t much, but it should buy us some time.” 
 
    Researcher Malda entered the control room. The rest of the research nest followed in ones and twos. Several had the rumpled look that came with being rousted from the warmth and comfort of the middle of a sleep cycle. Someone had stopped to grab a container of Gralp crickets, and the room filled with crunching as they ate the stimulant insects. 
 
    Malda joined Stephen and Peepsonta at the security console, and they bowed and beaked perfunctorily. “What is the reason for the alert?” the Futaba asked. 
 
    The two scientists returned the greeting and then Stephen gestured at the main monitor and reran the sequence for the entire group. There was a general twitter in Clickiclack as the research nest absorbed the news until Malda whistled for silence. 
 
    “It appears we have been found. We had hoped to depart before we were discovered. I will be truthful with you; we have no means of escape, and the chance of rescue approaches zero. It is likely that whoever has found us is hostile.” 
 
    Malda looked through the settings on the security console. “I see Stephen has already readied our best defense. They will doubtless come to the control center first. I suggest you pair off and hide as best you are able in the more remote areas of the base. Do not forget to take supplies of food and water. I will stay here and attempt to reason with them. If they can be reasoned with, I will call you back. If not, I will buy you as much time as I can and then I will see you again on the other side of dawn.” 
 
    The members of the research nest huddled together for a few moments. Malda spread her great wings over the group and held them close. 
 
    A new warning light flashed on the security console. On the exterior cameras, they could see shadows moving in the storm. 
 
    “Go now, my friends. I will lock all the interior doors in ten minutes.” 
 
    Stephen began configuring a second console as a backup. 
 
    “You too, Stephen. I can handle the turrets,” Malda said. 
 
    “I’m staying,” Stephen said. “I would prefer to make my stand here. Working on this project has been the honor of my life.” 
 
    “I’m staying, too,” Peepsonta said. 
 
    “Very well,” said Malda, bowing low. “We will face whatever comes together.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Xoth’tar Assault Shuttle, NP2112 System 
 
      
 
    Hunter-First Vrekk looked down the bay of the shuttle at her Hunters and released a low growl of anticipation. The forced inactivity from the extended trip had made her Xoth lazy and slow. Though she expected little challenge from the humans or Votha scientists, she hoped they at least had adequate defenses to provide a training exercise. Ambition burned in her. She had come as far as she could among the Hunters and longed to ascend to Pack status so she could sacrifice her name. Without victory, that was impossible, so even these small opportunities could be important ones. 
 
    The shuttle shuddered and jumped in the rough atmosphere. The booming of thunder over the roar of the engines was music to her ears. She thought back to time spent with the Speaker-Second, he of the golden fur, on another world, one not so cold but also full of storms. It was an alliance she would pursue further when their duties allowed. The memory called up the heady scent of his musk. 
 
    There was a flash-boom as lightning cracked outside the shuttle. 
 
    “Do you feel it Broken Fangs? Today we ride the lightning!” she said, just as the storm shook the shuttle particularly violently, like dice in a cup for a game of don’ja. The shaking overcame one of the younger Xoth, and he vomited noisily onto the floor while the other Hunters taunted him. 
 
    “Clean that as soon as we land,” she ordered. “Pilot. Fly over the base and see if you can spot any defenses.” 
 
    “Yes, Hunter-First,” the pilot said. 
 
    The shuttle began a wide bank. “There appear to be some defensive emplacements incorporated into the structure, but nothing is tracking the shuttle. Do you want me to strafe the base?” 
 
    “Can you take out the emplacements with precision?” Hunter-First asked. 
 
    “No. Using the shuttle’s weapons will cause significant damage to the structure.” 
 
    “We will have to remove them directly then. We are here to collect some equipment; I would not have it damaged by our assault. Land outside the predicted weapons range, then notify the Broken Fang we have landed.” 
 
    “The rest of you, mask up for comms check,” she added, then she clipped her own mask in place, which mercifully removed the odor of vomit. 
 
    “Not you, Hunter-Last. You still have clean-up duty. You can join us when the shuttle is spotless. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Hunter-First!” he said, then hesitated. “My staying behind will leave the launcher team short of ammunition.” 
 
    She studied him for a moment. Real concern, or was he arguing? 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “The pilot can carry your portion until you catch up.” 
 
    “Yes, Hunter-First!” both Xoth answered. 
 
    She brought up her targeting HUD, and watched as the Hunters checked in. 
 
    The problems began as soon as they opened the ramp. With the blowing snow and intense cold, their targeting was largely useless. Both thermal and motion sensors gave them nothing but errors. To make things worse, the heat controls for their armor were not effective in these temperatures and rapidly became stuck in the full-on position. By the time they reached the base, all of them were soaked with sweat, except for the pilot, who had no armor and was freezing. 
 
    I will flay the Equipment-First alive when we return to the ship, Vrekk thought. 
 
    They didn’t spot the first turret until it became active and cut the legs out from under three of her Xoth. They scrambled for cover as a second and third turret opened fire, wounding three more. The good news was that the laser fire somewhat cauterized the wounds. What blood there was froze on their armor. Only Team One was unscathed, and that was from sheer luck. 
 
    “Bolter, take out those turrets! Team Three, cover fire. Team Two, find a way in!” 
 
    Now that the turrets were active, the thermal targeting became useful. The gunner raised his launcher, a shoulder-mounted rail gun that used explosive tipped tungsten bolts as ammunition. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    The first turret exploded as the bolt struck. 
 
    The second turret poured fire on their position as they returned to cover. With the first turret gone, Team Two was able to make it to a large door into the base. They quickly applied explosives, dove for cover, and blew the door wide open. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Team One launched another bolt, which destroyed the second turret. 
 
    Teams Two and Three poured fire into the third turret as Team One scrambled for the door. When it reached the base, Team One reset and launched a rocket that destroyed the last emplacement. 
 
    “Well done!” the Pack-First broadcast. She checked her monitors—they had lost three Hunters during the battle, but with treatment, the others should survive. “Teams Two and Three, get everyone inside. Team One, keep a lookout and set up the crew laser in case there are more surprises.” 
 
    As the teams scrambled to move the wounded into the base, the ice around them erupted in snapping masses of two-meter-long translucent worms. The onslaught was over in seconds as the worms burrowed from the stone hard ice into Xoth’tar armor and flesh. Her Hunters barely had time to scream before they were overcome. She raised her rifle and quickly killed the few who did not die immediately; there was nothing she could do to help them. She fired repeatedly into the masses of worms, but more burrowed from beneath to reach the warmth and blood. 
 
    She met the stares of her team. “There is nothing we can do for them now but complete our mission and remember.” Each Xoth nodded in turn. 
 
    “You two—” she gestured to the Xoth with the crewed laser, “—finish setting up here and do not let any of those things into the base. The rest of you, come with me. Leave the bolt launcher; rifles will be more effective now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, NP2112 System 
 
      
 
    Merry had plotted a best time course and sent one of their decoy drones to approach the planet from the other side, programmed to emulate their best guess of the research facility’s supply ship’s sensor profile, then parked a recon drone above the planet’s pole, and waited. This time, Catherine and Envy were the only ones in the tanks. The rest of the 7DS were suited up in their mechs with their screens configured to emulate their ship terminals. The mechs and pods were set for rapid deploy once they reached the drop zone. 
 
    Rath watched his boards, thinking about the ship they were about to engage. Even with surprise it was an uneven match, but that was exactly what ships like Dreamer had been built for. With its launch system and modular design, the Damocles missile was a weapon more suited to a battleship than a corvette. 
 
    Take a ship-to-ship missile, add a second stage, then make each stage’s payload independently configurable. Give it its own small ECM suite and shield system, armor the shell, and match it to a railgun custom built to fire it. With the combination of stealth, enormous launch velocity, and even greater boost velocity, anything not destroyed by the payload still had to contend with mass on target. 
 
    With the positional information from the recon drone, Dreamer had boosted for the planet. Once they confirmed the frigate had taken the bait, they had done a high-G slingshot burn. Using the planet as cover, they rocketed full thrust over the pole already lined up on target. 
 
    “On course,” Merry said. “Five seconds to firing zone.”  
 
    “Sandy, comm the base as soon as we engage,” Rath said. 
 
    “Roger that, Rath.” 
 
    “Drone data is tracking,” Pride said. “Frigate inbound to decoy.” 
 
    “Dreamer has cleared the planet,” Merry said. 
 
    “Going active,” Jake said. “Target is attempting to evade. Target has fired eight missiles.”  
 
    “Hang on! I’m dropping us into atmo!” Merry said. 
 
    “No response from the base, Rath.” Sandy said. “Pulsing ECM.” 
 
    “Point defense firing,” Jake said. “Four missiles destroyed, remaining four have lost solution and deflected off the planet’s atmosphere. Target lock reacquired!” 
 
    “Firing ARC!” Rath said. 
 
    The Dreamer’s lights flickered as the massive capacitors discharged to fire the rail gun and then began pulling power from the reactors to recharge. 
 
    “Target is destroyed,” Pride said. “I’m redeploying drones for early warning.” 
 
    “Prepare for braking,” Merry said. 
 
    “ARC is reset. Missiles are set to standby. Capacitors are—” Rath snapped the last switch, “—recharged. That’s how we do it people! Merry, as soon as we slow enough, give us a pass to deploy the pods, then follow us down and pick a cozy spot. Pride, see if you can bring a drone over the base so we can see if anything is going on there.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Pride said. “Probably won’t get much, there is a hell of a blizzard going on down there.” 
 
    “On our way, Rath. Six minutes to the drop zone,” Merry said. 
 
    “Dropping into the atmosphere was a nice trick, Merry,” Jake said. 
 
    “Thanks, they had a bad angle and no time to correct, but I didn’t know how many we’d get with the bounce,” Merry said. “Good shooting with the point defense, Jake.” 
 
    “We aim to please, or at least to survive,” Jake said. 
 
    “Damn!” Pride cursed. “Damn, damn, damn!” 
 
    “What now?” Rath asked. 
 
    “They didn’t hit us with a single laser. Not one! We didn’t get any data for the diffraction armor at all!” Pride said. 
 
    “Really, Pride?” Merry asked. “You’re upset they didn’t get to use their main guns on us?” 
 
    “I know, right?” Pride asked. “What’s a girl got to do to get lit up around here, anyway?” 
 
    “Better luck next time,” Jake said. “Have a protein bar; that always makes me feel better.” 
 
    “I think I’d rather stick with the whole they don’t hit us thing,” Rath said. “Get your final checks in. We’re coming up on the drop zone.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just land?” Dr. Peabody asked, still drying off. Envy leaned against her, and she reached down to rub him with her towel. 
 
    Rath replied, “We don’t know how closely the ship was in communication with the ground forces, including their shuttle, or what kind of weapons they have groundside, so we go in with the mechs first.” 
 
    “Sixty seconds. Good luck down there,” Merry said. 
 
    “Keep the home fires burning,” Rath said. “Launching in three, two, one. Pods away!” 
 
    There was a series of muffled thumps as the drop pods detached. Technically, the mechs didn’t need the pods to deploy this low, but the extra protection in case the Xoth’tar had any surprises waiting wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    A short time later, all the mech camera and data feeds became active. The pods landed with a roar of retro rockets and a crunch as they settled in. 
 
    “All right. We’re down,” Rath said. “Three klicks to base. We’re going in.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Vothan Research Station, NP2112 
 
      
 
    Researcher Malda, Stephen, and Peepsonta watched the four aliens come through the airlock into the main corridor and move directly to the control center. They stopped in front of the door. 
 
    “Open the door, or we will destroy it,” they demanded. Malda couldn’t tell who was speaking as they all wore breathing masks, but she assumed it was the one in front. 
 
    “No need for that,” Malda said, and she opened the door. The three researchers raised their arms and backed away from the console. “We are unarmed.” 
 
    The one not wearing armor closed the door behind them, while the lead soldier pointed a laser rifle at them. 
 
    “Check the surrounding rooms,” the leader said. Malda could only assume they wanted the captives to hear, since they spoke through external speakers built into their masks. 
 
    “Clear!” each soldier called in turn as they checked the adjacent lab spaces. 
 
    The leader removed her mask and clipped it to her belt. She motioned to the others that they could do the same. 
 
    “I am Hunter-First Vrekk. Where are the rest of your people? Call them here at once.” 
 
    “I am Researcher Malda. The staff was evacuated several weeks ago. The three of us were completing the shutdown of the research facility.” 
 
    “Is that right?” the Hunter-First asked. “And what are you studying, Researcher Malda?” 
 
    “The native fauna. The polar worms on this planet show great potential for both medical and mining applications.” 
 
    “I think you lie,” Vrekk said. “No one would build a base such as this to study worms. Nor do I believe you are here alone. A Futaba is never far from their nest. I have little time for games, so I will tell you we are here for the data core and the rest of your research. Even research on worms if it exists. Tell me where it is, and we may kill you quickly. I will give you a last chance to call the others here.” 
 
    “If you wish to ransom us, we can—” Malda began. 
 
    “Very well,” Vrekk said. “You have had your chance.” She nodded to one of the others. “Except for the control center, open the doors and purge the base. If they are hiding, the cold and toxic atmosphere will do our work for us.” 
 
    “Wait! No! Please!” Malda said. 
 
    “Done, Hunter-First!” the soldier said as he finished working the console. The monitors showed various rooms around the base as the atmosphere vented. In several, Votha struggled from their hiding places and collapsed from the lack of air. 
 
    “OOoooooooooommmm!” Peepsonta wailed. She jumped toward the console to try to get to the controls. The second Hunter snapped its rifle up to fire at Peepsonta, but Stephen pushed her out of the way and was riddled with laser fire as the Votha went sprawling. 
 
    Researcher Malda reacted as the second Xoth’tar recovered its rifle from where it lay on the console. The Futaba were solitary and peaceful except during their mating season or when protecting the Votha nests that had become an integrated part of their culture, but they had evolved as predators. Malda snapped her wings out, buffeting Vrekk and one of her Pack, then reared back and snapped forward with lightning speed. With a whipping motion the serrated edges of her massive beak decapitated the Xoth’tar. Laser fire from the pilot standing by the control center door dropped the researcher. 
 
    “AWK!” Peepsonta screamed. “MURDERBIRD!” 
 
    “Peeps…run!” gasped Stephen. 
 
    For a second, nothing moved in the room, then Peepsonta turned and ran full tilt into the adjoining research area. The door slammed shut with a crash and the emergency override indicator lit up. 
 
    “Get that door open,” Vrekk said. 
 
    A call came over their general frequency. “Hunter-First, there are four human mechs inbound to the base. Estimate five minutes out.” 
 
    “Have you been seen?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We will ambush them at the entrance. Prepare.” 
 
    “Yes, Hunter-First.” 
 
    “Never mind the Votha; we will dig it out after we have dealt with this new issue. Get your gear and join the others. 
 
    “Yes, Hunter-First.” 
 
    Vrekk switched to her command channel and tried calling first the shuttle and then the Broken Fang, but there was no response on either channel. She put her mask back on and moved to join her Xoth. “Attention Xoth! Against four mechs, the odds are not in our favor, but perhaps surprise will be enough to grant us victory. Chon’pak!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Vothan Research Station, NP2112 
 
      
 
    Rath surveyed the scene in front of him and tried to imagine what the hell had happened. It was bad enough that they had landed in near white-out conditions and that the frequent lightning played merry hell with the comms, but even the direct line laser sucked because of the snow. 
 
    Just before setting out, they had tested the nanoflage systems and come up bust. The heavy snow coated the mechs and kept the cameras from adjusting the pattern, so they had set the exterior to an arctic camo pattern and called it good. 
 
    The drop pods landed three klicks from the facility, and four of them made assisted jumps to move in close. They had a moment of pause when they found the Xoth’tar shuttle, but there was no sign of sentries or even a pilot. The cargo ramp was down as if they had left in a hurry. Sandy fired a few flash bangs inside, and after confirming the shuttle was clear, he put a couple shots through the pilot’s console for good measure. If the crew came back, they weren’t going anywhere. 
 
    As they continued to approach, they received a partial answer. Xoth’tar corpses littered the area in front of the facility. Rath could see a dozen of the aliens. A few had been hit by the laser turrets, which now lay wrecked and smoking in the thin, poisonous air. The rest lay where they had taken cover to avoid the turrets and were covered in squirming masses of two-meter-long translucent worms, their bodies now black with Xoth’tar blood. 
 
    Cassie made a noise. “Yuck!” 
 
    “They look like Bobbit Worms,” Sandy said. “I used to see those when I was diving as a kid.” 
 
    “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer bunch,” Jake added. 
 
    Cassie pointed. “Our friends blew the maintenance bay hatch open.” The drifting snow danced in the light from inside the station. 
 
    Rath checked his camera feeds. “Dr. Peabody, your polar worms seem to be more aggressive than you led us to believe.” 
 
    Catherine’s voice came back over the comm. “I’m sorry. The only samples we had were worms killed by the turrets, and we gathered those by robot.” 
 
    “All right. I doubt they are a threat to a mech, but let’s not test that, okay? Sandy, you lead, but be careful. There might be survivors. That shuttle would have held about twenty, so worst case, we have nine inside.” 
 
    Sandy moved forward, checking his sensors. “Hey, hold up. I’m getting some high energy read—” 
 
    Wham! 
 
    A rocket launched from inside the station hit Sandy. The blast threw him to the side, and a rain of laser fire from a crew served weapon came from the broken hatchway. The Xoth’tar had fortified a position at the end of the corridor. The three of them opened up with their railguns, filling the corridor with thunder, and they heard Sandy scream as his health monitor flatlined. 
 
    Railgun fire hammered the shield of the crew laser. A round deflected; it caught one of the Xoth’tar and sent him crashing into the equipment racks at the end of the corridor. The racks collapsed and buried him under a pile of crates. Black blood seeped onto the floor from beneath the pile. The Xoth’tar tried to pull back, but Pride launched a couple of grenades that deflected off the wall, detonated behind the personnel shield, and blasted them into bloody bits. 
 
    Rath charged down the corridor, skidded into the side of the hallway with a crunch, and brought his laser to bear on the room beyond. 
 
    Empty. 
 
    “All clear! We got five. The one we buried, two on the crew laser, one with the rocket launcher, and the loader. Loader looks like he might have been the pilot—no armor. Check on Sandy.” 
 
    Pride said softly, “Rath, Sandy’s gone.” She sent him the feed from her cameras. The rocket that had hit Sandy had knocked him into one of the piles of Xoth’tar. The blast had breached his Mech. Pale worms writhed inside the hole. 
 
    “Damnit to hell!” 
 
    “Rath, we can’t leave him like that,” Jake said. 
 
    “We won’t, but we can’t handle it now. Let’s get that core and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Rath headed back toward the facility. Slowly, Jake followed. Pride stood looking at their friend. 
 
    “Goodbye, Sleepy. We’ll miss you.” She turned to join the rest of the team. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Open Maw, NP2112 System 
 
      
 
    Pack-First of the Open Maw glared at the screen as they emerged from the Bith Gate. He had been told that others experienced discomfort coming through the gates, but all transition did to him was make his scars itch. The trip to this remote system had taken nearly a week, and as he grew older, he found that long periods in Alter Reality upset his digestion. 
 
    “Report!” 
 
    “Local space is clear, Pack-First. This system is a field of stones. One planet, four days travel at normal acceleration.” 
 
    “Locate the Broken Fang.” 
 
    “Too much interference, Pack-First. We are receiving multiple positives. Continuing to scan.” 
 
    “Speaker, hail the Broken Fang and demand location and status, then order Leap to Kill, Scent of Blood, and Warning Growl to sweep the system. Helm, take us to the edge of the gate effect area and hold position. If we cannot see the prey, we will drive them to the hunter.” 
 
    “No response from the Broken Fang. Leap to Kill, Scent of Blood, and Warning Growl signal compliance.” 
 
    “Keep trying to reach the Broken Fang.” Pack-First considered his options. “We will wait for now.” 
 
    Pack-First was unimpressed with this mission. While it wasn’t unusual for the Packs to work together, the effort directed to this one by the Over-Pack made his hackles rise. The Pack hierarchy of the Xoth’tar was complex—each ship was a self-contained Pack but might also be a part of a larger whole. The Pack of the Open Maw had four ships, and each Pack-First had served the Open Maw before leading a Pack of their own. Normally, the Packs were a law unto themselves, but in this case, the Over-Pack had an interest, and the Xoth’tar’ii of the great fortress ships that carried the whole of the Xoth’tar between the stars were obeyed by the Packs in all things. 
 
    They had arrived at the Benth Orbital to pick up the Bone Crusher team only to find they had all been killed. He had assumed at that point that it was an issue with the Grumlahl, but he had contacted Orbital security and been informed it was an altercation with a human in retaliation for an attack on its mate.  
 
    Pack-First found it hard to believe, given his other dealings with the race, but he could appreciate it. It had not been declared in the way of the Packs, but blood-feud was blood-feud. There was no evidence Rethzzld had located his prey, the Votha, and no sign it was still on the orbital. The only trail left to them was a message from the Broken Fang, which stated that they were resuming their hunt. 
 
    He rubbed the scars that crossed his face. “Bring me the human meat; we will see if it has something new to say.” 
 
    That should have been the end of it, and the Open Maw could return to something more profitable, but the Pack-First of the Over-Pack had demanded they locate any link to the Votha or Rethzzld’s killer, and when they discovered one, the Open Maw was to follow the Broken Fang at best speed. 
 
    So here we are, Pack-First thought as he watched the sea of stones move past the bridge display. Four Packs—five, counting the Broken Fang—at the tail end of the galaxy, hunting a supply ship for fish-eaters and a corvette of Benthi. 
 
    One of his Pack brought a struggling human to the bridge and threw him sprawling before the Pack-First’s command seat. The human climbed to his feet and looked around the bridge, then squinted at the Xoth through a bruised and bloody face and spat at the Pack-First. 
 
    Pack-First looked at him. Still defiant and more durable than expected. He considered that he might have to change his thoughts where humans were concerned. 
 
    “Tell me about this data core your Pack was sent here to retrieve.” 
 
    “Are we going to do this again?” the human asked. 
 
    Pack-First stood and extended his freshly sharpened claws for the human to see. 
 
    “Something new, I think.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Vothan Research Station, NP2112 
 
      
 
    Cautiously, Rath, Jake, and Pride proceeded through the rest of the station. 
 
    Rath called the Dreamer over a static-filled connection. “I know you are monitoring. We lost Sandy.” Rath tried hard to sound like the hard-assed CO they needed him to be, but he kept having to shut off his comm as the tears came anyway. Death came with the job, but their luck had held for so long, it felt like it was never going to end, and now it had. 
 
    “Catherine, see if you can get anyone from the base to answer you. We are going through the outer ring now, but it’s not looking good. We are hoping your team will be in the base core.” 
 
    “Gods, what happened here?” Pride asked. As they searched the base room by room, they found the pitiful remains of the Votha, frozen and lifeless. In some cases, they had huddled together for warmth, wrapped in packing blankets pulled from the cargo lockers, which showed that the atmosphere hadn’t gone all at once. Without breathing gear, though, they had been doomed. 
 
    “Rath, I haven’t been able to get through. The base acknowledges the connection, but no one is responding.” 
 
    “We are at the airlock to the control center; it looks like there is still atmosphere. I’m sorry, Catherine, but the Xoth’tar vented the atmosphere. In the outer ring, we found eight Votha, all dead. We’re heading in now.” 
 
    They cycled the airlock and moved into the main hub. Luckily, the large lock and wide corridors showed the base had been designed to easily move large equipment around, so even though it was tight, the mechs fit. That would be a problem going into the lab areas though. 
 
    “All right. Jake, you’re with me. We’ll dismount and check the labs. Pride, you stay suited up and keep an eye on our six.” 
 
    “You got it, Rath,” Pride said. 
 
    “I’m down,” Jake said as he cracked his mech. 
 
    Rath and Jake cleared a few supply rooms, then headed into main control and found the bodies of Stephen Peabody and Researcher Malda and the headless corpse of one of the Xoth’tar. 
 
    “No weapons other than what the base had outside, but they didn’t go down without a fight,” Jake said. He checked Stephen with a scanner from his aid kit, shook his head, then scanned Malda. 
 
    “Hey, she’s still with us!” Jake immediately applied all three nanite packs from his kit. “Come on…” Jake looked at the scanner. “I don’t understand. There should be some reaction; it’s like the nanites aren’t doing anything.” 
 
    Malda took one great breath, then was gone. Jake looked at Rath and shook his head. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Look,” Rath said as he pointed to the door of an adjoining lab that had the manual override engaged. “What do you think?” 
 
    Jake moved to a position where he could cover the door. 
 
    Rath went over to the door and keyed the comm panel. “This is Rath Peterson. We are here to evacuate the base. Is anyone there?” 
 
    After a minute, they heard sounds on the other side of the door. “Go! Go away! You killed them all! 
 
    “We are here with Catherine Peabody. Bocolocus sent us. It’s ok, you can come out.” 
 
    “Catherine? Bocolocus? Bawk? Is he here? Let me speak to him! 
 
    “Bocolocus isn’t here, but Catherine is. Who are you? Hang on, I’ll tie our comms together, uh…” Rath said. 
 
    “Peepsonta. My name is Peepsonta.” 
 
    Rath opened a second channel. “Catherine, we found a survivor. She says her name is Peepsonta. She’s locked in one of the labs. Can you talk to her? 
 
    “Rath…Yes! Peeps? Are you there? Are you okay? Is there anyone else there? Is Stephen?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Oh, Catherine! They killed them all!” Peepsonta made distressed noises that Rath’s earpiece couldn’t translate. 
 
    “Listen, Peepsonta. Rath is there to help. He made the people that hurt our friends go away. You need to open the door so we can get you out.” 
 
    The door opened, and a Votha ran out, straight to Rath. She threw her wings around him and looked up with enormous yellow eyes. “They’re all gone!” she wailed. 
 
    Rath tried to comfort the little alien as best he could. He stroked her feathers. “It’s going to be all right. Let’s get you out of here, okay? We’ll get you back to Bocolocus.” 
 
    “Will you take care of Bocolocus and me?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll do my best to not let anything happen to you.” 
 
    She hugged him again and made a trilling oom-oom-oom sound. 
 
    “Thank you!” she said. 
 
    Rath and Jake cleared the rest of the facility, then they called Catherine in the Dreamer. After transferring Peepsonta to the ship, they followed Catherine’s instructions to locate the laboratory where the data core was. It was already crated, but they checked it anyway to make sure there were no surprises. 
 
    After they loaded the core and transferred the remainder of the research files, they used the ship’s fusion thrusters to reduce Sandy, the Xoth’tar, and the research team to ash. 
 
    Then they boosted for open space.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, NP2112 
 
      
 
    The Merry Dreamer, still stealthed, crossed NP2112 toward the gate. The mission was half a success. 7DS had retrieved the data core but had arrived too late to save the researchers. Their family had paid a price this time, one they had avoided many times before. It was a quiet trip with each of the crew alone with their own thoughts. 
 
    Rath sat next to Merry’s medpod with Envy pressed up beside him. Jake sat at the game board staring at the seat opposite him, as if he could somehow bring Sandy back. Cassie had repaired their mechs and racked the spares, but she had left Sandy’s spot empty. The only thing there was a tumbler of Mac’s best reserve. Over the ship’s usual creaks and groans and the rattle of the ventilator they never quite got around to repairing were the quiet sobs of Catherine Peabody mourning her friends and brother. Peepsonta perched quietly next to her and stared into space. 
 
    Alarms blared, then silenced as the ship switched to combat lighting. Merry’s voice came over the comm. “Contact! Drones have identified a ship guarding the gate. Jane’s profile matches that of a Xoth’tar cruiser.” 
 
    Rath rested his head for a moment against the clear-steel of Merry’s pod. Merry looked at him. 
 
    “Hey, Rath. Tear ’em up!” 
 
    Rath smiled. “That’s a promise. Top off the capacitors.” He slid down the ladder from the bridge into the squad bay. There was a thump as Envy jumped down behind him. 
 
    “All right, everybody, hit the tanks.”  
 
    “What are tanks?” Peepsonta asked. 
 
    “Gravity compensation, Peepsonta,” Catherine said. 
 
    “Liquid suspension? Do you not have dampeners?” Peepsonta ruffled her feathers. 
 
    “We do, Peeps, but the tanks give us an edge. It can get pretty rough,” Rath said. 
 
    “I will be fine. Votha do not suffer from high gravity.” 
 
    “Okay, if you’re sure, but strap in. Go up to the bridge and use the pilot’s chair.” 
 
    The old routines reasserted themselves. Rath reconfigured his display to handle Sandy’s duties in addition to his own. 
 
    Merry spoke over the comm again. “They’ve destroyed the primary drone. Analysis indicates a laser strike consistent with predicted main weaponry. Switching to the secondary and charging ARC capacitors.” 
 
    Rath responded, “Acknowledged. All hands set condition one. Capacitor charge confirmed. Missiles are hot, repeat missiles are hot. Loading a splitter. Sound off.” 
 
    “Flight, ready,” Merry said. 
 
    “Tactical and point defense, ready,” Jake said. 
 
    “Engineering and drone control, ready,” Pride said. “Diffraction armor is online.” 
 
    “Stealth and ECM, ready,” Rath said. “ARC and missile control, ready.” 
 
    “WOOF!” Envy finished. 
 
    “Rath, incoming transmission. They are transmitting to the recon drone.” 
 
    “Put it on the comm, Merry.” 
 
    Their screens showed a massive gray-furred Xoth’tar with four scars running across his face and muzzle, the trophies of some old conflict. The voice was a guttural growl. “Meat, we know you are here. I am Pack-First of the Open Maw. You cannot escape us. Give us the core, and you can have this meat back. Refuse and you will all die.” 
 
    The Xoth’tar reached off vid and dragged Lars Gearson into view. The big Swede, covered in bruises and dried blood, was almost unrecognizable. He had four wounds across his face that matched those of the Xoth’tar and one ruined eye socket. 
 
    “I have made him more presentable. It was foolish of you to leave him behind thinking the Yalteen could protect him from us.” 
 
    Lars shouted at the screen. “Rath, I’m sorry! If you can hear this, you put this dog down! These clowns are all lightning and no thunder! Do you hea—” 
 
    The Xoth’tar struck Lars, who dropped to his knees. Lars spit blood at him. 
 
    “What is your answer, meat?” 
 
    Rath asked the crew, “Anyone believe this bastard?” No one did. “Merry, cut the comm. Everyone hear what Lars said?” 
 
    Jake replied, “Yeah, but I don’t get it.” 
 
    Pride chimed in. “He meant the cruiser is primarily laser armed as opposed to missiles. We have to hope the point defense can handle whatever they throw at us at close range.” 
 
    “Right!” Rath said. “There’s our shot. Everybody ready?” 
 
    “Merry, evasive. Put us in the basement,” Rath said. “Keep us under the G limit until we go active.” 
 
    “Executing.” 
 
    “Cassie, launch a decoy and give our friend a kiss,” Rath said. 
 
    “Decoy is launched,” Pride said. “Recon drone on intercept course. Ramming protocol.” Pride paused. “Tracking. Drone is destroyed. Negative impact.” 
 
    “Jake, get ready with point defense. If we get a chance to run for the gate, we may have to get up close and personal. Once we pass them, we’ll have some cover; they won’t risk hitting the gate. Fire weapons as they bear.” 
 
    “Point defense ready,” Jake said. “Target is inbound, tracking decoy one. Target entering threat zone.” Everyone tensed as the enemy cruiser passed overhead, hunting one of the decoys. 
 
    “Target has acquired decoy one. Target firing. Decoy one destroyed.” 
 
    “Hammer down, Merry!” Rath said. “Jake, go to active targeting.” 
 
    “Active targeting aye. Target is acquired.” 
 
    “Firing ARC,” Rath said. “Missiles away! Reloading and selecting FPL!” 
 
    In human terms, everything happened near instantaneously. From the perspective of the two ships’ combat computers, things looked a bit different. The Damocles left the tube and flashed toward the Open Maw, then its drive ignited, boosting its speed even further. The first stage separated, splitting into four small but powerful missiles, which bracketed the cruiser and detonated. 
 
    Massive shields struggled and flashed on the Xoth’tar ship as energy was absorbed or thrust aside. Less from the explosive power of the small missiles than from the incredible velocity with which they were delivered by the Dreamer’s rail cannon. The missile’s second stage, with nearly a ton of high explosive-backed depleted uranium-tungsten alloy, slammed through what was left of the shields and into the cruiser’s belly armor. It breached the ship diagonally, shattering section after section, and set off a chain reaction of explosions. 
 
    It was a serious, but not a crippling hit. 
 
    Simultaneously, the Open Maw locked on to the Dreamer’s active targeting and fired a spread of sixteen missiles. The Xoth’tar laser batteries hammered the little ship and knocked her shields offline, before punching into her armor. The Dreamer’s diffraction plating caught the beams and redirected the lethal energy around the ship in a sparkling nimbus of light. The Dreamer’s point defense and anti-missile batteries eliminated thirteen of the missiles, but the remaining three used proximity detonations and punched through the cargo bay and engineering section. 
 
    The near hits sent the little ship tumbling. Merry prevented their flight from becoming too erratic and fought the controls to keep them from careening off into open space. The engines flared for a moment, then faded into silence as the Dreamer drifted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, NP2112 
 
      
 
    The auto-repair systems kicked in, and nanofoam filled the breaches to stop the loss of atmosphere as the Deadlies climbed from the tanks and quickly donned ship suits. 
 
    “Talk to me, Pride!” 
 
    Cassie responded while frantically working a console. “It’s bad, Rath. Both reactors scrammed. We’re running on battery power. I can try to restart them, but it’s going to take a while.” 
 
    “We don’t have a while. Do what you have to do.” 
 
    Merry came over the comm, “Rath, we have a problem.” 
 
    “What? Just one?” 
 
    The screen in the squad bay showed the Open Maw moving toward the Dreamer, its engines firing intermittently. “My guess is that they plan to ram or board us. My bet’s on ram.” 
 
    “We still have the core.” 
 
    “I don’t think they care.” 
 
    “Options?” 
 
    “I can’t outrun them with the maneuvering thrusters,” Merry said. 
 
    Jake looked bleak. “Point defense is pretty weak without the reactor. I might be able to take out a shuttle if they try to board, and there’s the mechs once we don’t care about damage.” 
 
    “Missile pods?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Wouldn’t do enough damage, even if we had power to fire them,” Jake said. 
 
    Rath added his final bit of good news. “The ARC is off-line. We have a missile in the tube. We can launch with just the drive, but it won’t have much punch against that armor unless we hit a damaged section. The first stage is FPL.” 
 
    “What’s FPL?” Dr. Peabody asked. 
 
    “Fusion pumped laser. It uses a tiny fusion reactor to produce a ton of energy, then converts it to plasma. It will melt a nice hole, but you need a follow-up, and without the ARC, we don’t have one.” 
 
    Cassie looked up from her console. “What if I could give you that shot?” 
 
    Rath looked at her. “I thought we couldn’t do that without the capacitors topped off...” 
 
    Cassie shook her head. “We can’t, not normally. We use the reactor to flash charge the capacitors, but we have the mechs, including all the extra capacitors I installed for the nanoflage system. If I reverse the feed, we might have enough power to charge the ARC, but the mechs may be scrap afterward. I don’t know.” 
 
    Rath thought for a few seconds. “Do it. But leave one of the spare mechs out.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So we can detonate it if this doesn’t work.” 
 
    Rath brought up the fire controls as Cassie worked her magic. He watched the capacitor charge climb. Sixty-five…seventy-four…eighty-seven percent. 
 
    “That’s all we have, Rath, unless you want the spare mech.” 
 
    “No, it will have to do.” 
 
    They watched Open Maw come closer, as if to swallow them. 
 
    “Okay, Merry, line us up.” 
 
    Merry adjusted the attitude of the Dreamer using the maneuvering thrusters. When Open Maw detected their change in position, it tried to veer off. 
 
    “Firing!” Rath said. 
 
    The whine of the capacitors sounded wrong, but the ARC fired. The missile flashed from the rear tube at Open Maw as Dreamer continued toward the gate, trying to escape the more powerful ship. The first stage separated and overloaded the tiny fusion reactor that powered the laser. With her shields down, the powerful laser burned a neat hole through Open Maw’s armor and penetrated lengthwise into the ship, followed by a ball of super-heated plasma as the reactor exploded. Microseconds later, the second stage shot through the now-unarmored section and detonated deep inside her. The resulting explosions sent the cruiser drifting off into the system’s asteroid field. Debris from the strike was caught by the gate effect and pushed back in the direction of NP2112. 
 
    They shared a moment of quiet celebration; they were too happy to be alive to raise much fuss. Rath watched Open Maw for any sign of life until it was lost among the asteroids. “Thank you, Lars.” 
 
    “Do you think there’s any chance…” Merry asked. It was a question they were all thinking. 
 
    “As soon as the reactors are back online, we’ll go check out the ship,” Rath said. 
 
    Merry allowed them to drift back, then held them just outside the effect zone with the maneuvering thrusters. Cassie returned to restarting the reactors. The rest of them helped as best they could. 
 
    Twelve hours later, they were patched up enough to leave, and as a bonus, even the mechs seemed fine. 
 
    “All right, let’s see where we’re at. Full scan,” Rath said. 
 
    “No, man. Come on!” Jake said. “I’ve got two ships on approach. Janes says they’re Xoth’tar light frigates.” 
 
    “How far out?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Four hours. They’re hauling ass and already in a hard decel burn.” 
 
    “Any sign of Open Maw?” Rath asked. 
 
    “No. Either they drifted behind something big enough to screen them or they’ve lost power.” 
 
    “We aren’t in any shape to fight, Rath; the reactors are iffy as it is,” Pride said. 
 
    “Damn! All right, we go. I hate to do it, but we don’t have time to search. Lars knew the score when he gave us the information about how they were armed. Jake, get good scans of those ships. Cassie, launch a recon drone to monitor. If we get a chance to come back, I want to know what happened. We’ll just have to hope they don’t find it.” 
 
    “What’s the play, Rath?” Merry asked. 
 
    He looked at everyone’s expectant faces. “As long as we have that data core, we are a target. We’ve had too much company on this job for it to be a coincidence. We need to get patched up and get some answers, and the only one who might have those is Bocolocus. So yes, we head back, but we’re going to set up a little insurance on the way. The federation won’t be happy if we’re attacked in their space, but I doubt they’ll make a fuss over it either. Let’s head for home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Broken Fang, NP2112 
 
      
 
    Pack-First of Broken Fang moved in a dream. A flash of fire. The blue light of sparks as a ship’s panel exploded. The smell of blood and burning circuits. The sounds of wounded Xoth. 
 
    “Get him aboard,” the voice said. 
 
    He should recognize the voice. He did not. 
 
    He felt as if he were floating. Are we moving through the gate? Suddenly, the world was brighter, but blurry. He felt a sharp sting and pain. That was good. 
 
    “Healer, report,” the voice said. 
 
    “I’ve given him another nanite treatment. He is responding well,” another voice said. 
 
    More pain. Why was pain good? 
 
    “Pack-First will recover. We have adequate medical supplies to treat the injured, Guider Qarth. Those who survived have been moved to the shuttles. The Pack-First was the last.” 
 
    “Speaker, report,” Qarth said. 
 
    “We have been unable to contact either Open Maw or the Hunter-First’s shuttle. There is too much interference from the star, and the transmitters on the shuttles are too weak to overcome it. We will continue trying once we have left Broken Fang.” 
 
    More voices I should know. The things they say are important. Pack-First tried to make sense of what he was hearing. 
 
    “Maker, report,” Qarth said. 
 
    “We are without main reactor power. The secondary and tertiary reactors are sufficient for maintaining minimal life support, the breaches in the hull are sealed, but weapons and shields are off-line and cannot be repaired with our current resources. We moored the ship to one of the larger asteroids using grapple lines. Barring damage from collision, it will survive to be recovered. Both shuttles that remained on the ship are undamaged.” 
 
    Qarth turned to the last figure. “Provider, report.” 
 
    “We have enough food and water on the shuttles, including what we can recycle, to last us six weeks. We have spare cartridges for the atmosphere recyclers to last us eight weeks.” 
 
    “Are there not more cartridges on Broken Fang?” Qarth asked. 
 
    “There is no room for them. We are out of space,” the Provider said. 
 
    “There is room here.” 
 
    “There is not. We must have a minimum volume of air, or we will overload the scrubbers and choke on our own waste.” 
 
    “Very well. We will move forward,” Qarth said. “We are a week from the planet or three weeks from the gate. We will proceed to the gate. The Open Maw was there. We will climb above the debris field and, with luck, will be able to contact them for help.” 
 
    “What of the Hunters?” the Striker asked. 
 
    “If we reach the Open Maw, we will return for them. If we do not, we could not help them anyway; the kalfok base will not support our numbers.” 
 
    “The attack was cowardly. I have our scans of the prey,” the Striker said. “We will find them and destroy them.” 
 
    “Maybe we will,” Qarth said, “but don’t mistake a well planned and executed ambush with cowardice. We have thought in terms of hunter and prey for so long, we have forgotten the hunter can become the hunted. We were taken by surprise. When we face them again, do not give them further advantage by believing them cowardly or stupid.” 
 
    Yes! I was wrong to underestimate the enemy. Wrong. If he could make them understand, the Pack would be unstoppable! If he could teach them. If he had lived. The pain was fading, but the pain was good. Wasn’t it? He could feel the darkness reaching for him. How am I alive? With a mixture of pride and resentment, he passed into sleep. 
 
    Guider Qarth looked over as the Pack-First let out a loud snore—the first sound he had made since he was injured. 
 
    “Let us head to the gate.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Alter Space 
 
      
 
    Rath sat at his office terminal and finished his letter to Sandy’s family. He had one other to write for Lars, and, he hoped, with luck once this job was finished, he would never have to write another. 
 
    “Captain Peterson?”  
 
    Rath turned. “Rath is fine, Peepsonta. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Are you not the captain?” she asked. 
 
    “Technically, yes, but we aren’t formal. We’re more like a family.” 
 
    “Then you are the father. You take care of them.” 
 
    “As best I can.” 
 
    “As you said you would take care of Bocolocus and me?” she asked. 
 
    “For as long as we’re together,” he promised. 
 
    “We have both lost so much. My nest is also my family. Catherine has too, in losing Stephen. He was not my nest, but he was my friend.” 
 
    “We will all have to work through it together,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, together.” Peeps oomed gently. “Rath,” she said, “I need a job. Something to do. I have never been in a fighting nest before. The battle was exciting!” 
 
    “Yeah, the fighting is, it’s the dying that’s hard.” Peepsonta’s expression fell, and Rath kicked himself as soon as the words were out of his mouth. For a race covered in feathers, with a beak wider than my head, they sure are expressive. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “Gallows humor kind of comes with the territory. It doesn’t hurt as much if you laugh at it.” 
 
    “I…see. I think,” she said. 
 
    “What would you like to do?” 
 
    “I am very good at system and design analysis. I tried to help Catherine and Cassandra, but I have no understanding of weapons or defense systems.” 
 
    “Not your specialty?” he asked. 
 
    “Votha do not fight. The Futaba forbid it, though that may have to change. I have said too much.” 
 
    Rath decided not to press her. 
 
    “How about your research into the core?” 
 
    “That project is complete for now.” 
 
    “Then…what? 
 
    “You have many inefficient systems on the Dreamer. The software for your recycling and maintenance, astrogation, gate maps, supply, and entertainment all need to be updated. Your central processing between systems could also be upgraded.” 
 
    “Don’t let Merry hear you say that,” Rath said. 
 
    Peepsonta kept going. “Did you know Vothan is in relative terms very close to your home world of Nabris, but you have next to nothing on neighboring systems?” 
 
    “Used to live on Nabris. Benth is the home world.” 
 
    “Your registry is inaccurate then,” she said. “And who? Who is responsible for your library? Rath, your library is terrible. It’s full of technical manuals and something called westerns and romances, but you have only a fraction of the standard reference material.” 
 
    Rath was still chuckling over Peepsonta going who, who. “Well, the ladies like their romance.” 
 
    “The romances belong to Jake.” 
 
    Rath filed that away for later. “Anything else?” 
 
    “I believe your translator program is broken,” she said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I cannot talk to Envy. He seems to understand the things I tell him, and he has been very comforting to me, even affectionate, but the translator won’t work. His language seems random. Is his race mute?” 
 
    “Peepsonta…” 
 
    “You can call me Peeps,” she said shyly. 
 
    “Peeps. Envy is a dog, and after Merry, he’s my best friend. But he’s not a person in the sense you mean. He just thinks he is.” 
 
    “Rrrrerf!” Envy said, hearing his name. 
 
    “Some dogs are pets, and all are friends and companions. Envy is more than that—the relationship between humans and dogs is hard to explain. Keep getting to know him, and you’ll see.” 
 
    “What are pets?” 
 
    “You don’t have pets on Votha?” Peepsonta shook her head. “Sounds like a research project. On the other things, I’ll make you a deal. Put together a file of everything you think can be updated or improved. When you are ready, we’ll go through it together and decide what works. Okay? Use one of the bridge terminals. Merry will be happy for the extra company, and you can configure it however you like.” 
 
    “Thank you!” she said. “I’ll get started right away!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Alter Space 
 
      
 
    The shifting light of Alter Reality shone down through the clear-steel of the bridge canopy. Rath came up the ladder and sat in the pilot’s chair to spend some time with Merry. Peeps, already at work, stared for a moment into the shifting lights, then trilled and started a flurry of activity on the bridge terminal she had reconfigured. 
 
    Rath brought up the medpod on the pilot’s display. According to the readouts, Merry should be able to function without it by the time they reached Benth Orbital. 
 
    I’ll have to get Carstairs to give it a look. I don’t trust those OpSec goons, no matter what Merry says. 
 
    While the pod let her pilot the ship and the bio-gel and supplements took care of her physical needs, it was far from comfortable. 
 
    “I am dying for one of Mac’s bacon cheeseburgers with extra grease,” Merry said. 
 
    “Stop right there. You are making me hungry.” 
 
    “Oh sure, you’re hungry.” 
 
    “You’re the one who decided to be robo-pilot,” he said. 
 
    “What is a bacon cheeseburger?” Peeps asked. 
 
    “Peeps, they’re fabulous!” Merry said. “Mac starts with lean steak, sears it, then grinds it with a strip of peppered hickory bacon, garlic, onion, a little fresh jalapeno, and a touch of cream butter.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Rath said. “You’re torturing yourself and me too.” 
 
    “Then he makes a patty and cooks it over a wood fire. He has a special grill in the back of the bar. While it grills, Mac cooks another three full, thick-cut slices of bacon, then sets a handful of thin-sliced onion over a dollop of butter and covers it until it cooks down,” Merry continued. 
 
    “I don’t know what those things are,” Peeps said, “but the way you tell it makes them sound good if you enjoy cooked food.” 
 
    “Mac sets the cooked patty aside and tops it with two bacon slices and onions, more butter, and a thick piece of sharp cheddar and covers it while the cheese melts. Then he toasts a fresh baked bun with the grease from the onions and bacon until it’s just crispy.” 
 
    “I will admit neither Catherine nor Stephen has ever described a meal like this,” Peeps said. 
 
    “The last thing Mac does is dump a fresh batch of fries on the plate, top it off with the last of the drippings and the final slice of bacon, chopped fine, and a pinch of his secret spices, then he serves the plate, steaming hot, with whatever you care to order for fixings on the side.” 
 
    “Don’t let her get to you, Peeps. She also orders Thai pepper poppers, and that means she can’t taste anything else after,” Rath said. 
 
    “Heathen. Just because you cry like a child over anything spicy,” Merry said. 
 
    “I may have to try this,” Peeps said. “I wonder how it will compare with fresh Gralp crickets? They have a satisfying crunch, and they are particularly juicy, though they are usually an evening food we start our night with.” 
 
    “If you try one of Mac’s cheeseburgers, Rath will try one of your Gralp crickets,” Merry said. 
 
    “Now wait just a min—” Rath said. 
 
    “I agree,” Peeps said. 
 
    Rath held up his hands. “Okay, I surrender. Peeps, once we get to Halo, we need to get in touch with Bocolocus to get you home and arrange to turn over the data core. We would have relied on Lars for that, but…do you have any way to reach him? 
 
    “No, Rath. Bocolocus was the only one of us to go off world on his own. He always traveled between the nest and Vothan for our supplies.” 
 
    “Who did he deal with on Vothan, Peeps?” Merry asked. 
 
    “Director Jerdo. He’s in charge of all the projects at VRI.” 
 
    “Do you have comm codes for him?” Rath asked. 
 
    “No, but you should be able to reach him through the Institute,” Peeps said. 
 
    “All right. That’s the plan then. We check in with Bocolocus first, but if we can’t reach him quickly, we try Director Jerdo. We’ll run this by Catherine just to make sure she doesn’t have anything else we need to account for.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 OpSec Headquarters, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    Neera looked up from her terminal when she heard the office door lock. The wall opposite her split into six panes, each depicting the silhouette of a being. 
 
    “Director Ogata, do you have any update on the situation with the Votha?” 
 
    She leaned back in her chair. “Shadow figures. How exciting. Why do you bother, Preston? I wouldn’t be much of an intelligence director if I didn’t know who I was dealing with.” 
 
    “Allow us our small pleasures, Neera.” 
 
    She stared at the shadows of six of the most powerful beings in the Benthi Federation. 
 
    Gods, what did I ever see in that man? For a moment, she was tempted to bait him with commentary on how small his pleasures were, but years of professionalism took over. 
 
    “We haven’t been able to locate him, but it’s only a matter of time. I have an agent in place on the retrieval team, so with a little luck, finding him is about to be a moot point.” 
 
    “We are aware of the mercenaries hired by the Votha; we have our own solution in place on that front,” Preston said. 
 
    Damn them. I hate when amateurs play in my sandbox. Neera was fuming beneath her careful smile. “I thought we all agreed there wouldn’t be any interference in my operations. I’m sure you can appreciate how delicate some of these matters are. Any changes need to be sent through this office.” 
 
    Neera preferred the delicate touch, the subtle redirect. Seduction rather than subversion. Giving with one hand while taking with the other. It prevented so much inconvenience in the long run. 
 
    Another of the shadows spoke, a woman this time. “Our apologies, Director, we regret the inconvenience, but while we recognize the effectiveness of your methods, our timeline has moved up, and it calls for a more efficient solution. There won’t be time for this operation to factor into immediate events; however, it will still play an important role in our future plans.” 
 
    In other words, you wanted to see if I was still necessary and decided to send in your thugs. 
 
    Neera turned a brilliant smile on the woman, a prominent industrialist who was about to have a very bad day. She had warned the rest of the council several times about the dangers of rushing things. This attempt to put her into a subordinate position was going to backfire spectacularly. “No need for concern, I have contingencies in place for when things like this come up. Exactly how far has the timeline advanced?” 
 
    “Days to weeks. You should advise your people to be ready on extremely short notice.” 
 
    “I see. Very well, we will be ready.” 
 
    “See that you are,” Preston said. “We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    The screens faded, and Neera took a second to sweep her office and system for bugs. 
 
    “Damn them.” We are at the beginning of the endgame, and Preston decides to play power politics within their group instead of focusing on the task at hand. I’ll have to review all their operations to see where else they might have interfered. 
 
    She turned back to her terminal and sent off half a dozen notifications to subordinates. Wheels within wheels. A message regarding the Merry Dreamer was waiting in her queue. 
 
    Things are about to get very interesting.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth System 
 
      
 
    The Dreamer emerged from the gate and found herself face-to-face, in relative terms, with a Benthi battlegroup. 
 
    “Incoming message. I’ll put it on the speakers,” Merry said as she shut down the proximity alarm. That the general quarters alarm hadn’t also sounded indicated they weren’t being targeted. 
 
    “Merry Dreamer, this is the Protector Battleship Guardian. Be advised, military exercises are being conducted in this system. Confirm registry and state your destination.” 
 
    “Confirmed, Guardian, Merry Dreamer copies. Transmitting registry now. We are inbound for Halo.” 
 
    “Very good, Merry Dreamer. Track to beacon oh one two and adjust course and speed as indicated for Orbital approach. Do not deviate from indicated beacon. Welcome home.” 
 
    “At least they skipped the ‘or else’ part.” Pride laughed. 
 
    “If anyone wants to come up to the bridge, the beacon they gave us goes right past the Guardian, and you can get a look at some of the big boys. I’ll put it on the monitors,” Merry said. 
 
    “I do!” Peeps said, then flew to the ladder and shot up it. “Oh, I’ve never seen anything so big.” 
 
    “The Guardian is the new flagship, one of nine new Guardian-class battleships being built,” Merry said. 
 
    As the Dreamer continued her course, they passed alongside the sleek, heavily armored battleship. 
 
    “I’ll give ‘em this, the Protectors sure can build pretty ships,” Pride said. 
 
    “Why does Benth need them?” Peeps asked. 
 
    “The Benthi Council feels we need to not only be able to protect ourselves, but to reach out and protect our non-Federation partners.” 
 
    “Faugh. That’s a terrible idea,” Rath said. “If another world wants to join the Federation, then sure, but following this policy is just looking for trouble. Waste of credits.” 
 
    Envy looked at the monitor and growled low in his chest, sensing Rath’s mistrust. 
 
    “Not a fan, boss?” Jake teased. 
 
    “That ship says, ‘I’m your hero,’ and I’ve known a lot of dead heroes. For what we paid for them we could have built half again as many carriers and destroyers and upgraded the current fleet. Big ships like that make you a target.” 
 
    “Rath, I’m checking passives, and whatever they are doing, it’s big. This isn’t the regular fleet rotation. They have three full battlegroups here. There are more than ninety warships in the system,” Pride said. 
 
    “Let’s hope there isn’t any excitement, then. I’ve had enough for a while,” Catherine said. 
 
    “I’m for that.” Rath nodded at Catherine. After the shock of losing her brother, Catherine had drawn into herself, but she continued to work on the diffraction armor with Pride. In the last few days, she had started to seem more like the woman they had first met. “What’s our berth, Merry?” 
 
    “External, lower quadrant, section C.” 
 
    “Hey, that works! The Protectors should have military exercises more often if it means we get to dock right off the shipyards. Cassie, see if you can get hold of Jerry and put some of his yard apes to work patching up the Dreamer,” Rath said. 
 
    “As long as it is Jerry,” Merry said. “No more friends, relations, or beings he owes a favor to. My baby deserves his A game.” 
 
    “I’ve got us booked with the quartermasters for resupply and requested the ordnance master resupply us from our secure storage,” Jake said. 
 
    “I got us a suite of rooms at the Paradise,” Rath said, talking about one of the better hotel chains on the orbital. “There was no answer from Bocolocus’s ship, so I have messages off to Mac and N’ront to see if either of them has a line on him, and a request for Dr. Carstairs to see Merry.” 
 
    “Rath, no,” Merry said. “I have the pod handled.” 
 
    “Humor me. At least let her give you a once over. Call it a second opinion,” Rath said. 
 
    “All right, if it makes you feel better,” Merry said. 
 
    Three days later, the Dreamer was on approach to Benth Orbital. They still hadn’t been able to reach Bocolocus, and they had received messages back from both Mac and N’ront letting them know that shortly after they left, the Votha had simply vanished. His ship was still in port, and the fees had been paid well in advance. Dr. Carstairs had confirmed she would be by to check Merry over. 
 
    “So that’s it,” Rath said. “We are back to square one. N’ront is trying to run down a few other leads, but for now, we’re in a holding pattern. We’ll get Merry taken care of, and the Dreamer patched up, and I’ll try to get hold of Director Jerdo. After that, we will have to talk about options.” 
 
    “Bocolocus would not leave without at least sending a message,” Peeps said. “I hope he is all right.” 
 
    “We aren’t giving up, Peeps, just going to shake off the dust and take a deep breath before we dig back in. He’ll turn up,” Rath said. 
 
    “If we are going to schedule repairs, would now be a good time to go through my list?” Peeps asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Rath said. 
 
    “Oh!” she said. “I left my comp on the bridge. I’ll be right back!” Peeps fluttered up the bridge ladder. A moment later, there was a crash followed by a loud gasp. 
 
    “Hey! Everything okay up there?” Rath called. There was no immediate answer, so he headed up the ladder and found Peeps staring out the clear-steel canopy with rapt attention. 
 
    “Peeps, you all right?” Rath asked. 
 
    “What,” Peeps asked in a voice filled with wonder, “is that?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth System 
 
      
 
    Merry watched as Peeps fluttered onto the bridge and hopped over the pilot seats, then easily glided down to the forward stations. She fussed about her station, reaching for her comp and a tray of data chips, then looked out the clear-steel of the canopy. Her comp and the tray went flying and landed with a loud clang! The data chips skidded across the deck. 
 
    A minute later, Rath popped up the ladder. 
 
    “Peeps, you all right?” he asked. 
 
    Peeps continued to stare out at Benth “What is that?” she asked. 
 
    Merry smiled as Rath launched into the abridged version of Benth and Halo, then opaqued the clear-steel port on her pod and activated the privacy features. 
 
    I need to contact Neera, and it’s not going to be a fun conversation. God, I feel gross. I’d kill for a shower. 
 
    The worst problem she faced dealing with NRS was that nanite treatments often didn’t work or worked poorly. The disease was accelerating, and while the tiny machines could keep her alive, basically repairing her biology over and over to keep her functioning, real healing had to take place at nature’s pace. With the injuries she’d received, that meant extended life support while the pod, the bio-gel, and the advanced haptic suit took care of her basic functions and gave her time to heal. 
 
    Good thing I’m not claustrophobic. If it weren’t for the meds the pod keeps feeding me, I’d have gone mental weeks ago. Merry laughed. Any drug dealer on the orbital would give their left arm for ten percent of the pharmacy in my bedroom. 
 
    She ran through the flight systems and checked the pod cameras. Rath and Peeps were still talking. That made her smile. She’d gotten to know Peeps a lot better while she was working on the bridge. She’s been good for Rath. After we lost Sandy, Peeps gave him someone who needed him. He’s always been the kind of man who’s needed to take care of other people. The Votha had a mix of childlike enthusiasm and sheer mental capacity that somehow worked well together. It made them impossible not to like. 
 
    Satisfied that everything was as it should be, she let out a sigh and punched in a series of codes. The controls felt as though her hands were still there through the prosthetic interface. 
 
    Merry could see the connection happen, but instead of an answer she got a hold order. +STANDBY+ +STANDBY+ +STANDBY+ scrolled across the top of her screen. 
 
    What’s going on? The agent line is always monitored. Unless Neera is having my comms specifically routed… 
 
    A moment later, Neera answered. “Merry, your timing is impeccable. I just got word that the Dreamer was back in system. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m all right, all things considered. This was a bad run, Neera. We got chewed up by a Xoth’tar cruiser and barely made it out in one piece. We lost Sandy. Rath was right, we should have passed on this one.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Merry,” Neera said. “I know how much your team means to you. What about you? I assume the pod interface worked okay, or we wouldn’t be talking. How are you holding up?” 
 
    “The flight interface worked great. No problems, and the autodoc is good, too. If you are thinking about using this for the saber flights, I’d say you have a winner, but I’m past ready to get out, and all the readings say I should be good to go.” 
 
    “Merry, things are heating up here. It may be some time before I can get a team to you.” 
 
    “Heating up? Is that what the war games are for? We flew straight through a battlegroup on the way in. 
 
    “I should be covered on the medical front. Rath has a call in to Carstairs. She won’t mess with the pod. Do you want me to pull it and put it in storage?” 
 
    “No, hang onto it. It’s ‘missing’ for the time being. I can’t discuss it, movers and shakers, Merry. You know the drill. Once you get to Halo, you should stay put.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what our plans are and—” 
 
    “Stay put, Merry. Trust me.” 
 
    “All right, Neera. I’ll talk to Rath.” 
 
    “Merry, what about your mission? Did you find the core?” 
 
    “No, the mission was a bust.” 
 
    There was a pause. “Merry, you were always a terrible liar. If you still have it, you need to turn it over.” 
 
    “We couldn't if we did. 7DS has a contract. When I left, we had an arrangement—I keep you in the loop if something important shows up, and you don’t interfere in business.” 
 
    “This is different.” 
 
    “The hell it is. We still have a client.” 
 
    “But you can’t find him.” 
 
    “How would you know that? Do you have him?” 
 
    “No, but we are looking. You know we’ll find him. The technology in that core is a potential game changer, and, right now, it’s controlled by a bunch of mercenaries. You know it. Why else bring us in?” 
 
    “You mean Salvage System? They’ve been no threat to anyone who hasn’t threatened them first. There are other ways to handle it, Neera.” 
 
    “Sometimes. Not this time. I wish you weren’t involved. Think about it, but you should know there’s a deadline. I can only protect you so far.” 
 
    “Threats? Good chat, Neera. I should be going now.” 
 
    “Think about it. We’ll talk again soon.” 
 
    Merry cut the line. She stared at the blank screen, fuming. What have I done? 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Scent of Blood, NP2112 
 
      
 
    Pack-First of the Broken Fang stood on the bridge of the Scent of Blood. The First of the light frigate had offered him the command seat, as was proper. The Scent of Blood was a lesser ship than the Broken Fang, but he had declined the honor. 
 
    The Scent of Blood had reached the shuttles a week into their journey to join the Open Maw at the gate. The Xoth of the Broken Fang had received care, and he had sent one of their shuttles back to the ball of ice and hate that passed for a planet in this system to retrieve his Hunters. 
 
    The Speaker turned from her console. “Pack-First, a transmission from the shuttle for the Honored One.” 
 
    The First looked to him. The Pack-First nodded. 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “They have found the Hunters from the Broken Fang. Only two survive. The shuttle was disabled but can be repaired. After the makers complete repairs, both shuttles will proceed to meet with the Leap to Kill. I have sent additional details to your comp,” she said. 
 
    Pack-First lifted his comp to scroll through the report. The Hunter-First had been gravely wounded and left for dead beneath a pile of rubble. She had been pulled from the wreckage by one of her Hunters, and they had taken shelter in the shuttle until the rescue ship found them. 
 
    Warning Growl had been sent with Guider Qarth and the Maker-First and his team to bring Broken Fang to the gate. Pack-First would have preferred to go himself, but there were other, more pressing, matters. 
 
    He scratched at an ear absently. Since his injury, his ears rang constantly. He found it annoying, but the Healers told him it would fade with continued treatment. 
 
    The ships must be repaired, the Xoth healed, and the hunt continued, but first, there is the matter of precedence, he thought. It would have been so much simpler if the Pack-First of the Open Maw had survived the battle, or if the Broken Fang had not been in the system first. The Pack-Second was in a difficult position. It was an opportunity Pack-First could not ignore, and the Firsts of the Packs must meet to settle the issue. 
 
    As they approached Open Maw, Pack-First could see the repair teams still working on multiple breaches. 
 
    We must find out what weapons the humans are using that can do this to a cruiser. Broken Fang should have overmatched the human ship. What they did to Open Maw should have been impossible. 
 
    “We are docked, Honored One. I must tend to Scent of Blood. Do you require an escort?” 
 
    “No,” Pack-First said. “I will see you at council.” 
 
    Pack-First left the bridge. Open Maw had extended a docking hub. He was unsurprised that the First of Scent of Blood did not wish to accompany him. If they arrived together, he could be considered an ally. Pack-First made his way through the ship and saw no one until he reached the main corridor. Open Maw smelled of musk and fire and fear. The walls were scorched with soot, there were score marks where electrical conduits had overloaded, and a patchwork of repairs spoke to the amount of damage the ship had sustained. He passed the Hunters flanking the bridge doors. Each brought a hand with claws extended to their throats in salute. 
 
    When he entered the bridge, all eyes turned to him. “I am Pack-First of Broken Fang. Which of you is Pack-Second Raggah?” He pretended not to notice the massive, red furred Pack-Second sitting in the command seat. His fur was singed and patchy on the right side of his body. A human was chained by the neck to the rail next to the command chair. 
 
    “I am Pack-Second of Open Maw,” he said, turning cold, black eyes on the Pack-First. 
 
    “Report, Pack-Second. What is the status of the Pack?” 
 
    Raggah regarded him for a moment as if he were considering not responding, then he bared his fangs in a Xoth’tar smile. “Open Maw’s repairs will be completed in three days, but the ship is eighty percent combat effective. Scent of Blood is docked and undamaged and will return to close patrol. Leap to Kill has collected Broken Fang’s shuttles and will arrive in two days. The maker team on Warning Growl has completed initial repairs on Broken Fang. Both ships will be here in a week so as not to tax Broken Fang’s engines while repairs are completed, but the ship is currently combat ineffective. Neither Leap to Kill nor Warning Growl sustained any damage. Drones are deployed for active cover, and we are so close to the Gate, a pup would see anything that emerged from it.” 
 
    “What is that?” Pack-First said, pointing to the human. 
 
    “A plaything of our Pack-First before he was killed. It belongs to the Pack of the ship we hunted. I was amusing myself by watching it die.” 
 
    “A member of the Pack whose ship bested two Xoth’tar Packs with a corvette? That destroyed a Hunter team and escaped with the prize? That is our only link to our prey, and you would kill it?” 
 
    “It knows nothing of value,” Raggah said. 
 
    “Give it to me, or I will take it from you,” Pack-First said. 
 
    Raggah reached out for the chain and casually snapped it off the rail. He stood, showing his full eight-foot stature, and turned to the Pack-First. “As you wish, First of Broken Fang,” he said, and he dropped the chain at Pack-First’s feet. 
 
    “I am Pack-First,” he said. 
 
    “Of Broken Fang only, and perhaps not for long.” 
 
    “You mean to challenge then.” Pack-First smiled. It was not a question. 
 
    “Yes,” Raggah said. 
 
    “I look forward to it.” Pack-First turned to one of the Hunters at the door. “Hunter, take this human to the Healers and have it treated and cleaned. Remove the chain, then bring it to my quarters.” 
 
    He turned back to Raggah. “Pack-Second, continue preparing the Pack. Add me to the duty rotation. I expect full reports from all departments. Once the Packs have gathered, we will meet on the Sands of Blood.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth System 
 
      
 
    Rath looked through the canopy. The Dreamer was approaching Benth from the night side. The dark disk of the planet was filled with spots of light from the cities on the surface, but then the view shifted as the Dreamer’s position changed. At the terminator, streamers of cloud were illuminated by the sun in bands of pink and gold on a field of blue, bringing morning to the water world and the vast island chains and endless beaches that Benth was famous for. 
 
    Floating serenely above the planet was a city. A ring surrounded the equator of the planet, and it bustled with orbital traffic and glowed with light of every description. The ring, from this distance, looked like a silver thread with habitats, factories, and docks clinging like pearls on an impossibly long wire. 
 
    “That’s Benth Orbital. We call it Halo,” Rath said. 
 
    “It’s an orbital ring,” Peepsonta said breathlessly. “A whole civilization in orbit. I did not know something so vast could be built. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “It is,” Rath agreed. “Thanks for reminding me to look. For us, Halo is mostly where we go to work. Other than being a lot bigger than most, it’s just another station. The core of the orbital is the transport and power ring. Everything else attaches to that. There are some other fixed installations—Protector facilities, power stations, orbital defense, that sort of thing. Once we find Bocolocus, if he’s not in a hurry for delivery, we can take one of the elevators down, and you can see it from the ground.” 
 
    “I would like that,” Peepsonta said. She bent to pick up her comp and a tray of data chips. Her gaze kept returning to the view of the orbital ring. 
 
    “Why don’t we table our meeting until after we dock. There’s going to be a lot to do, and we can dig into your list of improvements after we handle the critical items.” 
 
    “Okay, Rath. Thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Peeps.” 
 
    He glanced at Merry’s pod. She had opaqued the clear-steel and turned on her privacy indicator. 
 
    Probably catching a quick nap before we dock, and they start poking and prodding her. 
 
    Rath slid down the ladder. Envy was waiting at the bottom with his tuggy toy in his mouth. Envy traveled on the Dreamer so frequently, no one gave it a second thought. The big dog had hung out with Catherine and Peeps and had spent time with each of the others. After the battle, once he had taken care of the crew, Envy had curled up on Sandy’s bunk for an entire day and grieved for his naptime buddy. 
 
    I’m going to list him as the ship’s morale officer. 
 
    By now Envy had heard the words “Halo” and “Orbital” enough that he knew they were going home, so now it was time to play. Rath reached out and snagged one loop of the toy’s rope before Envy could pull it out of his reach. 
 
    “All right, old dog,” he said, and he shook the rope as hard as he could. “Let’s see whatcha got!” 
 
    An hour later, they were both winded and happy after dragging each other the length and breadth of the crew compartment. They got a shout of laughter from Jake and one of protest from Pride and Catherine as the two of them careened through the mech bay. 
 
    Envy pulled the toy from Rath’s hands and dropped it as Rath settled into a chair. Envy immediately climbed into Rath’s lap and leaned against him. Rath held the big dog for a few minutes, then thumped him on the side. “Okay, boy, you’re too big to be a lap dog. I love you, too.” Envy climbed down after licking Rath a few times, then aimed for his bed. “Uh-uh. Use the fresher first!” Rath said. 
 
    The dog glanced at him reproachfully but moved into his fresher where the ultrasonics cleaned his fur. 
 
    “Don’t be like that, I’m right behind you,” Rath said. He grabbed a towel and headed for the Dreamer’s shower. 
 
    “The rest of us greatly appreciate your efforts,” Jake said. 
 
    Rath pulled his lower eyelid down with his middle finger. “Look into my eye.” 
 
    A few hours later, they were docked and waiting for their final clearance. Rath had spent the time catching up on some paperwork and trying to reach their employer again. 
 
    “That tears it!” Rath said. “N’ront hasn’t been able to come up with anything on Bocolocus, and my call to Director Jerdo and VRI was rejected. ‘Comm blackout due to military exercises,’ they said. This is bullshit with a capital B. Until things start making sense, nobody should go anywhere alone.” 
 
    “Well, you had better get dressed if you are coming with us,” Cassie said as she and Catherine came out of Pride’s workshop wearing formal dresses. Jake gave a low whistle. 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” Jake asked. 
 
    “We have dates,” Pride said. “Don’t wait up, boys.” 
 
    “Rath, we have company on the dock, and you are not going to believe who it is,” Merry said over the speakers. 
 
    Rath moved to the airlock. It chimed just as he reached it. Rath lowered the ramp and opened both doors. A Grumlahl stood at the door with two bouquets of roses. He looked completely comfortable in a tuxedo, bow tie, and patent leather shoes. 
 
    “Permission to come aboard?” he asked. 
 
    “Granted,” Rath said with a smile. “Jerry? Is that you?” Rath had never seen the head of the Orbital shipyards in anything but greasy ship suits or an EVA repair rig. 
 
    “It is,” Jerry said with a big grin. “Your timing is great.” He shifted his attention. “Ladies, you both look lovely; thank you for joining us. Your chariot awaits.” He handed bouquets to Cassie and Catherine. “Thunk will get you situated.” Another Grumlahl walked up the ramp and offered an arm to each woman. He escorted them down to a cart used for transport on the docks. 
 
    “If you start hearing a bunch of noise, it’s because I have three crews on this job. Cassie sent me the specs on the way in. I’ve got you covered. Ordnance should be along in a couple of hours with your stuff. I play poker with the dockmaster, and he owes me. A couple days, and you are better than new.” 
 
    Rath stared at Jerry. “Three crews…Thanks Jerry, this is more than we could have hoped for.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll get our bill,” he said. “And it’s a small sacrifice to make to have my favorite dance partner.” 
 
    Rath looked over Jerry’s shoulder at the cart and lowered his voice. “Keep an eye on them, Jerry. Things are weird. I know there’s a lot going on to showcase the new ships, but we saw three full battlegroups on the way in. It’s a lot of ships to have in one place. Any idea what’s with all the firepower?” Rath asked. 
 
    “No one gets near them without going through us first. That’s a promise. And the Guard? Who knows? Rumor has it there’s a big shake up. I have grunts in my yards. It’s unusual for the Protectors to post guards; even for these big rollout events they usually leave things to dock security or N’ront’s crew. The security details are putting the extra muscle down to Orbital administration having a case of nerves about the new class of ship, but a lot of beings are getting nervous.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “They even let that loser off his ship on leave, can you imagine?” Jerry turned serious. “It’s not just you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jerry. That reminds me, I have a box of cigars for you. Want it now, or should I set it next to the lock for when you drop the ladies off?” 
 
    “Later is fine.” Jerry looked over his shoulder. “Time to scoot.” 
 
    “Hey, Jerry, uh, you look great, but what’s with the tux?” 
 
    “You like?” Jerry asked. “It gave the tailor all kinds of fits, but he’s making a killing now. I’ll get you his information. Ballroom dancing. It’s kind of a hobby.” 
 
    Rath shook Jerry’s hand, and it got lost in the Grumlahl’s grip. “You all have a great time.” 
 
    Jerry grinned wider. “Thanks, we will.” 
 
    Rath watched as they piled into the cart and drove away. He looked at Jake and shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” he said. 
 
    “Hey, Rath?” Jake asked. “When Jerry gets you that tailor’s information, can I get it, too?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Docks, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    Gretchen Carstairs emerged at the dock level, watching as the early morning routine of the orbital moved into full swing. It was her favorite time on the orbital. Environmental changed the conditions just slightly throughout the day. The morning light was just touched with the rose and gold of a Benth sunrise, the atmosphere was a few degrees cooler, and the cycling air created the illusion of a fresh sea breeze. 
 
    There really wasn’t anything like downtime on Halo, with the hustle and bustle of ships coming and going. It had become her habit to go for a walk and have coffee in the park in the hours before going into the medical center. The entire center of the inner edge of Halo was an enormous park bordered by restaurants and shops, with easy access down to the transport core. 
 
    Looking up through the clear-steel ceiling of the inner ring at Benth and the giant elevators that pointed Benthward from the ring had been disconcerting when she first came to Halo. Now, it was something she took for granted. She’d skipped her walk this morning to make a ship call to check on Ms. Ogata. 
 
    Normally, she had solid boundaries about doing anything outside the Medical Center with a patient, but this case had gotten under her skin. She had been surprised to get the communication from Mr. Peterson, and she had to admit to some curiosity about the equipment Ms. Ogata had been placed in. The opportunity to see the treatment being administered, since everything was outside normal medical channels, and how it was affecting Ms. Ogata’s NRS, wasn’t something she felt she could pass on. 
 
    As she reached the docking bridge for the Dreamer, she was jolted out of her reverie by the horn of one of the dock carts, filled with laughing Grumlahl, driving quickly by. The driver gave her a big smile around an enormous cigar and a jaunty wave. I didn’t know Grumlahl wore tuxedos. 
 
    She keyed the comm panel. “Dr. Carstairs to see Ms. Ogata,” she said. She had to stifle a smile when she heard Envy barking in response to the chime. 
 
    The hatch opened. Rath Peterson pushed his dog to the side and looked around quickly before greeting her. “Dr. Carstairs, thanks for coming. This way please.” 
 
    Gretchen stopped and looked at the entryway. “Is this a Phalanx-class?” she asked. 
 
    Rath raised an eyebrow. “Modified Pilum-class. Not many people would know that. Did you serve?” 
 
    Gretchen nodded. “Six years. That’s how I qualified for my medical scholarship. One of our training ships was a Phalanx. Please tell me you didn’t remove the TEC.” 
 
    “Tail End Charlie? No. The tail-gunner turret is still there,” Rath said. He turned and led her to the bridge ladder. “Hasn’t seen much use. We’re a small crew, so everyone wears a couple of hats. I’ll give you a tour when you are done if you are interested.” 
 
    “That would be great,” she said. 
 
    Once they were on the bridge, he gestured at Merry. 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Dreamer, Doctor Carstairs,” Merry said. “Pride has already gone through the electronics, so the ball’s in your court as to whether I can get out of this thing.” 
 
    “How can I help?” Rath asked. 
 
    “I want to go through the readings from the pod in detail,” Carstairs said. She opened her bag and pulled out a comp and some other equipment. “That should take about an hour. If everything checks out, I’ll need some help getting her out of the pod. Then we’ll rerun all the tests with my equipment. I don’t know what the exact differences are between this pod and those used by the medcenter, but I’m not willing to take anything for granted. I researched some new work in bionics that came out of Sol and made some adjustments to the best prosthetic model I had available.” 
 
    “Rath,” Merry said. “Why don’t you give us some time to talk, and I’ll give you a shout when we need you.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said doubtfully. “If you need anything, I’m just a comm away. I’ve got some calls to make, but nothing that can’t be dropped.” 
 
    “Go already!” Merry laughed. 
 
    “Okay Ms. Ogata,” Dr. Carstairs said. 
 
    “Call me Merry.” 
 
    “All right then, Merry, I’m Gretchen.” She brought her comp online and interfaced with Merry’s pod. “Let’s get started.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Open Maw, NP2112 
 
      
 
    Pack-First stalked into the cargo bay of the Open Maw, the only place in the fleet with the room to gather all the Xoth’tar. Every Xoth that could be spared was present, and the unlucky few who were critical to operating the Packs and could not be spared were allowed to watch on the ship’s monitors. Even the human, Lars, had been granted permission to attend under the careful watch of Guider Qarth. In the center of the room was a metal circle twenty feet in diameter, lit by torches and filled with black sand. Around the circle were the ranks of the Pack’s Hunters. 
 
    The sight drew a fierce snarl from him, and his heart leapt, even though his head told him their time could be better spent. Still, the old traditions spoke to the Xoth’tar in a way nothing else could. 
 
    In the center of the circle waited an older Xoth with silver fur. “I am Speaker in this place! Hear the words and remember!” 
 
    The Hunters raised their rifles and struck them once on the deck in a thunderous crash. 
 
    “Once, we hunted alone! We strove one against the other, and the sands were black with our blood. We fought beneath the uncaring stars and called our rage to them, for they mocked us.” 
 
    The Hunters responded with a second crash. 
 
    “One among us, Xoth, heard them and raised his claws in defiance, but he could not reach them, and though he strove with all his might, they mocked him still. ‘Foolish Xoth, you will never reach us, for though you are many, always, you are alone.’” 
 
    The Hunters responded with a third crash. 
 
    “And Xoth, knowing he was alone, challenged his brothers and sisters, and though he spilled their blood they did not die, for when they were defeated, he asked of each, ‘Will you serve?’ Each swore they would, and one by one, Xoth drew them to him, and defeated them, and lifted them up, and they were no longer alone, because wherever they turned there was the Pack!” 
 
    “The Pack! The Pack! The Pack!” the Xoth’tar chanted. 
 
    “Then Xoth faced the stars and reached for them. ‘Hear me, oh stars! I am no longer alone, for we are one! We are the Pack, and I am but the first among many!’ And again, the stars mocked him. 
 
    “‘You cannot come to us, for we are nameless, and you cannot conquer what you do not know!’ 
 
    “Then Xoth called the Pack, and one by one, they named each star and watched them until the Pack knew them all. Xoth called to the stars again. ‘We know you now, oh stars, and we come for you!’” 
 
    The Speaker turned and looked about the circle. 
 
    “And then, as now, the Pack waited in darkness, and the stars called out to Xoth. ‘You cannot come to us, oh Xoth, for as you know us, we know you. What will you sacrifice to join us in the sky?’ Then Xoth held out his arms to the Pack and called them to him, and said, ‘The stars ask me to sacrifice, but they also told me their secret, that we could not conquer what we did not know, and so I sacrifice, not to them, but to you, and I give the Pack my name. And from now until the end, I am no longer Xoth, but Pack-First, and all I am is yours.’” 
 
    The Speaker grabbed a torch and held it aloft, so light reflected off the bay in the darkness like stars. “And the stars let out a great shout of fear, for they could no longer know Pack-First, for he had no name, and the Xoth’tar rose to live among the stars!” 
 
    The Pack-First stepped forward and let out a thunderous growl that echoed off the walls. 
 
    “Who comes here?” the Speaker asked. 
 
    “I am Pack-First,” he said. 
 
    “Have you no name?” 
 
    “I have none.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Pack-First. It is all I am. There is nothing else.” 
 
    “Enter now the Sands of Blood!” 
 
    Raggah stepped forward across the circle. His growl was low and rolling and rose at the end into a scream. 
 
    “Who comes here?” the Speaker asked. 
 
    “I am Pack-Second Raggah,” he said. 
 
    “Why have you come?” 
 
    “I challenge Pack-First! The stars know his name.” 
 
    “What would you?” 
 
    “I would sacrifice my name and no more be Raggah, but Pack-First.” 
 
    “Enter now the Sands of Blood!” 
 
    The Speaker walked to the edge of the circle. As he crossed the boundary into the darkness, the two Xoth faced each other. 
 
    “The Pack! The Pack! The Pack!” the Xoth’tar chanted each time the Hunters crashed their rifles. 
 
    Silence filled the room. 
 
    “Begin,” the Speaker said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    Rath watched Merry doze in the dim light of their cabin. She had kicked off the sheets, and he smiled as he listened to her breathe. 
 
    Finally, the place feels and smells the way it should again. 
 
    Despite not sleeping much, Rath felt more rested from his few hours of sleep than he’d felt since Merry had been attacked. He watched the light play on her skin as she stirred in her sleep, afraid that if he touched her, she might vanish. 
 
    Rrrriiiiiiiinnnnnng! The bell for the cargo port rang, paused for nearly a second, then rang again. Rath jumped, waking Merry. 
 
    “All right, all right! I’m coming! Keep your pants on!” Rath said. He reached for a ship suit as he rolled out of bed. 
 
    “You’re in no position to talk, mister.” Merry rolled over and laughed when Rath tripped in his haste to get dressed and almost fell over. 
 
    “What are you laughing at?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing. I’m just admiring the view.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Rath hit the comm panel. “Peterson. 7DS.” 
 
    “Delivery for the Merry Dreamer,” the voice on the comm said. 
 
    “Yeah? What is it?” Rath asked. Probably more flowers from Jerry’s kids. 
 
    “How should I know? It’s a stasis crate, and it’s big and heavy, and I have other deliveries to make. You want to come sign, or should I mark it refused? Says it’s from MacDougal’s.” 
 
    “Hold on. I’ll be down in a minute.” What would Mac be sending that needed a stasis crate? 
 
    Rath turned back to Merry. “Did you order a whole bunch of something from Mac?” 
 
    “No.” She sat up and stretched. 
 
    Rath grinned and wiggled his eyebrows. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” 
 
    “Oh, just admiring the view,” he quoted. 
 
    After Dr. Carstairs had gone through the readings, she’d cracked the pod and taken them again with her own equipment, then she and Merry had spent a couple of hours fitting the new prosthetics. Merry was functional with the new limbs, but she said they didn’t feel quite right. They weren’t as precise or real as the pod’s bionic-haptic setup. Gretchen was going to go through the data again, then return to adjust them. In the meantime, Merry was supposed to practice. Rath had given Gretchen the grand tour while Merry cleaned up. After the doctor left, they had ordered takeout from Mac’s, and, finally on their own, they had taken some personal time. 
 
    “Toss me a suit, and I’ll head down with you,” Merry said. 
 
    “You should take it easy.” 
 
    “Rath Peterson, you are between me and the coffee machine.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that…” 
 
    Rath and Merry headed to the cargo area. They could hear Peeps chirping happily to herself from the bridge as she continued working on her project. Rath had taken a quick look through Peeps’ list while Merry was with the doctor and had set aside a few things he needed to go through with everyone to make sure he wasn’t missing anything, but he’d given Peeps a blanket sign-off on the rest. That had started a steady stream of deliveries and even a couple of work parties. 
 
    Jake had been pitching in here and there and was excited about the galley refit. He’d jumped in with a will to help Peeps find the best fit for the limited amount of space they had. 
 
    Jake had taken Sandy’s death particularly hard, and Rath didn’t know what to do to snap him out of the spiral he was in. Jake had started running in the mornings with Envy, and the park time was doing them both some good. 
 
    Pride and Catherine were working with Jerry’s crews, and the Dreamer was coming together in record time. They had sorted through the data from the laser strike from the Open Maw and made improvements to the diffraction armor. Rath had tuned out the explanation after “crystal fiber matrix suspended in ceramic composite,” but he understood they thought they could get an eight to twelve percent boost in efficiency, and Rath was a fan of anything that helped them stay breathing. The best part was that their small fabricator could turn out replacement tiles, so in a pinch, they could patch damage without a yard. 
 
    “I’ll catch up,” Merry said. “I’m dying for a real cup of coffee.” 
 
    “Be right back. You might want to call Peeps down. We installed some upgrades yesterday, and they take a little getting used to.” 
 
    Rath headed through the mech bay and back to the rear cargo hatch. He checked the video. Outside was a bored looking human, who was fidgeting and checking his comp. Behind him, on a grav pallet, was a large shipping container, six feet wide and tall and twice that long. The weapons scan came back negative, so he opened the hatch. The delivery guy looked up with a start. 
 
    “I was starting to wonder if you’d forgotten about me. Are you Rath Peterson?” 
 
    “That’s me,” Rath said. “Look, this has to be a mistake. Mac’s is a bar, and no matter what you’ve heard about mercs, that’s got to be more than we’d drink in a year.” 
 
    “Hey, we all got problems. Sign for it or don’t, but if you refuse delivery, I’ll have to take it back to storage.” 
 
    He flipped Rath the delivery file. Rath tagged it with a thumb print, and a message popped up. 
 
    Rath, I know you like the exotic stuff, and I got a great deal on something I know you’ll be interested in. After you have a look, we can talk about payment. Mac. 
 
    He hit the accept button. “All right, I’ll take it. You need to wait for the grav pallet?” 
 
    “Nope. Built into the shipping container. It’s all yours. Have a good day.” 
 
    Rath maneuvered the shipping container into the cargo area and locked it down next to the spare mech that was still parked on the lift. He was just wrapping up when he heard Merry shout from the galley. 
 
    “What the hell did you people do to the coffee maker?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    “You do not like it,” Peeps said. The little Votha stood in the galley next to Merry, feathers ruffled and all but trembling with disappointment. “I was so happy you hatched! I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, Peeps. I was just startled. Show me how it works.” Merry looked up when Rath came up from the cargo deck and gave him a “we are going to talk” look as he took a seat at the table. 
 
    “Take a cup from the rack. They are insulated, will lock to any surface you set them on, and are spill proof. You can either sip or push the button to release the liquid. The other button will extend a handle.” 
 
    Merry followed Peep’s instructions and fiddled with a clear thermal cup with a metal base. 
 
    “Put it in the dispenser and choose what you want from the menu. Hit ‘make’ and the dispenser will fill the cup. Microcircuits keep the beverage at your preferred temperature. When you’re done, put the cup on the other side of the rack, and the dispenser’s recycler unit will clean, sterilize, and recharge it.” 
 
    Merry entered her selection: coffee, Nabris highlands blend, French roast, a hundred and eighty degrees. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, the dispenser beeped. Merry took out her cup and sipped cautiously. 
 
    “Ohhmygoood,” she moaned. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Peeps asked. 
 
    “No. This is great; this may be the best coffee I’ve ever had on the ship. Thank you, Peeps.” 
 
    “I’m so relieved!” Peeps grabbed a cup of something greenish and sludgy. “I should get back to my project!” She pressed the button on her cup and shot a stream into her beak as she headed back to the bridge. 
 
    “What’s she—” 
 
    “You don’t want to know and don’t look it up. Jake shouldn’t have told me, but he did. Trust me.” 
 
    “Is that a microbar with three taps?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, Mac recommended those.” 
 
    “I’ll bet he did,” Merry said. “Rath, I thought we were talking about selling the Dreamer.” 
 
    “We still can, but she’ll sell better as a yacht than a warship.” 
 
    “One hell of an un-recreational vehicle?” 
 
    “Something like that. Wait till you go through the rest of the ship.” He put a hand up at Merry’s look. “It’s mostly cosmetic. We bought half a dozen of those microbots made for cruise ships, and since we turned them loose, they have been cleaning, painting, or tidying everything.” Rath laughed. “The first thing they did was put all Pride’s tools away. She’s reprogrammed them not to do anything in her workshop.” 
 
    Merry took another long drink of her coffee. “What was the delivery?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t know. Something from Mac, but I couldn’t get him on the comm, and it’s got a stasis field. We’ll find out in about six hours. As soon as I accepted delivery, the timer on it started counting down.” 
 
    “Guess we wait then. What’s left?” 
 
    “We’re in better shape than we have any right to be. We’re re-armed, and Jerry’s crews have done a great job with the repairs. They should be done tomorrow, even with all the extra stuff we threw at them. Pride and Catherine work well together. I think, when this is over, they may both go to Oonari, though they could set up on their own. The patents for the diffraction plating alone will be worth a ton. You and I need to go through the rest of Peeps’s list before she gives us the next one. There are a bunch of updates I want you to look at—helm and maneuvering control, astrogation updates, gate catalog adjustments. The list is on your comp.” 
 
    “Any word on Bocolocus?” 
 
    “No, and I’m starting to think there won’t be. I haven’t been able to get ahold of N’ront either. Our best bet is to head for Vothan as soon as the Dreamer is ready to go. We can drop off Peeps, deliver the core to Jerdo, and collect our payment. He can’t ignore us if we’re sitting on his lawn.” 
 
    Merry went back and punched in another coffee. The new unit had menus for each person, so she held up her cup in Rath’s direction. He gave a thumbs up, so she punched in his usual, then joined him back at the table. She pulled out her comp and slid the list onto the big galley monitor. 
 
    “Okay, let’s look at your list.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    Rath and Merry spent the rest of the morning going through Peep’s list, then they backed up the current configurations on all the ship’s software they were about to upgrade, isolated the new backup, then applied the updates. They had some slight trouble with the helm control update but were able to correct it by backing out to the last saved version and reapplying both updates. 
 
    The hatch cycled. “Mom…Dad…we’re home!” Jake called. 
 
    “Back here, Jake!” Merry called back. 
 
    They heard a “Woo wuff!” of delight. Envy barreled down the main corridor and launched himself onto the middle of the bench they were on. He gave them both a thorough hoovering, then draped himself over Rath with his head in Merry’s lap. 
 
    “Hey, boy, I missed you too!” Merry scratched Envy’s ears. “How was your run with Jake?” 
 
    Envy looked at Jake who was stepping out of the galley, drink in hand. “Err-ruh,” he said. 
 
    “I think he’s saying I’m too slow to call it a run,” Jake said. 
 
    Envy’s tongue lolled out in a doggie grin. 
 
    “We came by Chang’s on the way back. Dim sum for lunch? I can pass around a menu and see what Peeps and Catherine think. I pretty much know what everyone else will want.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Merry said. 
 
    “Did I just hear something about food?” Pride asked. 
 
    “Chang’s for lunch?” Jake asked. “I’m buying.” 
 
    “I haven’t eaten there in forever,” Catherine said. “I’m in.” 
 
    “Jerry!” Pride shouted back into the mech bay. “You want Chang’s?” 
 
    Jerry poked his head around the door. “Pass, but thanks for asking. I have to run by the dockmaster’s office and need to get cleaned up first.” 
 
    “Poker night?” Rath asked. 
 
    Jerry grinned “Might have a seat open if you’re interested. We can always use another sucke…I mean player.” 
 
    “Oh?” Merry asked. 
 
    “You play?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “I prefer baccarat,” Merry said. “Maybe some other time.” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Pride said. “Some of us—” she looked pointedly at Rath and Merry, “—were up early. You, scoot!” she said, stepping forward to give Jerry a hug. “Thanks for everything, Jerry.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Jerry said. “I’ll see you all tomorrow.” He headed for the lock. 
 
    “You—” he nodded to Jake, “—order. We’ll get cleaned up.” 
 
    “On it!” Jake said. 
 
    An hour and a half later, the group was sitting around the carnage of their meal. Envy looked at a container of dumplings and whined at Merry. She tossed him the last three, one at a time. 
 
    “You know that’s going to give him gas,” Rath said. 
 
    “Yeah, but he sleeps on your side of the bed, so it’s okay,” Merry said. 
 
    Envy turned sharply. His ears perked up, and he looked down the corridor. He “Erfed,” then moved to the doorway and looked back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Something got you spooked, Envy?” Rath asked as he stood. 
 
    “I hear it, too,” Catherine said. “Sounds like it might be coming from the cargo bay.” 
 
    “Mac’s crate!” Rath said. “I plain forgot. There must be an alarm on the stasis field.” 
 
    “Mac sent us a stasis crate?” Pride asked. 
 
    “Didn’t make sense to me either. Let’s see if we can find out why,” Rath said. 
 
    The group entered just as the beeping from the crate stopped. After a minute, the locking clamps on the crate opened with a clunk! and the door on one side of the crate opened slightly. 
 
    Envy smelled the air, then let out a Woof! He wagged his tail as Bocolocus pushed his way out of the crate. 
 
    “Hello? Where am I?” he asked. 
 
    Peepsonta shot past the stunned group and wrapped Bocolocus in her wings. She talked to him in rapid-fire Clickiclack. 
 
    “Can we get out of the box, Bocolocus?” came a voice from inside. One gray wing gently pushed Peeps and Bocolocus toward the group of humans, followed by the rest of a Futaba. It entered the Dreamer’s cargo bay, stretched to its full height, then looked around. 
 
    “Oh, good. Another crate.” 
 
    “Now just a minute, featherhead,” Merry bristled. 
 
    Rath’s comp beeped. He checked the ID. “What’s up, Jerry? Forget something?” 
 
    “Rath, you have company on the way. Dockmaster’s office just had a visit from OpSec. At first, I thought it was Merry playing a prank on us, but…” 
 
    It took a second for Rath to process. “Yeah, That was probably Merry’s sister Neera. They look a lot alike except for the mileage. Did she say what they want?” 
 
    “No, but she had them lock down the clamps. Rath, they put the Dreamer in impound.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jerry. How many goons?” 
 
    “I saw six.” 
 
    “I’ll get back to you. Thanks again.” Rath snapped off his comp. 
 
    “Okay, kids, time to work. This is not a drill. Pride and Catherine, take our guests into the crew area and then lock down the ship, except for the cargo door. Jake, fire up that mech and set the nanoflage. Six or more troops. If it’s from the standard playbook, they’ll go for intimidation. Don’t fire unless I say, or they fire first. You’re the ace. Clear?” 
 
    “Got it, Rath,” Jake said. 
 
    “Envy. Flank! Guard!” Rath pointed to a spot to one side of the cargo door that had cover from some crates. 
 
    “Hun, looks like your sister is coming to visit. Any idea what the story is?” 
 
    “No,” Merry said, “but I can guess.” She nodded to the stasis container the two aliens had come out of. 
 
    “Jerry says she’s put the Dreamer in impound,” Rath said. 
 
    Rriiinngg! went the cargo door buzzer. They could see Neera on the monitor, with four OpSec troopers. There was no sign of the other two. 
 
    “She what?” Merry asked. “Oh, that bitch!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Merry Dreamer, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    Merry heard a click in her ear. 
 
    “Comms online,” Pride said. 
 
    The view on the screen by the door split. It showed Neera and her four troopers standing in front of the lock on one side, and a view of two more troops providing cover further down the docking bridge on the other. 
 
    “Got our missing troops on the other camera.” 
 
    “Merry Dreamer, open up. I have a warrant to search your vessel.” 
 
    Merry studied her sister on the video feed. Neera looks stressed. What would make her do something like this? It isn’t her style. They had grown further apart since Merry had left OpSec ten years ago to become a mercenary, which was something Neera had never really forgiven her for. After the NRS diagnosis had come through, Merry couldn’t remember if she had run away from her previous life or toward a new one—a life that would probably kill her before she had to deal with the worst consequences of the disease. Not that being an OpSec agent was ever a safe profession. Merry was furious with her sister. They had always managed to resolve conflicts of interest without anything official. Looks like those rules are changing. 
 
    Rath looked at her in confusion. He senses it too. “Play it straight,” Merry said. 
 
    “Here we go,” Rath said and opened the lock. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Are you Rath Peterson?” 
 
    “You know I am. What’s this all about?” 
 
    “Answer the question for the record.” 
 
    “I am Rath Peterson, owner and operator of the Seven Deadly Sins mercenary company.” 
 
    “I am Director Neera Ogata of Operational Security. I have a warrant to search the Merry Dreamer for specified technology and the wanted fugitive Bocolocus of the Votha under the Systems Security Charter.” 
 
    “Kind of scut-work for the agency director, don’t you think?” Rath asked. 
 
    One of Neera’s troopers stepped forward and raised his rifle slightly. “Show some respect,” he said. 
 
    “Due process, son. They should have taught you that in Agent school. For the record, I don’t respect anyone who shows up armed on my doorstep. Makes me anxious, and when I’m anxious, bad things happen.” 
 
    Merry watched Neera as Rath bantered with the muscle. Neera’s fingers flickered. He’s not helping. Merry flicked back. What are you after? 
 
    Give us the Votha, and the core, if you have it. We know he was in the crate. Neera said. 
 
    Contract, remember? Merry asked. 
 
    None of that matters now! Neera said. 
 
    Explain! 
 
    There’s no time! 
 
    “Is that a threat?” the trooper asked. 
 
    “Statement of fact. The Mercenary Charter is pretty specific about how much force I can use in response to a perceived threat in the course of executing a contract,” Rath said. 
 
    “Which can be superseded by the SSA,” Neera replied. 
 
    “Let’s see your warrant.” 
 
    Neera transmitted the file to him. “You will find everything is in order.” 
 
    Rath read through the file. “’Fraid not. Your service isn’t valid. You have the Dreamer listed as owned by 7DS. We don’t. It’s a permanent private charter.” 
 
    “So? Who owns it?” the trooper asked. 
 
    “I do,” Merry said. 
 
    “I’ll have it reissued,” Neera said. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you will. In the meantime, I’ll have a dozen lawyers, the Merc Union, and a few others make sure there is a serious spotlight on everything you do, Director. Politicians are weasels, but once you make enough campaign contributions, you get to pull them out of the cage and pet them occasionally.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” Neera said. “Officer?” 
 
    The trooper stepped forward and raised his rifle. Rath and Merry raised their hands and walked backward into the bay. When the trooper’s rifle cleared the bay door Envy grabbed it and sent it spinning out of the trooper’s grasp. The trooper staggered back from the nightmare of growling teeth that was inches from his face. The rest of Neera’s men moved up into a firing line. 
 
    “Think about what you are doing, Neera,” Merry said. “Stand them down.” 
 
    “Jake, time to show our visitors out,” Rath said. 
 
    Jake’s mech faded into view as he dropped the nanoflage and spun up the mech’s auto-cannon. There was a chu-chunk as the railgun loaded. Jake took three steps forward. 
 
    “Ooh, look who brought a bigger gun to the party,” Rath said. “That ain’t your daddy’s shotgun, boys.” 
 
    “Stop!” Neera said. “Stand down! Officers, let’s go.” Neera turned back to Rath and Merry. “I’ve placed your vessel in impound. You can sit here until we complete our search or the dock fees make that impound permanent. Your call.” 
 
    Stay put! Neera flicked her fingers at Merry. Don’t do anything stupid. 
 
    Rath closed the door. 
 
    “That could have gone better,” Pride said over the comm. 
 
    “Actually, I think it went pretty well, considering,” Rath said. 
 
    “I agree,” Merry said. “It raises some new questions, though.” 
 
    “Right now, I’m interested in getting answers to some old questions,” Rath said. “Let’s see what Bocolocus has to say and find out who our new friend is.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    Rath, Merry, and Jake locked down the cargo bay and went to join the others. Envy moved easily ahead of them. 
 
    They found everyone in the crew compartment. Bocolocus had a cup of the green goo Peeps was so fond of, and his Futaba companion was finishing off the leftover fish dishes they had ordered from Chang’s. 
 
    Bocolocus and Peeps ran from where they were perched and clustered around Rath. 
 
    “Captain Peterson! I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    “Rath,” Peeps corrected him. “He goes by Rath.” 
 
    “Captain Rath,” started Bocolocus again. 
 
    Peeps opened her beak to interject again, but Rath waved her off. 
 
    “It’s okay. We are happy to see you too, Bocolocus.” 
 
    “You can call him Bawk,” Peeps said. 
 
    Bocolocus gave her a look. 
 
    “Bawk, I’m sorry about your nest. There wasn’t anything we could do,” Rath said. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Rath. Peepsonta explained what happened. I will miss them. It is terrible news. She and I have been with Keeper Malda since we were hatched. She said you have agreed to take care of us. Is that true?” 
 
    The Futaba’s head snapped up from the bowl of fish. “Captain, if I could have a word before you ans—” 
 
    “It is, I promised her we’d take care of both of you and get you safely home,” Rath said. 
 
    Both Votha hopped up and down, making chirruping and oom-oom-oom noises. 
 
    “Thank you, Keeper. We will not disappoint you,” Bocolocus said. 
 
     “Clakakakak!” The Futaba shook its beak, then returned to its fish. “Too late.” 
 
    “Who’s your friend, Bocolocus?” Rath asked. 
 
    “This is Pilot Addo. He flies the ship we arrived in. You will have to forgive him. He is…” Bocolocus searched for the right word. “Constipated.” 
 
    Peeps trilled and laughed. “The word is irritable.” 
 
    “You’d be irritable too if you’d been stuck in a tiny box. This is the first decent food I’ve had in weeks.” 
 
    Peeps let out another trill of laughter, then warbled at Bocolocus and gestured at Merry. 
 
    Merry grinned. 
 
    “We were only conscious for a week, off and on, because of the stasis field. It wasn’t that bad,” Bocolocus said. 
 
    “They took my ship! Clakakakak! We were stranded! If it had not been for the blue man, we would have disappeared!” 
 
    “Blue man? You mean N’ront?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Yes, he and the concierge got us off the ship and into the stasis container. It was after your friend Mr. Gearson went missing. We contacted Director Jerdo, but he told us to stay in place, pending your return. Then someone tried to break into the ship,” Bocolocus said. 
 
    “Xoth’tar?” Merry asked. 
 
    “No,” Addo said. “They were humans. Benthi.” 
 
    “No Grumlahl?” Pride asked. 
 
    “Not that we could tell. After that, they decided to hide us, and during one of our waking cycles, N’ront told us our ship had been impounded.” 
 
    “We are wasting time,” Addo said. “Captain Peterson, Peepsonta said Researcher Malda completed her task, and you were able to retrieve the data core. Where is it?” 
 
    “Aboard the Dreamer. Since we couldn’t reach Bocolocus, we were going to head for Vothan to deliver it to Director Jerdo, but the Dreamer has also been impounded, or whatever you want to call it. We can’t leave either.” 
 
    “I know our contract is ‘don’t ask, don’t tell,’ but I’m gonna ask,” Jake said. “Why is everyone and their dog after this thing, anyway?” 
 
    “Woof!” Envy interjected. 
 
    “Why is everyone except our dog after this thing, anyway?” Jake corrected. 
 
    “Oh! The director lifted that restriction, we can—” Bocolocus said. 
 
    “They want the core,” Addo said. “But what they are really after is the ship.” 
 
    “What ship?” Rath asked. 
 
    “The ship the core came from is a Grithelean ship,” Peepsonta said. “The weapons system is damaged, but the ship is intact. This core is one of the central data routing nodes, so it handled traffic for most of the ship’s systems, including interfacing with the weapons system. Malda’s research indicates they were testing a prototype next-generation pulse cannon. It is more powerful and has greater range than the ships on the Salvage System defense video. If we could duplicate the technology, it would be the foundation for our system defenses.” 
 
    “No kidding? We could use a few of those. I thought you weren’t familiar with weapons and defense systems, Peeps?” Rath asked. 
 
    “I’m not, but I summarized the project for Keeper Malda,” Peeps said. 
 
    “The defense system in Vothan couldn’t fight off a bad cold,” Addo said. “We can upgrade what we have or pay mercenaries. VRI hauls in some credits, but not enough. Your fee was already a chunk of the budget.” 
 
    “Okay, so we have the core and the research, and you have the ship. We figure out how to get out of here, and you’re home free.” 
 
    Addo shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “No?” Rath asked. “Why not?” 
 
    “Even if we get the core to Vothan, and even if we restore the ship, without the upgraded pulse cannon, our plan has failed. We’re screwed.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Rath said. 
 
    “The design is flawed,” Peeps said. “The prototype system doesn’t work.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Open Maw, NP2112 
 
      
 
    Raggah pounced at Pack-First at the Speaker’s word, seeking to end the match quickly with his greater height and reach. Pack-First grabbed his opponent’s wrists, fell backward, kicked up to launch Raggah into the Hunters at the circle’s edge, and slashed with his toe claws. He felt the cold deck through his fur as the sand shifted beneath him. The larger Xoth was set upon by the Hunters until he scrambled back inside the ring. 
 
    “Outside the sands, every claw is raised against you,” Pack-First said. “Here, you face only mine, but your blood tells you which you should fear more.” 
 
    Blood welled from deep slash marks across Raggah’s chest and dripped onto the sand. 
 
    Raggah sneered. “I fear nothing! I hear the mewling of one who dances with words instead of fighting with his claws.” He rushed again, this time connecting with a flurry of blows before circling and looking for another opportunity. 
 
    “Your blood joins mine, old and feeble Xoth. It is no longer black, but gray with dust.” 
 
    The scent of blood and the smell of arousal grew thick in the room as the fight stirred the blood lust of the Xoth’tar. More than one cub would be conceived after the fight. 
 
    Pack-First received another slash, shifted to the side to avoid the next, and again pushed Raggah into the Hunters at the edge of the circle before ripping at the back of his legs. The wounds were deep and would slow the bigger Xoth. Pack-First studied his opponent. Raggah was slowing and tiring, but not fast enough. The Pack-Second was strong and fast, but his attacks were clumsy, and he relied more on his natural advantages than skill. Pack-First was sure he could beat Raggah given enough time to wear him down. 
 
    “Again, you use the Hunters to fight your battle!” Raggah roared. 
 
    “I am Pack-First! They are Pack.” 
 
    “Step outside the sands, and they will destroy you!” 
 
    “Yes! And so, I give them no reason to. The Pack surrounds you, yet you fail to fight for them and pursue glory. It is why you will fall.” 
 
    Pack-First feinted, then pounced. A glancing blow stunned him, but Pack-First bore Raggah to the ground. He hammered his muzzle and broke his teeth. Pack-First feinted again and bit at Raggah’s throat, then sank his fangs into the Pack-Second’s shoulder while driving a knee over and over into Raggah’s stomach, forcing the wind from him. Blood filled the Pack-First’s mouth, and he felt his teeth grind on bone. 
 
    Unable to breathe, Raggah tore frantically at Pack-First, trying to dislodge him. He grabbed one hand, yanked, and broke the wrist with a sharp crack! But the claws of Pack-First’s other hand were already at Raggah’s throat. They pierced the hide and were only a quick thrust from the arteries beneath. Pack-First roared in the Pack-Second’s face and fought to keep from being carried away by his own blood-lust. He squeezed. Just above the musk of the assembled Xoth’tar, he could smell Raggah’s fear. 
 
    “I hold your life in my hand.” 
 
    Pack-Second Raggah ceased to struggle. He lifted his head to further expose his throat. “My life for the Pack!” he said. 
 
    “Who am I?” 
 
    “You are Pack-First!” 
 
    “Raggah, will you serve?” 
 
    “Yes, Pack-First!” 
 
    “It is done!” the Speaker said as he entered the circle. 
 
    Pack-First withdrew his claws and stood, then helped Raggah to his feet. He turned to the Speaker, who gestured. “Raggah’s Mate,” the speaker said. 
 
    A black-furred Hunter stepped into the circle. She moved with grace to stand before him. Her smell was intoxicating. He could claim her if he wished. Everything belonging to a defeated challenger was forfeit. In the past, she would have stayed with him until she bore his cubs and then gone her own way. He was tempted for a moment, but he had no time for a mate. 
 
    “Will you stand by Raggah?” he asked. This was her chance to be released, if Raggah’s defeat shamed her. 
 
    “I will,” she said. 
 
    He turned to Raggah and looked at his broken teeth. “I take nothing from you, except your name. You are no longer Raggah, but Pack-First of the Broken Fang! Chon’pak!” 
 
    “CHON’PAK!” roared the Xoth’tar. 
 
    Pack-First turned to the assembled Xoth. “The Open Maw is no more. Five Packs, together, now challenge the stars! Pack-Firsts! Prepare your Packs! We are the Hunt of Vengeance! CHON’PAK!” 
 
    “Chon’pak! Chon’pak! Chon’pak!” they chanted. He smiled in triumph as the sound echoed through the fleet. He looked at the Pack and was certain the very stars could hear them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Merry Dreamer, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    The message came over the priority channel for the Dreamer. It was only four words, and it made Rath’s blood run cold. 
 
    Smoke on the water. 
 
    There weren’t many people—maybe a dozen close friends and family of 7DS—who could send a message through that channel. People they had fought for or with, people 7DS would sign blank checks for. They say a real friend is someone who will help you hide the bodies. The people who could make that call were the ones who would help you fill the graves, no questions asked. Of everyone who could, there were only two who would use that phrase, and only one who really knew what it meant. 
 
    N’ront. 
 
    Rath was already worried about the big Yalteen, but N’ront knew how to take care of himself, and if nothing else, the message was proof he was still a free agent. 
 
    Rath hit the ship-wide comm. “All hands to the crew lounge,” he said. 
 
    Envy arrived first. He sniffed the air, then went to sit next to Rath and lean on him. He whined and pressed till Rath scratched his ears. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Merry asked. 
 
    “I just got a message from N’ront over the priority channel.” Rath nodded to Addo. “That’s the guy you call the blue man.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Pride asked. 
 
    “Smoke on the water.” 
 
    “I’ve heard you and N’ront use that as a toast,” Jake said. “The other half is something about fire, I think.” 
 
    “Fire in the sky,” Rath said. 
 
    “That’s it,” Jake said. 
 
    “What does it mean?” Peeps asked. 
 
    “It’s my father’s Protector unit motto,” Rath said. “Thirty years ago, a splinter group inside the Federation tried to seize control. As a distraction, they used a Scrith colony ship. It broke through the Benthi defenses and landed in the Von-toa island chain. The Protectors called in all hands, including my dad, and sterilized the colony.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Cassie said, “Scrith.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jake said, “wasn’t Von-toa an ecological disaster? A super volcano? Something like that?” 
 
    “That was the official story,” Rath said. 
 
    “But if they sterilized the colony?” Jake gestured. “Then what?” 
 
    “What are Scrith?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Parasites. An intelligent hive organism that infests sentient life and reproduces as long as the queen lives. The infection was spreading too fast. The Protectors fought themselves dry. In the end, all they had left was smoke rounds and transport beacons. Dad was wounded getting the Protector tribune to evac. He made N’ront leave with the tribune, then everyone who was left fought through to the Scrith queen and popped all the smokes and beacons.” 
 
    “Smoke on the water,” Merry said. 
 
    “And the fire in the sky?” Jake asked. 
 
    “They called in an orbital strike on their own position. They saved the planet. The government covered the whole thing up, the Protectors retired the unit, and that was the end of it.” 
 
    “So, when N’ront says there is smoke on the water?” Peeps asked. 
 
    “It’s going to hit the fan, and whatever comes next won’t be pretty. We have to leave, fast.” 
 
    “You don’t think…” Cassie started to ask. 
 
    “Scrith? No, something else. As of right now, we load for bear. I want you to put some automated defenses inside to cover the main hatch and the cargo hatch. If either gets forced, turn whoever does it into confetti. Reinstall the remote pilot package in the mech in the cargo bay. Take two spares—make it Rattle and Clank—and do the same for them and get them out on the hull. Call Jerry and tell him to keep his people clear. If it gets messy, I don’t want any of our friends in the crossfire.” 
 
    “Rath,” Merry said. “I talked to Neera on the way in. She kept telling us to stay put.” 
 
    “The Neera who impounded your ship? That Neera?” Rath asked. 
 
    “The Neera who knows I own the Dreamer and served us a botched warrant? I don’t know what game she’s playing, Rath, but she wants to keep us here,” Merry said. 
 
    “Going to have to go with N’ront on this one,” he said, “but you’re right about the warrant. I didn’t catch that, so I’ll reserve judgment for now.” 
 
    “I’ll double check the action stations. Anything else?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Yeah, clear the tube in the ARC, I want all our options available. And for the time being, I want the capacitors to stay charged. Then clean out the TEC, it’s full of crap.” 
 
    Rath looked at his crew and his guests and gave Envy a squeeze. “That’s it, everyone. I don’t know if the situation will go to hell, but if it does, we want to be riding on the bike and not in the basket. I have to go talk to some people about getting this impound lifted, and I have to do it in person. If I’m not back in twelve hours, you leave, even if you need to shoot your way out. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it. What are you going to do?” Merry asked. 
 
    “I’m going to have a conversation with the last people I want to talk to and maybe the only ones who can help. It’s time to talk to the Protectors.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Protector Headquarters, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    Rath walked up to the Protector headquarters for this part of the ring. He wore his sidearm, but over the protests of both Merry and Envy, he’d left the big dog on the ship. On either side of the door was a Grumlahl in full armor. Both Protectors watched Rath warily but made no move to stop him. He passed through the doors. There were two more Protectors watching this side, and another pair, Benthi this time, at the security desk. 
 
    At least the two at the desk aren’t in full kit. All he could see was the uniform. Rath tried to see through to the beings underneath, but when he thought about the recognition his father and the others had earned at Von-Toa that they would never receive, it pissed him off. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the Protector behind the desk asked. 
 
    “Rath Peterson of the Seven Deadly Sins to see Tribune Laxos.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Would you like to apply for an appointment?” 
 
    “He’ll see me.” 
 
    “Mr.…Peterson, is it? I don’t think you understand—” 
 
    Rath placed the battered coin he had carried with him most of his life on the counter and slid it toward the man. “Show him this.” 
 
    The uniform looked from the coin to Rath and back several times. Then he carefully picked it up and examined it. 
 
    “One moment.” 
 
    He activated a local privacy field and had a terse conversation on his headset. A few minutes later, another Grumlahl ambled out to the desk, took the coin, and turned to Rath. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “My father.” 
 
    “Which tribune?” 
 
    “Taklak.” 
 
    “This is not how things are done.” 
 
    “Let me lay this out for you, Protector—” Rath paused to read the name off the Protector’s uniform, “—Derrox. My father thought Tribune Taklak and the Protectors were worth giving up his life for. I respect the decision he made. I don’t agree with it, but that’s ancient history. Right now, I have drekh for options, and I need your help. I got that marker because of my old man, and I’m calling it in.” 
 
    Rath squared up on the Protector to make sure he had the Grumlahl’s undivided attention. His words came out in a rush. 
 
    “So, Protector Derrox, who tells me this is not how things are done and who is probably dead right about that but should still be obligated to honor a debt and do the right thing, what are you going to do?” 
 
    The Protector looked at Rath for a long moment, and Rath began to wonder if he was about to be pummeled into jelly. 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    Derrox led Rath to a conference room and pointed at a chair. “Wait here. What you ask will take time. If you need anything, you can use the comm panel. Do not leave this room unescorted. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rath replied. 
 
    “Good,” Derrox said and left. 
 
    Four hours later, Rath was still waiting, when one of the screens activated. It showed another Grumlahl, but this one was old, with silver fur and a pince-nez perched precariously on his broad nose. 
 
    “Mr. Peterson, I am Tribune Laxos. Forgive the comm, it was the best we could do. I understand you were most insistent about seeing me. Now, what can the Protectors do for you?” 
 
    Rath took a deep breath. Time to roll the dice. 
 
    As succinctly as he could, Rath laid out the situation for the tribune. He left nothing out. When he was done, he felt drained. 
 
    Rath felt the weight of Laxos’ gaze. The moment seemed to stretch for hours. 
 
    “What you tell me is troubling for several reasons, but it seems clear that OpSec is operating outside their mandate. If they have placed an impound on your ship, you put me in a difficult position.” 
 
    Rath started to answer, but Laxos held up a hand. “I did not say we would not help. I have a partial solution for you.” Laxos glanced back and forth and worked at a terminal as he talked. “As humans say, I have good news and bad news. You are aware of the war games going on in the system?” 
 
    “They’re hard to miss,” Rath said. 
 
    “Tomorrow, the Resolution of Grum and her battlegroup will be leaving for Nabris as part of the fleet rotation. On leaving the system, they will do a flyby of the Orbital. It would not be unusual for us to pick up a last-minute courier. We can give you a transponder code that will cover that. Once you are locked on to the Resolution, you are on your way. That’s the good news. 
 
    “And the bad news?” Rath asked. 
 
    “The Protectors cannot override an OpSec directive to release your ship. You will need to free it on your own. I see that you have an external berth. That will make things easier.” 
 
    “How do you suggest we do that?” Rath asked. 
 
    “That area of the docks is old, and sometimes malfunctions occur, but be careful the only thing put out of commission is equipment. Your company has a reputation for creative solutions. Be creative.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. We can make that work. Thank you, Tribune.” 
 
    “The Protectors pay their debts, Mr. Peterson. Good luck to you.” 
 
    “Let’s hope we don’t need it.” 
 
    “As you say, until tomorrow. Laxos out.” 
 
    Rath pushed the comm and waited for Derrox to come and escort him out. 7DS had work to do. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Docks, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    The hustle and bustle of the docks seemed muted as Gretchen headed for the Merry Dreamer, her autocart following behind. 
 
    I probably only need half of this, but better too much than not enough. 
 
    She was surprised. Fleet rotations were usually big events on Halo, with military families, friends, and well-wishers coming up to greet loved ones in the Benthi Defense force. A fair number of tourists usually came to see the ships, and with the new Guardian-class ships, she expected more fanfare. The 7DS ship was berthed in an out of the way area, but there was always spillover. 
 
    “Hey! Dr. Carstairs, right?” 
 
    She jumped as the cart pulled up next to her, and the Grumlahl driver grinned at her. 
 
    “That’s me,” she said. “Can I help you…” 
 
    “Call me Jerry. We almost met the other day. Are you headed to the Dreamer again? I’m headed that direction.” 
 
    “I am. How’d you know?” 
 
    “I run the Yard Apes for this part of the ring, so I’m familiar with most of the beings who frequent the docks. First time I remember seeing you is after dropping Cassie off.” 
 
    “Thanks, I would but…” She gestured to her autocart. 
 
    “Not a problem.” Jerry jumped out, then one-handed her autocart into the storage bed. Then he walked around to open her door. 
 
    “My lady.” He gestured with a flourish. She laughed and got in. 
 
    “Yard Apes?” she asked as they started off. 
 
    “Inside joke, sorry. It’s a funny name for beings that build starships. Apparently, Grumlahl look a bit like Sol gorillas, except for the claws. Sandy was always throwing out odd bits of trivia. They called him Sleepy, but the guy had a doctorate in ancient media studies, and he used to teach on the side. Anyway, I was griping one day that I couldn’t get my crew to get their jobs done because they were always cutting up, and Sandy told me ‘Yard Apes’ was also a term for unruly children. Once it was out there, the workers ran with it, and we’ve been Yard Apes ever since.” 
 
    “That happened in the Guard all the time. One embarrassing moment from a new callsign.” 
 
    “What was yours?” 
 
    “Stitches.” 
 
    “Because you’re a doctor?” 
 
    “Medic at the time, but no. It was because I got drunk on leave and tried standup comedy on an open mike night.” 
 
    “Are you funny?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she said, deadpan. 
 
    They pulled up in front of the docking tube leading to the Dreamer. A bored looking human guard sat next to a stack of metal crates next to the tube. 
 
    “This is your stop,” Jerry said, taking Gretchen’s autocart out of his cart. 
 
    “Charlie Biggs! Aren’t you kinda senior for impound watch?” Jerry asked the guard. 
 
    “You would think, Jerry. But someone has issues, so I get the duty. They not pay their docking fees or something?” 
 
    “Nothing to do with my folks, Charlie. 7DS pays on time, and they even tip for fast work. They probably let a permit expire so, now, admin can flex some muscle and stick them with a fine. You know how it goes. It’ll be cleared up in a day or so.” 
 
    Jerry turned back to her. “Nice talking to you, Doc. We’ll have to do this again, with a drink or two at the end.” 
 
    “Call me Gretchen. That sounds good, Jerry. You can tell me more yard ape stories.” 
 
    “Wait until you see my Kong impersonation.” Jerry winked and headed down the bay. 
 
    Gretchen moved toward the ship. “ID?” the guard asked. She held out her medcenter ID for him to scan. “I’m Doctor Carstairs. I have a patient onboard…” 
 
    Charlie held up a hand and laughed. “You’re good. I’m just the door man.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    Merry met her at the airlock. “Come on in. Pardon the dust. We decided to spruce up while we’re docked.” 
 
    “It looks like you’ve been busy. I hope you aren’t overdoing it. You still need to rest.” Gretchen looked around as she followed Merry to the crew lounge. She tried not to stare at the small laser turret mounted opposite the airlock door. 
 
    “No need to worry, we picked up some of the bots the cruise lines use. It didn’t take them long to pretty the place up with a ship the size of the Dreamer,” Merry said. “Picking paint colors and deciding if I want pine forest or new ship smell doesn’t take a lot of effort, but we have a bunch of other projects working. Rath is off ship, so it’s just the two of us and Envy. Before that changes, I need some answers, if you have them.” 
 
    Hearing his name, the big dog raised his head from where he was napping, and gave an “erf,” then returned to his snooze. 
 
    Gretchen pulled a diagnostic cuff off her autocart and slid it over one of Merry’s prosthetics onto her upper arm. “Let me do a quick recheck, just to make sure nothing big has changed.” She read the results on her comp and fought down a wave of anger at what she saw. “I’ll need to adjust your meds. That’s going to help with the fatigue. I’m pretty sure I know what your questions are. You want straight or sugar coated?” 
 
    “I like my news like I like my men,” Merry said. 
 
    Gretchen laughed. “That could go either way.” 
 
    “Straight up.” Merry smiled. “Always.” 
 
    “The pod they put you in suppressed your symptoms, flooded you with a steady, heavy stream of nanites, and gave you a borderline addiction to the anti-rejection medication. You seem to have hit a plateau with your NRS, but it’s not going to last. What they did let you function despite your injuries, but it wasn’t helping your condition, it was killing you.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Six months. Maybe a year.”  
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    Merry flexed her prosthetics with a slight whine from the servos. She and Gretchen had spent the last few hours fine tuning them. After the first run through the standard diagnostics, Gretchen had wanted to see how they would perform under stress so they had moved to the bridge, and Merry had pulled up a combat sim and gone through several exercises while the doctor monitored her. By the end of the second simulation, they had managed to eliminate most of the hesitation that was driving Merry crazy and improved the neural feedback. It still felt like she was wearing gloves, but now they felt more like latex and less like winter mittens. 
 
    “Those are more of a workout than I remembered,” Merry said as she re-tied her hair back to get it out of her sweaty face. “Looks like I should practice more. The sims didn’t feel like that in the pod.” 
 
    “In the pod, you had the haptic suit along with eye movement and stress level monitors so the computer was able to anticipate a lot of your actions. It was also giving you a neural signal booster to help with the NRS. I wouldn’t recommend the booster, but you could integrate the haptic and medical sensors into your flight gear easily enough. We’ll need to run follow-up scans as often as possible to smooth out the process.” 
 
    Merry nodded. “I’ll talk to Cassie. I know she was looking at upgrading the mechs. No reason the Dreamer shouldn’t go to the front of the line.” 
 
    They headed down to the crew lounge. 
 
    “Gretchen, thank you for everything you’ve done. I know you weren’t happy when I left against your advice, but I couldn’t let them leave without me. I had to go, even if it meant I didn’t come back.” 
 
    “I understan—” 
 
    Alarms sounded all over the Dreamer. The ship’s monitors came online with a broadcast from Ring Administration. 
 
    <Attention! Attention! Please remain calm. The Ring has experienced multiple hull breaches. The situation is under control, and emergency crews are responding. Citizens are directed to stay in place or report to the nearest designated shelter. Breached areas have been sealed for your safety. Ships in the ring should remain in place unless directed otherwise. Martial law is in effect for the duration of the emergency. Attention! Attention…> 
 
    “Everybody, get into ship suits now! Gretchen, there’re spares in the emergency locker there.” Merry pointed. “Damnit, we don’t have anything for Peeps, Bawk, or Addo.” She gestured at the bunk compartments as the three aliens entered the lounge. “If the alarms go off again, pick a bunk and close up. They all have back-up air supplies.” 
 
    “Merry, I’m not seeing any problems on Halo,” Pride said. “Everything looks normal. Power, good. Comms locked down because of the emergency broadcast, but there’s no unusual activity on the emergency channels. Atmosphere, normal. This makes no sense.” 
 
    “Try the medcenter channel,” Gretchen said. “It’s oh eight six five. If there are casualties, there should be traffic.” 
 
    “Nothing,” Pride said. 
 
    “Maybe it’s not this section of the ring?” Jake asked. 
 
    “There should be something,” Pride said. 
 
    The lights dimmed momentarily, then there was a deep booming sound that they almost felt rather than heard. 
 
    “What was that?” Peeps asked. 
 
    “The station just cut power!” Pride said. 
 
    “Holy shit! Halo is firing!” Jake said. 
 
    “Pride! Bring us up to full power and get me a ping. I need to know what they are shooting at! Jake! Find Rath and do it now! The rest of you, grab a gun from the rack. Everyone in the ship needs at least a sidearm!” 
 
    “Rath is on the way Merry. I’ve got him on the cargo door camera coming across the bay, and he’s got company! I can’t reach him. Comms are jammed.” 
 
    “Good or bad, Jake?” 
 
    “Both! He’s got Jerry, Mac, and N’ront with him, and what looks like a dozen Protectors, and they are under fire! 
 
    “Pop the cargo lock and take the mech out remote. Let them know you’re coming.” 
 
    “No comms, Merry!” 
 
    “Play some of Sandy’s music! Rath and Jerry will both recognize it!” Pride said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah! Cruel and unusual. Here we go!” Jake crowed. 
 
    As the bay doors opened, the external speakers of Jake’s mech filled the bay with a driving guitar riff. Vocals pushed the music; it was immortality greater than any pharaoh from old Sol. 
 
    “Thunder! Ahhh-ahhha-ahah! Thunder! Ahhh-ahhha-ahah!” 
 
    Jake punched the mech forward, straight toward Rath’s position, and target-locked any source of fire not from Rath’s group, then launched a full spread of micro-missiles from the mech’s pod. As the group moved past him, he lay down covering fire with the mech’s laser and backed toward the Dreamer, covering their retreat. 
 
    A flurry of fire hit the mech from a side corridor. Before Jake could reorient, there was a rain of fire from the Protectors, along with a four hundred kilo shipping crate Jerry tossed in for good measure that careened down the corridor, scattering the squad of attackers like bowling pins as they panicked in retreat. 
 
    Merry brought up the comms and monitors in the cargo bay. 
 
    Rath waved at Merry’s monitor as the Protectors piled in. 
 
    “Hi, baby! Miss me?” 
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    “The tribune is hit!” one of the Protectors yelled as he lowered the Grumlahl to the floor. 
 
    “Get his armor off!” Gretchen said. “I’ll get my kit.” 
 
    “Are you a medic?” the Protector demanded. 
 
    “Was,” Gretchen said. “Now, I’m a doctor.” 
 
    “Will you let the lady work, Derrox?” Rath asked. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” the tribune said weakly. “Get me to the Resolution.” 
 
    “Introductions. The wounded gentlebeing is Tribune Laxos, the angry one is Colonel Derrox, and the rest of the folks in white armor are strong silent types for Derrox to shout orders at. Constable N’ront Ontalobin is big blue over there, Mac owns MacDougal’s and brews the finest beer in this arm of the galaxy, and I think everyone knows Jerry.” Rath gestured to the monitor. “You’ve met Dr. Carstairs, Jake is running the mech, Pride is our engineer, Merry is our pilot. Envy is the morale officer, and we currently have four passengers, Catherine Peabody, Pilot Addo, and researchers Bocolocus and Peepsonta.” 
 
    The light coming from the bay dimmed again, and a series of hollow booms echoed through the ring. 
 
    Derrox looked up from where he was stripping the tribune’s armor. “The only thing that draws that much power is Halo’s particle cannon.” 
 
    “Jake! Need that answer,” Merry said. 
 
    “Little busy here! More company.” Jake’s announcement was followed by a renewal of fire from the mech. The Protector troops moved into line and began firing. 
 
    “I got it, but you won’t believe it,” Pride said. “Halo is firing on the Protector fleet. There’s some ship-to-ship fighting as well, but the Protectors aren’t firing on the station.” 
 
    “Too many civilians,” the tribune gasped. “OpSec. This is OpSec. If they are firing the particle accelerators, they have control of the ring. We need to get out of the system.” 
 
    Gretchen injected the tribune with nanites and then started working on his wounds. She checked his readings, shook her head, and hit him with a second nanite pack. 
 
    “That’s got it, I think,” she said. “Give the nanites some time to work and then we can move him.” 
 
    “All right. Time to go,” Rath said. “Jerry, can you override the lockdown on the Dreamer?” 
 
    “If they haven’t locked me out, I should be able to. Let me have a terminal; my comp’s gone missing,” he said. 
 
    Rath pointed, and Jerry moved to the cargo bay console. 
 
    The Dreamer shuddered, and a half dozen points around the ship went thunk! 
 
    “I’ve released her, Rath! Just in time, too! My crews are caught in one of the locked-down sections. Looks like the ring did take some damage,” Jerry said. 
 
    “How many, Jerry?” 
 
    “Three crews. Sixty beings.” 
 
    “All right. Feed the info to Merry, and we’ll get—” 
 
    “No, Peterson. We need to get the tribune to the Resolution and out of the system,” Derrox said. 
 
    “Can they hold out, Jerry? 
 
    “No. That section is losing pressure,” Jerry said. 
 
    “Then we aren’t leaving them behind. Period,” Rath said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “I can’t let that happen,” Derrox said. “If we are going to save the Federation, we need to—” 
 
    “Guess you boys are walking then.” 
 
    “Protectors!” Derrox said. 
 
    “Jake,” Rath said. 
 
    “There is another option,” Jerry said. “There’s a ship in that section. I can override the lockdown on it. Looks like it’s big enough to get everyone out. We can get to it through the ring. It’s only one section over.” 
 
    “Who’s it belong to?” Rath asked. 
 
    “It’s registered to VRI,” Jerry said. 
 
    N’ront and Mac nodded. “We’re staying, regardless. No matter what happens on Halo, we are going to need people on the inside,” N’ront said. 
 
    “Hey, Addo,” Rath said to the monitor. “You hear that? It’s your ship. You in?” 
 
    “If you can free the Flutterbucket, I’ll go with you to fly her. Whatever it takes to get my ship back,” Addo said. 
 
    “Grab your gear then,” Rath said. 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    “Colonel,” the tribune said. “Take the troops. Go with them.” 
 
    “Tribune—” 
 
    “That’s an order, Colonel. The constable is right. We need people here we can depend on. There are millions of innocents on Halo and Benth we must be there for. We are Protectors.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Leave me one if it will ease your mind. But once we leave the ring, our fates are in the hands of the captain here,” Laxos said. 
 
    “Sergeant Gunnar!” Derrox called. 
 
    “Yes, Colonel,” replied one of the Grumlahl Protectors, without taking his eyes off the bay. 
 
    “You will stay with the tribune, and you are responsible for his safety. Clear?” Derrox asked. 
 
    “Crystal, sir!” Gunnar said. 
 
    “Let’s get the tribune up to the crew lounge and strap him in. It’s going to get bumpy. Gretchen? Stay or go?” Rath asked. 
 
    Gretchen shook her head. “He’s still touch and go, Rath. I can’t leave him.” 
 
    Rath turned to N’ront, Mac, and Jerry. “It’s a plan, sort of. I’d rather go with you.” 
 
    Jerry shook his head. “No. Derrox is an asshole, but he’s right. Get Laxos out and find somewhere safe to hole up. We may need a ride down the road.” 
 
    “Anything else we can do for you?” Rath asked. 
 
    “We could use that mech,” N’ront said. 
 
    “Sure. Who’s going to pilot?” He looked toward the Protectors. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Mac said. 
 
    “Jake, pull that rig in, Mac’s going to take it. Give him a run down on the special gear and give him a full reload.” He looked at Mac. “You want spares?” 
 
    Mac shook his head. “It’ll just slow us down.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you could drive, Mac,” Rath said. 
 
    Mac grunted. “Let’s hope it’s like riding a bike.” 
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    “Peterson! Looks like we have a break. If we are going to do this, we should do it now,” Colonel Derrox said. 
 
    “Mac?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Ready,” Mac said. 
 
    “N’ront? Jerry?” 
 
    “We’re good, too.” 
 
    There were quick hugs all around. The friends knew this might be the last time they were together. Pride teared up as she hugged Jerry. 
 
    “You watch your ass, Yard Ape. You still owe me a dance, and I expect to collect.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter who’s pulling the strings; they always need the yards to run,” Jerry said. “We’ll come through okay. Keep the Dreamer running. No one can fly better than Merry, and if Rath ever figures out how to shoot straight, you’ll be in fine shape. Hey, Rath, you take care of Stitches there. It’s about time you had someone on board to patch you up!” 
 
    Gretchen gave Jerry a look. “You’re going to pay for that, Jerry.” 
 
    “Time to go,” N’ront said. 
 
    Rath shook his hand. “Keep your head down. Bull in a china shop is my gig.” 
 
    “Sure, on account of my blending right in.” The big Yalteen laughed. “I still know a few tricks. I’ll contact you on the priority channel when I get the chance. Don’t expect anything soon; it’s going to take some time to dig in and see what’s what,” N’ront said. 
 
    Addo came over as N’ront and Rath split. “Thank you, Captain. It’s been brief, but eventful. Good luck on the run to the gate.” 
 
    “To you too, Addo,” Rath said. 
 
    “Captain, about the Votha. When you get to Vothan, you’ll want to talk to Director Jerdo before making any decisions. Your commitment to take care of them is a serious one in Votha culture.” 
 
    “Right now, I’m just trying to get them home,” Rath said. “But I’ll ask.” Addo bowed to Rath and shook his beak, then moved to join the others. 
 
    They watched from the cargo door as the group headed off down the bay. Rath closed up, then punched the comm. “Stations, everyone. Pride, dial the grav compensation up to eleven. With our passengers, we can’t use the tanks. Sergeant, you can stay with the tribune and Stitches, but I’d rather have you in the tail pod for the extra set of eyes. Can you handle Tail-End Charlie?” 
 
    The sergeant looked at Rath. “With a name like Gunnar? I can handle it. What’s the setup?” 
 
    “It’s a fishbowl with two quads. You can also spin the missile pods if you have to. The only thing you need to worry about is strays. With any luck, we’re too small to pay attention to,” Rath said. 
 
    “Got it,” Gunnar said. He headed toward the rear of the ship. 
 
    “Bocolocus and I will remain in our compartment so we’re not a distraction, Keeper. Jake has been teaching me the tactical systems, but I’m not proficient yet. I need more practice,” Peeps said. 
 
    “I can take ECM and stealth if that helps,” Catherine said. “Cassie has run me through some simulations, and it’s mostly monitoring and engaging systems when you tell me to.” 
 
    “Pride?” Rath asked. 
 
    “She checked out, Rath.” 
 
    “Take a bridge spot,” Rath said. 
 
    “If it’s okay, I’d like to work here. I ran all the sims here, so it feels comfortable,” Catherine said. 
 
    “Okay.” Rath climbed the ladder to the bridge and settled in. “Everyone, buckle up. By the numbers!” 
 
    “Flight, ready,” Merry said. 
 
    “Tactical and point defense are ready,” Jake said, taking his turn. 
 
    “Stealth and ECM, ready,” Catherine said nervously, trying not to miss anything she had learned in the simulations. 
 
    Pride nodded to Catherine with a smile. “Engineering and drone control, ready. Diffraction armor is online.” 
 
    “ARC and missile control, ready,” Rath said. 
 
     “TEC is online and locked into point defense,” Gunnar chimed in. “Override on demand.” 
 
    Envy finished them off with a “WOOF!” 
 
    “Let’s go, Merry. Keep us in Halo’s shadow until we get a fix on Resolution. Jake, load the transponder code the tribune gave us. As soon as you find Resolution, ping them for an IFF update. I want to know who’s shooting at who.” 
 
    Rath expanded the bridge holos to give a tactical view of the system. Two of the new battleships, Protector and Guardian, along with what looked like a third of the ships from their battlegroups, were engaged in a massive firefight with the other two-thirds of the fleet. The third battleship, the Defender, was adrift with fires burning in her hull, throwing pillars of flame into space. 
 
    “Why are they all clustered like that?” Pride asked. 
 
    “The Halo,” Rath said. “If the ring is firing her particle accelerators, the only place in the system that’s safe is behind cover or in front of the gate.” 
 
    Rath’s point was driven home a second later, when one of the friendly destroyers at the edge of the battle strayed too far and vanished in a flash of light. The Resolution showed on the display about two-thirds of the way to the fleet. 
 
    “That must be the limit of the clear fire zone for the station. There’s our ride. Catherine, give us a burst of ECM and then engage stealth. Pride, launch decoys.” 
 
    “Pulsing ECM! Stealth engaged,” Catherine said. 
 
    Pride responded, “Decoys deployed.” 
 
    “Leaving Halo’s shadow now,” Merry said. “Going evasive. All hands prepare for high-G maneuvers in five, four, three, two, one, now!” 
 
    There was a collective grunt as the Dreamer moved through a series of maneuvers and then dropped into a sprint for the Resolution. 
 
     “We’ve got a tail! Enemy cruiser closing!” Jake said. 
 
    The comm crackled. “Merry Dreamer, this is the Benthi Consortium cruiser Canopy. Stand down and prepare to be boarded. You have one minute to comply, or you will be fired upon. This is your only warning.”  
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    “Going evasive!” Merry said, putting Dreamer through a series of tight maneuvers. 
 
    Alarms sounded throughout the ship. 
 
    “Canopy is targeting,” Jake said. “They have lock.” 
 
    “Catherine! Pulse the ECM and change the stealth frequencies!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Pride!” 
 
    “Cameras are out on the crew deck!” Jake said. 
 
    Envy’s ears perked up, then he wiggled out of his harness and bolted for the ladder. 
 
    “Captain! I think you had better come down here,” Gretchen said. 
 
    “Not now, Doc! 
 
    “You should listen to her, Captain,” Catherine said. 
 
    “What now? Double up the rear shields and break that lock,” Rath said. 
 
    Rath slid down the ladder and slammed into the corridor wall as Merry put the Dreamer through another series of evasive maneuvers. Envy was in a crouch aimed straight at Catherine Peabody. He let out a low, menacing growl. Pride lay next to her console in a heap. Peabody didn’t move from where she aimed a pistol at Gretchen and the tribune. 
 
    Rath tensed and started to move to the side to divide her attention. 
 
    “Don’t move, Captain. I’m an excellent shot, and I’m certain I can kill the tribune and the doctor before you or Envy can reach me.” 
 
    Rath looked at Pride. 
 
    “She’s only stunned, Captain.” Catherine pulled a communicator from her jacket pocket. “Canopy, this is Peabody. Agent ID on the carrier. Package is onboard. Standby to board. Confirm.” 
 
    Catherine nodded and put the communicator away. “No one has to die today, Captain, but we’ll be taking the tribune and the core off your hands, one way or another. Tell Merry to reverse course to rendezvous with the Canopy.” 
 
    “You okay, Doc?” Rath asked. 
 
    “I’m all right.” 
 
    “And the tribune?” 
 
    “I had to sedate him. Otherwise, he’s stable,” Gretchen said. 
 
    Rath turned his attention back to Catherine. “You’re OpSec?” 
 
    “Got it in one,” Catherine said. 
 
    “So, the whole researcher thing was a cover?” 
 
    “Completely real. I just choose to work for an employer with better goals.” 
 
    “I’m sure your brother appreciated that.” 
 
    “Stephen was an optimist, and it got him killed,” Catherine said. “He should have listened to me. There will be a reckoning for Stephen.” 
 
    “Neera’s gone two damn far!” Rath swore. 
 
    “You think I work for the director? That’s cute. She’s almost as irrelevant as you are. The good news is you can retire exactly like you planned to. After today, there won’t be any need for mercenaries in the Benthi Consortium.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re calling it?” 
 
    “Consortium gets better approval ratings than empire, but it doesn’t really matter what it’s called as long as the right sort of people are in charge.” 
 
    “Who are the right sort of people?” Rath asked. 
 
    “The kind who want to build something and not just wait around for it. Did your friends tell you what the core actually is?” 
 
    “The prototype weapon system? Yes, they told me.” 
 
    “Did they tell you why it failed?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because it was designed to be fired by an AI.” 
 
    “That core used to be an AI?” 
 
    “No, but it, and the ship it came from, were designed to interface with one. Once we figure out how that interface works, we’ll be a lot closer to truly functional AIs of our own. The rest of the technology, as interesting as it might be, is just frosting. 
 
    “So, you don’t need the ship the core came from.” 
 
    “Of course, we do. But there is no reason we can’t have both.” 
 
    “Who came up with the AI theory?” 
 
    “VRI did, but they chose to ignore the potential of the AI interface to pursue the pulse cannon research. The Votha are brilliant, but they need to be employed productively.” 
 
    “Not sure I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “What you like or don’t like means nothing. I’m positive the Futaba will listen to reason. Now, enough stalling. Tell Merry to return to the Canopy, now.” She gestured with her gun for emphasis. 
 
    Pride groaned and tried to get up. Catherine spared a glance in the engineer’s direction, and Rath started to move. 
 
    Catherine’s pistol barked. Gretchen fell back with a yell. Catherine turned to cover Rath. “I won’t ask again, Captain. If this ship isn’t headed back to the Canopy in thirty seconds, you’re ne—” 
 
    There was a high-pitched whine as a laser pistol discharged. The charge passed through Catherine and burned into the ceiling of the compartment. She had time to look down, confused by the neat hole in her chest, before collapsing to the deck. 
 
    Peeps watched the body slump with enormous eyes, then dropped the pistol and flung herself at Rath. 
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    “Merry! Status?” Rath yelled up the ladder. 
 
    “Canopy is following but not shooting. We’re faster than they are.” 
 
    “Give me a hard burn for two minutes, then cut thrust and put her in a slow tumble. Keep coasting for the Resolution and tell Gunnar it’s going to get busy. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Hard burn, then cut thrust, aye!” Merry said. “Everyone, hang on.” 
 
    “Good shot, Peeps!” Rath said. 
 
    Peepsonta clung to Rath, trembling. “She was going to kill you!” 
 
    Gretchen levered herself off the floor and began strapping herself back in. “Damn, that hurts!” 
 
    Rath started to move to her, but she waved him off. “Either she lied about being a good shot, or she wasn’t trying to kill me. She grazed my arm. I’ll be all right.” 
 
    “Pride? How we doing?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Okay, Rath. Bump on the head. I’ll have the ECM and stealth back online in a minute.” 
 
    Rath gave Peeps a hug. “It’s all right, Peeps, you did great. Once the ship’s out of trouble, we’ll talk about it. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Rath,” she said. 
 
    “Do you want to come to the bridge with me?” Rath asked. 
 
    “I will stay with Bawk,” she said. 
 
    “Pride—” Rath took the communicator from Catherine’s body, “—think you can pass for Agent Peabody?” 
 
    Pride took the device. “Unless they are running a voice match. I can dirty up the transmission some. What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “Tell them you had to kill some of the crew and that you managed to shut the engines down, but you can’t slow the ship down. They are going to need to catch up and board.” 
 
    “Check. Then what?” Pride asked. 
 
    “I’m working on it,” Rath said. “Improvise.” 
 
    “Envy!” 
 
    “ERruf.” 
 
    “Stay here and guard.” 
 
    “Ruh!” Envy walked over to Gretchen and the tribune and settled in but watched alertly. 
 
    Rath moved back to the ladder and climbed to the bridge. “For all we know, the damned tribune is an OpSec agent, too.” 
 
    “What’s the story, Rath?” Merry asked. 
 
    “Peabody was an OpSec agent and tried to take over the ship,” Rath said. 
 
    “Damn! How did I not spot that? What did you do?” 
 
    “Stood like a damn idiot and played for time. She was threatening to kill the tribune and Gretchen.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” 
 
    “Dead. Peeps killed her.” 
 
    “Peeps? Really?” 
 
    “I know. I’m not even sure where she got the gun.” 
 
    “I had everyone arm when we had the cargo bay open,” Merry said. 
 
    “That explains it,” Rath said. He strapped himself back in. “What’s our position?” 
 
    “Three hours to intercept with Resolution. Canopy started accelerating after our burn. Assuming they are pushing as hard as they can, they’ll be in intercept range in one,” Merry said. 
 
    “Weapons range?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Half hour for the long-range stuff. We can take down their missiles with no problem until they close. After that, not so much,” Jake said. 
 
    “Jake, see if you can get the captain of the Resolution on tight beam.” 
 
    A minute later, Jake gave Rath a thumbs up. “On your monitor.” 
 
    Rath’s screen lit with the image of a striking woman with gray hair. Hazel eyes glinted in her nut-brown face. “I’m Captain Amanda Randal of the Resolution of Grum. What’s your status Merry Dreamer?” 
 
    “Rath Peterson commanding the Seven Deadly Sins mercenary ship Merry Dreamer. We’re en route with Tribune Laxos onboard. He’s injured, but stable, and being attended to by medical personnel. We also had an OpSec agent aboard who tried to take over the ship for her friends, who, as you can see, are trying to catch us. We can outrun them, but not until we are out of weapons range, and they’re going to fire as soon as we reengage the engines.” 
 
    “You aren’t disabled then, Captain Peterson?” Randal asked. 
 
    “No, we’re playing possum. Unless something changes, they are going to reach us before we reach you, and unless you start moving to match velocities, we are going to shoot right by. Is there another ship we can deliver the tribune to?” Rath asked. 
 
    “There isn’t, and we can’t move any closer without coming under fire from the Ring.” 
 
    “What about the Resolution’s fighters?” 
 
    “Committed to the battle behind us.” She set her jaw. “I can bring the Resolution in to cover your escape. If we are lucky, we will get out before Halo does too much damage.” 
 
    “I have a suggestion. Is the Resolution armed with MXT series missiles?” 
 
    Randal hesitated. “She is.” 
 
    “I need you to fire on the Dreamer. A full spread.” 
 
    “What? Are you out of your mind?” Merry asked. 
 
    Rath held up a hand. “And then we need the transponder and command codes for those missiles. Please don’t forget any. I just sent you a file for what I have in mind.” 
 
    Randal looked away, reviewed the file, and spoke to someone off comm. When she came back, she looked grave. “Do you play poker, Mr. Peterson?” she asked. 
 
    “On occasion,” Rath said. 
 
    “Next time you do, save me a seat,” she said. 
 
    Rath shared the plan with everyone on the Dreamer. 
 
    Merry said, “I always knew you were crazy, but…” 
 
    Jake rubbed his hands together, then started reconfiguring his station. “Oh, this one’s going to be fun.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth System 
 
      
 
    Rath answered the comm. “Yes, Sergeant Gunnar.” 
 
    “Am I reading this right? You asked the Resolution to fire on us?” 
 
    “You read it right,” Rath said. 
 
    “Are you insane? Do you know how many missiles are in a battleship volley?” 
 
    “You told me you’re good, Sergeant. Hope the product lives up to the advertising. Don’t miss.” 
 
    Rath could hear the laugh in Gunnar’s voice. “Fuck you, Captain.” 
 
    “You aren’t my type, Sergeant. But if you’re up to the mark, we can discuss it.” 
 
    “Now, I’m conflicted,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “See you on the other side, Sergeant. Rath out.” He keyed the ship wide comm. “We’ll be going active in about ten minutes.” 
 
    The broadcast really wasn’t needed. Gretchen was in the crew lounge with Tribune Laxos, Peeps, Bawk, and Pride had relocated to the bridge, and Sergeant Gunnar was still in the TEC. 
 
    “Once again, by the numbers,” Rath said. 
 
    “Flight, ready,” Merry said. 
 
    “Tactical and point defense, ready,” Jake said. 
 
    “Engineering and drone control, ready,” Pride said. “Diffraction armor is online.” 
 
    Rath double checked his readouts. “ARC and missile control, stealth and ECM, ready.” 
 
    “TEC, ready to go,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “Come on, Envy, you know the drill!” Rath said. 
 
    “WOOF!” 
 
    “Give us the countdown, Jake,” Rath said. 
 
    “Two minutes to firing threshold.” 
 
    They watched the monitors anxiously as the clock counted down. Rath wiped sweat from his forehead. He smiled at Merry, then reached down and gave Envy a thump before turning back to his console. 
 
    “Canopy has entered intercept envelope,” Jake said. “Resolution has locked on Merry Dreamer. Resolution is firing. Fifty missiles inbound. Eighteen minutes to impact.” 
 
    “Call our friends on the Canopy, Pride. We need a little help.” 
 
    “Resolution has turned and is accelerating toward the Protector Fleet,” Jake said. 
 
    Pride spoke urgently into Peabody’s communication device, sounding slightly hysterical. 
 
    Rath grinned. “Now, we play chicken.” 
 
    “What is ‘chicken’?” Bawk asked. 
 
    “Shhhhh,” Peeps said. It came out as more of a hiss. 
 
    “It means we see who flinches first,” Rath said. 
 
    Jake kept updating them. “Canopy is accelerating. Canopy has fired, targeting Resolution’s missiles. Thirty missiles inbound. Canopy has fired a second salvo. Sixty missiles inbound. Eight minutes until Canopy’s missile flyby, ten until impact of Resolution’s salvo. Canopy is continuing to accelerate.” 
 
    “What do you think, Pride? Canopy went to one-ten on the reactors?” Rath asked. 
 
    “One-twenty,” Pride said. 
 
    “Three minutes is go-time,” Rath said. 
 
    Jake counted down. “Three, two, one. Mark!” 
 
    “Active targeting Jake!” Rath said. 
 
    “Active targeting, aye!” 
 
    “Leveling Dreamer and accelerating to flank!” Merry said. 
 
    “Transmitting override codes to Resolution’s salvo,” Rath said. “Codes accepted! Pride, launch decoys.” 
 
    “Point defense firing,” Jake said. “Twelve missiles destroyed from Canopy’s first salvo.” 
 
    “Decoys away,” Pride said. 
 
    The missiles from the Canopy flashed past the Dreamer and caught a full salvo of close-range point defense and counter-missile fire. The Canopy’s missiles, tasked with destroying the Resolution’s missiles didn’t register the new threat until it was too late. 
 
    “Passing control of Resolution’s volley to TEC,” Rath said. “It’s all yours, Gunnar.” 
 
    “Confirmed, Rath. TEC has missile control. Retargeting missiles.” 
 
    Rath watched the Canopy’s second volley closing. “Firing counter-missiles.” 
 
    “Point defense engaging Canopy’s second salvo,” Jake said. “Fifteen missiles destroyed. Counter-missiles have destroyed eight missiles.” 
 
    “Decoys have diverted ten missiles,” Pride said. “Re-tasking remaining decoys.” 
 
    “Canopy is targeting,” Jake said. “Dreamer has been acquired!” 
 
    “Pulsing ECM,” Rath said. “Merry?” 
 
    “Going evasive.” 
 
    “Splitting missiles,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “I wish I could see the captain of the Canopy’s face when he realizes he’s got a hundred and fifty missiles inbound,” Rath said. 
 
    “Missiles have split,” Jake said. “Twenty-six missiles destroyed by proximity detonations. One hundred twenty-four missiles now tracking Canopy.” 
 
    “Taking fire. Shields at sixty percent.” 
 
    “Diffraction armor has redirected the spill over,” Pride said. “Armor at sixty-five percent integrity.” 
 
    “Canopy is evasive. Canopy is hit!” Jake went silent. “Canopy is destroyed.” 
 
    “How many hits, Jake?” Rath asked. 
 
    “I lost count.” Jake broadcast a window to their consoles. Canopy was hit by a dozen missiles and started to break apart, while missiles continued to slam into the burning wreckage in twos and threes until there was nothing left. Nothing. 
 
    Rath swallowed. A Rain-class missile cruiser like the Canopy had a crew compliment of twelve hundred beings. In the years 7DS had been based out of Halo, he had probably met many of them. He forced enthusiasm into his voice. “Fine shooting, Sergeant Gunnar! Dreamer is clear. If you decide you’re tired of the Protectors, you should look us up.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Gunnar said. “I’m detonating the missiles that didn’t hit the target.” 
 
    “Jake? How many?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Six,” Jake said. 
 
    “All right, let’s drop off our passengers and see if we can still get out of the system.” 
 
    “Set course for the Resolution.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth System 
 
      
 
    “Merry Dreamer, follow beacon zero six four for landing on dorsal pad one. Be advised, there is high traffic due to fighter recovery operations.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Resolution. Locking on beacon zero six four, and Dreamer is inbound. ETA fifteen minutes,” Merry said. 
 
    “What are we heading for, Jake?” Rath asked. 
 
    “The fleet action looks to be over for the time being. Consortium forces have withdrawn, Guardian and Protector look plenty beat up, but they’re still intact. Defender appears to be a complete loss, but it looks like they may be trying to salvage it all the same. The rest of the fleet didn’t do so well. Federation forces lost half their ships or more. The battleships were probably the only ones with strong enough shields to hold up against Halo, but it’s hard to tell which ships were destroyed and which might have gone over to the Consortium.” 
 
    “As long as we aren’t running straight into another firefight, I’m happy,” Rath said. “I’m going to go check on our passengers. Call me if anything changes.” 
 
    Rath slid down the ladder and found Sergeant Gunnar in the crew lounge with Gretchen and Tribune Laxos. 
 
    “Feeling better, I see,” Rath said. 
 
    “Yes,” the tribune said. He shifted to allow Gretchen to continue working while he talked with Rath. “Though not for lack of trying, it seems. I am waiting for the doctor to sign off so I can deal with this mess.” 
 
    “You’re as good as can be expected, Tribune. I’ll send this data to your chief medical officer. Excuse me.” 
 
    “Any news from the rest of the Federation?” Rath asked. 
 
    The tribune nodded, but he looked pained. “Good news and bad news. The attempt failed entirely in Grumal, and Consortium forces were demolished in Nabris, but we took heavy losses. Overall, we lost about half the fleet. What’s left is split about evenly between the Federation and the Consortium, but we are going to have two systems to defend to their one, and most of the industrial base is here. Long term, they can simply out-build us.” 
 
    “Are you still going to Nabris?” Rath asked. 
 
    “We are. The Federation council is meeting to discuss options,” the tribune said. “We will take you as agreed, or you can go your own way. I’ve asked Captain Randal to resupply your ship with what we have that might work for you, but I’d like you to consider joining us. We are going to need good people, and Sergeant Gunnar tells me you are an excellent tactician.” 
 
    “Don’t let that go to your head, Peterson. I was just happy you didn’t kill us all,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “High praise from someone who’s got passable aim with a missile.” Rath grinned, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, Tribune, but we have our current contract to finish, then I’ll put the question to the company. But this is a lot bigger than what we normally get involved in. We’ll probably relocate or find somewhere quiet to wait it out.” 
 
    “The affair with the Votha? I’m sorry to bring it up, but I overheard much of your conversation with agent Peabody. Prototype pulse weapons and possibly AI technology? You can see why we would be interested, especially now. At a minimum, we’re interested in making sure those don’t fall into Consortium hands.” 
 
    “Just when I was starting to like you,” Rath said. 
 
    “Rest your mind, Mr. Peterson. I have no intention of trying to take it from you, but if the Votha and Futaba could be convinced to sell or share the technology, perhaps we can develop it together, maybe form an alliance,” Laxos said. 
 
    “I’ll ask them, Tribune, but I expect they may have some trust issues where joint projects are concerned.” Rath gestured to Peabody’s body bag. 
 
    “One minute to touchdown,” Merry called over the comm. 
 
    “Time to go,” the tribune said as Gunnar helped him to his feet. “Please speak with your clients and let us know what their answer is.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. Thank you, Tribune.” Rath shook hands with Laxos, then with Gunnar. 
 
    “Stay frosty, Gunnar,” Rath said. 
 
    “Hell yeah, Captain. We still need to talk about that date.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    As soon as the tribune left, Rath called a general meeting in the crew lounge. 
 
    “All right, everyone, before we get going on the repairs checklist, I want to let everyone know where we stand. The Protectors are going to resupply us as best they can, and we get a free ride to Nabris, which is still in Federation hands, or we can cut bait and schedule our own transit direct to Vothan. 
 
    “Let’s deal with that first. I plan on seeing if we can reach Director Jerdo again. Now that we are closer to the gate than to Halo, we shouldn’t be jammed any longer. I told the tribune we would pass along his request. Bawk, Peeps, which way do you think that’s likely to go?” 
 
    Bocolocus fluffed his feathers. “I agree we should contact the director. It is a matter for the Futaba council to decide. It seems to me this technology has created more of a problem than it is worth. Your OpSec still wants it, and your Protectors do as well, and the two sides are at war. Of the two, the Protectors appear more reasonable. I’d say, if the offer is genuine, they will consider it, but I don’t know how the Protectors will defend us if they can’t defend themselves.” 
 
    “The Xoth’tar also want the core. They attacked the research nest,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Xoth’tar are mercenaries. We don’t know if they were trying to obtain it for themselves or for somebody else,” Merry said. 
 
    “We have already lost so much. It’s hard to know who to trust. I thought Catherine…” Peeps’ voice caught. “I thought Catherine was our friend, not just our colleague.” 
 
    “People do things for all sorts of reasons, Peeps,” Pride said. “Don’t think it was about you; she fooled everyone.” 
 
    Envy moved over and leaned against Peeps with a soft whine and almost knocked her over. She put her wing around the big dog and absently stroked his fur. 
 
    “Okay,” Rath said. “We can table this until we make that call. Bawk, use my terminal to try to get in touch with the Director and fill him in, then call me, and I’ll cover any questions. Does that work for you?” 
 
    “Yes, Rath,” Bawk said as he headed for Rath’s office. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Rath said. “Next item. Stitches, you kind of got hijacked taking care of the tribune, but a return to Halo is out. Option one, if we ask the tribune to take you, I’m sure he’ll agree. Option two, we can drop you off at our next destination, or, if you have somewhere in mind, we can see about getting you there. Option three, you’re welcome to stick with us till the end of the run, and we can talk about what is next if we survive. Standard contract.” 
 
    “I’ll take the contract,” Gretchen said. “Especially if you’ll give me a preferred destination clause at the end. There are some treatments I’d like to continue working on with Merry.” 
 
    “Done! And good to have you. We do have a medbay with a couple of autodocs. There’s a berth there, or you can pick one on the crew deck. Also, pick a terminal so you have some space to work. It will be clean, thanks to the cruisebots. Autodocs are stocked and, thanks to Peeps, they have the latest updates. Everything else is up to you. If there is something you need, give the list to Peeps. What else?” 
 
    “I’ll handle the resupply with the Resolution’s ordnance team,” Jake said. 
 
    “I need to change out some of the diffusion panels. They’re going to close the cover on the bay, so I can work without a suit,” Pride said. 
 
    “What can we do to help?” Rath asked. 
 
    “I’ve got it covered,” Pride said. “The cruisebots gave me an idea I want to test.” 
 
    There were a few more items that were regular housekeeping after an engagement, but the crew of the Dreamer were old hands at patching up the ship and getting her ready for the next run, and they had left Halo as near perfect as the ship had been in a long time. After the meeting, Rath walked through the ship. Envy padded along by his side. 
 
    Merry had gone to run another sim, so, while Rath waited for Bawk, he was at loose ends. 
 
    I’m doing this all wrong. The captain is supposed to tour the ship on the eve of battle, not wander through during the clean up looking for...That’s the problem. I’m ready to retire, and I still don’t know what I’m looking for. He stopped for a moment in the mech bay to pick up the whiskey glass sitting by the foot of the lift. Let’s hear it for shatterproof glass. I’m surprised the ’bots didn’t clean this up. 
 
    He set the glass back on the frame in Sandy’s bay, pulled the bottle of Mac’s reserve off the workbench, and poured a new drink, clinked the glass, and took a swig from the bottle that burned all the way down and filled the pit of his stomach with warmth. His comm chimed. “Rest easy, brother.” Rath put the bottle back and turned back toward the crew area. “C’mon, Envy, let’s see what Bawk has for us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Vothan Research Institute, Vothan 
 
      
 
    Jerdo waited impatiently for Bocolocus to summon the leader of the mercenaries they’d hired. Everything about this project had been a complete disaster, but the threat to the home system had been growing. Vothan was no longer the backwater it had been, and it was only a matter of time until… 
 
    It is our fault this is happening; we have waited too long. Half the Council wanted to believe we could continue as we have; that, if we bothered no one, we would be left in peace. The other half backed that fool Nakdo who wants to return to the ways of the past. With the Futaba council split between “trust everyone” and ”trust no one,” the project to salvage the technology from the Grithelean warship was the only compromise we could agree on. Jerdo clattered his beak in frustration, trying to determine the best way forward. 
 
    We seem cursed. First Xoth’tar attack the supply ship, then the research nest, and now Bocolocus reports that Catherine Peabody was an agent of the Benthi intelligence service. A spy. He also says the Benthi Federation appears to be at war, and, to make matters worse, both sides are aware of the Grithelean artifacts. Jerdo sighed, fluffed his feathers, and tried to compose himself. No good would come of allowing his agitation to be seen. 
 
    Then there is the issue of Rath Peterson accepting the mantle of Keeper. That’s something Addo should have explained to him as soon as he was aware of it. But Addo has been a featherbrain since we were young. 
 
    Jerdo saw the human come into video range. 
 
    “Keeper Peterson, allow me to introduce Director Jerdo of the Vothan Research Institute,” Bocolocus said. 
 
    Jerdo bowed and shook his beak, then watched the human imitate the gesture. “Mr. Peterson, I would like to thank you on behalf of VRI, the Futaba, and the Votha for your efforts. From what Bocolocus tells me, your company paid a price for doing so.” 
 
    “Good meeting you, Director. It’s true; this has been a difficult contract for us. We are looking forward to delivering your cargo so it can be completed. Has Bawk filled you in on Tribune Laxos’s offer?” Rath asked. 
 
    “He has. Do you think it’s worth listening to? Do you trust him?” Jerdo asked. 
 
    “Other than our contract, I can’t think of any reason why you would trust my opinion,” Rath said. 
 
    “A point in your favor. Bocolocus believes you have some insight to offer,” Jerdo said. 
 
    “All right. This is how I see it. I don’t see where you have anything to lose by listening to the tribune’s offer. One, you have a system that’s suddenly attracting too much attention, and you don’t have much to defend it.” 
 
    “Accurate,” Jerdo said. 
 
    “Two, the Protectors are great at that sort of thing; comes with the name, I guess. Until a day or so ago, I would have said it was a good deal for both of you, but the Protectors just took a big hit, and, until that’s resolved, anything other than cleaning their own house is going to be a low priority for them. The Protectors are semi-autonomous, but they are still the military arm of the Benthi Federation, or whatever it’s going to be called now that Benth is more or less on its own, so you won’t be dealing with Laxos exclusively. There will be some sort of government agenda to deal with. The Protectors don’t really have the resources to protect you.” 
 
    Jerdo nodded. “That makes sense based on Bocolocus’ description of the situation.” 
 
    “Three, everything I know about your cargo and its implications tells me this is a gold rush. Your goal of acquiring the Grithelean technology to defend your system makes perfect sense, but now that the word is out everyone else wants a piece of it based on what they think it might do with nothing to back it up. My experience says that if it doesn’t live up to the hype, there will be a bunch of disappointed people, and disappointed people can be dangerous.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my second question. Do you trust the tribune?” Jerdo pressed. 
 
    “I don’t know him well enough to trust him.” Rath said. “I believe the tribune will keep his word once he gives it, as long as he’s able. It looks to me like he’s operating in good faith and right now you have pretty limited choices. There’s another option you should consider though.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “The one group of people that won’t be desperate to get their hands on the Grithelean technology are the people who already have it. Everything I’ve heard about Salvage System says Tomeral is a stand-up guy, and I think they’ve intervened in situations like yours before. I don’t think you would have anything to lose if you put them on your short list,” Rath said. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Peterson. I’ll consider your advice. For now, make best time to Vothan so we can conclude our arrangement. There are things we should discuss in person, and I may have another offer for you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Aboard the Resolution 
 
      
 
    “Damn!” Rath rubbed his head and reached for the comm. He’d been cleaning up his office in the crew lounge and had dropped his comp under the counter that served as a desk just as the general quarters alarm sounded. 
 
    Envy barked and wagged his tail, then let his tongue loll out in a doggie grin. 
 
    “Laugh it up, fuzzball,” Rath said. 
 
    The screens in the Dreamer lit with a fleet alert passed through from the Resolution. Rath could feel the vibrations through the hull change as the Resolution accelerated. 
 
    “The fleet is monitoring an inbound gate event,” Jake said. “Whatever is coming through is big.” 
 
    “How far out, Jake?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Depends on how fast they come through. We’re about four hours out, and the fleet is accelerating,” Jake said. 
 
    “All right. Kill the GQ alert unless anything changes.” 
 
    “Uh, Rath?” Jake asked. “You seeing what I’m seeing?” 
 
    On the monitor, Rath watched a ship come through the gate. Rath had once seen a Merwick cube enter a system. At 3,000 meters on a side, it was the biggest construct he had ever seen in space, short of Halo. The ship coming through the gate was only about two-thirds as wide, but easily twice as long, and it was covered with other ships. As soon as it cleared the gate, the smaller ships began breaking off in groups and moving into a fleet formation that was as casual as it was menacing. 
 
    “We’re getting a broadcast message,” Jake said. 
 
    “Put it up,” Rath said. 
 
    “The Bone Crushers greet our allies in the Benthi Consortium. We are pleased to begin our contract. To the approaching Protector forces, fire upon us, and you will be obliterated. Continue your retreat and remove yourselves from this system. Do not seek to return.” 
 
    “More Xoth’tar. Just what we needed,” Rath said. 
 
    “Rath, the tribune is hailing,” Jake said. 
 
    “Put him through.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Peterson, what do you think of the Consortium’s new friends?” Laxos asked. 
 
    “I think they are late to the party and trying to save face, Tribune. If this fleet had come in during the battle, they would have been the hammer to Halo’s anvil. At this point, we’re too close to the gate for them to be effective. They also present an interesting dilemma for their new partners.” 
 
    “They look pretty damn effective from where I’m sitting,” Jake said. 
 
    “How so?” the tribune asked. 
 
    “Well, if they trust each other, your odds for system defense went from even to two-to-one against just using Benthi forces. If they don’t trust each other, they will have to leave Benthi ships in system to guard against the Xoth’tar, but you are likely to face mixed fleets when they attack. If it were me, I’d hit Nabris with the Benthi forces and leave Grumal to the Xoth’tar, and I’d hit both systems at the same time, so you wouldn’t have any reinforcements to send. It will be easy enough to tell, though; five will get you fifty they park that fortress ship where Halo can’t pound it with accelerator fire.” 
 
    “You have your father’s talent for strategic assessment,” Laxos said. 
 
    The simple statement hit Rath like a thunderbolt, and several nagging puzzle pieces snapped into place. 
 
    “You knew my father?” Rath asked. 
 
    Laxos nodded. “Not well, but yes. I was Taklak’s aide.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “You didn’t know me, so it wasn’t a card I was willing to play. I have little patience for games, and it was enough for me to have a chance to pay my debt,” Laxos said. 
 
    “Why tell me now?” 
 
    “Honestly? I slipped, but after today we may not meet again, so it’s just as well. I also wanted to thank you for your help with the Votha and Futaba. Director Jerdo contacted me, and we have the beginnings of an agreement. That leads me to my next request. I have a task force that will be leaving to perform a military assessment of the Vothan system to see what we have to work with, but they are on the Resolution, and I’d prefer not to transfer them by shuttle with a hostile fleet in range. Would you be willing to take them directly to Vothan instead of going to Nabris? 
 
    “I’ll have to verify that works for Director Jerdo, but if they’ll fit, we’ll take them. The Dreamer is slim on cargo capacity,” Rath said. 
 
    “The Resolution’s cargo master is familiar with the Dreamer’s specs. She tells me they can make it work. I’ll tell the team to get staged, pending verification. Good luck, Mr. Peterson.” 
 
    “To both of us, Tribune.” 
 
    Rath sent a request for verification and received a reply almost immediately. I don’t even want to think about what they have been spending on communications. Then he told the crew to expect company. 
 
    Merry was back on the bridge, confirming their departure with the fleet’s flight control. Their small group would depart ahead of the main fleet. The Dreamer was already powered up to leave as soon as loading was completed. 
 
    “Hey, Rath, company’s checking in. Want me to send him your direction?” Pride asked over the comm. 
 
    “I’ll come down,” Rath said. Rath walked to the cargo deck and found the controlled chaos that was Pride and the Resolution’s loadmaster packing every square inch of the Dreamer’s cargo space. Pride waved, then said something to the Grumlahl standing next to her. 
 
    “I think you’ve met the team leader,” Pride said as Sergeant Gunnar turned to offer his hand. 
 
    “You didn’t think you’d get rid of me that easily, did you?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hunt of Vengeance, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    Pack-First gave a growl of satisfaction as the swirl of Alter Reality faded, and the Hunt of Vengeance emerged from the gate. It had taken the Packs longer than he wished to repair their ships, but it had given him the time he needed to sink his fangs into his new role, and the taste was sweet. 
 
    “Pack-Second Qarth! Conceal the Pack.” 
 
    “Yes, Pack-First!” 
 
    He is young and untried for such honor, but he saved my life and leapt forward to preserve the Broken Fang. Loyalty should be rewarded, and Qarth made good use of the time he spent with Raggah on the Broken Fang while we prepared. 
 
    Pack-First watched as Qarth handled the routine commands and had the ship’s Speaker pass them through to the other ships of the Pack, then he turned to Lars. “Well, human, do you think we have beaten them here, or does your Pack hide in the darkness somewhere?” 
 
    He watched the human carefully to see if he would give anything away. He was surprised by the creature’s resilience. Despite what he had endured at the claws of the Pack-First of the Open Maw, he was not broken, and he refused to give them any information that might harm his Pack. 
 
    “They have probably come and gone while you were licking your wounds. You could return to Halo after them, but that didn’t work out well for the last group of Xoth’tar,” Lars said. 
 
    Pack-First bared his fangs in imitation of Lars’ smile. “In time we will. Your Pack will find us ready for their tricks when we meet again.” 
 
    Lars laughed. “Have you ever heard that you should beware of old men in a profession where men die young? Rath has given you three lessons already. You might want to pass on getting number four. You’ll run out of breath before he runs out of tricks.” 
 
    Pack-First considered what Lars had said. He also thought about the challenge he had just faced and the steps he had taken after. 
 
    He’d moved the Xoth from the Broken Fang into key positions throughout the other Pack ships, and he had shifted crews from ship to ship. It would take more time for them to forget old rivalries and come together with a single purpose, but he had drilled them to the edge of exhaustion in the bleak system where the prey had bested them not once, but three times. All of those things were preparation he would never have considered when he was younger, and his blood still burned. Now, he knew the Packs were ready.  
 
    “I like this saying. Perhaps humans are not completely worthless after all.” Pack-First stared at the bridge’s holo and looked at the tactical display of the system. “No, human. Your friends had wounds of their own to lick, and this system does not have the resources they needed to repair their ship properly. They went to Benth, or some other industrialized system, and then they will come here,” he said. 
 
    “You repaired your ships in space, what makes you think they didn’t?” Lars asked. 
 
    “I have five ships. They have one. It is a simple matter of options.” 
 
    “Like the option to drop cargo onto a freighter and have it delivered as soon as they made port?” 
 
    “Ah, but your Pack had a contract; they will see it through. They will come. I feel it in my blood. We have sayings of our own.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Prey falls to the patient hunter. For now, we wait and watch.” He studied the holo for a few moments more. 
 
    “Qarth! Deploy the Packs. Warning Growl will watch the gate at the limit of her range. Hunt of Vengeance and Scent of Blood will move to the ice rings of the gas giant, and Broken Fang and Leap to Kill will lie in wait in the stone fields at the edge of the system. If anything moves in Vothan I wish to see it.” 
 
    “Yes, Pack-First!” Qarth said. 
 
    “Now, human, we have set the trap. We will see what comes to spring it. I don’t think we will have to wait long, but time is on our side.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 OpSec Headquarters, Benth Orbital 
 
      
 
    Everything had gone exactly to plan, right up to the point where it didn’t. 
 
    Neera Ogata was an expert at contingencies and double-think, casual evasion, misdirection, and gentle and not so gentle confrontation. A career in OpSec had made certain she knew how to keep goals firmly in sight, even when reaching them required a certain moral flexibility. Her nearly fatal mistake had been one of idealism rather than competence. 
 
    Neera watched the clock click over and listened as their carefully crafted series of alerts began. A woman came through the security doors into the OpSec bullpen. She was dressed in the latest corporate chic and had a painted-on smile, and she held a security pass and carried a briefcase. She beelined for Neera’s office. 
 
    Neera tapped her headset. “Section teams, this is Archangel. Initiate lockdown protocols. Sweep and secure primary objectives. Operation Seraph is a go.” 
 
    “Wilco, Archangel. All sections confirm Seraph is go,” came the reply. 
 
    She glanced through her office window. 
 
    Probably another of Preston’s minions. Damn the man for yet another distraction. It all comes down to today. We could win the Ring, the planet, and a good portion of the fleet without firing a shot, but it must be handled carefully. 
 
    Preston sent a new courier every few weeks with updates that had to be handled personally. Each one was younger and prettier and more vapid than the last. They were ambitious climbers who jumped at the chance to play spy so they could move up the ladder, or anything else, Preston asked them to. The timing is probably his revenge for my getting rid of his last plaything. 
 
    Neera couldn’t help smiling when she thought about the overbearing woman in Preston’s shadow figures meeting. Preston had had the gall to call Neera after the meeting to let her know she should become friends with the creature since she was going to be the new Minister of Security, but Neera had no intention of allowing her prerogatives to be usurped. 
 
    “Archangel, lockdown protocols complete. Primary objectives are secure. No casualties.” 
 
    “Archangel confirms, proceed to secondary objectives.” 
 
    Neera allowed herself a few seconds of celebration. Nearly a year of planning had just come to a flawless completion. OpSec was in control of Halo’s power stations. Phase two would be capturing weapons control and, most importantly, the particle accelerator control. Those would be tougher, as they were staffed with Protectors, not civilians. Even the Protectors’ new ships couldn’t withstand more than a few hits from Halo’s main weaponry.  
 
    The woman had stopped to argue with Neera’s assistant, no doubt telling him she absolutely had to see the director right now. 
 
    Preston had called her in a rage. “What have you done with her, Neera? I swear, if you’ve had her killed…” 
 
    “Relax, Preston. Your playmate is fine. If it’s true love, you can join her whenever you want.” 
 
    “Release her at once!” 
 
    “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. I’ve had her sent to the Arconis Research Station.” 
 
    “Try again. Arconis is under strict quarantine because of the breach in the biomedical unit. No one leaves, and no one gets in.” 
 
    “They do when they stow away in a shipping crate of relief supplies. She was quite upset about the number of inoculations she was required to get. She threatened to go public. Fortunately, we control all media access to Arconis. I understand her recovery is going well.” 
 
    “You really are a bitch, Neera. None of that was necessary.” 
 
    “OpSec is mine, Preston. I trust there won’t be any more surprise shuffles on the org chart because of your bedroom habits.” 
 
    The courier finally dodged around her assistant and threw open her door. “Director Ogata! I have a message for you from—” 
 
    Neera’s headset screeched. “Archangel! Archangel! Heavy resis…Seraph compromised. Evac to…” The message faded into sounds of gunfire and feedback as the channel was jammed. 
 
    She looked into the eyes of the courier. Her eyes were blank as she spoke the words she had been programmed to, and they didn’t blink under the effect of the hypnagogic drugs she’d been given. 
 
    Neera grabbed the woman’s arm and yanked her into the office, hurling her across the room so that she slammed into the opposite wall as Neera dove through the closing door and rolled under the nearest desk. 
 
    “Bomb! Cover! Cover now!” she yelled. 
 
    There was a second of chaos as agents dove for any available cover. 
 
    Maybe I was wrong, mayb— 
 
    The blast shattered the reinforced wall and clear-steel windows of her office and filled the space with shrapnel as effectively as any grenade. Neera blacked out for a second as the pressure wave hit, then the fire suppression systems kicked in. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t hear anything through the ringing in her ears. She stared for a second at the ragged gash inches from her head in the tough ceramic of the desk she had sheltered under and tried not to panic. Then she was up and moving. She helped an agent to his feet, her chest burning with the lack of oxygen. Other agents were up and triaging. They had to get anyone mobile out of the area, then, if they could reach the environmental suits, they could look for other survivors. Someone shoved a mask into her hands. She quickly put it on and gasped with relief as she breathed in oxygen from the rescue tank. 
 
    She pointed to two agents who already had masks, then used OpSec flicker-speak. “Watch the entrance. No more surprises.” 
 
    They passed out the rest of the masks and made sure everyone was armed, but her warning had been too late for most. Out of the eighty people in the bullpen, they saved nine. 
 
    When I find out who was responsible for this, they will wish they had never been born, she vowed. She couldn’t assume it was Preston; she suspected it wasn’t. The attack had been direct and brutal, and neither was Preston’s style. 
 
    One of the agents signaled all clear, and the group started to move. Neera had a safe house in the warehouse levels that would do for now. As they made their way, the station lights dimmed, and deep vibrations shuddered through the hull as Halo began firing her weapons. 
 
    “Let’s go.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Resolution, this is Merry Dreamer requesting permission to depart for rendezvous with Task Force Delta,” Merry called over the comm. 
 
    “Confirmed Merry Dreamer. Permission granted. Task Force Delta will fly by. You are assigned position three and beacon niner four six. Captain Randal sends her compliments and thanks you for the gift. Good fortune, Dreamer. Resolution out.” 
 
    “What did you send her?” Merry asked. 
 
    “A case of Mac’s Reserve,” Rath said. 
 
    She nodded. “This is quite the escort they have for us.” 
 
    “Don’t let it go to your head. My bet is they see us as the annoying kid sister. I’m good with it, though. I’m happy being the taxi on this one. We can get Peeps and Bawk settled, give Jerdo his cargo, collect our pay, and then decide what to do next. You have your follow up with Stitches?” 
 
    “Here’s our ride,” Merry said. “All hands stand by for maneuvers,” she announced over the ship’s comm. 
 
    For several hours, the ships of the Protector fleet had been maneuvering under cover of Resolution, Guardian, and Defender to bring the task force together and position them for a sprint ahead of the main fleet. While the Xoth’tar seemed satisfied with banishing the Protectors without a fight, they weren’t going to take any chances. 
 
    “Merry Dreamer, this is the Cruiser Boreal. Task force Delta in position. Standby to attach for transit.” 
 
    “Permission to enter the bridge?” Gunnar asked from the ladder. 
 
    “C’mon up, Sergeant,” Rath said. “Grab a seat. We’re just getting settled in. Are you and your men going to transfer to the Boreal?” 
 
    “No. The tribune prefers to stay put till we reach Vothan. I’d prefer to stay here as well. Once we arrive, we can transfer and go down by shuttle, or, if you can take us all the way, it might be best.” 
 
    “Problem?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Captain Tassius on the Boreal had family serving on the Canopy,” Gunnar said. “Is staying here an issue?” 
 
    Rath shook his head. “Not for us. We’re used to cozy, and it’s only a four-day trip, but if you think this might go south…” 
 
    “No. Tassius and the Boreal will do the job, but I’d rather not make it any harder than it has to be.” 
 
    They watched as the cruiser took up station keeping above them, waiting for the Merry Dreamer to move from the Resolution to the Boreal. The transfer from one ship to another was fairly routine. The task force consisted of the cruiser Boreal, the escort carrier Forestal, two destroyers, the Charger and Chaser, the missile frigate Splinter, and the Merry Dreamer. 
 
    “Really?” Merry asked. “You should see these instructions, Rath. Boreal is afraid we’re going to scratch the paint.” 
 
    “That’s terrible. You should definitely help them with their anxiety problem.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Merry put the Dreamer through a complicated three-axis maneuver and settled into her assigned attachment point with barely a whisper. “Aaannnd—skids are locked.” 
 
    “That seemed…close,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “At least three meters to spare,” Merry said. 
 
    “Lockdown confirmed, Merry Dreamer. Please maintain position for transit. Boreal out.” 
 
    Gunnar grinned but shook his head. “Don’t push too hard. Everyone is still picking up the pieces.” 
 
    Merry nodded to Gunnar. “I hear you, but if we come up against it, they need to understand we aren’t a liability.” 
 
    “I came up to ask you if you would put the TEC into sim mode so I can give my guys a few runs. It isn’t something they’ve had a chance to train on. There’s going to be a scramble to put ships back in service from the Nabris mothball yard, and there must be twenty or thirty Phalanx- or Pilum-class corvettes we can bring back into service.” 
 
    “No problems there, but almost nothing on the Dreamer is the same as the factory version,” Rath said. 
 
    “It will be closer than anything currently in the fleet.” 
 
    “Let Pride know, and she’ll set you up, or Jake.” 
 
    “Will do. You know he challenged one of my guys to an eating contest?” 
 
    “I’ve got a hundred credit says he wins.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how much a Grumlahl eats?” 
 
    “Cocky. How about five hundred?” 
 
    “You’re on. Easy money. See you at chow.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it,” Rath said. Gunnar waved and headed down the ladder. Rath turned back to Merry. 
 
    “Now, before our ride showed up, I asked if you had your follow up. Don’t think you can distract me with your fancy flying,” Rath said. 
 
    “I wonder if my prosthetics can…” She raised a middle finger, then mock gasped. “Oh look, they can.” 
 
    “Merry…” Rath began. 
 
    “You can stop. She’s just getting set up. Peeps is helping her with the equipment, and I promised I’d check in right after we switched to Boreal as long as I can find someone to take bridge watch.” 
 
    She stood up and stretched. 
 
    “And wipe that silly grin off your face.” 
 
    “Some things I just never get tired of,” Rath teased. 
 
    “More than one, I bet,” Merry said archly. “I’ll be back soon; you could probably use some sim time yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” Rath said. 
 
    Merry watched him set up the sims and get to work, then she headed in the direction of the Dreamer’s medbay. Alerts sounded through the ship as the Boreal passed along the transition warning to her passenger ships. Merry felt the slight wave of dizziness as they passed through the gate into Alter Reality. 
 
    Next stop, Vothan. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Aboard the Boreal 
 
      
 
    “Getting all settled in, Gretchen? Or is it Stitches now?” Merry asked. 
 
    Gretchen arched an eyebrow. “Jerry is going to pay for letting that slip, but either works. Everything’s stowed. There wasn’t much to do, really. I put up my gear, then went through the checklists on the autodocs. I forgot the Pilum-class has two; the Phalanx-class only has one.” She patted the doors of the coffin-like alcoves built into the wall. “I like the military units better than the pods we used at the medcenter. These were set up mainly for trauma, but they have plenty of data storage, and, between my research, the portable I carry with me, and Peeps’s updates, we are just about up to medcenter specs. I’d like to go through the rest of the data stored on your medpods to see if they had anything mine didn’t. I also need to talk to Pride about adding support for the biogel system.” 
 
    Merry made a face. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “How’s it look, Peeps?” Gretchen asked. The Votha’s head poked down from an access panel. 
 
    “I reseated the cables the way you said. The compartment is clean. I think the connection may have been bumped by a cruisebot. Try it now.” 
 
    Gretchen tried the first autodoc, and the door opened. “First one is good, Peeps. Check the other one.” 
 
    She gestured to the extended table. “Your chariot awaits.” Merry lay down on the table, and Gretchen removed both prosthetics and set them on a diagnostic unit, then the table retracted into the autodoc. “I’m going to do a scan with and without the prosthetics. Once that’s done, you won’t have to take them off for your check-ups. Have you noticed anything new?” 
 
    “They itch,” Merry said. “I can tune it out, but it’s distracting.” 
 
    “Hmm. I’m not seeing any changes in your chemistry. Let me look at the nanites; there may be slight differences between those used in the medpod and the ones we are using now, or it may be a side-effect of the anti-rejection medication.” 
 
    “I thought nanites were all the same,” Merry said. 
 
    “Not even close,” Gretchen said. “What people think of when you say nanites is the general-use medical variety, but there are hundreds of specialized versions. We need to account for differences in tolerance, changes in physiology due to gravity, and immune responses from differences in vaccination, and that’s just for humans. Then you get into the differences between species, and it gets really complicated.” 
 
    Peeps poked her head down again. “Try the other one now, Gretchen.” 
 
    Gretchen activated the second autodoc and studied the display. “Perfect! Thanks for handling that. Just thinking about crawling into that tiny space makes me break a sweat.” 
 
    “I’m happy to help,” Peeps said, and she dropped to the floor with a flutter. 
 
    Gretchen gestured to Peeps. “Take the Votha or the Futaba, for example. Our generic nanite treatment would probably work just fine for them since we have experience with other avian species, but you simply don’t know without a full medical profile.” 
 
    “Jake said they tried to save Researcher Malda, but the nanites didn’t have any effect,” Merry said. 
 
    Peeps looked sad at the mention of Malda’s name. “They gave Keeper Malda nanite treatments?” 
 
    “Three complete trauma packs,” Merry said. 
 
    “I didn’t know that. I’m pleased they tried to help. They had no way of knowing it wouldn’t be effective,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Why do you say that, Peeps?” Gretchen asked. 
 
    “Futaba can’t use nanite treatments; it interferes with their natural regeneration. Their bodies reject them,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Peeps,” Merry asked. “Did they harm Researcher Malda by giving her the nanites?” 
 
    “Possibly, but I saw her injuries, she could not have recovered on her own,” Peeps said. 
 
    “If we did, we’re sorry, Peeps.” 
 
    “I understand. It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “Peeps, do the Votha share this trait with the Futaba? Is there an alternative treatment?” Gretchen asked. 
 
    “No, standard nanites work fine for us. Genetically, the Futaba are much closer to their evolutionary roots than we are.” 
 
    Merry and Gretchen exchanged looks. Gretchen nodded. “It’s something new for us to look into.” She turned to Peeps. “If there’s anything else medical we need to be aware of, please let me know,” Gretchen said. 
 
    “I will add it to the medical database as soon as we reach Vothan, and I have access to the files,” Peeps promised. “Now, I need to go let Bawk stretch his wings. I’m running late, and he will be cranky.” Peeps turned toward the crew deck. 
 
    “What’s Bawk been up to?” Merry asked. 
 
    “He’s watching our eggs,” Peeps said happily. “Please don’t tell Keeper Rath, we wish it to be a surprise. I have to go.” 
 
    The two women watched her go, stunned. 
 
    “Somehow, I think they’re going to get their wish,” Gretchen said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Aboard the Boreal 
 
      
 
    “Look, all I’m saying is Jake’s a ringer, and it’s the damndest thing I ever saw. I had no idea a human could eat that much,” Gunnar said over the comm. 
 
    “Your donation to the Merry Dreamer benevolence fund is greatly appreciated, Sergeant. Don’t worry, your credit has gone to an excellent home,” Rath said. 
 
    “I still don’t know where he put it all. Twenty-six ration packs!” 
 
    “I have a very high metabolism,” Jake said. 
 
    “I can confirm there isn’t anything different about him medically,” Gretchen said. “I picked up a hundred credit myself.” 
 
    “Why is it I never get in on these things?” Jake asked. 
 
    “You mean, like your bet that they had to give you two ration packs for every one you ate if you won?” Pride asked. 
 
    “Well, sure, there’s that, but hard credit buys a lot of rations,” Jake said. 
 
    “Incoming message from Boreal,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Boreal to task force. Five minutes to transit. Stand by to detach immediately following transit all-clear. Please acknowledge detach vectors.” 
 
    “Good to go,” Merry said. 
 
    “Boreal, Merry Dreamer confirms detach vector,” Peeps said. “Standing by.” 
 
    “All right, we can’t go active while we are piggyback, and this is supposed to be friendly territory, but we are still going to run it by the numbers. Let’s go,” Rath said. 
 
    “Flight,” Merry said with a smile. “Ready to go.” 
 
    “Tactical and point defense, standing by,” Jake said. 
 
    “Engineering and drone control, good to go,” Pride said. “Diffraction armor is standing by.” 
 
    “ARC and missile control standing by,” Rath said. “Stealth and ECM, ready.” 
 
    “Communications ready,” Peeps said. 
 
    Rath smiled. While Bawk was keeping to himself, Peeps had dug in. She’d helped around the ship and trained through the different stations. 
 
    If we weren’t going to hang it up soon, I’d consider asking her to stay on. 
 
    “TEC is standing by,” Gunnar said. “Sound off, Corporal!” 
 
    “Protector Marines, always ready.” 
 
    “WOOF!” Envy added, closing out their ritual. 
 
    “Count it down, Jake,” Rath said. 
 
    Jake kept an eye on the countdown. “Five, four, three, two, one. Transit.” 
 
    They all felt the slight nausea that came with transition, and the swirling colors of Alter Reality faded and were replaced with the darkness of normal space. 
 
    “Boreal to task force, the gate is clear of encroachments. You are go to detach.” 
 
    Merry nodded to Peeps. “Merry Dreamer confirms, Boreal. Detaching now, and thanks for the ride,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Detaching and moving to high cover,” Merry said. 
 
    “Give it a ping, Jake. Let’s see where everyone is. Pride, drop a recon drone. Peeps, let Boreal know what we’re doing, then get in touch with Vothan system control and ask them for an approach vector,” Rath said. 
 
    “Contact! I have an anomalous contact bearing…Damn! It’s gone. Running logs. Nothing solid, just a blip,” Jake said. 
 
    “Check it out?” Merry asked. 
 
    “Not yet, let’s wait for Vothan control, but tag the logs and send them, and update the task force on the contact trace. Let’s let the Protectors handle it for the time being. We have a cargo to deliver.” 
 
    “Riiight! Boreal, I do christen thee, Meat Shield!” Jake said. 
 
    “Keeper, Vothan control welcomes us and has given us an approach course and landing authorization. Boreal cannot confirm the contact trace and gives us permission to depart. The task force is beginning assessment and patrol operations,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Pat on the head, huh? Fair enough. Merry, take us in,” Rath said. “What’s the projection?” 
 
    “Take us in, aye. ETA is five days. This system is pretty spread out. We can cut that to three if we turn and burn,” Merry said. 
 
    “Home stretch,” Rath said. “Let’s take it easy,” 
 
    “Rath, Forestal is launching patrol fighters,” Jake said. 
 
    “We’ll keep an eye out, but let’s be on our way. All stations stand down and set for normal operation.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Vothan Research Institute, Cooptup, Vothan Prime 
 
      
 
    Director Jerdo stood framed against the evening gloom as the Dreamer’s ramp lowered. The fresh smells of salt marsh and pine drifted on the chilly air. Shafts of sunlight pierced the clouds, dappling the nearby forest in crimson and gold. Rath, Merry, Bocolocus, and Gunnar walked down to meet him. 
 
    Jerdo stepped up to the ramp. He bowed deeply and shook his beak in the Futaba greeting. The group emulated it as best they could. 
 
    Grumlahl are not designed for beaking, Rath thought, watching Gunnar’s attempt. I can’t wait to tell Jerry about this. 
 
    Jerdo surprised them by hopping back and reaching out gently to shake hands, using the strong three fingered clawed hands that hid beneath the feathers of his wingtips. 
 
    “Welcome to Vothan, Gentlebeings. Would you like to refresh yourselves after your journey? We have a tour of the Institute grounds scheduled for you tomorrow morning, but if you prefer a nocturnal tour, Bocolocus is familiar with the grounds, or I can arrange another guide. Here the Futaba work by day and the Votha by night, but I know ship time is relative.” 
 
    Gunnar stepped forward. “I have an initial report, and I have some suggestions for a readiness plan for you. The data your team sent was exactly what we needed to set a baseline. Do you have somewhere you would like my troops and me to set up?” 
 
    “Sergeant Gunnar, I found your list of questions refreshingly direct. You will be working with Consul Dobodo and his nest, and they will meet you in the morning. We have quarters set aside for you. If you would like to prepare your men, I’ll have a guide take you there.” 
 
    “That works for us,” Gunnar said. He turned to Rath and Merry. “Thanks for the ride. I need to get the team settled. See you in the morning?” 
 
    “We’ll be here,” Rath said, shaking Gunnar’s hand. Merry surprised the Grumlahl with a hug. “We’ll see you tomorrow,” she said. 
 
    Jerdo cocked his head at Rath and Merry. 
 
    “We’re fine, Director. For now, what I’d really like to discuss is getting your cargo unloaded and completing the contract. Our doctor wants us to request access to your medical databases, and we thought Bawk and Peeps might be anxious to get home.” 
 
    Bawk half turned to give him a puzzled look. “Keeper, is there some problem we aren’t aware of?” Bawk’s voice shook. 
 
    Rath looked at the Votha. “Of course not. I just thought you might have friends here you’d be anxious to see instead of being cooped up with us.” 
 
    “But…” Bawk started. 
 
    “Bocolocus, why don’t you show the sergeant and his team to the visiting lecturers’ wing while I discuss our next steps with Mr. Peterson and Ms. Ogata,” Jerdo said. 
 
    Bawk looked from the director to Rath and back. 
 
    “It’s all right, Bawk. We’ll catch up with you afterward, and maybe you can show us some of the gardens,” Rath said. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s collect your team, Sergeant,” Bawk said. He took Gunnar’s hand and moved in the direction of the ship. 
 
    “I’m not sure what’s gotten into him,” Rath said. “He’s been keeping to himself. I thought the loss of his friends had caught up with him and that he would be happy to be home, but he seems more upset now.” 
 
    “I must apologize; there are a number of things we need to discuss, and I see that the Votha should be the first of them,” Jerdo began. He led them to a sitting area surrounded by potted greenery. “It was a mistake for them to be offworld, but we had few choices, and Malda’s research into the Grithelean artifacts seemed our best option. Please, let us sit, and I will give you the background, but I must ask that you keep what you are about to learn in strict confidence.” 
 
    Rath and Merry looked at each other, then nodded. “We agree. Go on.” 
 
    “The Futaba came to Vothan around three thousand years ago. Our species had been at war—with ourselves, with others—for nearly as long, and for us, there was finally a breaking point where we had to change or perish. We left our devastated home worlds looking for a refuge. When we found Vothan, we formed a partnership with the Votha. They were a young species, untouched by war and its horrors. The Votha apply themselves to challenges completely, unburdened with ethical concerns. The original culture was formed of nests devoted to different specialties, much like human caste systems. Votha are born into nests and work within them for life, and they pass on their knowledge to their progeny through a limited genetic memory. Other than having problems to solve, the only thing a Votha wants is to belong.” 
 
    “With a resume like that, I would expect Vothan to be a wonder,” Merry said. 
 
    “It could have been,” Jerdo said. “Or it could have become a dead world. The Votha are task oriented, and once the task is completed, they find another. That was where the Futaba came in. We became mentors, guides, and advisors who kept the Votha focused away from the areas that had been so disastrous to us in favor of a more peaceful existence. Over time, the Votha began to imprint on the Futaba. Nests were kept small, and projects were compartmentalized. We stopped being mentors and became—” 
 
    “Keepers,” Rath said. “Peeps and I talked briefly about how my being captain was like being the father of a family, and that it’s my responsibility to take care of my crew. When they started calling me Keeper, I just assumed it was a different take on captain.” 
 
    “Bocolocus is confused because you said you were bringing them home. From the moment you became Keeper, their home was with you, Rath Peterson. He thinks you mean to abandon them.” 
 
    “This is all a misunderstanding. I’m sure if we explain…” 
 
    “Votha bond to a Keeper for life,” Jerdo said. 
 
    “They were able to choose a new Keeper after Malda was killed,” Rath said. 
 
    “Votha can sometimes rebond if a Keeper is killed; they might do so again if you were to die.” 
 
    “Let’s avoid that option.” 
 
    “Director, what happens if we leave Peeps and Bawk here?” Merry asked. “Peeps was with Keeper Malda, but Bawk was working independently. Is that an option?” 
 
    “I do not know, Ms. Ogata. In the short term, perhaps, but the issue remains. I don’t believe deceiving them would be successful, even with the best intentions. We did not know if it was possible for Votha to form a Keeper bond with someone other than Futaba. In part, the isolation of the research nest was to test that theory with the Peabodys. Keeper Malda was nearing the end of her life cycle.” 
 
    “That’s pretty damn cold blooded,” Rath said. “What if they couldn’t?” 
 
    “If a Keeper dies, and the Votha are unable to rebond, the Votha die. If the Keeper abandons their Votha, they die.” 
 
    “What if there are eggs?” Merry asked. 
 
    “Eggs?” Rath asked. 
 
    “It was supposed to be a surprise,” Merry said. 
 
    “Eggs.” Rath stared off toward the forest. 
 
    Jerdo became quiet. “Votha chicks have the genetic memory of the nest they belong to; if there is no Keeper, the chicks die.” 
 
    “Whole lot of death in that scenario,” Rath said. 
 
    “It is a failsafe that has become ingrained in our combined culture, Mr. Peterson. There is no judgment here, you are free to walk away. Becoming a Keeper is a burden you did not ask for, but the Votha must have Keepers.” 
 
    “For their own good, I suppose?” Rath’s anger was building to the point of explosion. I can’t decide whether to hate the Futaba or pity them. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Peterson, and for ours as well. In some ways, it would be best for both the Futaba and the Votha to fade, but it has become the Futaba’s mission to save the Votha as they once saved us. They need Keepers, and we must find them for the Votha to survive. The Futaba are a dying race, Mr. Peterson. In two or three hundred years, we will be no more.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Vothan Research Institute, Cooptup, Vothan Prime 
 
      
 
    Rath and Merry made their way back to the Dreamer after their talk with Director Jerdo. He had offered quarters on the institute grounds, but Rath had declined for the time being. They needed time to talk with the rest of 7DS, and he needed to think things through. 
 
    “Well, that was a lot to take in,” Merry said. She grabbed two of the new glasses from the galley and poured them both a drink, while Rath gave Envy the obligatory belly rub before climbing up to the bridge. 
 
    Rath laughed, then dropped into his crash couch on the bridge and hit the control to roll back the bridge canopy. Stars twinkled in the Vothan sky. “You think? I’m calling them Fubara till further notice,” Rath said. 
 
     “These glasses are pretty nice once you get used to them—ice cold, no ice.” She handed him his drink, then sat in his lap and looked through the clear-steel at the stars. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, we sure as hell aren’t letting anything happen to Peeps and Bawk. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do, but that’s never stopped me before.” He ran a finger down one of her prosthetics, and the transferred sensation made her shiver. “And it sounds like they might be able to help you, or at least give us better answers.” 
 
    They had received some good news on the medical front. Jerdo had given them an access code for the medical databases to pass to Gretchen along with contact information for their chief medical researcher. 
 
    “Rath, about that…” She looked away. “I’m sorry we haven’t talked. Really talked.” 
 
    “I knew we would when you were ready,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t want you to get your hopes up. Whatever VRI might have may not change anything,” she said. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Gretchen says six months to a year. I always knew this might happen.” Tears gathered in her eyes and raced each other down her face. “Now that it’s here, I’m not sure what to do. I always thought we might go out in a blaze of glory before it mattered. I think that was the real reason I jumped on this mission—it was a reason to keep going and not have to face…this,” she said. 
 
    Rath squeezed her. “We finish this mission, then we decide if we are staying here or going to Sol, or to Salvage, or somewhere else.” 
 
    Jerdo wanted them to deliver the core to the Grithelean ship, which was hidden in the system’s asteroid field. In addition to the ship, there was a base built into one of the largest asteroids. The ship and base had been discovered after a rogue comet passed through the system, and VRI sent a probe to investigate the asteroid field and gather particle data. 
 
    They would load the data core onto a shuttle and ferry it to the ship. The base’s formidable automated defenses would fire on anything larger than a frigate. They thought the Dreamer was too small to activate them unless she powered up shields and weapons, in which case all bets were off, but there was no sense taking chances. The Votha had made considerable progress in deciphering the Grithelean control systems but had left the base defenses alone until the ship could be brought online. 
 
    “After that, we wait to see if we can help our friends, and, while we wait, we do whatever needs doing to get you better. We fight; it’s what we’ve always done. Tomorrow, we will see what the director has for us,” Rath said. 
 
    A big piece of the puzzle had clicked into place as Jerdo filled in the background. Originally, VRI had reached out to one of its corporate partners in the Benthi Federation, one with substantial military contracts. The Pembrook Corporation had arranged the introduction to the Peabodys and had later become increasingly frustrated with the measured pace VRI had chosen to take in unraveling the technology. 
 
    “I thought they were crazy, keeping the research so far away, especially after Jerdo told us they have a base in system, but keeping the research and the team isolated, and the location of the ship secret, might have been the best decision they made,” Merry said. “If Pembrook was involved in the coup on Halo, then the slow burn meant anything from the research would be too late to help their plans.” 
 
    “That would have left Pembrook with no option except to capture the core by other means. The arrival of that Xoth’tar Fortress ship confirmed there’s a link between them and the Consortium,” Rath said. “Unfortunately, that means that sooner or later either the Consortium, the Xoth’tar, or both, will remember this particular loose end. People with power are always looking for more.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Vothan Research Institute, Cooptup, Vothan Prime 
 
      
 
    Dawn filled the bridge of the Merry Dreamer with a bright blaze of pinks and oranges. Dew beaded outside the clear-steel of the bridge canopy. Rath’s eyes snapped open, and he was instantly awake. It was a habit he had formed early in life, one he occasionally wished he could turn off. Merry was still curled up in his lap. They had talked late into the night and eventually drifted off. Rath watched her for long minutes. Her hair had fallen across her face and trailed down his chest. She shifted slightly and smiled in her sleep. If I could stay in this moment forever, I would. 
 
    A thunderous fart echoed off the deck, followed by the scrabble of Envy’s claws as he rose to his feet, yawned, and pushed his wet nose into their laps. Merry scratched one of the proffered ears and looked up at Rath through her eyelashes. 
 
    “Good morning, Envy,” Merry said. 
 
    “Er-ruh,” Envy said.  
 
    He leaned into the scratch and let his tongue hang out in a grin. Merry wrinkled her nose. “Rath?” she accused, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “It was the dog,” Rath said. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. It’s always the dog,” she said. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Oh five hundred local, just after sunrise. We have a couple hours till we meet Gunnar and the director,” Rath said. He gave her a squeeze and wiggled his eyebrows at her. “What would you like to do until we have to go?” he asked. 
 
    “WOOF!” Envy said. 
 
    “I’m thinking a fresher and then breakfast. We have a lot to do today,” Merry said. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be lusty?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Some things are worth waiting for. Raincheck?” 
 
    “You’re right, but I don’t have to like it.” He grinned. “I should talk to Peeps and Bawk. Maybe over breakfast?” 
 
    Envy bounced. “Ah-woo!” 
 
    “You know what he wants, and we are planet side, so a walk is part of his contract,” Merry said. 
 
    Envy bounced again and whined. 
 
    “Did you have to say the W word?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Go walk the dog, Rath. I’ll round up Peeps and Bawk, and we can talk after you get back,” Merry said. “Beef hash for breakfast?” 
 
    “Omelets?” 
 
    “Rath!” 
 
    “The eggs are powdered anyway, and I’m not giving up breakfast because we have avian crew. If it bugs you, how about French toast?” 
 
    “Beef hash and pancakes.” 
 
    “Fine!” Rath said. “I’ll get changed.” He leaned in to kiss Merry. “But I’m collecting on that raincheck later.” 
 
    “Damn right you are.” 
 
    “Envy, walk in five. Meet me at the ramp.” 
 
    “Woo-WOO!” Envy scrambled for the ladder. 
 
    Five minutes later, Rath and Envy moved at an easy jog along the paths of the gardens, up and around the institute’s main building, and through an enormous stand of trees that must have been a dozen meters in diameter and a hundred and fifty high. The smell of damp soil and the mint-pine scent of the trees in the morning air was refreshing. While Rath wasn’t much of a runner—that was usually Jake—he enjoyed the exercise. He ran until his heart hammered in his chest, then walked to cool down, while Envy easily kept pace. The gravity was slightly less than what he was used to, and it made him feel like he was in better shape than he was. Better start fixing that, he thought. Stitches is taking the ship’s doctor role seriously if the appointments for crew physicals on the calendar are any indication. They finished their loop with a sprint back to the Dreamer, then hit the freshers and headed for the mess. 
 
    Merry and Peeps were bringing out covered dishes that they placed in the center of the table, and Gretchen was pouring drinks—coffee and orange juice for the human crew, and the greenish drink the Votha preferred. 
 
    Without ceremony, they dug into their meals. Peeps had discovered fruit and nut yogurt parfaits on the menu, so she and Bawk had those with their pancakes, and the humans had beef hash with theirs. 
 
    “What’s the status on the core?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Jake and I pulled it yesterday and loaded it into the shuttle. It’s ready to go,” Pride said. 
 
    “Medical?” 
 
    “Peeps updated our databanks with the information for Votha and Futaba, and I received access from VRI for the additional databases this morning. Unless something comes up, I’ll be digging into that once we are underway,” Gretchen said. 
 
    “Engineering?” 
 
    “A couple of things. I have new ship suits for us that have sensor gear built in for the mechs, a pilot’s build for Merry, and the Dreamer’s interface is online. I even have a module for the shuttle, though it isn’t hooked up yet. The mechs are ready to go, and I modified two of the cruisebots so they can replace diffraction plates. The replacement and repair tests were good, but I need to work up a sturdier design,” Pride said. 
 
    “Flight and tactical should be good.” Jake and Merry nodded. “That brings us to passengers.” The two Votha exchanged anxious looks. 
 
    “Keeper, we are sad, but we understand. I spoke with the director, and he explained your difficulty,” Bawk said. 
 
    “What did he tell you?” Rath asked. 
 
    “That you did not understand the responsibility of becoming a Keeper, that it was something you might not want to continue.” 
 
    Rath leaned back. “I wish he had waited to say anything.” 
 
    “I forced the conversation, so we could be prepared,” Bawk said. 
 
    “Bawk, Peeps, what the director told you is only partially right,” Rath said. “He’s right in that I didn’t know how serious the commitment was, and for that I’m sorry. I still don’t understand fully, and until we get some breathing room, it’s not likely I’m going to have time to learn, so when I make mistakes, you are going to have to help me along. I know this is new for you as well. We’re just going to have to figure it out together.” 
 
    “You mean we can stay?” Peeps asked. 
 
    “Where we go, you go,” Rath said. 
 
    “I told you!” Peeps hissed at Bawk. 
 
    “We have a surprise for you, Keeper,” Bawk said hurriedly. Peeps and Bawk came around the table, took his hands, and led him to the crew sleeping berths forward of the mech bays. They opened the door to their compartment. Inside was a nest of blankets and cushions. Sleeping in the center were three tiny balls of white fluff, each about the size of a softball. The chick in the center blinked sleepy eyes at the bright light. Yawning hugely, it looked like nothing so much as a giant, angry cotton ball. 
 
    “Oom-PEEP!” it demanded, waking the others. 
 
    “What are their names?” Merry asked. 
 
    “They will receive names as their personalities develop. Votha grow quickly. In a year, they will be ready to assume a role in the nest,” Peeps said. 
 
    “If I were to name them now, they would be Bossy, Quiet, and Hungry,” Bawk said. 
 
    “No one asked you,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Keeper, it is customary for you to welcome your Votha to the nest. All you need to do is hold them,” Bawk said. 
 
    Rath reached out gently and gathered the tiny chicks in his arms, while Peeps and Bawk enclosed them all with their wings. Two of the chicks blinked several times and then drifted off to sleep. The third chick oomed at Rath again and then began to gnaw on one of his fingers. 
 
    Rath looked at Merry. She was crying again. “Welcome to the Dreamer, little ones.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Merry Dreamer, Vothan Prime 
 
      
 
    The Dreamer bumped though the choppy atmosphere toward Vothan’s night side. From there they would sprint to the base in the system’s debris field, and, finally, they would get to see what all the fuss was about. There were a few more surprises in the morning’s meeting. The first was that both the base and the ship had skeleton crews—nests of technicians and engineers, as well as a group of Futaba who had either lost their nests of Votha or had never had one and were there specifically to work on the weapons systems. The second was that as soon as it became clear Rath had accepted his role as Keeper, Jerdo had offered them an additional contract to consult on the negotiations with the Federation and Vothan system defense. Rath explained that 7DS always decided on contracts by vote and said they would discuss it at the first opportunity. 
 
    Rath smiled at Director Jerdo who had asked for a bucket as soon as they hit the heavy turbulence. 
 
    “Okay, Pride, decoys away, Rath said. 
 
    “Decoys away, aye!” Pride said. 
 
    Jerdo tightened his grip on the bucket. “I realize how ironic this must seem to you,” Jerdo said. “Why do we not move higher to smoother air?” 
 
    “Sometimes, there is just no substitute for the real thing,” Merry said. “Time to kick it up a notch.” 
 
    “What does she mean kick it up?” Jerdo asked. 
 
    “You did say you were interested in the ship’s capabilities,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “Yes, but…” Jerdo trailed off as a series of bounces rocked the ship. 
 
    Merry paused a moment and ran a quick calculation on her board. “Hey, Peeps, are you sure high-G won’t hurt the chicks? 
 
    “They will be fine,” Peeps said. She and Bawk had taken over the forward bridge stations, and the three chicks were confined in a padded hammock stretched between them. With each bump and dip, they chirped excitedly, their bright eyes looking everywhere. 
 
    “High G?” Jerdo asked, looking green. 
 
    “Make sure you keep a lid on that bucket,” Rath said. He took a quick look at Merry’s plot, then pointed out the front of the canopy. “See those flashes? A good-size storm is brewing out there. We are using this run for some in-atmosphere practice and as a test for your defense platforms. It will also be an exercise for the Protectors, courtesy of Sergeant Gunnar, so what we are going to do is hit the middle of the storm, more or less, then go ballistic. Before we clear the storm, we’ll engage our stealth systems and coast to our destination.” 
 
    “Call it, Peeps.” 
 
    “All stations secure for high-G maneuvers,” Peeps called over the comm. “All stations report ready, Keeper.” 
 
    “Here we go!” Merry said. 
 
    The Dreamer reached the edge of the storm and, concealed by the electrical discharges, leapt forward. The hard acceleration crushed them into their seats despite the compensation from the grav plating. 
 
    “Ten seconds to cloud boundary,” Jake said. 
 
    “Decoys are live,” Pride said. 
 
    Rath looked to the forward stations. “You’re up, Bawk.” 
 
    “Stealth activated. ECM standing by,” Bawk said. 
 
    “Cutting thrust in three, two, one, now,” Merry said. 
 
    The Dreamer shot out of the clouds into clear air. For a moment, she hung suspended, with the storm raging beneath her, and auroras lighting the edge of space above her in streams and sheets of colored light, which faded in wisps and trails as she coasted into the black. 
 
    “Nicely done,” Gunnar said. “No running the numbers this time?” 
 
    “I was really hoping not to have to shoot anyone,” Rath said. 
 
    “Jake, how’re we doing?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Defense net is up and tracking. Whoa.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Well, for a system this size, they have about half the nodes they need; there are a lot of gaps. But that isn’t the surprising part. The defense platforms didn’t pick us up, though it looks like the satellite system around Vothan did. The weather monitors, however, picked up the pressure wave.” 
 
    “Oops,” Merry said. 
 
    “The Protector ships are lit up like crazy, and some of these points are mobile. It kind of looks like a drone shell,” Jake said. 
 
    “Very perceptive. Yes, we have a combination of drones that work with the defense platforms to provide greater coverage,” Jerdo said. 
 
    “Make that a third of the nodes they need, and the drones aren’t armed. Early warning only,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “You knew?” Rath asked. 
 
    Gunnar nodded. “It was part of the base data files they sent us. You can do a lot with small patrol ships. That was one of the reasons I wanted Director Jerdo to get a look at Dreamer. With Halo in Consortium hands, we won’t be building any capital ships for a while, but we’ll have a good chance to start construction on some frigates.” 
 
    “Why do the Protector ships glow in the dark? They barely read on the Dreamer’s passives, and we knew where to look,” Jake said. 
 
    “Shields,” Pride said. “Military grade stealth redirects or returns a false signal. The Dreamer doesn’t run shielded when we are stealthed. But I’d bet good money the Protectors do.” 
 
    “No bet,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “The Futaba do not use shields in the modern sense. Our warships use an energized composite armor. The sensors on the defense platforms would be most attuned to that.” 
 
    “Yay for old tech. You can install modern sensors to work alongside what you have. As long as they don’t interfere with each other, it’s a hell of an advantage. Won’t make up for all the ground you need to cover, but it will sure help,” Pride said. “I’d love to see the platform design specs.” 
 
    “If you agree to the defense consultation contract, I will give you access,” Jerdo said. “Now that you understand the system defense strategy and its current limitations, once you see the ship, it will give you context for why we believe it holds great promise if we can restore it.” 
 
    “Can’t wait,” Rath said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “That may be one of the ugliest ships I’ve ever seen,” Rath said. 
 
    “I think she’s beautiful,” Pride said. “I can’t wait to start going through the design schematics.” 
 
    The Dreamer’s screen was zeroed in on a ship that matched some of the design elements from the Salvage System video but didn’t much resemble the ships Rath was used to. 
 
    “Anyone have an idea about the design?” 
 
    “Big, with pretty substantial armor, so built to take a pounding. Weaponry looks heavy on lasers and pulse cannon. The missile tubes I can see are all small, probably the same missiles the fighters use.” 
 
    “Look here and here,” Pride said as she outlined areas of the ship with a light pen. “These look like launch tubes, but they are too small for fighters, and they aren’t for missiles, unless they use a completely different design.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “With a ship this big? Maybe it’s…no, it can’t be…” 
 
    “What’s your guess, Pride?” 
 
    “It looks like a drone ship.” 
 
    Jerdo nodded. “Indeed. This vessel was created as a drone control vessel. If it had been a battleship, the Futaba council would have voted to sell it rather than trying to restore it, but the concept of such a ship fits well with our plans to defend Vothan, if necessary.” 
 
    “A vessel that big must launch hundreds of drones—no, make that thousands. Drones are great, but they are no substitute for your own ships of your own.” 
 
    “Our reliance on drones in our system defense is one of the reasons we were hoping to restore her. The drones we found on board were of several types, some heavily armed and armored to use as uncrewed fighters, others obviously intended to be deployed in a point defense shell, greatly extending the range and effectiveness of the ship’s fixed defenses. The capital armament is designed around the longer-range pulse cannon you already know are a failure, but we think those can be used without the enhancements, and the lasers can be used as long-range weapons. If used in conjunction with our existing defense platforms, the two are complementary approaches.” 
 
    “Where would you get the drones?” 
 
    “The ship has a substantial supply, but it also has manufacturing facilities aboard to produce more. One type of drone appears to be configured for industrial mining. We think that, given time, the ship can sustain operations indefinitely.” 
 
    “We’ve almost reached the standby coordinates. I’m warming up the Jack,” Merry said, referring to the Skipjack, the Dreamer’s small shuttle. 
 
    Rath led the group back to the shuttle hatch. Too small to have a shuttle bay, the Dreamer carried the Skipjack locked to the hull. Rath did a quick visual check though the clear-steel, then opened the airlock. He, Director Jerdo, Gunnar, Pride, and Peeps boarded the shuttle. 
 
    The group entered the Jack through the rear hatch and moved around the cargo pallet strapped securely in place to the seats up front. 
 
    “Is that an ARC stage?” Gunnar asked. 
 
    “Why do you think the warhead selector for the ARC magazine was disabled for the TEC? If we had been boarded, I would have fired their prize straight into the Benthi sun,” Rath said. 
 
    A few minutes later, they headed into the debris field. Rath did a slow flyby of the ship and played the Skipjack’s powerful lights over it. 
 
    “You seeing what I’m seeing?” Rath asked. 
 
    Gunnar nodded. “Fore and aft launch decks. What do you think? Strike carrier? Fighter or gunship support was definitely a consideration. The fleet boys are going to be clamoring to get a look.” 
 
    “There are small complements of gunships and fighters in the bays. We can operate the gunships, but the fighters require four appendages to fly effectively,” Jerdo said. “Head to the forward center launch bay, that will give us the easiest access for restoring the core to its original location.” 
 
    “What’s she called?” Rath asked. 
 
    “From the records we recovered, this ship was never in service; it was a test vessel for new technologies. But we have not been able to access some areas. We have been calling it the Interdictor, based on the ship’s class records.” 
 
    “Interdictor it is,” Rath said. He banked the Skipjack around to line up on the Interdictor’s bay. “Let’s have a look.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hunt of Vengeance, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “Come, human, Pack-First requires your presence.” 
 
    Lars stood and slid his comp into a pouch. Pack-First had him locked in a small compartment, but he had been allowed access to the ship’s limited recreation library, food, and a fresher. He had spent several days trying to break into any of the restricted areas of the system and then given it up as a bad job. 
 
    If Pride were here instead of me, she would already be able to run the ship. 
 
    Pack-First occasionally summoned him to answer questions, but for the most part, he was left to his own devices. Despite the treatments of the Healers, Lars’ ruined eye socket ached constantly. The pain sometimes pushed him into an unhealthy level of snark, but he didn’t have it in him to kiss ass, even to save his life. This new Pack-First is open to different ideas and options. That makes him more dangerous than the last one, he thought. 
 
    He moved to follow the Hunter. He hadn’t met many of the crew, but he was making progress in recognizing the few individual Xoth’tar he’d been exposed to. 
 
    “Hunter-First Vrekk, please, call me Lars. You’re looking lovely today, as always.” 
 
    “I see you have used the fresher recently, human. Your scent is less disgusting than usual.” 
 
    “Maybe if I were to rub myself on your fur, I would smell better,” Lars said. 
 
    Vrekk escorted Lars to the bridge of the Hunt of Vengeance. There was a sense of tension in the air, one that wasn’t helped when Lars saw that the bloodstains on the deck near the railing where he had been chained were still there. 
 
    “Speaker, tell our guest what we found,” Pack-First said. 
 
    “Watch, human,” the Speaker said. He pointed to a video playback. “Warning Growl reported that a Federation cruiser with several parasite ships arrived at the gate. The parasite ships have detached. In addition to the cruiser, there are two destroyers, a missile frigate, and the prey ship.” 
 
    “Yes,” Pack-First said. “Your Pack has arrived. What did you say it is called, human? Dreamer? We will give them bad dreams, if they sleep.” 
 
    “The ship is the Merry Dreamer, and they were awake enough last time to kick your ass,” Lars said. “The company is called the Seven Deadly Sins, with emphasis on the deadly.” 
 
    “Only six remain. One of your sins was not so deadly that they could not be killed.” 
 
    Lars paused but recovered, then spat, “Five would get you ten whoever it was sent plenty of your soldiers ahead to serve them in hell!” 
 
    Lars felt Vrekk stiffen beside him. She must have been on the planet. 
 
    “Our Hunters died with honor. By night, they feast, and by day, they fight on the Sands of Blood!” Vrekk said. 
 
    “Sands of Blood?” Lars laughed. “Who would have thought Xoth’tar had Valhalla.” 
 
    “What is Val-hal-la?” Pack-First asked. 
 
    “A human place where our honored dead go. Also, to fight all day and fu—” Lars spared a glance for Vrekk, “—feast all night.” 
 
    “When your Pack’s ship separated to land on Vothan, we chose to wait and see what would be revealed. Today, our patience was rewarded,” Qarth said. 
 
    “Striker, bring up the tactical plot.” 
 
    The Striker worked at his console and, a few seconds later, the bridge display showed the entire system. Predicted courses for the Protector ships, the locations of the Xoth’tar Pack ships, and the location of another ship nestled between two immense asteroids in the system’s debris belt were marked. 
 
    Pack-First studied the display intently. 
 
    “Visual,” he snapped. 
 
    The view changed to a magnified view of a large vessel of unfamiliar design. Stationed nearby was the Merry Dreamer. 
 
    “The Votha and Futaba have concealed the prize carefully, but it will not prevent us from taking it from them,” Pack-First said. 
 
    “Looks like you are at least a battleship short of winning that fight,” Lars said. 
 
    Qarth sneered. “Honored dead? Humans have slight honor; without your machines, you are weak.” 
 
    “Tell that to the Bone Crusher Rath nailed to a wall on Halo.” 
 
    “What?” Qarth asked. 
 
    “Lies,” Pack-First said. 
 
    “Let me spell this out for you. My Pack-First found the mangy little creep that attacked his mate, then he and his dog killed the three that stood between them, and finally he nailed him to the wall with his father’s blade for what he did to her. Then he went drinking to see if anyone else was brave enough to show up,” Lars said. 
 
    Pack-First pounded the arm of his command chair and laughed. “Rethzzld! I wondered what had happened to him. If what you say is true, human, your captain has done me a service. I will sleep soundly knowing Rethzzld will never again pollute my ship with his stench!” 
 
    “Your captain killed Rethzzld in single combat? Are you certain of this?” Qarth asked. 
 
    Lars studied the Pack-Second’s intense stance. “As certain as I’m here talking to a couple of sloppy-toothed weasels.” 
 
    “Pack-First!” Qarth said. “Rethzzld was Xoth’tar’ii! It is why he was allowed to reclaim his name.” 
 
    “That creature was a member of the council? How do you know this?” Pack-First demanded. 
 
    “My sire was a Hunter on the Sands of Blood at the reclaiming. I swear it!” Qarth said. “And if the human’s Pack-First killed him in single combat, then he is Qu’vok’ti!” 
 
    “He’s what?” Lars asked. 
 
    “Qu’vok’ti. A worthy enemy. One who has walked the Sands of Blood, whose name the stars no longer know. One that it is an honor to face in combat,” Pack-First said. “I will make our traditions and history available so you will not die in ignorance.” 
 
    Pack-First opened his maw in a fierce grin. “We shall not be short a battleship long, Lars Gearson.” 
 
    What have I done? Lars thought. 
 
    “Speaker! Send a message to the Bone Crusher. Inform Pack-First of the Xoth’tar’ii that we have found the prize!” Pack-First looked at Lars. “And the being who killed her cub in single combat.”  
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 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    Gretchen poked her head up the ladder to the Dreamer’s bridge. “Mind if I come up?” she asked. 
 
    Merry smiled and waved. “You can if you’ll bring me a cup of coffee,” she said. “I’m dying for a pick me up, and I don’t want to leave the bridge while Rath has the Skipjack out, and this lump is no good at grabbing coffee.” 
 
    Envy woofed and then resumed his nap, curled up next to Merry’s chair. 
 
    “One pick me up on the way,” Gretchen said. “Be right back.” 
 
    A few minutes later, one of the cruisebots floated up the gangway with two cups of coffee and a tray of meats, cheeses, and crackers. The scent of freshly ground coffee filled the bridge. Gretchen followed the little bot up, then took Rath’s usual seat next to Merry. 
 
    Merry nodded at the bot. “That’s handy,” she said, reaching for her cup. 
 
    “They have a server mode. If you order from the galley with your comp, they will bring you whatever you want. Jake showed me how,” Gretchen said. 
 
    “Leave it to Jake to figure out how to get food service,” Merry said. “What else is he up to?” 
 
    “He’s going through the ship’s media collection with Bawk. The music is pretty eclectic, and the video is worse,” Gretchen said. 
 
    Merry smiled. “That’s because of Sandy. He loved ancient media; he came up with all kinds of stuff.” 
 
    “One of your crew?” Gretchen asked. She sipped her coffee and savored the rich taste. 
 
    Merry nodded. “Sandy was a founder. He was Sloth because he could sleep through anything. He taught media studies at Benthi University and used to complain that he had to take mercenary contracts so he could get some rest. He took a bad hit on our last mission, and we lost him. It’s not the same without him around.” 
 
    “Ahhhhhh!” The sound floated up distantly from the crew bay. Merry and Gretchen traded looks. 
 
    “What…” Gretchen started. Merry held up a hand. 
 
    “You don’t scare me, Bawk, show me your real war face!” Jake said. 
 
    “AAHHHHH!” Bawk yelled. 
 
    “Work on it!” Jake said. 
 
    “Do I want to know?” Gretchen asked. 
 
    Merry smiled. “One of Sandy’s favorite videos, but no, you probably don’t.” She raised her cup in the direction of the ladder. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gretchen said. That’s the glass in the mech bay?” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve always been close. Pride and Sandy were a couple until they figured out they were better friends. She took his death hard.” Merry grabbed a handful of cheese. “I know you served. Did you ever lose someone?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gretchen said. “But not like 7DS does. The last year of training, I had a friend who lost a child. The Protectors denied his leave when they couldn’t find a replacement for the mission we were on. He walked out of the airlock, and I had to certify the body as the attending medic. After my enlistment was up, I passed on the bonus, and I’ve been at the medcenter ever since.” 
 
    Merry raised her glass. “Lucky for me.” 
 
    “Merry, I’ve been going through the data the Futaba sent me. Peeps was right, the Futaba have a built-in immunity to nanites. They’re a long-lived species, and they naturally regenerate, and they have more in common with reptiles than birds, despite their appearance. The enzyme they produce as part of their regeneration causes nanites to shut down by blocking any access to the body’s neurotransmitters. Basically, they lose the map of what they are supposed to build, so they stop. If they didn’t, they would act like an artificial cancer.” 
 
    “Does that information help?” Merry asked. 
 
    “As a cure for nanite rejection syndrome? No. The enzyme isn’t present in humans, and, with what I know, I can’t guess how well humans would tolerate enzyme therapy, but as a treatment, it shows a lot of promise in delaying the progress of the syndrome,” Gretchen said. “It’s great news.” 
 
    “I’m hearing a but coming,” Merry said. 
 
    Gretchen nodded. “But that’s for people with naturally developing NRS. Yours isn’t. Normally, a dose of nanites goes in and repairs damage, runs out of energy, then is flushed from the body. There have been several attempts to make nanites self-replicating and to extend the nanite lifespan using different power sources. The information on the enzyme made me go back and check the nanites in your system and the ones from your pod treatments. They are a different kind of nanite entirely.” 
 
    “What?” Merry asked. 
 
    “Have you participated in any experimental programs?” Gretchen asked. 
 
    “No. Not that I—I was in OpSec. What do these nanites do?” 
 
    “Someone figured out how to make them self-replicating. In theory, that makes you more resistant to wounds and disease, improves your overall health, and might even help you live longer. Unfortunately, to be able to do that, once the power reaches a certain level, they search for a source of raw material. Other nanites are ideal, but lacking those, they harvest from the host body, which has the exact opposite effect. Any serious injury, like the ones you received, overwhelm the programming. They try to heal you, run out of energy, then attack your body to produce more. They also convert any regular nanites for resources. Merry, you don’t have NRS. Your syndrome is artificial.” 
 
    “Those bastards!” Merry stared blankly. “What does that mean?” she whispered. 
 
    “It means we have a method to cure you.” Gretchen grinned. “I’ll need to work out a treatment plan, but if we can use the Futaba enzyme to destroy the replicating nanites in your system, you should return to normal. We’ll use a form of dialysis, like what was once used for kidney failure, to isolate the enzyme outside the body. After you have some time to recover, we’ll consider bionics or cloned replacements for your arms. Rejection shouldn’t be an issue.” 
 
    Merry closed her eyes and fought back tears. “I’m not going to die?” she said with wonder in her voice. 
 
    “Not from this, you aren’t.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gretchen. You’re amazing!” 
 
    Gretchen smiled. “Moments like this are the best part of being a doctor. We still have a long way to go, but we’ve got a path forward.” 
 
    Merry grabbed a napkin, blew her nose, and then wiped her eyes. “I can’t wait to tell Rath!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Interdictor, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    Rath, Jerdo, Gunnar, and Peeps walked down the Skipjack’s ramp into the bay of the Interdictor. A Futaba, bent with age, feathers faded from gray to nearly white, stepped forward to regard them with still bright orange eyes. Four others waited behind him with a grav pallet. He bowed and shook his beak in the Futaba greeting. The group returned it as best they could. 
 
    “Ah, Director Jerdo,” he said. “We’ve been anxiously awaiting your arrival. Welcome aboard,” 
 
    “Allow me to introduce Raptor Benedo.” Jerdo said. “He leads the teams on the ship and support base,”  
 
    Benedo raised a wing to forestall the director. “Please, Director. Researcher or plain Benedo will do nicely.” He reached out to grip hands with Rath and Gunnar using a taloned wingtip. 
 
    “I’ve seen the briefs on Captain Peterson and Sergeant Gunnar, and I know Peepsonta.” 
 
    Rath and Gunnar exchanged looks. Either the Futaba had existing profiles on both of them, or someone had been working fast. 
 
    Peeps backed slightly behind Rath, but bowed and beaked. “Raptor,” she said. 
 
    Benedo turned to Pride and cocked his head. “And you are?” 
 
    “Cassandra Pride. I’m engineer aboard the Merry Dreamer,” she said. 
 
    “Pride? I’m sure that name is familiar. Did you publish a paper called Theories of Optical Defense?” 
 
    Pride’s eyes widened, and she broke into a smile. “Yes, that was one of mine.” 
 
    “Excellent. We can always use another engineer who knows their subject here. Perhaps you and Peepsonta would care to supervise the unloading of the core and observe the installation, or would you rather accompany us to the bridge?” 
 
    Pride looked at Rath. “If it’s all right, I’d like to see this installed,” she said. 
 
    Rath nodded. “Sure. Let me know if anything comes up.” 
 
    “Daronda will show you the way,” Benedo said. One of the four Futaba stepped forward to bow and beak. Peeps moved to follow Pride, then spun back to Rath. “Keeper, be careful. The Raptor is a murderbird, a warbird. He has killed.” 
 
    “That’s not unusual, Peeps, and it’s kind of our business, remember? Fighting nest?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Not like the Raptor. And he is Futaba,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll be careful, I promise.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Pride turned back toward the shuttle. “C’mon, Peeps, let’s get this core installed,” she said, leading the group of Futaba into the Skipjack. 
 
    Benedo led the rest of them toward a lift. 
 
    “Do you feel duly warned, Captain?” 
 
    “Heard that, huh?” 
 
    “Futaba have very good hearing, Captain, but it’s hardly surprising. I am, as she said, a Warbird, and proud to be so. Unless the Futaba council tells me you are my enemy, you have nothing to fear from me.” 
 
    “Likewise, Raptor.” 
 
    Jerdo looked back and forth between the two uncomfortably. “Perhaps I should expla—” he said. 
 
    “Clackakakak!” Benedo said, laughing and clattering his beak. “A fine choice, Jerdo. I like this one.” 
 
    “Did I miss something?” Gunnar asked. 
 
    “The Votha and the Futaba don’t have a military; it’s one of the reasons we’re here.” Rath said. “I’m willing to bet that wasn’t always the case, judging by the title of Warbird.” 
 
    “As I was saying,” Jerdo said with a stern look toward Benedo, “I told you how we left our home worlds to flee the devastating wars and embrace a new way of life, but we felt it wise to maintain some expertise regarding warfare. Five of our finest military minds were placed in stasis for future need.” 
 
    “What he isn’t saying is that when we fled, we didn’t use the gates; we came to Vothan directly.” 
 
    “Directly? That’s crazy. How long did that take?” Gunnar asked. 
 
    “Three hundred years,” Benedo said. 
 
    “We were a species in need of reflection, reformation,” Jerdo said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you use the gates?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Because the Bith had closed them.” Benedo led them down a hall and into a conference room. “Here we are. I’ll take you on the bridge as soon as we have notification that the core has been reinstalled.” 
 
    For the next hour, Benedo walked them through everything they had learned about Interdictor. Combined with robust system defense platforms and even a small, but committed, fleet, Interdictor would be capable of putting up a credible defense for all but the gravest of threats. She was an impressive ship. Unfortunately, she was massively under-crewed. Except for the unexpected capability of the Futaba sensors, the defense platforms were obsolete, and the fleet available was Interdictor, the four Protector vessels, and Dreamer. Interdictor could field an additional six gunships at the cost of draining the crew further. 
 
    Jerdo looked around the table. “Assuming we are able to bring the ship back up to its full capabilities, except for the enhanced pulse cannon, I need your recommendations.” 
 
    Benedo clattered his beak at Jerdo. “My opinion hasn’t changed. Bring the Votha aboard and stop trying to protect them from their own natures. We need troops, the Votha have great determination, and they breed and learn quickly. We can be functional within the year.” 
 
    “Unacceptable,” Jerdo said. 
 
    “Even keeping them away from the combat systems will be a great help,” Benedo said. 
 
    “Sergeant?” Jerdo asked. 
 
    “The Federation would offer to purchase the ship and commit to ships for your system defense, or if you choose not to sell the Interdictor, we can provide crew and swap out the fighters for saber-class fighters if you formally join.” 
 
    “If you consider Gunnar’s offer, remember that Federation membership requires a mutual defense commitment. That means you become part of the Benthi civil war. We’ve already discussed the implications, but it’s worth noting,” Rath said. 
 
    “Your recommendation, Captain Peterson?” Jerdo asked. 
 
    “I’m a one from every column kind of guy. If it were my decision, I’d start training the Votha for the non-combat roles. There is plenty to do on a ship besides shooting, something Peeps just reminded us of, and I believe all beings have a right and an obligation to defend themselves. I don’t think there is any way to stop that at this point. Long term, I’d consider the Federation’s offer to join, providing it survives. The Benthi government is full of self-righteous prigs, but the Protectors are okay when they aren’t listening to the politicians.” 
 
    Gunnar started to interrupt, but Rath held up a hand. “I think you can help each other, but I don’t think jumping into the middle of a war when they can’t protect their own system is in their best interest. Small steps. 
 
    “Last, and something I’ve mentioned before, you need defense resources, and you need them now. The Federation has its own issues, and if you train the Votha, it will take time you don’t have. If you don’t want to train them, you still need crews. You can hire mercenaries to buy that time. The people who are already familiar with this technology are mercenaries, and they have a great reputation. Call Harmon Tomeral.” 
 
    “I don’t think your solution goes far enough, Mr. Peterson, but I can’t fault your logic,” Benedo said. 
 
    “I think you are better off without mercenaries, but it’s true we need your help as much as you need ours. I won’t argue with what Rath is saying either,” Gunnar said grudgingly. 
 
    “Very well, subject to the confirmation of the council, I will accept your recommendation, with one condition, Captain Peterson.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “That you accept the offered contract as Vothan Defense Coordinator for a minimum of a year.” 
 
    Rath considered. “It will depend on the terms, and I’ll need to talk it over with my crew; 7DS decides on contracts together. I think Merry and I will be here for a while, anyway, while I figure out this Keeper business and Doctor Carstairs completes her research. If they agree, you have yourself a deal.” 
 
    The lights flickered, and the conference monitor came online with Daronda and Pride. 
 
    “Raptor Benedo, the core is re-integrated and online diagnostics are all green,” Daronda said. 
 
    “Proceed with bringing the rest of the ship’s systems online,” Benedo said. 
 
    “Yes, Raptor.” Daronda cut the connection. 
 
    “For the first time in three thousand years, the Futaba have a warship, Director Jerdo. What does the council desire?” Benedo asked. 
 
    “For now, we continue to prepare, and I will assemble the council. If they agree, we call Salvage.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage System 
 
      
 
    Bahroot woke with a start. He was still experimenting with sleep, but he knew enough to set alarms for anything unusual, and this qualified. The young AI was still working on quiet time and dreams, and it wasn’t very often something exciting happened during his rest period. A transmission was being relayed by the gate, but it wasn’t on a regular Net channel. It was coming in on a Grithelean frequency, but it was different from the ones programmed into the bases and ships the Gritheleans had left behind in Salvage System. Without access to the gate network, he doubted anyone else would have even seen the message. It was in the middle of the night cycle. His mom didn’t sleep, so he could contact her, but he had been listening to the Bolt’s training sessions, and there was a lot of emphasis on accepting ownership and taking the initiative, and he really wanted to be a better officer. He decided to handle this himself, unless it turned out to be a problem, then he could take it to Lt. Commander Jayneen. 
 
    “Salvage System, this is Ensign Bahroot.” 
 
    “Ensign, I’m Captain Rath Peterson with the Seven Deadly Sins mercenary company. I’m acting as defense coordinator for the Vothan system. I was hoping to speak with President Tomeral or one of your technical experts about a piece of Grithelean technology and, possibly, about posting a short-term defense contract.” 
 
    “President Tomeral isn’t available right now as it’s the middle of the night cycle here, but I’m one of the experts on the technology, so you would be talking to me anyhow. I see you’re calling on a Grithelean frequency. What kind of technology?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ensign, I didn’t take the time difference into account. Are you familiar with the defense video Salvage System broadcast?” 
 
    “Oh, sure! I made that for Uncle Harmon. Did you like it? It was easy!” 
 
    “It was impressive, Ensign. The reason I ask is that we have a Grithelean ship, but it looks different from the ones in your video. We’re looking for more information on the design and help with the computer systems.” 
 
    “A new ship type? Can I see?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’ll send you the base information,” Rath said. 
 
    Bahroot opened the files and scanned them. The plans weren’t like anything in his database. It was a drone ship designed for system defense and control. He reached out through the link to see if he could access the ship but couldn’t connect. If he wanted to study the ship, he was going to have to go there. 
 
    “The files are really interesting. I can’t reach the ship from here. When would you like me to look at it?” 
 
    “As soon as possible, Ensign. If you can give us a better idea of the ship’s capabilities, then we can decide what kind of contract to offer. I’m happy to pay for your time. You should also know there are people interested in trying to take the ship. We aren’t expecting an immediate attack, but that could change. Whatever ships you send should be cautious.” 
 
    Bahroot considered for a few seconds. If he left right away, he could be there in four days. With his stealth shuttle, they wouldn’t see him till he was there. He’d already checked the net for information on the Seven Deadly Sins, and they had a good reputation, and they were there helping another system set up defenses, so he knew it was something Harmon Tomeral and Associates would approve of. 
 
    “I’ll leave right away, Captain. I should be there in four days. I’ll contact you as soon as I arrive.” 
 
    Bahroot sent a message to Galooth letting her know they were going on a mission, then a message to his mom to let her know he’d found something he wanted to investigate, and that he would check in soon. 
 
    It was time for him to show Uncle Harmon he could step up and make decisions on his own. He hesitated for a half second, but he knew he was doing the right thing. Being an ensign is hard. 
 
    If the ship matched the files they sent, then there might be a lot more information on the Gritheleans, and the new design was exciting. Once he got in, he was sure it would be easy. Besides, as Uncle Harmon always said, what could go wrong? 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Hunt of Vengeance, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    Lars thought furiously as Hunter-First Vrekk escorted him back to his quarters. He wasn’t sure how sophisticated the Xoth’tar sensor net was, but from the images Pack-First had shown him, anyone with experience would know that whatever the Votha had, it wasn’t a battleship, though it might be as big as one. Fortunately, the ship was still tucked away in the asteroid belt so it could be more easily defended. But if the Xoth’tar managed to bring a battleship into the system, unless that single ship was beyond impressive, he didn’t see how Rath and the Protector forces in the system were going to hold them off. 
 
    Maybe if they had the high watch when the ship entered the system. There has to be a way I can get a message to them, or at least let them know the Xoth’tar were there. 
 
    They reached his quarters. Vrekk opened the door and motioned for him to enter. 
 
    “Hey, Hunter-First, I’ve been having some problems with my food dispenser. Do you think you can come in and check it for me?” Lars asked. 
 
    “Do I seem to be a repair technician to you?” Vrekk asked. “I will send a Maker to examine it.” 
 
    “Geez, I thought now that my Pack was Qu’vok’ti, you might be a little nicer and keep me company. Are you sure you can’t look? It wouldn’t take long.” 
 
    “Very well.” Vrekk followed him inside. She closed and locked the door, then turned to the food dispenser. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    A loud voice in the back of Lars’ mind kept repeating, “This is a bad, really bad, really really bad idea!” Lars ignored it and prepared himself as best he could. If this works, Rath, I won’t be able to tell you the number of ways you are going to owe me! 
 
    Lars reached out gently and put his hands on Vrekk’s waist. The gray fur that appeared soft felt bristly, stiff, and coarse. He felt the hard muscle underneath. Up close, Vrekk’s musk was much stronger. “The problem, Hunter-First, is that I’m lonely. I was hoping you might keep me company for a while if your duties allow it.” 
 
    He noticed her shiver, then stiffen, but she turned slowly as he moved up against her. He felt her claws press against his back and pierce the fabric of his ship suit. 
 
    “I have heard humans engage in mating outside their species. The Xoth’tar do not; others are too fragile. Do I understand your interest correctly?” 
 
    Lars moved his hands up her back and down to her waist. Almost there…He felt her hot breath on his face and neck. It had the too-sweet smell of the carnivore. Gods of space preserve me, he thought. 
 
    He looked up into her face. The rows of jagged teeth were much more intimidating up close. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he said. 
 
    “Then only because your Pack is Qu’vok’ti, and you have the protection of Pack-First, will I tell you this.” She leaned in close and growled in his ear. “If you ever place your disgusting clawless paws on me again, I will eat your remaining eye!” 
 
    She shoved him, and he flew across the room and slammed into the opposite wall. Lars felt something crunch. He lay in a heap as she left and locked the door behind her. 
 
    Lars checked himself gingerly. That’s gonna leave a mark. His right shoulder screamed. I think she dislocated my shoulder. Luckily, it feels like the fall popped it back in. He climbed slowly to his feet and shambled to the tiny desk. Could have been worse, he thought. I have no idea what the hell I would have done if she had said yes. 
 
    Lars reached into his pouch and pulled out the Hunter-First’s comp. 
 
    I sure hope this was worth it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “We have a problem.” 
 
    Rath looked at the split screen which showed Raptor Benedo, Director Jerdo, and Engineer Daronda. “What’s the issue?” Rath asked. 
 
    Daronda added a schematic to the screen. “A failsafe is locking out access to the propulsion. We won’t be able to deploy the Interdictor’s drone shell or defensive systems without moving her away from the base. We think the fusion reactors for the engines supplied extra power to the enhanced pulse cannon. With that system disabled, the computers see the error as a cascade failure and shut down the reactors. If we power up the defensive systems inside the base defense radius—” she hesitated over the name, “—the base will see it as a threat and will act to remove it.” 
 
    “That seems like a poor design,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “We agree,” Pride said, “but remember, this was a prototype. From the schematics, it doesn’t look like this was intended to be permanent—the power was routed this way for testing. There’s space set aside for two more reactors if the test had been successful.” 
 
    “Any luck getting control of the defense grid?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Catch 22,” Pride said. “The defense grid is active because Interdictor is inside the defense perimeter. Given enough time, we can reroute the ship’s reactors, but the fastest solution is to move Interdictor out of the defense radius. That should reset the defense grid, give us control, and let us deploy Interdictor’s drone shell, while we sort out the propulsion issue.” 
 
    As soon as they returned to the Dreamer, Merry delivered the good news about a treatment to Rath. He held her tightly. “That’s the best thing I think I’ve ever heard. As soon as we get a break, we’re going to do some serious celebrating,” he said. 
 
    A few hours later, Jerdo commed to let them know the Futaba council had accepted Rath’s recommendations, and the members of 7DS held a vote and decided to accept the Futaba contract, with a few modifications. 
 
    It was the right thing to do, though they were worried about friends and family back home. But when it came down to it, one assault ship wasn’t going to tip the scales on Nabris. Here, they could make a real difference. 
 
    After the call to Salvage System and the conversation with Ensign Bahroot, with the promise of help on the way, 7DS went to work with a will. 
 
    There had been a few tense moments. The first was between Rath and Gunnar. “Look,” Gunnar argued, “the Futaba and Votha don’t need mercenaries, no matter how good their reputation. It’s not too late to call this off. Working with those kinds of people is asking for trouble. I can convince the tribune to commit more resources here, if you will let the Protectors handle it.” 
 
    “Those kinds of people? You mean like us?” Rath asked. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “It is. I get it. Where people like me are concerned, people like you always know best, and where people like you are concerned, people like the Benthi Council and OpSec know best. Your problem is that you are too used to having people tell you you’re right.” 
 
    “Sergeants are always right,” Gunnar fumed. 
 
    “Especially sergeant majors,” Rath said. 
 
    “Now just a minute!” Gunnar started, then checked himself. “I deserved that,” he said with a grin. “How long have you known?” 
 
    “I suspected when you came on the ship with the tribune. Your whole group screamed command staff evacuation. Letting the colonel throw his weight around was a nice touch. I was positive when you came along for this ride. The Protectors don’t send noncoms to negotiate treaties.” 
 
    “They do when they are out of resources,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “I think you just made my point for me.” 
 
    The next few days were busy, starting with a full tour of the ship and the base. Jake had promptly named the place Split-Rock. He started digging into the tactical systems, while Pride worked with Daronda’s team on the Grithelean ship. It became obvious that the base had been built as a supply and repair depot that would take care of the needs of a small fleet without breaking a sweat, and it was equally obvious it had never been intended to handle a ship as large as the Interdictor. 
 
    The hulks of two stripped-down frigates and a half dozen gunships were in Split-Rock’s bays. The gunships had probably been used as shuttles. Also left in the repair bays were about forty smaller pulse cannon that looked like they were built to replace the lasers in a Grithelean fighter or gunship, or perhaps as an add-on to Split-Rock or Interdictor’s point defense grid, and about a thousand missiles still in the magazines for the base defense system. 
 
    The base defense grid was still online, ready to react to perceived threats with a combination of pulse cannon, heavy lasers, and missiles. While the missiles were small models intended for fighters or drones, they packed a good punch for their size. The lasers were easily as powerful as the main guns one of the new Federation battleships, and the pulse cannon replaced the mid-range missiles Rath was used to. Whatever had happened to make the Gritheleans abandon the base and ship had caused them to leave in a hurry, but not before stripping everything except the largest fabricators and the defense and environmental systems. 
 
    “So, let’s move the ship. We can lock all the gunships to the hull and maneuver her out,” Rath said. 
 
    “We thought of that,” Daronda said. “Together, the gunships are likely to trigger the defense systems.” 
 
    “What if,” Merry asked, “we tow her out with the Dreamer. We’re small and have plenty of power. We just need something we can use for towing that will take the strain.” 
 
    “We don’t know if bringing the Dreamer in close will trigger the defenses,” Rath said. 
 
    “Seems fine at the range she’s at now,” Merry said. 
 
    “You are talking about a thousand kilometers of cable,” Daronda said. 
 
    “That’s a lot of cable,” Rath said. 
 
    “Oh! I can help with that!” Bawk said. “The project our nest worked on before this one was a carbon nanotube matrix extruder for an orbital elevator. We didn’t complete the device, but the institute should still have a prototype, and the cable it creates was meant to be a lot longer than that.” 
 
    “Any objections?” Rath asked. 
 
    “I’d like to see the specs on the cable,” Daronda said. “But if they check out, it seems to be the best option.” 
 
    “All right,” Rath said. “Sounds like we have a plan. Let’s get to work!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “Interdictor, this is Merry Dreamer, please confirm ready for cable tension and tow,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Merry Dreamer, Interdictor confirms. All stations standing by for tension and tow,” Engineer Daronda replied. 
 
    “Split-Rock base, please confirm status of defense grid,” Peeps said as she worked through her checklist. 
 
    “Merry Dreamer, Split-Rock. Status of base defenses is unchanged. We will be monitoring your progress closely,” Raptor Benedo said. He sounded amused. 
 
    “Protector Cruiser Boreal, please confirm all Federation vessels are clear,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Merry Dreamer, this is Captain Tassius of the Boreal. All Federation vessels are clear. You may proceed.” 
 
    Merry rolled her eyes at the pompous formality that seemed to taint every communication from the Protector captain. “You hear that, Rath? We may proceed.” 
 
    “All right, Merry, let’s show them how it’s done,” Rath said. “Hey Gunnar, I can appreciate your boy being salty, but what do you think it would take to get the stick he has up his backside unstuck?” 
 
    Gunnar and Gretchen had returned to the TEC for the towing maneuver. Since the winch for the cable was attached directly below the fishbowl, they had the best seats in the house. 
 
    “Tassius is a good captain, Rath, but he’s definitely out of his element, and rumor is he’s having to sit on his crews. They’re wondering why they’re on patrol out here instead of back working on defenses for the Federation. You might want to give him a break, especially since he’s covering our tails right now,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “You should swing back before we detach, you’re missing a hell of a view,” Gretchen said. 
 
    The Boreal had come in-system to provide overwatch and aid if anything went wrong, though everyone was pretty sure that if the tow operation activated the base defenses, there wouldn’t be enough left of the Dreamer to send home in a shipping crate. 
 
    The gunships had been removed from the Interdictor one at a time and replaced with two Vothan shuttles in case the crew had to be evacuated. They were standing by to attach to the Interdictor and use their engines to stop it once the Dreamer towed her clear of Split-Rock. 
 
    “All ships, we are commencing tow in one minute,” Merry broadcast. 
 
    After the fabrication of the tow cable and brackets was under way, Daronda and Pride had come up with a plan to remove the missile launchers from the Grithelean fighters and install them in a module with a power supply and a modern sensor package to beef up the existing platforms. 
 
    The modules each held a dozen of the small missiles, and because the components were able to be installed into a standard housing, there was no need to design something new. They already had plans to create an armored and shielded design that would carry two launchers and four times the number of missiles, as well as a long-range laser or one of the spare pulse cannon, but for the time being, the quick and dirty version would have to do. In the last few days, Futaba and Protector crews had installed eight of the upgrades, and more were on the way. 
 
    Peeps read the countdown from Merry’s station. “All stations, tow begins in three, two, one, mark!”  
 
    Merry deftly maneuvered the Dreamer using the thrusters, with only a slight bump as they reached the limits of the cable. Peeps kept up a steady flow of chatter with the other stations as the Dreamer strained to move the larger ship. 
 
    “Tension and stress look good, Merry. I think you’re good to bring the main drive up,” Pride said. 
 
    “I concur,” Daronda said. 
 
    “Bringing up the mains to one percent and throttling up.” Merry shut the thrusters down as the Dreamer’s main drives took over. “Three percent. Five percent. Ten percent. Pride?” 
 
    “Keep her going, it’s a lot of mass to start up,” Pride said. 
 
    “Twenty-five percent.” Creaks and groans sounded throughout the ship. Merry looked at Rath, and he wiggled his eyebrows at her and made her laugh. 
 
    “Forty percent,” Merry said. 
 
    “That’s it. She’s moving!” Pride said. “Back off the thrust to hold her steady.” 
 
    The Dreamer’s crew kept a close eye on the monitors and made small adjustments, but for the most part, they did their best to prove that slow and steady wins the race. 
 
    Rath looked around the bridge and shook his head at the changes that had happened in the few short weeks since Bawk had found them on the station. The chicks swung gently in their net between the two forward stations, where Peeps was working communications and Bawk had brought up the defense console. Envy dozed between him and Merry. Jake had the tactical station up and was monitoring the Futaba defense net, while Pride had taken a console on the bridge rather than work at her usual console in the engineering space. Even having Gunnar in the TEC and Gretchen ready in the medbay felt right. 
 
    “Keeper, I have a message on the 7DS priority channel,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Hot damn! N’ront has great timing. Let’s hope this is good news. Maybe he’s won the war already!” Rath said. “Put it up, let’s see how they’re doing.” 
 
    Peeps shifted the message to their screens. 
 
    Merry gasped. 
 
    “Oh my god! It’s Greedy,” Pride said. 
 
    The single eye in Lars’ gaunt, hollow-cheeked face stared out at them from the video screen. The socket of the other eye was healed but raw and red with scar tissue, as were the slashes across his face. His hair and beard were long, which made him look like a prophet who had finally crossed the desert. 
 
    “Rath, Merry…hell, everyone! I don’t know how long I have or if this will reach you, but I have to…never mind. There are five Xoth’tar ships in the Vothan system; the same group you met at NP2112—a cruiser, a heavy frigate, and three frigates. They’ve been here for weeks, tucked into the Oort Cloud and the ice rings around the gas giant. They know about the ship. Don’t let them have it. They’ve already called for reinforcements. You’re out of time. I’m on the largest ship, the one that used to be the Open Maw. They call it the Hunt of Vengeance now. After the Grithelean ship, what they want most is Rath for killing a Xoth’tar named Rethzzld on the station. I guess he was some kind of mucky muck, a member of the Xoth’tar’ii, whatever that is.” Lars stopped and looked over his shoulder. “I have to go. If you get the chance, take out this ship first. I’ll see you on the other side. Goodbye, I love you.” 
 
    The message cut out. 
 
    “Rath! We just lost a defense platform. I’ve got hostiles on the defense net!” Jake said. 
 
    “Alert the Futaba and the Protectors and pass on all the information we have on the Xoth’tar. We’ve got company. All hands, battle stations!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “Fast movers coming in. Two flights of twelve missiles inbound! Five minutes!” Jake said. 
 
    “Damn! Bring up the point defense but do not engage, we’re still too close to the base. Merry, put some speed on this tow and then cut Interdictor loose. We need room to maneuver. Jake, give me the tactical view. Pride, pop a couple recon drones and find out where those missiles came from! Peeps, put voice for the battlenet on speakers.” 
 
    “Aye, throttling up,” Merry said. “Fifty percent and climbing. Pride, squawk if there’s a problem with cable strain.” 
 
    “Recon drones away,” Pride said. 
 
    “No one is showing a lock. Missiles were fired blind, probably hoping to pick up a target on the way through,” Jake said. 
 
    “From where?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Origin point is in the debris field, but I’m not showing a target.” Jake said. 
 
    Rath frowned as his screens and the holos came up. Details from the battlenet filled in fast as Split-Rock, the Futaba defense platforms and drone network, and the Protector fleet all fed in data. Rath could see four Xoth’tar ships heading in-system. Once they committed to the attack and raised the shields on their vessels, they stuck out like sore thumbs on the Futaba sensors. One of the ships matched their profile of the Open Maw. 
 
    “Designating cruiser target one, remaining targets two through four,” Jake said. 
 
    Rath grimaced as another defense platform winked out on his display, then another. 
 
    Lars said five ships, so number five is close enough to fire missiles unless they gambled on a long-range strike. Those missiles loomed large on his monitor. One problem at a time. 
 
    “Bawk, shields and ECM to standby. If Dreamer gets locked, engage at thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Shields and ECM to standby, engaging shields and ECM at thirty seconds, aye,” Bawk said. 
 
    Rath saw the icons for the two Protector destroyers change, indicating Charger and Chaser were engaged. Confirmation came seconds later over the battlenet. “Contact! Charger and Chaser have engaged Xoth’tar heavy cruiser and frigate. Charger has sustained heavy damage. Chaser is…” The broadcast was swamped in static. He ached to jump in but held back. Captain Tassius on Boreal knew how to fight his fleet, all Rath would do was get in his way. 
 
    “Damn, damn, damn!” Rath said as the indicator for Charger changed, showing the destroyer was either out of the fight or destroyed. 
 
    “Boreal, Splinter. Permission to move to provide cover for Forestal.” 
 
    “Negative, Splinter, contact showing inbound from the gate location. Designate target four. That one’s yours. Good hunting.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Boreal. Splinter en route.” 
 
    “Defense platforms six and eight are firing. Missiles are tracking. I have hits on targets one and two. Target one has sustained minor damage. Shields are down on target two.” Jake pounded his terminal. “Way to go Chaser! Scratch one frigate,” he crowed. 
 
    “Peeps, tell Interdictor we are going to get them moving quicker than planned, then tell the gunboats to lock down as soon as she reaches the safe limit.” 
 
    “The cable is at the limit of what it will take, Merry. That’s probably the best you are going to do,” Pride said. “Back off to take the strain off, and we’ll cut her loose.” 
 
    “Backing off.” 
 
    “Detaching tow cable from Interdictor now,” Pride said. “Detach from Merry Dreamer in ten seconds,” 
 
    “Interdictor confirms cable breakaway,” Daronda said. 
 
    A series of thunks echoed through the hull as the tow cable detached from both ships. 
 
    “Dreamer is free to maneuver,” Pride said. 
 
    “Forestal has launched fighters,” Jake said. “Fast movers inbound. Two minutes and counting.” 
 
    “Maneuvering for Split-Rock’s shadow,” Merry said. 
 
    “I love how you think,” Rath said. In this case, heading for the shadow of the base meant putting the Dreamer in a position where she was in a direct line with the missile strike to leverage the base defenses. They could only hope the base would react to an active threat in its defense envelope. If it didn’t, at least there was a good chance the point defense lasers and interceptor missiles on the Dreamer wouldn’t draw fire from the base either. 
 
    “Peeps, get me the gunships,” Rath said. 
 
    “Gunship One, Adams.” 
 
    “Commander Adams, this is Captain Peterson. Move in and lock down, use your thrusters to move Interdictor into the shadow of Split-Rock, then full burn to add whatever speed you can. Have gunships two through four stand by for safe limit in…” Rath looked at Jake. Jake held up six fingers. 
 
    “Six minutes,” Rath said. 
 
    “Acknowledged, Captain. Lockdown on Interdictor in two minutes,” Adams said. 
 
    “Fast movers have split! Now tracking seventy-two missiles. First flight has entered Split-Rock defense radius. Split-Rock is firing! Twenty-nine missiles in the first flight destroyed. Thirty-one missiles in the second flight destroyed! Remaining missiles have…” Jake looked up at Rath. “Remaining missiles have targeted Interdictor.” 
 
    “Jake, can Interdictor clear the defense zone before the missiles intercept?” Rath asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Is the base still firing?” 
 
    “No,” Jake said. “Missiles have passed the base. They are small enough that they probably aren’t considered a threat anymore,” 
 
    “We can’t lose that ship,” Rath said. “Merry, get us above the missiles’ flight path and accelerate to flank, we’ll try to take them out as close as we can to the defense perimeter and hope shooting away from the station and running like hell is enough. If we are lucky, they will switch targets, and we can pull them off course until we are outside the defense radius.” 
 
    “Accelerating to flank, aye,” Merry said. 
 
    “All hands stand by for high-G maneuvers,” Peeps announced. 
 
    “For the record, this is a really bad idea,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “Glad we agree, Gunnar, because you’re taking the shot. Twelve missiles. Point defense will get some of those, I need you to get the rest. Don’t miss.” 
 
    “How did I know you were going to say that?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “Interdictor, Dreamer is inbound for missile intercept. Stand by to power up shields and point defense if we miss any,” Rath said. 
 
    “We are still inside the defense radius,” Daronda said. 
 
    “Less of a risk than an unshielded missile strike,” Rath said. 
 
    “Acknowledged, Dreamer.” 
 
    “Rath, Boreal is on an intercept course, and they’re pushing hard,” Jake said. 
 
    “How hard?” Rath asked. 
 
    “They’re going to get there before we do. They started closer.” 
 
    “Peeps, get me—” 
 
    “I have Captain Tassius on the comm for you, Keeper,” Peeps said. 
 
    A younger Grumlahl appeared on Rath’s screen. He had thinning, reddish fur and an intense, curious stare. Tassius spoke methodically, as if he didn’t realize he was hurling his ship into harm’s way. “Captain Peterson, I see what you have in mind. Boreal is moving to assist,” he said. 
 
    “Captain Tassius, stand down. There isn’t any sense in us both being targets. Split-Rock will pick you up as soon as you breach the defense perimeter.” 
 
    “That’s why you should let us take this one. Boreal is a lot tougher than the Dreamer, and at this range, we have a better chance of protecting Interdictor, plus it might draw attention away from what you’re doing.” 
 
    Rath considered for a moment. He wanted to argue, but Tassius was right. Boreal had a better chance of surviving fire from Split-Rock, and Rath understood what it must be costing the Protector to stay on overwatch while the rest of his fleet was fighting. 
 
    “I’ll split the difference with you. Position Boreal so you overshoot our course and, as soon as we pass, put everything you have into your shields. We’ll take out the missiles and come around outside the defense perimeter. The ship that fired those missiles is still out there. Boreal may need to shield Interdictor until you both clear the zone. We have to get all three ships out so Split-Rock can regain control of the defense grid.” 
 
    Tassius studied the tactical display as Jake updated it. 
 
    “Agreed, Captain. Good luck.” 
 
    “And to you and your crew, Captain. Peterson out.” 
 
    The Dreamer streaked forward with as much velocity as the crew could stand to give them the biggest window to take out the missiles. The punishing gravity pressed the humans into their crash couches and strained the gravity plating. Envy whined from his bed between Rath’s and Merry’s stations, and Gunnar, who would have the hardest time, endured the acceleration stoically, with little more than a grunt. 
 
    Peeps and Bawk watched their friends with concern, and the three chicks cut loose with a chorus of ooms and chirps—the Votha equivalent of whee! 
 
    “I’m missing those grav tanks about now,” Pride said. 
 
    “Boreal has entered defense perimeter! Split-Rock is firing! Missiles will reach optimum firing range in twenty seconds,” Jake said. “I’m showing a gate entry! Wait, this can’t be right. The gate opened, but I don’t show that anything came through.” 
 
    “We are being hailed, Keeper,” Peeps said. 
 
    “On speaker,” Rath said. 
 
    “Captain Peterson, this is Ensign Bahroot from Salvage System. We’ve just arrived in system. Please add me to your IFF list. I’m monitoring your situation. I might be able to help if I can get a data link to the Grithelean ship. It’s refusing my comm request.” 
 
    “Hold that thought! Jake, count it down!” 
 
    “Four, three, two, one. Firing point defense!” 
 
    “Firing counter-missiles!” Gunnar said. 
 
    “Shields up full. Pulsing ECM!” Bawk said. 
 
    “Diffraction armor engaged,” Pride said. 
 
    “Boreal has our six covered. She’s taking pulse cannon and laser fire. Shields are down to forty percent,” Jake said. “All missiles destroyed! Interdictor is safe, she’ll clear the zone in thirty seconds, and the gunships are standing by to catch her!” 
 
    “Go, baby, go!” Rath said to Merry, who put the Dreamer through a series of evasive maneuvers. 
 
    “Interdictor is deploying drones,” Jake said. 
 
    “Jake, add the ensign to the battlenet. Peeps, tell Splinter the ensign is a friendly, just in case, and send a message to Interdictor to grant the datalink. Ensign Bahroot is our Grithelean technology expert. Let’s put him to work. 
 
    “Ensign Bahroot, welcome to Vothan. Sorry for the warm reception, we still have hostiles in the system. If you’ll proceed in system, Splinter will cover you until we get some breathing room to discuss your assessment, but we have some things we need to handle first.” 
 
    “Rath, look at the tactical. The ensign found our missing ship, and he added a bunch of registry data,” Jake said. “This says Broken Fang…didn’t we kill that ship once already?” Jake worked at the tactical station to bring up an intercept plot. Then he looked up, stricken. “Split-Rock is launching missiles.” 
 
    The base had launched a salvo of forty missiles. Boreal had moved out of effective range for the pulse cannon, but she was still clawing for the edge of the defense perimeter. Rath winced as the cruiser took a dozen hits from Split-Rock’s long-range lasers. 
 
    “Bring us around, Merry. We’re going to knock those missiles out! 
 
    “Rath,” Merry said, “we can’t. We don’t have time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage System Shuttle, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    The Bith Gate flickered with the shimmer of Alter Reality as they slipped into normal space at high-speed in the middle of a battle. Bahroot reached out with his sensors to look at the Vothan system. Lasers flashed by from a Xoth’tar ship toward a Protector missile frigate. 
 
    “Squat! Not good. I should have checked before we entered the system!” He checked the transponder from the ship’s gate transit and saw it was Warning Growl, and it was fighting with Splinter. 
 
    When he had decided not to bother mom or dad or Uncle Harmon and come to Vothan to check out the new Grithelean ship on his own, he was sure he was making the grown-up decision. After all, he was an ensign. 
 
    “With all due respect, sir, I told you coming here without permission from Commodore Tomeral was a mistake,” Sergeant Galooth said. She was working furiously at her console. “How can they see us?” 
 
    The shuttle rocked as a spread of four missiles fired by Warning Growl detonated when they were caught by counter missiles from Splinter. 
 
    “I don’t think they can,” Bahroot said, “but they are fighting just outside the gate effect zone.” 
 
    Bahroot could have avoided the battle if he had maneuvered the shuttle at its full capability, but that would have hurt Galooth. The Yalteen couldn’t handle G forces like he could. 
 
    “Splinter is firing!” Galooth said as a spread of eight missiles ripped into Warning Growl’s shields. 
 
    Now, he wasn’t so sure about his decision. If he had known he was going to arrive in the middle of a battle, he would have felt more comfortable coming with someone with more experience or bringing more ships. Now that he was here, though, he couldn’t just leave. 
 
    “Moving us out of the battle zone.” 
 
    I’m going to be in so much trouble. I should have listened to Galooth. Bahroot couldn’t help feeling like he still needed to prove himself. 
 
    He ran through the gate’s sensor logs and saw when the Xoth’tar fleet arrived and where they moved in the system. Most of the time they just sat, hiding. He pulled the transponder information from the gate for all the ships that had entered the system in the last month. 
 
    “Captain Peterson, this is Ensign Bahroot from Salvage System. We’ve just arrived in system. Please add me to your IFF list. I’m monitoring your situation. I might be able to help if I can get a data link to the Grithelean ship.” 
 
    “Hold that thought!” Captain Peterson said. 
 
    Bahroot watched the Dreamer activate its shields and strike out at a missile cluster with point defense and counter-missiles, then move into a wild evasive pattern as the Boreal moved in to protect it. The base hammered the Boreal with laser and pulse cannon fire. The Boreal’s shields flared as they fought to bleed off energy. 
 
    Why is the Grithelean base firing on the Protector ship? 
 
    A few seconds later, the ensign’s shuttle was added to the IFF feed and the battlenet. Bahroot highlighted the Broken Fang and added his updates. 
 
    Hey, that’s neat. He took a few seconds to study the Futaba defense platforms. They have a sensor package that is sensitive to shields, even minor ones, but it looks like they are still looking for the fifth ship. 
 
    “Ensign Bahroot, welcome to Vothan. Sorry for the warm reception, we still have hostiles in the system, so if you’ll proceed in system, Splinter will cover you until we get some breathing room to discuss your assessment, but we have some things we need to handle first.” 
 
    The Futaba council had asked for help figuring out the ship they had found so they could use it to protect themselves, which was exactly what Tomeral and Associates had done, and after all, he was an expert on the technology. He was even figuring out things that his mom couldn’t. 
 
    When he checked before leaving Salvage System, everything was quiet. He was sure he could help the Futaba and the Votha and come home with new friends, maybe even a contract offer for Salvage. They were all working on so many things, and Vothan was one big think tank. There was a bunch of information on VRI on the Galaxy Network. They worked on a lot of projects for other races, but it looked like they stayed away from anything military. He knew, if they worked together, it could help them all. 
 
    More than that, he was frustrated he couldn’t access the ship. It should have been easy. Now that he could see the ship up close, he knew why. It was a Grithelean ship, but it wasn’t like the ones Salvage had. He wondered if the Gritheleans that had been here had also been killed by the same biological weapon that had wiped out Salvage System, or if some had escaped when they abandoned the system. 
 
    His data link with the ship connected, and he jumped into the Interdictor’s systems. 
 
    This is so cool! Most of this is familiar, but they built this ship on different lines than what I’m used to with ours. 
 
    Through the data link, he could also access Split-Rock. 
 
    The logs don’t answer why the base is firing on one of the Protector ships. 
 
    A few seconds later, he had it. He pieced everything together from the work logs for Split-Rock and the Interdictor. 
 
    The base launched a salvo of missiles at Boreal and hit it with long-range lasers. Bahroot could see that the Boreal would be destroyed when the missiles hit, but the ship was marked as friendly on his IFF. 
 
    I see now, the base is locked in an automated defense loop. 
 
    He spotted the Futaba technicians working to shut the system down. 
 
    “Ensign Bahroot to Captain Peterson. I see part of your problem. Do you want me to give the base manual control of the defense grid?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “Ensign Bahroot to Captain Peterson. I see part of your problem. Do you want me to give the base manual control of the defense grid?” 
 
    The question caught them completely off guard. Raptor Benedo broke in. He had been largely silent on the shared channel as his crews waited for the ships to clear Split-Rock’s defense radius. 
 
    “What? How do you propose to do that?” 
 
    “I’ve been studying those systems, and they are really close to what we have, it’ll be easy—” 
 
    “Yes! The answer is yes!” Rath said. 
 
    The comms went silent. A few seconds later, Ensign Bahroot was back. “I was wrong, that was harder than I thought, but it’s done.” 
 
    “Raptor, can you divert the missiles headed for Boreal?” Rath asked. 
 
    “We can; they have already been safed so we can recover them.” 
 
    “Peeps, it looks like Boreal dropped off the battlenet after that last hit. See if you can raise them and ask what we can do to assist.” 
 
    Peeps worked at her console then turned to Rath, stricken. “Boreal reports shields and weapons off-line. Life support is at seventy percent. Damage control is assessing the rest of the damage. Keeper, Boreal has thirty dead and more than a hundred wounded.” 
 
    “Merry, take us in to cover the Boreal. Stitches—” 
 
    “I’ll be ready by the time we get there; I’ve already got an open comm with their medical officer.” 
 
    Rath studied the tactical display. Charger was confirmed destroyed. They had lost sixteen of the twenty-four defense platforms, including four they had just refit. Chaser had engine damage and was falling behind in her pursuit of Hunt of Vengeance, but if the cruiser turned to fight, it was unlikely Chaser could defeat it on her own. Forestal had never engaged Leap to Kill—the frigate had retreated from the escort carrier’s fighter screen but had destroyed seven defense platforms first. Splinter had won her duel with Warning Growl and had come through unscathed and left the frigate’s wreckage to be pushed aside by the gate effect. Then there was the heavy damage to Boreal, but thanks to Bahroot, they had control of the base defense grid. They still had a hostile cruiser and two frigates in the system, something Rath intended to deal with as soon as possible, but none of the ships, except Broken Fang, were close enough to continue the battle. They had purchased the time they needed in blood. It was a victory, but a costly one. 
 
    “All ships, proceed to Split-Rock for repair. Interdictor, you are cleared to launch drone shell. Let’s see what she can do. Gunships, let’s bring Interdictor back to base.” 
 
    “Interdictor launching drone shell and establishing integration with system defense network,” Daronda replied. 
 
    “Ensign, I’m not sure how you did what you just did, but thank you. You just saved a lot of lives,” Rath said. 
 
    “Oh, you’re welcome,” Ensign Bahroot said. “It looks like you are having problems with your ship too, or are you leaving the engines off on purpose?” 
 
    “The computer system shut down the engines because they feed power directly to an experimental weapons system that malfunctioned. It won’t let one run without the other.” 
 
    “Would you like me to take a look?” Bahroot asked. 
 
    “Captain Peterson, a word in private?” Raptor Benedo asked. 
 
    “Please excuse us for a moment, Ensign,” Rath said. 
 
    “Okay, Captain.” 
 
    “Captain Peterson, I’m uncomfortable with granting this level of access without greater caution. We know next to nothing about this Ensign Bahroot,” Benedo said. 
 
    “Raptor Benedo, he’s the representative from Salvage System. We invited him here to look at the Grithelean technology and, with only a data link, he managed to release the lockout on the defense grid that your teams haven’t been able to crack in months. When he did that, he saved a ship that’s defending your system, and despite, apparently, being able to read these systems like a book, he’s asked before he’s done anything. Add to that, we are down a destroyer, and we don’t know how badly Boreal is damaged and when or if she can be repaired. If Ensign Bahroot can solve the issue on Interdictor, we should accept.” 
 
    “We do not yet know the cost of this help.” 
 
    “Beings whose primary concern is a payout negotiate price first, not after. There are times you have to believe that there are people out there who are trying to do the right thing,” Rath said. “He seems legit.” 
 
    “I hope you are right.” 
 
    “Me, too. Peeps, please reconnect the ensign,” Rath said. “Ensign, we would appreciate any help you can give in resolving the Interdictor’s engine issues. If you see a solution, we would like to discuss it before you implement.” 
 
    “I’ve done the code comparison. I’m sending you a copy of the current code and the changes to separate the propulsion and weapons systems. I won’t be able to make the changes over the data link though, I will need direct access to the systems.” 
 
    “We’ll see you there, Ensign,” Rath said. 
 
    He studied the tactical display again. The Xoth’tar vessels were still headed in-system. That didn’t make sense. They didn’t have enough firepower to challenge them now that Interdictor was online. Then he saw it, and he felt his blood go cold. The defense platforms they destroyed were all between the gate and Vothan. 
 
    “Rath, I’m showing an emergence at the gate, and it’s huge!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Interdictor, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    There were several surprises in the next few hours, starting with Ensign Bahroot. Sergeant Galooth had come down the ramp into Interdictor’s bay, and Rath had stepped forward and offered his hand to the Yalteen. “I’m Rath Peterson, you must be Ensign Bahroot. I’m happy to be able to thank you in person for saving our bacon.”  
 
    Galooth shook the offered hand. “No, sir. I’m Sergeant Galooth, Ensign Bahroot’s assistant.” She held up a case with a cube, a power supply, and a slate. “This is Ensign Bahroot.” 
 
    Rath stared at the case. 
 
    “Good to meet you, Captain Peterson. I’m happy I was able to help,” Bahroot said. 
 
    Pride and Daronda looked at each other. 
 
    “By the Egg!” Daronda said. 
 
    Pride smiled. “Am I right that you’re an AI?” 
 
    “I’m not artificial, but that’s close,” Bahroot said. 
 
    “Sorry, Ensign; no offense intended. It’s just that this explains a lot,” Pride said. “The files you sent for the changes to Interdictor’s programming included more than a million lines of code. We were trying to figure out how you compared the sets so quickly. Now we know. I have a bunch of projects I’d like to get your opinion on and—” 
 
    “Projects can wait,” Rath interrupted. “I don’t care if he’s a sentient carrot. He pulled our tails out of the fire, and that’s good enough for me. You can call me Rath, Ensign. Too many titles already.” 
 
    “Bahroot is fine as well, Rath.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s head to the conference room; we have a lot of work to do. Bahroot, you might want to establish a message queue now, you’re in a system of researchers and engineers, and as soon as they find out about you, I bet you are going to be very popular with the eggheads.” 
 
    “Rath!” Merry said. 
 
    “Eggheads?” Daronda asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Pride can explain,” Rath said. 
 
    “That would be us,” Pride said. “Though if anyone here resembles an egg…” She looked pointedly at Rath’s nearly bald head. 
 
    Galooth looked uncomfortable. “Sir, you should hold off on further commitments until you talk to the commodore…” 
 
    “We’ll set up a link in the conference room. I don’t see how Salvage can get ships here in time to help, but if things go badly, hopefully they will be able to liberate the system.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea. I’m sure the commodore and his staff will have a lot to contribute,” Galooth said. 
 
    “Are they up to speed on the situation? I assume you filed a status report, but maybe you haven’t had time?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Bahroot said. 
 
    The next surprise was the response from Salvage System. The link had come up showing two human males, a Prithmar, and another cube like Bahroot’s. 
 
    “President Tomeral, it’s good to finally speak to you. I’m Rath Peterson of the Seven Deadly Sins mercenary company. I’m the new defense coordinator for the Vothan system. With me are Merry Ogata, our pilot and one of the co-founders of 7DS; Director Jerdo, representing the Futaba council and VRI; Raptor Benedo, military advisor to the council; Sergeant Major Gunnar and Captain Tassius, representing the Benthi Federation Protectors; engineers Cassandra Pride and Daronda; researchers Bocolocus and Peepsonta of the Votha; and, of course, Ensign Bahroot and Sergeant Galooth. I’d like to thank you for sending them, they have already been a huge help and—” 
 
    The second human broke in. The name below his picture read Clip Kolgett. “Bahroot, what were you thinking, man? Your mother and I have been worried crazy about you! You know better than to take off like this.” 
 
    Harmon laid a hand on his friend’s arm. “Coordinator Peterson—” 
 
    “Rath is fine.” 
 
    “Rath, I’m happy the ensign was able to help, but as you can see, he exceeded his authority in accepting your invitation.” 
 
    The other AI jumped in. Its nametag said Lt. Commander Jayneen. “Bahroot is going to be—” she paused for a second, “—restricted.” 
 
    “Grounded, man,” Clip said, his head shaking slowly. “So grounded,” 
 
    “But I can explain!” Bahroot responded in a rush. “They have a new kind of Grithelean ship I wanted to look at, and we haven’t seen that anywhere but Salvage System, and there are two races here that need our help to defend their system, and there is a big fleet coming, and the defenses they had in place until I started helping were failing. Isn’t that the right thing to do?” 
 
    Rath shook his head. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know the ensign was here without permission, but that doesn’t change anything on our end. He’s free to leave, of course. With his shuttle’s stealth technology, he might make it out, but at the moment, we don’t have the resources to get him through or around the Xoth’tar fleet heading in this direction, and I’d be lying if I said we don’t need his help and yours. We were hoping the Protectors would be able to assist, but we just found out the two systems that could respond are under blockade. The best we can do is keep him here at the base and hope we can hold out. Bahroot, can you catch up Lt. Commander Janeen? That’s probably going to be the fastest way to explain everything.” 
 
    Bahroot and Jayneen communicated back and forth for nearly a minute while the others sat in uncomfortable silence. “They’re right, there is no way for them to get Bahroot out, and he can help. Bahroot, you are going to be able to help them more if you are on the Interdictor. Harmon, we should help if we can.” 
 
    “If Bahroot and Jayneen think we need to help, that’s good enough for me.” Harmon sat back and ran his fingers through his hair. “As soon as we assemble a force, based on the information Bahroot sent us, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    Rath let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. “We’ll leave the light on. See you soon and thank you all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Interdictor, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    The tactical display showed a grim picture, but it was easier to look at than the video of the arrival of the Xoth’tar fleet had been. Bone Crusher had arrived in system and released two cruisers and four frigates, which brought the enemy presence in the system to three cruisers, six frigates, and the Bone Crusher, which would qualify as a super-dreadnaught in any fleet Rath knew of. The enormous vessel had entered the Vothan system at high speed, contemptuously locked on to Splinter with her main laser batteries at extreme range, and blown the missile frigate to dust, then she started decelerating. Afterward, they had received a single message from a golden furred Xoth’tar dressed in heavy armor, holding a spear. Attached to the spear were chains decorated with a dozen skulls from different races. They rattled as she raised the spear to point it at the camera. 
 
    “I am Pack-First, Xoth’tar’ii of Bone Crusher and the Over-Pack. I claim this system for the Xoth’tar, defend it if you can. I call on Qu’vok’ti Rath Peterson to prove himself and meet me on the Sands of Blood! I will send you to serve Rethzzld in the afterlife!” 
 
    “Just great. Another Pack-First,” Jake snickered. “Can you imagine the meetings? Pack-First, meet Pack-First, and by the way, have you met Pack-First?” 
 
    “What do they intend to do?” Director Jerdo asked. 
 
    “Conquer us, obviously,” Raptor Benedo said. 
 
    “The Xoth’tar are a mercenary race,” Rath said. “That ship isn’t just a military vessel, their whole civilization lives in space. When they claim a system, they strip it of every resource before they move on. What they can’t use, they sell. They leave the population as easy prey for other races; they don’t take slaves, though they’ve been known to eat the conquered.” 
 
    “How are we going to stop them? Even without Bone Crusher, they have a three to one advantage,” Tassius said. 
 
    “Not really,” Bahroot said. “I made the changes so the engines work and started the mining drones so there will be raw materials for repairs. The fabricators are working, and with the drone shell at full strength and the rest of the platforms tied in, we are ahead by three percent. The miners won’t have time to build up much, but as new drones come online, they will replace the ones we lose. With Bone Crusher, they out-gun us two to one, but VRI was able to give me the plans for the ship.” 
 
    “How did VRI get those?” Rath asked. 
 
    “We were contracted for a redesign of the fortress ships a hundred years ago,” Jerdo said. 
 
    “Let’s see them,” Rath said. “Any weak spots we can work on?” 
 
    Bahroot put the general plans up on the screen. “Not ship to ship. There isn’t enough time to repair the Boreal, and, without her, the only ship with enough firepower to force a shield breach is Merry Dreamer. 
 
    “You mean Chaser,” Tassius said. 
 
    “No, he means the Dreamer,” Gunnar said. “The Pilum-class is armed with an ARC.” 
 
    “I—” Tassius hesitated, “—didn’t think we could use those.” 
 
    “The Bith only get antsy if you use a mass driver for planetary bombardment. Ship to ship they couldn’t care less,” Rath said. 
 
    “We’d have to get in close to guarantee a hit, and we’d never survive knife fighting range with that monster,” Merry said. “Though Bone Crusher is big enough that it probably doesn’t dodge well.” 
 
    “I’m counting on that. What else?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Chaser only needed minor repairs. Forestal is also in good shape.” 
 
    “She’s an assault carrier, right? What’s the space wing?” 
 
    “One squadron. Twenty-four sabers, in four flights of six, and four gunships,” Tassius said. 
 
    “How many troops?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Three hundred Grumlahl and two hundred humans for a total of five hundred, not enough for an effective ground defense,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “Armor?” 
 
    “A hundred and fifty heavy kit. The rest is standard, but they’re all vacuum rated,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “Mechs?” 
 
    “Just yours.” 
 
    “What about the Grithelean frigates?” 
 
    “We are pulling two reactors from one to install on Interdictor to give her some extra power for drone recharges,” Pride said. “The other is a shell. It has armor, and the drive systems are installed. There’s no life support, no gravity plating, and no weapons other than the point defense network.” 
 
    “We have spare pulse cannon, and we can mount missiles on racks. Bahroot, can you remote pilot the frigate?” 
 
    “Sure! But there’s always some lag, and I can lose communication.” 
 
    “I don’t see where a single frigate will make a difference,” Raptor Benedo said. 
 
    “Look at the plans. The Bone Crusher’s biggest weakness is its size.” 
 
    “Not seeing how that’s a weakness,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “She has a big central corridor. Big enough for our mechs or for Grumlahl in power armor.” 
 
    “Marine assault? They outnumber us fifty to one.” Gunnar marked two areas. “If we could take the bridge and engineering it might work. What is your plan for the frigate? Troop transport?” 
 
    “Not exactly what I have in mind. One question for Bahroot before I answer. If we can get into the Bone Crusher and hook directly into the ship’s systems, can you gain control of the ship, or at least shut down the weapons and shields?” Rath asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Bahroot said. “With direct access, it should be easy.” 
 
    “All right,” Rath said. “This is what I think we should do.”  
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 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    The Xoth’tar fleet approached Vothan directly, leaving no doubt they didn’t regard either the defenders or the remaining defense platforms as obstacles. Because the fleet was approaching from Vothan’s far side, it was outside the range of the base defenses, but Split-Rock had launched more than five hundred missiles on ballistic trajectories, ready to change course, ignite their drives, and use Vothan’s gravity to slingshot around the planet and into the battle zone once Interdictor supplied them with targeting data. 
 
    Ensign Bahroot adjusted the drone swarm in the Interdictor’s multiple shells from order into controlled chaos, giving it the look of the universe’s largest atom, as two of the cruisers and their escorts leapt forward to engage and launched wave after wave of missiles, while the third group, Hunt of Vengeance, and her two frigates broke to move toward Vothan. 
 
    Forestal and her saber flight, along with the gunships, had the job of protecting the planet and repositioning the six closest defense platforms to help with the planet’s defense. 
 
    The Merry Dreamer waited with Interdictor for Bone Crusher to fully commit to the battle, while the Grithelean frigate, which had been named Talon, cruised at the edges of the zone held in reserve. Chaser was stationed between the fleets and the planet to cover problem spots. 
 
    “Bone Crusher is launching fighters,” Jake said. 
 
    “Here we go people! All stations by the numbers,” Rath said. 
 
    “Flight, ready,” Merry said. 
 
    “Communications, ready,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Stealth and ECM, ready,” Bawk added. 
 
    “Tactical and point defense, ready,” Jake said. 
 
    “Engineering and drone control, ready,” Pride said. “New diffraction armor is online.” 
 
    Rath had to smile. Daronda and Pride had been throwing rapid fire queries at Bahroot ever since they had met him. While the Grithelean ships had some real advantages, Bahroot had been able to model and prototype enhancements to their current systems and program the base fabricators, as well as solve some of the calculations Pride was working on for the diffraction armor to make it stronger, lighter, and more capable. While it couldn’t be used to return fire the way they hoped, it could direct energy to storage or to the ship’s shield emitters. Overall, they had more than a twenty percent boost in performance, which put the Dreamer on par with a frigate for armor and shield power. 
 
    “ARC and missile control, ready,” Rath said. 
 
    “TEC is ready,” Gretchen said. “Standing by to move to medical. Let’s hope I don’t need to.” 
 
    “WOOF!” 
 
    “Protector assault teams, ready,” Gunnar said. “Though how you talked me into this, I have no idea.” 
 
    “How’s the weather out there?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Cold and dark and waiting to let a whole lot of outside inside for our friends,” Gunnar said. 
 
    “Dreamer boarding party is ready. You should have swapped assignments, sir. It’s nice and warm here.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that for next time, Major,” Gunnar said. 
 
    Rath paused; the major’s voice sounded familiar. He hadn’t had time to meet the commander of the Dreamer’s boarding team. Pride had them all squared away on the cargo deck, and he would when they suited up. Rath was taking thirty Grumlahl, with heavy assault armor, forward to seize the bridge, while a larger mixed team went aft to take engineering with Sergeant Major Gunnar. 
 
    “Protector battlegroup, ready,” Tassius said. 
 
    Captain Tassius had relocated to Interdictor with the crew of Boreal and was coordinating the Protector ship operations from there. Between the Boreal’s crew, the Votha research nests now acting as technicians, and the small group of Futaba, Interdictor had come to life. 
 
    “Split-Rock is standing by to assist,” Raptor Benedo said. 
 
    “Interdictor is ready!” Bahroot chimed in. 
 
    “All stations, weapons free!” Rath said. “Light ’em up!” 
 
    “Point defense drones firing,” Bahroot said. “First wave of missiles has been eliminated. Defense platforms are firing, three minutes to strike on Bone Crusher.” 
 
    The Xoth’tar cruisers tried to force their way into strike range of Interdictor. Bone Crusher’s fighters flashed into the protected space of the drone shell. The Xoth’tar craft were blocky, unlovely ships that were never meant to touch an atmosphere, covered in weapons and thrusters. As the fighter wings moved in, they cleared a path for one of the cruiser groups. 
 
    “Enemy cruiser group two has committed,” Jake said. 
 
    “Bring in the first wave from Split-Rock,” Rath said. “Target cruiser group two.” 
 
    “Targeting group two, five minutes.” 
 
    “At three minutes, trigger ECM, then target the fighters and bring up the strike drones,” Rath said. 
 
    “Interdictor is taking laser fire from Bone Crusher, shields at eighty-five percent. Missiles from defense platforms have been destroyed, second salvo is inbound,” Bahroot said. “Strike drones, aye!” 
 
    “Rath, we’ve lost three of the orbital platforms and six fighters. Forestal and the sabers took out one of the frigates, but Forestal is in trouble!” Jake said. 
 
    “Send in the gunships. Chaser, break and assist Forestal,” Tassius ordered. 
 
    “Gunships commit, aye. Chaser inbound, aye.” 
 
    “Second wave from Split-Rock to cruiser group one. Third flight to target Bone Crusher. Adjust time on target to coincide with the defense platform strike.” 
 
    “Shields at sixty percent, drone shell is thirty percent depleted.” 
 
    “Launch reserves.” 
 
    “Reserves launching, aye,” Bahroot said. “Triggering ECM. Strike drones firing!” 
 
    The Xoth’tar fighters had been wreaking havoc since entering the first layer of Interdictor’s defenses. The drones at the outermost edges of the shell were primarily laser armed and served as extensions of the Interdictor’s point defense network. The strike drones were missile armed and shielded, and, since they were drones, they had few limits on the number of Gs they could take. ECM erupted from a score of drones within the shell, blinding cruiser group two and hopelessly confusing the fighters. Finally, Interdictor was doing what she was designed for—holding the enemy at arm’s length. 
 
    And bleeding them dry. 
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 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    In the next minute, the strike drones eliminated two-thirds of the Xoth-tar fighters. Two hundred Xoth were blown to dust by the small but powerful missiles of the Grithelean drones. At the same time, a wave of a hundred missiles redirected from Split-Rock struck cruiser group two, nearly unopposed, and destroyed the cruiser and one of the frigates, and damaged the other so it could not continue. 
 
    “Cruiser group one has committed,” Jake said. 
 
    Rath winced as a missile strike was intercepted, but the debris slammed into Interdictor’s side. 
 
    “Shields are at forty percent, minor damage to the armor. Damage crews responding to the breach,” Bahroot said. 
 
    “Has Bone Crusher committed?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “Damn it, we need them in the drone field if this is going to work!” Rath said. 
 
    The next two waves of missiles from Split-Rock arrived. Cruiser group one took heavy damage to one frigate, but the other two ships took no damage, and the wave of missiles for Bone Crusher was absorbed entirely by her shields and point defense, and she lost only fifteen percent shield power. 
 
    “That’s one tough ship,” Jake said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rath said. “Time to make it mad. Envy, come here.” Envy trotted over to him, and Rath removed a tooth on a thong from around the dog’s neck. 
 
    “It’s not already mad?” Bawk asked. 
 
    “Rath has a special talent,” Merry said. 
 
    “Peeps, system-wide.” 
 
    “Channel is open, Rath.” 
 
    “This is Rath Peterson. I don’t have a spear adorned with the skulls of my enemies to shake, but I have this.” Rath held up his father’s hunting knife. “And your pal Rethzzld seemed to like it enough that he stuck around on it. He also dropped this.” He held up the tooth. “I thought you folks would be more motivated, but with everyone being called Pack-First, maybe no one over there knows who’s in charge.” 
 
    The Pack-First of the Bone Crusher responded. “You cannot goad me, human. We will pick your pathetic defense apart and dance on your bones.” 
 
    “Eventually, you’ll run out of ships, and I’ll come for you, Goldie. You’ve lost half your force while you hang back. You challenged me, and I’m here, and when the video of this fight gets out, your people will see me waiting on the Sands of Blood, while you hide because you’re afraid to scratch the paint.” 
 
    “That’s it! Bone Crusher is moving in!” Jake said. 
 
    “As soon as she’s inside the drone shell, Bahroot, send in the rest of Split-Rock’s missiles, and we need constant ECM.” 
 
    “That much ECM will compromise my targeting, Rath,” Bahroot said. 
 
    “She’s plenty big, use optics. This is all for nothing if we can’t bring that shield down. As soon as it drops, send in Talon.” 
 
    “Optics for targeting, aye.” 
 
    “Merry, when the ECM kicks in, start our run. Bawk, stealth the ship.” 
 
    “Ship stealthed, aye,” Bawk said. 
 
    “ECM is active,” Jake said. 
 
    “Starting our run,” Merry said. 
 
    “All hands stand by for high-G maneuvers,” Peeps broadcast. 
 
    The chicks bounced and cheeped in their hammock, excited by the Dreamer’s acceleration. 
 
    Little buggers sure feel the need for speed, Rath thought, remembering Sandy. 
 
    Rath had wanted to leave them on Split-Rock, but Peeps and Bawk had both objected. “We are a nest, Keeper. We stay together.” 
 
    The Dreamer shuddered and bounced as she dove into the fray. 
 
    “Fighters on our tail,” Gretchen said. 
 
    “Six missiles inbound. Point defense firing.” 
 
    The whine of the lasers was replaced by a deeper thrum as the rear quads fired. “Gotcha!” Gretchen said. 
 
    “Pride, is there a problem with the quads? They sounded off.” 
 
    There was a muffled boom, and the Dreamer lurched. “We got three, took one hit and two proximity detonations. Shields down twenty-six percent,” Jake said. 
 
    “Sorry, Rath. I, uh, might have switched the bottom quad for a dual pulse cannon,” Pride said. 
 
    Rath grinned. “Capacitors charged, setting ARC for rapid cycle.” They had removed Rath’s beloved grav tanks to make room for an extra bank of capacitors so they could fire the ARC from one bank while the other recharged. He grunted as the Dreamer turned abruptly, and the heavy G made it hard to breathe. I’m really going to miss those tanks, he thought. 
 
    The Bone Crusher loomed large in the holo display. The ship’s point defense was taking a heavy toll on the drone shell, even with the constant ECM, and its shields lit with flashes from the bombardment of small missiles and drone point defense lasers. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds till the Split-Rock strike,” Jake said. 
 
    “Lining us up,” Merry said. She brought the Dreamer in at an angle above the Bone Crusher on the ship’s centerline. Jake counted down the remaining seconds. 
 
    “We lost half the missiles to point defense! Target shields are at thirty-five percent! Dreamer is taking fire, shields at fifty percent and falling!” 
 
    “Firing ARC!” Rath said. The Dreamer shook as the Damocles left the tube. The missile made the shields of Bone Crusher flare blue-white as a second and then a third missile streaked across the distance between the two ships. The dreadnaught’s defense systems, confused by the storm of ECM, reached out, but they were unable to stop the armored and shielded missiles. 
 
    “Come on, baby. Come on! Do your thing!” Rath prayed as he loaded the Dreamer’s last missile. 
 
    “Target at twenty percent! Ten percent! Wooooooooo!” Jake yelled. Envy joined in with a howl. 
 
    “Save that last bullet! Shields are down. Talon is inbound!” 
 
    They had cleared the first hurdle. To assault the big ship, they first had to bring her shields down, but to get the Protector troops into Bone Crusher, they had to force a breach and do it with enough force that resistance would be minimal until they were deeper in the ship. That was where Talon came in. Bahroot brought the frigate screaming in at full power, rammed the dreadnaught, and tore a jagged hole through the ship’s middle big enough for a cruiser. Bone Crusher was wracked with secondary explosions and began to drift, then steadied as secondary systems took over. But her guns fell silent. 
 
    They had to go now while they still could. 
 
    “Rath to Gunnar. The door is open, and it’s time to party. I’ll meet you at the dance.” 
 
    “On our way! Ensign, we’re ready.” 
 
    Rath watched the holo for a minute as two hundred drones they had held in reserve, each carrying armored Protectors, headed for the breach. He wondered briefly how many would see the end of the day, and if Gunnar had as much trouble writing those letters as he did. Then he shook it off. Time enough for that later. 
 
    He shifted ARC control over to Jake, just in case, then stood up. 
 
    “Bring ’er to the hole, baby.” He grinned at Merry. 
 
    “That’s supposed to be your job!” she said as she moved the Dreamer into the breach. 
 
    “Time to put on my party dress. Kiss me quick.” Rath leaned in to kiss Merry. “If this party gets too wild, don’t wait up, okay?” 
 
    “You get your ass back on time, or we’re coming in after you,” she countered. 
 
    Peeps and Bawk both looked at him with liquid eyes. Peeps rushed over to hug him. “Be careful, Keeper, for all our sakes.” 
 
    Rath hugged her back. “No matter what happens, you keep going. We aren’t just a nest. We all take care of each other. You hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you, Keeper,” Peeps said. 
 
    “I wish we were going in with you. Doesn’t seem right,” Jake said. 
 
    “I wish you were too, but it was either put Protectors in our mechs or let them fight the Dreamer, unless you’ve figured out that two places at once thing. Gotta go.” 
 
    “Hey, Rath!” Merry called. “Tear ’em up!” 
 
    “Count on it!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “Pride,” Rath said. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He looked at the mech, still not sure he believed what he saw. 
 
    “A-Whuff,” Envy barked proudly. “Aruh-woo-wuh!” 
 
    “I’ve had motion capture in Envy’s armor and have been tied into his implants for the last year. It took a while for him to get used to the thrusters and the fire controls, but he’s great with them now,” Pride said. 
 
    “When did you…?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Some of us work on date night. Two more surprises.” Pride pointed. 
 
    Rath’s mech was covered in small hexagonal plates. 
 
    “Is that…?” 
 
    “Diffraction armor, yes. It’s a lot thinner than what’s on the ship, but it’s better protection than the laser resistant paint, and it works with the nanoflage, so you should get some lift out of that, but don’t push it. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks, Pride. What’s my third surprise? Pocket-sized accelerator cannon?” 
 
    “Close, but not so pocket-sized,” said a voice behind him. Rath turned and was swept up in the arms of a Grumlahl and waltzed around the cargo bay floor a dozen steps, something that was even more impressive because the Grumlahl was already wearing the heavy assault armor which made him nearly as big as Rath’s mech. 
 
    “Thunk! What the hell are you doing here?” Rath asked. 
 
    “That’s kind of a long story, but the short version is that my boss was convinced you might wind up in harm’s way, and voluntold me I was coming on this trip instead of working my usual cushy gig.” 
 
    “The tribune?” 
 
    “Hell no! I leave such exalted persons to the likes of Sergeant Major Gunnar. Captain Randall sent me. She said any man who would send her a case of prime swill for shooting at him should be preserved at all costs.” 
 
    Rath heard one of the troopers ask another quietly, “Why’s he calling Major Unkas Thunk? 
 
    “Getting kind of deep in here, Theo.” Pride laughed. 
 
    Thunk casually reached out and tagged the trooper asking the question on the back of his helmet with a resounding slap, knocking it down over his eyes. 
 
    “Secure that helmet, Trooper.” He grinned. “You want to breathe vacuum? Or worse yet, Xoth’tar stink?” 
 
    The second trooper took pity on him and helped the first with his helmet. “Major Theodore Unkas,” he said. “Thunk.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re with us,” Rath said. “Ready to start this show?” 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Thunk said. 
 
    Rath quickly donned one of the new haptic suits and the light armor he usually didn’t bother with inside the mech. Military macho aside, the Xoth’tar were no pushovers, and there were going to be a lot of them. The stale smell of his mech reminded him he’d been slacking on his maintenance. He powered up and ran a quick range of motion test and checked his screens. One flashed red. When he checked it, he found a new menu with all of Envy’s stats as well as his armor controls. If the dog got into trouble, Rath could have the armor evac on its own. 
 
    Pride slipped a mask on and checked the seal. “Scans are clear as far as we can see. Once you’re in, keep an eye on your six, there’s a lot of ways they can get behind you.” She hit the ready light, and with a couple of quick adjustments, the troopers lined up in front of the cargo door behind Rath, Envy, and Thunk. 
 
    “Cassie tells me you have some fancy camo.” 
 
    Rath kicked in his and Envy’s nanoflage. Thunk’s eyes widened, followed by a giant smile. “I’ve got to get me one of those,” Thunk said. 
 
    “We can work something out. Make sure your troops are using their HUDs. I don’t want to be barbecued by those plasma cannon you carry. Envy goes point; I’ll go next. Anything stops us, he’ll go right, and I’ll go left. Protectors aim up the middle. How do you want to handle cross corridors?” 
 
    “We’ll drop a three-trooper team at major branches to keep them from getting behind us. We have two transmitter packages, and we’ll pull those forward once we find out if we can get to the connection points,” Thunk said. 
 
    On his HUD, Rath could see the four beacons marking the locations Bahroot had said connecting an interface would allow him to take over the ship—the bridge, the main computer center, auxiliary control, and main engineering. They expected all of those to be heavily guarded. 
 
    The ready timer counted down to zero, and the cargo door snapped open. One group at a time, they launched themselves across open space into the Bone Crusher. They formed back up in part of the main corridor that was covered in twisted wreckage from Talon blowing through the ship. Mercifully, any bodies in the area had already drifted into space. 
 
    Two of the Protectors stepped forward, and it only took them a moment to open a set of decompression doors long enough to get everyone inside. On the other side of the doors, the ship was surprisingly normal, though there was debris and damage from the battle. Light panels hung from sparking wires, and buckled deck plates under the hard, rubbery flooring made for treacherous footing. Red emergency lighting threw their shadows on the walls of a corridor wide enough for them to walk three abreast, even in their bulky suits. 
 
    “Rath to Gunnar.” There was no signal on any of the frequencies, except the one for the Dreamer, and the others were full of static. “Too much interference. Are you getting anything?” Rath asked Thunk. 
 
    “Same thing here,” Thunk said. “So much for a coordinated attack.” 
 
    “Go, Envy,” Rath said. He watched the dog’s indicator move down the hallway. He gave Envy twenty meters of lead, then moved his mech forward and released three micro drones to move ahead and check the side corridors. “Let’s get this done.”  
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 Hunt of Vengeance, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “Jakto Roputu! No!” Pack-First fumed. Between them, Hunt of Vengeance and Broken Fang had destroyed the Futaba orbital platforms, battered the Protector assault carrier into uselessness, and wounded the destroyer so it could not stand for long against them. They had lost Leap to Kill to the fighters and defense platforms, Hunt of Vengeance had damage to her drives and weapons, and Broken Fang had no more than thirty percent shield capacity, but only their crippled prey and a clawful of exhausted fighters and gunships stood between them and the sweet taste of claiming another world. Both Hunt of Vengeance and Broken Fang had nearly exhausted their supplies of missiles, but they continued the attack with their powerful lasers. 
 
    He heard the creaking sound that passed for human laughter from Lars Gearson, who sat chained to an empty station on the bridge. Hunter-First Vrekk stood above him and glowered. When they intercepted the transmission Gearson sent to his Pack, they had dragged him from his quarters and brought him where he could cause no more trouble. When they discovered how he had accomplished his mission, Pack-First thought he would injure himself with laughter. He would never have believed a human would attempt to seduce a Xoth’tar female. Gearson said it was because he was something called a skald. The Hunter-First had wanted to eat Gearson’s heart. 
 
    “Things not going according to plan?” Gearson taunted. “You’d save yourselves a lot of trouble if you’d surrender now. If you keep this up, you are going to make Rath mad.” 
 
    “Be silent unless I speak to you, Gearson, or I will have Vrekk remove your tongue.” 
 
    Pack-First had been denied his wish to face Qu’vok’ti Peterson. That had been claimed by the Xoth’tar’ii, but the honor of conquest was his. Yet somehow, with victory within his claws, Bone Crusher had called for help. For the first time in a thousand years, the stars looked down on a defeat of one of the great fortress homes of the Xoth’tar. Still, except for the Grithelean drone ship, the enemy was nearly destroyed, and though Bone Crusher was gravely wounded, it was not a mortal blow, and the cursed ship of the Qu’vok’ti could no longer be found. 
 
    “Speaker, get me Broken Fang!” Seconds later, Raggah gazed at him from a corner of the bridge display. Pack-First. I must think of Raggah as a Pack-First. The Broken Fang’s captain was bloodied and burned from a missile strike that had damaged the frigate’s bridge. Pack-First could see scorched and broken consoles behind the other Xoth. 
 
    “Pack-First!” Raggah snarled. “We have beaten them! Another strike, and the system will fall!” 
 
    “And it will,” Pack-First said. “But Bone Crusher has been breached and demands our aid. Break off and go now. Hunt of Vengeance cannot match the speed of Broken Fang. You will be the tip of the spear, and we shall follow to drive you home! Chon’pak!” 
 
    “I obey, Pack-First! Chon’pak!” Raggah said, his tone making it clear exactly what he thought of the order. But the Broken Fang turned away from the Protector destroyer and moved toward the dreadnaught. 
 
    What is this? Pack-First wondered. The drone ship was no longer attacking Bone Crusher, instead concentrating on the other Pack group. Even wounded, Bone Crusher is a far greater threat. Perhaps the enemy no longer has the ability to fight the fortress ship. Pack-First’s guess was confirmed a moment later. 
 
    Raggah appeared on his display. To get a better view of the damage, Broken Fang had climbed high above the battle. As they drew closer, they had come under attack from the ship’s drones, but the battle had taken its toll, and the number of drones was no longer sufficient to cause damage quickly. Now, it was a war of attrition. The image from Broken Fang zoomed into the breach. Tucked into the wall of the breach nearest to the bow was the Qu’vok’ti ship. Pack-First’s eyes widened as he looked closer. They were boarding Bone Crusher! They meant to capture the ship! 
 
    “Pack-First to Broken Fang. Destroy that ship at once!” 
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 Merry Dreamer, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, the strike team is clear. We’re all buttoned up, Merry,” Pride said. “I hate the waiting.” 
 
    “Me too,” Merry said. “Do you know how many times I’ve been on the ship by myself while all of you deployed, wondering if anyone was going to make it back.” 
 
    “Same number of times we worried about whether the Dreamer would get hit, and we’d lose you and be left stranded on some rock,” Pride said. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Bawk asked. 
 
    “Peeps will keep a close eye on the comms in case we need to coordinate the strike teams.” Jake said. “Otherwise, we watch, and we wait, and we try to be ready if there’s some way we can help. The teams are going to be busy, and the last thing we want to be is a distraction, That’s the merc gig: days of boredom broken up by moments of sheer terror. I’m going to order up some sandwiches. Anyone else?” 
 
    “I’m in,” Merry said. 
 
    “Me too,” Pride said. 
 
    “Me three, if there’s delivery. I don’t want to leave the TEC right now,” Gretchen added. 
 
    “No, thank you, but I would take a bulb of Gobaal and some grubs and berries for the small ones,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Gobaal for me as well, Jake,” Bawk said. 
 
    “Gobaal? Is that the green stuff I see you drinking?” Gretchen asked. “Maybe I’ll try that. What’s in it?” 
 
    “Regurgitated Gralp cricket mixed with Tinkaberry juice. The small ones are too young for Gralp, but once they are older, I will feed them Gobaal. Drinking it reminds me of feedings from my own nest-mother. This last batch was especially smooth,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Gobaal should have some crunch in it,” Bawk said. “The chunks are the best part.” 
 
    Peeps sniffed. “Your nest-mother had lazy digestion.”  
 
    “Yours had an overactive gizzard,” Bawk shot back. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll hold off for now,” Gretchen said. “Put me down for a sandwich, Jake.” 
 
    Alert lights flashed as an update came across the battlenet. “Merry Dreamer, this is Captain Tassius. Broken Fang and Hunt of Vengeance have broken off with Forestal and Chaser and are headed your way. ETA for Broken Fang is eight minutes. Chaser and three of the gunships are trying to re-engage, but they don’t have much left. Split-Rock got out a ballistic launch of another twenty-five missiles, but they won’t be in position to redirect for twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain. We’ll hold the line. Merry Dreamer, out. Everybody, strap in, it’s game time again,” Merry said. “Peeps, let the assault teams know we are going off station.” 
 
    “Dreamer to assault teams. We have inbound hostiles and are leaving the breach. Good luck,” Peeps said. 
 
    “Acknowledged, Dreamer. Good hunting,” Rath replied. 
 
    “What’s the play? If we sit, they can box us in, but if we scoot, they can flank us,” Pride said. 
 
    “The cruiser has engine damage, and she won’t fit in the breach, Merry. Too big,” Jake said. 
 
    “We scoot,” Merry decided. “Take the frigate head on and hope the upgrades see us through, then move back to the breach for cover. By that time, Chaser and her escorts should be in range. We’re faster than they are, so we’ll do this hit and run. Everybody ready for some high G?” 
 
    “Are we going to run the numbers?” Peeps asked. 
 
    “You all know what to do. Jake, hold the last Damocles for the cruiser. Let’s hit it!” Merry said. 
 
    The Dreamer leapt from concealment straight toward the Broken Fang. The humans gasped at the gravities from the heavy acceleration, while the Votha took them in stride. 
 
    “Firing missiles,” Jake said as he launched a spread of eight small missiles from the pods. “I have three hits! Taking laser fire. Shields at sixty percent! They’re hitting hard for a frigate! 
 
    “Pulsing ECM,” Bawk said. 
 
    “Launching decoy drones,” Pride said. “Compensating for shield drain.” 
 
    As the ships passed each other, Gretchen opened up from the TEC and scored hits with the laser quad and the new pulse cannon. 
 
    “Taking fire, we’re hit!” Jake said. “Aft shield is down! Wait, aft shield is back online. Forty percent and climbing!” 
 
    “Diffraction armor engaged when the shield overloaded, and energy transferred to secondary emitters,” Pride said. 
 
    “Hunt of Vengeance entering threat envelope,” Jake said. “They’re firing! Both decoys destroyed!” 
 
    “Coming around for another pass. We’re going in right over Bone Crusher, that should keep them from firing till we’re clear. Make those shots count!” Merry said. 
 
    “Launching another round of decoys,” Pride said. 
 
    “Firing missiles and point defense as she bears,” Jake said. 
 
    The Dreamer came in low and skimmed the surface of the Bone Crusher. She fired missiles and lasers at Broken Fang, and scored a series of hits that brought down Broken Fang’s shields and ripped into the bigger ship’s hull. 
 
    “We got her! Broken Fang is venting atmosphere. Here comes the cavalry!” Jake said. 
 
    Strike drones from Interdictor flashed past as Merry turned the Dreamer toward the oncoming Chaser and her gunship escorts. 
 
    “Merry Dreamer! Evade! Evad—” 
 
    WHAM! 
 
    A missile battery on the surface of Bone Crusher opened up on the Dreamer with a barrage that hammered the little ship, destroyed her shields, and sent her tumbling off into the darkness. The already brutal gravity was magnified by the ship’s motion. Jake’s console exploded, leaving him hanging limply in his harness. Seconds later, the battery was vaporized by the strike drones, but the damage had been done. Slowly, the Broken Fang turned to follow, determined to finish Dreamer once and for all. 
 
    Inside Dreamer, alarms howled, and fire suppression systems activated, putting out fires throughout the ship, while sealant foam closed minor hull breaches. The chicks cheeped and oomed excitedly and bounced in their hammock. One slipped out and ran unsteadily to Merry, where it perched on her chest and peered into her face. “Oom? Ooooom!” it said. The ship’s computer, without input from Merry, activated a program, which fired the thrusters to bring the ship out of her wild tumble and slow her to a stop. 
 
    “Jake! Jake!” Bawk yelled as he moved toward the stricken man. “Peeps! Check Merry!” None of the humans moved. Bawk put his ear to Jake’s chest, ignoring the ugly burns from the console explosion. “He’s breathing!” Bawk exclaimed. He grabbed an emergency nanite kit and injected Jake. 
 
    “Merry’s unconscious,” Peeps said. She snagged the loose chick and returned it to the hammock. “Oh! Wait!” She brought up the nearest console, grateful it still worked. “Everyone’s alive, just knocked out from the high G.” Peeps held up a wing. “I forgot we all wear medsensors!” 
 
    “Wake Merry up,” Bawk said. “Use the stim patch; it’s the red one. I’ll get Pride!” Bawk slapped a stim patch on Pride, then turned to his console and brought up the tactical screen. 
 
    “That frigate is still after us!” Bawk said. “She’s firing!” 
 
    Several consoles sparked, which set off another round of fire suppression. 
 
    “Did she fire?” Peeps asked. 
 
    “Yes! The diffraction armor is still working,” Bawk said. “No shields! And the armor is at thirty percent.” 
 
    “Can we run?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to fly the ship. Do you?” 
 
    “No, I never got that far!” Peeps shook Merry. “Merry? Merry! Wake up! We need to run right now! Merry?” 
 
    Bawk worked furiously at the tactical display. “The ARC is still online! Hit her with another stim; we have to move the ship.” 
 
    “No! Bawk, no! You can’t! Fighting is forbidden to the Votha, to us! The Keepers won’t allow it!” Peeps said. 
 
    “We are a fighting nest,” Bawk said. “I understand now what Rath was saying. Right now, they cannot care for us, so we must care for them like you did when you shot Catherine.” 
 
    “That was an accident, I didn’t mean to kill her.” 
 
    Merry started as the stims kicked in. “What? Where?” she asked. 
 
    “Merry, I need you to turn the ship so I can target Broken Fang,” Bawk said. Merry nodded, still dazed. The ship began to turn. 
 
    “But the Keepers…” Peeps said. 
 
    “Rath is our Keeper. He said all beings have a right to defend themselves and a duty to defend others.” Bawk looked into Peeps’s eyes and then at their chicks. “We are all each other’s Keepers.” 
 
    He set the controls for maximum yield for the high explosive warhead. 
 
    “I am Bocolocus of the Votha, and I am a Warbird!” 
 
    Bawk locked on to the Broken Fang. 
 
    Peeps closed her eyes. 
 
    “Oom boom-boom,” Bawk whispered. 
 
    He fired. 
 
    The way of life the Votha had known for three thousand years and the Broken Fang ended in the same flash of light. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hunt of Vengeance, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    “Pack-First! Broken Fang has engaged,” Qarth said. “The Qu’vok’ti ship is making high speed runs against Broken Fang. They report she is using standard weapons, not the more powerful small missiles from the Grithelean ship.” 
 
    “Broken Fang is firing. Damage to the target’s shields,” Qarth said. 
 
    “Take us in, Qarth! Fire as soon as we are in range.” 
 
    Why does she not use her rail cannon? Perhaps she used all her large missiles against Bone Crusher. 
 
    “We have lost tracking. Reestablished! Now tracking three targets,” Qarth said. 
 
    “Firing lasers,” the Striker reported. 
 
    “Two targets destroyed,” Qarth said. 
 
    “Decoys,” Pack-First said. 
 
    Lars leaned forward and stared intently at the display. “C’mon guys, take ’em down!” 
 
    “They are going around for another pass,” Qarth said. “Enemy destroyer and escorts are closing on our position. Now showing four targets.” 
 
    As the Dreamer came around, she moved in low to the Bone Crusher and fired a spread of missiles at Broken Fang along with a flurry of point defense. 
 
    “Broken Fang is hit, shields are down, and she is venting, but reports minor damage. Repairs are underway. Target has turned to intercept the Protector destroyer.” 
 
    “Fast movers inbound to Bone Crusher. I’m registering a power buildup. Bone Crusher is firing! Target has taken multiple hits. Shields are down, and the ship is moving out of the combat zone.” Qarth turned to Pack-First. “Target appears to be out of control.” A second later, there was a flash as strike drones destroyed the missile battery that had fired on the Dreamer. 
 
    “No!” Lars yelled. He launched himself at Qarth only to be brought up short by his chains. 
 
    Vrekk grabbed him by the shoulders and slammed him back into his seat. 
 
    Pack-First felt satisfaction that was second only to the feeling he had when he defeated Raggah to claim the Pack. “Order Broken Fang to follow and destroy, I want that ship in smoking pieces.” 
 
    “Yes, Pack-First!” 
 
    The ship shuddered and groaned. Power failed, then was restored. 
 
    Pack-First hit his comm. “Maker-First! Report!” 
 
    “Battle damage has caused the main reactor to fail, Pack-First. It had to be shut down. We are running on the secondary, but the whole system is compromised. Engines are at twenty-five percent, and weapons and shields are at half power or less if we can keep them online.” 
 
    “Time to repair?” Pack-First asked. 
 
    “It cannot be repaired. The main will require a week to replace, providing we can draw a replacement from Bone Crusher,” the Maker-First said. 
 
    “Understood.” We are cursed, Pack-First thought. Every victory we earn crumbles to ashes when we attempt to seize it. He looked at the display. “ETA for the Protector ships?” 
 
    “Eight minutes until they are in range,” Qarth said. 
 
    “Take us to the dock closest to the bridge, Qarth. Lock us down and divert all power to shields and weapons. Hunter-First! Assemble your Hunters for transfer to Bone Crusher. The Protectors have landed troops. We shall remove them.” 
 
    “Yes, Pack-First.” 
 
    “Striker-First, you will fight the ship. Suffer no intruder where Hunt of Vengeance’s claws will reach.” 
 
    “Yes, Pack-First. 
 
    “As soon as we dock, Qarth, you and I shall join the Hunters. Draw weapons and armor, we shall see what these Protectors are made of.” Pack-First stood to leave without waiting for a reply. 
 
    “What of the human?” Qarth asked. 
 
    Pack-First paused. Were you on your ship, Qu’vok’ti? Or will I find you burrowing like a worm in the flesh of Bone Crusher? 
 
    “Bring him, Qarth. We will make him a gift to the Xoth’tar’ii.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bone Crusher, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    They moved toward the bridge using a bait and boom strategy. Rath jammed communications, then launched microdrones for recon. Where they found enemy troops, he and Envy moved ahead of the Protectors, walked into the cross corridor and dropped the nanoflage. As soon as the enemy charged the mech, the Protectors cut them to ribbons using their heavy plasma cannon. 
 
    As they passed each junction, they left a three-person team of Protectors to secure their rear. So far, they had been lucky. 
 
    Rath had turned back up the main corridor for the final stretch when one of the microdrones shrilled an alert, then went dark. A rain of laser carbine fire filled the corridor. It struck his mech but missed Envy, who moved right and sprinted up the corridor. Rath smiled grimly. 
 
    Firing too high. 
 
    “Contact forward!” he said. 
 
    Between the nanoflage and the diffraction armor, their lasers are just about useless. 
 
    Rath moved his mech to the left to clear the Protector line of fire. He had just started to reposition himself when a rocket from the cross corridor deflected off his mech. It exploded and shattered the corridor wall. Warning lights flashed on, and he caught a whiff of Xoth’tar musk over the burnt circuit smell. When am I going to learn not to tempt fate? 
 
    “Contact right!” 
 
    He turned and fired three rounds from his grenade launcher. The grenades ricocheted down the corridor and detonated with a series of crumps, which filled the corridor with smoke and flashes of light. Rath launched another microdrone to get some visibility, but the drones were made moot when a dozen Xoth’tar pushed through and began firing. He spun up his autocannon and tore into them. The rounds spanged off the tough armor the defenders were wearing. Rath fired another burst of grenades down the corridor for good measure. 
 
    Thunder ripped down the main hall as the Protectors unleashed their plasma cannon, but a second later, heavy laser fire erupted from the main corridor. A quick scan told Rath they had two of the same type of crewed weapon they had seen on NP2112, with a third down the side corridor. 
 
    “They’re setting up crewed lasers, there’ll be more rockets next. There’s an elevator bank at the end of that corridor. I’m going to take it out before they get dug in. Give me a three second break in fire to cross and then move forward,” Rath said. “On three. One, two, three!” 
 
    There was an abrupt silence as the Protectors ceased fire. Rath charged across the corridor, autocannon blazing, and came up with a thud against the cross-corridor wall. Warnings flashed as his mech took a dozen hits from the fast-firing crew weapon, but Rath locked on with his railgun, and with three rounds, he destroyed the crew, the laser, and the elevators behind it. He turned to rejoin the battle and saw the icons for Envy’s mech flash with warnings as the dog tore through one of the Xoth’tar rocket crews like a wrecking ball. Micro-missiles flared as Envy’s computer identified targets. 
 
    Rath was caught by a barrage of rocket fire meant for the Protectors as he reentered the main corridor. The multiple hits rattled him inside his mech like dice in a cup. His nanoflage circuit failed, and the mech lurched but then steadied. He gagged as a wave of musk entered through a ruptured canopy seal, and he blinked furiously to clear his stinging eyes. Another hail of laser fire dropped two of the Protectors. Rath took out one rocket crew with his rail gun and was turning toward the next when Thunk charged down the corridor. He had forgotten how fast a Grumlahl moved on all fours. Thunk reached the laser emplacement and fired his plasma cannon into the weapon’s shield, overloading it, then reached forward and grabbed the weapon crew and flung them back and forth like children’s dolls before throwing the limp and broken bodies aside. 
 
    Rath targeted the last rocket crew and took them out with a sustained burst from his autocannon. The way to the bridge doors was open. Rath locked on with his rail gun. “Stay clear, Thunk. I’ll open her up!” Rath said. 
 
    Thunk moved to the side. “Clear!” 
 
    Rath put four rounds into the armored door, which broke one side, then Thunk reached in and, with a heave, forced the other side open. Rath rapid-fired a dozen stun grenades into the room, hoping he wouldn’t destroy the computer interface they had come to use. He moved quickly onto the bridge as the echo of the last detonation faded. His mech rocked with a crash as a foot of spear rammed through the armored hatch. It shattered one of his displays and pierced his light armor like tissue paper. He felt the blade scrape along his ribs as it was withdrawn. 
 
    “Ah, Qu’vok’ti! Is that you inside the machine? Does your heart drive it? I long to taste it! Show me your heart!” The spear struck again, and Rath stared at the blade. This time, it tore a gash as Pack-First of the Broken Fang, Xoth’tar’ii, used it as a lever. Rath heard the servos of her armor whine as she moved his mech sideways. Rath’s mech staggered drunkenly. He spun across the room into the wall, but he recovered and swung to orient on target. He keyed his speakers. 
 
    “Goldie, I think you’ve got me confused with someone else.” He fired his rail cannon point blank. 
 
    Her armor flared blue-white. 
 
    Personal shield. Let’s see how tough it is. He mashed the trigger for his autocannon, then fired the railgun a second time. The sheer power of the assault pushed her back. He moved forward to keep the pressure on her with his autocannon. Her shield flared and faded, and the rounds chewed into the tough armor and bounced off in all directions. Rath raised the railgun for a third shot as she slashed down with the spear and shattered the railgun. 
 
    What the hell is that thing made of? 
 
    Rath overbalanced, but as he fell, he twisted, and the autocannon ripped into the vulnerable armor on her shoulder. The spear spun across the room, and her arm dropped to her side, useless. 
 
    Rath staggered away and crashed to the ground as his mech’s power failed. He released his harness as Pack-First approached the mech. When she reached for the canopy, he hit the emergency release, and explosive bolts blew the armored hatch into her face and knocked her back. 
 
    Rath bailed out and reached for his sidearm, but it wasn’t there. Must have lost it in the mech. 
 
    Rath scrambled clear. He felt blood pooling in his haptic suit. His medkit auto-injected him with nanites. Time slowed to a crawl, and the details of the room came became crystal clear. 
 
    Four Xoth’tar were pinning Thunk against the floor. Envy was fighting to get into the room, and a renewed firefight flashed and rumbled behind him. Rath looked across the room and locked eyes with another Xoth’tar who snarled in anticipation as time resumed its forward march. The Xoth’tar’ii charged across the bridge and leaped. Rath felt the heavy spear under his hand. He fell back, raised it, and braced the haft against a console just as she came crashing down, forcing the blade completely through her chest. 
 
    She sagged to the floor, where she was held in place by her heavy armor and the spear. She reached out to clutch at Rath with her good arm and pulled him close. “You. Are. Qu’vok’ti!” she said as the light faded from her eyes. 
 
    He pulled back and climbed to his feet. Envy forced himself past the Xoth’tar at the door and leapt to Rath’s side. 
 
    “My name,” he said, “is Wrath.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bone Crusher, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    Rath’s earpiece crackled. “I don’t know what just happened, but comms are up, and the Xoth’tar are all backing off,” Gunnar said. “What’s the story?” 
 
    “If I knew, I’d tell you. Stand by,” Rath said. 
 
    The Xoth’tar holding Thunk allowed him to rise, but they kept their weapons trained on him. 
 
    “I am Pack-First of Hunt of Vengeance.” The Xoth’tar Rath had locked gazes with moved forward. “And I challenge!” 
 
    “Hold!” A white furred Xoth’tar called from an upper gallery that ran around the edge of the bridge. Rath went cold. He hadn’t noticed that detail on the plans, and no one else had either. That meant there were differences in the plans the Futaba had, maybe critical ones. “I am Speaker-First of Bone Crusher and the Xoth’tar’ii. First among Speakers of the Over-Pack, and I bear witness. Hear the words!” 
 
    The Xoth’tar in the room began a low growl, which echoed throughout the room. The Speaker first stepped into a lift. He came down to the bridge floor and stood in front of Rath. 
 
    “You are proven, Qu’vok’ti. First, you strove with Xoth’tar’ii Rethzzld on the Sands of Blood, and he was slain. Then, before the stars, your Pack defeated the Broken Fang, though that Pack was greater than yours. 
 
    “On the ice of the hidden world, you defeated the Broken Fang’s Hunters and took away that which they sought.” 
 
    The growl became deeper and more insistent. Rath could feel the vibration of it through his armor. 
 
    “To return here, you defeated the Open Maw, though again, that Pack was greater than your own.” 
 
    The growl increased in volume and rose to a crescendo. Rath felt a chill go down his spine. 
 
    “At the last, you were challenged and came again to the Sands of Blood. Here, you defeated Pack-First of Bone Crusher, First of the Xoth’tar’ii and the Over-Pack!” 
 
    Speaker-First slammed his staff into the deck. The growl of the Xoth’tar stopped as if cut off by a switch. The room was silent. 
 
    “What is your will, Qu’vok’ti?” 
 
    Rath looked up at the Speaker-First. 
 
    He heard the sound of quiet footsteps. 
 
    “Take the spear, Rath,” Lars said. “Don’t answer the Speaker’s question until I explain.” 
 
    “Greedy! You’re a sight for sore eyes!” Rath was overjoyed to see Lars. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You just won a one-on-one challenge from the leader of the Xoth’tar race, Rath. The Speaker is asking if you intend to take her place. If you say yes, you can be challenged for the position, and, because you aren’t Xoth’tar, every one of them will challenge you until one of them kills you. It is the most honored death their culture can give an outsider.” 
 
    Rath walked over to the body of the Xoth’tar’ii, pushed her over, and yanked the spear from her chest. 
 
    “What if I say no?” he asked. 
 
    “Then they will kill you for refusing to be challenged.” 
 
    “Neither of those is going to work for me,” Rath said. 
 
    “There’s a third option, but you aren’t going to like it.” 
 
    “If it involves not being dead, lay it on me.” Lars pointed to Pack-First. “He’s your way out.” 
 
    Pack-First snarled at Lars but said nothing. “He’s not going to like it either.” 
 
    “That part I might like. What do I do?” 
 
    “You are going to address the Speaker-First. Once you do, repeat after me. Don’t ask any questions until I tell you to, okay?” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Speaker-First of Bone Crusher and the Xoth’tar’ii! I am Rath Peterson, captain of Merry Dreamer, Qu’vok’ti, Xoth’tar’ii, by right of combat. I will not accept, for the stars know my name, and I would honor those who have sacrificed.” Rath repeated the words. 
 
    The Speaker-First struck his staff on the deck, and the Xoth’tar all began to growl again. 
 
    “Rath, take the blood from the head of the spear, wipe it on your hand, then place your hand in the middle of Pack-First’s chest. Leave a good handprint,” Lars said. 
 
    “I choose Pack-First of the Hunt of Vengeance to do what I cannot. I call you Sho’Kahr, Xoth’tar’ii! 
 
    “Now back off and, with the flat of the blade, hit him in the side of the head. Don’t hold back. If he bares his throat, then he agrees, and you shout ‘Chon’pak.’ If he does anything else, kill him with the spear.” 
 
    Rath hauled back and slapped Pack-First as hard as he could. Pack-First was knocked to the deck. He looked up at Rath, contempt mixed with a grudging respect. Slowly, he bared his throat to Rath. 
 
    “My life for the Qu’vok’ti. My life for the Xoth’tar’ii. My life for the Pack! I will serve,” the new Sho’Kahr said. 
 
    “Chon’pak!” Rath shouted. 
 
    “Chon’pak, Chon’pak, Chon’pak!” the Xoth’tar chanted. 
 
    “Give him the spear, Rath.” 
 
    Rath raised the spear and struck the deck with the haft. Sho’Kahr reached over and placed his hand above Rath’s. They looked at each other for a long moment as they both held the weapon. Rath let go, and Sho’Kahr raised it. 
 
    Speaker-First struck his staff on the deck three times. “It is done! Sho’Kahr will lead the Packs!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bone Crusher, Vothan System 
 
      
 
    Thunk lumbered up as Rath considered the chanting Xoth’tar. 
 
    “I’ve got the boys pulling back. The fighting stopped pretty much across the board as soon as you speared their queen, or whatever she was. I’ve filled in the sergeant major. He’ll handle Captain Tassius and the Raptor. What’s left of our ships are moving to a defensive position over Vothan.” 
 
    “Out of our team, how many made it?” 
 
    “Twelve, not including you and me.” 
 
    More than half. There’s nothing more expensive than staying free, he thought. “Hold one,” Rath said. “Rath to Dreamer, status report.” 
 
    “Dreamer to Rath. We got banged up some, but we’re okay. We took one bad hit and spun out on high G. Bawk saved the ship by taking out Broken Fang with our last Damocles. How’d we come through on your end?” Merry asked. 
 
    “About the same. It was a rough run in. I fought a duel on the bridge, and I’m King of the Xoth’tar now. We picked up Lars, and he sends his love. I’ll see you soon,” Rath said. 
 
    “Bet your ass you will.” Merry laughed. 
 
    “Does that mean we aren’t taking over the ship?” Bahroot asked over Rath’s comm. “One of the transmission nodes is in place in engineering. It would be easy now.” 
 
    “That’s what that means, Bahroot, but see if you can scan the ship, just in case. We don’t need any more surprises.” Rath thought a moment. “One more thing. Please send President Tomeral an update now that it looks like things have calmed down. We don’t want them coming in shooting.” 
 
    “Okay, Rath!” Bahroot said. 
 
    Rath looked at Lars. “What the hell did we just do?” 
 
    Lars snorted. “Won.” Then he saw Rath’s look. “You named the Pack-First Sho’Kahr—it’s their version of Warlord. Their culture has a lot of parallels to feudal Japan back on Sol. Sandy can tell you. Technically, you are in charge. In reality, he runs everything, and you make three requests a year that must be granted. There is a bunch more to it that we’ll need to go over—council rights, tribute, etc. You aren’t just a figurehead; they will expect you to work to help them.” 
 
    Rath winced and shook his head. “Lars, Sandy didn’t make it. We lost him on NP2112.” 
 
    “I knew we lost someone; I didn’t know who. I’ll miss him. We’ll do that up right later,” Lars said. 
 
    “How did you know what to do?” Rath asked. 
 
    “Pack-Second Qarth. He’s the one talking to Sho’Kahr. He’s someone to keep an eye on; That one’s a schemer.” 
 
    Hunter-First Vrekk approached the group. Lars looked up with a smile. “Hello beautiful, still mad at me?” he asked. She graced Lars with a look that clearly said she would murder him in his sleep if he would only close his eye. 
 
    “For the moment, I am assigned to you. I will escort your group to a shuttle. Sho’Kahr thought it would be best to separate our forces until the heat of battle fades.” 
 
    “We agree. Tell Sho’Kahr we will break for three days. We will send him coordinates to move the fleet to so we can both begin repairs.” 
 
    “As you say.” She escorted them to a shuttle, where they boarded. The rest of the assault team was already waiting. Rath would have preferred to wait for the Dreamer, but he could see where showing some trust was going to be necessary. 
 
    As soon as they were onboard, Envy shed his mech and climbed up on the bench beside Rath for a scratch. Rath rested his head against the back of the seat as the shuttle took them toward the waiting Interdictor, and he took stock of everything still on his plate. 
 
    7DS had the defense coordinator position for the next year, but Vothan had Interdictor now, and Split-Rock was up and running. The more he thought about the Futaba concerns about the Votha, the more he believed establishing a defense force in the Vothan system was the right call. The Votha would need to stand on their own, but they had time. Having Interdictor and Split-Rock would let the Votha take steps in that direction a few at a time. 
 
    The Futaba had isolated themselves, and the Votha, because their culture had once been driven by war, and they were convinced the Votha would make the same mistakes. Rath didn’t think that was the case. He knew that while they needed to be able to stand on their own, having friends and allies they could depend on meant they wouldn’t have to. Rath laughed suddenly, which earned him a reproachful look from Envy. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Lars asked. 
 
    “I can ask the Xoth’tar for three things a year, right?” 
 
    Lars nodded. “The way I read it, yeah.” 
 
    “Wonder how Sho’Kahr would look in a genie outfit?” 
 
    Lars and Thunk laughed. “Hairy,” Lars said. 
 
    Rath closed his eyes, and his mind churned. The Futaba and the Votha had a much better bargaining position with the Federation, if they chose to go that route, and Rath’s new relationship with the Xoth’tar meant he could probably make whoever set up the coup in Benthi very uncomfortable, but that was something to deal with tomorrow. They could also talk with Harmon Tomeral about a mutual defense agreement once they arrived. He was sure the Protectors would be open to that discussion as well. 
 
    The other thing he was sure of was that he wouldn’t want to be in whatever passed for Bahroot’s shoes when his uncle and parents arrived. He hoped they weren’t too hard on Sergeant Galooth, since it sounded like the ensign had pulled rank on her. 
 
    Gretchen could wrap up her research. They would have to put it to a vote, but Rath didn’t expect any issues with offering her a full contract, and as soon as she and Merry were ready, they would do whatever needed doing to get Merry back to a hundred percent. 
 
    Then there was Halo. They still had a bunch of friends there, and as soon as they were able, they needed to find out what was going on in Benth. Even though the Xoth’tar weren’t tipping the scales, the orbital ring housed the biggest industrial nodes in this part of the arm. If the Consortium was bent on conquest instead of independence, it could be a real issue for a lot of beings. 
 
    Envy snored and adjusted his head in Rath’s lap. 
 
    There was still a lot to do, but 7DS had come through. The Votha were able to defend themselves, and the Xoth’tar were no longer a threat. Not a bad wrap-up, he thought, but so much for being retired!  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Two Weeks Earlier 
 
      
 
    Neera Ogata peered through the ventilation shaft grate and waited for the Xoth’tar guards to pass on their rounds. The Consortium had been using the mercenaries for station security in Halo’s more sensitive areas. 
 
    “Gemini to Blue Man, thirty seconds. Stand by,” Neera sub-vocalized, using the bone induction microphone that was standard issue for OpSec agents. 
 
    The resistance had been keeping a low profile while they organized and stockpiled supplies, but they’d also hit both the mercenaries and the secured facilities of the Pembrook Corporation with a series of raids, hacks, interruptions to the power grid, and anything else they could think of to keep them distracted while they worked out how they were going to return Halo to the Federation. The new government hadn’t resorted to executions, as they were still working hard to maintain the façade of “Trust us; we are your friends.” 
 
    Ironically, political dissidents were quietly vanishing to the Acronis research facility, the same place Neera had banished Preston’s girlfriend to. 
 
    “Blue Man to Gemini. Sentries are clear. We are go,” N’ront replied. 
 
    The last operation, which had been particularly inspired, was Mac’s idea. They’d released the same pheromones the female Xoth’tar produced when in heat into the ventilation system. The number of injuries that resulted, mostly to the males, had allowed the resistance to make a dozen raids, almost unchecked, before the Xoth’tar had started separating the sentries by sex. 
 
    Neera slid the screen to the side, then pushed out of the shaft and dropped the twenty feet to the floor. She let her grav harness arrest her fall. She clicked the anti-grav in her boots and skated silently across the deck to the warehouse door, then pulled the breaker box from her shoulder bag and placed it over the door sensor. A loud chunk! echoed down the bay as the lock disengaged. 
 
    “Guards are doubling back,” N’ront said. Neera disengaged the breaker box and, with a quick pulse of her harness, shot up the wall to the ceiling and hid in the shadows above the industrial light fixtures. The two Xoth’tar came back around the corner and scanned the bay. 
 
    “Two targets, designate Itchy and Scratchy,” Neera said. Her implants picked up the two guards and relayed targeting information to the team. 
 
    “I thought I heard something,” Itchy said. 
 
    “There’s nothing here. I don’t smell anything either. What I do hear are my dinner and my bunk calling,” Scratchy said. 
 
    “I have the shots,” Derrox said over their comm. 
 
    “Wait one,” she said, again using the silent mic. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” Itchy said. “Let’s call it a night.” The two left the way they came. 
 
    A full minute went by. 
 
    “Clear,” N’ront said. 
 
    Neera slid back down the wall, put the breaker box back in place to block any signal the entry sensor might send, then quietly lifted the rolling door. 
 
    This was the last facility their cell would need to hit for a while, but it was also the most important. They had been waiting for an opportunity, and when the Xoth’tar dreadnaught had abruptly left the system, leaving the Consortium worried and short-handed, they knew they had their chance. 
 
    Lights came up as Neera stepped inside the Protector supply depot. A few seconds later, Jerry drove in with one of the dock carts, then he and two of his yard apes activated the built-in grav pallets on the crates Neera pointed out and connected the string of pallets to Jerry’s cart for transport. 
 
    “Man, oh man, I love one-stop shopping. This place has everything—ration packs, chargers and batteries, rifles and grenades, medkits, a portable fabricator, and look, they even have a crate of the heavy stuff for Colonel Clench and his boys,” Jerry said. 
 
    “I heard that,” Derrox said. 
 
    “And yet you never loosen up,” Jerry said. 
 
    “Cut the chatter,” N’ront said. “Gemini? Status?” 
 
    “That’s everything we can take in one run; anymore, and it’s going to look suspicious,” she said. 
 
    “All right, that’s a wrap. Everyone scatter. Gemini, lock up and turn out the lights. If we get lucky, we might have a chance at another run down the road,” N’ront said. 
 
    Jerry and his crew drove off, trailing the cargo pallets, as if they didn’t have a care in the world. Neera carefully reset the security on the depot with the breaker box, then used her grav harness to jump back to the ventilation shaft. 
 
    As she watched Jerry go, she thought about what the contents of their little heist meant to the resistance. 
 
    Time to get started. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Appendix A – Cast of Characters 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Seven Deadly Sins Mercenary Company: 
 
    Rath Peterson – Human 
 
    Merry Ogata – Human 
 
    Cassandra Pride – Human 
 
    Lars Gearson – Human 
 
    Jake Norris – Human 
 
    Sandy Jacobs – Human 
 
    Envy – Canine 
 
    Ships 
 
    Merry Dreamer – Corvette 
 
    Skipjack – Shuttle 
 
      
 
    Futaba and Votha: 
 
    Director Jerdo – Futaba 
 
    Researcher Malda – Futaba 
 
    Pilot Addo – Futaba 
 
    Raptor Benedo – Futaba 
 
    Engineer Daronda – Futaba 
 
    Peepsonta – Votha 
 
    Bocolocus – Votha 
 
    Ships 
 
    Interdictor – Drone control vessel 
 
    Flutterbucket – Freighter 
 
    Talon – Frigate 
 
      
 
    Benthi Federation: 
 
    Tribune Laxos – Grumlahl 
 
    Sergeant Major Gunnar – Grumlahl 
 
    Major Theodore Unkas – Grumlahl 
 
    Captain Amanda Randal – Human 
 
    Captain Tassius – Grumlahl 
 
    Commander Adams – Human 
 
    Colonel Derrox – Grumlahl 
 
    Ships 
 
    Guardian – Battleship 
 
    Protector – Battleship 
 
    Defender – Battleship 
 
    The Resolution of Grum – Battleship 
 
    Canopy – Missile Cruiser 
 
    Boreal – Cruiser 
 
    Forestal – Escort Carrier 
 
    Charger – Destroyer 
 
    Chaser – Destroyer 
 
    Splinter – Missile Frigate 
 
      
 
    Benth Orbital: 
 
    N’ront Ontalobin – Yalteen 
 
    Shipyard Master Jerry – Grumlahl 
 
    Horace “Mac” MacDougal – Human 
 
    Director Neera Ogata – Human 
 
    Doctor Gretchen Carstairs – Human 
 
    Officer Charlie Biggs – Human 
 
    Preston Pembrook III – Human 
 
      
 
    Xoth’tar: 
 
    Pack–First – In Xoth’tar culture, a pack first sacrifices his name. Pack–First becomes both name and title. A Pack–First is the captain of a ship, with the Pack–First of the most powerful ship leading the Pack. 
 
    Pack–Second Qarth 
 
    Pack–Second Raggah 
 
    Hunter–First Vrekk 
 
    Rethzzld 
 
    Ships 
 
    Bone Crusher – Fortress Ship 
 
    Open Maw – later renamed the Hunt of Vengeance 
 
    Broken Fang – Heavy Frigate 
 
    Warning Growl – Light Frigate 
 
    Scent of Blood – Light Frigate 
 
    Leap to Kill – Light Frigate 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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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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