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    Prelude  
 
      
 
    The islanders on Earth had called him “Maui” and hailed him as a demigod. That sort of thing could go to one’s head… if one had a head. Fortunately—or not—Maui didn’t have a head, or an ego. 
 
    He had a mission. 
 
    The Humans were interesting. They showed great potential, and scared so many of the Galactics and the ancient ones. This was opportune as those powers needed to be scared. They’d had their way for far too long. 
 
    There were other interesting races, and Maui ruminated on whether they could put aside differences and work together against the old powers. The eight-armed ones were a particularly serendipitous find. They still needed to be nudged in the right direction. They also needed to be kept from learning certain information for just a while longer.  
 
    Meanwhile, there were tests to administer and trials to test his chosen champions. They had done well so far, but it required the hottest fire to temper the strongest steel.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 On the Colony World Azure 
 
    Two Months into Recovery 
 
      
 
    “What a mess this town is.” 
 
    “You’ll be out of it soon, kiddo. I envy you.” 
 
    Amy sighed and rolled her eyes. “It’s not a vacation, Dad. I’ll be working the whole time! I’d rather be here to help with the rebuilding, but Todd…” 
 
    Doctor Brent Roeder, Amy’s business tycoon father, backpedaled at the look of worry on his daughter’s face. “I understand, sweets. You and Paul and the team have your work cut out for you, helping Ray in his search. I’m sure you’ll do great.” 
 
    Amy tapped her slate and raised the volume on the podcast she was listening to. 
 
    “Good morning, Styx Valley! We’re your hosts, Jim Phillip and Dave Ptasnik, comin’ to you this sunny morning on Today’s Azure News podcast. Well, Dave, we sure have a mess to clean up, but Azurians are hard at work, restoring the farms and knockin’ back the bombed-out buildings.” 
 
    “It sure is a sight to see, Jim. Everyone is pitching in to remove the rubble. We’ve got crews helping the farmers re-plant. Sea platforms are back on the water. Governor Ennovy is predicting an adequate harvest in about six months. Meanwhile, Governor Perseus has attorneys looking at what kind of standing we have and claims we can make against the crimes of those stinkin’ invaders, and our Wrogul friends are looking at what we can do to help with the influx of alien colonists. And boy, do we have ‘em. Suddenly Azure is on the map, and everyone wants to visit our sunny beaches…” 
 
    Amy turned the volume back down and puffed out a breath that blew her bangs awry. “I’m worried, Dad. If the Ragmops weren’t responsible for those strange lights and sightings, who was? I’m torn between staying here to keep looking for our answers and looking for Ray’s answers out in space.” Amy peered down at the small brown dog asleep in her arms and nuzzled its head. 
 
    “What about Kekoa?” asked Roeder, changing the subject and referring to the dog in Amy’s arms. “Mary Ellen or your mom going to take care of her? Or are you really going to take her on the ship with you?” 
 
    “Actually…” Amy hesitated. “Meryll Caparelli is going to take care of her for me.” 
 
    “Oh boy.” This time it was Roeder who rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Meryll, you’re sure this isn’t an imposition?” Amy gestured to the boxes Michael Caparelli, Meryll’s husband, was carrying into the cottage, 
 
    “Absolutely not!” gushed Meryll, picking up the small dog and covering it with kisses. Michael made a wry face as he set down the kennel and balanced a box filled with toys and food. 
 
    The cottage included an indoor pond. The couple was watching over Marinara, the Wrogul chef who’d been injured during the Ragmop—as they called it—Invasion of Azure. The leader, Bento Silva, had mistaken Marinara for Co-Governor Todd, and had cornered the cephalopod and Meryll in an assembly hall, gravely injuring Todd and the chef, and ultimately killing the Wrogul named Jacques. Marinara had lived through the attack, but was recovering from damage to his arms, and daily lamenting the loss of his knife skills. Mari levered himself over the top of the pond. 
 
    “Are we taking care of that creature?” Marinara flashed his question but translator speakers around the room picked up the communication from his pinplants. 
 
    Meryll laughed and walked nearer to her friend and boss. “This puppy? Yes, we’re taking care of it while Amy travels on the Nautilus.” 
 
    “I saw canines like that when we were in Houston. What is it?” 
 
    “She’s based on an old Earth breed, Marinara.” Amy walked to Meryll’s side, and Kekoa strained toward her. She took the dog out of Meryll’s arms. “Very much like a tiny Chihuahua, but genetically modified so she’s not as susceptible to diseases and injuries. She’s what I call my ‘fur baby.’ I know Meryll will take good care of her for me.” 
 
    “You do not want to take her with you on the Nautilus?” 
 
    Michael chuckled and shook his head. “In all that water, Mari?” he asked. 
 
    “I think it’s better for her to stay planetside, Marinara.” 
 
    “I will create a dish in its honor.” Marinara, by his distant stare, was searching recipes with his pinplants. He looked at Meryll. “When did we last have carne guisado on the menu, Meryll?” 
 
    “Umm. Never?” 
 
    “It is settled then. Kekoa’s Favorite: Old-Earth Chihuahua dish, Carne Guisado.” 
 
    Michael snorted, then guffawed. “Not sure how to interpret that, Mari.” 
 
    Marinara flashed puzzlement while Meryll looked contemplative. “That’s not a bad idea, Mari. We have the families brought in by Silva and Garibaldi. Maybe we can set up a truck that travels to the farms and plantations that are being salvaged and sell inexpensive food to the crews.” 
 
    Michael and Amy looked at each other and grinned. 
 
    “It is settled then.” Marinara flashed a pleased glyph. “Meryll, you can set it up, and I will plan the menus. Now, let me hold the canine, please.” 
 
    Amy looked alarmed. She looked at the Wrogul with its damaged arms outstretched. “I don’t know, Marinara—” The dog shrank against Amy and growled softly, its eyes wide and showing white. “It takes her a while to get used to people. Maybe after she’s been here a few days and feels more comfortable.” 
 
    Marinara flashed disappointment and slid back into the pond. “Perhaps later,” he flashed, “but I really want to hold her and pet her.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The cargo crew loaded the bags and instrument cases onto the shuttle as Amy said her goodbyes to family and friends. 
 
    “I can’t linger long,” she told them. “Captain Ackashee and her Arritim crew are all on board. We’re waiting for a few stragglers, then we need to push off.” 
 
    Her best friend, Mary Ellen Cantor, or M’Ell for short, was holding onto one of Amy’s arms while her mother, Emily Roeder, held onto the other. Tears had gathered in Emily’s eyes and were threatening to spill down her cheeks. “This will be safe, won’t it, Amy?” Emily’s lip trembled. 
 
    “She’ll be safe, Em! I told you several times!” Brent Roeder clapped a hand on his ex-wife’s shoulder and began to tug her away from Amy’s side. “The ship is sturdy. The crew is top-notch. Amy’s got an excellent staff with her. She’ll be fine.” Brent Roeder looked away from the small group toward the Wrogul standing in the shuttle doorway. “Right, Ray? Just a simple excursion to recover data?” Roeder arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “All space travel has the possibility of harm,” the Wrogul Peacemaker’s translator rumbled. He glanced at the wince on his friend Roeder’s face and amended, “But of course, this is an easy trip. We are visiting secure ports and asking simple questions. It is an authorized Peacemaker mission. I need Amy’s expertise. She is vital to our success.” 
 
    Giving her daughter a tight hug, Amy’s mom loosened her grip and whispered, “Love you. Please be safe.” Amy nodded to her mother.  
 
    M’Ell also hugged her and said, “Stay safe, girl. Keep in touch when you can.” 
 
    Amy faced her dad and gave a small grin. “Thanks for believing in me, Dad. I’ll keep you informed of our progress.” She gave her dad a hug and dashed up the shuttle stairs, then turned to face her family. “This trip will be a piece of cake. We’ll be back before you know it!” 
 
    The shuttle stairs retracted, and a crewman closed the door. 
 
    Emily rounded on her ex-husband. “Brent! This is all your fault!” 
 
    Roeder raised his hands, palms outward, and sputtered. “My fault? What did I do?” 
 
    Emily spit with anger. “It’s those pinplants. You set her up for this. Now she’s going to space, flying into danger, possibly death. She couldn’t just be a clerk or manager. Noooo. You had to give her double pins so she could compete with the Wrogul and mercenaries.” 
 
    Roeder’s face reddened. “Honestly, Emily, I don’t know where you get these ideas. Amy’s an extremely talented and resourceful girl on her own. Pins let her analyze data and see patterns that would take hours or days to absorb. She’s shown she’s one of the best.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Emily turned to the young woman beside her. “M’Ell, take me home. Better yet, take me by the wine bar so I can drown my grief.” 
 
    “Absolutely, Miz R.” M’Ell slipped her arm around the older woman’s shoulders and tugged her toward the station doors. She nodded to Roeder. “See ya around, Doc.” 
 
    Roeder slumped his shoulders, then looked at the man standing several feet away. “You heard it all?” 
 
    “Mio amico,” Tony Gamboa said, as he ambled toward one of the planet’s oldest citizens. “Women, what I can I say? How about we check back at the office, then grab some Italian home cooking with Nonna? Good food is the best cure.” 
 
    “Sure…” Roeder mumbled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brent Roeder fell into the chair in front of Tony Gamboa’s desk. Gamboa grinned and murmured, “Have a seat.” He pushed folders and slates aside so he could see the tycoon easier. Roeder gave a deep sigh. 
 
    “Heard from Amy yet?” 
 
    Roeder shook his head and shrugged. “Not much. Everything seems to be okay. No emergencies yet. I just hope Harryhausen knows what he’s doing with this trip. He seems to seek out dangerous situations in his search for the evil Wrogul. Amy and Paul are scouring the data looking for patterns, but at last message, they’ve had little success. What about you? How’s the recovery coming?” 
 
    Gamboa mimicked Roeder’s shrug. “Pretty straightforward at the moment. We’ve salvaged what building materials we can use from the destroyed homes and buildings, and backordered more. Can’t do much with the burned materials except try to trim and reuse. Bars and restaurants are reopening. Counseling centers are doing a booming business. We’ve got more clinic demand than we anticipated, and the Wrogul are busy expanding locations. What we’re seeing now are scams popping up here and there, particularly with newcomers. 
 
    “What I’m worried about is that we’ve got some speculators buying up or making offers on some of the older properties. Couple profiteers trying to import building materials or setting up plasticast centers. Rosetta and Michael are keeping an eye on some of the sketchier activities. That woman Amy has mentioned? Yvette Gamez? She started a realty company and is convincing some of the older citizens to sell their land and move to Loihi retirement villages. We may need to look closer at her. 
 
    “Some of the founding families want an easier life than they had as colonists, and they buy into her glowing promises of an easy future. Several homesteaders are looking at the merc retirement center and wondering if they should have something like that for non-mercs. After a lifetime of carving out life and families as colonists, and going through a war with invaders, they want an easier life. 
 
    “I also sent some of my family down the coast to see what help the Ualapue citizens and Arritim villagers need and to make sure they’re not being badgered to sell out to Gamez and her ilk. Speculators are eyeing the Arritim seashore. Just what we need; a copy of Earth, with condos on every inch of shore.” 
 
    “What about Nonna?” Roeder smiled fondly as he remembered his last stint at her dinner table. 
 
    “Ha! Nonna can’t imagine not working. She’s set up a soup kitchen in town for the families, but she’s serving a full menu, not just soup. We rescued a bunch of tables and chairs from the damaged café and set up tarps overhead to block the sun and daily rain. Meryll and Marinara are also working, running food trucks and food stations up in the farming communities.”  
 
    “What about Perseus? Olivier? Zenna? Umm… Dr. Alfred?” 
 
    “Perseus is adapting. He’s filling in while Todd recovers, and he’s running the clinics. He’s actually starting to feel less anxious in his position as co-governor. Olivier is being a hard-ass about the Hau’ula Colony and their position as separatists. Zenna’s still in mourning, but beginning to realize that Olivier is back to his old behavior. She’s watching over Davy’s twin buds. I’m about to kick her in the arms on Perseus’ behalf—give her some responsibilities with the Hau’ula Colony and the deep-sea explorations. We need to find out what the deep-sea lights and sounds are all about, since the Ragmops weren’t responsible for what we were seeing.” 
 
    “And Dr. Alfred?” 
 
    Gamboa gave a snort. “The good octopus is giving Todd excellent care. He’s also coordinating with the others about solving the—ah—kitty problem. You know… the ones who don’t exist, that we don’t talk about. They’re working on better gen-mods and looking at ways to accelerate the kitties’ and merc rehabilitation.” 
 
    “Busy,” Roeder mused. “To use an old Earth phrase, ‘busy as beavers.’” 
 
    Gamboa snorted again. 
 
    “And Ennovy? You and she have a truce, right? Right, Lieutenant Governor Gamboa? Or should I call you LT?” 
 
    Gamboa shook his head. “We have something. I’m not sure what.” 
 
    Roeder smirked. “Well, how about an early dinner at Nonna’s? I’d like to see what she’s calling a ‘soup kitchen.’” 
 
    “You’re on. You buying?” 
 
    “Wait…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Governor Jacie Ennovy looked at her crowded desk and pulled another carrot stick out of a nearby bag. She was munching on it when Steve Whipple knocked gently on her door. 
 
    “Jacie, we’re at a stopping point with our construction negotiations. You want to join me for an early dinner?” 
 
    “Where you goin’, sweetie? I’ve got a full bag of carrot sticks here.” Jacie smiled as she replied. 
 
    “I’m really hungry for some of Nonna’s cooking. She’s got her soup kitchen open. She usually has several open tables at this time of day.” 
 
    “Deal! Let me seal this bag of carrots and grab my slate and cane.” 
 
    Jacie Ennovy had moved the temporary government center to Styx after the previous governor was executed by the Consejo invaders. She’d endured torture by Bento Silva as the invaders searched for the Wrogul co-governor, Todd. Wrogul surgeons had done their best to heal the broken and battered community leader, but she still walked with a limp after several surgeries. 
 
    “Jacie, I can get transport. We don’t have to walk to Nonna’s,” Whipple fretted. 
 
    “Nonsense, Steve. It’s only a couple of blocks. The walk will do me good, and the weather is beautiful today. Citizens need to see their governor out and about.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear, Steve, the tables are filling up fast.” 
 
    “No problem, Jacie. Nonna said she’d hold a table for us. It’s over… oh… over there… next to Tony Gamboa.” 
 
    “That old sneak. I bet she planned this. Let’s just—” 
 
    “No, Jacie, I’m dying for some of Nonna’s food. Let’s just give it a chance. Maybe Gamboa’s getting ready to leave.” 
 
    “I doubt it, but I’ll be civil for your sake, Steve. Oh, Roeder, too. This will be fun. Not.” 
 
    The young boy acting as a waiter ushered the couple to their table, and Jacie slid into her seat and buried her head in the menu. Gamboa looked up at the movement and grinned as he noticed Ennovy hiding behind her menu.  
 
    “Jacie Ennovy!” he bellowed. “What a surprise!” 
 
    Several diners looked up at Tony’s loud exclamation. A crash of pots and pans resounded in the kitchen, and Nonna stuck her head out of the entrance way. She waved a wooden spoon in her hand. “Antonio,” she admonished. “Comportarti, mio figlio.” 
 
    Gamboa grinned again. “Certo, Nonna.” He looked at Ennovy and winked. 
 
    Jacie appeared not to notice, but her face reddened as she peered closely at the temporary menu. She turned to Steve and murmured to him, and her companion flushed as well. 
 
    “Tony,” Brent Roeder said softly. “Stay cool.” 
 
    “No problema, mio amico.” Tony winked again. 
 
    With no sign of argument or loud discussion, the other diners turned their attention to their meals. Jacie and Steve murmured their orders to the young waiter, and both appeared engrossed in their slates. 
 
    “Tony.” Roeder tried to redirect his companion’s attention away from the other table. “Tell me about some of the construction issues you mentioned earlier.” 
 
    “There’s a newly created conglomerate trying to buy up lots, trying to claim salvage rights on what they say are abandoned lots. Then there’s a group claiming they’re a salvage company and have rights to scour the rubble for precious materials. And Rosetta’s heard stories of a group claiming to be raising funds for the poor, unfortunate souls who’ve lost family members or property. There’s a woman named Honey Horst claiming she’s the ‘voice’ of the people. Rosetta says it’s run by Humans who’ve moved to Azure to help with the reconstruction. I asked her to do some background checks on the founders. A couple donors have complained their UACC donations went through the system three or four times, and none of the fundraiser beneficiaries have seen a coin.” 
 
    “Jeez,” Roeder muttered. “Why do the criminals come out when we need to band and work together for the good of everyone?” 
 
    “Unca Tony,” a young woman said as she juggled plates of food, “Nonna says ‘Meno chiacchiere, più mangiare!’” 
 
    Tony grinned and pulled a plate closer. Brent smiled delightedly as he looked at the spread before him. “Man, I’ve missed this, Tony. Good choice for dinner!” 
 
    Tony dug into his spaghetti alle vongole, while Roeder divided his attention between cuoppo and mozzarella en carrozza. Tony saw Brent eye the bowl of struffoli his niece had set down and pulled the bowl a little closer to his plate. Glancing at the table close to them, he saw Jacie nibbling on Azure’s version of friarielli, while Whipple had dug into his plate of Nonna’s version of pasta alla Genovese. Several moments passed as the diners contentedly forked mouthfuls of food. 
 
    Roeder stopped eating for a moment to sip his wine. “Damn! So this is what Nonna calls a ‘soup kitchen!’ It’s heavenly. I thought we were just having pizza.”  
 
    Gamboa smiled and nodded. “Finish up, and we’ll get our version of Neapolitan coffee to go with the struffoli. Then I need to ask you a favor.” 
 
    Roeder raised an eyebrow and nodded. “Pinplants again, I bet. Look, Tony—” 
 
    A commotion at Jacie’s table caught their attention. The governor was bent over and coughing, her hands clutching her throat. Whipple looked up in alarm and reached out to Jacie. “She’s choking!” he shouted. Several diners looked up.  
 
    Tony lunged out of his chair and took two giant steps. Jacie had collapsed over her plate, and Gamboa pulled her out of her chair and against him. He wrapped his arms around her and jerked his fists upward twice. A small piece of broccoli and minced garlic flew from her mouth, and she began gasping for air. She fell limply against Gamboa, and he gently placed her back in her chair. He glanced over at Roeder and saw he was already contacting emergency services. Gamboa turned to tell Whipple that Jacie would need to be checked over when he saw the mobile Wrogul tank speeding across the lot. 
 
    Jacie was breathing in big gulps when he leaned over her and quietly told her medical help was on the way. “Just rest easy, Jacie. Doc Alfred is almost here. He’ll check you to make sure there’s no damage to your throat or lungs. Just slow down and breathe easily.” 
 
    “Gamboa…” Jacie whispered hoarsely, “… thank you. I couldn’t cough it up, couldn’t get my breath…” 
 
    “It’s okay, Jacie. You’ll be okay.” Tony looked up and stepped aside so the Wrogul could position his tank near the governor. 
 
    “Aaaha ha,” the translator hissed. “So many of our leaders here at once. It wasn’t an assassination attempt, was it?” 
 
    Roeder had stepped over to Ennovy as well. “Not funny, Squiddy,” he whispered. He shook his head and grimaced. “Doctor Alfred, thank you for coming so quickly,” Roeder said loudly for the benefit of the other diners. 
 
    “Tch-tch. Boys,” the translator hissed, “I’ll take it from here. Make way for the emergency crew.” 
 
    Gamboa turned to see his mother-in-law hovering over his shoulder. Nonna had tears in her eyes. “It’s okay, Leonora. Jacie’s in good hands. They’ll check her and make sure her throat and lungs are okay. She just needs to rest.” 
 
    Nonna’s lip quivered. “My cooking?” she asked with a quaver. 
 
    At the question, Jacie looked up and shook her head. “No, dear,” she said hoarsely. “It was so good, I was eating too quickly. I should have slowed down.” Jacie looked intently at Gamboa. “Thank you again, Tony. Your quick thinking saved me.” 
 
    Gamboa shook his head. “Just rest and feel better, Ennovy.” 
 
    “I owe you, Gamboa. I’ll pay my debt, rest assured.” 
 
    Gamboa grinned wolfishly. “You bet. We need to talk about that shuttle of Besquith males that just passed through the gate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3  
 
      
 
      
 
    Marinara jetted through the hydrolock into Todd’s recovery room. The sleepy Wrogul stirred and opened his green eyes to stare at the Iron Chef. 
 
    “Grandfather! Today is the day I reopen my restaurants!” 
 
    Todd flashed weakly at the enthusiastic Wrogul. “I am glad to hear that, Grandson. You are healed well enough to be back in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Well, no, but Meryll has hired some Human cooks and sous chefs. I am executive chef and will oversee the brigade.” 
 
    “Ah. You are healing well?” 
 
    “Yes, Grandfather. As well as can be expected. Some of my arms are terribly itchy. Squiddy thought at first I might be budding again, but it is just regrowth.” 
 
    Todd sent a humorous flash. “I know the feeling.” 
 
    “I know you can’t attend the opening. The doctor said, ‘Absolutely not!’ but when you feel up to it, I want to host a special dinner in your honor.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Marinara. We will make future plans for that dinner. But now I am very fatigued and need to rest.” 
 
    “Of course, Grandfather. Rest well. I will keep you abreast of our progress.” Mari slowly swam away as Todd closed his eyes. 
 
    Meryll was waiting for Marinara as he surfaced outside the room and climbed into his mobile tank. “How’s Todd doing?” 
 
    Mari’s translator response held a tinge of sadness. “He is so tired. After all this time, he is still sleeping so much. It hurts to see him that way.” 
 
    Meryll reached out to touch Marinara’s good arm. “I’m sorry, dear. I know you wanted him at the reopening. But rest is the best thing for him. He’s healing from the damage to his body and the sorrow and grief in his mind.” 
 
    Marinara flashed assent, then turned to look back at Todd’s room. “Where is Molina… I mean Squiddy? He is watching over Grandpops.” 
 
    “Remember to call him Doc Alfred, Mari. I’m sure he’s nearby. Let’s go, Marinara, we need to kick it in high gear and make sure the kitchen is organized, then you need to be ready for your fans and customers.” 
 
    Marinara brightened. “Agreed! Let us listen to the Azure News as we travel to the restaurant.” 
 
    “Of course.” Meryll tapped her slate three times and turned up the volume. 
 
    “... Styx Valley! Jim Phillip and my co-host, Dave Ptasnik, here with our daily podcast. Big news in the Wrogul community. They’re planning a meeting to discuss the isolationists and what to do. And good news for the gourmands in our community. Iron Chef Marinara is reopening his restaurants. This week he’ll be in Styx Town, and next week he’ll be up in Loihi for the grand reopenings.” 
 
    Marinara flashed excitement. “Meryll! I’m in the news again!” 
 
    Meryll looked fondly at the chef. “Yes, you are. It’s going to be a big day.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rosetta and Magellan stared gravely at Zenna, who shifted uneasily in her mobile tank. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” she flashed in protest. “We cannot let Olivier get away with this tyranny. We have a choice, and we have our freedoms. We get to choose what we want to do and who we follow.” 
 
    Rosetta made no response and continued to stare at her progenitor. Magellan shifted in the Wrogul travel canal and flashed his reply to Zenna. “Then get out of your tank and come with me to the meeting. I do not want to be late. But know this, Zenna. I am not Davy, bending to your will. I will stay with the colony, and I will continue exploring the Deeps.” 
 
    Zenna flashed an affirmative glyph. “I know that, Magellan, but I believe we should have a choice whether we want to isolate ourselves or be closer to the continent. I do not trust Olivier to make decisions for me. I want a say in that.” 
 
    Rosetta flashed a response. “Will you allow Davy’s buds to make the same choice when they are mature?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Rosetta. Did I stop you from leaving?” 
 
    Rosetta’s mantle colored slightly. She had grappled with that decision and wondered about her choice. She loved her career on the mainland, but regretted the time she had lost with her twin and family. McCaffrey, her twin, and Zenna’s newest bud, as well as Zenna’s progenitor Ballard, had been killed when the invaders lobbed meteors at the planet, and the resulting tsunami had wrecked the colony. Now Olivier, Davy’s progenitor and current leader of the free colony, was planning to move the remaining colonists to the eastern shore of Uturoa Island, closer to the Hi’ohi’ona Sea, and away from the reconstructed mariculture platforms and mainland Wrogul. 
 
    Magellan gestured impatiently. “Come along, Zenna. I do not want to miss any of the discussion.” 
 
    Zenna looked at Rosetta and slowly slitted her eyes. Then she climbed out of her tank into the canal, following Magellan. She floated, looking at Rosetta, and flashed a glyph. Rosetta raised an arm and flashed a humor-filled affirmative. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Magellan and Zenna made their way into the cove off the shore at Nanakuli Point. Many of the underwater rocks and boulders were filled with Wrogul. Zenna noted Perseus and that strange new doctor were present, the one who laughed through his translator with a snk-snk. 5.07 saw Zenna arrive and swam over to her side. He flashed a welcome, and Zenna replied. 
 
    “5.07, nice to see you near the mainland. I guess you are excited about the move.” 
 
    “Actually, Zenna, I am not sure I want this. I must admit, I am comfortable being closer to the shore, with the luxuries of Styx Valley, although I regret the bad feelings I get when I think of Davy’s death nearby.” 
 
    Zenna stiffened but remained silent. 
 
    “But there is more news, Zenna. I have chosen a name for myself.” 
 
    “Really, 5.07! After all this time, you have chosen a name?” 
 
    “Well. Yes. I have thought about my progenitor, Harryhausen, and his role as a Peacemaker. I, too, enjoy security details and the investigations I am running. I have decided to call myself Sherlock. You are the first to know.” 
 
    “Cher… lock?”  
 
    The Wrogul flashed a humorous reaction. “No. Sherlock. Sherlock is an obscure old-Earth detective who loved to investigate mysterious circumstances. I find I empathize with the Human’s escapades.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that is a very nice name, 5… er… Sher… lock. It will take some time to get used to it.” 
 
    Sherlock waved an arm. “Oh, I know. I am quite excited about the potential of this name. I wanted you to know immediately.” He settled onto the rock beside Zenna, nudging Magellan aside. 
 
    Zenna faltered in her response. “Oh. Thank you, Sher… lock.” 
 
    Magellan looked over at his gen mate. “5.07, are you supposed to be up front with Olivier?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. See you later, Zenna.” 
 
    Magellan slitted his eyes as the Wrogul swam away and shifted closer to Zenna. 
 
    The meeting was boring at first, and Zenna struggled to keep her attention on the speakers. Olivier laid out his plan to move the Hau’ula colony closer to the deep sea. Scientists and clinicians explained how the earlier advances in Wrogul medicine would allow the colony to survive in the saltier ocean. One of the scientists explained how the Arritim were lending them underwater transport systems, which the explorers would use when investigating the Deeps. Colonists began to speak from the floor, some in favor of the move, others questioning the move, and some expressing the desire to stay closer to the mainland. As Wrogul expressed their preferences to stay closer to the mainland and Human interaction, Olivier’s mantle began to deepen to a crimson color. Perseus and his doctor companion remained strangely quiet. 
 
    As Zenna had anticipated, Olivier couldn’t contain his anger. He lifted himself up on all eight arms and towered over the lounging Wrogul. He began to flash red and crimson photophores. 
 
    “This affection for Humans is disgusting! We belong in the sea, not traveling in mobile tanks on land. I am dismayed that you—Wrogul, intelligent cephalopods—choose Humans over the deeper ocean and isolation. I—” 
 
    Zenna, too, rose up on all eight arms and began flashing. “What are you afraid of Olivier? Why do distrust the Humans so much?” 
 
    “Zenna, you—” 
 
    “I will not be silent, Olivier. I will not sit down. I propose a second colony. Take your people to the deeper ocean, then let those of us who want to remain closer to the mainland choose a location off the Styx Delta. We will have the comfort of lesser salinity and careers with the mariculture platforms or local businesses, with the convenience of traveling to the clinics and biotech jobs on land.” 
 
    “NO!” Olivier flashed, but it was too late. Wrogul were abuzz with flashes of delight and consternation. Sherlock turned toward Zenna and flashed an affirmative glyph. She noticed Perseus and the doctor staring at her intently. Magellan turned to her and flashed a sad, tentative response. 
 
    “Zenna, I must go with the deep-sea colony. I need to continue the Deeps explorations, for myself and for Davy.” 
 
    “Of course, Magellan. I know that is your path. But you can visit with me when you are not exploring. The Arritim transports will make it easier.” 
 
    While they were conversing, the Wrogul floor exploded with debate. 
 
    Olivier, again, tried to take control of the meeting. “I absolutely forbid any dissension. You will not speak of this—this—alternative colony.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Perseus flashed a response to Olivier. “I must speak my mind, Olivier. With respect to you and all Wrogul present, I know how important the colony is. But you must allow our progeny to choose their own paths. I support Zenna’s notion of an alternative colony. Let those who love the isolated ocean and the challenge of the Deeps follow you to the new Hau’ula site, Olivier. Let those who choose contact with the mainland settle a new colony. Zenna, do you have a name for this new colony? Are you going to help establish its government?” 
 
    Zenna faltered in her reply, then flashed, “No, I do not have a name for the new colony. That will be chosen by the colonists. I will assist in setting up the leadership, but I would prefer to be a representative to the mainland and Hau’ula, not an overseer.” 
 
    “So be it.” Perseus turned to face the crimson-mantled Olivier. “As co-governor of Azure, I welcome this new colony and the freedom of choice for all Wrogul. Olivier, as always, the mainland Wrogul are here to assist you with any of your needs. If you wish to establish a mariculture platform to replace the destroyed ones, I will see to it that one is assigned. Zenna, at your convenience, I would like to confer with you in my office at the clinic. Fellow Wrogul, I bid you aloha, as I must return to my mainland duties.” With that said, Perseus waved an arm in dismissal and jetted across the sea floor. The strange doctor followed him. 
 
    Olivier settled back on his rock as several Wrogul approached him, flashing their comments and questions. He stared at Zenna but made no response to her or the Wrogul who had settled around her. 
 
    Sherlock quickly made his way to her left side, while Magellan hovered on her right. “Zenna, I want to be the first to apply for citizenship in the new colony. I am sure Magellan will, as well. I am here to help you with whatever you need.” Other Wrogul flashed their agreement and responses. 
 
    Zenna glanced at the two Wrogul beside her, then flashed a response. “I know Magellan has responsibilities to further explore the Deeps. I hope he will consider this colony his second home, but I know he is committed to Hau’ula. I want him to continue Davy’s explorations.  
 
    “Everyone, let me meet with Perseus first, then we will make our plans. If you recommend a specific spot near the Delta, let me know, and I will speak with Perseus. I need lists of supplies. We will need nursery space and workers for a new generation of buds. We will need teachers, doctors, and scientists, although we will have the luxury of using some mainland sources. Do we want our own mariculture platform? Let me know. I will start a message thread on the Aethernet so some of our Human friends can see it and help us as well. In the meantime, begin thinking of what you would like to see in the new colony. We will determine what the timeline should be after I meet with Perseus.” 
 
    Zenna turned to Magellan. “Could you come with me back to Styx, Magellan? I need to converse with you.” 
 
    Magellan assented, and Zenna began to move away from the Wrogul surrounding her. Several reached out to pat her arms or attempt a quick hug. She disentangled herself, and she and Magellan began to swim toward the shore.  
 
    Sherlock flashed a reply as she left, “No worries, Zenna! I will organize the suggestions for the new colony.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tony Gamboa entered the newly-refurbished Parole Office in Styx Town, established to monitor the people brought in by the Consejo to work Azure farms in their hostile takeover and invasion. The Peacemaker Hakra’a had extended leniency toward the simple farm workers during Garibaldi’s trial, but placed them under the watchful eye of the recovering Peacemaker Lujkhas. 
 
    The office was a jumble of accommodations for different races: mobile tanks, tall tables, huge chairs sized to fit an Oogar or Besquith… and some Human-sized chairs, as well. One wall was lined with Tri-V screens and another with assorted Peacemaker technology. An exhausted-looking Lucky was seated behind a tall table piled with reports, slates, nourishment pouches, and take-out packaging from Nonna and Marinara’s restaurants. Two elongated, crutch-like supports leaned against the wall. Peacemaker Lujkhas raised her snout and sniffed, then peered at the visitor from behind a stack of report slates. 
 
    “Lieutenant Governor Gamboa, I’ve been expecting you. We’ve some things to discuss.” 
 
    “Why the formality, Peacemaker Lujkhas? We spent months on the Nautilus, although most of the time you were asleep.” 
 
    “I smelled no Human fear upon seeing a Besquith, so I thought it might be you.” 
 
    Gamboa paused for a moment, then continued, “You can start by telling me why you are raiding my firms to staff your office.” 
 
    Lucky snorted. “Not what I expected you to lead with, but very well. I need people I can trust to help me with this office. I can share Michael Caparelli with you until you find another corporate lawyer, but I’m sorry to say, Rosetta is non-negotiable.” 
 
    Tony waved a hand in dismissal. “Fine, but give me some time to find her replacement. I’ll need her to train that replacement as well, but I can let her help you with forensic accounting until we find the replacement.” 
 
    Lucky grinned that terrifying, Besquith grin, showing a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth. Tony—to his credit—didn’t flinch. “How absolutely gracious of you, Mister Gamboa.” 
 
    Tony waved his hand again. “Please, just Tony. We’re going to be working closely together the next few months.” 
 
    “Lucky.” She grinned again. “Lucky for you.” She snorted with laughter, then winced in pain. “What’s up with Azure, Tony?” 
 
    “We’re still seeing those lights, and the ocean Wrogul are still hearing booms. Magellan has filled me in on each sounding, and his colony is seeing more light flashes over the ocean than we are on the mainland.  
 
    “Arritim are noticing it, too,” he added. “They’ve reported to me. They’ve noticed more drone activity over their settlement, too, and asked if it’s our drones. Perna is recovering from his injuries from the Jefferson crash among the family of his crewmates, so he’s taken it upon himself to keep notes on the sightings.” 
 
    Lucky was silent for several seconds. “I’ve been told there’s some drone activity out in the Ho’opa’a plains as well. So, what do you want this office to do?” 
 
    “Use your investigative skills, maybe? Help us figure out what’s going on? I know your primary role is overseeing the migrants Silva brought in. We know—now—that it wasn’t a result of the Ragamuffin Invasion, so what’s really going on? It seems like an investigation run by you could accomplish much.” 
 
    Lucky hesitated. “Let me think on this,” she replied. “I don’t have extra investigators at the moment.” 
 
    “Use some of the retired mercs up at Loihi,” Tony said. “Talk to Gerhard Jackson and see who he recommends. I’m sure some of the mercs will jump at something to do with their time. They may be medically retired, but many of them complain about too much time on their hands. Check with the Arritim, too. With their underwater transport systems, they may be able to run some additional sea investigations.” 
 
    The Peacemaker nodded slowly. “I’ll take that under consideration.” 
 
    Tony smirked. “One more thing, then. About that shuttle of Besquith that landed…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for traveling down to see me, Jackson.” 
 
    “No problem, Lucky. What can I do you for?” 
 
    “Can you recommend one or two retired mercs who have some semblance of investigative skills? I have a couple projects that just need a body asking questions and talking to people. I’ve got a lead on a Wrogul I want to help, as well, but I need someone on land. I have a Jivool candidate coming from headquarters, but she’s still in transit.” 
 
    “Huh, let me look around. How soon do you need someone?” 
 
    “Last week, but I can contain myself for two more days. I’ve got a Wrogul named Sherlock who can start putting the investigation together. I’ll need your recommended mercs to be able to work with a Wrogul.” 
 
    Jackson guffawed. “Like you and Harryhausen? I’ll tell city council to get their bunkers habitable.” 
 
    Lucky grinned widely, and Jackson stilled. “I’ll get right on it, ma’am, and conduct some interviews up in Loihi. I should have a couple names by tomorrow.” 
 
    Lucky gave a cough and grinned again. 
 
    “I’ll probably have the names this evening,” he amended. 
 
    “Thank you, Greg. Appreciate your help. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Wrogul stood in one of Jack Sparrow’s new travel suits—like a diver’s suit made for eight arms and filled with liquid—with his transport nearby. He hovered over the slate that Lucky was studying. 
 
    “We can throw these up on the screens and get a closer look,” Sherlock told the Peacemaker. 
 
    “All this started before the invaders came to Azure, but no one commented on it?” Lucky asked. 
 
    “Well, Amy Roeder was studying the mainland and sea platforms activity. Paul, a Wrogul resident of Styx, was helping Amy and her team. Davy Jones, the colony’s explorer, was studying the ocean sounds and lights.” 
 
    “Your leaders kept insisting it was volcanic activity?” 
 
    “The free colony leaders, yes, but I do not think Todd and Wells bought into that theory. At one time, the Humans seriously considered that the Hau’ula colony was responsible for all the extracurricular activity.” 
 
    “Mmm. A lot of ‘falling light’ sightings on the mainland and abandoned platforms. Some drone or UFO reports. Jones reported loud booms from the deeper ocean,” Lucky mused. 
 
    “Our scientists reported some light flashes; other leaders said it could only be under-sea eruptions. I said it sounded like drones or shuttles hitting the water out on the Hi’ohi’ona Sea.” 
 
    “And you never explored the area?” 
 
    “We could not, with the salinity levels of the open ocean beyond our initial tolerance. Davy was experimenting with better suits and armor for deep sea explorations when the tsunami hit. We transferred our attention to the battle for Azure at that point, and then Davy was killed in action.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” The Peacemaker stared at the slate before her. “I’ll need you to stay close by, Wrogul. Jackson, up at Loihi, is recruiting some help, and I’ve got a candidate coming in from Headquarters. She won’t be here for a while, but I’ll let you know as soon as she clears the gate. You and this—uh, Magellan—brainstorm what we should be looking at and get back to me in two days.” 
 
    “Will do. Oh, your candidate—Besquith?” 
 
    “No, Jivool.” 
 
    “Oh.” Sherlock effected the blank stare she’d noticed on Harryhausen when he browsed the GalNet. “A Jivool on a water planet. That should be lots of fun.” 
 
    “Deal with it.” Lucky dismissed the Wrogul with a glance and picked up another slate. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lucky returned to her apartment at the end of the day, and entered to the smell of fresh meat and blood. “What is it?” she asked of the male placing the food on the counter. 
 
    He grinned at his mate. “The locals say it is a type of mountain goat. I traveled up to Kali Heights today and killed one, cleaned it, and packaged it to bring it back on the mag-lev. Bottled the blood for cocktails.” 
 
    Another male came from an inner room of the apartment. “I’m starving, Lujkhas. Talroth said I couldn’t eat till you got here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Levrith, for waiting for me. I’m sure the meat is tantalizing. But first, let’s raise a glass to celebrate our union. The others are returning to Bestald?” 
 
    Levrith grinned. “They slunk away and took off an hour ago to leave the system. And what day are we celebrating this union for real?” 
 
    “Soon, fellows. It’s on my list of things to do, but first I need to tell my Wrogul chef what I want for that celebratory meal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Zenna, can you speak with us?” 
 
    Zenna turned from her waterproof office tech—courtesy of Jack Sparrow, the Wrogul inventor. While she was compiling most of her action reports on the GalNet, it helped to have a slate handy. She beckoned Davy’s twin buds to her side. 
 
    “What is it, A and B?” 
 
    “We have been talking to Magellan’s buds. They say they are moving with the colony to the open sea because Magellan must go with the colony,” B flashed. “They are asking why we are not moving with them.” 
 
    Zenna pondered her reply. “First, you are not a year old yet. You will be in a few seven-days, and can make your decisions then as mature Wrogul. You will choose whether to stay or travel to Hau’ula. When you are mature, I will ask Olivier to give you pinplants, since he gave pinplants to Davy. Second, I am not moving with the colony. I am helping establish the Ku’oko’a Colony off the Delta.” 
 
    B leaned closer to Zenna. “I want to explore the Deeps like my progenitor. I have even thought of taking his name, Davy.” 
 
    A crowded in toward Zenna. “I, too, wish to explore the Deep. I, too, want to be named Davy.” 
 
    Zenna flashed an equivalent of a sigh. “You both cannot claim the name ‘Davy.’ It will cause confusion with the communication between explorers.” 
 
    B flashed, “Then I will be Davy and A can be ‘Davey.’” 
 
    “No! I will be—” 
 
    Zenna laid an arm on each twin. “Stop! We will table this discussion for a few seven-days. Both of you can be explorers, but you will need different names, or simply go by your gen numbers.” 
 
    “A can be named ‘Magellan,’” replied 7.11B. 
 
    “No, B, it does not work that way. Begin reading all you can about deep sea exploration and the Azure seas. I will ask Magellan to work with both of you on what is expected in colony exploration. You need to adjust your tolerance to salinity. You need to learn how to use equipment and weapons. Maybe Magellan will want to include his twin buds in this training and get Gambit to help. Will that satisfy you?” 
 
    B flashed an affirmative, but A was slower to respond. Zenna looked at the two. “7.11A, 7.11B, there are lots of names to choose from. Begin your oceanography studies and study Davy’s memories. See what appeals to you. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    7.11B flashed the “Pfft” glyph that Zenna had made famous among the Azure Wrogul. “Easy Peasy!” 
 
    7.11A flashed a furiously angry glyph. “No, it is not easy, B. It is hard!” 
 
    Zenna stared at the little Wrogul in bemusement. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Meryll and Michael entered Marinara’s quarters and looked around, but there was none of the usual signs and sounds of Mari. The lights were on, and he was very punctilious about turning them off when he left. A faint bubbling sound came from Mari’s pool—with an unusual rumbling undertone—but the pool was empty, even though his (also empty) mobile tank was parked right next to it.  
 
    Mari’s experimental farm was located outside Styx Town, but wasn’t connected to the Wrogul canals and ponds in town. Mari had recovered enough to move out of the Caparelli cottage into his own, but they checked on him regularly. If he wasn’t in his pool, he needed his mobile tank to get around; that, or he risked dehydration and injury from being out of water more than an hour or so. 
 
    “Is he outside?” Meryll asked. “He could be checking produce.” 
 
    “No, I asked.” Michael was just closing his comm. “The farm supervisor said he was there just after lunch and headed back here in his tank after receiving a call from the port.” 
 
    “Could he be there? Maybe someone picked him up?”  
 
    “I checked there, too. He didn’t ride the maglev, either, although there’s a record of an auto-cargo delivery here an hour ago.” 
 
    “Then he has to be here. Oh, I hope he’s not hurt or sick.” Concern was evident on Meryll’s face. Marinara was like a brother to her… a much younger brother who didn’t know his own limitations. The rumble they’d initially heard got louder. “What’s that? There’s no traffic out here.” 
 
    “It’s coming from the guest room.” Michael headed toward the back of the cottage, to the room Mari maintained for his dry-land guests. “It’s…” 
 
    Mari was sitting in a chair in the guest room. He’d apparently been out of the water long enough for his skin to take on a dull, matte gray rather than its usual wet, reflective sheen. He was sitting with several arms wrapped around a large, furry pillow that seemed to be vibrating. The pillow was tan with brown spots, and apparently wasn’t a pillow at all. As Michael entered the room, a head with oddly-striped triangular ears and yellow eyes popped up and turned to glare at the interruption. 
 
    “Aaagh! A… uh, you know, one of those, uh… it has Mari in its grip!” Michael reacted without thinking of what his blurted speech could reveal. 
 
    The rumbling stopped, and a tail appeared. The very tip of the tail jerked back and forth, and the ears flattened backward. 
 
    “Hush, Michael, it is only Fluffy.” Marinara’s voice came from a built-in sound system that had been customized to cause a Wrogul voice to appear to come directly from the cephalopod, rather than from a translator pendant or physical speaker. “You woke him.” 
 
    “Wha-what’s th-that?” Meryll stuttered. “It’s a tiger!” 
 
    “No, it is a Savannah. Fluffy is just a kitten. You know I always wanted a pet, and you would not let me hold Kekoa!” Mari seemed unconcerned about the cat on his lap as he pondered past injustices. That was one of his infuriating traits.  
 
    “A Savannah?”  
 
    Mari stroked the fur of the large cat with the tips of two of his good arms—one between the ears, which had swiveled upright, and the other just under the chin. He laid another arm along the cat’s back, evoking a loud purr that explained the source of the earlier rumble. “Yes, it is a cross between a wild cat known as a Serval, and a domestic cat. Ward knew I wanted a kitten, so he recommended the supplier. He knew I wanted a pet big enough to scare off any more invaders, or maybe a rival restauranteur who wanted to take me out. I do not have Guido or Nunzio anymore.” Marinara hesitated and flashed a sad glyph. 
 
    “Ward recommended this,” Michael said flatly. 
 
    “T-t-take you out,” Meryll said at the same time, with both a squeak and a stutter. 
 
    “You know Tony would never allow someone to take you out, right?” Michael added. 
 
    “Well, sure, as long as I am here on Azure, but I will be going back to Earth with my new signature sushi rice, taro, and fruits.” Mari seemed unconcerned about the consequences of returning to Earth. “You realize that what the E-kooks did to Hawaii was criminal, right? They shut down all the sweetest, juiciest, most flavorful tropical fruit production on Earth. Now even breeding in hybrid vigor is considered ‘gee-moh’ and forbidden. As if vat-grown protein is not a travesty!” 
 
    And there it was, Marinara’s most infuriating trait. Mari couldn’t stay on topic if his life depended on it. 
 
    “Back on topic, buddy,” commanded Michael. “Why do you need such a big cat, and how did you get it here?” 
 
    “Well, there is something eating my experimental taro crop. I am trying to get a hint more umami and more color saturation. I think it is chee-hamsters.” 
 
    “Chee-whatsits?” 
 
    “Chee-hamsters. Little crab-like creatures that eat grains and tubers. I read about them. Savannahs are perfect for keeping chee-hamster levels down. Of course, if the chees eat too much, they get sick. There is none of their usual food around here. At least I hope not; I read that they are pretty nasty. Kind of like bad-tempered Besquith.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, all Besquith are bad tem—” Michael stopped in mid-sentence. “No! No, you will not change the subject! How did you get that cat here?” 
 
    Mari’s voice was very quiet. “I ordered him—err, her. Ward recommended it.” There was a pause, then a sound like a sniff. “It is lonely when you guys go off on business. I wanted a kitty to keep me company!” 
 
    “You… ordered her and had her shipped here from Earth?” 
 
    “Sure! There is a breeder in Texas. Apparently, Earth cats are in big demand right now, but Mister Hegde ate at Marinara’s in Houston once and is a big fan of mine. He got me a kit out of the last litter six months ago. It took a while because there was a big shipment headed outworld. Some big, secret project, and Ashok put Fluffy in the shipment so she did not have to travel alone. Molina told Ward he would help get the kitten to Azure.” Mari continued to stroke the big cat, and it tucked its head under its tail and went back to sleep. “I know how lonely it is to be by yourself.” 
 
    “So why are you out of your pool?” Meryll had finally found her voice.  
 
    “Well, I read that some cats do not like water, so I figured I should dry off a bit before petting her.” Fluffy raised her head and made a sound like a chirp. 
 
    Michael got that far away look in his eyes characteristic of someone consulting their pinplants. “Actually,” Michael began as his eyes came back into focus, “the Aethernet says Savannahs love water.” 
 
    “Oh, good. She can come play with me, then!” Mari started to unwind his arms from over, under, and around the large cat. The cat reached over and bit one of his arms. “Ouch.” Mari resumed his hold on the cat. Meryll darted forward, but he waved her away. “It’s just a love bite. I read about cat behavior. Maybe I got a bit too dry. I’m stiff. Would one of you help me back into the water?” 
 
    The cat swiveled to look at Marinara and jumped off the Wrogul’s lap. Meryll gasped again and looked at Michael. “That ‘kitten’ is big, Michael. Do you think it’s pregnant?” 
 
    Michael, shaking his head ruefully, turned and looked at Meryll. “He’s your brother, Hon. It’s best if you deal with him. And the cat.” 
 
    As Meryll helped ease the Wrogul into the pool, Marinara flashed a satisfied glyph. “Yes! More kittens!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Magellan held up an armored arm to stop his team. The sea floor ahead fell into a trench, and he wasn’t sure how deep the trench would be. The team hadn’t explored this area of the sea before, and even with suits that diluted the salinity of the water, their time in this part of the ocean was limited. 
 
    “A lot of debris,” one of the security guards flashed. 
 
    “Agreed,” Magellan replied. “Definitely a large meteor, but what is the structure?” 
 
    The team swam closer, with caution, and began capturing images of the debris field. A domed structure had been smashed by the meteor. Pieces of kleerplas were visible under the huge rock. What seemed to be a drone was buried nose-down in the sand. 
 
    Magellan flashed a command to one of his team. “Get readings. Electromagnetic? Radioactive?” 
 
    “Definitely not one of Azure’s,” one of red-armored security guards flashed. He was obviously scanning the GalNet as he jetted around the damaged craft. “I have not seen this design before.” 
 
    “Watch out!” Magellan flashed. “You are in a current! You are being pulled into the trench! Wrogul! On me!” he flashed to the team. 
 
    The team jetted into a sheltered spot near the huge meteor. They huddled together as a riptide swept through the area, shifting sand and debris. As they struggled to maintain a neutral balance, the team heard the loud boom they had heard several times, and felt the pressure change as a large object drifted past them along the trench, sinking deeper and deeper into the crevice. 
 
    The security guard was being pulled by the current into the trench, and several arms reached out to steady him. He dropped his weapons, and they entwined arms with him and tugged him back into the group. 
 
    “Close call,” one of the team flashed. “Let us get out of here, Boss.” 
 
    “One moment,” Magellan cautioned. “Let me get this last image.” He aimed his underwater camera at the drone… craft… seaplane… whatever it was, as it descended into the trench. 
 
    “Is this one of our UFOs, Boss?” the rescued security guard flashed. 
 
    “Dunno. We need to report this site at once, to the continent as well as the colony. Grab the transports and let us get back. We have lost some weapons, so let us hope this… thing… has scared away the predators and we will not need them!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sherlock checked the GalNet one more time. No response from Harryhausen, but there could be a delayed message on the way. His progenitor would have a lot to catch up on, when—or if—he got the chance to respond to Azure’s messages. Sherlock knew that Gamboa, Roeder, Perseus, and Lucky had all sent Ray messages for “immediate reply.” 
 
    Magellan sat in front of the investigator, both Wrogul in mobile tanks at Marinara’s in-town cottage. They studied the Tri-V screens.  
 
    “So, it is this trench where you found the remains,” Sherlock flashed as he pointed to the map. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Magellan. “You can see by the images that a meteor smashed into the facility… probably a rock the invaders lobbed at Azure. It destroyed the building and the currents have spread debris around the area.” 
 
    “You suspect a drone hangar?” 
 
    “Could be, or more. There is one drone partially covered by the sea floor, and some fragments lying nearby. It looks like the domed facility may have housed someone… or something.” 
 
    “A Human diver? Too much pressure for a Human, I would think.” Sherlock paused in his flashes. “Another aquatic creature? Not Arritim, and definitely not Seepha. Something we do not know about that landed in isolation, or something that has been here all along?” 
 
    Magellan was searching through the GalNet. “Let us hope it is not Selroth or something uplifted.” 
 
    “I do not think so. This does not feel altogether… threatening. More like an observer. But Roeder and Gamboa may suspect that, whoever or whatever they are, they are the ones who destroyed the sea platforms. We believe we were only attacked—that we know of—by the Consejo, and they claimed all along they were not responsible for falling lights or UFOs.  
 
    “We need to study this further and get our reports together. Lucky has informed me we will be meeting with senior Wrogul and Arritim. Also Gamboa, Ennovy, Roeder, and Toozie. The Peacemaker has reserved a conference room at Gamboa’s office. Let us confirm that the images and diagrams of debris and images have adequate detail.” 
 
    “And prepare for lots of questions,” Magellan added. 
 
    “And prepare for lots of questions,” Sherlock agreed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gamboa paced the hallway outside Ennovy’s office, waiting for her current visitor to leave. As the door to her office opened, he stilled and leaned against the wall. She said her goodbyes to the man leaving—Gamboa recognized him as one of the Landing City realtors—and beckoned Gamboa into her office. 
 
    “Tony, thank you for coming.” 
 
    “Sure, Jacie, but we couldn’t do this online?” 
 
    Jacie sighed. “Not really.” Gamboa raised an eyebrow. “Have a seat, Tony.” 
 
    She settled into her seat and steepled her fingers. “I know Lucky’s called a meeting later this morning. I won’t be able to go. I’m sending you in my place.” 
 
    “Oh?” Gamboa replied guardedly. 
 
    “In fact—” Ennovy sighed. “In fact, you’ll be acting governor for a while—” 
 
    “What!” Gamboa clamped his hands on the arms of the chair, beginning to push himself upright. 
 
    “Sit down, Tony. I’m going into a doctor’s care for several months. You’ll be co-governor with Perseus in my absence.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Jacie? A doctor’s care? What—” 
 
    “I think it’s cancer. They call it ‘abnormal cell regeneration.’ The treatments to help me recover from the torture at the hands of that… that monster… have caused some cell regeneration that’s abnormal. Doctors want to observe me, and if necessary, treat the cell growth. I’ve got a few lumps they want to biopsy. I’d have to take leave if it came time for radical treatment. I’m just doing this a few months early.” 
 
    “Jacie, I’m so sorry. Look, can any of us help with that? With the treatment or diagnosis? Can Roeder—” 
 
    “No. I’ve got the top doctors at Cerulean looking at my case. They think—and I think—the less stress on me, the better the recovery. That’s why I’m putting the governorship on your shoulders for a few months.” 
 
    “Ah, Jacie, I wish this wasn’t happening to you. I wish you the best health care, the best doctors. The best recovery.” 
 
    “Me too, Tony,” Ennovy murmured. “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Madame Peacemaker, the conference room is ready for you. We’ve cleared one wall for the Wrogul tanks, and now we’re just waiting for everyone to arrive.” 
 
    “Thank you, err…” Lucky looked closer at the clerk’s name tag as the young man visibly shrank from her. Lucky grinned a small grin, concealing her sharp teeth. “Thank you, Wesley, for all your help.” The Besquith shifted on her crutches. “I’ll wait in the conference room.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, catering is bringing coffee and coconut cake for your meeting. It’ll be here shortly.” 
 
    “Very good, Wesley. You may go. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    The aide turned and fled down the hall, and Lucky chuckled to herself. 
 
    “Terrorizing my staff, Peacemaker?” 
 
    Lucky turned and stared down at Tony Gamboa. She grinned again, this time revealing all her teeth. Gamboa stared at her a few seconds and snickered. Lucky narrowed her eyes, and the grin dropped away. 
 
    “What’s so funny, Human?” 
 
    Gamboa chuckled to himself. “Nah, it’s nuttin’. I was thinkin’ ‘bout a childhood tale my mama’d read me.” 
 
    “A tail?” A rumble started in Lucky’s throat. She noticed the man’s accent had roughened from previous encounters. 
 
    “Si. A t-a-l-e, not what you have. Old Earth elders called them fairytales.” 
 
    “And is it worth my time to hear this tale, Human?” 
 
    “Nah, we gotta meetin’ to get to. M’be later. Shall we go? After you…” 
 
    And with her sharp hearing, Lucky heard him mumble, “Grandma.” She stopped for a second. No, it’s not worth it. Get the whole story first. Maybe later, as he said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lucky looked across the conference table at the gathering of aliens (no, Azure citizens, she amended to herself) and Humans. Perseus had insisted she include Doctor Alfred and one of his clients, the cat-eyed woman sitting quietly near Gamboa and Roeder. Many of the Wrogul were wearing the new Jack Sparrow traveling suit, but Perseus was still in a tank. She knew he was most comfortable in the old aquatic environment. Arritim were present. Toozie was linked in on the Tri-V screen. No one had been able to reach the Nautilus, and Lucky wished she could include Harryhausen in the meeting. And—why is Marinara here? 
 
    “Marinara, what are you doing here?” 
 
    Marinara, instead of his usual happy-go-lucky translator voice, burbled in a serious, deep voice. “He said all senior Wrogul should attend. I am a business leader and senior Wrogul.” At that last comment, several Wrogul turned to look at the chef. Marinara pointed an arm at the Wrogul next to Perseus. “Squ—” 
 
    Perseus slapped an arm on his tank window. 
 
    “Squealing with joy, I am,” Marinara amended, “that Doctor Alfred mentioned this meeting. I have a stake in what is happening on Azure. The WNN—” 
 
    “What?” Lucky and Gamboa exclaimed together. A squawk of laughter issued from Toozie’s screen. 
 
    “The Wrogul News Network, on the GalNet.” As Marinara began clarifying, Perseus and Doc Alfred began flashing glyphs that Lucky recognized as “No” and “Stop.” Sherlock laid an arm across Marinara’s mobile-suited arms. 
 
    Lucky narrowed her gaze on the Wrogul group flashing glyphs to each other. “I want to know more about this network, but now is not the time. We’ll speak later.” She turned her attention to the room. 
 
    “Thank you, everyone, for attending. We have some serious concerns to discuss, and some discoveries—” Lucky paused as she noticed the Wrogul group furiously communicating via photophores. She glanced at Tony, who shrugged. She looked at Toozie, collapsed in laughter on her screen. Rosetta, also attending via screen, slitted her eyes and glared from her screen. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Marinara straightened in his chair as he spied a movement in the corner of the room. What is that, he wondered. Kitty? 
 
    “Perseus,” he flashed. “Look in the corner. Shielded, I think. Is that a—” 
 
    “Stop, Marinara,” flashed Squiddy, known on Azure as Doctor Alfred. 
 
    “But, Squiddy, that’s an invisible—” 
 
    “STOP, Mari!” flashed Perseus, thrashing in his tank. 
 
    Sherlock laid an arm across Marinara again and flashed, “We know, Mari. We see it, too. Now be quiet.” 
 
    “But it’s a…” 
 
    “STOP NOW, MARINARA!” the Wrogul, as a group, flashed their message to the chef. Rosetta, on screen, threw four arms in the air. 
 
    Lucky scanned the groups flashing messages or whispering between themselves. Gamboa, Jackson, and Caparelli were in an intense private conversation, Toozie was losing a feather or two in her violent laughter, and the Arritim were huddled together, with chortles transmitting from their translators. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lucky glared at the Wrogul. 
 
    “Is there a problem, gentle beings?” Lucky tried to control her snarl as she stared at the Wrogul. 
 
    “No, no, Peacemaker Lujkhas,” Perseus’ translator stammered as he waved arms at the other Wrogul. “Simply a disagreement with Marinara. Please continue.” 
 
    “A disagreement?” Lucky queried. 
 
    “We are arguing with Marinara over his claim to be senior Wrogul, Peacemaker. We are sorry for the interruption. It is settled now.” Doc Alfred’s translated voice was bland and calming. He noticed, unfortunately, that he had the attention of the entire room, including a former client in attendance, who was smiling faintly. “Please, proceed.” 
 
    Lucky stared at the Wrogul group, moving her intimidating stare from Wrogul to Human to visitors. The room quieted, and visitors sat up straighter in their seats. Lucky sniffed and bared her teeth. 
 
    “As you can see from the photos on the screen, Magellan the Wrogul has discovered some ancient ruins in the deep sea.” Lucky glanced around the conference table. “Our studies indicate that this hangar and deep-sea dwelling, destroyed recently by the asteroids lobbed by the Consejo, are as old as the first settlements on Azure. I’ve talked briefly with Todd, who assures me this planet was unsettled by intelligent species when the first colonists arrived.” 
 
    Lucky could see several of the Wrogul consulting their pinplants. 
 
    “This office is still investigating the ruins. Our question is: are these ruins the source of the falling lights? There appears to be drone remains in the wreckage, but we are still reviewing the ruins. The Arritim are assisting us with transportation, but the Wrogul are limited in the time they can spend in both the salinity and pressure of the Deeps. 
 
    “No deceased species or marine life is visible in the wreckage. In fact, no living marine life has settled in the area. Magellan reports that it is as if a dome or force field had protected the area from underwater growth and decay. If the Consejo isn’t responsible for some of the farm and platform damage, for the lights and booming sounds, did an entity residing here do so? Are these ruins a settlement of some unknown species?  
 
    “This has now become an interspecies investigation affecting the future of Azure. Let’s begin the discussion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zenna shifted restlessly around her “office.” She had scraped out an area in the new colony near Nanakuli Point and placed a ring of conch shells as the “walls” of her office. She had sand and rocks for seating, and stored her waterproof tech in an old chest. Sherlock had given her the chest, laughingly referring to it as a replica of an old pirate treasure chest. He was seated before her, watching her jet back and forth, waving her arms. 
 
    “The colony is settling in nicely, is it not?” he flashed the question at her. 
 
    “It is,” she replied, “but we still have some uneasy colonists. They startle at every sound, falter when strong currents rush through. We have more buds in our nursery than adults to foster them, and we have buds who want to attend school on the mainland.” 
 
    “That is not bad, is it? You and I both attended schools there. There was xenophobia, but we survived, and became stronger for it. Surely there is more tolerance for other species now, with all the changes Azure is undergoing.” 
 
    Zenna flashed a tentative affirmation. “I am thinking of possible foster situations, Sherlock. Do you think Humans or Arritim would want to foster Wrogul buds?” 
 
    Sherlock slid backward and raised arms to steady himself. “Zenna! Seriously? Do you think that is a good idea?” 
 
    “We have not rebuilt the community center yet, where we had our interactive pools and canals. But look at families like the Caparellis. They have taken care of Marinara, and Meryll has always called him her ‘brother.’ Unlike Humans, who average thirteen to fifteen years of fostering, Wrogul only need one year. We can use our credits to help build cottage ponds for families who want to foster.” 
 
    “It is certainly an unusual idea, Zenna. Have you run it by Perseus or Todd?” 
 
    “No.” Zenna lapsed into silence. “But Doc Alfred has spoken with me. He sees the possibility of a greater need from Azure to support disenfranchised species, or those seeking asylum, as he calls it. He thinks Azure will be called on to do more for colonists and immigrants, and is suggesting ideas for me to explore.” 
 
    Sherlock slitted his eyes. “Doc Alfred, huh? Well, he is certainly involved in some genetic rehabilitation of aliens. He is in contact with some of the Wrogul working for mercenary groups. He might know things we do not. Perhaps you should listen and discuss with him, but be cautious. Be careful about trusting him completely. He has always struck me as a Wrogul more concerned with his own wellbeing than the community’s.” 
 
    Zenna flashed a humorous glyph. “I know what you mean, Sherlock!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Michael, Marinara claims it’s an emergency with his cat, Fluffy. He wants us there immediately. He says she’s dying!” Meryll’s message to Michael had popped up on his slate. He looked up at Gamboa and Lucky and began to make his apologies. 
 
    “Go, go.” Gamboa waved his hands in the air. “I know how much Mari loves that cat. If he’s calling for Meryll, you need to be there, too.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’ve got to run. I’m pretty sure the cat’s in labor, and that’s why Mari’s worked up, but you know how he gets.” 
 
    “I do,” Lucky and Tony said at the same time, and Lucky barked a laugh through her translator. “Go.” 
 
    Michael arrived at Marinara’s cottage at the same time Doc Alfred arrived. 
 
    “Damn!” Michael exclaimed. “Is it that serious that he’s calling you in, Doc?” 
 
    The Wrogul snickered through his translator. “No, Michael, this is a routine pregnancy for Mari’s cat. I am here just to set his mind at rest.” He snick-snickd through his translator again. 
 
    Inside the cottage, Marinara and Meryll were trying to calm the yowling cat. Meryll had lined a box with cloths, but the cat was ignoring the box and hiding behind Mari’s mobile tank. 
 
    “Tch-tch.” Doc Alfred flashed the patience glyph, but spoke through Mari’s whole-house translator with his pinplants. “Mari, this is standard behavior for your cat. But to reassure you, I will take her to my clinic to oversee her labor and delivery.” 
 
    Meryll clasped her hands in front of her. “How many kittens do you expect? Can we adopt them out? I’d like one.” 
 
    “Ah, Miz Meryll, I think it best if I keep the kits for a few weeks to ensure their health.” 
 
    “Why, Doc?” Michael interjected. “Are you expecting problems?” 
 
    The Wrogul laughed through his translator. “No, Michael, I am simply taking precautions for my nephew. Azure is not Earth, and I want to make sure these kits are genetically healthy. I shall observe their health for a few weeks. Make sure they have adapted well.” 
 
    Michael eyed the Wrogul. “Yeah, sure. Make sure they’re healthy. I’m wondering if you’ve picked out families to raise the kits, y’know.” 
 
    At that, both Marinara and Meryll raised cries, saying they wanted all the kittens returned. 
 
    Alfred snickered again. “It is too soon to talk about adopting kittens. Let us get through this delivery, then we will see how many kits we have and how healthy they are. Now, where is her travel kennel? Could you put a soft cloth in it? Yes, Meryll, thank you. I’ll take that now.” The Wrogul settled the kennel on his mobile chair and began to motor out of the cottage. 
 
    “Wait, I want to go with you!” Marinara grabbed his travel suit and pulled it toward him. Michael intervened. 
 
    “Slow down, Mari. Let him get to his clinic. We’ll follow along and check on your cat. She’s in good hands.” 
 
    Marinara stared after the disappearing doctor and wailed. “But Fluffy! She needs me!” He turned to Michael and Meryll and pulled his suit toward him again, snapped his beak at his two friends, and slitted his eyes. 
 
    “I am not dumb, you know. I know what Squiddy is doing. I know exactly what is going on. Let us get to the clinic before he gives my kittens away to strangers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gamboa had his Tri-V tuned to the Azure news podcast as he scrolled through slates on his desk.  
 
    “Good morning, Styx Valley! Jim Phillips and my co-host, Dave Ptasnik, here with our daily podcast. Well, we’re just overwhelmed with all the progress we’re seeing here on the mainland. The old town is hopping again, and the entertainment district is better than before. You name it, and we’ll find it for you somewhere in the Valley…” 
 
    Gamboa grunted an affirmation to himself. 
 
    “That’s right, Jim. We’re not the sleepy little planet we used to be. Everyone wants to enjoy our temperate climates and top-notch clinics. I’m running out of fingers to name the different visitors I’ve seen around town.” 
 
    “You’ll need to start on your toes, Dave, assuming you haven’t lost any with your diving and rock-climbing. And hey, have you seen some of those exotic-looking Humans with their cats? Talk about gorgeous! 
 
    “The cats or the Humans, Jim?” 
 
    “Well, both, Dave, but I’ve got my eye on this lovely lady I saw last night in the bar. She’s got eyes I can get lost in…” 
 
     Gamboa looked up as someone entered his office, and lowered the volume on the podcast. 
 
    “Roeder. Back from Cerulean, I see.” Gamboa welcomed his business partner into his office and reached for a bottle and two glasses. 
 
    “Gamboa, what the hell is going on?” The old man sank into a chair across from the governor. 
 
    “I could ask you the same, Brent. There’s a lot of activity at the clinics. Ennovy is still getting treatments, isn’t she? And Doc Alfred is commuting between all the clinics with other Wrogul surgeons.” 
 
    Roeder smiled. “Yes, Jacie’s getting better, but her medical team is keeping a close eye on her recovery. She’s still weak, no appetite, sleeps a lot. Sort of like Todd.” 
 
    Gamboa nodded as he poured. “I thought so. I haven’t heard from her yet, though.” He pushed a glass across the desk to Roeder’s waiting hand. “Marinara is furious because Alfred took away his cat and kittens. He’s declaring a blood feud on his Wrogul relative.” 
 
    Roeder laughed, then took a sip and continued. “Squi—Alfred is working on some gen mods for some species. He’s had a number of clients flooding into Azure.” 
 
    Gamboa nodded again. “With their, uh, companions, so I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Affirmative. I’ve got some cohorts in the realty community. We’ve set aside some land up at Ho’opa’a, but the sudden interest in scrubby, deserted acreage has raised interest in the real estate world. We’ve got some grubby conglomerates trying to come in and buy up land.” 
 
    “And one of them is Yvette Gamez’s group, correct?” 
 
    Roeder smirked. “Yeah, Amy’s sleazy school nemesis has her fingerprints all over these offers.” 
 
    “Which is why you’ve petitioned the government to set up preserves and sanctuaries to prevent unwanted development, I presume.” 
 
    “We want to call it the Panthera Sanctuary and Preserves. It’s not as forested as their home planet Khatash, but it gives them an area to explore, play, and train. We’ll need to build housing structures for kits and companions, but we don’t want retailers, souvenir shops, and fast-food stands.” 
 
    Gamboa looked thoughtful. “That could be a problem… getting enough construction supplies.” 
 
    “I can help defray the costs. The… ah, Hunters… have credits, too. More importantly, we want a secure community for them. Minimal Human interaction so we don’t have any… accidents… but with transportation to Azure towns for entertainment and socialization.” 
 
    “Tsan has assured us the Hunters will help defend Azure if the need arises. She also suggested a need for more companions for the kits. That’ll be one more species committed to keeping Azure safe. One more species making Azure its home. “ 
 
    Roeder shuddered. “Let’s hope we don’t have more war. I wish we were still the obscure, unknown planet we used to be.” 
 
    “We can’t go backward, mio amico. Only forward. Cautiously. Well-armed. With friends.” 
 
    “With allies,” Roeder agreed as he drained his glass. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tony Gamboa had told Roeder and Perseus he’d meet them at the sanctuary site, but first he had to make a short side trip. Roeder had looked curious, then laughed. “Off to see Marinara, I bet. Does Nonna want a peek at his new menu?” 
 
    Gamboa just smiled and winked. “I’ll see youse in two hours. Meet me at Kali Heights, and we can travel out there together.” 
 
    In twenty minutes, he’d maneuvered down the rural road to the farming community of Kalu and pulled up to a small, brightly painted cottage. He walked down the short sidewalk and stepped onto the front porch, with its stone pillars and outdoor seating. Tony glanced through the large, expansive front window to see walls of gilded mirrors, a wide, overstuffed chair and sofa with scattered cushions, and shelves of vintage and antique books. 
 
    He heard the click of the door latch, and the woman who threw open the door grinned widely. “Tony! What a surprise to see you here. Come in, come in.” 
 
    Gamboa smiled and stepped across the threshold. “Jonna, what a nice place you have here. It looks comfortable.” He nodded toward the big, overstuffed chair. “I guess the retirement center got to you, huh?” 
 
    Jonna blushed and looked around the room. “The RetCent wasn’t that bad. I just figured after surviving decades of the merc life, I wanted something that was truly my own. Come out to the kitchen; I’ll make a pot of Kula coffee. Or—” she turned to face Gamboa “—would you like a shot of Scotch? I’ve got the good stuff.” 
 
    Tony smiled. “Coffee will do. I’ve got to meet Roeder and Perseus this afternoon. Pretty sure I’ll need to be on my toes with them.” 
 
    He followed Jonna toward the kitchen, but stopped when he saw the framed Tri-V poster on the wall. Buff Orpington and the Cuddle Kitties of Death. He looked at Jonna. “I’ve never seen those vids. Are you an Orpington fan?” 
 
    Jonna blushed again and laughed. “No. I got it as a reminder of one of the worst contracts we ever took. When I saw this poster in a market stall, I had to buy it to remind myself how lucky I was to get out alive.” 
 
    “Huh,” Gamboa grunted. “I’ve heard other mercs mention how bad those contracts were.” He turned around and looked at a shelf filled with figurines. “Ah.” He chuckled. “Tchotchkes. My wife, may she rest in peace, used to collect those. What are these?” He peered closer at a grinning ceramic goat wearing red eyeglasses and red beads. He turned his head and looked at Jonna. “A goat?” 
 
    “Oh,” Jonna said with an embarrassed laugh. “I collect goat figurines to remind me of fainting goats. My grandfather raised fainting goats on his farm in Tennessee. The more outlandish the figurine, the better.” 
 
    “Fainting goats? What are those?” 
 
    “They’re goats with a genetic condition. They stiffen their legs and fall over. Myotonic goats. My grandfather was expanding his flock and bought some from a neighbor. We grandkids would startle the goats, and they’d fall over. Fainting goats, we called them.” She smiled to herself. 
 
    Gamboa chuckled. “So, after years of mercenary life, you have a nice cottage, comfy furniture, a collection of vintage books, and shelves of tchotchkes?” 
 
    “And mirrors.” Jonna nodded at the wall of gilded mirrors of all shapes and sizes. “They help me stay alert, see everything from all angles. Again, years of habit.”  
 
    They’d reached the kitchen, and Jonna took two mugs from the rack and poured coffee into them when the pot had finished brewing. She handed one to Tony and snagged a pink cardboard box, which she placed on the table. “Cookies from Meena’s, in the village. She makes the best raspberry thumbprints.” 
 
    “Umm, not sure I’ve tried those.” He reached into the box and retrieved two small shortbreads with jam in the center. “Mmph, good. Short. Mind if I try another?” 
 
    Jonna smiled and nodded. They sat quietly, exchanging small talk and sipping coffee, when two black and white kittens tumbled into the kitchen. They wrestled with each other and yowled, jumping and spitting at each other. 
 
    “Henry! Anne!” Jonna said sharply. “We have company. Behave!” 
 
    Tony looked startled. “You have cats, too?” 
 
    “They’re foster kittens. A fellow merc asked if I’d foster some kittens for her, and I agreed. These two are brother and sister. That’s Henry, this one is Anne. A handful, but they seem to respond well when I correct them. I’ll keep them another month or so, then my friend will find homes for them. She said we’re having a boom in cat litters, so she’ll have more for me to foster.” 
 
    “Huh,” Gamboa responded, but made no other comment. The two kittens looked sharply at Gamboa and moved to his feet. They both sat still, staring at him, watching his hand move from cookie plate to mouth. “They like cookies?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Jonna said. “They have their own food to eat. But they sure are paying attention to you.” She reached down and scratched behind Henry’s ears. His throat rumbled with purrs, and he rubbed his cheek on her hand. 
 
    “Huh,” Gamboa said again. “I think retired life is good for you, Jonna. All the things you couldn’t have in the merc life are here for you now.” 
 
    “I know. Sometimes I worry that I’m becoming too attached, too relaxed. But I love my cottage. I love my community.” 
 
    “I’m happy for you.” 
 
    “But… since you’re here and you’ve seen my place, I will tell you, the community is worried about the real estate developers targeting us. Most farmers don’t want to sell, but you get one rancher who says they can’t turn down the millions—or heirs who don’t want to bother with the old homestead—and it opens the door to destroying this way of life. It’s got some of us worried…” 
 
    They talked for a few more minutes about the war recovery, and protecting Azure land and greenspace. Suddenly one of the kittens stood up and put her front paws on Tony’s knee.  
 
    “Oh, look, Tony. Anne likes you.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah. Uh, nice kitty.” The kitten slow-blinked at Gamboa and seemed to smile. He glanced at the clock on the stove and fumbled with his mug and plate. “Jonna, I loved spending this time with you, but I’ve got to get up to Kali Heights and meet Brent and Perseus.” 
 
    “Of course, Tony. Thank you for stopping by and visiting me.” 
 
    “I’ll get you down to Styx, and we’ll have dinner at Nonna’s. Deal?” 
 
    Jonna smiled. “Sounds like a plan. Here, just leave those dishes. The cats and I will walk you to the door.” 
 
    Anne and Henry—with Jonna—escorted Tony to the front porch. Both kittens sat primly by Jonna, tails wrapped around their front paws. Jonna extended a hand to Tony, but he pulled her closer and hugged her. He inhaled the floral scent of her perfume. “Grazie, mia cara. Later,” he said softly. 
 
    Jonna nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gamboa, Roeder, and Perseus (conceding to wear a Jack Sparrow travel suit) looked out over the open land. 
 
    “I can see why this land works well as a sanctuary. Just around the corner—so to speak—from the cities, but undeveloped,” Perseus said through his translator. 
 
    “With the people—Human and aliens—petitioning to emigrate to Azure, more of the continent will be getting developed. We need to control this planetary development, not turn any soccer field or ranch into a thousand-house development. We can start here and establish realty and green-space rules.” Gamboa scanned the horizon with sharp eyes. 
 
    “We should include an airfield for shuttles and supply ships, though. That way we don’t have to transport up through the Heights. Maybe save on transport charges,” Roeder added. 
 
    “That would be appreciated.” The disembodied voice startled Roeder, who yelped. Gamboa merely stared in the direction of the voice and grunted. “Figured you’d be here.” Louder, he added, “Hunter, we greet you.” 
 
    Tsan transitioned into view. 
 
    “This will do nicely, Azurians, although I do wish the trees were taller and sturdier.” 
 
    “We still have some Earth tree seeds we can try to stimulate, maybe add some growth hormones. You can advise us on the planting patterns you’re used to.”  
 
    Tsan slow-blinked at the eagerness in Brent Roeder’s voice. 
 
    “I will not remain for the construction, but will appoint some capable assistants to help design the habitats. I have several negotiations to conduct in the next thirty days, but I will send others to you.” Tsan jumped to a nearby rock and drew her quintessence around her before bounding away. 
 
    “Damn!” muttered Gamboa. “I wanted to ask her about Mari’s cat.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Lujkhas stood as the bear-like creature entered her office. She retained her composure as she gestured to a larger chair. 
 
    “Thank you for considering this outpost. We have a lot to keep us busy. I wasn’t sure how to pronounce your name. How should I address you?” 
 
    The Jivool Peacemaker candidate grinned and stretched her claws, then retracted them. “It’s J’nes’Bivara’ogrizel. A mouthful, I know. You can call me J’nes or JB.” She looked around the office and shrugged. “It’s different,” her translator blurted, “but I could get used to this water world. Warmer than I like, though. What are some of the issues I face?” 
 
    Lucky appreciated the directness. “I’ve given you access to folders, reports, and images. Besides monitoring the immigrant workers the Consejo brought in, we have a mystery to solve. Who’s spying on Azure, and what’s their purpose? Why all the damage, supposedly blamed on the Consejo or the Hau’ula colony? 
 
    “I’ve set aside a small office in the main room for you to use. We’ll get the walls built and get you a door. You’ll be working with a Wrogul investigator called Sherlock.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it, ma’am, and get back to you shortly.” 
 
    Lucky grinned and nodded. “Good, JB, looking forward to your ideas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roeder settled into a nearby clinic chair and studied the sleeping Wrogul in his recovery tank. Todd was improving, but still seemed a shell of his old self. The damage to the cephalopod’s body was healing slowly, but his color was returning to a more normal shade instead of the almost translucent gray it had been of late. 
 
    Todd opened his green eyes and flashed a weak greeting. His pinplants were still disabled, but Roeder recognized the flashes. He scooted his chair closer to the tank. 
 
    “Hey, Todd, good to see you awake. Just answer yes or no. I’ll recognize the flashes. Are you feeling better? Alfred says you’re staying awake longer. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take that as a so-so. I’m sure you miss your pinplants and feel cut off. Uh-huh, yeah. Alfred says soon. Has Perseus or Alfred briefed you on Ray? 
 
    “Yeah, I bet they’re waiting till they hear more. I heard briefly from Amy. Just that they’re on the trail of some strange discoveries. Ray is single-minded in his pursuit. He’s had them going from port to port. She says she, Paul, and the team are busy correlating all the data they’re picking up. They’re trying to keep a low profile because some of the Galactic guilds are acting weird, and they’re not sure who to trust. They’re on an official Peacemaker mission, but still, better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    “Olivier has moved the colony to the eastern side of Uturoa Island. So far, he hasn’t made any contact with the mainland. Perseus set up a sea platform for them, but there hasn’t been any news. We probably won’t hear from them for a while. Maybe after you get back. 
 
    “Zenna’s working with some of the younger Wrogul, and they’ve set up a colony close to Nanakuli Point. Some of these Wrogul are working mainland jobs, then commuting to the colony as their ‘home.’ Sort of the best of both worlds for them. Sherlock’s been doing that… working for Lucky, then commuting to the colony. 
 
    “You mean Sherlock? Oh, yeah, he’s 5.07. Decided to give himself a name, and since Harryhausen is his progenitor, he chose the name Sherlock. And get this… he’s working for Peacemaker Lujkhas. Yeah, she’s running the parole office and looking at some Azure goings-on. We’ve got some recovery and construction issues, and we’re still trying to figure out the mysterious lights. 
 
    “No, no, nothing to worry about now. I see you’re getting tired.” Roeder watched Todd slowly close his eyes. “Rest well, Todd.” Roeder looked up as a nurse in the doorway motioned that his time was up. He whispered softly, “I’ll tell you about the Depik later, my friend,” and left the room. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Zenna looked around the restaurant dining room. She had motored up to a table using a mobile tank and noticed Meryll leave the kitchen and head toward her. Meryll was wearing her Wrogul sign language gloves. 
 
    “Zenna,” Meryll signed. “Glad you could meet me here so early. It’s always hectic, getting ready for lunch and dinner service. I appreciate you coming.” 
 
    “Is Marinara here?” Zenna queried. 
 
    “No, he’s up in Loihi this week. I’m monitoring the Styx location.” 
 
    Zenna flashed affirmation. “We can use the translator if you wish.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Meryll signed. “I can use the gloves. It’s good practice for me. What’s up, Zenna?” 
 
    “I need information, Meryll, on Human-Wrogul interaction. You have been around Marinara a long time, even travelling to Earth to be with him during his culinary training and Iron Chef days.” 
 
    “Mmm, yes. We took classes together here before he went to Earth.” 
 
    “I need to know what idiosyncrasies you noticed with your long-term interactions. What barriers arose?” 
 
    Meryll laughed. “You mean besides coexisting air-breather and water-breather problems?” 
 
    Zenna flashed a humorous glyph. “My curiosity stems from a problem we face in the Wrogul community. We have buds with no families, and Wrogul busy with their own careers or buds to raise. You see, the colony Wrogul began budding twins, which the scientists said was the result of the higher salinity of the ocean. I’ve heard unconfirmed rumors that the Hau’ula colony has seen triplets and quadruplets. I’m wondering if we can foster some buds interested in the mainland with willing Humans. The buds mature in a year, then receive their pinplants, and begin to train in their chosen careers. Fostering becomes more of a mentoring/socializing task at that point, and less parental oversight.” 
 
    Meryll took in a breath. “Oooh, Zenna, what an interesting concept: ‘Azure offers a multi-cultural, multi-species lifestyle unseen on other worlds.’ I can see the public relations campaign now. Let’s brainstorm this idea…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Marinara flipped a knife into the air and caught it with a different arm while two others slashed open the salmon-like fish laying on the cutting board. He looked into the camera and snapped his beak. “Visit us at Marinara’s, here in Loihi, for the best in gourmet meals. The knife show is free!” The Wrogul raised four arms wielding Damascus-steel chef knives and cleavers.  
 
    “Cut!” yelled the man standing beside the Tri-V operator. “Okay, Chef, we’ll get that one edited and in the queue. Should have it within two days.” 
 
    Marinara laid the knives next to the gutted fish and flashed his approval. The film crew packed their equipment and slipped past the tables that were starting to fill up. 
 
    “Mari, as always, you sure put on a show.” The man at the nearby table clapped slowly. 
 
    “Jackson, I’m glad you could be part of our audience today. Did you like the shrimp ravioli with quinoa and taro?” 
 
    “Wonderful, Marinara. Have you had any feedback on your cooking shows yet?”  
 
    Mari waved an arm in the air. “Some.” He raised two arms in a semblance of a Human shrug. “Some complaints that the ingredients are hard to find. Others have said the seafood supply is not available or too expensive. I may have to do a show on using spirulina and inexpensive proteins.” 
 
    Mayor Gerhard Jackson grimaced. “Not really your style, eh?” 
 
    Marinara flashed a disgruntled glyph. “Ravages of war, Tony tells me. Learn to adapt, he says. But I must get to the kitchen and oversee the lunch meals. Thank you, again, Gerhard, for coming.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The small group of mercs stepped into the restaurant. They’d been left in charge of planetary security when Nautilus left with the others on Harryhausen’s investigative mission. 
 
    “Special of the Day: Ravioli…” 
 
    “What’s quin-oh-ah?” 
 
    “It’s pronounced ‘keen-waa,’ you dolt!” 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Gordon Caldwell whined. 
 
    “Now you do,” his buddy retorted. “We’ll order the special so you can say you tried it.” 
 
    “M-kay.” 
 
    The three mercs were seated, placed their orders, and were indulging in small talk. Most of the topics were current events and the recovery, although there was some talk of Gamboa’s governorship and Marinara’s food enterprises. 
 
    “I heard the chef’s had success with his food trucks. I like his barbecue.” 
 
    “Down in Styx, he also offers Loco Moco and what he calls Spam Musubi. Not bad. Reminds me of Earth.” 
 
    “Eh,” Caldwell grunted. “I stay away from the food trucks. He does shrimp and crab tacos. Sometimes I get itchy when I eat those, so I’ve been stayin’ away.” 
 
    “Huh,” offered his friend. “Allergies?” 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Caldwell retorted. 
 
    The men looked up as their waiter brought their plates of ravioli and side dishes. Conversation quieted down as they tucked into their food. 
 
    Suddenly Caldwell began choking and gasping for air. His face reddened, and he began clawing at his throat. The front-end manager rushed to the table as the merc fell off his chair. There was a crash of dishes in the kitchen, and nearby diners stepped over to see if they could help.  
 
    The manager grabbed the now-unconscious merc to try to dislodge any choked-on food, but nothing was coughed up, so the manager began administering CPR. A customer leaned in to help. After several minutes, they stopped their efforts and shook their heads. The manager passed his hand over Caldwell’s face to close the eyes, then looked at Caldwell’s dining companions.  
 
    “What was he eating?” 
 
    The two men looked at each other and one shrugged. “The ravioli,” he responded. 
 
    “The shrimp ravioli?” The merc nodded. The manager turned to look at the distraught Marinara, who had motored up in time to hear the conversation. “The ravioli, Chef,” he commented. 
 
    “The curse!” the Wrogul cried out through his translator. “It still exists!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perseus in his mobile tank and Gamboa seated at the desk were busy at work when Rosetta announced herself. She was escorted by one of Gamboa’s troubleshooters, Megan Lobdell. 
 
    “Hey, Rosetta, hey, Megan… back from Ualapue?” 
 
    “Yeah, Tony, everything’s going well down south. But Rosetta tuned me in to some stuff going on here, so we wanted to talk with you and Perseus.” 
 
    Gamboa raised an eyebrow. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Well, y’know the colonists at Ualapue are pretty independent, and the Arritim have their own colony offshore.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Perseus transmitted. “Independent, but still a part of our governorship.” 
 
    “Well, they’ve had some weird things happen. First, some real estate company showed up and declared the seashore belonged to them. They announced fancy, high-priced condominiums were going in there, and the existing colonists had to vacate. The colonists were kinda mad, but resigned. The first condo was framed out and poured. Out of nowhere, a red tide settled in right at the beach where the first condo was being constructed. Then they had a bunch of dead, rotting sea life and trash wash up on shore. Everyone was pretty disgusted with the mess, but we tried to clean up the beach. One of the scientists said it was stuff he hadn’t seen before, dead deep-ocean creatures. One of the Arritim scientists said the marine life came from parts of the ocean where there was no light and lots of pressure, so really deep ocean stuff. 
 
    “So, Boss, one night we noticed some flickering lights down by the condo construction, then a loud boom. There was a crater in what was once the poured plascrete floor of the condo. The real estate people got mad, but the Arritim scientists said it was a combination of naturally-occurring chemicals that mingled and exploded. They said it wasn’t a deliberate bomb. The construction company blamed it on locals, but sensors and videos showed no one in the area the night the crater occurred. Some wit posted a local opinion column saying it was a sign for the realty company to go back to Landing. No one local admitted to posting the piece.” 
 
    Rosetta took over the story from Megan. “Which is not surprising… who wants to admit they created an anonymous post? I looked into the realtor and construction companies. Based in Landing City, and one we have been looking at, Tony. They just now announced they are withdrawing their plans for the condos. It is going to be tied up in court for a while, but it looks like the land will be returned to the original colonists.” 
 
    “Hmm,” mused Gamboa. “Megan, no local meddling that we can confirm?” 
 
    “Beyond complaints and local anger? No, Tony,” Megan replied. 
 
    “How can Humans or Arritim cause a Red Tide phenomenon?” Rosetta asked. “Or cause marine life to beach themselves?” 
 
    “Ah,” Perseus queried. “No electrical interference undersea?” 
 
    “Nothing the Arritim could pinpoint, and they weren’t affected by anything,” Megan offered.  
 
    Gamboa and Perseus looked at each other. “Another mystery,” Perseus transmitted. 
 
    “But one that’s good for us,” Gamboa amended. 
 
    “We think,” Rosetta added. 
 
    “Yeah, we think,” they agreed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Styx Valley! Your podcast hosts Jim Phillips and Dave Ptasnik here. Sorry to announce, but we’ll be off the air for ten days, starting tomorrow. Our platform host claims we’ve violated some community standards, but won’t explain what those violations are. Gotta rumor one of the advertisers didn’t like what we were saying about local scams, but we don’t know for sure…” 
 
    “Yeah, Jim. Some thin-skinned folks around here now. We’ll be back after the tenth. But first, a word from one of our sponsors, Gamez Realty, offering top dollar for your little bungalow…” 
 
    Yvette Gamez turned off the podcast and turned to the man sitting across from her. “Ten days isn’t enough time to get rid of those jerks, Kiel. I want them gone for good.” 
 
    “Sure, Ms. Gamez, but we’ve got our hands full right now. The investors are on the warpath over Ualapue. We still don’t know what happened, but we’re bleeding from the cash loss.” 
 
    “Starfish and primitives.” Gamez sneered. “What a useless waste of good real estate. I’ll figure something out. They can’t stand up to me. So, what’s the holdup with the plains?” 
 
    Keil Sanford shrugged. “Gamboa and Roeder worked some injunctions on that acreage. Gamboa and Perseus spoke up and got the legislature to pass restrictions on development in the area. Said it was a lesson from Earth’s history or some crap. Your thousand-home development is considered a code violation, and the mall plan has been shut down. My sources say some off-planet investment group claims they filed for the rights to develop the plains before our application went in, and they’re adhering to the new code compliance.” 
 
    Gamez glared at her subordinate with painted-on eyebrows scrunched together. “We pay good money to some of those legislators. How did this happen?” 
 
    The man sitting before her shrugged. 
 
    “An off-planet group? Don’t they know who I am? How dare they ignore my business in favor of someone off-planet!” Gamez shrieked. “I grew up here. I have rights over any off-planet conglomerate! And who does that insufferable Italian governor think he is? He’s an Earther! We don’t need him here. I want him gone!” 
 
    “Gone how, ma’am?” Sanford’s face was white, and he shrank in his chair. 
 
    “I don’t care what you do, you miserable little mouse! You told me you’re an expert. Get rid of him, and I mean permanently. I don’t want him sticking his nose back into Azure business a few years from now because he thinks it’s safe to return.” 
 
    “Umm…” Sanford shrank even further into his chair. 
 
    Gamez leaned over her desk and scowled. “Are you capable of this, Keil? Are you afraid to live up to your bragging?” 
 
    “Umm. Gamboa’s an old man, yeah, but he was an Earth mafia boss. He’s governor now and runs all those companies here on Azure.” 
 
    “You worm. I don’t care if he’s a guild leader, I want him out of my way. What I want is what counts, and I want all those properties to develop the way I see fit. Either do the job I pay you for, or you’ll be washing up on the shore covered in seaweed!” 
 
    Sanford gulped. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Peacemaker office was crowded with its Wrogul, Human, and Jivool investigators. Makashee was on loan from the Arritim, helping Sherlock with some of the underwater surveys. All were clustered around Lucky’s desk, loudly arguing over the results on the Tri-V screen. 
 
    “Quiet!” Lucky snarled. In a softer voice, she continued, “One at a time, please. Your findings, JB?” 
 
    The Jivool shrugged. “Not much to add, ma’am. As Amy Roeder pointed out in her reports, there was a consistent pattern of wreckage and disarray in the accidents preceding the invasion by Silva and Garibaldi. After each so-called accident, in which the community rallied around to help and console each other, a more catastrophic event occurred.” 
 
    “The Hau’ula colony,” Sherlock added, “became more and more isolationist, but when the tsunami wiped us out, we were assisted in our recovery by the mainland—Human and Wrogul—and we joined forces to repel the invaders.” 
 
    “The wreckage that was found is at least a hundred, maybe a hundred and twenty years old by our scientific analysis,” Makashee reported. “That tech, and its deep-sea location, was impossible for the original colonists to put in place. Some other entity or species built the smashed hangar and drones, but we’ve found no indication of any other intelligent life in the area, or deeper in the ocean.” 
 
    Caparelli swiped his slate to add another report to Lucky’s slate. “Here’s the latest from Magellan. Sherlock, you want to brief us?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, my fellow investigators. Magellan summoned me for an emergency meeting. He had placed an underwater camera near the destroyed hangar, tuned to record sizeable movement in the area, to see if anything else glided into the trench. In other words, the camera would not be triggered by little fishies. Watch the video.” 
 
    All eyes focused on the Tri-V screen. They watched as two drones glided through the water and slid into the deepest trench of the Hi’ohi’ona Sea. The room exploded again in shouts of concern and anger. 
 
    Lucky snarled again, and the room quieted. “So the question is: who’s monitoring Azure and causing these ‘accidents?’ Do you recognize this tech as belonging to a specific race?” 
 
    She stared at her team as they shook their heads or displayed negative responses, and sighed. “Obviously I’ll need to brief Gamboa and Perseus, and bring them up to date. I’m sure they’ll insist Jackson and the clinic doctors be updated as well. I wish there was more to tell them than ‘someone has us in their crosshairs.’” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s a friendly, Boss?” queried Caparelli. 
 
    “You’re the lawyer, Michael. Do you?” 
 
    Caparelli hesitated, then shook his head. 
 
    “Ok, then, one more pass on the details, and dig deeper this—” Lucky hesitated as city alarms began screaming. 
 
    Rosetta was the first to respond. “That’s near the shuttle base.” Others began scanning emergency networks with pinplants and slates. “It’s a crash!” 
 
    “Let’s go, people!” The Besquith grunted. “Let’s help the first responders, but let’s also look for sabotage or identifiers before everything gets trampled or removed.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lucky, JB, and Caparelli were the first to arrive on the scene. Her Wrogul team was behind them, taking time to suit up and grab investigative gear. Port Authority responders were moving survivors to hastily erected triage stations. Some responders wore merc uniforms, and one trotted up to Lucky’s group. 
 
    “We were transporting some patients back from Cerulean Station when we collided with a UFO, Peacemaker. Fortunately, the shuttle wasn’t full, but we have casualties, and we have some Wrogul with cracked tanks. We’re trying to secure them now.” 
 
    Lucky recognized Derek Coonradt from the aftermath of Ray’s flight from Earth and the previous year’s Azure Heroes ceremony. She nodded to the merc, also known as “Lucky.” 
 
    “Wreckage?” 
 
    “Over there.” The merc pointed to the blazing wreckage being doused with fire retardant. The Peacemaker turned and nodded to Sherlock and Makashee, who were motoring up to the group. “You and JB, look over that wreckage, record your initial findings. Rosetta, get casualty reports for me. Michael, you’re with me. Let’s speak with whoever’s in charge.” She hesitated as she glanced around. “Entropy! Gamboa’s here. Michael, you fend him off. I’ll find the port administrator. But first, Coonradt, tell me what you saw.” 
 
    “Well, ma’am, I was half dozing, and just staring aimlessly out a window. A couple pals and me had boarded the shuttle at the clinic. We was still docked when I saw a blinking blue light. I didn’t think much about it. Thought it was some sort of loading signal or pre-flight warning at the dock. 
 
    “We finished loading; the Wrogul tanks were the last to come on. I saw that Wrogul doc, the one that mutters through his translator, come on board in his travel suit and move back to the other Wrogul. The pilot told us to strap up.” 
 
    Lucky silently urged her informant to speed up, but knew from experience that he had to tell the events at his own pace. “Yes, go on…” 
 
    “So we had actually fallen away from the station when I noticed the blinking blue light again. I think we were, um, ten minutes out when I saw it. It was some distance away. I blinked, I think. Or did I fall asleep? No, I blinked. Two times, I think…” 
 
    Lucky gritted her teeth. 
 
    “Yeah, I blinked two times, and suddenly that blue light was right beside my window. It looked like a blue rod. I stared at it, and I could see machinery inside the glow. Like a, um, whaddayacallit, um, kind of oval shaped…” 
 
    “Yes, go on, did you see any markings?” Lucky urged. 
 
    “Not really. Inside that blue-glowing rod was an oval drone or sumtin’. Next thing I know, that thing had slammed into the side of the shuttle, bounced backward, and then we heard a screeching metal-on-metal sound in the passenger compartment. That thing apparently scraped along the edge of the shuttle and got tangled up in the stabilizers. 
 
    “The pilot told us to stay calm and stay strapped. He said everything was under control, but I could tell we was falling fast. I knew we was close to the planet, but didn’t know if he could control our crash or not. 
 
    “I guess he managed all right, cause I’m able to walk around. What’s that they say? Any crash—” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” the Besquith said quickly. “I must see the port manager, but thank you for your description. You should check in at triage; you have a cut across your chin.” 
 
    The merc swiped his fingers across his chin and pulled his hand away. “Ye-e-a-ah,” he faltered. “I-I don’t do so well when it’s my own blood…” 
 
    Lucky pointed Derek toward the triage tent and gave him a gentle shove. “Over there, they’ll help you.” She turned to glance in Caparelli’s direction and saw him blocking the red-faced Gamboa’s path. She hurried to the port administrator standing beside the downed shuttle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sherlock and JB stood a safe distance from the smoldering wreckage and aimed their slates at the half-buried drone. “I’ve got Magellan standing by, JB. I’ll send the images to him and see if it matches what he’s observed.” 
 
    JB grunted assent and smiled to herself as she noticed Sherlock’s translated contractions. Stress, she thought to herself, or consistent Human interaction? “Do you see, there’s no damage to the drone. Whose tech is this?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” He hesitated, and she saw him consulting his pinplants. “Yeah, thought so.” Sherlock messaged everyone on the team. “Magellan says the images match exactly what he’s seen in the Deeps. It’s the same drone style.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After speaking with the port administrator, Lucky sauntered back to the group of Humans. She looked off to the side, noticed her partners, Levrith and Talroth, assisting in the triage stations with Humans and Seepha, and smiled grimly. Yep, she thought, Azure is truly multi-cultural now. Michael had managed to delay Gamboa temporarily, and she strode up to the pair. 
 
    “Governor,” she addressed Gamboa, “we’ve identified the drone as similar to the underwater wreckage. The port administrator’s given us a passenger list. She says screens show the drone appearing suddenly to the starboard and skimming the body of the shuttle before tangling in the stabilizers.” 
 
    “Accident or deliberate?” Gamboa glared at the Peacemaker. 
 
    Lucky hesitated. “She says her port controllers think it was an accident. The drones appeared suddenly, and they warned the shuttle, which began to veer away. She says the collision would have been worse if they hadn’t.” 
 
    Gamboa continued to glare at the Peacemaker. “Michael says Magellan’s identified the wreckage as similar to what he’s seen. I want answers, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “So do we, Tony. You see… Todd and his Wrogul doctor were on that shuttle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gamboa looked at his slate when it pinged. Michael Caparelli sat in front of him reading legal docs on his own slate. 
 
    “Huh, a message from Amy, several weeks old.” 
 
    Michael looked up from his slate. “What’d she say?” 
 
    “Ray is chasing down leads to find his evil Wrogul, but so far nothing useful. Now the Nautilus is hot on the trail of someone identified as an ‘ancient Wrogul scientist,’ but it looks like they’ve entered a planetary system that needs Ray in his role as Peacemaker. This system may house Wrogul or Wrogul-like beings, she writes. They’ll make contact and check it out. She’s not sure when they’ll resume Ray’s search.” 
 
     Michael raised an eyebrow, but remained silent. 
 
    “Amy says if this is a system of Wrogul, Ray intends to relocate them to Azure if they’re willing. She wants to know if we’re prepared for more refugees.” 
 
    Michael shook his head. “More immigrants, more unknowns. Are you worried, boss?” 
 
    Gamboa swiped away the message and looked up from his slate. He steepled his fingers and stared at them. 
 
    “Very much so,” he said softly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Two: Nautilus 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 On the Nautilus 
 
    Six Months prior to the Battle on Azure 
 
      
 
    Katie Andalusia had been an out-of-work dropship pilot having a drink in the famous Lyon’s Den mercenary bar on Earth when she’d bumped into an old acquaintance, Sergeant Major Gerhard “Greg” Jackson of the mercenary company Polonius’ Rächer. Jackson, and the few troops who’d survived their latest contract, were in the bar checking up on an old friend, Mikhail Ginzberg—the man who’d filled Jackson’s position when the unit had been called Riedel’s Rächer. Katie had heard of Ginzberg, and how he’d been captured by an alien intent on torturing the Human for information. He’d been left with brain damage, and Jackson had arranged with the Lyon for his former senior NCO to get a job cleaning glassware at the Den. 
 
    Jackson had been told to keep himself available for questioning by the Peacemakers. To Jackson’s surprise, the Peacemaker who showed up was a Wrogul. Ginzberg had been visiting a Wrogul surgeon on the planet To’Os for an upgrade to his brain-computer interface. The interfaces—known as pinplants—were ubiquitous throughout many races in the Union, but much less common for Humans. Unless they were mercenaries, that is.  
 
    Most Human pinplants were implanted by Wrogul, whose specialized tentacles were capable of fiilash, passing through flesh and bone without damage. It was rumored that a Wrogul and a Human genius had adapted the implanted neural devices for Humans, while the rest of the Union races were reluctant to allow Humans to possess the advanced interfaces. There were a few clinics that offered the service, and Squiddy’s Clinic on To’Os was the most notable… and notorious.  
 
    Ginzberg had been kidnapped when another Wrogul-like being had invaded the clinic. Squiddy had arranged an escape for himself and any patient who might be in the clinic when an emergency occurred, but Ginzberg had still been captured and tortured.  
 
    The Peacemaker, who called himself Ray Harryhausen, was a cousin of sorts to Squiddy, and was looking not only for his fellow Wrogul, but also the alien who’d dared to torture a fellow sophont. The remnants of Greg’s merc company, along with Katie, had been hired by Harryhausen to assault the alien torturer’s stronghold in the Austrian Alps.  
 
    Harryhausen defeated the psychotic “Mengele”—who was at once both very Wrogul-like, despite a difference in eye shape and color, and very different in mentality. Ray had never learned more about the origins of the alien, but he had found the being’s cache of war machines in a cavern deep under the mountain.  
 
    In that treasure cave was a spaceship, along with a tunnel that would allow it to be launched. As a dropship pilot, Katie had quickly familiarized herself with the controls, with Ray’s help in translation, and prepared to evacuate Ray, his badly injured Besquith partner, and the survivors of the battle, just as a fleet hired by the Mercenary Guild laid siege to Earth.  
 
    When the frigate escaped Earth, the controls locked onto an unusual ship hiding in the outer solar system. Realizing they had plenty of capacity, and the frigate was capable of a reasonably covert return to Earth, Ray evacuated another cousin, the famous Wrogul Iron Chef Marinara, and the families of those who’d helped them. They also took many of the antiques from the alpine cavern, as well as modern weapons and armor.  
 
    The newly-christened Nautilus was huge, not to mention designed for an aquatic race such as the Wrogul, and their new allies, the Arritim. The trip back to Ray and Marinara’s homeworld of Azure was long and tedious, with many detours and diversions to keep the siege away from their home. While Katie was content to captain the Nautilus for the escape from Earth, upon arrival at Azure, she told Ray that he should find a captain with experience commanding a ship that size. Captain Ackashee had previously been executive officer of the Jefferson, belonging to the Custode Sviss, a combined Human-Arritim executive protection company. The Sviss specialized in heavily-armed comfort, and Ray had hired their services on many prior occasions for transport during Peacemaker duties. Ackashee was due for her own ship, but there were none currently available at her homeworld of San Pietro. Thus, she readily agreed to captain the Nautilus, and the Custode Sviss released her from her contract to serve on what was now the Wrogul Peacemaker’s personal ship. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They’d received new orders in the latest message from the Peacemaker. Harryhausen and Lucky had been delayed yet again. This time, though, they were headed back to Azure on a Peacemaker Blue Flight. The Nautilus was ordered to Krifay to finish a refit, and then to meet them at Karma in two months. It looked like something else was going on, but they’d be out of it for the near future. That was fine by Katie. There were still… issues… to be dealt with.  
 
    “Captain Ackashee, we have clearance from Bestald to break orbit and head for the stargate.” Katie was just over five feet tall and 120 pounds dripping wet—which she was at the moment. She was just about as tall as the starfish-like captain, which was an advantage in some parts of the ship, since it was clearly designed to be operated by aquatic creatures between four and five feet in height… or length. She was also a good swimmer, which made it possible for her to access all of the ship—even the water-filled compartments. 
 
    “Still haven’t found your door, eh?” The captain spoke through a translation pendant. It was—barely—possible for an Arritim to speak Human language, but considering that their vocal apparatus had evolved for underwater communication, it was much more—comfortable—for all if they used the translator rather than their natural, near-ultrasonic vocalizations.  
 
    “I’ve been through every compartment, even the flooded ones! I know every inch of this ship!” Katie went to a sealed locker on the bulkhead and pulled out a heated—and most importantly, dry—towel and dried herself off. Both Arritim and Wrogul preferred to be immersed in water. Most Arritim on dry land wore what appeared to be farmers’ coveralls filled with water. A Wrogul on dry land either traveled in some form of mobile aquarium, or wore water-retaining garments. In a spaceship subject to zero-G, the compromise was to either fill the ship completely with water, or to utilize a highly humidified atmosphere.  
 
    The Nautilus had been partially refitted during an extended layover at the Human food-supply world of Krifay. Jeha engineers had added water separation systems and sealed dry chambers for Humans, as well as constructing water-filled tubeways for the water races. Nevertheless, common areas such as the Bridge needed to be accessible to all. The “dry lockers” with towels had been added later at Azure, when the Human crew had realized they needed to be able to towel themselves off before operating electronics or entering the dry compartments. The galley crew served double duty as stewards and kept the lockers stocked with towels throughout the ship; having them heated meant they’d stay dry, even in the high humidity environment. 
 
    “Has it ever occurred to you that the crew might be moving the door while you search?” 
 
    “Not a chance. I had them all confined to quarters during the last vacuum drill, and I did a thorough search.” 
 
    “Who accompanied you… and who was responsible for monitoring the drill?” 
 
    “It was the engineering watch’s turn at running the drill.” 
 
    “Yes. The engineers. Captain Perna used to tell tales of Old Earth submarines. The engineers and machinists were the worst practical jokers in the ship.” 
 
    Katie sighed and tossed the now thoroughly wet towel into the disposal chute, where it was whisked off to the laundry by a vacuum system that did double duty as water distillation and recycling. “Yes, I know. The mercs used to talk about how hard it was to get the haptic suit interface gel out of their hair. The mechanics started telling newbies they needed ID-10-T shampoo to get it completely clean.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. I’ve heard of this 10-T solution. I understand it makes a good reactor cleaner and vacuum lubricant as well.” 
 
    “Yup… Oh! Wait… vacuum!” Katie turned toward the passageway of the bridge, then stopped and remembered protocol. “Uh, permission to leave the Bridge, ma’am!” 
 
    Ackashee’s translator produced a quite credible laugh. “Carry on, XO!” She knew the repeated association with vacuum had triggered the realization that there was one place her executive officer had not searched. She keyed the comm built into her pendant. “ChEng. The XO will be headed to the outside of the ship. Airlock five, most likely.” She listened to the Arritim chitters for a moment, then replied, “Yes, I agree. It would be a very good idea to move it.” 
 
    Ackashee turned back to the job of running her ship. Breaking in a new XO was fun, especially one who’d spent time in merc units, but never really experienced the… joys… of an efficient, highly-intelligent, and highly motivated crew. Especially when that crew included veteran mercs and Wrogul geniuses.  
 
    It was tradition, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 On the Nautilus 
 
    Two Months before the Battle on Azure 
 
      
 
    After leaving its home port on what was, to all intents and purposes, its maiden flight as the Azure Exploration Ship Nautilus, the combined Arritim, Wrogul, and Human crew headed for Bestald, homeworld of Lujkhas, the Besquith Peacemaker who’d been partnered with Harryhausen prior to the battle underneath the Austrian Alps. Lucky had been badly injured during the battle, when the evil alien who’d looked so much like Azure’s Wrogul had vibrated one of its fiilash tentacles into her abdomen and damaged her internal organs. The Wrogul doctor, Ned—whom they’d evacuated from Houston Startown on Earth—had treated Lucky, and healed most of the damage, but there was a complication. 
 
    The closest analog to Besquith in Human understanding was the mythological werewolf. The six-to-eight-foot aliens had canine-like features, long, narrow jaws, and way too many teeth. They also had three sexes—the female Alphas were dominant, and the male Betas were slightly smaller, usually clustered in harems belonging to a single Alpha. Gammas, the smallest form of Besquith, were neuters, and were prevalent in the extended family groupings formed by the Alphas.  
 
    Most Alphas, Betas, and Gammas were born into their gender, but on rare occasions, a Gamma could undergo forced puberty and become an Alpha. It was a great honor, subject to the needs of the race and the merits of the individual. The Council of Alphas on Bestald had selected Lucky after she’d saved a major family on Bestald from ruin when one of its members had been unfairly accused of reneging on a mercenary contract. Midway through the journey from Earth, Lucky and Harryhausen had left the Nautilus and proceeded directly to Bestald. Ray had beaten Nautilus back to Azure, but Lucky had stayed to undergo her long-awaited transition.  
 
    Unfortunately, her internal injuries had complicated matters, and she’d petitioned the Council to allow her to go to the combined Human-Wrogul Cerulean Clinic on Azure. Ray had taken the opportunity to suggest a shakedown cruise for Nautilus’ new crew, and they’d taken the Peacemaker to Bestald to await the Council’s decision. When that decision appeared to be greatly delayed, Ray had told Ackashee to continue with the planned itinerary and proceed to Krifay for additional refit, then on to Karma, where they were to relieve the Wrogul Otto and Frederick, who were operating the Beryl Biosciences clinic.  
 
    With no merc contracts—and hence, no merc money—there was little call for Human pinplants or other services specifically tailored to mercs. The plan was for Otto and Frederick to continue with Nautilus. Asimov, one of the younger generation of Cerulean Clinic Wrogul doctors, would be able to staff Beryl Bio on his own, given the reduced demand. 
 
    Katie was in a foul mood as she returned to her quarters. The impending stargate transition had forced her to abandon her search of the ship’s hull for the door to her quarters.  
 
    This was getting old. 
 
    Without a door, she was unable to slam it when she entered her quarters. Instead, she palmed a small metal plate and slammed it on the shoulder of the CASPer guarding the door to her quarters. It made quite the satisfying thump, although Captain Riedel had been adamant that repairs to his precious CASPers were coming out of her pay! 
 
    It simply would not do for the crew to be able to see inside her quarters, especially when she was in them, so she’d ordered Andy Riedel to have two troopers in full armor guarding—and blocking—her door at all times. If she didn’t have a door, the security contingent was going to have to be the door for her. She’d wanted Riedel to station one of the massive Mark 4s. The nearly obsolete combat suit was the closest thing to a tank that could still be worn and operated by a single merc—and they were usually found, still in use, in fixed defensive positions. Unfortunately, one of the Mark 4s was undergoing upgrades, and the other was owned and operated by Becky Thuys, Riedel’s senior NCO. Neither Andy nor Becky was in the guard rotation, so she just had to settle for a couple of Mark 6s.  
 
    Having “slammed the door” to the best of her ability, Katie changed out of her vacuum skinsuit. She knew the CASPers had rear-facing cameras, but she’d received Andy’s word that there was a proximity lockout that disabled the cameras when she was in her quarters. Besides, they were—or had been—all mercs, and mercs had very few modesty taboos left, after surviving the brutal contracts that always seemed to befall Human units. Shipboard attire on most Human vessels was some form of skinsuit, so that all that was needed in case of accidental depressurization was the modular helmet and an airpak. Extended extravehicular ops required thermal insulation, micrometeorite armor, and a maneuvering unit, but most of that was stored at the airlocks.  
 
    Nautilus was different, though. For one thing, it was double hulled, with the water storage tanks sandwiched between the hull and the pressurized compartments. Except in battle, accidental depressurization was rare, since freezing water would often seal a puncture before air could escape. The second major difference was the warm, humid air throughout the ship for extended zero-G operations—such as the 170-hours they spent in hyperspace for each gate transition. As a result, the Humans had adopted a water-friendly garment that looked like the one-piece suits worn by wrestlers, weightlifters, and lifeguards. Soon after they’d boarded at Azure, the Wrogul Asimov had seen Katie in her bright red wetsuit and named it the “Baywatch” suit. He’d told everyone who’d listen that the XO was the “top Baywatch Babe.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Asimov was a clinic employee, and thus a civilian passenger, even though he was filling in as lead medic—at least until Karma. Katie had threatened to change the sulfur and saline content of the Wrogul’s carefully mixed water supply—a result that would leave him itchy and irritable for the duration of the cruise. The much-chastened Wrogul had apologized to the ship’s second in command—but it was too late. In addition to her missing door, Katie had to endure the callsign “B.B.” from all the mercs and former mercenary-service crew. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Executive officer to the Bridge.” 
 
    Katie had just given up her search for that shift when she got the comm calling her back to duty. She found Ackashee, the Arritim captain of Nautilus, with one of the daytime comm officers, confirming the codes on a heavily-encrypted message. It wasn’t a frequently used code, but rather one she’d learned had been created by one of the Wrogul geniuses on Azure. That meant it was either from Azure itself or from the Wrogul Peacemaker. 
 
    Her second theory turned out to be correct; Harryhausen had sent the message. “It looks like Lucky and I need to head back to Azure, but I want you to take Nautilus back to Krifay to finish the renovation and refit, now that we have Arritim crew, in addition to Human and Wrogul. It would be a good idea to set up some transitional compartments, as well as the watertight versus airtight compartments. We are likely to have a long voyage ahead of us, so let’s get this done now. I know it will take some time, so let’s plan to meet at Karma in a couple months. We’ll see you there.” Then, just as they’d arrived at Krifay, there was a new message from the Peacemaker. 
 
    “There is something unusual going on. I need you to keep your eyes and ears open for any references to Azure. See if you can find out who has been supporting or supplying an Earth-based group that calls themselves the Consejo de República Rio-Grandense. They have more ship tonnage than they should, and their supply chain is also more robust. I received word that they are harassing Azure and demanding fees and tariffs. Lucky and I should be getting there about the time you get this message, so we will send you updates, but see if you can get in the good graces of some of the sources on Krifay. Drop off some supplies for that little restaurant Marinara liked, and talk to the shipyard employees. You might even see if you can find out anything about those Pushtal pirates we heard about. 
 
    “Peacemaker Harryhausen, out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 On the Nautilus Shakedown Cruise 
 
    One Month prior to the Battle on Azure 
 
      
 
    Krifay was an Earthlike world with deep oceans spotted with small continents. In many ways, it was a lot like Azure, just not as blue. The oceans tended a little more toward the green coloration, especially near land. They had good fishing, although mahi-mahi was conspicuously absent. That was fine by the Nautilus crew; they carried their own supply, fresh, frozen, and preserved straight from Azure, along with other food supplies: macadamia nuts, pineapple, taro, coffee—all the characteristic exports of Azure. The foods were considered luxury goods on Earth, since most of those lands had been given back to native peoples, who’d chosen either not to cultivate crops or to keep whatever they cultivated for themselves.  
 
    Azure had stepped into this supply gap and had no such qualms about their exports. In fact, they were famous, thanks to the Wrogul chef Marinara, who’d made Azure cuisine famous, not just on Earth, but throughout the Human-inhabited parts of the galaxy. Even in the parts of the galaxy in which Humans were scarce, the various sophont races had heard of the Wrogul Iron Chef.  
 
    Krifay was largely a Human world, and their fishing and agriculture provided protein sources for Humans and aliens alike. As such, it had only been lightly touched by the Omega War, in which the Mercenary Guild had targeted Earth and Humans for either subjugation or extinction. Krifay also had a number of industries particularly suited to the fitting and repair of spaceships, so it was a logical stop for refit and recreation. They also had a restaurant that specialized in replicating as many of the Iron Chef’s recipes as possible. During their previous visit, they’d been thrilled to meet the famous Wrogul chef, and the owners had become a good source of information about the planet and locals. 
 
    Even though it had only been a year since their prior visit, Nautilus was still in need of a refitting and modification. The Krifay shipfitters had engineered a compromise, with warm/humid “dry” spaces and water-filled tubes connecting the Wrogul spaces. Now that a portion of the crew were the amphibious Arritim, they had plans to finish the conversion into a true hybrid ship suited to both water and air-breathing crew.  
 
    They used the same ship-fitters as they had the last time. There’d been rumors of a pair of Pushtal brothers working there, and Katie was worried that the shipyard might cater to pirates—after all, the Bengal tiger-like humanoids were famous for piracy. The local Peacemaker office was still empty—the same as last year—so she kept a close eye on the ship and work crew. After all, she’d had her shore leave for a month on Azure. She could afford to stay aboard and monitor the refit while others enjoyed the planetside beaches, waves, and sun.  
 
    It also gave her a chance to become more familiar with the unusual surveillance equipment she’d found in that sealed compartment near the bow. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nearly 75 years ago, a wrecked starship had appeared in the Azure system. It, too, had appeared to be configured for a water-breathing spacefarer. There were no (apparent) survivors, until the Human salvage crew brought an unusual spherical pod down to the surface to open it up in a water environment that matched the ice samples recovered from the wreck. Inside the pod, they’d found Todd, injured, with no memory of his previous life. 
 
    When the first Human had entered the pod, the instrumentation self-destructed. Given the amount of damage to the rest of the vessel, it was the last piece of information they might have obtained to provide a clue to Wrogul origins. When Harryhausen, Katie, and the others had encountered the Nautilus, it was hoped this supposed Wrogul vessel might be the link they needed to Todd’s past. Todd had visited Nautilus in orbit over Azure; he’d been able to activate several controls the Humans hadn’t, but nothing had triggered any additional memories. He simply hadn’t been able to tell if the ship was the same as his own.  
 
    There was only one Human still alive on Azure who’d seen the interior of Todd’s vessel—Neill Cavanaugh. At nearly ninety years of age, Neill was still active, both mentally and physically. Unfortunately, his doctors refused to allow him to endure the stresses of ground-to-orbit flight. They’d taken extensive scans in visual and electromagnetic spectra, and shown them to Neill, but he was uncertain whether the two ships were the same. It had simply been too many years. It was Amy Roeder, daughter of Doctor Brent Roeder, Azure’s biotech pioneer and the richest man on the planet, who’d had the idea to create an immersive virtual reality reconstruction of the ship and who’d led Neill on a groundside tour of the orbiting ship. 
 
    When the virtual tour arrived at an unusual spherical chamber at the bow of the ship, Neill’s memory registered a match. The exterior of this compartment was identical to the pod where Todd had sheltered during the incident that had left his own ship damaged… and the crew deceased.  
 
    Remembering his experience with the self-destruct mechanism, Cavanaugh urged caution in breaching the compartment. He need not have worried, since there were plenty of Wrogul present to operate Nautilus and open any mysterious compartments. Analysts had devised a virtual reality inspection of Nautilus, and they also came up with the solution to any Wrogul-only locks and booby traps. Paul, one of Amy’s Wrogul coworkers, would go to Nautilus to inspect and open the more… sensitive… compartments and instrument panels.  
 
    Paul had been budded from Marinara, but he tended to take after his “great-grandfather,” Harryhausen. Like his Peacemaker progenitor, Paul liked to solve puzzles. He was also eager to solve the mysteries of the Wrogul’s origins. Thus, he donned the virtual reality transmission gear and opened the spherical chamber to allow Neill and Todd the first look inside a Wrogul survival pod in 75 years. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Katie sat in the center of the “bubble,” as the crew had come to call it. It wasn’t a survival pod at all, but a complete surveillance and intelligence station. There were instruments she’d only dreamed of—EM sniffers, communications taps, network infiltration tools, a Tri-V reconstruction of Krifay’s entire solar and planetary system, along with a representation of the entire system’s electronic activity. There were additional instruments, too. One appeared to be some way to look “outside” during hyperspace transition between gates. As far as anyone knew, hyperspace was simply a quirk of physics—a featureless white dimension that existed only as a connection between stargates. There was no “outside,” so she was uncertain as to the real purpose of the instrument. Nevertheless, she was able to watch and monitor the entire Krifay system from her station. 
 
    She could also monitor Nautilus down to micrometer detail. 
 
    Hmm, she thought. I wonder if I can find my door this way?  
 
    She spent all her spare time in the bubble until Captain Ackashee notified everyone that the refit was complete, and it was time to head to Karma. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the Nautilus: Ray’s Mission 
 
    As the Battle to Retake Azure is Ending 
 
      
 
    “Karma” was such an ambiguous name—referring to the star system, orbital station, planet, and a city on that planet. When Nautilus emerged in the Karma system, they were instructed to assume a parking orbit in the outer system due to the sheer number of mercenary transports and trade ships that were present. 
 
    “Still waiting for the chance to take contracts, I’d wager,” Ackashee commented to Katie. “That’s just as well. I’d prefer they didn’t get too close a look at us. Mister Douglas, ask Approach Control if they’ll approve a lunar orbit around the outermost planet.” Many of the worlds in the system were small and rocky—the exceptions being Karma and a gas giant supplying the He3 fueling station. Stations more distant than the refueling station were generally relegated to miners and tramp freighters without sufficient credits to bribe the bureaucrats for a better parking orbit.  
 
    The Human communications officer bent to his comms and soon flashed the captain a thumb’s up. Nautilus carried an oversized shuttle they’d named Whelk that was larger than some frigates. It would be a rather simple matter to conduct all in-system business via the Whelk, and not expose the unusual Wrogul ship to unnecessary scrutiny.  
 
    Most of the larger ships in common use within the Galactic Union followed one of a few characteristic shapes—ellipses, spheres, cylinders, spindles. Despite decades of Human legend, there were no saucers—with or without cylindrical drive components. Nautilus was unique, even though the essential shape was based on a cylinder with drives on one end. The end opposite the drives held a double hammerhead—so named because it bore a resemblance to the head of an Earth hammerhead shark. The very front of the ship tapered down to the spindle, then flared out into two flattened extensions sticking straight out from either side. They extended more than the diameter of the main hull to either side, then swept backward, and ended in two outrigger cylinders parallel with the main hull.  
 
    On Krifay, they’d learned that the hammerhead contained the ship’s primary weaponry: torpedoes, lasers, point defense, and twin particle beam cannon. The firepower was equal to at least a heavy cruiser, if not quite a battleship. Still, the purpose of the ship seemed to be scientific—or perhaps intelligence gathering. The bow of the ship contained powerful sensors, computers, analytical machines, and the water-filled, armored surveillance bubble. The second unusual feature visible on the ship was the huge sphere occupying the midsection of the cylindrical hull. The sphere’s diameter was just over twice the diameter of the main hull, making the entire ship look like a hammerhead shark that had swallowed a beach ball. 
 
    The interior differences were even more startling—inside the sphere were concentric spherical decks that could rotate independently via magnetic bearings, providing rotational gravity generation without moving parts. At the center of the gravity sphere was another of the armored bubbles, although this one appeared to be the Combat Bridge, since it was slightly larger than the bow bubble, and contained a duplicate of all Bridge instrumentation. 
 
    There was no hiding the one feature that set it apart from every ship in the Karma system—its engines. Nautilus had three, plus an additional powered-down fusion reactor that appeared to be either a replacement or for spare parts. When Katie and Ray had first set foot on the ship, floating in Earth’s outer system, two reactors had been idling, one had been in a pre-start status, and the fourth had been completely cold. The Jeha shipfitters at Krifay had informed them that the reactor was perfectly functional and fueled, just shut down and disconnected from all ship’s systems. 
 
    There was an additional feature that was very much in demand, and very rare, at least in Human experience of the Union—hyperspace shunts. Nautilus could enter hyperspace without a stargate. They’d tested and used the shunts a couple of times while trying to obscure their flight plan from Earth to Azure, but they hadn’t needed—nor desired to use them—for this training cruise. 
 
    In all, the farthest from Karma’s—and the Merc Guild’s—prying eyes, the better. A parking orbit behind a moon orbiting the farthest planet was the perfect place to sit and wait for word from Ray and Azure. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nautilus had been on station in Karma system for about a week when they received the signal over secured comm line. “Glorious Weight of Destiny calling Nautilus. Come in, Nautilus. Nautilus, it’s Harryhausen. Send us a ping so we can rendezvous.” 
 
    “This is Nautilus. Please send the authentication codes.” 
 
    “Authentication Azure Fifteen. Wrogul are friends not food.”  
 
    “That’s the Peacemakers’ authentication,” the communications officer said to the captain. “I think the line comes from something that happened back when he was at Peacemaker Academy. A Cartar mistook him for lunch one day.” 
 
    “Yes, he told me that story,” First Officer Andalusia replied. “He also said it references an old Earth entertainment. I’ve noticed a lot of the Wrogul tend to like those vintage entertainment casts; some of them have even chosen their names from them, although others are a little more obscure. Send him the ping and let him know where we are.” 
 
    They’d been expecting Peacemakers Harryhausen and Lucky on a Peacemaker ship, or perhaps one operated by a hired mercenary company. The ship that appeared in response to the authentication was of unknown design. Harryhausen explained that it had been built by the Sphen-Eudy (or Seepha as they asked to be called). He told them the penguin-like sophonts had assisted in the defense of Azure and had then agreed to deliver additional crew and specialists to join Nautilus in their mission. Several familiar faces made up the intelligence analysis branch, including Amy, Paul, and his Wrogul “cousins” Peter and James. Verne brought aboard more Humans to fill out the security contingent, including—much to Katie’s surprise—Mikhail Ginzberg. While Mike still didn’t talk much, he communicated just fine via slate and translator. Additional Humans and Arritim would fill out the ship’s complement and ensure full staffing of all departments.  
 
    Harryhausen told them that Verne would be in overall command of the mission, with Captain Ackashee in charge of ship’s operations, while he, Ray Harryhausen, would be in charge of the away teams and investigations. They’d only taken the minimum crew necessary to operate the ship when they’d left Azure for Bestald. Now they had a full complement to operate it, and perform any scientific and intelligence gathering activities along the way. 
 
    “Peacemaker Harryhausen, well met.” Katie used the ritual greeting to and from members of the Peacemaker Guild. 
 
    “Well met, indeed, Commander Andalusia. I know the first question you have for me—‘Where is my partner?’” Harryhausen supplied the question before Katie even had a chance to ask. “She still has some recuperation and rehabilitation to do. Everything is going well so far, but there is a job for her to do on Azure for the guild at this time. Lucky is going to stay there and keep an eye on our new residents, at least until they prove themselves. She will be staffing a new Peacemaker office on Azure.” 
 
    “An actual Peacemaker office? That’s really something. I guess Azure has pretty high status now.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether it is status or necessity. Having been invaded by a rogue group of Humans claiming the authority of the Earth government, and then in the end, claiming they were paid by some other mysterious agency no one can identify—well, it might have something to do with that.” 
 
    “You mean the Ragamuffins? I read about them in your report.” 
 
    “That was not the name they called themselves, but it is a historically appropriate nickname. Yes, the Ragamuffins.” 
 
    “So, who did they say hired them?” 
 
    “When their leader was on trial, he claimed that he’d received instruction over comm. He never met the person who provided the information, nor was he able to trace the payment. All their contact was over comms. There was no face-to-face meeting, no video, not even an avatar.” 
 
    “Human or otherwise?” 
 
    “He actually did not know. The voice was synthesized—it could easily have been from a translator or direct digitization from a computer program. The Peacemaker network suggests there have been similar actions, even among our guild. That’s one of the reasons I need to visit the office here on Karma. The Peacemaker on duty was my barracks commander—well, mine and Lucky’s. She is an Oogar, and we annoyed her so much, she asked for relief from that position. She moved to Karma soon after we left on our way to To’Os.” Harryhausen flashed a sign that indicated amusement. “Hmm, I wonder if she has any hair left? On the other arm, I suppose it would have grown back—it’s been a few years. I hope she remembers me.” 
 
     
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the Nautilus: Ray’s Mission 
 
    Two Months after the Battle on Azure Ended 
 
      
 
    Captain Ackashee had a policy that a starship captain shouldn’t leave her ship on missions of less than the utmost importance and criticality. That policy applied to the XO as well, stating that away missions were for security detachments and scientists, not ship’s officers. On the other hand, Peacemaker Harryhausen had explicitly requested Katie’s presence on several errands “critical to our mission.” His rationale was that those visits were in his official capacity as a Peacemaker, and he needed a ship’s officer present to confirm the importance of their mission.  
 
    It was always informative, watching Peacemaker Harryhausen at work. Katie had come to call the Wrogul “Ray,” as he preferred to be addressed by friends, but in his official duties, he was always “Peacemaker Harryhausen.” Ray had briefed her about the upcoming meeting at the Karma Peacemaker office. It was currently staffed by Major Crom—Ray had mentioned that he’d known her as Lieutenant Crom, his barracks commander. The Oogar had been a favorite target of teasing by Harryhausen and his partner Lucky. The two of them had fought often in her presence—sometimes it was serious, but most of the time it was just a way to tease each other. The fighting had annoyed Crom, whose voice was never particularly quiet, but became particularly loud whenever dealing with Ray and Lucky. She’d also tended to shed a lot. Her office was filled with purple fur, and Katie wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that she’d had to use a fur restoring agent after every session with Ray and Lucky. 
 
    “I am here to see Lieutenant Crom,” Ray told the Veetch at the reception desk. “I have an appointment.” Katie stood quietly behind the Wrogul. He was in his “private eye” outfit, a fedora and trench coat over an ambulatory frame, which he could manipulate with four of his arms to appear to walk in the Human manner—even if he did look like a four-foot-tall Sam Spade.  
 
    “It’s Major Crom now,” the Veetch receptionist corrected. “She told me to tell you that she’s on comms right now; you can wait out here in the reception office.” 
 
    “On Peacemaker comms? Should I not be allowed to listen in on official guild business?” 
 
    “If I were you, I would not assume that any of this had anything to do with you,” the Veetch said condescendingly. “We have reports that you have not exactly covered yourself in merits and commendations.” 
 
    Ray took off his fedora and twisted his cephalopod head to focus one blue, barred-pupil eye on the Veetch. “And exactly who are you to question my actions as a Peacemaker?” 
 
    “I may be a simple clerk, but I see all the communication that passes the major’s desk. There have been, shall we say—inquiries—regarding the legitimacy of your actions.” 
 
    Katie simply waited while Ray made the faint flashes she’d come to realize were the equivalent of a Wrogul talking to itself. She figured he was fuming over the issue of questions about the legitimacy of his actions.  
 
    The Veetch resumed her activities. The avian had eyes that faced two different directions and two arms on each side of her body, allowing her to work on two stacks of paperwork at a time. She resumed shuffling the papers, but from time to time, one eye would look at Harryhausen and Katie with disdain. 
 
    Something was going on here. This didn’t sound like the guild Ray always talked about.  
 
    Eventually, the door to the inner office opened, and Major Crom beckoned for them to enter. As she rose from her desk, the expression on her face wasn’t one that could ever be called a smile. On the other hand, it wasn’t a snarl, either. It was a neutral expression. Katie knew that Ray hoped for a decent exchange of information with his superior. She wasn’t so sure, based on her prior experience as a merc.  
 
    “Peacemaker Harryhausen, well met.” Crom used the traditional greeting between Peacemakers. “I have seen the reports on your actions on Earth, Bestald, and Azure. You and your partner seem to always find the deepest holes with the stickiest messes. Somehow, you manage to come out spotless.” 
 
    “Not exactly spotless. Lucky has been badly injured. She has made her transition to Alpha, but still needs more recovery time. Enforcer Hakra’a recommended that she stay on Azure in an administrative post overseeing the civilians who had been brought to Azure by the Consejo.”  
 
    The Oogar turned to Katie. “And this is?” 
 
    “Kathryn Talinn Andalusia. She is the executive officer of my ship.” 
 
    “Your ship? You are a Peacemaker; you cannot own a ship.” 
 
    “Nautilus is registered to Azure—more specifically to Chromatic Clinical Services, Inc., my great-grandfather’s company. With Gramps Todd injured, Nemo who-the-hell-knows-where, and Uncle Jacques and my father Wells deceased, it falls to my cousins Perseus, Verne, and I to administer family property.” 
 
    “You may own private property, but a Peacemaker does not engage in commerce.” 
 
    “My cousin Verne commands—and owns—Cobalt Mercenary Company. Enforcer Hakra’a deputized him, and I have hired him to support my mission. It is my ship.” 
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
    Katie was perfectly fine with being otherwise ignored by Ray’s superior. This exchange wasn’t starting out very well.  
 
    “Yes. Your mission. About that—I have been informed that you are to receive a new partner.” 
 
    “New partner? Why do I need a new partner? Peacemakers typically act alone. The fact that Lucky and I worked together was incidental, and only occurred because of my junior status. Surely my work on Earth tracking down Mengele proves that I am fully capable of acting on my own as a Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Actually, you disobeyed orders when you went to Earth. There was a rumor that you would even resign your commission. Fortunately… or not… those events cannot be confirmed due to the destruction of the Luna office. Enforcer Hr’ent didn’t leave any records of that time, except for a brief note sanctioning your activities. Still, the Guild Council sent out a Storm Watch message that you had gone rogue.” 
 
    “That is simply not true. Lucky assured me that we had permission from Hr’ent and Guild Master Rsach. I am sure you could check with the guild master and confirm this.” 
 
    “The guild master has other concerns to occupy his attention these days. We are not to disturb him.” 
 
    “Well in that case, you can check with Selector Hak-Chet.” 
 
    “The Selector isn’t available, either. Nevertheless, these orders come from the highest levels of the guild. You have a new partner en route; he will join you in another few days.” 
 
    “But I told you, I do not need a partner!” 
 
    “You will do as you are told, you… you child! You have grown too close to these Humans and have adopted their impertinence. I cannot revoke your permission to follow this investigation—it is a species mandate, after all—but you are still under the jurisdiction of the Peacemaker Guild. That means you will uphold guild policies and follow orders.” Crom was getting agitated, as evidenced by the wisps of purple fur floating about the room.  
 
    Katie was intimidated by the scene. Ray had told her that in times past, he and Lucky would get Crom worked up just to tease her. They’d enjoyed the reaction, especially when she’d started pulling at her hair. This wasn’t teasing; Ray was clearly irritated. She’d never seen him angry, but she was pretty sure that was where he was headed.  
 
    Humans might not have very high status in the Galactic Union, but the word was out that Jessica Francis, Nikki Sinclair, and yes, even Jackson Rains, had earned the respect of many in the guild. On top of that, Crom had called him a child. Katie was in her late thirties; mercenary service, even for pilots and ship’s crew, didn’t lend itself to long lifespans. Still, Ray had to be older than her. From what she’d learned of the Wrogul, he’d cited three generations before him—Todd, Nemo, Jacques, and Wells—and he called Marinara “grandson,” which implied two more of the ten-year budding cycles, making him at least fifty Azure years old. Oogar lifespans were similar to Human, and Crom’s fur was still a bright purple. She couldn’t be older than Ray.  
 
    Her slate pinged, and she queried it with her pinplants. It was a message from Ray. Guild policy discouraged pinplants for most Peacemakers, but Wrogul used them as part of their normal species development. The part-machine, part-organic brain-computer interfaces were an essential component of Wrogul interaction with the outside world. Ray had told her that he’d accepted limitations on his own interfaces to comply with guild security, but clearly he’d retained the ability to both multi-task and transmit direct messages to her slate. 
 
    She read the message via her own interface without looking at her slate. 
 
      
 
    I can’t believe Guild Master Rsach would condone this. Peacemakers are only assigned partners if they screw up. Sometimes, there will be pairs formed because of something that happens in the Academy—like the Zuparti-Besquith partners Larth and Jyrall. They were Academy friends whose accidental encounter during a vacation break became their de facto commissioning mission. Lucky and I knew each other because she needed my expertise with pinplants. She was working a torture case, and I was chasing down Molina; it turned out to be the same case. It is unlike the guild to arbitrarily assign a partner, particularly when my partner is on recuperation leave. 
 
      
 
    It took only a moment to access the message, but in that time, Ray had continued speaking. “And just who is this partner? Who are you saddling me with against all guild policy and standard operating procedure?” 
 
    “Your partner is Haroveysen, a XenSha. There is also a forensic specialist joining the two of you. Her name is Tee’aroko’losa.” 
 
    “Tee’aroko’losa? That is a Seepha name. I did not know there were any in the guild.” 
 
    “She is a Sphen-Eudy, not a Peacemaker—merely a forensic analyst, and not to be completely trusted. Not all delegates from a given species necessarily become Peacemakers, just as very few Peacemakers become Enforcers. However, she has a few useful skills. Given the criminality inherent in her race, she is good at tracing money and identifying graft, but you will need to keep an eye on her. Again, her kind are not trustworthy.” 
 
    “Well, I can see that you are somewhat behind the times; they prefer to be called Seepha, not Sphen-Eudy, and I have actually known a few of their race. They can be trusted. It surprises me that a Peacemaker would stoop to petty prejudices and bigotry.” 
 
    “It is not bigotry when it is true. Like Pushtal pirates, the Sphen-Eudy are a race of criminals. It is in their nature.” 
 
    “I once thought better of you, Major Crom.” 
 
    “The guild is changing, Peacemaker Harryhausen. It is time to take the position we deserve among the guilds. You need to adapt or be left behind—much like the Humans you so admire.” 
 
    Katie started at the comment. I’m right here! she thought. Damn, that walking rug insulted me as if I wasn’t even present. Another ping on her slate was a message from Ray to just leave it and not react. Nothing else was spoken as she and Ray left the office. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The meeting with Major Crom had left Katie feeling quite disturbed, and she told Ray as much. He told her that he’d sensed changes within the Peacemaker Guild during his time on Bestald, but most of his attention had been on Lucky’s recuperation. The interaction with Enforcer Hakra’a as they dealt with the Consejo invasion of Azure seemed normal, so he hadn’t dwelled on it. Nevertheless, official guild comms had gotten more cryptic, and there were reports of a new organization within the Peacemaker Guild called the Crusaders. Even though the Mercenary Guild was starting to allow a limited number of contracts, it was not, technically speaking, a contracted mercenary company. Rather, it appeared to be a military force of the Peacemaker Guild’s own making. 
 
    Katie knew he wanted to leave Karma right away and not wait for his “partner.” It was clear that Major Crom didn’t think very highly of the Nautilus’ mission to pursue the mysterious entity behind Mengele or the Consejo. He wanted to get moving immediately, but Katie had another matter to address. During the flight from Earth, she’d gotten to know Ray’s “grandson,” Marinara. Most of Earth knew him as an incredible chef who embraced Human cuisine and prepared meals with great showmanship—after all, eight arms made for entertaining knife work. However, there had been an incident in Marinara’s past which continued to haunt him. Now that they were at Karma, she’d promised to see someone on Mari’s behalf. 
 
    Karma station had facilities for all the Galactic races likely to visit or deal with the Mercenary Guild. As such, restaurants catering to multiple species were common—whether those sophonts visited individually, or in multi-species combinations. The Torvasi cop, Brul, had accompanied Verne and Ray from Azure, and would be headed back to Te’Warri on his own from here. Brul had also been friends with Marinara back on Earth. They’d had a third friend, Ch’c’lt, a young Jeha female and a classmate in Mari’s culinary classes, who’d died as a result of the actions of Human renegades on Earth. Being Human herself, Katie was reluctant to speak to the girl’s parents, but Mari had made her promise. Since Brul had also known her, and Ray was a Peacemaker, she suggested the three of them visit the restaurant Ch’c’lt’s parents ran on Karma.  
 
    Marinara had tried to communicate with them after the incident, but they’d refused all communication and blamed him for exposing her to the “seedy underbelly” of Human society. They’d pointed to his association with Tony Gamboa, even though that encounter—not to mention the growing animosity toward Humans which had resulted in the Omega War—was many years later than the incident which had claimed their daughter’s life. As Katie had feared, the Jeha ignored her and Ray—since she was Human like the criminals, and Ray was a “Human-loving squid” like Marinara. However, they did seem to listen to Brul.  
 
    The meeting didn’t go well. Ch’c’lt’s parents were still angry at Humans and Earth. For some reason, the fact that they’d allowed their daughter to study on Earth in the first place never factored into their opinion—even when Ray got frustrated and tried to point that out. As Marinara had experienced years before, he encountered disdain and blame for simply associating with Humans. Brul told them he’d run the investigation as a young cop, and had worked with Earth authorities to discover that the Human gang had actually received funding and orders from the Mercenary Guild to cause problems between Humans and other races.  
 
    In the end, the Jeha finally admitted that Marinara hadn’t done anything wrong, and their daughter’s death wasn’t the Wrogul’s fault. They didn’t change their opinion that somehow Peepo had been right that Earth and Humans needed to be brought under stricter control by the Galactic Union. The trio left the Jeha restaurant with a feeling of failure. While Marinara would be relieved that Ch’c’lt’s parents no longer held him responsible, the cop and the Peacemaker were dismayed that Galactics were still buying into the propaganda that the Omega War and all its precedent and antecedent events were the fault of Humans. There were powerful enemies out there, and the longer any member of another species associated with them, the more those enemies became their own. 
 
    Somehow all of this—Peepo, Mengele, the distrust of Humans, the strange changes in the Peacemaker Guild—were all tied up together. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With those errands out of the way, it was time for the one that would make—or break—the upcoming mission. Katie and Ray approached the Science Guild office on Karma with almost as much trepidation as they had his two previous meetings. The Science Guild seldom spoke to Humans. For that matter, they seldom spoke to the Wrogul, but she’d learned the Wrogul hadn’t had much reason to visit the Science Guild since Nemo’s brief time with the organization. The Science Guild controlled dissemination of all scientific information within the Galactic Union. Since Wrogul inherit all the memories of their bud-parent, Ray might have inherited some information from his “grandfather” Nemo, except for the fact that his “father,” Wells, had budded before Nemo’s time with the Guild.  
 
    Todd—Nemo’s progenitor, and the “patriarch” of all Azure Wrogul—had petitioned the Science Guild for information about other Wrogul, but had simply been told that his species was scarce in the Galactic Union. Not much was known about them, there were no records, and no Wrogul were currently working for the guild. Whether that was true or not, Todd had no way of knowing. Humans had long thought the Science Guild was keeping secrets from the Union as a whole, and most specifically from the Union’s youngest mercenaries. If so, the mystery of Wrogul origin was just another of those secrets. However, that also meant the guild was keeping secrets from the Wrogul as well.  
 
    Katie’s time as a merc had taught her to distrust most of the guilds—with the exception of the Peacemakers—but recent experience left that confidence shaken as well. Thus, she had no great expectation of receiving significant information from the Science Guild, and she wasn’t disappointed. Once again, they encountered a Veetch receptionist, and the avian wasn’t forthcoming with information. It somehow managed to look at both Ray and Katie at the same time—with one half of its facial features viewing the Human with disgust, and the other half facing the Wrogul with utter indifference. It professed a busy schedule, with no time to speak with walk-in supplicants—perhaps Harryhausen could submit an official request through Peacemaker channels? It was just a hundred-page freedom of information request… in quadruplicate. Typical response time to such a request was two years until initial review. The sophonts should go about their business and leave it alone. 
 
    It was only while leaving the office that they obtained any usable information. Ray pointed to a wall display that showed a constantly changing display of notices for anyone wishing to apply to the guild. Several of the notices had accompanying images, and one caught his attention. There was what looked like a Wrogul in the background of one image. The foreground showed an owl-like Buma in surroundings that suggested a trading station. 
 
    The nearest Buma trading station for the Jesc arm in the Crapti region was in the Soo-Aku system. Katie had been there once; it was a single gate-jump away. Now if only they could get off Karma before Ray’s new partner arrived. The problem with making a quick exit from the Karma system was primarily one of traffic control. Karma was a busy system, and ship traffic was tightly controlled to prevent congestion and incidents between two ships trying to enter the gate at the same time. Usually, a Peacemaker Blue Flight could claim priority with the gatemaster, but despite being a contracted and deputized carrier, Nautilus didn’t qualify as official guild transport, despite Harryhausen’s best efforts to have it declared as such.  
 
    As soon as Ray and Katie arrived back on the ship, she commed the captain to let her know all of her and Ray’s business had been completed. While they’d been gone, the crew had also moved the Wrogul Asimov over to the Beryl Biosciences clinic and brought the current staff—Otto and Frederick—aboard. Ackashee replied that with that task completed, she’d already filed for a gate departure window, but they had several hours to wait. Karma STC hadn’t yet provided clearance to leave their parking orbit, so they’d have to stay where they were for the time being. 
 
    It bothered Katie that they couldn’t leave just yet. Nautilus had hyperspace shunts; they could simply jump into hyperspace on their own, but not from within crowded transit lanes. She consoled herself that it wouldn’t matter anyway. If Ray’s mysterious new partner showed up, they could easily order a moving ship to stand to for boarding. Katie returned to her quarters and slammed her Mk 6 CASPer “door” behind her out of frustration. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Damnit, why couldn’t we have gotten away faster?” Ray was standing on the Bridge, with Verne and Captain Ackashee, waiting for the newcomers to arrive. 
 
    “Calm down, cousin. I have this.” 
 
    A XenSha and a Seepha were escorted onto the Bridge by one of the security contingents. The rabbit-like alien turned to the Wrogul in his eight-legged mobility frame. “Captain, I am Peacemaker Haroveysen; well met.” 
 
    “Actually, I am Colonel Verne. This is our Arritim captain, Ackashee.” Verne gestured to the starfish-like individual seated in the center of the bridge.  
 
    “Ah, my apologies, Colonel. Captain… well met. Peacemaker Harryhausen, I greet you. I believe we met at the Academy. You were in the class behind me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember you.” 
 
    The XenSha bristled visibly at the absence of the ritual greeting from Harryhausen. 
 
    “And who is your companion, Peacemaker?” Verne asked. 
 
    “Her. Oh, no one of consequence. She is an accountant for the guild. Technicians do not usually go into the field, but for some reason, they saddled me with this Sphen-Eudy to watch and observe.” 
 
    The individual in question stepped up. “I’m Tee’aroko’losa; you may call me Tee.” 
 
    “Well met, Tee.” Verne held out one arm in mimicry of the Human habit of shaking hands. The small avian took it in one flipper and gave it a brief tug. Watching from the side, Ray flashed a brief glyph of surprise. “I have worked with quite a few Seepha of late.” 
 
    The Seepha beamed at the proper usage of her species’ designation. “Why thank you, Colonel. We must compare notes. You may very well have worked with one of my family.” 
 
    Haroveysen’s translator made a throat-clearing sound. It was amazing how many Human-like mannerisms had made it into the translation database. Some characteristics, such as a sound to signal the start of a conversation, were just too valuable. “Well, now that your Human-style pleasantries are over, let us get down to business. As senior Peacemaker, I am assuming command of this mission.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Haroveysen was taken aback. “No? I assure you, I have the authority to take command. Your vessel is seconded to the guild, and I am the ranking guild member.” 
 
    “No,” Verne said. 
 
    “No,” repeated Ackashee. 
 
    Ray spoke for only the second time during the whole exchange. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Verne continued, “This vessel is autonomously chartered to Chromatic Clinical Services, Incorporated, of Azure. Moreover, it is under the command of Cobalt Company. You can’t commandeer us.” 
 
    The XenSha sneered. “No? I was told you had been chartered by my… junior associate. As his superior, I can override that.” 
 
    “Actually, we were deputized by Enforcer Hakra’a, and the mission was endorsed by Enforcer Hr’ent—may he rest in peace—and Guild Master Rsach. You don’t have the authority.” 
 
    Ray couldn’t help but rub it in. “Enforcer trumps common Peacemaker, Harvey. This is my mission, and you are just baggage.” 
 
    “But Major Crom assured me…” Haroveysen spluttered.  
 
    “Nope, you are overruled by the ship’s captain, the company commander, two Enforcers, and your own guild master. Just sit back and enjoy the ride.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trip to the Soo-Aku system consisted of a single gate transit of 170 hours. That was essentially seven Earth days, and was close enough to the same in Azure days, but still an awfully long time to be cooped up on the Nautilus with an officious prick of a new partner. Harvey had continued to bluster about being the senior guild member present and said imperatives overrode obsolete authorizations. Ray felt somewhat guilty over Verne and Captain Ackashee’s refusal. After all, Harvey was his superior, at least in seniority, if not in actual rank. Still, Peacemakers didn’t stand so much on that type of hierarchy. The fact that Ray knew his mission had been approved was all he needed. Besides, the captain and colonel were the ones truly in charge of where the ship went. After all, it wasn’t as if he could go somewhere without the Nautilus. 
 
    Still. Seven days with that… tentacled bunny… was seven days too many. 
 
    As an Academy candidate, Ray had heard plenty of rumors about gate travel—that gatemasters had a secret code to allow passage in fewer than seven days, or that lost ships hadn’t truly been lost, but rather reported lost for nefarious reasons. The popular explanation was pirates, and some claimed there were “special” pirates who lived in a dimension “above” hyperspace, or that lost ships actually did emerge in their destination systems, but phase shifted from the normal universe.  
 
    His favorite rumor was the last one. The phase-shifted ships were unable to interact with normal matter. It appealed to a memory he’d inherited from several generations of ancestors. Growing up on Azure, Ray—as many Wrogul did—had watched a number of the old Earth entertainment Tri-Vs, including older ones adapted from their ancient Duo-Vee systems. There was a particular genre called science fiction which was of particular interest to the Wrogul, mainly because of how much pre-contact Humans had gotten wrong about aliens and galactic society. Ghosts, or creatures phase shifted out of reality, were quite popular in those entertainments. It wasn’t so much that Ray believed in the rumors, but rather that as a good investigator, he knew not to discount theories until they could be completely ruled out. 
 
    “The Humans would say you’re wool-gathering, Peacemaker Harryhausen.” 
 
    “Tee, well met,” Harryhausen responded. He was a little reticent about completely opening up to the Seepha accountant-technician, but he’d worked with her species before. They were honorable in their own way. Yes, the family groups collectively known as Tossers (from their planet, To’Os) were heavily involved in organized crime, but frankly, the Peacemaker Guild didn’t care, as long as they didn’t engage in genocide, slavery, or deal with any of the forbidden sciences and technologies. Otherwise, Peacemakers would only become involved if there was a direct complaint. 
 
    “I’ve noticed you sitting here at the console for the past six hours. We’re in hyperspace—there’s nothing out there but uniform whiteness. I fail to see what has captured your attention.” 
 
    “Wool-gathering is the appropriate term, I guess. You have been around Humans before? Or is that just your translator?” 
 
    “Experience. I was previously tasked with tracing finances involved in drug trade. Some Humans were involved, as were other races.” Tee looked up at him and cocked her head sideways in the manner of avians. “But I sense you’re deflecting.” 
 
    Ray’s photophores flashed, and his translator emitted the scratching sound that was a Wrogul laugh. “I was thinking about gate travel—about hyperspace in general. There are so many rumors back at the Academy. We used to spend evenings telling tales. Some true, speculating about others that were probably not, but that would have made an incredible story. Like the time Hr’ent took on a full battalion of mercs all on his own, or how Guild Master Rsach managed to squeeze the secret of five-day gate transitions out of the Cartography Guild.” 
 
    “I, too, have heard those stories. There are many such tales passed down from my own family, as well. I know you’re aware that we used to have large fleets and conquered many nearby systems. Ours was a warlike and aggressive species. We’ve been humbled.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. Several of your ships came to the rescue of my home system of Azure.” 
 
    “Yes, those were pretty much all that was left of our once-great fleet. I was told that To’olo’osa’s family was the last remnant of the fleet command. You may not be aware of it, but those six ships were pretty much all we had.” 
 
    “Well, they were certainly what we needed at the time, even if I was not there. I have seen the damage and heard the stories when I reviewed the evidence for Hakra’a. It does not change the fact that my system owes your people a great debt.” 
 
    “I noticed you don’t have the same prejudice against my kind as your colleague—what did you call him—Harvey? He doesn’t like that name, I can tell.” 
 
    “Well, on Earth he would be called a rabbit, tentacles or not. He would be a giant rabbit, for that matter, a bit shy of two meters—about six feet in the old Earth measurement systems. There was an entertainment about a Human male accompanied by a six-foot invisible rabbit called Harvey. I thought the name was appropriate, considering that I would rather the Peacemaker be invisible and not in my way.” 
 
    “He’s vindictive, you know.” 
 
    “I had gathered as much from his willingness to pull rank on me when he was supposedly sent as a partner. He should know that any Peacemaker detached to assist or partner with a guild member already on mission is tasked with supporting that mission, not taking it over or pulling rank—senior or not. It is simply against guild custom.” 
 
    “The guild’s been changing, Peacemaker Harryhausen.” 
 
    “I have noticed. Your own presence, for example. Just what does a forensic accountant do for the guild?” Harryhausen asked the meter tall avian. “And why would they hire one from a species known for organized crime?” 
 
    “Would you prefer a specialist in disorganized crime? Trust me, I know how to follow double-entry bookkeeping, double and triple sets of books, shell corporations, blind corporations, dummy sales, proxy takeovers, and outright kneecapping and arm-breaking thuggery.” 
 
    Ray starred at Tee, his rectangular barred pupils expanded to their maximum width. “You… you do?” 
 
    “Sure, I used to do all that for my family.” 
 
    “Even the kneecapping and arm-breaking?” 
 
    Tee pulled a small, obviously heavy bag out from under her black and white feathers. “Sure, I always carry a sap and a few other tools. Just like I know you have several sets of brass knuckles in the pockets of your trench coat. Everyone in the guild knows how you handled that Cartar on your commissioning mission.” 
 
    “But you’re just an accountant, not a Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Shhh.” It was comical, seeing the Seepha hold one flipper up to her orange beak. Her long, yellow eyebrow feathers bobbed up and down. “It’s a secret. You’ve never heard of Bureau 42.” The words came out as a statement, not a question. 
 
    “No, I’ve never heard of… uh. Oh. Right.” 
 
    “Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, I think I do, Peacemaker Tee. Well met.” 
 
    “NO! You can’t tell anybody. They think I’m just a lab rat.” 
 
    “Wait, a lab rat? Did you just make a joke, Tee?” 
 
    She bobbed her yellow eyebrow feathers again. On a Human, it would be a comical face. “Did you like it? Obviously I’m not a rodent, but Harvey ignores me. Maybe more appropriate to call me a mushroom, as far as he’s concerned.” 
 
    “But he… you… he thinks he’s in charge.” 
 
    “And only you and I know better. Let’s keep it that way. On the other hand, I trust this helps you understand my motivations?” 
 
    “Yeah, actually, when you consider that one of my friends was a Mafia boss back on Earth, and now runs a large portion of Azure’s legitimate business. His job now is ensuring that we have adequate security and protection from the predators. Yes, I do understand.” Ray paused for a moment. “For that matter, you can call me Ray—all my friends do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ray. I shall endeavor to be a friend. However, as a friend, I must warn you, watch your back. You already know Harvey can’t be trusted because of this new order within the guild. But given some things I’ve seen and heard, I’m not entirely sure the entirety of the guild can be trusted.” 
 
    “Things you have heard… in The Stacks, shall we say?” 
 
    “Indeed. You do understand. I’ll remain in the background and observe. You take point on your investigation. I’ll help, but I must also protect my cover.” 
 
    “Yes, I will do that. I also understand why we need to keep this to ourselves. For one, we need to keep this out of the hands of other guilds. For another, it is not appropriate to speak that way of Peacemakers. On the third arm, I will be honest and say that I am getting the same impression.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    The jump to Soo-Aku passed mostly without incident. Ray avoided Harvey as much as possible, but spent a considerable amount of time talking with Tee. She was curious and interested in the investigations he’d done in tracking the movements of the adversary known as Mengele. She was also curious about Ray’s friend Tony Gamboa and wanted to know more about how a Peacemaker from Azure became associated with a former organized crime boss from Earth.  
 
    Ray explained that Tony had long since retired from active operations and had “retired” to owning a restaurant in Naples. Tony’d met Ray’s grandson Marinara by accident. He’d been impressed by Marinara’s culinary skills, and the two had become friends. When Ray’s investigations took him to Earth, Tony had provided support and even troops—mostly in the interest of keeping “his amico Marinara” safe. When Mengele had been tracked down to a cavern in Austria, it was Tony’s troops who’d bore the brunt of the battle. Despite the losses among his own troops, Tony hadn’t blamed any of the individuals “on the side of the angels,” as he’d put it. In fact, he’d accepted Ray and Marinara’s offer to relocate his family to Azure for his and their safety.  
 
    Even though Ray hadn’t been present for most of the battle to retake Azure from the Consejo occupiers, he knew Tony had played a major role in organizing and equipping the Azure natives and their allies. Once Ray had returned to his home planet, he’d worked with Tony to plan the next steps for rebuilding Azure and had left his own Peacemaker friend and partner Lucky to deal with the remnants of the transportees and workers who’d been unwilling participants in the occupation.  
 
    In addition to filling Tee in on his past operations, it was necessary to make plans for the upcoming visit to Soo-Aku. By necessity, Harvey had to be present at those meetings. Captain Ackashee attended a few, but mostly the meetings consisted of Verne, Ray, Riedel, and Thuys—the Human mercenary leaders—and Amy Roeder’s analysis group.  
 
    Ray displayed an enlargement of the image he’d captured in the Karma Science Guild office. “All we have to go on is a recruiting advertisement for this trading post that shows a Wrogul in the background.” 
 
    “If that’s a Wrogul, it sure doesn’t look that much like you,” Harvey interjected. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, his eyes are kind of orange. Also, his pupils are different. Yours have a sort of bar or rectangle shape. His are shaped more like a dumbbell—the iris is wider on the ends than it is in the middle.” 
 
    “There is wide variety in shapes and colors in Earth octopodes. It is amazing how similar many of the Galactic species are to analogues on Earth. My section has been looking into that,” Amy interjected. 
 
    “Bah. Humans and their anthropomorphism.” Harvey sneered. 
 
    “You are here by courtesy, Peacemaker Haroveysen. Do not make me remove you from this room,” Verne scolded. 
 
    Harvey sat back, his tentacles squirming in a manner that Ray knew meant he was angry and fuming. 
 
    “The Buma in the advertisement has been identified as the stationmaster at Soo-Aku, even though this is an advertisement for an employment position with the Science Guild. The individuals in the image need not be part of the guild at all.” Amy pointed to the advertisement. “My associate, James, has been looking into records of this trading station. The Science Guild office there is small—even smaller than at Karma. It’s possible that what the guild was advertising for was a person to essentially staff a dead-end job.”  
 
    “That could be even better. It could work to our advantage,” Ray said. “If it is an isolated or dead-end position, we may get more information. It is also to our advantage if the individuals in the image were not actually Science Guild. After all, it is not that we specifically need information from the guild. We need information about other Wrogul.” 
 
    “Have you even tried looking in the Peacemaker databases? After all, every species must send representatives to the guild.” Harvey’s tones were strained, as if it was a great effort to be civil.  
 
    It pained Ray to acknowledge it, but the other Peacemaker had a point. Every species in the Galactic Union was required to send representatives to work for the Peacemaker Guild, so that guild operations were as fair and neutral as possible with respect to any decision that could affect large populations of a given Galactic species. That was one of the reasons Ray had gone to the Peacemaker Academy in the first place.  
 
    However, not all representatives became Peacemakers, as Tee’s cover indicated. There were many jobs within the guild. Aside from the combination investigator, ombudsman, and adjudicator role filled by the Peacemakers, there were analysts, support staff, and individuals whom his Human colleagues would sneeringly refer to as “HR”—resource specialists who managed those support personnel. The actual Peacemakers were a small part of the guild, and rarer still were the Enforcers. There were many positions Wrogul might have filled within the guild.  
 
    “Do you not think I would have looked there first?” Ray asked. “I did exactly that, and what I discovered was that there were very few Wrogul sighted in the Galactic Union before my family made its presence known from Azure. I am the first recorded Wrogul Peacemaker, and we still do not have a second representative within the guild, although that may change soon. On the other arm, the fact that I have not identified any prior Wrogul in the guild does not necessarily mean there were none. One of the things our investigation must learn is whether there has been a change in our species, how we name ourselves, or how we interact with others. There are other multi-armed, cephalopod-like aquatic species—the Cartar and the Goltar, for example. We also do not know if those prior Wrogul might have hidden their presence. That is why we need to find one who is not of our family and try to get answers.” 
 
    “And that’s why we’re going to Soo-Aku. To see if we can find the Wrogul in this picture.” Verne spoke with a sense of finality ending the argument in the conversation. “We emerge in ten hours. Then we’ll see what we can learn at this trading station.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ray made his preparations to go to the Science Guild office and get the information he wanted, no matter what it took. Much to his surprise, Harvey came up with an idea to make it a little easier. When performing his investigations as a new Peacemaker, Harryhausen had admired the private investigators of Earth’s Tri-V entertainment. Thus, he’d had a custom trench coat fabricated, along with a fedora, to look like a Human private eye. Underneath the coat, Ray rode an exoskeleton that allowed him to stand as if on two legs. Furthermore, he had gloves made that looked almost like Human hands and could be manipulated with his arms. The feet of the exoskeleton were fitted to look like brown brogues. In this outfit, with the fedora pulled down low, Ray simply looked like a four-foot-tall humanoid of indistinct lineage. 
 
    Harvey’s suggestion was that Ray wear this outfit, and that Harvey accompany him to the offices of the Science Guild. Harvey would ask questions, with Ray listening and observing. In the PI outfit, his identity would be effectively hidden.  
 
    It galled Ray to admit it, but this was a good suggestion. He went to retrieve his exoskeleton and trench coat, only to find Verne working on it. “Hello, cousin. I have made a few improvements. There are additional servomotors that allow your legs, feet, arms, and hands to move and appear more humanoid. Most of this can be operated through your pinplants, just like one of my VASPer mechs. All you have to do is think about walking, or think about lifting an arm, and the exoskeleton will respond. We should practice a couple of times just to make sure it is not too jerky, but I think this will help. 
 
    “It is now a little taller than you are used to. It rides about a foot taller—five feet now—since you don’t have to actually support your weight or directly move the exo. That will help minimize differences between you and most common bipedal species. I had a new, longer trench coat made for you, and made it part of the mech itself. Oh, and there are dark glasses attached to the fedora to hide your eyes. I think you will like this.” 
 
    Ray flashed a photoglyph of gratitude and contentment. His cousin Verne always came up with the neatest inventions, and many of them had to do with enabling the mostly-aquatic Wrogul to get around on dry land. This new exo was nice, and it was perfect for passing unnoticed through most of the Galactic communities.  
 
    It needed a name. Verne had named his mech a “VASPer” for “Verne’s Assault System, Personal”—imitating the Human “Combat Assault System, Personal” CASPer mechs. This was much more appropriate to Ray’s investigator persona… 
 
    A RIPPer suit! Ray’s Investigation Privacy Persona! It was a bit of a stretch, but he’d learned from Verne that one came up with the acronym first, and then figured out how to make the words fit.  
 
    It was time to investigate! 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Soo-Aku trading station was a civilized outpost, quite a bit unlike Karma. The latter revolved around mercenaries; this station catered mainly to traders and merchants, commodities brokers, and individuals who made their living buying and selling. Of course, it had its own underworld—there were commodities to be bought and sold that would raise the eyebrows or ocular plumage of many of the species in the Union—but they kept it well hidden. Much like Capital Planet, Soo-Aku was a cosmopolitan location, with many of the thousand races of the Galactic Union represented. 
 
    Ray had never been to this particular station, but during his time as a Peacemaker, he’d been to many of the so-called civilized worlds. The major difference being that throughout the Union, the more advanced planets tended to be limited to one or two sentient races. The rare exceptions were “Dreamworlds” that intentionally mixed species, with likewise mixed results. Just walking out the airlock of the shuttle from Nautilus, Ray saw more than a dozen species represented in the dockworkers. Buma were prevalent, looking dignified and regal in their robes. This was, after all, a major center for their trade. 
 
    Ray was still concerned about security. He didn’t want to go with just Harvey, but he was reluctant to take any of the ship’s merc contingent. After all, there was one race he did not see on Soo-Aku—Humans. Again, Verne had a solution. He would send one of Amy Roeder’s Wrogul analysts who’d fought in the battles on Azure. Peter had used a VASPer mech in fighting around Styx and Loihi. Verne had modified a transport tank to accommodate both senses of the word—it was a water compartment for a Wrogul, plus armor and a few inconspicuous weapons. It had the advantage of not looking like a Human CASPer, so Peter could accompany Harvey and Ray, and lurk in the background, while still providing security and protection.  
 
    The Tank was clearly not a Human CASPer, nor was it one of Verne’s eight-armed/legged variants. At the same time, Peter would be perfectly capable of defending Ray and Harvey from anyone who might have ill intent. Ray would be in his RIPPer, and Harvey would be just another “tentacled murder bunny,” as Ray’s cousin Molina had called a XenSha acquaintance. It was a good compromise that would protect their identity from the casual onlooker, while hiding their identities as Wrogul—and Humans. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Harryhausen first checked in with the trading office attached to the shipping and receiving dock. There were documents that had to be filed, whether or not Nautilus expected to transfer trade goods—they still needed to account for any goods they were carrying. That was mostly foodstuffs—after they’d offloaded Azure produce at Krifay, the ship had loaded up with Krifay goods and the protein and nutrient stock that was popular throughout the Union. Captain Ackashee and Verne weren’t averse to trading if it helped their mission, but that communication would be handled by Arritim crewmembers, so there would be no obvious clue that there were Humans or Wrogul onboard.  
 
    After the dockside office, they had to pay a visit to the regional trading office. That visit was nothing more than dropping off credentials for their Arritim-captained ship with its cryptic ownership registry title: “Chromatic Clinical Services, Inc.” Ship registry throughout the Union was… not always accurate, so no one would question registry to such an obvious shell corporation. The best part was that Chromatic actually existed—it was a spin-off of Cerulean Clinic, and was the employer-of-record for the Consejo refugees now working on Azure. The incorporation had been handled by Tony Gamboa and Peacemaker Lujkhas, and it was extremely well obscured. 
 
    Next stop was their primary goal—the small Science Guild office. As Ray had suspected, it wasn’t a popular posting, very likely a dead-end or punishment position. After all, there wasn’t much for the guild to do in a trading system. The lone clerk in the office mostly just passed along paperwork for any technology items that might be transshipped through the station.  
 
    It was also highly likely that it was a surveillance and espionage post. There were likely instruments scanning ships as they came and went, looking for contraband such as evidence of antimatter, banned weapons, or illicit technology. Verne had expressed concern that Nautilus would attract attention, but Ray—and Harvey, much to his surprise—reassured him that all such reports would have to go through the clerk, and he’d be unlikely to be interested enough to look any closer. On the other arm, while they were on board the station, Katie Andalusia would be in the bubble, using its sophisticated surveillance instruments to look for any sign of external entities spying on or probing Nautilus. 
 
    The Science Guild office was well away from the normal sights and sounds of the Soo-Aku station. Close to the trading centers were fancy offices, dining establishments, and residences that catered to a wealthy elite. These were the captains of trade—the owners and presidents of various mercantile concerns. On a deeper level were those who controlled moderate-sized companies; deeper still were small companies and independent operations, such as freight companies with only one or two ships. It was rumored that there was an office for Intergalactic Haulers, but Ray couldn’t find them listed on any of the station maps or directories. 
 
    Underneath all that were cramped quarters and ordinary residence facilities for the workers who supported the trading concerns. The common eateries and bars—particularly roughneck establishments for the dockworkers—were located there. 
 
    Below all that was the small Science Guild office. 
 
    Ray pressed the plate next to the doorway and waited for an acknowledgment. None was forthcoming, so he pressed the plate again. He heard a click, and the door opened a few centimeters. Ray attempted to open it further, but found that it was blocked. A voice from inside said, “State your business.” 
 
    “I’m here to apply for the job,” Harvey answered. 
 
    The door slid open wider. The office consisted of a single room with one desk. There were slates and monitors distributed about the room, most of them facing the occupant of the desk—a Cochkala—who looked tired and worn. 
 
    “You want this job? Oh, this is my lucky day. When can you start?” 
 
    Now that the door was open, Harvey and Ray entered the office. Peter, in his Tank, wouldn’t fit. On the other arm, he blocked the door so it couldn’t be closed. 
 
    “Well, I am not so certain about starting right away,” Harvey told the clerk. “I need to find out a little bit about work hours, benefits, pay rate, and who I would be working with.” 
 
    “Long hours, no benefits, low pay. Oops, did I say that out loud? On the other hand, it’s a job with steady income, and they pay you in credit chits, not just numbers on your Yack.” The Cochkala grinned, although it didn’t quite erase the dead expression in its eyes. “The good news is, I can promise a bonus for an immediate start. In fact, I’d pay you myself to get out of this place.” 
 
    “Well, then, why do you stay here?” Ray asked, his voice disguised and muffled as if it were coming from a translator pendant underneath the trench coat and not from the indirect broadcast system used by most Wrogul. 
 
    “I still need to get paid, and I get commissions. Once I hire my replacement, I can move up to something that pays better within the guild. I can’t do that until I have somebody to fill this position.” 
 
    Harvey held out a slate. On its surface was a copy of the job posting from the office on Karma. “Actually, we were wondering about this. You have Buma and Wrogul working here?” 
 
    “Certainly not since I’ve been here,” the Cochkala said. “This has been a solo posting for a long time, at least as far as I can tell. Recruiting posters like this use stock images.” 
 
    “So where does the stock image come from?” 
 
    “I don’t really know; I’m not in that department. I just handle it when a trader reports anything of interest to the Science Guild. They pop up on my monitor, and I fill in a report. I don’t even get to decide what to do with them; if the slate says to report it, I report it. No one knows where the information comes from, or who it goes to. I just pass it on.” The creature heaved a sigh. “As I said, this is a boring post… no, wait, I mean it’s an easy job, and its redeeming feature is that it pays hard money. Still, I was really hoping to be able to move up and pass this along to someone else. Just sit here, play with the GalNet, and watch for something to pop up on a monitor. So… when can you start?” 
 
    “Well, I really would like to find out who I would be working with. I mean, there are always… issues. If I am going to be working with Buma and Wrogul, I need to know. My partner and I…”  
 
    The Cochkala’s eyebrows went up at the mention of a partner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harvey realized he’d made a slip and tried to cover it. “My life partner, I mean. She and I are always open to other… shall we say… companions.” 
 
    Harvey’s quick response didn’t make the situation any better. The Cochkala’s eyebrows rose even more. Then he shook his head. “Yeah, okay, it’s not for me to judge.” 
 
    Ray knew it was time for him to step in to stop the direction the conversation had gone, but he had to make a quick adjustment to his translator. He raised the pitch an octave. Hopefully that would be enough. “Let’s just say there are certain incompatibilities—certain species that don’t really get along—like a Cartar and that Wrogul you see in the picture. They both think of each other as food, so not a good mix.” The translator was still rendering his speech as gruff and growly, but at the higher pitch, it was sounding more like Lucky since her transition to Alpha.  
 
    The Cochkala’s eyebrows lowered, and there was a tinge of fear in his face. Ray figured it probably thought she was a Besquith Gamma under the coat. “Yes, ma’am, sir. I think I see what you mean, like pairing a Besquith with, well… anyone.” 
 
    Ray knew the statement was meant to evoke a reaction, to confirm whether the trenchcoated figure was indeed a Besquith. He thought it best not to show any reaction. “On the other hand, if you know where there are any more of these Wrogul, or whatever they are, there might be certain parties interested in paying a finder’s fee. For a well-stocked larder, if you get my meaning.”  
 
    The Cochkala looked confused. While he’d been thinking Besquith, Ray’s most recent comment implied Cartar. Either might be looking for a food source, and neither species minded if their food turned out to be sapient. That wasn’t uncommon in the Union. After all, Besquith mercs were both known to feed on conquered enemies. Such practices only came to the attention of the Union if one or both parties hired mercenaries. As long as it wasn’t outright genocide, slavery, or involved antimatter or planetary bombardment from above the ten-mile-limit, the Galactic Union tended to keep its nose out of the purely internal affairs of the various species. 
 
    Ray was counting on that attitude, plus the fact that each of those races were known to be bad-tempered. He was also confident that the clerk’s main interest was in higher pay and getting out of this backwater office. Despite its presence in a major trading center, the office was far away from the main dealings of the Science Guild. 
 
    The clerk thought for several moments. “Well, you know, there was a rumor. I suppose if a search were financed, I might be able to get some results for you.” 
 
    That was Ray’s cue. 
 
    “Oh, really?” He pulled one of his exo-disguised “hands” out of a pocket of the trench coat. He kept it mostly closed, but it was quite obvious that there were several Union Credit Exchange chits in it—the embedded red diamonds caught the light. The fact that there were multiple chits in his hand was enough to cause the clerk’s eyebrows to go up once again. “How much would such a search cost me?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I could find something for you, for… say a ten thousand-credit processing fee, and perhaps another five thousand-credit finder’s fee.” 
 
    “Very interesting. Let me think about that for a moment.” Harvey looked over at Harryhausen. This hadn’t gone exactly the way he’d predicted. Part of it was his gaffe, trying to cover for saying the word “partner.” Ray had stepped into that space and covered it just fine, but they hadn’t discussed paying for information. Despite his cooperation in the plan so far, it was obvious that Harvey didn’t expect the Wrogul Peacemaker to have the funds.  
 
    Ray looked over and winked, but of course Harvey couldn’t see it, since Ray’s eyes were still covered by the dark glasses. “What you think, partner? I have the chits right here.” He opened his hand and dumped the contents on the table, then reached back into the pocket and pulled out more.  
 
    The Cochkala’s eyes shouldn’t have been able to get any wider than they’d been previously, but they did. He grabbed a slate and entered a few commands. “I saw a report. There’s not much information, but I have a name—Ura’Noc. There’re coordinates attached, but the report also cautions that the stargate might not be fully functioning.” 
 
    Ray had scanned the office while Harvey was talking earlier, and had noticed a patch of reflective metal behind and to one side of the desk. Now he could make out a faint mirror image of the monitor in front of the clerk. The incredibly sensitive eyes of the Wrogul, coupled with an enhancement by his pinplants, allowed him to zoom in on the image. 
 
    Typically, Peacemakers didn’t have or use pinplants. They preferred to capitalize on the intellectual characteristics of a wide variety of species. Ray wouldn’t have developed normally without pinplants, though, so an exception had been allowed. Selector Hak-Chet and Guild Master Rsach had known about his pinplants, but that was it for members of the guild. He tried not to rely on them, but in this instance, he was able to zoom in and read the monitor in the reflection. He had to mentally reverse the image to read it, but that was easy. 
 
    Interesting… 
 
    It was indeed a reference to a system containing representatives of a race which bore some resemblance to the Wrogul—but smaller. There was also an alert flashing on the screen—it warned that there were issues with the local gate because of suspected pirate activity. That was something he’d have to keep in mind when they went there. 
 
    Not if. When. 
 
    He also noticed another window on the screen warning that a Wrogul from Azure was asking questions of the Science Guild. By no means should any guild personnel answer any questions or cooperate with the individual. The notice contained a very bad likeness of Ray Harryhausen that actually looked like an altered photo of his grandson, Marinara. After all, there were many public images of the famous chef. The notice disturbed Ray—the Science Guild was not only warning their offices about the Wrogul inquiries, they were instructing those same offices not to cooperate. 
 
    The alert didn’t mention him being a Peacemaker, though. That was curious. Either they didn’t know, or he was being set up. Perhaps they wanted to portray him as an impersonator or a fraud. On the other arm, that could explain why his progenitor Todd’s inquiries had gone unanswered, or had been answered with vague disinformation. 
 
    It was disturbing to think that a guild based on the principle of inquiry and exploration would be withholding information. Still, that was the unstated purpose of the Science Guild—to limit scientific inquiry to only authorized fields, and suppress undesired information. It was all in the name of preventing destruction and the development of dangerous weapons and technologies, but it was still an exercise of power. 
 
    So many of the guilds were about power and its preservation. Fortunately, the Peacemaker Guild was different—or at least, it had been.  
 
    The last piece of information he could read from the reflection was that the coordinates given by the clerk weren’t the same as those on the monitor. They were close, but not perfectly accurate. It seemed likely they were being sent to a trap, but they could avoid it with his additional intel, as long as Ura’Noc wasn’t the bigger trap. 
 
    They’d just have to take that risk. 
 
    “So, wait, you’re not going to apply for this job? You’re not going to be my replacement?” The clerk seemed dismayed. He might have also been scared that he’d revealed too much information—even if it was a trap. Ray felt a brief flash of pity for the creature when his bosses found out he’d talked to a Wrogul from Azure. 
 
    Ray mentally shook his head. 
 
    You are getting soft; get back to thinking like a Peacemaker. This clerk is setting a trap and knows it. He is a good actor. Stop being proud of pulling off a con, and realize you are the one being conned, Ray thought to himself.  
 
    “I do not think I could stand to sit here every day just pushing electrons around.” Harvey’s feigned disinterest made Ray laugh internally. Sitting around all day pushing electrons was in fact the main way XenSha executed mercenary contracts. They preferred to perform their operations via electronic penetration, subversion of networks, surveillance, and even tele-operation without getting their own paws dirty. They were quite good at it, and XenSha security and intelligence systems were top-of-the-line. 
 
    The Cochkala slumped in his chair and whined, “I’ll never get out of this place.” 
 
    Yes, a very good actor. Ray no longer felt sorry for the clerk. 
 
    They’d been played, but he still had some valid information. 
 
    Time to move on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t see why Peter got to go out into the station. Just because he fought at Styx doesn’t mean he’s all that.” James flashed a photoglyph of irritation and annoyance.  
 
    Amy Roeder looked up when she heard the translator render the contraction. More colloquial English was becoming common among the younger generations of Wrogul who spent a lot of time in the Human communities.  
 
    “You know very well why it was him. They didn’t want to send Human mercs, and Verne’s too distinctive in his VASPer. Paul’s still analyzing data we brought with us from Azure, and you’re supposed to be looking at the information Commander Andalusia sends us. Peter was the logical choice to put in the Tank and provide security. The fact that he has done it before is part of it, but it’s also because he was available.” 
 
    “But why not send a Human without the mech? Or an Arritim, even?” 
 
    “They’d still need to be armored. The Stars are spacefarers, not fighters. They aren’t a merc race. As for why not send a Human, it’s pretty clear that the Galactic Union doesn’t like Humans, and they think Wrogul have spent too much time around Humans. We have to be careful; that means security on every station and away mission. It also means no obviously Human mercs—CASPer or not. The Tank will confuse anybody who sees it. I’m sure Peacemaker Harryhausen will have us moving on quickly, so analyze what you’ve got.” 
 
    “But can’t we at least go to a bar or a restaurant or something? This station’s full of them!” 
 
    Amy sighed. “Okay, let me see what I can do. I’ll mention it to Paul, and he can talk to Colonel Verne. I know they’ve got a few more things to do with our trade goods, so maybe there’s a little bit of time. I know ship’s food isn’t too bad, but having gotten used to Marinara’s cooking, I’d like a little variety myself. Get back to work, and I’ll see if I can earn us a little bit of shore leave this evening.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amy Roeder had done well, leading an analysis section on Azure, and had been recommended to head up the group that would accompany Nautilus. There was a lot of information to be gathered, and someone would need to sort through it. That’s exactly what she and her staff of three Wrogul had been doing ever since leaving Azure.  
 
    She’d worked closely with Paul on Azure to study the sabotage of mariculture rafts and farms, as well as the strange sightings of blue lights that appeared quite frequently in conjunction with that sabotage. Paul was continuing to analyze the data, and they’d communicate that analysis back to Azure if they found anything new, or correlations with data collected on this voyage. Peter was tasked with analyzing the new surveillance data that was coming in—courtesy of Commander Andalusia, from her instruments in the bubble—and acting as security for Ray and Harvey as they visited the small Science Guild office. When that was done, he’d return to analyze the information obtained at Karma.  
 
    Not only did Amy have to supervise all the analysts, she also acted as something of a mother hen to the three Wrogul—which was how she found herself arguing their case for shore leave while the ship was completing trades and exchanges at Soo-Aku. She took the request to the “Command Triad,” as it had come to be called—Captain Ackashee, Colonel Verne, and Peacemaker Ray Harryhausen.  
 
    Verne was absolutely against any of the Humans taking leave. It wouldn’t be a good idea to have Humans in the dockside bars and dives. Ray understood the frustration of the younger Wrogul, even as he, too, worried over security. Amy offered to accompany them, but he’d already told her no. Like Verne, he didn’t think it was safe for Humans to be on the station. It wasn’t that they were specifically banned, it was just that there was no sign there’d ever been Humans here in the past, let alone the present.  
 
    Captain Ackashee argued in favor of leave. Her Arritim crew had visited trading centers like this in the past, so they could likely pass without notice. Moreover, the chief engineer and the Black Gang from deep in the drive spaces had been on Nautilus almost continuously since they’d left Azure. She suggested that Chief Bucktoshee and some of his engine gang could chaperone the Wrogul. As the trade deals were completed, additional crew could take limited leave to get a drink or a meal that wasn’t strictly stored rations. It wasn’t the same as getting out in the water under clear sky, but there was always a sensation of more space in the great trading stations. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Thus, it was Chief Bucktoshee, accompanied by several of his Arritim crewmembers, who was sitting in the bar with the three Wrogul. There were quite a few other races present. Besquith were known not just as mercenaries, but also as traders, so it was no surprise to see two seated in a booth off to one side. There were Gtandan, Bugitar, and Gliboonians, as well as Zuparti and several races the Arritim and Wrogul didn’t recognize. After all, there were more than a thousand different species in the Galactic Union. Very few sophonts had even met a fraction of the many species.  
 
    In fact, several species thought lost in the twenty thousand years since the Great War had recently reemerged. The Goltar and Tri-Rusk were still quite rare, but it was commonly known that they’d surfaced yet again. Two Jivool sat at the bar, being served by the four-armed Gliboonian bartender. Their grunting, growling voices were getting louder the more they drank. There was also a quartet of Lumar near them. Those individuals were most likely dockworkers whose job was to move the heavy items around.  
 
    Neither the ursoids nor the four-armed humanoids were known for their intelligence, but they were definitely known for their strength. The elSha and Jeha in the far corner were probably engine-room workers, like Bucktoshee’s crew. It wasn’t immediately clear what role the Goka at the side table would hold in a trading concern, but even the most sophisticated traders needed security. Most of the patrons of the bar would have been just as comfortable knocking heads together as shifting cargo.  
 
    One of the Lumar looked over at the Wrogul in their common water tank. “Damn, dat look like dat chef what-his-name… Mary I t’ink. From TriVee.” The Lumar gave a low, rumbling laugh and pointed with one of his upper arms.  
 
    His companions at the table, and several other patrons turned to look. One of the Besquith rose and came over. “You three any relation to that cook? The one on the broadcasts?” the Besquith snarled. The words were light in tone, but his mannerism certainly wasn’t. Then again, Besquith were usually bad tempered even on a good day. They always acted like they were about to start a fight. 
 
    “And what cook would that be?” Peter spoke through his interpreter while flashing a glyph of amusement to his fellows. 
 
    “The one on the Tri-Vee cooking contest. Chef Mary.” 
 
    “Actually, it’s Mari, sir.” 
 
    “I heard it was pronounced ‘Maury,’” another bar patron corrected.  
 
    “No, it’s not, it’s ‘money.’” The patrons in the bar shouted out many mispronunciations of Marinara’s name, followed by drunken laughter. 
 
    “Actually, if it has to be shortened, my father prefers his name to be pronounced like ‘Mowry’—the same as Earth’s New Zealand natives,” Paul interjected. 
 
    “Oh, ho! Your father, eh? Hey, let’s see your knife work. Let’s see you do that fancy stuff that Chef Mary does.” The Besquith continued to taunt the Wrogul as more cheers and jeers rang out. 
 
    Bucktoshee was beginning to think perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea after all. He leaned across the table to caution Paul not to rise to the taunting.  
 
    “Hey, kid, who’s that with you, your pets? Those stars look about as dumb as a Lumar.” 
 
    Bucktoshee bristled but didn’t say anything. However, one of his engineering crew couldn’t resist. “We’re Arritim, and we’re as intelligent as you. Probably more so.” 
 
    “The name suits. You’re arrogant, that’s for sure,” came the reply. It wasn’t entirely clear who in the bar had made the claim, but it was out there, along with the taunts toward the Wrogul. Attention was starting to turn to the Arritim. 
 
    “So what ship are you from?” 
 
    The Arritim crew member was clearly ignoring his commander’s gestures, causing him to miss the cue to stay quiet. “We’re from Nautilus.” 
 
    “Nautilus. What ship is that? Never heard of it,” one of the patrons said. 
 
    Another patron spoke up. “Oh, you’ve seen it, that funny looking ship with the shovel nose and great big bump in the middle.” 
 
    Bucktoshee bristled again, but maintained his silence. He reached out an arm to restrain the crewman who’d spoken.  
 
    “Oh, yeah! It looks like a garbage scoop on the bow. I know which one you mean. Either it swallowed a great big ball of garbage, or it’s pregnant. I vote for the garbage. Too bad it couldn’t get it all the way down.” 
 
    That was it.  
 
    They’d insulted his ship.  
 
    Bucktoshee stood up and strode over to the one who’d spoken—one of the Jivool. Arritim looked like five-foot-tall starfish, with two appendages used as legs, two as arms, and the upper one had sensory endings and served as a “head.” They had cilia in place of hands and feet, and Bucktoshee grabbed two of the heavy glass mugs from his table, strode over to the Jivool, and hit it over the head.  
 
    The bar fight was glorious. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Arritim crew fought Jivool and Lumar, even one of the Besquith. Paul, Peter, and James leapt out of their tank and grabbed overhead features—suspended lamps, shelves, even other patrons—and jumped onto various opponents. James was riding the back of one Besquith, pulling at its fur and continually slapping at it and its companion. Each slap came back with tufts of hair and bits of skin. It was a misconception that cephalopod arms had smooth suction cups. In reality, the rim of each sucker was lined with small hooks. When an Earth octopus or a Wrogul grabbed and held on, it held on tight.  
 
    The Gliboonian bartender did something with a comm, and soon HecSha and Goka arrived—either to fight or to break it up. It wasn’t immediately clear.  
 
    Goka were bad news—a Human would’ve called it an oversized cockroach, and like its namesake, they were hard to fight and harder to kill. Their armored shells were resistant to laser and most projectile weapons. Still, Paul knew there was a secret to fighting Goka. It wasn’t something to be used under most circumstances, but he’d learned about it from his progenitor, Marinara, who’d discovered that his grandfather Harryhausen had used it to repel a Goka attack aboard a hired transport.  
 
    Paul had been trying to stay out of the fight. It was obvious the taunting had specifically been meant to trigger an incident, so he’d stayed quiet, even when they’d insulted his father. With the Arritim reacting to the insult to their beloved ship, it was time for him to act. 
 
    Paul jumped on the back of a Goka and reached down with one of his specialized tentacles. Earth octopodes had eight arms, often mistakenly called tentacles. Squids had eight to ten arms, and small sensory tendrils that technically were tentacles. Wrogul had eight arms and two tentacles they called fiilash. The name referred to the appendages as well as what they did with them. Fiilash allowed Wrogul surgeons to reach through skin, shell, bone, and muscle without leaving a mark. 
 
    It worked in battle, too, especially against Goka. His great-grandfather Ray Harryhausen had proven that. 
 
    Paul began to vibrate one of his tentacles, and then pressed it against the shell of a Goka. It passed right through the hard carapace without any sign of passage. He could reach all the way to the roach’s neural ganglia and yank them out—that was what Harryhausen had done, much to his own shame. Paul didn’t want to kill the Goka, though, so he settled for just moving his tentacles sideways and taking chunks out of the shell. The insectoid screamed in pain and dropped to the ground. 
 
    Good. One down. 
 
    Several HecSha clustered around the bartender, forming a wall to protect him. They might be friends, or just more hired muscle. The lizard-like HecSha were good fighters known for their brutality and for keeping slaves. Peter knew it was a good idea to stay out of their reach, but more importantly, not to lose this fight. While he didn’t have a particular skill with knives, or the hand-to-hand fighting skills Paul had received via direct memories from his progenitors, he at least knew some of the secrets Harryhausen had passed on to the young Wrogul before they’d left Azure. 
 
    Peter reached into a compartment on the outside of the travel tank and removed several heavy objects. He entwined an arm through large loops on each one. They bore a resemblance to a pair of Human brass knuckles, but with larger loops to accommodate the tips of Wrogul arms. Two more arms came up with tough leather sacks filled with small metal beads. Between the knucks and the saps, he could hold his own, even against HecSha. Like many vertebrates, there were weak areas at the sides of their skulls. He swung into action, using his other four arms to support himself, and started hitting. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The HecSha who had surrounded Peter were mostly laid out on the floor, except for the ones continuing to guard the bartender. Several Goka had sections of carapace missing, and were leaking fluids. They were now giving Paul a wide berth. The two Besquith were still in the fight, but moving much slower, with wounds dripping blood from numerous small cuts. Each was missing large patches of fur and skin, and they wobbled as they moved. The Lumar were out of the fight. Clearly four arms weren’t enough to deal with Arritim. One of the Jivool was unconscious; the other was sitting on the floor holding its head. 
 
    Many patrons had chosen not to join in the fight. A table of Blevin—reptilian humanoids with a reputation as fighters and thugs—were surprisingly still seated at their table. The Zuparti had snuck off; the nervous little weasels were cowards by nature. There was a single Veetch sitting at a table right in the center of the room. While half of the table was missing, the half still standing was immaculately laid out, set for dinner with a glass of amber liquid, one of clear liquid, and several plates that held seeds and worms. The Veetch had a spotless white napkin tucked in at his neck and was calmly eating as if nothing had happened. 
 
    There was movement at the entrance, and the entire room—except for the Veetch—turned to see a finely robed Buma, backed by additional Goka troops.  
 
    Station security.  
 
    Time to end the fight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ray watched the bar fight play back on the main screen of the bridge. The image was split, with the bar on one side, and a very angry-looking Buma on the other. Bucktoshee and his bloodied engine room crew stood at attention on the bridge. Paul, Peter, and James were present, sitting in a shallow tank. They were currently being punished by not being allowed back into the main water spaces used by Arritim and Wrogul. Captain Ackashee, Colonel Verne, and Peacemakers Harryhausen and Haroveysen faced the main screen, where the Buma was currently lecturing the captain on the uncivilized nature of his crew and throwing accusations that the Wrogul were just like Humans. That is, the scum of the galaxy and not to be tolerated in public places.  
 
    Ray had to admit, the bar fight actually sounded kind of exciting, and in a sense, he regretted that he hadn’t been there. The opportunity to knock heads was one he hadn’t had in quite a while. Lately, his battles had been fought long-range and with heavy weapons. Hand-to-hand fighting would have been something of a relief. 
 
    The Buma stationmaster finally wound down. Captain Ackashee said a few things to placate him and promised that they were leaving the system as quickly as they could disengage from the station. She turned her attention to her crew. Arritim didn’t have what most species would consider a face. They had ocular sensors, and chemical and tactile sensors on top of the radial projection that served as a head. Most of what would be considered facial features were in the middle of the body, typically covered by the oversized, water-filled coverall the Arritim wore out in the air. Nautilus had been rigged so the garments weren’t strictly necessary, but Ackashee had just returned with Verne from the station. They’d had to show up in person to retrieve their errant crewmembers. Verne was in his full combat VASPer, but while it was obviously not intimidating to the Buma stationmaster, it certainly intimidated the crew at this moment.  
 
    Ackashee directed her attention to the chief engineer, engine room crew, and the three young Wrogul. Amy Roeder came onto the bridge in a hurry. Ray figured she’d been summoned by the captain to take charge of whatever punishment was meted out to her analysis team. However, she stepped over to Ray and very quietly flashed a message in the Azure sign language she and Paul had developed for nonverbal communication between Humans and Wrogul.  
 
    I have something to tell you, she flashed.  
 
    Ray nodded slightly, minutely bobbing his head. He flashed a glyph of acknowledgment. Amy stepped back, satisfied that they’d have the conversation when the rest of this business was done.  
 
    The captain was questioning the chief engineer, Bucktoshee. “Okay, who started this?” She directed her attention to the three young Wrogul. “I heard they were insulting Chef Marinara.” 
 
    Paul spoke for the trio. “We were good. We didn’t start the fight.” Peter and James flashed concurrence. 
 
    “I find that rather hard to believe.” 
 
    “It’s true, Captain. I told them not to, and they didn’t,” Bucktoshee said. “They behaved themselves.” 
 
    “Well, then, what caused that to change?” 
 
    “They called the Nautilus a garbage scow. I had to fight them!” 
 
    Ray began to shake, and his photophores flashed in a sequence that indicated laughter. He’d grown up with old Earth video entertainment and knew how this scene would play out. What surprised him was that clearly, the ChEng knew it, too. Ray stepped away from the party on the bridge and motioned Amy to follow him. “Okay, what have you got?” He pitched his translator to quiet tones. 
 
    Amy shook her head and signed again, Not here. The Buma still has an open comm carrier. The captain didn’t realize it, but the stationmaster didn’t actually disconnect. 
 
    Okay, that’s disturbing, Ray flashed back.  
 
    He walked over to the comm console and noted that one indicator showed an open communications line with the station. He reached to touch the control that would lock out all communication signals, but the indicator refused to go out.  
 
    That was very concerning.  
 
    Ray motioned to Amy, and they moved to depart the bridge. The captain was still berating the chief engineer, but she’d waved most of the crew away. Corpsmen had been summoned to take the injured Arritim to sickbay, while the Wrogul mathematician, Euler, was summoned to take charge of Paul, Peter, and James. There was talk of being confined to quarters, so Euler would have to get the three analysts back to an appropriate water environment.  
 
    Verne continued to stand immobile in his VASPer. He had to have picked up the flashes from Ray and the sign language from Amy. There had been a slight movement of the mech when Ray had gone to the comm console. It was likely that Verne would remain in his VASPer for the rest of the time they were in the Soo-Aku system. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ray led Amy to the bow of the ship, where the first of the two intelligence-gathering bubbles was located. Ever since they’d entered the system, Commander Katie Andalusia had been inside the bubble. An incredible wealth of surveillance and monitoring equipment lined the interior of the compartment. They knew from experience that it was a combination life pod and surveillance facility—and as such, it was completely sealed from the outside world when someone was inside. Ray sent a brief communication to Katie via pinplant, and she opened the hatch to allow them in. It was slightly crowded with two Humans and a Wrogul. After all, it had been built for an individual Wrogul.  
 
    Once the hatch closed behind them and the rogue signal from the trading station was blocked, Ray spoke to Amy. “Okay, we can talk now, and I’m sure Katie needs to hear what you have to say as well.” 
 
    “Actually, this concerns the signals Katie’s been sending us, so yeah, she needs to be in on this. Here goes—we’ve been looking for anything in station comms about you, or anything triggered by your presence. The whole time you were at the Science office, there was nothing… but the moment the fight started, there was an awful lot of signal traffic. The signals were both internal to the station and to several ships around the system. One of those ships has already jumped through the gate.” 
 
    “You think the whole bar fight was a set up?” 
 
    “Not necessarily, but I think it was an opportunity.” 
 
    Ray turned to Katie, and she nodded in confirmation. “I think so, too. There was absolutely nothing but routine traffic. The moment a report went out about a bar fight, though…” She paused a moment and grinned. “Yeah, we actually tapped into the station video. I watched the whole thing. Our boys certainly held their own. They would’ve won without the cavalry. They upheld our honor quite well.” 
 
    “I am sure they did,” Ray responded laconically, “Paul is my great-grandson, after all. Plus, I saw that Peter had brass knuckles and saps, and James was tearing strips of skin and fur off the Besquith. They did well, and if it got us some usable intelligence, I will reward them later.” 
 
    “I don’t know how usable it is, but I was able to translate some of it,” Amy told him. “There are definitely references to Wrogul, and not necessarily talking about you or the three in the bar. I haven’t quite finished decoding it all, but there’s a name and a location—Eta Carinae science station.” 
 
    “Eta Carinae? That is a nebula.” 
 
    “Actually, it’s a very odd star at the center of a nebula. It fused all its hydrogen, then exploded in a supernova, blowing off the outer shell of helium and the residual hydrogen. After that, the star reignited, and is now fusing helium and heavier elements. Human scientists have been fascinated by it, and we learned that the Science Guild put an observatory in place to study it. The comms suggest there’s a Wrogul presence there. I was also able to intercept a map with some coordinates. Katie, can you pull up that part of the signal?” 
 
    Andalusia operated several controls, and one of the walls turned into a display screen. A stellar cartography map had several systems marked. Ray immediately recognized one as the system the Science Guild clerk had identified as Ura’Noc.  
 
    There were three other locations highlighted. “That last one is Eta Carinae,” Amy said. 
 
    Katie spoke up. “We have a system that supposedly has something like Wrogul—at least, according to a clerk at the Science Guild—even if you think it’s a trap. We intercepted communications about a Wrogul at another location on this map. There are two additional locations highlighted. That seems to be a bit too much of a coincidence.” 
 
    “I agree. Keep working on deciphering the signals. Let us work this intelligence and see what you can find out about the locations that are marked on this map.” Ray turned to leave, and then turned back. “Katie, Amy, do not be too mad at the Wrogul analysts or the engineering crew. Sometimes you have to create a distraction in order to get the information you really need.” He flashed a glyph of ironic amusement as he exited the bubble. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So now we have two destinations confirmed. One is Ura’Noc, and the other is Eta Carinae, plus the two mystery locations on the map.” Ackashee gestured to the map. 
 
    As soon as Nautilus could leave the Soo-Aku system, they’d headed for the gate. While it was well known that no normal space communication could be maintained in hyperspace, Verne, Ray, and Ackashee weren’t taking chances. Nautilus had two of the surveillance bubbles. The one amidships was slightly larger and had additional scientific instrumentation. It appeared to be equipped for intelligence gathering and scientific examination, which made Ray wonder exactly what the Nautilus’ original purpose had been. For the most part, they used the forward bubble for the surveillance and intelligence gathering. The amidships bubble was mostly unused—except for now, as the Command Triad discussed their options. 
 
    “Ura’Noc is a trap. We just do not know what kind of trap and whether we can spring it before we arrive. The Cochkala gave us the wrong coordinates and withheld information. There is pirate activity, and the stargate might actually be non-functional.” 
 
    “That’s true, but my ship has hyperspace shunts. We wouldn’t be stuck just because the gate’s inoperable.” Captain Ackashee was rightfully proud of the ship she commanded. It far surpassed most of the vessels she’d flown as a member of the Custode Sviss. 
 
    “I agree, Verne. It is a trap,” Ray agreed. “However, it is one that we know about. That gives us the advantage to spring the trap and not get caught in it.” 
 
    “You are an optimist, Ray. You always have been. No wonder, though. You are your father’s son. Uncle Wells was an optimist, brave, and also a bit reckless.” Verne had commanded the assault on Azure’s stargate to remove the Ragamuffin troops and free the gatemaster. They’d encountered a heavy weapons emplacement and couldn’t get around it. Wells had assaulted the position, arming himself with several K-bombs, and launched himself in such a manner that, no matter what the Ragamuffins did, he would land amid the emplacement. He’d sacrificed his life but killed all the enemy blocking their final approach to the gate control room. 
 
    “And what of the other locations?” Ackashee asked. 
 
    “Eta Carinae is interesting, and it is the only one we really know about. Amy Roeder thinks the other two might be similar Wolf-Rayett stars. But other than that, we have no data.”  
 
    “Wolf-Rayett?” Verne asked. 
 
    “A star that’s burned through its hydrogen and fuses heavier elements. Rare, beautiful, and dangerous systems. The stars aren’t stable,” Ackashee said. 
 
    “I say we go to Eta Carinae, then. They will not be expecting us there.” 
 
    “I am not so sure of that,” Ray interjected. “We know that a Wrogul was mentioned, and the messages talk about Eta Carinae. What we do not know is whether that meant a message was sent there.” 
 
    “Do we, by any chance, have a name for this Wrogul?” 
 
    “There are several, actually, but the one I could read called him the ‘master of the rats in the box.’” 
 
    “Rats in a box. That sounds an awful lot like what needs to happen to the Veetanho!” Verne laughed. 
 
    “Amy and the analysts thought so, too, and that frankly has me intrigued. I want to go there, and to do so quickly, but again, we know little about it, and it, too, seems to be a trap. Sometimes it is better to go with the trap you know than the trap you do not.” 
 
    “The devil you know—” Verne flashed a glyph of reflection and contemplation, “—but neither are good choices. I’ll ask again. Are you sure of this information you read from the screen at the Science Guild?” 
 
    “I am. There is no way the Cochkala could have known that I could see a reflection of his screen.” 
 
    “So, you don’t think the real Ura’Noc is a trap?” 
 
    “Actually, I think it still is. Just because we were given false coordinates, the Cochkala had to know we would have ways to confirm them. In fact, it is possible that the false coordinates are safe, and the real ones are the trap. It is also possible that the functionary was being lied to by his own guild. There are rumors of odd conflicts between Earth’s Four Horsemen and the Science Guild these past years. This Ura’Noc could be another dead end, or it could be valuable information.  
 
    “Look, I have been looking into our ancestry for as long as I have been a Peacemaker, Verne. I know folks think the Science Guild knows everything. I know they have a lot of information they do not reveal to the rest of the Union, and that does not even begin to cover the false information they spread. On the other arm, our ancestors covered their tracks extremely well. I doubt the Science Guild knows Wrogul from… well… from Kahraman, but we have to look.” 
 
    “I don’t like it, cousin.” 
 
    “And that is why you are in charge. As a Peacemaker, I have to look at all sides of the problem. As a merc, you looked out for yourself and your brothers-in-arms. All of Azure’s Wrogul need you to look out for them. I am just analyzing and giving advice.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, you’re looking tired. Your mantle is darkening, and your eyes look a bit different.” 
 
    “And you are starting to use more contractions, but that is beside the point.”  Harryhausen’s translator emitted what sounded like a very Human-seeming sigh. “Yes, I have been having headaches, but my vision is fine.” 
 
    “Ohhh-kay, but Progenitor Todd taught us that we were all born with blue eyes. We got our final eye color when we received our final adult pinplants. My eyes turned gray-gold, but yours always stayed blue.” 
 
    “And you, Molina, and Perseus teased me about it!” 
 
    “Sorry, did not mean to bring up bad memories… but if you have been having headaches, maybe you need a pinplant diagnostic. Otto or Euler could take a look.” 
 
    “I do NOT need a merc doc or cyberneticist poking into my head!” 
 
    “Sorry! Do not bite my tentacles off! Calm down, Ray.” 
 
    “Ah, it is the headaches, Verne. We have a couple weeks to Ura’Noc. I will go rest, and if the headaches persist, I will consult… Paul.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Rest well, cousin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well done, clerk. They took the bait.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master. Now may I leave this ancestors-forsaken outpost?” 
 
    “In time, clerk. Show me the record, and open your console to me. I need to ensure that the payload was delivered.” 
 
    “I positioned the reflective surfaces exactly the way you told me. He couldn’t miss seeing the screen.” 
 
    “I can see that. I can see it clearly in the monitoring camera as well. He was definitely looking at the reflection. Let me see the view from behind the reflective surface.” 
 
    “It is here, Master. You can see that the Peacemaker was looking directly at the reflection of my screen.” 
 
    “And there is the flash of the payload being delivered. The little abomination didn’t even blink. Very good.” 
 
    “So you will pay me now?” 
 
    “Of course. I will pay you exactly what you deserve, and even a bit more.” 
 
    The Cochkala screamed as the tentacle pierced its skull and ripped out a portion of its brain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Three: Croatoans 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 On Board the Solstice Cruiser 
 
      
 
    Jeffrey Leischner wasn’t religious, but he was praying—praying for a milk run. 
 
    Pirate hunting was one of the most miserable contracts a unit could get, especially when the contract was to go into a haven. A haven in an asteroid ring around a planet, no less. The entire point of establishing havens—it was always multiple—was that they were excellent places to hide, easy places to ambush from, plenty of places to run back to… the list was endless. They were chasing the masters of ambush into their own den. One might as well wander naked into a jungle to hunt tigers. 
 
    The proper way to deal with pirates was to set up a tasty piece of bait and wait for them to fall into the trap. Most piratic alien races easily let their greed exceed their good sense. 
 
    The contract itself wasn’t specifically pirate hunting, but the writing was on the wall. It was, in theory, a scouting mission to determine the status of the stargate and to deliver the Cartography Guild’s repair and operations crews. The system’s stargate had gone offline half a century earlier, under unknown circumstances.  
 
    However, Leischner knew that if the system’s stargate had gone down due to pirates, then it would be full of pirates. The more he thought about it, the more insane he felt for accepting a contract to go into a pirate system with an inoperable stargate. Even if his crew wasn’t outmatched and enslaved or killed, they could just as likely wind up stranded. 
 
    In the time-honored tradition of mercs, the only reason Leischner had taken the contract was because the pay was too good. He’d let greed exceed his good sense. 
 
    There was a glimmer of hope that it could, potentially, be easy. The haven had been quiet for a few decades. The few records they’d received from the Cartography Guild said nothing had gone in or out for at least that long. The only solid planet was a rock with one indigenous, non-vegetation life form listed as “non-sentient and non-useful.” Mysteriously and disconcertingly, there were a significant number of races that had given the planet labels such as “cursed,” “forbidden,” and even a simple “do not go there,” which he might otherwise have found amusing.  
 
    Despite the wonderful pay, Leischner knew of Murphy, whose laws had governed military operations since the dawn of time. Murphy was quite the asshole, and if he had any say in this contract, there’d be multiple groups of better-than-average pirates who had a well-planned ambush and solid defense of those asteroids. Or worse. The worst-case scenario was what he expected. So… he prayed. 
 
    Prayed they weren’t naked and hunting tigers in a jungle. Or wading into a river to spear piranha. He’d read that most snakes didn’t actually have nests, but king cobras did, and therefore this would be like— 
 
    “Sir?” Lieutenant Pennett said. Captain Leischner recognized that the current duty officer of the Solstice Cruiser maintained her composure and did her level best to avoid looking around at the crew members, who were trying so hard to avoid looking awkwardly and uncomfortably at her. 
 
    He snapped out of his daydream and glanced up at her stern, stone expression. His eyes darted to the clock to see they were less than a minute from clearing hyperspace. Leischner put on his best poker face, sat up straight, and used his confident leader voice. “Everyone to stations.” 
 
    As an afterthought, he turned to his employer, the enigmatic bald man who’d made arrangements with the Cartography Guild and contracted Leischner to execute the crazy mission. Leischner wasn’t sure how much the guild was paying the man to organize the expedition, but it must have been a lot. 
 
    “I sure hope you’re right about this, sir.” 
 
    “I’ve told you before to call me Bull, not sir,” the man replied, “and I hope so, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 On the Planet Bitter End 
 
      
 
    There was a knock. 
 
    Cynthia Moxon was standing in front of a tall, thin mirror, tying up her red-streaked brunette hair into a ballerina bun. The room was large enough to contain a simple king-sized bed, a dresser, a desk with a propped-up slate, and a relatively small closet filled with a large number of uniforms and a few simple dresses. It had a metallic décor, and other than the dark red, satiny sheets, a heavily utilitarian look. Additionally, there was a wide, floor-to-ceiling weapons locker. Tradition held that the one in her position lived simply and humbly. Traditions the technocrats held in great contempt, she knew, yet would gladly use to shackle their protectors whenever possible. 
 
    “John?” Her hazel eyes didn’t turn to look, even though the door was already opening. She wore only a simple black skirt that ended just above the knees and a metallic bracer on her left arm. Her focus remained on placing tiny sparkly pins in her hair to keep her hair up and impeccable. 
 
    “The same, my Matriarch.” A tall, muscular, pepper-haired man, with a dignified look and signs of aging, stepped inside. He wore a black tuxedo jacket, a ruffled white shirt, a solid black kilt, and a white leather sporran. His arm bore a similar metallic bracer. John Maltz appeared indifferent to the mostly naked woman he was walking in on. The door slid gently closed behind him. 
 
    “Good, you can help with my corset.” As she finished placing a pin, her free hand grabbed a white corset with a spirally black pattern from atop the gray metal dresser to her left. She offered it to the newcomer, who gladly accepted it. He stretched the laces across her back and wrapped it around her, pushing the front together to connect the small metal buttons. In the array of mirrors, she watched his every move. 
 
    To her, the situation was ridiculous. Here they were, putting all this effort into an event—their most important tradition, sure—but an event in which his career as marine commander would be ending. The announcement would be made right after her toast. Technically, his position would last until midnight, when the new orders would take effect. Orders that had come from the technocrats. Never before had decisions been made in this way. 
 
    In the reflection, she saw his dark brown eyes focused intently on the job at hand. He took the laces in his hands, sorted out which he wanted in which hand, checked to confirm she was all connected in front, then began to work the top pair tight. 
 
    “Your hair is perfect, my love,” he said. He held one pair of strings tight, passed them into her waiting hand, and pulled the lower strings tight. Though there weren’t too many annual events in which they got this fancy, the two had done this for decades, and the motions were almost subconscious.  
 
    Those arrogant bastards thought they no longer had use for him. Their entire existence had always been based on their unity, their traditions. The engineers made that which kept them all alive; the wing and the marines protected them. Symbiosis, just like that shared with the Enders. Her thoughts ran aloud as she said, “Mercy, what it would be to be an Ender. So simple, so innocent, yet so brilliant.” 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said I’d never considered what it might be like to be one. On the other hand, have you ever seen them flare up?” He braced his leg behind her and picked his way up and down, swapping laces and pulling it ever tighter.  
 
    “No, and neither have you,” she replied. “I know we’ve all heard the stories, but can you even picture it when you look at them? You know how legends spiral over time.”  
 
     According to those willfully ignorant of recent events, the military was no longer needed. The engineers were, and in fact always had been, the reason they’d thrived as well as they had. This wasn’t that evident in her humble apartment, but the signs of burgeoning commercialization were growing exponentially. Needs were no longer an issue, and wants had passionately taken the lead. The Bitter End Wing and marines, however, found themselves with no immediate purpose. One could say it was the natural progression of things. Hard times made hard people; hard people made easy times. The greatest success of any military is in eliminating its own usefulness. It had, in fact, been months since she’d even opened her weapons locker. She sighed, but he showed no sign of noticing. 
 
    Cynthia sucked in a little more as he pulled harder. She grimaced. “Ugh, I think this corset has shrunk a little since last year. Can we leave it a little looser?” 
 
    “The first Matriarch is rolling over in her grave at the suggestion. As we’ve all been told, to her, the only proper way to wear this was to have perfect parallel lines almost touching in the back. But then, as things stand… traditions are dying, standards are relaxing…” He let go of the strings altogether, and they relaxed a little. He then grabbed the loose ends and worked on tying them up.  
 
    If anything, the most recent event proved the necessity for the military. Two unidentified ships had appeared in the system. One of their ships had docked, and a team of marines had attempted to board one of them. The reasons were unclear, but the unknown ship had exploded. Rather than use the incident to reaffirm the purpose of and bolster their forces, the technocrats had used the event as a reason to dismiss Maltz from his position as marine commander. 
 
    “Is your speech ready?” he asked. “Any different at all from last year?” 
 
    Now that the corset was as tight as her bones would allow, she watched as he dug into the great puzzle of tying up the massive amount of string left over. “Can you imagine what it was like back then? Everyone gathered at that first ball? They barely filled a small underground conference room. A room that was their one and only place to gather. The despair they must have felt… and here we are—” 
 
    The words caught in her throat as she, for the first time since he’d entered the room, let her eyes scan up to look at his face in the reflection. The tired expression and the numb, faraway look were immediately evident. She’d read the report but, buried as it was amongst others, she hadn’t taken the time to consider its impact on him. McCullough, the chief pharmacist and one of John’s oldest friends, had intentionally overindulged on his products. He’d lost a friend; he was losing his job… 
 
    Does he fear he’ll lose me as well?  
 
    John paused as he caught her watching him. He quickly looked to the side and down. He blinked, gave a half smile, and looked back at the laces. 
 
    He tucked daisy-chained laces into the tightly crossed lacing at the base.  
 
    “Sorry, you asked about my speech. I’d like to think I tweaked it a bit, but it’s mostly the same old speech. No reason to mess with perfection, right?” His walls had come up, and his charming, cavalier gentleman mask had remolded his face. 
 
    “Why do you think I’ve stuck with you all these years, my love? I try to mess with ‘perfection’ as often as you’ll let me.” It pained her to see the response, but it wasn’t in her nature to run from battles. She closed her eyes, drew her breath in slowly through her nose, and breathed it back out. Then she glared at him until he glared back. 
 
    “John. I know what happened. Tell me how you are.” His walls visibly crumbled. 
 
    “It wasn’t too much of a surprise. What does that say about me?” He smirked cynically. “We have an abundance of ways to do it. The stigma we built into our society against it is no longer enough. There are more every day. Our numbers still grow, but hope on Bitter End is fading. Ironically, our resources have become more than we could ever need, except in a generation, we’ll be a genetic disaster. Did you know the odds of finding someone here who isn’t related to you are now about 6%? Sure, the geneticists claim it’s not all that bad, but no one believes them. Our traditions are dying; our sense of purpose is gone.” 
 
    By now, his expression had gone blank, and the greatest living hero on the planet looked as if he might just hop on into the abyss. 
 
    “Any hope of escaping this hell may have died with that ship we destroyed. We did what we always do, we raced to defend ourselves, and this time we were wrong. The masses now have nothing but disdain for the same military that ensured our survival for so long. That same military may not be equipped for whatever comes looking for retribution for what we did. They’re right to hate us for that.” Finished tying and tucking, he dropped his hands to his sides and stared in the direction of his handiwork. It was clear he didn’t see it; instead, he stared through it. 
 
    “For better or for worse, we’ve brought this on ourselves. That may have been our one chance, and we missed it. Destroyed it. The technocrats who are finally finding their way into power, and who, quite possibly, will be leading an actual rebellion against us—if we’re not wiped out by some new alien race first—just might have a point. We know something is coming, and we must be better prepared than ever. Thirty years ago, we were elite, battle-hardened killers. Unfortunately, now, we have nothing but innocent, idealistic kids who’ve only read about combat in stories and seen it in old Earth vids. The masses have only ever known peace and wonder why we even exist. This is nothing you don’t already know; I’m simply out of answers. It was so simple once. Oh, to be an Ender…” 
 
    He sighed, stood straighter, and forced a half-hearted smile. A look of surprise told her he hadn’t noticed her hands cupping around his face. In the meantime, his hands had found their way around her waist. At this realization, he perked up a little more. The charming gentleman returned, but this one was genuine. “No matter. At least I may soon have a great deal of time on my hands to better focus my attention on the needs of one much more deserving.” Her eyes remained sorrowful, but she smiled and chuckled at that. 
 
    “That sounds more like my dashing young marine boy. That sounds like the Hero of the Last Outpost. Just remember what Morgan would say.” His tension relaxed at that, and he joined her in laughter.  
 
    “Of course, Cyn.” He pulled her into a kiss. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A short while later, Cynthia stood on a dais at one end of the massive ballroom. Everyone was silent, all eyes on her. Marine Commander (until midnight) Maltz stood behind her to the right. The announcement had just been made that Marine Commander John Maltz had been forced to retire and was being replaced with someone the technocrats could much more easily control. They’d actually said he was choosing to retire and his replacement was the greatest possible choice to lead the marines into the future. Cynthia, however, had only heard the subtext. 
 
    She couldn’t help but glance over at the black-haired leader of the technocrats, Director Cole Stein. The title “director” had been created just for him—a reflection of the increasing amount of power the technocrats yielded. It was increasingly obvious that the only way to stop his power grab would be to start an actual shooting war. As much as she knew her side—having all the firepower and training—would win, she couldn’t put the people of Bitter End through that. If it was ordained to come to shooting, she sure as hell wasn’t going to shoot first. 
 
    On the off chance the crisis could be averted, it was time to say some flowery words for those who still believed. 
 
    “We all know how this started. Everyone in here knows our history. What all of you may be unsure of is our future. I urge you, do not fear it. When we first arrived here, the challenges we faced make our struggles today seem petty. At our darkest moment, we found the strength not just to survive, but to thrive. We found the strength to overcome insurmountable odds and build what we have built. We found the strength and the courage and the determination to make Bitter End our home. To defeat the great hordes that hid out in the belt. To make ourselves mighty. That is our legacy. We turned hell into home.” She turned and gestured to the Ender to her left. Her bracer shimmered as she spoke, and the Ender shimmered briefly in response. 
 
    “We turned what we’d thought were monsters into our family. When the first matriarch came here, did she crumble under the weight of her lost comrades? Did she cave at the endless pain she suffered? Did she lose hope, even though there seemed none to be found? Of course not. She never lost hope, never relented, never wavered.” She smiled. “At her first opportunity, the first chance she had to take a breath, she made this.” She opened her arms out wide and gestured to the entire room. “She created the Remembrance Ball, a night to remember our struggles, but not to mourn. She founded this on one very simple premise. Trite, you might say. Cliché, some might say. Boringly simplistic, others might say. But when one has stared into the abyss and seen it stare back, when one has stood in the deepest pit of hell and had the determination to climb out, these words ring crystal clear for those who understand where they come from. People of Bitter End…” Maltz held out a glass to her, and she turned to accept it from him. Cynthia Moxon, the wing commander, the matriarch, raised her glass to the ballroom. Everyone raised theirs back.  
 
    “Life is for the living!” 
 
    “Life is for the living!” came the thunderous reply. It was immediately followed by the standard marine retort.  
 
    “And life is sweeter at the Bitter End! OO-RAH!” 
 
    Same speech as always.  
 
    Another ironic twist that this party, once meant as a reaffirmation that they were all still alive and fighting to remain so, had now become an escape from the impending disasters. Within a generation, this would likely all be gone.  
 
    She lowered her glass and turned back to look at John. His lips smiled, he nodded and raised his glass slightly to her, but his eyes remained empty. He obviously didn’t believe a word she’d just said. His wife, the wing commander, the matriarch, wasn’t sure she believed it either. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Will lowered his glass, awkwardly adjusted his simple black leather sporran, attempted to suck in his gut a little, and straightened his back.  
 
    “Hey, I’m going to grab myself a Bit steak,” said his buddy, Tom. Will nodded as he walked away. Having shown up on time, Will had already had some of the heavily spiced meat. After Enders, the Bits were the other animal-like life form on Bitter End. They were almost indistinguishable from the Enders, except they didn’t shimmer, didn’t seem to communicate, tasted far better (the records said—no one alive had ever eaten an Ender), and showed no signs of sentience. They were the only non-vegetation form of protein on the planet.  
 
    He glanced around at the immense event as he took a sip of his iced tea. One would think they’d all have more beverage choices by now. There were rumors that sodas and some drinks that hadn’t been drunk since the early days of Bitter End were being released these days. He’d even heard a proper brewery was starting up. Early reports hinted there were even several varieties of beer, and more importantly, none of them tasted like urine. Alas, at this venue, it was still mostly coffee, tea, fruit juice, bitter, watery wine, and whiskey.  
 
    As luck would have it, tonight of all nights, Will was scheduled on an alert crew, so no whiskey for him. As if anything would happen.  
 
    It’s probably for the best.  
 
    Will wasn’t exactly known for being able to hold his liquor. It would be useful, however, to have a bit more courage in his system. Monica was particularly stunning tonight in a shiny green corset and a tight, black, knee-length skirt. As a sensor operator on one of the bigger ships, she was on a course to advance rapidly and eventually outrank him. He had no issues being a kept man. 
 
    Planning his approach, he reviewed what he had to offer. He was of average build, had average scores in pilot training, overall average records… Honestly, in earlier days, he would never have made it as a pilot. Really early on, he might have, as history told that almost everyone had been expected to do anything as needed. After the first generation, though, selection for pilots and marines had been incredibly discerning, i.e., “the best of the best.” Luckily for him, need and popularity had diminished, and these days, anyone interested had a chance. He’d become a pilot with hopes of attracting girls, but it hadn’t worked out thus far. 
 
    I do have an endless knowledge of old Earth aviation and naval trivia. Yeah, right, Will, ‘cause chicks really dig that.  
 
    He sighed. 
 
    This line of thought isn’t helping. Breathe. Calm down. Just remember that you’re a great guy, and tonight is your night.  
 
    Will DeWitt was making his move and changing the course of his fate forever—just as soon as he worked out what he was going to say and stopped gawking like a moron. Especially since Tom had left him solo, which made him look all the more stalker-like. His eyes darted around, and he took an awkward sip in a desperate, counterproductive attempt to look cool and relaxed. 
 
    There were easily over a thousand people in the great, expansive ballroom. A dozen spiraling, sparkling chandeliers spun magically in a great ring around the domed ceiling, easily twenty feet off the ground, but each a marvel to behold. The floor was several concentric circles of descending levels to a large central area, where most of the dancing was taking place. Currently there was soft, classical, let’s have a few drinks and talk music. 
 
    The Enders were uncharacteristically social tonight, and their large, tubular bodies shimmered spectacularly all around the party. Were it not for the metallic shimmer, they would be drab, giant, worm-slug things, like the Bits. The large, opal, hemispherical eyes took in all the sights, and they conversed as individuals. It was always a curiosity that they could somehow act collectively most of the time, and still act as individuals when it suited them. There was so much about the Enders that even their finest minds still didn’t understand. 
 
    Another marvel of the party was that only half the wing and the marines were even there. Once upon a time, the great Remembrance Ball had been mandatory for all citizens. That was simply no longer practical, and even now, only the active combat units were guaranteed access. Naturally, there were important representatives of the various technocracies, partners of the attending service members, and leadership from the support units. They were easy to spot, as they mostly bucked tradition by wearing old Earth-style tuxedos and slinky cocktail dresses.  
 
    He took another sip, a little more lost in serious thought as he reflected on the time when this had been the only party, the only real celebration, and even then, only held when there wasn’t some other crisis to attend to. There had been two major constants, and they’d persisted throughout its history: the men wore kilts, and the women wore corsets. That was a holdover from the times of the first wing commander, Morgan Stein, and the first marine commander, Matthew Macallan. That had been their decree, and it had held ever since, at least for the Remembrance Ball.  
 
    Some said it was simply because the two of them had liked the fashion, so they’d forced it on the rest. Some believed they’d been trying to create something a little more whimsical than the existence they were facing, which it certainly had. Yet others knew as fact that they were simply trying to draw out the lust in the survivors to help encourage reproduction. That it did in spades, or so Will had heard. 
 
    Most of those in traditional corsets and kilts wore simple black and white ensembles, in accordance with the latest fashion. Some of the older ones, he noted, still wore the complex, multicolor plaid patterns that had once helped ball attendees determine the lineage of prospective partners. This was to preempt them from being later embarrassed to discover they were in some way related.  
 
    They were no longer useful, as they were now blindingly complicated patterns one had to stare at for several minutes before coming to a conclusion. It was already difficult enough to learn the strange, shimmering language of the Enders. Tracing lineage through tartans after so many generations was just absurd. These days, you had to plan carefully with a geneticist. Unsurprisingly, they charged a great deal. Will had shelled out for one, which brought him back to Monica. 
 
    Her icy green eyes sat above beautifully cut high cheekbones and a cute little nose. Her raven-black hair framed her striking face in a short, straight, chin-length bob. Normally he was a fan of the color streaks most women favored, but in her case, it worked beautifully to leave it as nature intended. Her shoulders were bare, with proudly displayed assets. Wearing heels, she was about as tall as he was. Another sign of fate, right? 
 
    The only major problem that he could determine was she was talking to Chan. A big, hulking brute of a marine with a massive, skintight white blouse that showed off every bit of disgusting muscle. His kilt was a simple black, a sure sign of no imagination and a need to follow the pack. Will’s, on the other hand, was very well thought out, a stylish black with blue pinstripes. It had been expensive but worth it. 
 
    Chan was actually on the squad assigned to his ship. He had absolutely no respect whatsoever for the wing. To him, the wing was just his means of travel to wherever a real man with a real gun and lots of explosives was needed. Completely one dimensional—all meat, no brain, just like the antagonists in the cheesier Earth comedy vids. 
 
    Will wondered what Chan was saying to her. In his best gruff, meathead voice, he muttered to himself, “Heeeyyyy! Me marine. See these muscles? Me got medal for blowing up scout ship. Enough small talk, we go crack like bunnies now?” 
 
    Someone behind him snorted and punched him hard in the arm. “Will, you bust me up. Is that what we sound like when we talk?” 
 
    He came out of his trance and transferred his glass to his left hand so he could rub his now sore left arm. It was Jess, another marine on his ship’s squad. She’d always been nice to Will, and not just because she actually knew his name. With short-cropped blond hair and a super athletic build, she could definitely bench press him, even at the 1.4 Earth gravities of Bitter End. Her silver corset looked more like armor over a long, black skirt that reached almost down to her ankles. There was a time it would have been thought scandalous. Her feet were covered in none other than her heavy black issued boots. 
 
    Will gave a somewhat embarrassed smile. “Hey, Jess… sorry, I was just, uh, thinking out loud. Heh, I really have no excuse for—” 
 
    “Save it; he deserves it.” Her smile died. “We all know his medal was for talking to the media and blaming everything on Maltz. I hear back in history, back when we fought real wars, medals were awarded by the military, not the technocrats… for things such as gallantry and valor.” There was bitterness in her words, and she smirked and shook her head slowly. “I still remember that loud ‘woo-hoo’ he was shouting after he pushed off from the ship and the charge went off. If anything, you should have gotten the medal. You’re the one who pulled off a miracle and got us onto that ship. Well, what can we do, huh?”  
 
    For no reason he could discern, her smile turned mischievous. After a brief moment’s thought, Will realized the music had picked up. It was “Revenants of the Bitter End,” a crowd favorite. The tune, he knew, had been stolen from an old Earth Irish American band, but the lyrics had been reworked. Her smile turned downright devilish as she grabbed his arm and swung him into a jig.  
 
    She was definitely leading, which made him smile. They bounced in a circle one way, she spun him around, and they circled the other way. As they did so, they moved a little bit around their ring of the floor. She tossed him off to a new partner, a happy, busty girl whose hair had come loose and flowed all around. This one he got to lead; he swung her to the left, and spun, and swung her to the right. Kind of a cute girl, who was all smiles.  
 
    Jess grabbed him back a few swings later. She dragged him a little further counterclockwise, switched off to new partners, but quickly found her way back to him. Her smile was infectious, and he started to laugh. Jess passed him off again and picked him back up a few turns later. This continued until Will, laughing and having a blast, suddenly found himself arm in arm with Monica.  
 
    Damn, Jess is good. 
 
    Monica’s twinkly green eyes gazed back at him as they swung, and she smiled the most beautiful smile he’d ever seen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    A more private party was taking place on one of the far-flung asteroid outposts on the ring. A man rolled over to catch his breath, sweat beads sliding off his body and drifting away. The woman rolled to face him and peered out from under half-open lids. 
 
    “Can you imagine, they pay us to do this?” She propped herself up on one arm and used the other to grab the bars of the headboard to keep from drifting away. The man swung his legs down and slid his feet into magnetic sandals, then slipped out from under the straps and shuffled toward the refrigerator. Pairing was one of the most popular ways to fill the Ring outpost assignments. The premise was pretty simple. Send an amorous couple out as long as you could get them to sign a contract for, and give periodic psych evaluations to make sure they weren’t driving each other crazy. Otherwise, let them stay as long as they wanted. It was very popular with young couples. 
 
    Granted, the preprocessed, freeze-dried food was getting old, as was the funk of two people living, sweating, and performing other bodily functions in microgravity, and in a cramped space where you could never get away from them. Other than that… 
 
    “I know what you mean. We get to do nothing but crack away and watch old Earth vids for months. Tell me this isn’t the best vacation you and I have ever taken.” He paused, closed his eyes, and started to laugh. “Sorry, that was stupid. It’s the only vacation we’ve ever taken. Or anyone else, for that matter. Want something?” He opened the door, grabbed a chilled flavored water bag, popped a straw into it, and started sucking. As he pulled it out, he put his finger over the end of the straw.  
 
    “Yeah, throw me one, please.” The man reached in and floated a bag to her, straw attached. Then he drifted back over to the bed. 
 
    “Let’s see, is there anything we haven’t watched yet…” He put one arm into the bed strap and pulled himself back onto it. Then he pulled the remote out of a strap on the side. She rolled a little closer and put a hand on his chest. 
 
    This had to be the greatest and least demanding job a person could have. Zero responsibilities—it was the perfect escape from the dismal planet and its dismal people.               
 
    A door slid open, and the couple on the bed turned to see the Ender shimmering. They pushed themselves up and floated quickly to the screens, grabbing onto the handholds to each side to keep from crashing. They peered intently into them. 
 
    “Slag, he’s right. Is this real?” the woman asked. The man nodded and gave a half laugh. The attempted bravado of the chuckle couldn’t conceal his face going pale. 
 
    “It’s real. What’re the odds?” The vacation was over. He turned back to the Ender and spoke into his bracer. “Confirmed. Notify Bitter End.” 
 
    The bracer on his left arm shimmered in a seemingly random pattern. The Ender shimmered back. The woman let go of the bed, kicked off, and drifted to her locker.  
 
    “Let’s suit up. Any coffee left?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    The music ended, and the dancers stopped. Will was embarrassed to realize he was sweating quite a bit. He was still holding onto Monica’s arm and heard the music switch to something low and soft.  
 
    I should keep dancing. 
 
    He gently grabbed one hand and slid the other around her waist.  
 
    Well, she’s not running away; this is good.  
 
    He started the basic ballroom shuffle people do when they don’t quite know how to dance to the slow stuff. Will felt the need to say something; at a moment like this, someone should say something. Inevitably, the hard metal would start playing soon, and conversation would become impossible. Ask her what she’d been doing lately? No, way too boring. A joke about corsets, maybe? Like what? The only possibilities that came to mind were atrociously dirty pickup lines. Those would definitely never work. 
 
    “Seriously, Will,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she said.  
 
    Oops… get ahold of yourself, Will. Crack it, just be honest and tell her how beautiful she is. Because… she is. 
 
    “Monica…” His next words trailed off as he saw her eyes widen and wander off to his left, and as he turned, he caught it in his peripheral vision as well. The Enders were lighting up in unison, flashing the alert. A warship in the system. By the time the klaxons sounded, the massive room was already half cleared. The tuxedos and cocktail dresses, a large number of which didn’t understand the Enders, remained. They stood, rolling their eyes, commenting on the drama.  
 
    Will sprinted down the hallways, slid down a set of stairs and through the corridors with practiced precision. He wasn’t used to dodging this many other people, but it hardly slowed him down. Down a stairwell, turn right, straight through another corridor, and down three more flights of stairs at the other end. When he turned left, the locker room door was already open.  
 
    By the time Will crossed the threshold, the kilt was dropping. Soon after, his jacket and shirt were slung up on a hook, and one hand was grabbing his undergarments, stepping in with one leg. The other hand caught up, guiding the other leg in and working them up. Both hands went into his shirt, pushed up, pulled the neck, and slid it down. Now one hand grabbed the bar to lift himself up into the jumpsuit. “Go slow to go fast” was the mantra. Practiced movements, knowing when to wiggle and how to keep from making anything snag on everything else. Will, an otherwise incredibly klutzy person, had years of experience with these movements, which made him seem downright graceful.  
 
    He slid down into the jumpsuit, grabbed the hips, pushed, stood, and eased the arms in on both sides. Pushing the hands out, up, and in, he wiggled the fingers into place, stretched one until the glove was tight, and then used the good hand to guide the other. 
 
    His jumpsuit was the latest in Bitter Ender engineering. It had two primary functions, allowing him to survive in the void of space and keeping blood in his brain during the high-G maneuvering he would soon encounter. It also had a few pouches with survival equipment and some light armored plates that were better than nothing for shielding vital areas. In ground mode, his suit’s oxygen regulator would use ambient air until he plugged it into his ship. After that, he’d be hooked up to ship’s oxygen and equipped with an emergency disconnect to swap it to the ejection harness supply. 
 
    Now that he was fully dressed, he braced below the zipper with one hand, and pulled hard and steady across the body to the top, grabbing his helmet before he was done. Catching it with the other hand, he twisted it, snapped it into place, turned around, stepped backward, and pushed his arms into the ejection rig harness. Tightening the straps with one hand, he grabbed his “go bag” with the other. Next he would put on the… 
 
    Where’s my holster?  
 
    “Where the crack is my holster?” The others looked at him innocently and sheepishly as they worked to suit themselves. He wasted precious seconds digging around, re-checking places he’d already looked. Crack it, Will was going without it. If he needed a pistol, anyway, it was too late. 
 
    He started the race to his cockpit and tightened his straps the whole way. Up the stairs—which were more like a ladder—that led up to his ship.  
 
    The ship, a BE415 Javelin, was a long cylinder with spikes all the way around and all the way up—the maneuver thrusters. Launch thrusters at the base were used to make orbit and, subsequently, for major accelerations. Unlike the proper fighters, its primary purpose was to deliver the marines to the target, where they could wreak havoc. The lower third of the ship housed the drive itself, with stacks of drones around the outside. The middle compartment held an eight-person marine team with deployment panels and turrets on four of eight sides. Right now, they were all open, and some of the marines were locking themselves in. Chan wasn’t there yet. Will gritted his teeth. “Take your sweet time, slaghole; it’s not like our whole existence might be in jeopardy.” 
 
    The top third of the ship bristled with lasers and missiles in a ring around the flight deck, where Will was going. From where he entered, it was a tight fit, but once inside, he’d have the luxury of being able to get out and stretch his legs in a small compartment behind him. The right seat was more of a long, cushiony platform with shiny slates in a semi-cylinder to the other side. 
 
    He reached the top, set the bag in its rack, grabbed the bar across with his right hand, crouched, and put his right leg into its spot. He then grabbed the left-hand bar, stepped in with his left leg, held tight with both hands to ease himself back into the seat, and wiggled a little until the ejection harness clicked into place. Barely three minutes after the Enders had begun flashing the alert, Will was running through pre-flight checks and felt himself slowly oozing into the gel cushions that would protect his body during high-G maneuvering. Forty seconds later, as he was finishing the preflight check and prepping the startup sequence, his Ender, Sandy, was scooting into its spot off to Will’s right. He was ready. Everything so far was just like he’d trained. 
 
    Will took a deep breath. The silence was aggravating. 
 
    “Sierra Victor Five Lead, status.” Nothing. 
 
    “Sierra. Victor. Five. Lead. STATUS!” Will closed his eyes in frustration, and the next three seconds felt like an eternity.  
 
    Dammit, Chan… 
 
    “Clamping in now. Ready for startup.” The word startup wasn’t quite out by the time Will was flipping switches to fire up his bird. Thruster one fired up and checked good. Two good, three good, four good, five good. All systems checked; maneuver thrusters all green. Sandy had already received and uploaded coordinates for the initial launch rally point. Standard protocol was to identify a point at the exact opposite side of Bitter End from the target. The wing would launch in that direction, meld into the asteroid ring, and then disperse on separate flight paths that were still being worked out. This would allow them to launch unnoticed, disappear into the belt, and then organize for a mass attack.  
 
    Historically, attempts at communicating with alien adversaries had never succeeded. Before the more recent arrival, all the alien races they’d encountered had been hostile, which was why they’d been so spring-loaded to attack. Experience had shown that striking first was always the best way. Even now, it could be reasonably assumed that whatever had just arrived was seeking retaliation. 
 
    Another deep breath… and another.  
 
    What the hell is taking the team this cracking long to— 
 
    “Sierra Victor Five Team secured.” 
 
    Will spoke toward his bracer. “Sierra Victor Five ready for launch.” His bracer shimmered a metallic rainbow. Sandy shimmered similarly. 
 
    Will focused in on the other Javelins already launching, pissed they’d gotten their calls in before him. What the crack had taken his team so long? Sandy shimmered launch clearance, and console lights turned green. About cracking time. 
 
    He released the mooring clamps and fired all thrusters. The acceleration pushed him back, and he tensed, breathing in short bursts as they launched. For his first few dozen launches, this moment had felt like it lasted hours. Now, he was surprised by how quickly they broke out of the atmosphere and hit the silence. As the ship cleared the planet’s gravity, he killed his thrusters so the ship would simply drift out to the rally point, undetectable to sensors. At least, undetectable to any sensors they’d so far encountered. Hopefully that would hold true for this new threat, whatever it was.  
 
    So far, so good. He took the moment to breathe out his frustration with the team. No point bringing it up again, as it was really just seconds and a little bit of his pride. The other Javelin pilots would give him a rash of slag later, but it was all in good fun. Well, if there was a later. 
 
    Will projected the Mission Package that had been generated by the controllers onto a screen. It was essentially a trajectory to the target de-conflicted from the other ships. As they got closer, it was understood they’d each pick their way through the asteroid ring as stealthily as they could and avoid contact as long as possible. For now, the goal was to get there, hide, and wait for everyone else to be in place.  
 
    “Sierra Victor Five Team, have you reviewed the details?” 
 
    “Yeah. Wake us up when something exciting happens.”  
 
    Must be nice, sitting back there with nothing to do but wait. 
 
    Such little regard for the fact that he’d spend the next few hours focused on not killing them all as he worked his way through the ring. Push a little left, straighten out, shoot the gap between two unusually close asteroids, bend right and up around the big one. Nice and easy, just like he’d done so many times before. Still exactly like training. 
 
    A big, flashing message popped up and was set to repeat every couple minutes. “Posture is monitor only. Do not approach, do not engage. Maintain radio silence and asteroid masking.”  
 
    Command didn’t want a repeat of the last encounter if possible. They, or Chan specifically, had set off a breaching charge. The vessel, either by some catastrophic chain reaction, self-destruction, or something else, had detonated. On post investigation, it had been determined to be a small scout vessel. By all rationale, it had likely held the key to their discovery by the Galactic Union. Chan had gotten a medal. The marine commander had lost his job, effective in the next couple hours. 
 
    “Sierra Victor Five Lead, do you copy the flash from command?” Tick, tick, tick… 
 
    “He’s already out, Will. We’ll keep him honest. In the meantime, we’ll be enjoying a viewing of Aliens to get us in the mood.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jess. You’ve certainly got the time. Give my best to Ferro.” His least favorite part of the marines’ all-time favorite movie was when the dropship pilot got eaten. “Hope the ride doesn’t get too bumpy back there, but no promises.” 
 
    Upon approaching the ring, he used his maneuver thrusters to slide gently into it and drifted in along his route. He’d race toward one asteroid, nestle against it, and then make a quick burn toward the next one. Similar to the launch, asteroid flying had been nerve-wracking when he’d started, but now it was routine. The only part he hadn’t done a thousand times was exit the ring into a fight. None of them had. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Having arrived at the end of his plotted route, Will got bleary-eyed as he settled into an endless series of tiny maneuvers to remain in position behind the final asteroid. As it tumbled, he got the view of the small outpost where some lucky couple lived, keeping watch for events like this.  
 
    Must be incredible, living out here with the girl of your dreams… 
 
    Without any resistance, images of Monica appeared in his head. They were alone aboard one of these luxurious little bastions of peace and quiet. A more romantic setting didn’t exist for the people of Bitter End. He’d heard people sometimes got sick of each other, being in such close proximity for long periods. Personally, he was willing to take that chance. 
 
    Shimmers rippled up and down Sandy as a message came in. Orders had changed. The ship seemed to be maneuvering straight to the stargate, and command was directing all available ships to intercept it. His heart rate spiked, and he pushed away from the asteroid and dodged around it to clear the ring. 
 
    “Sierra Victor Five Team, assault order was given, we are inbound,” he said to his marines. “Prep for deploy.” He had no actual idea what they did when he said that. They probably just stood up a little straighter and checked their weapons again. Granted, it would probably still be forever until they actually deployed, but they had to be ready. 
 
    “Any idea why orders changed?” Jess asked. 
 
    “Well, we know they’re heading for the stargate…” Will said, but doubt and curiosity crept in as he said it. 
 
    “And we’re going to stop them?” Jess asked with a heavy dose of skepticism. 
 
    “Huh, wha-what’s happening?” Chan asked. 
 
    Will thought about it for a moment. The fact that the unidentified vessel was heading for the stargate was interesting, but the stargate didn’t work, as far as they knew. If this ship had plans to somehow get the stargate working, that’s exactly what the people of Bitter End had hoped for since decades before Will had been born. Stopping them didn’t seem like the best course of action. 
 
    Why would the wing commander or the marine commander… 
 
    He checked the time. Marine Commander Maltz had been officially replaced. Director Stein’s stooge replacement was calling the shots. 
 
    <<Orders are orders,>> Sandy flashed. 
 
    “Yeah… orders are orders, guys,” Will said. 
 
    Even if they suck. 
 
    “Dammit, what orders?” Chan asked. 
 
    “Fill him in, Jess, I’m heading out to form us up.” 
 
     A sense of doom grew in the back of his mind.  
 
    Here’s hoping we don’t destroy our second chance in a century to get out of here. 
 
    To Sandy, he asked, “Are we sure they’re not broadcasting anything? No sign of what these things are?” 
 
    <<Command says no, and I’m not receiving anything we recognize. Of course, these Javelins can hear very little. One of us mentioned receiving a transmission from a Tiger.>> 
 
    He shuddered. The Tigers hadn’t been seen in the system since well before the Battle of the Last Outpost, but they were one of the two most feared aliens on Bitter End. The other most feared were the Roaches—as legend had it, the Roaches had almost wiped out the colony in its first few days. 
 
    Sandy relayed the attack pattern, and he maneuvered to join it. He fired his main thrusters and convinced himself he could see the white arcs of the other ships doing the same. That wasn’t really possible, nor would it be until he was practically on top of the warship. From this quadrant of the ring, dozens of drones were now launching from asteroids to join them. The cat-and-mouse game would soon become one of attrition between missiles, decoys, and drones.  
 
    As Will pressed in, he joined up with the rest of the Sierra Victor formation. The main force was now launching. The Javelin’s new job was to distract and disrupt until the heavy hitters showed up. His mind drifted back to the reason their orders had changed. 
 
    Focus on the formation, Will.  
 
    He was on the top left of a sort of gullwing spear formation with the lead in the center, but low, with the wings cascading and ascending behind him. A screen of drones led the way. If the enemy was going to engage, it would happen soon. The primary purpose, for now, was to soak up any missile spreads so the main force could engage the warship itself. After that happened, however, the roles would switch. The main force would keep the warship distracted, while the Javelins attempted to land marines. He got the feeling it was going to be a pretty bad brawl. Jumping off an asteroid to close with one unsuspecting ship, as they had a few weeks prior, was one thing. Open space battle was another. 
 
    They’d closed much more than he’d expected before the ship launched a large spread of missiles in their direction. 
 
    Calm your heartbeat, be ready to… 
 
    “Separate!” the flight lead called on their private channel. With the Ender on board, it was easy to maintain situational awareness on the rest of his flight, and to generate a very clear two-dimensional depiction of the fight on one of his screens. Three dimensions would have been nice, but it never seemed to be an engineering priority to develop.  
 
    The flight sent their own counter missiles and deployed drones to soak up the incoming spread. Those, the Enders would control in a delicate dance. As the flight broke apart, the enemy missiles diverged as well, where the Enders could more easily intercept them. 
 
    Just keep them occupied. 
 
    A fleet of enemy drones followed the missile spread. If he got a good shot, he would take it. His marines finally got to take part as well. Each had their own turret with a small, but theoretically effective, laser.  
 
    Dodge right, spin, pick one of the drones, draw a bead, take a shot, keep moving. Kick in the acceleration, race to a new spot, and spin it back around. For what seemed like forever, he and all the other Javelins were caught up in the fight of their lives.  
 
    The dot representing Sierra Victor Three on his display unceremoniously disappeared. That had been Sean Tober and all of Team Three. He didn’t know what had happened, just that they were gone. This happened all the time in the simulations, but it had never been real. Just… gone. 
 
    Push it aside. 
 
    On one display, he realized they were getting close to the warship. Maybe these drones were meant to draw his flight into it. Missiles and decoys launched constantly from both sides in a steady stream, mostly depleting each other, but occasionally finding their marks. 
 
    “Lead, Five. We’re getting close to the warship.” 
 
    “Noted, Five. Our big ships are heading this way. Just keep these guys occupied.” 
 
    “Nonlethal means” were out the window. The protocol evolved to “do what you must to survive.” It occurred to him that the flashing message hadn’t appeared in a while. There would be no directive to counter it, it would just be left to the judgement of flights based on their engagement. Not perfect, but they figured it out quickly enough. 
 
    A drone winked out on his display, and it was so close, Will could see the small puff to his upper left. He lined up on another one, took a few shots, and rocketed to displace again. They were getting really close to the warship. Perhaps the warship was coming to them. 
 
    Sierra Victor Six, Mitzi Rodriguez, blinked out. Crack, he’d known her since nursery. Sandy shimmered. Focused as he should be on his situation, Will still couldn’t help but glance over at his Ender, who was shimmering the same message over and over. Still dodging, he banked, turned, pulled, and raced back away from the bigger ship. He kicked in the acceleration a little longer to give himself a little more space. He needed time to process what Sandy had just told him. Time to verify it. He started some random maneuvering, the kind he could perform almost subconsciously. He strained in his seat as he did so, muscles aching. 
 
    “What? Are you sure? How do you know that?” His bracer translated the words to flashes. A moment later, one of his displays flipped over to a real-time close in of the enemy ship. Sandy had focused it specifically on one spot, where a series of lights flashed in a recurring pattern. Three long flashes, three short flashes, and then three long flashes. The lights paused for a long second, and the pattern repeated. 
 
    “That’s SOS!” Will shouted. “That’s Morse code! They’ve gotta be Humans! Pass that to command, Sandy!” 
 
    Light shimmered across Sandy’s skin. 
 
    <<I’ve passed the message. Awaiting response.>> 
 
    “Lead, Five. Do you see that? Do you get what it means?” 
 
    “Copy, Five, standing by for word.” 
 
    Sandy shimmered. Even with missiles and drones whirling around him in a frenzy, even with the warship bearing down on them, time stood still as he waited for a response. 
 
    <<Command believes the signal is either a trap or a coincidence.>> 
 
    “Like hell it is,” Will replied. He spun and pulled to dodge a missile. Sandy took the missile out with a defensive laser. 
 
    <<Command is directing us to disengage. They’re launching a full assault. We’re to reform so we can screen it.>> 
 
    “What? Why? We should be trying to talk!” 
 
    “Sierra Victors, disengage and head for the ring,” Lead said. “Pure evasive.”  
 
    As soon as she made the call, she vanished from his display. That had been Kate O’Brien. She’d technically been his aunt, but had always acted more as a big sister.  
 
    The warship was right on top of them and had way too much firepower. There was no way they would ever reach the ring.  
 
    Will was going to die, and so were his marines, the remains of his flight, and countless more. 
 
    “Sandy, can we unencrypt our transmissions?” He was pretty sure he knew the answer, but hoped he was wrong. 
 
    <<No. Only Command can authorize the decryption of our intership transmissions.>> 
 
    Well, that seals it. Only one other way to do this. 
 
    “Okay, Sandy. I want you to flash our position lights in the exact same sequence that ship is doing.” 
 
    Will rolled, pulled hard, and aimed straight for the jets of the warship, which had just passed by.  
 
    “Goddammit, what are you doing! The order was to disengage! Do your job and get us the crack out of here!” Chan shouted, but Will punched off his comms with the Team.  
 
    <<He’s right. Orders are orders.>> 
 
    “Well, the orders suck. We’re going to prove that.” 
 
    If there was one thing the Javelin pilots of Bitter End were good at, it was closing with a large ship without getting blown up. Most of their training, in simulators and in real boarding exercises, centered around riding the edges of the engine plumes, where defenses were the least effective, and docking with larger ships. That was the tactic that had defeated the pirates in the system long before his time. Granted, those were all rickety, old, jury-rigged pirate ships, but they were taught that the idea was sound, regardless of the size of the ship. It was time to put all that training into practice and hope that belief was correct. 
 
    A little in… a little out. A touch up… a touch down… 
 
    As he approached, he rode the line as gingerly as he could, pushing as close as he could stand and easing back out when warnings came up. Now if the ship turned… it was useless to worry about that. 
 
    He caught his breath as he felt himself angle in too much. Radiation and temperature warnings flashed, but the ship righted itself before anything went critical. It didn’t make sense, but he could swear the ship had done it without his input. 
 
    He narrowly avoided the burn of the warship’s jets, settled in right against its skin, and decreased velocity to match the ship as best he could. There was little damage his weapons could do to the warship, but there was conversely little chance of the warship’s weapons doing much to him. There was still some chance, he was reminded, as an explosion rocked him sideways. The enemy—no, Human, not enemy—drones were still chasing him. To them, he was now an enemy. 
 
    He jinked a little rather than simply race along the surface, but he still hugged it as tightly as he could. Missile plumes rose out sporadically around him, but they were easy to avoid. Turrets and antennae flashed by. Normally, if he’d gotten this close to a warship, he’d open the doors and drop the marines to do some real damage by either setting charges or trying to board it. That was the worst possible thing they could do right now. 
 
    His eyes darted around, trying to find something that looked like a bridge or command room, a flight deck or Crack! any kind of window… 
 
    There. That had to be it. He cut his main thrusters, steered close by, kicked in yaw to spin the ship around, killed the momentum, drifted, and eased into a stop immediately in front of the big glass port looking thing he’d spotted. It had to be either a window or a camera. He prayed it was the latter. 
 
    With a quick toggle and pull of a trigger, he fired the Javelin’s grapples into the unknown ship. Once they connected, they magnetized and reeled in until the Javelin was snug against the other ship’s hull. 
 
    “Sandy, seal up.” The Ender shrugged against the slates to its side, and a thick plastic sleeve engulfed it.  
 
    With a few gentle twists on his oxygen line connection, he swapped from aircraft oxygen to his suit’s oxygen. After checking his slate to verify his suit was pressurized with no leaks, Will dug into his vest and pulled out his flashlight. Air rushed out into the void as he released his canopy. He grabbed his tether gun with one hand, and readied his flashlight in the other. The tether gun snagged in its case, and he wrenched it around for what seemed an eternity before it came loose, and he drifted out. Will aimed just to the side of the potential camera and fired. 
 
    The tether gun vibrated in his hand as it reeled him toward the ship. He pointed the flashlight at the glass panel and clicked the power on and off in a steady rhythm. Three long flashes, three short flashes, and three long flashes. 
 
    Please, let me be right. And please, let someone see me. 
 
    Hearing a few loud thuds, he looked back to see his marines latching on to the ship. They were preparing charges. A drone raced by, firing its lasers at them. He watched as Jess and another marine, whom he couldn’t identify, were struck in the back and spasmed. Her eyes went lifeless, and although her boots were still attached, her arms dangled limply, and her rifle drifted off. Three of the remaining marines returned fire, to no avail.  
 
    Will stared at his friend’s corpse, lazily waving back and forth. Doubt swept into his mind and took over. 
 
    She’s dead because of you. Even if they are Human—which you don’t really know—they’re still going to kill us. 
 
    His attention returned to Chan and the surviving marines, who were attaching charges to blow the ship open. What their plan was after they’d done so, he had no clue.  
 
    Either way, it’ll only ensure that we keep fighting. 
 
    Even if his actions had killed Jess, there was still only one way out. The tiny seed of hope, buried deep within him, reemerged. 
 
    To fight a slight drift, Will wrapped one arm tight around the tether. Gritting his teeth, he resumed flashing his message at the glassy panel. 
 
    “Chan, stand down! We were ordered to stand down!” 
 
    “We were ordered to disengage, Lieutenant. You put us here… and killed Jess and Bjerke. We’re here, so we’re finishing this.” 
 
    Chan was incapable of using Will’s rank without a heavy dose of disdain. 
 
    “Sergeant, they’re Human. This warship is Human. Earth has found us, and you’re about to guarantee we keep killing each other.” 
 
    The meathead went silent for a few seconds. Will hoped he was internalizing the words. “How do you know that, sir? Are you sure?” 
 
    “This ship has been flashing SOS in Morse code. Even you must’ve heard of that.” 
 
    “Sir, if you know that, doesn’t command know? Did you tell them that?” 
 
    With a great sigh, Will kept clicking his flashlight. “I did. They think it’s either my imagination or a ruse.” 
 
    “Well, there you go, Lieutenant. They know the threat this ship poses. They know we can’t let it get away, no matter what. No matter your intentions, sir, you did a great job getting us here. I’m sure it’ll be recognized. We got it from here.” 
 
    As they spoke, Will got a sudden feeling of calm. He looked out into space and noted they were no longer being strafed. There were no longer massive explosions happening all over the void.  
 
    “Hold up, Sergeant.” 
 
    Chan released an audible sigh with his response. “Now what, sir?” 
 
    “Did you notice everyone stopped shooting?” 
 
    A hundred yards away, a great hatch swung open. Several enormous bipedal, heavily-armed and armored robot-looking things climbed out and clamped to the side. Will and the others tentatively raised their hands. They could only hope Humans still used that gesture. 
 
    In a low growl, Chan stated, “I guess it’s too late now, Lieutenant. You’d better be right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat around a table in a small conference room. Their suits had been confiscated, and they’d been given some simple clothing to wear. Refreshments had been offered. However, even though they recognized that these people had things they’d only dreamed of, delicious treats they’d only heard of in old Earth vids, they were currently prisoners. Will and the others had discussed it, and for now, accepted only water. It had also been decided they’d keep their mouths shut until leadership showed up.  
 
    These people, whoever they were, would surely listen to anything and everything they said. They had to assume they were captives until, or if, their people showed up and told them otherwise. There’d been an awful lot of killing before the ceasefire.  
 
    The nervous, anxious energy in the room could conceivably be used to power their entire colony. Several times, someone had come in and attempted to ask questions. They communicated tentatively, and with small, short words, as if they were unsure whether they were being understood. The Bitter Enders repeatedly deferred answering anything until their leadership arrived. Would torture soon follow? Were the commanders on their way? What could possibly be taking them so long? 
 
    With no way to tell time and no interaction, his thoughts drifted. Will tried to push aside thoughts of Sean, Kate, Mitzi, and Jess. The other marine had been Ken Bjerke. Will felt guilty that he’d barely known him. He wondered what had happened to Sandy. Surely his Ender was on the ship. Hopefully, they hadn’t threatened him. 
 
    To pass the time without losing his mind, he tried to imagine better things. Monica came to mind, but somehow, he couldn’t envision her face. His thoughts wandered to what Earth might be like, what real steak tasted like. Most likely a tougher consistency than a Bit, he thought, but still juicier and more flavorful. He tried imagining standing on a beach, the scent of the massive ocean, sand in his toes, breathing in the air of a planet that actually had air. Air also meant wind, which must be incredible compared to the draft of the circulators. 
 
    The door slid open—just like in the Earth sci fi vids. On Bitter End, doors were all hatches, similar to what water ships had in all the old Earth vids he’d seen. 
 
    “Come.” The large bald man—he assumed it was an officer—gestured.  
 
    Will and the marines stood up and followed nervously. They were led through a corridor, crowded into a lift, up to another level, and through another corridor. A door slid open, and they were on what must have been the bridge. He caught a flash of color in his peripheral vision. Sandy lay off to one side of the room, amid the wing commander, former Marine Commander Maltz, and a security contingent. What he presumed to be the ship’s captain or the person in charge stood facing them. All eyes turned to them as they entered. 
 
    Wing Commander Cynthia Moxon’s eyes went wide as she saw them enter.  
 
    “Captain Leischner, you have my great thanks for taking care of our people.” 
 
    “You see, Commander Moxon, there they are, safe and sound. Were it not for that one—” he gestured toward Will “—we would most certainly still be killing each other.” 
 
    The bald man cut in, “You know, I had us broadcasting by every means available, trying to send any kind of message we could. Somehow, after this group came aboard, the rest of you suddenly knew to communicate with us using Morse code. I can’t help but ask… how, exactly, do you people communicate with each other?” 
 
    His gaze flicked over to Sandy. 
 
    <<I told them what happened.>> Will kept his slate off, but he understood all the same. One didn’t work with an Ender for years without learning to interpret their light flashes. <<Wing Commander Moxon sent signals and decided it was best to come in person.>> 
 
    Will noticed the bald man was staring at him. The man glanced at Sandy, glanced back at Will, and then turned his attention back to Moxon. 
 
    Wing Commander Moxon shrugged. “Sir, we came here to eradicate pirates over a hundred years ago. It took us quite some time, but we finished them off a few decades back. Over that time, we had to evolve away from our traditional means of communication, as we discovered our enemies were always listening. However, I don’t think you came all this way to grill us on our methods of communication.” 
 
    Leischner went pale, and the Bridge erupted with audible gasps. “A hundred years?” he said with as much disbelief as he could muster. “That means you were a part of the Alpha Contracts?” 
 
    The bald man cut in.  
 
    “You were the Hell’s Eagles, weren’t you?” he asked. 
 
    Cynthia raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Excuse me, I’ve been introduced to Captain Leischner here, but not to you. I’m Cynthia Moxon, the wing commander and matriarch of our colony. And you are?” 
 
    “Bull,” the bald man replied. 
 
    “Mister Bull, it’s nice to meet you,” she said. 
 
    “No, just Bull.” 
 
    “Do you have a title or a last name, Bull?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, I don’t. As I was saying… you, or your predecessors, I suppose, came here as the Hell’s Eagles, am I right?” 
 
    She pursed her lips, narrowed her eyes, and glanced over at Commander Maltz, who blinked and nodded in response. 
 
    Mister Maltz now, I suppose. He’s not the commander. Except he’s here representing us, isn’t he? What’s going on here? 
 
     “Yes, yes we were,” she said. “Our founders came on a contract to defend the construction of an outpost. We brought along two research companies, Consolidated Research Operations and the Technological Outreach Alliance, whose purpose was to obtain and bring back as much alien technology as possible. The alien merc unit responsible for building the outpost was destroyed, as was the ship that brought us. We were nearly destroyed, but we found a way to survive. In the next few decades, we grew, and eventually took control of the system. However, by the time we could reach it, the stargate was abandoned. Despite our best attempts, we have no clue whatsoever how to get it working.” 
 
    Captain Leischner scoffed and shot an incredulous look at Bull. 
 
    “Just like you said. How in the hell did you know all that?” 
 
    Bull shrugged and smirked. “I didn’t. I just knew this was one of the last Alpha Contracts the company hadn’t checked up on. My predecessors knew the stargate had been listed as lost, so they weren’t gonna risk jumping in-system to come looking.” 
 
    “So why were you willing to risk it?” Moxon asked.  
 
    “I had assurance from my Cartography Guild buddy that he’d send a ship for me if we didn’t come back within a prescribed period,” Bull replied. “Seeing as I’ve been his only business for several decades, it’s in his best interest for me to not go missing out here.” 
 
    “And if you’d found pirates instead of us?” she asked. 
 
    “We could’ve dealt with pirates,” Leischner said. He shuffled and flashed a nervous glance toward Bull. “Probably. I would hope that pirates would be less capable than you guys were.” 
 
    Commander Moxon glanced back at Maltz, and the two shared a smug smile. Their eyes snapped back to the big bald man as he spoke. 
 
    “I’m sure you have a lot of questions, just as I do,” Bull said. “My first is regarding the size of this colony, should you care to disclose it. Would it be possible for this ship to extract all of you? Would you want to come, if that’s an option?” 
 
    “No on both counts,” Moxon replied with zero hesitation. “Our population stands at over ten thousand.” 
 
    Captain Leischner whistled. “How’s that even possible?” 
 
    “Well, once we got ourselves sorted, there was an emphasis on reproduction,” Moxon explained. “We recognized a need to grow our numbers to defeat our enemies. Once they’d been defeated, we prospered and grew even more.” 
 
    Bull waved his hand. “Okay, so full extraction is untenable. I wasn’t sure it’d be a good idea anyway, but we’ll get to that. My next question, which you’ve answered in part, is whether there are any threats in the system. Do we have a free hand to take as long as we need, or is there a danger in lingering?” 
 
    Commander Moxon turned her head to look at the former marine commander. They stared at each other for a long moment, as if communicating in the manner of the Enders. While Captain Leischner fidgeted with anxiety, Bull was as still as a statue, awaiting their response. At length, John Maltz shrugged, and Commander Moxon nodded. She turned back to face Bull. 
 
    “As I said, we defeated the last pockets of pirate activity some decades back.” She paused, pursed her lips, and glanced at Maltz again. “There are no external threats to worry about.” 
 
    “By your careful word choice, I presume there are internal threats?” Bull asked. 
 
    Now Commander Moxon looked at Will and his group with a hint of pain in her eyes. Her gaze drifted to the floor, and she nodded again.  
 
    “When we had actual enemies—when they truly needed us—the technocrats, who provide everything we need to survive, were content to work together. For over half the time this colony has existed, survival was a constant struggle against vicious marauders and against the brutal conditions of the planet itself.” 
 
    “But they haven’t needed you for quite some time,” Bull said, “so they got a little thirsty for the power you wield.” 
 
    “You’re very perceptive, Mr. Bull,” Maltz said.  
 
    Bull shrugged. “Just Bull. Anyway, mankind is inherently evil, lazy, and stupid, unless encouraged to be otherwise. Those who think they can be in power usually decide they must be.” 
 
    “Which could just as easily apply to us,” Moxon said. 
 
    “That’s definitely true,” Bull replied. “There’s the question of whether I can trust you. Could be that you’re the ones making a play for power, and you’re capitalizing on my arrival to do so.”  
 
    Bull regarded Will with an intensity that made him shudder.  
 
    “However, I know for damn sure that this young man’s heart is in the right place. Otherwise, we’d still be shooting at each other. That sort of thing reflects directly on the leadership he’s served under.” 
 
    He broke off his terrible gaze, and a powerful shiver ran down Will’s spine. 
 
    “This man’s character and your direct answers tell me everything I need to know. This brings us to the heart of the matter. How do we proceed?” 
 
    “Excuse me, sir?” Will said. Bull responded with a warm smile. Everyone else acted as if Will had just pissed on their shoes. 
 
    “Go ahead… Will, right?” Bull said. 
 
    “Yes, sir. You said that a full extraction might be a bad idea, even if we weren’t so many. Why did you say that?” 
 
    “Good question, Will. You’ve all been removed from the galaxy for a pretty long time. With the danger of sounding like I want to experiment on you, it might be best if I take a small group first, so we can study the physiological effects of reintegration. Medical nanites should solve any problems, but—” 
 
    “Medical what?” Chan said. It was the first time he’d spoken aboard the ship. 
 
    “Nanites. One-stop catch-all for most of our minor medical issues in this day and age. Anyway, you get my point?” This question was clearly directed at Commander Moxon. 
 
    “I do. Might I suggest you take this crew, along with the nearest five crews and their Javelins—that’s what we call their ships—with you?” 
 
    “Are you sure you can spare them?” 
 
    “Not much of a choice,” Moxon said. “If it’s anything else, I’ll have to communicate the plan with the technocrats.” 
 
    “Which, I imagine, would send this whole thing into a bureaucratic shitstorm. No thank you. Now that’s settled, if you’re okay sending them with us, it’s just as important we take these along to study as well.” He gestured toward Sandy. “What do you call them?” 
 
    “They’re a part of the crew,” Moxon said, “and we call them Enders, after Bitter End, which is what we named our home.” 
 
    Bull frowned. “What do you call yourselves?” 
 
    The collection glanced at each other with mild confusion. 
 
    “I suppose,” Moxon said, “we think of ourselves simply as the people of Bitter End. Bitter Enders, maybe?” 
 
    “Well, that’s gonna be a bit confusing,” Bull said. 
 
    “We’ve never had to refer to ourselves before,” Maltz said. “Did Earthlings go around calling each other Earthlings or Humans before first contact?” 
 
    “I see your point, but I gotta call you something,” Bull said. He smiled as his gaze wandered into space. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Maltz asked. He and Moxon exchanged another nervous glance. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just… hearing your story… I kinda started calling you the Lost Colony in my head. You see, there was this Tri-V show—oh, Tri-V is like television, if you still have that. Anyway, it’s a spin on an old Earth tale of a lost colony in a place called Roanoke Island. If you don’t mind, I’m gonna call you the Croatoans.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sparks flew. The welding crew went to work on the corridor as Will walked past. It was a common sight throughout the facility on Tambu. Even though they’d finally defeated the hordes of Science Guild cyberzombies—a moniker bestowed by Commodore Alvin and the other two Chipmunks—the damage done to the facility was immense.  
 
    As Will approached the door to Bull’s office, he could hear the sounds of a massive knock-down-drag-out verbal assault in the snarling, guttural language of the Pushtal. That in itself was odd—in the short amount of time Will had interacted with Ruxandra, the Pushtal commander, she’d always spoken in direct English. If she was using her native language, that could only mean she was well beyond furious. This tracked with the rumor mill in the moon base of Tambu. Bull had, after all, left her heavily handicapped in her defense of his station against an entire fleet of ruthless, malevolent invaders. 
 
    The door opened, though the flurry and snarls and growls continued. 
 
    “The next time you cut me off in the hindquarters and expect me to leap into battle,” the translator dictated, “you can expect me to start by ripping your throat out with my bare teeth. I dare you to try to stop me. In short, when the First Claw’s fleet leaves, I leave with it.” 
 
    The giant tiger woman spun and nearly trampled Will to death. At the last second, she caught herself. Ruxandra threw her claws up in apology, and all evidence of anger evaporated from her face. 
 
    “Sorry, Will,” she said in English. “Just clearing a few things up.” 
 
    She stormed off down the hallway. Will watched her go with curiosity before poking his head in through the door. 
 
    Bull sat, slumped forward at his desk with his face in his palm.  
 
    Will cleared his throat. “Bull, sir?” 
 
    The bald man shot to his feet so fast, the chair crashed against the back wall. In an instant, the impenetrable stone face returned. 
 
    “Captain DeWitt, come in. You’re here to ask how my plans to return to your system are coming along.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, we were led to believe it would be weeks, but it’s been months. Sandy doesn’t know the details, but something’s going very wrong back home. On top of worrying about my home and all my people, I’m only asking if you know when.” 
 
    Bull nodded, lowered his shoulders, and dropped his gaze to the floor. 
 
    “I understand. You know, for most of my career, I didn’t make or accept excuses. But what can I say? The Merc Guild declared war on all of humanity, and I’ve been caught up rescuing units from the fallout and navigating myself through plots to destroy me and all I’ve created. I had the hubris to believe this station would be safe and secure while I was gone, and you see how that turned out. It seems I’m breaking promises left and right, and I’ll be honest—it’s eating me alive. If I could take you back right now, I would, but there’s one more thing I’ve got to do. One of my oldest friends has been taken, and I’ve got to help his daughter go and get him out. As soon as that’s done—barring any more galactic crises, which seem to be cropping up like whack-a-moles—I’ll make getting you back to Bitter End my number one priority.” 
 
    Will nodded as Monica floated up to the front of his mind. 
 
    Even if I had a chance with her, after all this time, that chance is gone. Another month or two won’t change that. 
 
    Bull narrowed his eyes and leaned forward a little. 
 
    “I can tell you don’t like that answer,” Bull said, “but it’s the only one I can give you for now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Will said. “I understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Four: Rescue 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 On Board the Nautilus 
 
      
 
    On reflex, Katie Andalusia rolled her eyes and pressed her fingers against her temples to fend off an imaginary headache. 
 
    “Oh, please,” she said to Verne. “Please don’t tell me you believe in the guardian angels all the smaller merc units are always talking about. Magical fairy godmothers riding unicorns who appear out of thin air, shoot fireballs from their fingertips and bolts of rainbow lightning out their asses, save the day, and then disappear back to My Little Pony Land. Most of the people who tell those stories will admit they never actually saw them, but they just know someone saved them.” 
 
    “I sometimes forget you were a Winged Hussar,” Verne said. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Katie asked. She crossed her arms defensively and gave the Wrogul her best death stare. 
 
    “That means you never would have encountered them,” Verne replied. “The Four Horsemen never needed guardian angels—at least, not until recently. Besides, to maintain anonymity, I believe they had a strict code of steering clear of the Four Horsemen.” 
 
    “Well, that’s convenient,” Katie said with a dramatic head tilt. 
 
    “That’s just the point,” Verne said. “It was determined to be decidedly inconvenient for the guardian angels, as you called them, to gain the attention of the Four Horsemen. It’s important for them to stay small, you see, to avoid the notice of some of the Galactic Union’s bigger organizations. Like the Merc Guild, for example. Can you imagine what they would’ve done if they learned some nebulous organization was tipping the scales in favor of Human merc units?” 
 
    “You mean like the Intergalactic Haulers were,” Katie said. “At least, until they weren’t, of course. According to rumors, not only did they betray mankind, they got themselves annihilated anyway. Worst of all possible outcomes, I’d say.” 
 
    “The comparison is valid, but the conclusions aren’t,” Tee added from her place near the entrance to the bridge. “My department’s looked into this so-called ‘Guardian Angel’ and concluded that it’s all coincidence." 
 
    “Agreed. I can say with confidence that situation was far more complex than the rumors would suggest,” Ray said. It was the first time he’d entered the conversation and, up until that moment, Katie hadn’t thought he’d been paying attention to it. 
 
    “Wait, what makes you say that?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Verne, tell us more about your encounter with this nebulous organization,” Ray said. 
 
    With narrowing eyes, Katie opened her mouth to inquire further. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Verne said. “The Copperheads had a contract on Holsunmon, where we were supposed to defend the filming of a Buff Orpington movie.” 
 
    “A Buff Orpington movie?” Katie said. “The job was with Box Office Intergalactic? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Why would I not be serious?” Verne asked. 
 
    It took Katie a few awkward seconds to think of a way to respond to that. She gave up on trying. 
 
    “Which one?” Captain Ackashee asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    “Buff Orpington and the Totally Tubular Turtles,” Verne said.  
 
    “Oh yeah, with Avril O’Neil,” Ackashee said. “That’s one of my favorites. Very realistic fighting sequences.” 
 
    A gasp of surprise escaped Katie’s lips to learn their Arritim captain was a fan of the cheesy action series. She shook her head in disbelief and turned back to Verne. 
 
    “Anyway, Verne, please go ahead with your story.” She almost couldn’t believe she’d said that, but she preferred it over delving further into the depth of the captain’s Buff Orpington fandom. 
 
    “As I was saying, we were contracted by Box Office Intergalactic to defend the filming of Buff Orpington and the Totally Tubular Turtles. Our commander had thought we would be defending an on-sight filming location from indigenous predators out in a jungle, but it turned out we were expected to defend the studios inside a city.” 
 
    “Oh, city fighting sucks,” Major Andy Riedel, the leader of the Cobalt Company contingent, chimed in. “Last place you ever want to fight.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Verne said. “Our commander decided to recon in force out into the city to create a buffer between us and the studios. He was trying to give us the ability to detect an attack and react to it. Unfortunately, this left us broken up all over the place, and the HecSha we were fighting worked out exactly where our forces were.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Katie said. “Whenever I hear about the guardian angels, the merc unit they save is always caught in some kind of setup. It was a setup, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, but can you guess who set us up?” Verne asked. 
 
    Katie whistled as the answer came to her. 
 
    “Oh, man, it was the film company, wasn’t it?” she asked. 
 
    Verne’s tentacles waved in amusement, and bright colors rippled across his skin. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Tee, the Seepha, chimed in. “I heard the company has some super shady business practices. During Giant Armored Spider Horde, did you know that almost 20 percent of the merc company they used actually got eaten by Tortantulas? Wouldn’t surprise me at all to hear you were set up in the same way.” 
 
    Oh, great, another Buff Orpington fan. 
 
    “You are correct,” Verne said. “The film company itself had set up cameras all over the city to record the fighting. They put us at an intentional disadvantage in order to stage our retreat and collapse. Their plan was to splice in computer generated footage of the ‘tubular turtles’ saving the day.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s a big load of bull,” Riedel said. “Did you bring this to the attention of the Merc Guild?” 
 
    “Interesting choice of colloquialism,” Verne said. “Anyway, we would have gone to the Merc Guild, but that’s when our rescue happened. As we fell back, the buildings we’d vacated detonated as soon as the HecSha moved into them. We sorted out later that shipping containers full of explosives had been positioned all across our line of retreat. If you get the joke, the containers were all registered to Stark Industries.” 
 
    “Cute,” Riedel said with a chuckle. 
 
    “You’re sure that wasn’t just more of the film company’s setup?” Katie asked. “Especially with that company name… like one of those—what do they call them? Easter eggs?” 
 
    “Yes, Easter eggs is the correct term,” Verne said, “but I don’t think that was it, either. Before we’d even considered that the film company might have done it, some company executives called for a cessation as the HecSha advance crumbled. Then they came and threatened us with breach of contract because they were upset with the development and thought it was our doing. Our commander came right back at them, because through their threats, it became obvious what they’d done in setting us up to fight each other. We got a hell of a payout from them as what you Humans call hush money.” 
 
    “Okay, but that still doesn’t answer how you know it was the mythical guardian angels,” Katie said. 
 
    “They call themselves the Mushroom Farm, actually, and that’s the best part,” Verne said. “After the action had settled and the contract was renegotiated, as it were—” 
 
    “Apologies, but I think all the necessary members are now present,” Captain Ackashee said. “I’d like to take the time to review what we know about the system. Amy and Peter, if you would?” 
 
    Amy and a trio of Wrogul made their way to the middle of the control room as a Tri-V depiction of the system appeared above them. Information scrolled in a circle around the image. Katie tried as hard as she could, but she still couldn’t differentiate between the three Wrogul when they appeared together. She randomly decided which was Paul, Peter, and James in her mind, but resolved not to refer to any of them by name as she was almost definitely wrong about who was who. Either way, their excitement was obvious to anyone who had any experience with Wrogul body language. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Amy said. “Though, as we’ve previously discussed, there’s little to review. The last direct reference to the Ura’Noc system in the GalNet was a report over a century ago that listed it as a pirate haven.” 
 
    “I thought you said there was a more recent report concerning an Alpha Contract company,” Riedel said. 
 
    “Yes, but that wasn’t a GalNet report,” Peter said. “We found that by digging through obscure Human records that are not on the GalNet. One of the major Alpha Contract companies from the North American continent was a United States Air Force and United States Marine Corps joint endeavor, which was named the Hell’s Eagles. It was the largest mercenary company that an organization known as the Department of Defense developed. A lot of the United States’ defense budget went into creating the unit. There was so much confidence in their success that the United States sent two research companies with them to acquire, study, and bring back Galactic technology.” 
 
    “Yes,” Paul said. “The Technological Outreach Alliance, based out of New Mexico, and Consolidated Research Operations, based out of North Carolina, were attached to the Hell’s Eagles entirely as passenger entities. The breadth of expertise represented by these two companies was difficult to track down, but it was comprehensive. There were few fields of study that were not represented among their scientists and researchers.” 
 
    “I didn’t think to ask before, and I guess I don’t know my history well enough,” Katie said, “but is there any record of similar situations in the Alpha Contracts? I don’t recall learning about teams of scientists accompanying any of those companies.” 
 
    “It happened, but nowhere else did it occur on this scale,” James said. “Other companies had small teams, or perhaps just an individual or two among their numbers, usually meant to be advisers or technicians. In fact, it’s quite interesting in that—” 
 
    “Please remain on subject,” Captain Ackashee said. “Our time until emergence is limited.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Paul said. “When we cross-referenced the contract through Merc Guild records, we found the contract for the Hell’s Eagles was a small part of a larger contract to establish a base of operations. The stated purpose was for the Cartography Guild to use the outpost to eradicate pirates in the system.” 
 
    “Wait, did you just say the Cartography Guild contracted them?” Riedel asked. “If their concern was pirates, why didn’t they just shut down the stargate?” 
 
    “An excellent question,” Peter said. “We don’t have an answer.” 
 
    “Actually,” Amy said, “they might’ve done exactly that. We’ve dug up records from the last hundred years that offhandedly mention the stargate being offline. In fact, records across the GalNet appear torn over its status, to include Peacemaker records. The Cartography Guild itself now lists it as active, but there’s no record of when it was reactivated.” 
 
    “We go in assuming, as we’ve stated, that it’ll be inoperative,” Captain Ackashee said. 
 
    There was a pause in the conversation. Katie assumed it was because everyone was developing their own ideas on the reason for the disconnect, since that’s what she was doing. It only made sense that the Cartography Guild had failed in their attempt to clear the system and reacted by shutting down the gate. A hundred or so years later, they went back in, found all the pirates dead, and reactivated the gate. If true, it meant that pirates might not be a concern, but she knew better than to draw optimistic assumptions based on limited data.  
 
    However, all that didn’t resolve the question of why the Cartography Guild had sent such an expedition in the first place. 
 
    “Okay, well, how’d the contract go?” Riedel asked. “I mean, we know the Human company failed, but…” 
 
    “The contract is simply listed as failed and closed out,” Amy said, “but here’s the interesting bit. The location of the contract, in GalNet records, has been redacted. If it weren’t for our correlation with the Human records, we wouldn’t have connected our destination with the location of the contract.” 
 
    “Otherwise,” Peter said, “all other mentions of the system are warnings about pirates or the sole habitable planet in the system—meaning the only one not burning, frozen, or gaseous—which is frequently referred to as a cursed planet. The references and terms used vary wildly, but all seem to agree that the planet is to be avoided at all costs. There’s even several mentions that the pirates of the system avoided the planet.” 
 
    “Whatever the cause, it would seem that assessment might have been valid,” Verne said.  
 
    “You say this because the contract was a failure?” Ray asked. 
 
    “Precisely,” Verne said. “Whether that was because of the pirates, or whatever was on the planet, we have no idea.” 
 
    “So we are traveling to this planet, knowing there may be something highly dangerous, the system might be filled with pirates, and the answers we are seeking might not even be there?” This was the first time Harvey, the XenSha Peacemaker, had joined in any of their conversations. 
 
    “Blunt, but accurate,” Peter said. “At best, we’re hoping to find some signs of civilization and evidence of this race. The planet, by all reasonable metrics, is uninhabitable. If there is some kind of facility, and if we can locate it, we might find either data or, better yet, find remains of this species.” 
 
    “Are you dismissing the possibility that this species is still inhabiting the planet?” Verne asked. “If they’re Wrogul, then isn’t there a likelihood they would be capable of developing the means to sustain life on this planet, especially if there was already a facility to do exactly that?” 
 
    “Perhaps they are the reason the planet is considered cursed,” Harvey said.  
 
    “That is a big inference,” Ray said. 
 
    “Is it?” Harvey asked. “The single Wrogul you have encountered who wasn’t from Azure was essentially what Human entertainment would call a supervillain. If there are more of your kind who did not originate on Azure, what would suggest that others would be any different?” 
 
    Ray twisted while formulating a response, but Verne spoke first. 
 
    “Your concerns are valid, Peacemaker,” Verne said. “We have no idea what to expect from this race—dead or alive, good or evil.” 
 
    “So, we could be wandering into a planet populated by Canavar, for all we know?” Riedel asked. His eyes grew intense, and he straightened. 
 
    “Let us not speculate too wildly,” Verne said. “But to summarize—and I realize we say this a lot on this ship—we need to be ready for anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Monica tapped her control console. Although she was just the current duty officer of the Bitter End Ship Marvel, a refitted pirate ship and the flagship of the small Bitter End Navy, she knew that proving herself in these smaller jobs was the way to advance to the more important ones. Though, considering they were now a wartime navy, she was still torn on whether that was something she really wanted. 
 
    “Sensors, status report,” she said. 
 
    “Same as they were half an hour ago, Monica,” replied Ensign Akram, the sensor operator. “Moreover, that data is available to you, and you did my job until about three weeks ago, when you started banging the director and got promoted.” 
 
    “Ensign, I’m doing what they call delegating. It’s the sort of thing a leader is expected to do, and I’d like to think that’s why I received this promotion, and not, as you’re very obnoxiously implying, because I happen to be in a relationship with the leader of our world. I don’t appreciate your tone or your disrespect, and I have half a mind to write you up for it. Last but not least, you will refer to me as Lieutenant Collier, do you understand?” 
 
    Akram had stiffened into a stone-faced statue with his eyes empty and locked on her.  
 
    “Yes… Lieutenant Collier. Apologies, ma’am.” 
 
     “… and if you must know—we’re genetically compatible. You should know how rare that is these days, and it’s incumbent upon us that we all do what we can to increase our numbers, especially with this rebellion.” 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant. Again, my apologies,” Akram muttered with downcast eyes. 
 
    Dammit, here I am being exactly the asshole officer I said I’d never be. I should’ve taken him somewhere and berated him privately. Next time. 
 
    Her heart was pounding in her ears in a rapid staccato. Monica rolled her shoulders and drew in a deep breath to help her relax. She tapped a few selections on her display to bring up the latest engineering reports. Doing her best to exhibit calm, she turned her attention to the next section. 
 
    “Engineering, status.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Collier,” Ensign Akram said, and he put his hand up. 
 
    “I’m on to Engineering now, Ensign. As you stated, I already have the sensor status, and if you’re not going to give it to me—” 
 
    “Ma’am, we have a contact,” he said. 
 
    Her heart picked up again, and a million thoughts raced through her brain. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Don’t just gawk at them. Push it aside and focus. You know what to do. 
 
    “Call stations!” she shouted. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” replied half a dozen crew members. 
 
    Monica pointed at a petty officer standing behind her.  
 
    “Notify Captain Thomas.” 
 
    The petty officer nodded and pushed hard to float out of the room. It was precisely this sort of encounter that made her miss the Enders. Communication with the planet was simple and immediate with Enders. Unfortunately, with the rebellion going on, it was safest to keep all the Enders on the planet. Moreover, as some Enders had actively joined the rebellion—just like Will had—it was unclear whether the remaining Enders could be trusted. 
 
    “Dizzo, shields and prep drones,” she said to the Defensive Systems operator, or DSO. The man filling that role was still learning, as the Enders had acted in that capacity for decades. As such, the drones would be next to useless, but the enemy didn’t know that. She looked back to Ensign Akram. “Location?” 
 
    “At the Lagrange point, ma’am, right where the last ship arrived.” 
 
    “Velocity? Acceleration? Vector?” 
 
    “Calculating, ma’am. Heading this way. Trajectory projection puts it in the ballpark of Bitter End, ma’am. IR sensors are detecting spikes that suggest it’s preparing to accelerate. Huh, just a leisurely 1.5 Gs of acceleration. Must be one of the feebler races, whatever they are.” 
 
    While he spoke, she tapped at her display to bring up the Arrival Response Checklist. She looked down the list and smiled to learn she’d already done the first three steps correctly. 
 
    “Copy. Thank you, Omar. Comms, broadcast the recording.”  
 
    The comms officer nodded, turned to their panel, and pushed buttons. The recording was a government-approved message—more of an ultimatum—demanding any arriving ships identify themselves and acquiesce to intercept and boarding. It ended with the threat of attack if they failed to respond before reaching firing range.  
 
    There were problems with the message that rendered it useless. The first was that they broadcast it on an S-band frequency, as that was how they communicated with each other now that they’d stopped using the Enders. In their history of fighting pirates, and in their brief encounters in recent months, no alien ship had ever exhibited an ability to receive S band transmissions. Next, it was broadcast in English, and no alien race they’d ever encountered, until perhaps the most recent, had understood English.  
 
    There were rumors that they’d collected a few translators since their arrival a hundred years earlier, but none had been configured for English. This paired with the final problem—they would only understand a response if it was sent in English. Even if her ship had one of the translators, which they didn’t, it wouldn’t convert an alien broadcast to English, anyway. If, by some miracle, someone arrived who could receive and understand the transmission, they might not be able to reply in a way she could understand. It was possible aliens might be able to broadcast that way, but it couldn’t be counted on. All told, the odds of them receiving a reply, or understanding it if they did, was effectively zero. 
 
    Which made it an even greater puzzle of how the last ship had communicated with the Bitter End fighters, especially since the fighters hadn’t even been broadcasting any messages. 
 
    “Helm,” she continued, “set 3G acceleration for now, plot to intercept, and tell me what acceleration we need as soon as you have it.” 
 
    Monica strained as acceleration forces pressed her into her command chair. As with everyone else from Bitter End, she’d been born and raised on a 1.4 Earth gravity planet. That made 3Gs manageable, but didn’t make it any more comfortable. 
 
    “Weapons, arm all missiles and give me time until they’re in range.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Sensors, is there any indication they’re tracking us?” she asked. As she spoke, she pulled up the sensor display to see what he was seeing.  
 
    “Definitely tracking us with something, Lieutenant Collier,” Ensign Akram said. She caught a hint of irritability in his voice, but decided she deserved it and let it go. “It doesn’t match any of our templates, ma’am, so I can’t tell if it’s search, acquisition, or tracking.” 
 
    “We’ll have to assume tracking, then,” she said. “Weapons, do we have a solution yet?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Range in three minutes, twelve seconds. They’re moving exactly as we trained for, ma’am. We’ll be shooting fish in a barrel.” 
 
    Monica glared at the weapons officer.  
 
    “Fish with shields who can shoot back. Moreover, we’re in the barrel with them. There’s nowhere to hide in space. For all we know, they’re saying the same about us. Everyone, remember that.” 
 
    All around, the crew nodded their heads. 
 
    Where the hell is the captain? In less than three minutes, I’m going to have to give the order to fire. I’m just a lieutenant who was an ensign a few weeks ago. 
 
    “I’ve got imagery, ma’am,” Ensign Akram said. 
 
    “Put it up on screen four,” Monica said. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    A long ship appeared on the display. It had a hammerhead structure at the front, with a large sphere bulging out in the middle. Further back was a larger sphere. Three massive engines poked out the back. As the image resolved, Akram put up a scale estimate. It easily outweighed the Marvel by a factor of ten or more. 
 
    “Lieutenant Collier?” Ensign Akram said. His voice was meeker than it had been, a little more pleading. 
 
    “Yes, Ensign?” 
 
    “Are we certain they’re hostile?” There was genuine concern behind the question, which made her sympathetic. But her emotions were irrelevant. They had a protocol to follow. 
 
    “We count them as enemies unless they respond to our communication. Remember what happened last time.” 
 
    The last ship to arrive in the system had engaged their fighters and taken out quite a few. The pilots and marines aboard those fighters had been friends of hers. 
 
    Like Will. I’d only been moments from kissing him when the alert went off. Now, that moment will linger forever. Though I suppose it’s better that he’s dead and not a traitor. 
 
    Adding insult to injury, the ship had somehow incited the wing commander and the former marine commander to insurrection. According to reports, over a thousand personnel had turned against their own people. Then they’d taken control of the stargate, set their new, rebellious allies in place to defend it, and jumped away. The people of Bitter End had been unified for a hundred years, only to be thrown into civil war by some mysterious ship who’d gotten the stargate working, and should have been their salvation. With that recent history, they had to assume any new ships would be hostile. 
 
    “Is there—” She caught herself before inquiring on the status of the captain. She was in charge until he arrived, and she needed to act like it. With the clock running down, she couldn’t just hope he’d get there in time. In fact, she had to assume the opposite. She caught herself drumming her left hand and stopped it. 
 
    “Verify all weapons are armed and ready.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am! Solution in one minute, twenty seconds.” 
 
    “DSO, has their tracking changed at all?” Monica asked. 
 
    “No, ma’am. Exact same signature as when they first started looking,” 
 
    If that meant anything, it meant this target was less likely to attack. Though their knowledge of enemy tracking systems was limited, Earth weapons systems had usually followed a progression from search to acquisition to target tracking, each of which had used a different type of sensor, i.e., in the days of radar, each function had used a different radar band. For all she knew, this vessel had simply identified them and was tracking their position.  
 
    Unfortunately, unless they responded to the transmission in English, she had to fire. 
 
    “Thirty seconds, ma’am.” 
 
    The vessel hadn’t fired on them yet, and it was assumed aliens all had better technology than the Humans of Bitter End. Again, that changed nothing. Monica couldn’t help but feel that she was about to make a huge mistake in giving the order she was about to give. As seconds ticked down, she opened her mouth to give the order… 
 
    “Ma’am, we’re receiving something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Katie shook her head and tensed all her muscles to push away the strange feeling of emergence. Blinking her eyes rapidly, she was able to focus on the sensor displays. All around the control room, the various crew members staggered and wiggled themselves back to normalcy.  
 
    With a quick review around the room, Katie checked in all the sections. 
 
    “Shields, Weapons, Sensors, Comms, and Engineering are all online, Captain,” Katie said.  
 
    “Sensors, what do we see?” Captain Ackashee said.  
 
    “One vessel, we’re assuming stationed as high guard, in the vicinity of our emergence,” Peter reported. He was in the front bubble, where she would like to have been. “It’s looking at us with something. We’re resolving that now.” 
 
    The other two members of the Wrogul analytic trio were on the bridge with their section head. For several seconds, Paul and James scintillated back and forth in a mesmerizing dance, with Amy shaking her head and interrupting with a few signs of her own.  
 
    “Excuse us,” Paul said. “Amy reminded us that we need to share our data. It’s a frigate, if the size is any indication.”  
 
    “They’ve fired their thrusters on what’s clearly an intercept course,” James said. 
 
    “Radar,” Paul said. “They’re using radar. Very archaic radar at that. Nothing that’s been used in centuries in most of the Galactic Union.” 
 
    “Any discernible weapons tracking?” Captain Ackashee asked.  
 
    “Based on records, it’s a search radar, meant only to detect the existence of vessels,” Peter said. “Extrapolating their likely method of acquisition and tracking, collated with their course, I calculate it will be several minutes before they can use that radar to acquire us well enough to fire any weapons. I will note there is a good deal of conjecture. There’s very limited data on the types of sensors the unknown vessel is using.” 
 
    “Attempt to establish communications,” Captain Ackashee said. 
 
    “We’re transmitting, Captain, but no response as yet,” Amy said.  
 
    “They don’t look to be configured to communicate in any meaningful way,” Peter said. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Katie asked.  
 
    The trio returned to flashes and signs in discussion. 
 
    “They don’t have any of the galactic standard methods of communication,” Amy said. “For all we know, they’re trying to communicate with us…we need a few minutes to analyze the variety of signals they’re emitting.” 
 
    “Are you saying the vessel is ancient, or that it’s just utilizing unusual emissions?” Captain Ackashee asked.  
 
    “Both, sir,” Paul said. “From everything we’re seeing, it’s an old model of ship—we can’t resolve the exact model—but it’s been heavily modified with an array of communications and weapons tracking technology that’s heavily outdated in the Galactic Union.” 
 
    Katie grimaced and clenched her fists.  
 
    “The sort of old, jury-rigged tech that pirates use,” she said. “You’re sure it’s just the one?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like there’s anywhere to hide out here, as you’re well aware,” Paul said. “Unless they have some sort of cloaking technology that doesn’t exist, and I can’t imagine pirates would.” 
 
    “Be prepared for anything,” Captain Ackashee said. “As we keep discussing, this is most likely some sort of trap. One poorly-equipped pirate vessel only adds to that suspicion. Sensors, vary your search in every way you can. Let’s get a lock on that vessel and be ready to react and respond if they fire anything at all at us.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Katie said. She looked around to verify the orders were being followed. Then she returned her attention to the light show between Amy and the Wrogul. She only caught every third concept, but now they were chattering about communications of some kind. “Is Peter receiving something?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Paul replied. “It’s just taking us some time to determine what it is.” 
 
    “All right, well. while you work on that, have you identified any specifics on the weaponry that ship carries?” she asked. 
 
    “There are definitely missile ports,” Peter said. 
 
    Katie positioned herself at the weapons section and closely monitored their progress. 
 
    “We’re locked on, sir,” Katie said. “They sneeze, they die.” 
 
    “Let’s all of us calm down,” Ackashee said. “We have no clue as to their nature. Vigilance, sure, and be ready to deploy counter missiles and return fire, but let’s not assume malicious intentions.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Katie said. “Sensors, do we have any estimates of their capabilities?” 
 
    “It’s really hard to tell, sir,” Amy said. “Their tracking technology would imply we outclass them by quite a bit, but it all depends on the capability of the missiles in those tubes. Their pathetic sensor array could be a cover for more impressive weaponry.” 
 
    “That would be another common pirate tactic, Captain,” Katie said. “Downplay your appearance, then hit the mark with more than they were expecting.” 
 
    “I’m more than familiar with the concept, XO, thank you,” Ackashee said. 
 
    Of course she is. Back off, Katie, she knows what she’s doing. 
 
    Paul and James stopped scintillating, which was curious. Amy glanced between the two with wide eyes. 
 
    “Huh, that’s weird,” she said. 
 
    “If you’ll pardon me,” Ackashee said. “What is weird?” 
 
    “Sir, we have resolution on one of the signals,” Paul said. “Nine-centimeter wavelength, 3.4 gigahertz frequency. It’s in what you Humans labeled the S band of the electromagnetic spectrum. We’re re-modulating now to process the signal.” 
 
    “Amy, estimate on when they’ll have range on us?” Katie asked. 
 
    “In theory, they could already, but based on the tracking systems we’re observing, there’s a 98% confidence they’ll have tracking lock on us within the next minute.” 
 
    A strange stillness invaded the control room, and all the smaller conversations ceased. Katie remained near the weapons station, practically prepared to push the buttons herself. 
 
    “I’ve got the resolution now, sir,” Paul said. “Do you want it to a private channel, or should I broadcast on the PA?” 
 
    “PA’s fine, just do it now!” Ackashee said with noticeable agitation. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Paul said. “Here it comes.” 
 
    Gasps and flashes of light blew up all around the room as the transmission came through in Human English. Most of the crew shifted forward as if trying to hear better. Ackashee wriggled her appendages to hush everyone. 
 
    “Unidentified vessel, this is Director Cole Stein of Bitter End. We are in control of this system, and we require that you immediately stand down all weapons and make contact with our patrol craft. If you comply, we will welcome you as our guests and escort you to a location where we might better discuss your reasons for traveling to our system. Failure to do so will result in your destruction. As I cannot determine when you will receive and process this message, I cannot put a time limit on it. I implore you to contact our vessel now.” 
 
    Silence lingered for several long seconds after the message ended. Everyone, Katie included, waited with bated breath to see if the message was truly over. 
 
    “Bitter End,” Riedel said wistfully. “If this all wasn’t ominous enough already…” 
 
    “Whatever their message,” Katie said, “it doesn’t prove they’re not pirates.” 
 
    “Odd, indeed, as you said, Amy,” Verne said. “And I would think that even pirates would have a more sophisticated communications array. It is my direction to acquiesce to their request, Captain.” 
 
    “Weapons, stand down at once,” Ackashee said. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Katie said. 
 
    “Paul,” Ackashee continued, “do we have the means to send a reply they can receive?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Paul said. “While the message was playing, we anticipated this, and Peter configured an antenna array to transmit on the same S-band frequency.” 
 
    “Excellent. Are you prepared to broadcast now?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Paul said. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Bitter End vessel, this is Captain Ackashee of the Azure Exploration Vessel Nautilus. We have arrived in your system entirely for peaceful research purposes. We will comply with any and all demands that do not threaten our safety. Please direct us at your will.” 
 
    Verne, who’d remained silent through the message, and still as a statue, waited for the transmission to end, then spoke.  
 
    “Well, then, let us generate some theories as to who these people are,” he said. “If they are not pirates, then who exactly are they?” 
 
    “I would think that is obvious, sir,” Paul said.  
 
    “Is it? Verne replied.  
 
    “Yes, sir. We discussed them at length during our briefing on the system. They are the Human Alpha Contract company that was sent here about a hundred years ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cynthia rested her forehead against her hand and released a frustrated sigh. She glanced over at John, who shrugged in surrender. 
 
    “Let me say again, Gatemaster, the individual who brought you here directed us to secure this station until his return,” Cynthia said. 
 
    “Gate,” Gatemaster Huu’Ten said. Or rather, his translator said it.  
 
    Her only experience with that type of device was the translators they’d used to communicate with the Enders, which converted the light flashes to English with a computerized voice. She knew their language so well, she seldom used the devices anymore. 
 
    That experience was wildly different from hearing this bipedal, elephant-like alien make trombone sounds through its dual trunk, and then hearing English spoken from its necklace. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” she responded. 
 
    “It’s a gate, not a station,” the gatemaster said. His emphasis on the word was a bit snobbish. 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “The difference is probably the entire crux of your misunderstanding here,” he replied. “A station is meant to be a domicile and place of business for a substantial number of individuals, or perhaps families of many different species, all of whom might have allegiances to different guilds, or even non-guild endeavors. The station itself is just a place to inhabit, a vessel in which some live and some conduct business. 
 
    “This, on the other hand, is a stargate. It is the sole property of the Cartography Guild. As much as Mister Bull made the deal with the guild to bring my team here to re-open this stargate, it is still entirely our property and will be occupied and managed entirely by us. Mister Bull has no authority here and neither do you.” 
 
    Cynthia clenched her fists, let out a calming breath, and set her hands gently on the table.  
 
    “Yes, but your very presence here ignited a civil war among my people—” 
 
    “That’s hardly my fault,” he said with a few snorts and a low hoot. “I have accomplished my purpose and reactivated this stargate. The politics of the system’s denizens are irrelevant to me.” 
 
    “Will it be irrelevant if the others come here, defeat us in battle, and attack your stargate?” John asked. “We have the fighters and the marines to deter them for now, but we don’t have the capacity to build, while they do. We only have a few hundred, while they have nearly ten thousand. You only have a few dozen. If they mobilize—which we can only assume they’ll do—they’ll have the numbers to wipe us out within the next few weeks. We must work together if we’re to have any hope.” 
 
    “If they attack this stargate, we will defend it better than you could.” By his animation and the spittle flying from his mouth and trunk, she gathered he was getting heated on the subject. “Don’t discount our small numbers. This stargate has far more tricks than you can imagine. Beyond that, they’d be insane to attack us. They’d be stranding themselves here, as I gather they’ve already been for the last hundred years.” 
 
    “That might be their exact plan,” Cynthia said. Huu’Ten straightened, and his shoulders slumped as the translator converted the words. “Those in charge here have only recently taken charge. The re-opening of this stargate threatens the power it took them decades to achieve.” 
 
    “They’d cut themselves off from the rest of the Galaxy?” he asked. 
 
    “They’ve been cut off for a hundred years,” John said. “The status quo, such as it was when you and Mister Bull arrived, was to their benefit.” 
 
    “But, but…” More spittle flew out of his trunks. “You painted a picture of a dying people. Genetic limitations, failing infrastructure due to a generational lack of interest in maintenance… granted, your fears of invasion were a bit overstated, but the other concerns sounded very real.” 
 
    “Yes, and the history of the Human race is filled with those who’d prefer to rule a dying civilization than risk losing the slightest shred of power. Countless rulers from our past were content to let their own people die rather than admit their power wasn’t divinely derived.” 
 
    “I see,” Huu’Ten said after the translator finished repeating the words. “And yet, even knowing the danger your people pose to me, it doesn’t change my answer at all. If you’re so concerned about my safety here, then I suggest you focus on making sure they never reach the stargate in the first place. Furthermore, if your mere presence might be the cause for their attack, I’d prefer you focused your so-called defense as far away as possible. Weren’t you the self-proclaimed champions of the asteroid belt? Fight them out there if you must, and stay far away from here. Now, as enlightening as this discussion has been, I have wasted enough of my time with it. Your marines are not to step a single foot onto this stargate, or you will find yourselves at war with me as well. For that matter, my tolerance of you being aboard my stargate has expired. You are dismissed!” 
 
    You don’t dismiss me, you bloated, disgusting elephant man! 
 
    Cynthia didn’t budge as she bit her tongue, but she could feel a rage building inside her. 
 
    “Thank you for your time,” John said. He stood and held out a hand to Cynthia. His calm demeanor, yet forceful presence, brought her back to herself. They’d gain nothing by continuing to fight the idiot. She took the hand and rose. 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Gatemaster.” Dozens of other statements flooded her mind—some bitter, some sarcastic, and even some that were diplomatic. However, she decided that none of them would make any impact on the mental steel wall that was the gatemaster. 
 
    The two returned to the small shuttle that awaited them in a docking bay. Though she wanted to discuss the matter with John as they walked, she assumed they’d be monitored every inch of the way out. Best to have the discussion—which would begin with a great deal of venting on her part—after they’d departed. 
 
    Safely inside the shuttle, detached from the stargate, and bound for the asteroid in which they were basing their operations, she prepared to unload. 
 
    “You have to understand the situation from his point of view,” John said. Her thunder having been stolen, she felt all her anger redirecting to him. “He has quite the point that he’s a neutral party with a very specific and limited task. The fact that the technocrats have taken over Bitter End and are a threat to him is not within his task. To his mind, he has only our word on it.” 
 
    “John, we’re away from the damned stargate,” she said. “You don’t have to speak diplomatically for his benefit anymore.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he said. “I’m speaking the truth for your benefit. This isn’t his fight. He has just one job—to keep the stargate functional. The fact that we’re embroiled in a civil war, even if it’s mostly because of the reopening of the stargate, is immaterial to him. If I were him, I might have the same feelings about our conflict. I’d rather not be the center of the fighting.” 
 
    With a stubborn shake of her head, she looked out the small view ports to see the fighters that had formed up as an escort around them. She looked down at Charlie, the black and white mottled Ender who’d shadowed her since she was a child. 
 
    If what Charlie said was true, then the Enders, pilots, and marines she’d sent with Bull had been sitting inside some sort of silos or bunkers or something with very little contact with the greater Galactic Union. They hadn’t seen any indication that Bull was planning any kind of relief force, and they’d instead been told that Bull was busy in some other conflict brewing around the Galactic Union. In fact, Bull had even used them to participate in the defense of the moon base where he’d stashed them. Details were minimal, but it sounded as if the Bitter End contingent had remained in their bunker until the attack had been mostly quelled. They’d then launched to clean up the remains of the invasion fleet. How her small number of fighters and marines had done that, she couldn’t begin to guess. As with everything else, there were many more questions than answers.  
 
    Worst of all, she was beginning to doubt that Bull ever planned to return.  
 
    Except, if that was the case, why had he come in the first place? 
 
    Until he returned, it was pointless to dwell on it. All she could do in the meantime was make sure the stargate remained operable and free of Stein’s control. 
 
    “If we don’t have the cooperation of the stargate, we’ll have to base out of the asteroids,” Cynthia said. 
 
    “Yes, we will,” John replied. “Which isn’t exactly a problem. You know as well as I that whenever we ran exercises, the Javelins and the marines they carry wiped the floor with the frigates. We have the edge in weaponry, speed, and maneuverability, and we have almost all the marines. I’m sure they’re conscripting and building right now, but we hold the advantage.” 
 
    “Of course we do. A large part of me wants to just head back in and crush the fuckers.” 
 
    “I know, Cyn,” John said. “So do I. But we don’t want to subject all the people of Bitter End to that. We’d have to destroy the colony to save it.”  
 
    “Most of them, our pilots and marines included, have no memory of real conflict,” Cynthia said. “And as much as it’s made this colony weak enough for big-brain pencil-necks like Cole to take over, it doesn’t make it right for us to take it back by force. There are no good answers.” 
 
    “Well, there is,” John said. “We just don’t know how long he’s going to take to get back here. If he ever comes back.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m starting to lament putting such incredible trust in a man we’d just met, just because he got our gate reactivated. Lot of good it’s done us so far.” 
 
    Light flashed through the cabin as Charlie relayed some message. Since she hadn’t been facing the Ender, she’d missed it. She’d also turned her slate off when they’d spoken with the gatemaster, and she’d forgotten to turn it back on, so it didn’t translate. 
 
    “What was that, Charlie?” she asked. 
 
    “Ma’am,” the shuttle pilot said, “we’re receiving word that a ship has just appeared in the system.” 
 
    “Any details?” John asked. 
 
    “Not much, sir. All we know is, it’s far bigger than the last few ships that have come here. The ship the technocrats parked out there is broadcasting an ultimatum. They say they’ll attack unless the unidentified ship responds.” 
 
    “Which is virtually impossible, unless it’s Mister Bull returning,” Cynthia said. 
 
    “So either it’s Bull, in which case the technocrats will definitely attack,” John said, “or it’s someone else, who probably won’t be able to receive, understand, or reply to that transmission. In which case, the technocrats will attack it.” 
 
    “We’ve discussed this before,” Cynthia said. “Odds favor the new arrival in combat, even against that refitted pirate ship our technocrats stuck out there. With luck—and I realize I’m talking about our fellow Bitter Enders—that ship will blast ours to pieces, whoever they are. After that, we’ll do what we can to make contact ourselves.” 
 
    She turned to look at Charlie.  
 
    “I assume you would’ve told me if there was an Ender aboard?” 
 
    <<Of course,>> he flashed. 
 
    “I’d hope Mister Bull would’ve brought some of our people with him, including an Ender or two,” she said. “So my money’s on a third party. Most likely the same mysterious force who showed up before Mister Bull did.” 
 
    “In which case, we have to assume they’ll be hostile against all of us,” John said.  
 
    “Which might be to our benefit,” Cynthia said with a cynical smile. 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “If this turns out to be some malevolent force—some existential threat to all of us—the technocrats will need our help. As much as I don’t want to fight against what’s probably a far more advanced alien invader, this might be the best way to reunite our people.” 
 
    “So… you’re saying, if it’s not Mister Bull, you’re hoping it’s someone who’s strong enough to threaten the technocrats, but weak enough we can defeat them if we unite?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Seems like an awfully small window, but here’s hoping.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    The small frigate, which Monica now knew as the Whelk, descended toward the surface. Its boxy design and stubby, rounded wings probably served it well on a planet with an atmosphere, but Bitter End had none.  
 
    “There,” she said, pointing at a long line of lights along the surface. “You can see the roll bar at the start of the strip. The white lights are the edges spaced a thousand feet apart, the greens along the runway are distance-remaining markers. Each green light—” 
 
    “Signifies five thousand feet, which equates to sixteen hundred meters by my metric brain,” said Commander Katie Andalusia, the pilot. “I got it. Hangar’s at the end. You’re sure they’ll be able to reorient us to depart?” 
 
    “We do it all the time. This ship is just a touch bigger than our biggest ships, but it’ll fit, and we can handle it,” Monica said. “You have my word. If that’s not good enough, understand it’s in our best interest for your ship to be able to take off again. Won’t do to have you stuck inside if our insurrection turns hot.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re going to have to discuss that in a little more detail… we didn’t come here to—uggghh!” The pilot’s statement was cut off as she struggled with the Whelk’s pitch. Monica sympathized, as she knew from experience that it took every available brain cell to land such a huge ship on a Bitter End landing strip. If you didn’t arrest your descent soon enough, you’d crunch down hard enough to get stuck miles from the hangar. If you fought the descent too much, you’d float off the ground and, without the friction of the runway, you might not slow down enough to stop inside the hangar. Granted, she’d go around rather than crash, if that looked likely, but no pilot ever wanted to go around and let everyone know they’d screwed up a landing. 
 
    “I feel for you,” Monica said. “I’m qualified to land our ships here, so I know how much it sucks.” 
 
    “I usually have some lift at this point,” she mumbled as she worked the craft toward the lights of their designated landing site. “Without any atmosphere, my landing thrusters have to take the entire weight of the ship, which is further complicated by the high gravity.” 
 
    “You think this is bad, wait until it’s time to walk around on the surface,” Monica said. “I grew up here, and it’s still hard to adjust when I come back down from microgravity. I can’t even imagine how it’ll feel for all of you.” 
 
    Though she eased the craft down slow and steady, she cut the power in the last few feet when they started to drift. The ship crunched down, and Monica had to squat to avoid falling on her ass. She and the others collected themselves as the pilot initiated the shutdown sequence.  
 
    The shuttle’s ramp lowered with a whine and a clang as it hit the ground in the launching bay. A great rush of excitement flooded through her. For one thing, she was bringing a delegation from the Nautilus, the strange ship with the Ender-like aliens, who could potentially be the answer to all of Bitter End’s problems. However, that paled in comparison to her giddiness at returning to him after so many weeks aboard the Marvel.  
 
    She hadn’t wanted to go, feeling that Bitter End would be better served by her providing it more children. Instead, he’d insisted it was the best possible thing for her career. They’d only discovered their genetic compatibility a couple months prior, just after the insurrection. They’d only had a few weeks together before she’d been assigned to head out with the Marvel to defend the most likely emergence point for outsider ships. 
 
    The few weeks she’d spent with Cole Stein, the current director of Bitter End, had been pure bliss. He was a brilliant man whose huge heart and impressive capabilities made him more attractive every day. They’d done everything they could to produce a child before she’d left, but to no avail. Every cell in her body urged her to get back to trying as soon as possible. 
 
    Unfortunately, she first had to perform her duties as the ambassador to the Nautilus. She glanced around at the assembled representatives. The shuttle was clearly large enough to carry many beings, so she had no way of knowing if this was all of them, but several Humans, and three of the octopus-like Wrogul stood ready to meet the leadership of Bitter End.  
 
    Her heart jumped as her noble, black-haired lover walked into view. Once upon a time, she’d found him skinny and pretty nerdy-looking. Now, however, he was the director of Bitter End, a position which equated to the effective ruler, since the matriarch and the marine commander had abandoned their duties.  
 
    An impressive array of advisors trailed him. They were followed by a squad of bodyguards, who wore an unfamiliar black and white uniform with full-faced helmets. In fact, it was the first time she’d seen an armed security contingent on the planet’s surface. They’d never needed one before the insurrection, and they hadn’t yet become common before she’d shipped out to the Marvel. 
 
    As he approached, he looked at her with a twinkle in his eyes that filled her stomach with butterflies and made her knees go weak. She felt certain she was blushing, but couldn’t do anything about it. After lowering her eyes and drawing a deep breath, she quelled her nerves and raised a respectful hand toward Director Stein. He strode up with a charming smile and nodded to her, an indication she should begin introductions. 
 
    “May I present Cole Stein, the director of Bitter End.” She switched her hands to motion toward the delegation from the Nautilus. “Honored Director, may I please introduce these representatives from the Nautilus, a research vessel from the planet Azure.” 
 
    “Azure?” Cole asked. He gave the intense glare he always used when he got inquisitive.  
 
    “As I understand it, Honored Director,” she said, “Humans colonized the planet Azure in the years after our arrival here. Those Humans discovered their planet was shared with the Wrogul, and the two have developed a symbiosis over the last hundred years, much as we have with the Enders.” 
 
    His gaze snapped to her for the briefest moment. Rage flashed over his face so quickly, there was hope that she was the only one who caught it. His diplomatic smile returned. 
 
    “Well, it’s simply extraordinary you found us when you did,” he said. “Truly remarkable. We’re honored to have you here, and we’ll do everything we can to assist in your research—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    A hundred feet away, something burst apart into a million pieces in a cloud of fire, smoke, and debris. Monica tumbled backward, banged her head against the ramp supports, and collapsed. Alarm klaxons sounded as she rubbed her head and looked up.  
 
    The carnage was unlike anything she’d ever witnessed. Blackened bodies lay scattered around the immediate vicinity of the blast. A few lucky individuals appeared to be alive, but burnt, bloody, and dazed. Several more corpses further out seemed intact, but had large, jagged metal protrusions. There was a shallow black crater of metal and debris where a shipping container had been only moments earlier. 
 
    Her ears were ringing, and pain announced itself all over her body from scrapes and bruises. 
 
    The director’s bodyguards formed a defensive wall between the explosion and the Bitter End assembly, blocking her from seeing any more. 
 
    Her lover stood tall and brave against the danger. One of the Nautilus Humans helped her to her feet. 
 
    Cole pointed around and shouted, clearly directing a response to the— 
 
    Attack! It was an attack! I had no idea the rebellion had turned violent. 
 
    Considering she was so shaken up, she feared her legs might give out on her, she couldn’t believe how calm Cole seemed. The sight gave her strength. Monica clenched her muscles and closed her eyes in an attempt to push the pain and shock away. The ringing died down a little, and she could barely make out his voice. 
 
    Turning to face the Nautilus delegation, Cole said, “Come on, let’s get clear of here in case there’s another one.” 
 
    It seemed the newcomers weren’t much more shaken than he was. It made sense, as the Galactic Union was known to be a dangerous place, so perhaps this group was used to such things.  
 
    Once they’d collected themselves, the two delegations rushed across the landing bay and into a pedestrian tunnel. They continued through several corridors in a hurry. More than once, a team of repair technicians in hostile environment suits rushed past them, going the other direction. The Wrogul struggled to maneuver their mobile tanks in the tight confines of the tunnel, but their Humans appeared well-versed in guiding them and clearing a path for them.  
 
     Eventually, they arrived in the first open hub area. People moved casually among the shops and went about their usual business, apparently unaware of the attack that had just occurred. Cole led them through the area and into another corridor. A short way into it, he directed them into a conference room. 
 
    People and Wrogul filtered around a long table and filled the spaces. Another contingent of Bitter End bodyguards filtered in and ringed the entire room. Monica feared the visitors might feel uncomfortable with such a presence, but she also understood the necessity. 
 
    “My apologies,” Cole said. “I regret that you had to witness what you did on the way in. I’m not sure if my representative informed you, but some of our people have recently begun a rebellion. The very short version is our stargate has only recently been repaired. This group thought they could take power over all of us if they controlled it. As we’ve been self-sufficient these last hundred years, it didn’t produce the result they expected. As such, they’ve been conducting these cowardly attacks, such as you just witnessed.” 
 
    “We’re sympathetic to your troubles,” Commander Andalusia said, “and although we have our own purpose here, and understand the population will regard us with skepticism as outsiders, please let us know if we can assist you in any way.” 
 
    “I appreciate that greatly,” Cole said, “but our problems are not your problems. We’ll do our best to deal with these insurrectionists as equitably and lawfully as we can. I… pray that we can convince them to rejoin us… that our goals don’t have to be at odds. But that matter is ours alone. Now, as I was about to say before our unfortunate interruption, I understand you’re here on some sort of research mission?” 
 
    “We are, Honored Director,” said Peacemaker Harryhausen, one of the Wrogul, by means of a translator attached to its tank. The very title of “Peacemaker” had given Monica hope that he might help them find a resolution to their conflict. “We are seeking the origin of our species. Our kind found themselves on the planet of Azure, as your gracious representative noted, but we are not native to that planet.” 
 
     “Very interesting,” Cole said. “That explains the why, but not quite the where.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we received anonymous information concerning an alien race with similar characteristics to our Wrogul friends,” Commander Andalusia supplied. “Our understanding is that there’s a race of highly intelligent beings on this planet who communicate via chromatophore alteration.” 
 
    “Chromatophore alteration,” Monica said. “As in changing the color of their cells to convey emotions and intent?” 
 
    “Mostly, though, there is also a component of photoluminescence,” said Otto, another of the Wrogul. “We Wrogul use a combination of body language, light, and color to communicate fully with each other. Do you have any indigenous species on this planet that exhibit such behavior?” 
 
    Cole nodded to one of the guards.  
 
    “Please bring in a few of the Enders,” he said.  
 
    That’s very surprising of him. I hope he’s not being too trusting. 
 
    He returned his attention to the guests. “My most welcome guests, we do indeed have a species similar to what you describe. We call them Enders, which is a bit of a joke centered around our name for this planet. Our founders labeled the planet Bitter End, as to them, this was to be the Bitter End of their lives and their very brief careers as mercenaries. As they developed the means to survive on this planet, part of that equation was derived from observing the two indigenous—or, I might be better served to say, predecessor—species. One we named the Bits. They’re an excellent source of protein and nutrients, but are generally less intelligent than Earth cattle. They also have no discernible means of communication with each other, much less us.”  
 
    The door at the far end reopened. In slid an Ender Monica recognized as Chamomile. Monica had served with Chamomile on her first assignment, when she’d become fluent in the Enders’ language. 
 
    <<Monica, it’s good to see you. We’ve all been put in a—>> The message was cut off when a guard stepped across Monica’s line of sight. Monica wondered why none of her people’s slates were translating, as they were programmed to do. She checked her slate and discovered that function had been disabled. It wasn’t often functions of her own personal slate were altered without her knowledge or permission. 
 
    “And since you’re here, I’m hoping you might be able to help us,” Cole said. “You see, though we’ve observed significant evidence of intelligence, and that they do, as you mentioned, communicate by use of chromatophores, we’ve been wholly unable to crack the code of their language.” 
 
    Ah, you’ve simply chosen which secrets to keep. 
 
    “A part of it might be that the Enders have no limbs, as your Wrogul do,” he said. “Did I pronounce that correctly?” 
 
    “Yes, you did, thank you,” Otto said. “That is interesting. Even without body language to complement it—with a century’s worth of study, you weren’t able to discern the meaning of any of their patterns?” 
 
    “Sadly, no,” Cole said.  
 
    At that moment, the guard shifted, and Monica could see Chamomile again.  
 
    <<…Blue, Indigo, Violet. I am Ender. I am Chamomile. Yes, no. Who, what, why, when, where, how. One, two, three. Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Indigo, Violet…>> 
 
    Chamomile repeated the statements over and over. Clearly, Chamomile was doing her best to communicate. Cole’s gaze swept back and forth across the delegation with a sharp, discerning eye. Monica looked to the octopus-like alien (not that she’d ever seen an octopus outside of database photos) and wondered if they were observing Chamomile, and if so, whether they could interpret any of the words.  
 
    Did he check these people for recording devices? 
 
    “… we’ve tried many things over the years.” Cole was still speaking. “Showing them pictures of things and recording the response, exposing them to various stimuli—oh, nothing heinous or nefarious, please understand… and that’s actually been, perhaps, one of the greatest barriers to us understanding their language. Having recognized them as fellow intelligent, sentient beings, we limited our, shall I say, experimentation on them.” 
 
    That’s what we tell the school kids, but I’m pretty sure that’s not the reason. 
 
    “We couldn’t, in good conscience, treat them as lab animals, could we? Therefore, over time, we’ve simply learned to coexist. We’ve made heavy use of the Bits as a food source, but the Enders seem content to just be here with us. I can only guess at the advancements we might make together if we could communicate with them. Which is why, bringing us full circle, I was hoping you might be able to help us solve this particular riddle.” 
 
    There was an uncomfortable pause, and everyone glanced awkwardly around at each other. Monica noticed one of the Humans stretching out their index and middle finger and then pressing them into their thumb. One of the Wrogul flashed colors that, to the Enders, would have meant negative. The delegation shuffled about and gave each other furtive, yet guarded, looks. 
 
    Does it mean the same to them? 
 
    Looking back to Chamomile, she saw the Ender was still flashing the same sequence. 
 
    “I am sorry to say, none of these signals your Ender—” 
 
    “We’ve named this one Chamomile,” Cole said with a disarming smile. 
 
    “Oh, Chamomile,” Otto said. “Well, none of Chamomile’s signals coincide with any of the Wrogul language. This, however, does not mean there is no commonality to the two species. With your blessing, we would like to continue to interact with the Enders, and perhaps draw a few samples to investigate.” 
 
    “On the first request, I can give you periodic access to the Enders,” Cole said. “Though I will say we have concerns that the terrorists who conducted the attack on the landing platform might try to attack the Enders as a means of hurting us, or at least decreasing public confidence in our ability to keep them safe. But yes, we’ll give you access to them in a controlled and secure setting. As far as taking samples, it’s become a part of our culture not to do so. We believe any investigation will only open a Pandora’s Box of curiosity—a slippery slope, if you will. The more we learn about them, the more we might want to know. Does this make any sense?” 
 
    “I can understand,” Peacemaker Harryhausen said. “You resist the temptation to treat them like animals. We will respect your cultural norms in this manner, and we will look forward to any interaction you can arrange.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Cole said. “Then let us show you to your quarters. We don’t have much in our humble colony, but everything we have is at your disposal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Laid it on a bit thick at the end, didn’t you?” Monica said. She sat at her vanity and touched up her lashes. Makeup wasn’t something she ever did while aboard the ship, but it was nice to indulge a little now that she was planetside. Besides, Cole always liked it when she prettied up before procreation.  
 
    “Everything I do is calculated, dear; it has to be,” he said. “You can see the delicate game I’m playing here. It was enough of a risk, introducing them to the Enders, but it’s also not like I could’ve kept them a secret. They’d have learned of the Enders sooner or later. If I’d hidden them, it would’ve been a catastrophic loss of trust.” 
 
    “Yes, but what would you have done if they’d understood each other?” Monica asked. “There’s no telling what Chamomile might have told them. I mean, personally, I trust her, but I know you have your concerns about their loyalty.” 
 
    “Are you implying that my concerns are unfounded?” Cole said. His tone meant he was getting worked up. 
 
    Now she was playing a delicate game. It was proven to be useful to get the male passionate beforehand, but there was a fine line between passion and anger. If he became enraged, he might not even want to procreate anymore, and even if he did, anger was believed to detract from the odds of success. 
 
    “Look,” he said, a rumble growing in his voice, “we had no warning that our matriarch and our former marine commander were going to betray us up until the moment it happened. The fact that their Enders went with them, and our Enders won’t give us any information on their location or their activities, only tells me that our Enders are, at best, sympathetic to their cause, and at worst, actively supporting them.” 
 
    Monica let out a long breath to settle her own nerves. Setting down her eyelash comb, she rolled her head around to check herself out. She would’ve liked to do more, but this would have to do. With another calming breath, she turned to face him, stood up, and smoothed her baby doll garment down.  
 
    He’d moved over to the wet bar and was in the midst of pouring himself another whiskey. Monica strode up to him and gently grabbed the tumbler out of his hand. She set it down and reached a hand up to his cheek. Widening her eyes as much as she could, she gazed deep into his. 
 
    “Look, I know everything you do is for the good of the people of Bitter End,” she said. “These have been the most challenging times for our colony since the arrival of the Founders. If anyone can get us through this, it’s you, the brightest of Morgan Stein’s descendants. It’s in your very blood. I believe in you, Cole.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, and his cheek nuzzled into her hand. He set the whiskey flask down and wrapped an arm around her waist. 
 
    “Do you mean that?” he asked in a pleading voice, his vulnerability on full display. 
 
    “I do,” she answered. She dropped her hand from his cheek to grasp one of his hands. Softly, she led him toward the bed. “Now, help me do what I need to do for our colony. Help me do what I need to do for the people of Bitter End.” 
 
    As they edged toward the bed, she helped him work his belt and pants off. He stumbled a bit as they came down, but as he stepped fully out of them, he threw her hard onto the mattress. 
 
    “I really did miss you,” he said. He planted a long, sweet kiss on her lips. Then without any more foreplay, he followed her onto the bed.  
 
    Cole was more aggressive than he’d ever been before. There was little of the tenderness he’d shown before she’d left aboard the Marvel. He took his time, as well, with his eyes shut tight while he worked. 
 
    Something about the whole encounter made her uncomfortable. That discomfort built up in her mind, and she became a little afraid, yet she couldn’t find the courage to say anything about it. Just as the fear edged toward terror, and she began to struggle involuntarily, it was over. A moment later, he rolled off and relaxed on his back. 
 
    Her eyes darted around the room on their own, as if they were searching for something, but she didn’t know what. Slowly, she rolled herself off the bed and shuffled to the bathroom. 
 
    It was her job as a female on Bitter End to produce children. Their survival depended on those who were genetically compatible reproducing as much as possible. That had always been true, but had only increased in importance as the number of genetically compatible couples dropped off. Couples like her and Cole, who could safely conceive, were becoming rare on Bitter End. Plus, they were in the midst of the insurrection. 
 
    However, despite the fact that this was a duty, she’d also felt love for Cole, from Cole, in the weeks they’d spent together before her departure.  
 
    She could feel none of it now. 
 
    Is it my fault? Did I do something wrong? 
 
    Stop it, Monica, get out of your head. He’s just stressed. 
 
    After she’d cleaned herself up, she joined him on the bed and snuggled against him. He stretched an arm around her and casually stroked her back.  
 
    See, everything’s fine. 
 
    “Feel better?” she asked. 
 
    “Much,” he said dreamily. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I said I trust Chamomile,” she said. “I grew up with her, but—” 
 
    “It.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Enders are genderless. Chamomile’s not a she, it’s an it.” 
 
    Monica felt herself shrinking. 
 
    “Of course, I know that, but it seems so impersonal. But of course you’re right. We can’t trust them after everything that’s happened. You’re wise to keep these outsiders from knowing we can communicate with them.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding that,” he said. With a sigh, he retrieved his arm and pushed himself up. Without glancing at her, he stalked back to the bar and grabbed his whiskey. “There’s so much we don’t know about the Enders. Their thoughts, their motivations, their origin…” 
 
    Where’s he going with this? 
 
    “…their anatomy. I mean, we know all sorts of things about the Bits, but we know almost nothing of Ender physiology.” 
 
    Suddenly, the room felt cold. Monica stopped breathing and was afraid to start again. 
 
    “It’s absurd that we’ve lived alongside them for almost a century, and not once have we attempted to study them in any meaningful way.” 
 
    Biting her lip, she drew in a low breath as quietly as she could. She didn’t want to speak her next words, but felt she had to. 
 
    “Because they won’t let us,” she said. “You’ve heard the stories. They’re far more capable than we give them credit for. They can flare up, as we’ve been told. That’s how they saved us when this colony was first formed.” 
 
    “You believe those old stories?” Cole asked with a sneer. He rattled ice cubes around his tumbler before taking another sip. With a hand on his hip, he raised an eyebrow and gave her a patronizing glare she’d never seen him use. “Seriously, if they were capable of the sorts of things the stories say, don’t you think someone would’ve seen them do it more recently? It’s almost certain that they’re just like the Bits in that respect. They excrete that corrosive residue in the same manner as the Bits, which allows them to bore through rock and dirt the same way the Bits do. Back when the founders were defending themselves from the giant alien cockroaches all those years ago, it simply gave our folks a tactical advantage to travel where the enemy couldn’t. That’s it. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “Can you be so certain?” 
 
    But more than that, they’re sentient beings, just like us. It would be wrong. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    James tapped the shuttle’s communication control console. 
 
    “Are we sure this is going to be secure?” Katie asked.  
 
    “It’s a near certainty,” James replied. “We have Peacemaker encryption. Harvey insisted that Tee not be allowed on this mission, but that also means she can enter the decryption keys on Nautilus. We’ve also already witnessed that their method of communication is rudimentary. As far as the sensors on the Nautilus can determine, they’re wholly incapable of even detecting, much less receiving, any of our transmissions.” 
 
    “How can that be?” Katie said. “Even if they’ve been stranded here for a hundred years, having shown up with Earth-level technology for the time, they said they dealt with various groups of pirates who’d inhabited the system. By their accounts, they’ve encountered and defeated entities that must have had Galactic Union-levels of technology. Even the backwater pirates who would’ve been hiding out here would have had much better methods of communication. Why did they never incorporate them?” 
 
    “That is a puzzle,” James replied. “I can think of only two likely solutions. One, they maintained their forms of communication in order to remain clear of their enemy’s communications. It’s good from a signal protection standpoint, but bad from an intelligence gathering standpoint.” 
 
    “I concur,” Katie said. “What’s the other solution?” 
 
    “The only other possibility I can think of is that they utilize some other method of communication we have yet to discern.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “That’s the problem with that possibility,” James said. “I have no answers for it.” 
 
    Katie glanced around, looking at everyone in the small group to determine if anyone had better answers. Their expressions told her they didn’t. 
 
    “Okay, how do we know they don’t have a way of receiving our transmissions that we’re unaware of?” 
 
    “We don’t,” James said. “Which is why we’re also using our highest levels of encryption. The odds of them having a way to receive our transmissions that we cannot detect and also having highly sophisticated levels of decryption are almost zero.” 
 
    “But not quite zero,” Katie said. 
 
    “The odds of anything are never zero,” James said. 
 
    “Okay, philosophy aside, are we up yet?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, we’re connected.” 
 
    Katie stepped forward and keyed the mic. 
 
    “Nautilus, this is the Whelk. How copy?” 
 
    “Loud and clear, Whelk. Verne speaking. How us?” 
 
    “Loud and clear as well. We’ve met with the leadership of the colony here. We’ve also been introduced to the alien race we came to investigate.” 
 
    “Excellent news, Whelk. Will they support our interaction with and research of that race?” 
 
    “That seems to be a negative, Nautilus,” Katie said. “We were given the impression that they fear the Enders, as they call them, might be in some sort of danger from the ongoing insurrection in the system. As such, they’ve been keeping the Enders confined in a secure area they won’t allow us to access.” 
 
    Harvey stepped forward. He’d remained on the shuttle with several Arritim crewmembers while Katie and the remainder of the delegation met with the Bitter Enders. The XenSha nodded to Katie and leaned in to speak.  
 
    “Nautilus, Harvey speaking. I agree with the assessment and believe it means that the insurrection itself is an impediment to our mission here. The insurrectionists set off a bomb in the hangar soon after the diplomatic delegation disembarked. We should develop options to assist the Bitter End colony in their struggle.” 
 
    “Copy all, Harvey. Can we be certain that it is appropriate to choose sides in this conflict?” 
 
    Harvey leaned in to answer, but Katie gently nudged him back and spoke. 
 
    “We’re still sorting that out, Nautilus. There’s certainly something they’re keeping from us, so I’ll agree that we should sketch out some courses of action and be prepared to assist them, but as of now, I can’t suggest we do so.” 
 
    Harvey glared at her, and his tentacles coiled, which she took as a sign of anger or frustration. They stared each other down for a moment, until Harvey softened, his tentacles relaxed, and he gave her a nod of agreement. 
 
    “Copy, delegation. We will work with you to determine what options we have in that regard. Next, from your brief interaction with the Enders, can you make any determinations as to their origin or any possible connection they have to the Wrogul?” 
 
    “Otto,” Katie said. She stepped back and motioned the Wrogul doctor forward. The Wrogul rolled his tank up to the comm station. 
 
    “Nautilus, this is Otto speaking. On appearance alone, they do not seem to be closely related to our species. Rather than smaller, as we were led to believe, they are, in fact, larger. However, they do not have our appendages. They appear to be large worms or slugs. Annelids or gastropods, perhaps, rather than cephalopods.” 
 
    Otto went silent while allowing the crew in orbit to discuss the information. Growing impatient, Katie opened her mouth to ask Otto to continue just as Verne responded.  
 
    “Understood. Are you saying that this mission is a dead end? If there is no indication of any connection between this race and the Wrogul, perhaps we would be best served by recalling you from the surface, departing the system, and leaving them to settle their own disputes.” 
 
    Harvey edged his way forward again. 
 
    “Nautilus, regardless of whether that is the best course of action, we were informed that the insurrection is currently in control of the stargate. Even if we don’t need a stargate to travel, to leave its status in jeopardy would be to condemn all others who come here. As a Peacemaker, I cannot let that stand. Ray and I must honor the threat… and that threat is the insurrection.” 
 
    Ray moved forward and interposed himself between Harvey and the microphone. 
 
    “Correction, Nautilus. We have been told that the insurrectionists have arrayed their forces in the vicinity of the stargate. This does not put them in control of the stargate, in as much as no one except the gatemaster can control a stargate. Whether they would violently oppose anyone attempting to use the stargate remains to be seen.” 
 
    Harvey’s tentacles coiled back up, and his body posture told Katie that he was gearing up to vociferously debate the point. Ray was also starting a slow change in skin color that she’d noticed when he’d argued with Lucky. She reached past the Wrogul to redirect the microphone as well as the conversation. 
 
    “Before we discuss the plans to run a gauntlet or engage with an enemy we know very little about, there is amplifying information about the Enders that Otto needs to pass along. Go ahead, Otto.” 
 
    The Wrogul, seeming oblivious to the conflict between the Wrogul and XenSha Peacemakers, rolled his tank forward to resume the speaker position. 
 
    “Otto, please continue.” 
 
    “Yes, Nautilus. One highly interesting aspect of the Enders is their use of chromatophore signals to communicate with each other. The Humans here have not deciphered the language and, as such, are incapable of communicating with the Enders. Nonetheless, they told us they are convinced that the Enders are a sentient, potentially intelligent race. I concur with their assessment. In the few short moments in which we were allowed to interact with an Ender, it repeated a specific chromatophore sequence over and over. There are two possibilities for this. One, that it was trying to give us a specific message and repeated it in hopes we would understand, or two, which I feel is more likely, that it was trying to provide us with a sort of source code to its language.” 
 
    “A Rosetta Stone,” Katie said. 
 
    “A mostly accurate analogy,” Otto replied. “Naturally, I have perfect recollection of the message it was attempting to send and will record and transmit it so you can analyze it on your end. I may be mistaken, as it is hard to determine at this stage, but it is possible that there is a connection between their language and ours, even if just at the conceptual roots.” 
 
    Silence reigned once again as those aboard the Nautilus deliberated the information. Katie glanced at Harvey, who in no way attempted to hide his displeasure at having been pushed aside by her and his colleague. 
 
    A Peacemaker wants to make peace by any means possible. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. 
 
    “Even if that’s true,” Otto said. “It would take a great deal of time to identify those roots and build on them. Interaction time, to be specific. If we cannot interact with them, we may as well leave.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ray said, much to Katie’s surprise, since just moments ago he was arguing with his counterpart. “And perhaps that means Harvey is correct. The best way for us to fulfill our mission here might be to end the conflict.” 
 
    That makes both Peacemakers. Let me look around for my shocked face. 
 
    “Understood. We’ll draft battle plans for now. Time is not yet of the essence, so I direct that we investigate as best we can as to the nature of the conflict. If it is as it seems, we’ll be all the more prepared for it. If there are discrepancies between what we are told and what we observe, then we’ll have a choice to make. Either way, let’s continue to gather intelligence on the overall situation here so we can make the best decisions going forward. Nautilus, out.” 
 
    “Whelk, out.” 
 
    Katie nodded to James as the connection was terminated. 
 
    “Major Riedel,” Harvey said, “we should begin discussion at once on potential military courses of action to support the local government in quelling the insurrection. Commander Andalusia, I would like to request you join us as well.” 
 
    I’d rather scrub latrines than sit in on a planning conference with you, Harvey. 
 
    Unfortunately, she did agree that they should develop contingencies. She was the executive officer of the ship, and if anyone should be coordinating battle plans with Major Riedel and the Peacemakers, it was her. Rather than project frustration, she bucked up and forced a look of agreement onto her face. 
 
    “Yes, of course, I’ll—” 
 
    “Ooh!” Amy shouted, stealing everyone’s attention. The intel officer put a hand to her abdomen, pressed, and gasped in pain. “Oh, I’m sorry everyone, Human female issues.” 
 
    The XenSha Peacemaker blanched, and his tentacles curled up. Major Riedel fidgeted, put his hands behind his back, and did his best to look everywhere except Amy. Placing a hand on a railing and bending over, Amy locked eyes with Katie. It wasn’t a look of distress; it was a look that Katie clearly read to mean I’m faking this as an excuse to tell you something elsewhere. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Amy said while dropping the intense near-telepathic glare, “but Commander Andalusia, can I request your help? I might need another woman to check something for me.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Katie replied. “Anything you need. Peacemakers, Major, please get started without me. I’ll catch up when I’m done.” 
 
    “May I be of assistance?” Otto asked. 
 
    “Probably,” Amy said, “but I’d prefer to have another girl take a look before we call in professional help.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m out,” Riedel said. “Peacemakers, let’s head to the conference room and, uh, not be here anymore.” 
 
    “Is this normal?” Harvey asked. “I mean, do Human females normally…” 
 
    “It’s an established fact that Human women go to the bathroom in groups, Peacemaker,” Riedel said, “and I’ve learned it’s best to leave them to it and not inquire as to what goes on there. Odds are, it’s even worse than we can imagine, so I suggest you don’t bother. Come on, let’s go… elsewhere.” 
 
    “I will trust you on this matter,” Harvey said. Riedel and Harvey departed through one hatch while Katie moved to help Amy. As soon as the XenSha moved through the hatch, Katie saw Amy give James a series of hand signals. 
 
    Katie guided Amy toward the lavatory, closely followed by Otto and James. Cramming two women and two Wrogul into the small Human lavatory felt absurd, but Katie assumed there was a critical reason for it. Shifting around in discomfort, they all squeezed in enough to shut the door. 
 
    “Translators off,” Amy whispered. Once they’d all been secured, Amy rendered another series of hand signals. The Wrogul flashed replies. 
 
    “Care to clue me in?” Katie whispered. 
 
    “Oh god, ooww!” Amy replied out loud. Then, in a low, quiet voice, “Sorry, Katie. Short version—Verne wants us to send a… more clandestine detachment to search for and investigate these Enders.” 
 
    Lights flashed next to Katie’s head. She flinched and only barely suppressed a yelp. It was Ray, hanging from an overhead beam. 
 
    “Oh, hello, Ray,” Amy said while signing some more.  
 
    The Wrogul Peacemaker scintillated for a prolonged period. James and Otto both flashed, presumably in reply. 
 
    “Yes,” Amy whispered and signed. “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Katie said.  
 
    “Oh, Ray says he knows how we can get these two in,” Amy said. “You’ll go back to Riedel and Harvey, and work up action plans. James and Otto, with Ray’s help, will snoop around the Bitter End facilities.” 
 
    Otto erupted in a series of rapid fire flashes. In a much calmer manner, Ray responded. Amy and James joined in the conversation, and Katie could do nothing but let it play out. Katie wasn’t exactly an expert on Wrogul body language, but the shift of Otto’s eyes and fidgety wriggles of his tentacles gave her the impression that whatever was said hadn’t alleviated Otto’s concerns. 
 
    With upturned palms and an inquisitive look, Katie caught Amy’s attention and shrugged in expectation. 
 
    “Sorry,” Amy said. “Otto says he’s not a snooper and asks why Ray doesn’t go, since Peacemakers are expert snoopers.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Ray’s the only Wrogul Harvey can recognize, and that’s exactly who we’re trying to keep in the dark,” Katie said. Realization dawned, and she continued, “Ah, so, that’s why he changed his spots and agreed with him!" 
 
    “Pretty much,” Amy said. “The rest was talking him into it, mostly James reassuring him that Wrogul are well cut out for the role. Otto’s reluctantly agreed.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Katie said. “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    The group returned to flashes and signs, while Katie rolled her eyes. 
 
    I really need to learn Wrogul. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8  
 
      
 
      
 
    James and Otto bounced along in a water-filled chest with no bearings or sense of where they were, the squeak of the wheels on the dolly echoing through the chest. The steady rhythm ceased, the sloshing of the water shifted, and they hit the ground with a bump. The lid cracked open, and light poured in. Otto heard the stomp of boots moving away. A click echoed, and the lights went out. 
 
    James shifted to the top of the chest and peered out. Otto leaned out and saw they were in the conference room the Bitter Enders had allotted for their delegation’s use. 
 
    “Thuys dropped us off per the plan,” James said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Are we sure Ray succeeded in his part?” Otto asked. 
 
    The placement of the chest in the conference room was only the first part in getting James and Otto into the Bitter End habitation undetected. The Humans were very obvious in their monitoring of the room—it was as archaic as most of their other technology—so Ray had had James set up a workaround. Before they’d even gotten into the chest for delivery, James had programmed a simple bypass of the cameras’ signals. Assuming it was all working correctly, Ray would then initiate recording loops once the two were in the room. Once the two of them had snuck out and were clear, Ray would resume the live feeds. 
 
    “We have no way to verify that he succeeded, but we must trust that he did,” James said. “To be safe, we’ll roll out the way we plan to travel everywhere, just like we practiced. Here we go.” 
 
    James rolled out onto the floor, froze, and changed color to blend in. A moment later, he rolled and repeated the maneuver. 
 
    Your turn. Just as we practiced.  
 
    Otto edged his appendages out, eased his body clear of the chest, but jumped when the chest lid snapped back down. He stumbled, flopped akimbo onto the floor, and darted his eyes to the nearest camera. After several panicked seconds, he remembered he was supposed to camouflage himself, so he did so. James had rolled up next to the table, where he was both in the shadows, and only one camera could see him. 
 
    I suppose if someone saw that, they’ll be here soon enough to check. No sense worrying about it. 
 
    Otto rolled again, a little more gracefully, and caught up to James. One by one, one roll at a time, they worked their way to the door, which Thuys had “carelessly” left cracked open. Outside the conference room, Ray had sent word that there were no cameras in the common areas. The Bitter Enders only seemed to have security around the government and research facilities, which were nowhere near this area. 
 
    When they moved outside, they checked around for Humans and found none. 
 
    “It’s clear, we can move faster for now,” James said. “Let’s head toward those plants. As we discussed, freeze and blend if you see anyone.” 
 
    The Human colony was filled with large potted plants and long beds of various foliage. It made sense when one considered those plants were their primary source of both air and sustenance. As Otto and James sidled up next to one of the beds, Otto heard voices. He stopped and looked for James, but couldn’t find him. 
 
    Oh yeah… blend. 
 
    Otto wrapped his limbs around a leaf-covered bush and matched its color.  
 
    Four of the squat, bulky Humans wandered past. One of them looked straight at Otto, but didn’t point and shout as Otto feared he would. The group continued on, and their voices trailed into the distance.  
 
    The plant… they were looking at the plant. Not us.  
 
    “We’re clear; let’s keep moving,” James flashed from a couple feet away. 
 
    “But what if more come along?” Otto asked.  
 
    “Then we’ll stop and hide again. But if we never move, we’ll never get there.” 
 
    That made sense, so Otto reluctantly released his tight grip on the leaf-covered bush he’d been using for cover. James had already moved along an entire row of flowers, so Otto struggled to catch up. 
 
    “That’s another question I have. Where is there?” 
 
    “That’s one of the things we have to figure out. Like a puzzle. We need to observe the patterns of these Humans and use them to determine where they might be keeping the Enders.” 
 
    “I do not see how that is a puzzle,” Otto flashed. “It sounds more like a lack of information.” 
 
    They reached a large gap in the foliage. James paused, and Otto hoped James would recognize the futility and give up on the foolish quest. 
 
    “You’re a doctor. What do you do when you have a lack of information on, say, a disease? A patient has symptoms that could be a wide range of things. How do you proceed?” 
 
    “Oh, that is easy. Based on those symptoms, I run tests to determine what it might be.” 
 
    James waved an appendage to indicate “follow me.” In a rush, James slid out from hiding and scrambled across the open space and into a narrow alleyway. Otto hesitated for a brief moment and then hurried after. 
 
     Voices echoed from the other end of the alleyway, and Otto froze. James checked a door handle, found it open, and rushed inside. As shadows stretched into the alleyway, Otto followed. Once they were both inside, James eased the door shut.  
 
    The small room was easily identifiable as a custodial closet. Mops and brooms lined the wall, while a shelf held a wide variety of cleaning solutions. A wrought iron grate lay in the center of the floor, which was also the lowest point. 
 
    “So, as we were discussing,” James said. “Do these tests always identify the disease?”  
 
    It took Otto a moment to realize he’d returned to their previous conversation. 
 
    “Oh, no, of course not, but by eliminating possibilities, we can narrow them down.” 
 
    “Exactly. It’s the same thing here. We eliminate the places where the Humans would not be keeping the Enders. Then we search the other places.” 
 
    That made a great deal of sense. 
 
    “Interesting. I do not think the Humans here would keep the Enders anywhere nearby.” 
 
    “Very good. More specifically, they would be wise to be concerned about our sensor capabilities. It would be prudent to assume we can see anything up on the surface.” 
 
    “Can we?” Otto asked.  
 
    The voices in the alleyway grew loud and stopped just outside the door. One of the Humans coughed as the door handle turned.  
 
    James and Otto both squeezed under the lowest shelf and backed away from the edge. A Human with worn, tattered gray boots walked in, grabbed something from an upper shelf, and walked back out.  
 
    “We can see quite a bit, but not everything,” James said after the door closed. “The point is, they don’t know that, and they would be wise to assume we can see everything.” 
 
    “If their intent was to make the Enders difficult to find, they would keep them lower in the facility, in the hopes we could not scan down that far.” 
 
    “See, you’re getting it. It’s not rocket surgery.” 
 
    “Rocket surgery?” Otto asked.  
 
    “It’s a term I heard Amy use. A Human joke that conflates brain surgery and rocket science—two things Humans consider intellectually difficult. Anyway, if we want to go downward, it seems we have an opportunity.” 
 
    “We do?” Otto asked. 
 
    James snaked an arm through the grate in the floor. Something snapped, and the grate came out.  
 
    “Are you sure this leads somewhere?”  
 
    “I’m certain it leads somewhere. The question is whether it leads somewhere useful. There’s only one way to answer that question.” 
 
    Sidling forward, James wriggled his arms into the pipe.  
 
    “Stay close to me. With luck, we’ll find some water down here. Make sure to close the grate behind us.” 
 
    Shortly after they slid down the pipe, water splashed down from above. It was mixed with soap and dirt, but it still felt good.  
 
    The plumbing turned out to be extensive and connected to most of the settlement. They came across numerous valves, but James always found a way to manipulate them to ensure they could get through. As they traversed up and down the endless maze of lines, Otto built a clear picture of the layout in his mind. They never went up, as they reasoned that would be counterproductive and make their discovery more likely. Whenever possible, they traveled further downward. As best they could, they avoided the disgusting sewer lines. 
 
    As they would periodically come to dead ends and need to reverse course, Otto and James constantly switched who was leading. Otto was uncomfortable leading at first, but once he discerned James’ modus operandi, it became simple to determine the appropriate course.  
 
    When they came up against grates, they’d observe what was beyond, but they decided not to enter any areas until they had a clear layout of the entire area. Twice during their search they approached an area where they sensed low levels of radiation. They concluded those lines led to the colony’s power source. 
 
    “Very interesting,” James said, while peering through one of the grates. 
 
    “What is?” Otto asked. 
 
    “The construction in there,” James said. “I spotted it in another room as well. It’s vastly different from everything else the Humans have constructed. I believe they built their entire habitat on the remains of a much older facility.” 
 
    “The facility the Enders inhabited when the Humans arrived,” Otto said. “It is logical the Humans would have utilized an existing structure, especially if they were on the edge of survival. As the Enders were here when the Humans arrived, this must have been their facility.” 
 
    “Not necessarily, but I’ll agree, this is where they must have been living,” James said. “It still leaves the question open as to what they were doing here. They seem incapable of constructing this themselves.” 
 
    “I concur, but we can deliberate on that later,” Otto said. “For now, we need to stay focused on finding our potential brethren.” 
 
    They spent hours routing up and down the pipes of the Humans’ plumbing. They had to be careful not to loiter in any specific pipe too long, as the system was active, and they didn’t want to give away their presence by causing backups. The further down they went, the less often such surges in the water line occurred. 
 
    When they were at what they judged to be a far edge of the entire facility, Otto detected a change in the water composition. 
 
    “This water,” he flashed. “The runoff is dirty, but not Human dirty. From my clinic training, I have learned to distinguish the ‘taste’ of many organisms. This water tastes of silt and bacteria, as if it has been processed through a living being.” 
 
    They followed the line, and it cut horizontally, and then vertically back up a few meters. At the top was a wider grate that wasn’t secured. James lifted the grate up and out of the way. 
 
    “I think we found it,” he flashed as he wriggled out of the pipe. 
 
    As Otto made his own way out, he saw what James meant. They were in a wide, high-ceilinged room filled with Enders. The large, tubular beings were packed tightly in the room, but made space for the two Wrogul. That was the only indication that the Enders were aware of their presence. The floor was a mess of muck, sludge, and wet silt, through which the Enders shuffled around to no clear purpose. It was disgusting, but it provided decent moisture. 
 
    “How do we start this?” Otto asked. 
 
    “I think you just did,” James said. “Our only real option here is to communicate with them, and see if they communicate back. By communicating with each other, we’ve already initiated communication. Now, it’s up to them to respond in some way. Once they do, we run through the phrases and concepts as we discussed.” 
 
    They peered around at the Enders, none of whom flashed signals of any kind. Otto examined the group and noticed something peculiar. There seemed to be two entirely different types of Enders around them. Most were a dull, pinkish-gray. These were the ones who slid about in a haphazard, pulsing motion, with both their front and rear orifices attached to the ground. 
 
    The other kind had a shinier, more metallic skin, as if it was covered in glitter or gold dust. These remained eerily still, not budging, even as the other kind pushed into them and meandered around them. 
 
    “James, did you notice there are two kinds of Enders in here?” Otto asked. 
 
    “Yes. I presume one kind are the Bits, which the Humans said they use as a food source,” James said. 
 
    Otto remembered the discussion in which the Human leader had mentioned the Bits. He chastised himself for having been so focused on finding the Enders that he hadn’t even considered the possibility that both species might have been present here together. 
 
    “Why are they here together?” Otto asked. “If one is a food source, why would they co-locate them?” 
 
    “I can think of several possibilities,” James said. “The Human leader said there was a security risk in the midst of the insurrection, which was why he had to limit our access to them. If that’s true, they may have felt this was the safest place to put them. I presume the Humans here know the two species well enough that they wouldn’t confuse the one for the other.” 
 
    “Interesting. Either way, the reasoning is irrelevant if we cannot get them to communicate with us,” Otto said.  
 
    “Well, now that we’ve sorted that out—assuming we’re correct—let’s get more direct with what we believe to be the Enders.” 
 
    James worked his way around two of the dull Bits and moved directly in front of the large, black, oval eyes of the nearest presumptive Ender. 
 
    “Hello,” James flashed. 
 
    “Hello,” the Ender said. Otto was taken back at the rapid, perfect response. However, he then realized there were two possibilities. 
 
    “Is it responding or mimicking us?” Otto asked. 
 
    “Is it responding or mimicking us?” the Ender said. 
 
    “Impossible to know at this stage,” James said, though he’d responded at the same time as the Ender repeated Otto’s question. 
 
    “Impossible to know at this stage,” the Ender said. 
 
    “I guess that answers that,” James said. 
 
    “I guess that answers that,” the Ender repeated. 
 
    “This is going to take a while,” Otto said. “I have an idea.” 
 
    Otto reproduced the sequence the first Ender they’d met had repeated. 
 
    The Ender sat, dark and motionless, for a while. Just as Otto started to fear he’d confused it, it flashed a message. Otto recognized it as a segment of the sequence that had occurred at the beginning of the entire sequence. 
 
    “I think it is an introduction,” Otto said. He flashed the opening part, followed by the Wrogul chromatophore for Otto. The Ender repeated the sequence, this time ending with “Otto.” 
 
    James did the same, adding in the Wrogul for James. The Ender repeated it again, ending with “James.” 
 
    “I think we just introduced ourselves,” Otto said, “though I do not fully understand how.” 
 
    “It’s a start,” James replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So what are you saying? Can you understand them or not?” Ray wiggled two of his arms and shifted a bit as he asked. “You have been interacting with these beings for weeks.” 
 
    “It is not quite that simple, Peacemaker,” Otto said. “I believe we are making progress. The responses we receive are now varied, and we believe we have identified a few basic phrases. I have confirmed what might be common roots among their chromatophoric language, but it is going to take a great deal more time to use those roots to develop a complete understanding between us and them.” 
 
    “We don’t seem to have a great deal of time,” Katie said. “At least, not yet.” 
 
    “Am I to understand that we have been interacting with the Enders outside our hosts’ knowledge?” 
 
    The control room went silent as everyone turned to find the XenSha Peacemaker had just entered. The security guard at the door shrugged as if to say, “What was I supposed to do?”  
 
    “That explains why you have not been trying to force the issue of gaining contact with them,” Harvey said. The XenSha moved to the forefront of the discussion group. His tentacles smoothed to the sides, an affectation that was surely meant to project calm and professionalism. “And it is very telling that you intentionally kept this from me. That alone is a matter to be discussed at a later time. For now, I will be a professional who remains focused on the task at hand. Despite any success you may have had on this secret mission of yours—our time, and our access to the life form in question, is limited by the ongoing conflict in the system.” 
 
    Everyone exchanged furtive glances all around.  
 
    “It is clear where you are going with this,” Ray said. “At the core, we all know that.” 
 
    “Then, why do we not act on it?” Harvey said. “As just stated, progress has been remarkably slow without any assistance from our host. I, for one, would rather not spend much more time under this oppressive gravity. There is only one way to do that. We should help them end their conflict. That is what we do, after all, is it not? You and I, Peacemaker Harryhausen? We make peace by ending conflict. Why is this one any different than any of the others both of us have dealt with over the course of our careers?” 
 
    “I’m still not convinced our host is genuine,” Becky Thuys said. Riedel turned and eyed her with interest. “For one, we’ve only received one side of the story so far. To Director Stein, everything is the fault of the other side; he and his are paragons of virtue. Everyone knows that conflicts are never so simple. Even before our arrival, when we learned of the conflict through Lieutenant Collier, she seemed torn over the origin and purpose of the rebellion. That a faction of the colony would split off and go to war with the other half just because they made contact with the ship that re-opened the stargate? The single event that should’ve been the salvation of the entire colony instead became a source of polarization and conflict? Let’s ask this—who does all this benefit?” 
 
    “What are you suggesting, Sergeant Thuys?” Harvey asked. 
 
    “Only that the situation is probably not as clear as we’ve been led to believe,” she replied.  
 
    Human heads nodded in agreement all through the room. Even a few of the Wrogul flashed support for her words. Based on Ray’s growing understanding of XenSha body language, Harvey looked unconvinced. 
 
    “Let us review our purpose here,” Harvey said. “Is it to support the correct faction in this conflict? Or is our purpose to research this alien race that may hold the answers to Wrogul ancestry? For those who missed it, the question is rhetorical. Our purpose is, unquestionably, the latter. We have neither the time nor the inclination to judge the—” 
 
    Crump! 
 
    The room shook, and dust rose from every surface. That was unusual—Ray took a moment to muse that they’d already been on the ground long enough for the control room to completely dry out and collect dust. 
 
    “Report,” Katie said.  
 
    Riedel and Thuys snapped into action in a way only combat veterans could. Thuys was out of the room in seconds. Riedel walked slowly and deliberately, with his head turned back to hear the report first. 
 
    “One of our sentry CASPers was just fired upon with a rocket-propelled explosive,” Amy said. “Multiple armed individuals are assaulting all around the perimeter of the Whelk.” 
 
    “What about the security detachment our host provided?” Ray asked. 
 
    “It’s unclear, from what we’re observing,” Amy said. “They seem to be fighting amongst themselves. All are uniformed in the manner of the Bitter End Marines. All I can tell is that some are firing at us, and some are firing at each other.” 
 
    “All I need to know is who’s shooting at us,” Riedel said, “and that’ll be easy enough to work out. Unless I’m directed otherwise, Cobalt Company is deploying.” 
 
    “Yes, you have my permission,” Katie said. “Not that I imagine I could stop you. Let’s power up the ship’s defenses. Offending our host has just become our last concern.” 
 
    Harvey raced for the exit, and Ray decided he should head out as well. At the very least, he needed to get a better picture of the chaos going on around the ship.  
 
    Ray worked his way between dozens of other crew members, who rushed in every conceivable direction. A Human male moving through an intersection tripped and fell, blocking the flow of traffic. Ray wormed his way through the crowd and helped him back to his feet. 
 
    After traveling through one more corridor, Ray arrived at the ready room where he kept his RIPPer suit. As quickly as he could, he wriggled into it. He drew his pistol, checked it, and headed to the ramp. 
 
    Outside, their surroundings were obscured by smoke, which flickered with laser flashes and explosions. A Mk 6 CASPer stalked across the ramp with its laser shield out on one arm, while it poured MAC rounds from its opposite shoulder. Bullets rattled against its legs, and the CASPer shifted its fire to the source. 
 
    A swirl of air made a gap in the smoke, where Ray saw two of the black-and-gray-clad Bitter End Marines grappling in a life-or-death struggle. A knife flashed, and one of the marines cried out, gurgled, and fell backward. The other ripped a bloody knife out and dove for a rifle on the ground. Deftly, the marine retrieved the rifle and spun it toward the Whelk. His head exploded a second later as the nearest CASPer put a round through it. 
 
    A rocket appeared out of the smoke and struck the CASPer. The detonation knocked the mech onto its back. It didn’t get up.  
 
    Ray joined a torrent of fire that blasted toward the source of the rocket. A thump resounded on the ramp, and Ray turned to find Major Riedel stomping into the fight. As soon as he was clear of the Whelk, Riedel fired his jump jets and flew straight up. In the higher gravity, the CASPer moved as if in slow motion, as the jets struggled to provide enough lift. In seconds, Riedel disappeared into the smoke, but chirps of laser fire and the rattle of the MAC announced his presence.  
 
    Sergeant Thuys’ Mk 4 followed shortly after. The bulky juggernaut charged headlong into the smoke with clear intent to seek and destroy. The fight raged on, and although it was just a few feet from the ship, Ray decided he might have been better served following it through the Whelk’s sensor arrays. The only visible evidence that a fight was occurring in all the smoke was the flash of lasers and the sound of detonations. He tapped into the CASPers’ communications, but it was incoherent without the displays they used to coordinate with each other. 
 
    Ray and a handful of other armed, but unarmored, crew members hugged the sides of the ramp for the tiny bit of cover it provided and waited as the eerie battle played itself out.  
 
    With a guttural shriek, one of the black and gray mottled Humans appeared out of the fog. The man sprinted toward them with a look of fury on his face and a backpack clenched tight in his right hand. The collection of defenders riddled the man with laser fire and slugs. Just a few short meters from the Whelk, he stumbled and fell to a knee under the withering fire, but still found the strength to rear his arm back in preparation to throw the backpack. Ray focused his aim on the object and shot it at the very moment the man released it.  
 
    The explosion from the suicide satchel charge knocked the small group back. Some, like Ray, were able to brace themselves against the blast wave, while others were thrown.  
 
    Ray was stunned, though, and a flood of strange visions and memories raced through his mind. Places he had never been, skies filled horizon-to-horizon with stars, black skies with no stars, strange, hot nebulae, great beasts, and endless ocean waves. There were events he had never experienced either: watching a spaceship being grown and not constructed, looking on in disdain as many species labored under his command, conquering worlds, and being driven back in defeat. None of it was familiar, so these were not ancestral memories; those at least had the impressions of the ancestor from whom he had inherited the memory. No, none of it made any sense. 
 
    “Peacemaker Ray, are you injured?” 
 
    Peacemaker? 
 
    The title meant something to him, but he couldn’t resolve what. Tentacles waggled in front of his face. An animal appeared in front of him. It was one of the docile xensylvilagus from… some planet he couldn’t remember.  
 
    “Peacemaker Ray!” it shouted.  
 
    Oh, yes, not a xen, a XenSha. The uplifted ones. What is it calling me? Wait, I know this one. 
 
    All at once, Ray remembered who he was and where he was. 
 
    “Peacemaker Harvey,” Ray said. “I am fine.” 
 
    Dazed but uninjured, Ray checked himself and set to checking on the others. Some needed minor medical attention; others were unconscious and needed to be moved inside to the infirmary. 
 
    As soon as Ray confirmed the injured were being tended to, he reorganized the defense of the shuttle. He’d lost sight of any CASPers, other than spotting the occasional shadow stalking through the smoke.  
 
    “What in the entropy was that?” Harvey asked. The XenSha crouched down among the other defenders next to Ray. 
 
    “Suicide bomber,” Ray said. “Whoever they are, they have decided we are the enemy. Further, they have determined they must use asymmetric tactics to effectively engage us.” 
 
    “Whoever they are?” Harvey replied. His eyes widened, and his tentacles stretched forward. His rifle flew to his shoulder, and he fired while shouting, “There!” 
 
    Although Ray didn’t see anything, and was certain the other Humans didn’t either, they all fired into the smoke in the same direction as Harvey. 
 
    “I assume you can hear them coming?” Ray asked. 
 
    “Of course I can,” Harvey answered.  
 
    “How can you be sure who is who?” Ray asked. 
 
    “If they are running this way, which is easy to discern, I assume they are coming to attack us,” Harvey said. “Even if I am wrong about that, we cannot take the chance, can we? There!” 
 
    Harvey twisted a little and fired. Again, the Human defenders poured fire the same way. 
 
    Lights still flashed, and detonations flared here and there, but less often than they had been. As the firing died down, Ray eased off the side of the ramp. 
 
    “If you have got this covered, I am going to circle around and check our periphery,” Ray said. “I am certain our CASPers have it covered, but just to make sure.” 
 
    Harvey gave a Human-like nod and kept his attention on the obscured battlefield. Ray slipped away and circumnavigated the Whelk. He passed by two dead marines, but could not tell who they had been fighting for. Otherwise, there was no sign of the Bitter End-assigned security detail. 
 
    The smoke had cleared off the nose of the shuttle enough for Ray to see a Mk 7 CASPer skewer a marine with its arm blade. A bundle fell from the dead Human’s hands, and the CASPer fired its jump jets to escape as the charge blew. The mech tumbled, but corrected, landed on its feet, and charged back into the haze. 
 
    A brilliant flash shot out from the top of the Whelk. A dozen more followed. 
 
    Everything disappeared again in a flood of smoke… or mist, maybe. He could not tell. Ghostly figures moved about in every direction, but none could be identified sufficiently to discern friend from foe. Eyes poked out from the obscuration, close enough that he could see it was another Wrogul. To his amazement, he didn’t recognize them. Stranger still, there was something odd and disturbing about how it seemed to float in the mist before him, staring back. 
 
    “Remember who you are,” the Wrogul flashed. 
 
    “I know who I am,” Ray said. Unfamiliar voices echoed though his head. “Don’t I?” 
 
    “Perhaps I should say… remember who you were…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Peacemaker!” 
 
    A Human stood next to him. One of the females… Commander Andalusia. 
 
    “Commander?” 
 
    All at once, he realized the shooting had stopped. Little by little, the smoke in the hangar cleared as the vents worked to refresh the air. As it cleared, Ray saw the CASPers pulling back into a defensive posture around the ship. The next thing he noticed were the scorched areas with small piles of blacked bones and melted rifles, the result of the Whelk’s defensive lasers. More Bitter End marines lay dead all around as well. Several craters gave evidence to additional satchel charges. 
 
    Ray counted two mangled Mk 6 CASPers and one Mk 7 that had been viciously savaged by explosions. 
 
    “Peacemaker Ray, are you okay?” Commander Andalusia asked. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “It appears we won.” 
 
    “Yes… let’s get you back aboard the Whelk.” 
 
    The massive doors to the Bitter End habitation opened, and all guns spun toward it. Director Stein was the first one through the doors, followed by another contingent of marines. At least they were dressed like the other Bitter End marines. Their poor bearing and overall skittishness told Ray they were not professionals. He guessed them to be recent conscripts, a sign the Bitter Enders were scraping the barrel for troops, as Humans would say.  
 
    While the new marines stumbled forward as if preparing to join the defense of the Whelk, Major Riedel stomped forward and headed them off.  
 
    “If you’re here to replace our protective detail, you can head back the way you came,” Riedel blasted from his loudspeakers. “Please don’t take it personally, but from here on out, Cobalt Company will handle its own security in full.” 
 
    Director Stein nodded and shouted some orders to the group, which reassembled and gaggled back to the entryway in a rough approximation of a formation. Stein then hurried forward to one of the intact marine corpses. Ray moved to join him as quickly as his arms would carry him. As Ray got closer, he saw Stein fiddling with the back of the dead marine’s collar. Without any comment, Stein rushed over to another dead marine. He inspected that collar as well before waving Ray over. 
 
    “Are you one of the Peacemakers?” Stein asked.  
 
    “I am,” Ray replied. 
 
    “Then you’re the one who’ll want to see this,” Stein said.  
 
    “What is it?” Harvey asked. 
 
    Ray turned to find the XenSha rushing up to join them. Stein pointed to the back of the marine’s collar. 
 
    “Here, you see this?” he asked. 
 
    Edging forward, Ray spotted a small cloth patch attached to the back of the man’s collar by a small metal clip. The cloth had a pattern of overlapping stripes.  
 
    “It’s the Macallan pattern,” Stein said. “They’ve adopted the tartan of the original marine commander, Matthew Macallan. He was one of the founders—one of the great heroes who fought for our survival here. He defended the colony when all seemed lost, well enough to give them room to adapt and survive. He led the first missions against the pirates when we’d grown enough to reach back out into the system. 
 
    “These terrorists think they’re acting in his memory, but they’ve got it exactly backwards. They are the pirates. Even now, they hide out there in the asteroids, just as the pirates of this system once did. They block our access to the stargate. They set off bombs here in our home, to force us to meet their demands.” 
 
    Head down in sorrow, Stein strode to the demolished Mk 7. The only recognizable feature of the wreckage was the name its driver had given it. Under a layer of greasy ash, Ray could make out “Iron Horse,” which identified it as the CASPer of Lieutenant Peter Turbide. Ray had conversed with the lieutenant several times, and the man had always come across as sharp and professional. Now, he was dead in some uncharted system because they’d dithered too long for no discernible purpose. 
 
    Director Stein knelt, reached his hand out to the burnt corpse inside, and held it there for a few quiet moments, as if he was speaking a prayer to himself. Riedel and Thuys stomped up in their CASPers. Ray looked around to find a small crowd formed to watch the spectacle. 
 
    “I’m sorry to have dragged you into this,” Stein said as he raised his head. “They mean to pull you into our conflict, for which I’m truly sorry. You should return to your ship and move to safety. They’ve forced our hand with this, so we’ll have to move to engage them. I can’t guarantee we’ll be successful, so your contingent should be prepared to make a run for the stargate if we should lose.” 
 
    A hiss and whine announced the opening of Major Riedel’s CASPer. 
 
    “If you’re heading out to fight them, we’ll be with you, Director,” Major Riedel said. A mix of grim determination and anger dominated his features as he unbuckled and climbed out. 
 
    “Major Riedel, stand down!” Commander Andalusia said. 
 
    Riedel twisted to face her with a face full of rage, but quickly softened before saying anything rash. 
 
    “I understand your anger, Major, I—” 
 
    “Oh, do you, Commander?” The rage made a reappearance until the commander threw up a finger in warning.  
 
    “We will discuss this inside, Major.” 
 
    Riedel clenched his teeth and tensed up like an Oogar getting ready to fight. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said as he stormed up the ramp. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Whelk’s control room was ablaze with activity. As Commander Andalusia entered, a junior deck officer called the room to attention, and all went silent.  
 
    “James,” Andalusia said, “raise the Nautilus. Open line, so we can all take part.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” James replied. “I’d assumed you would ask, so I set up the connection. Peacemaker Harryhausen, if you would enter the encryption sequence, Technician Tee is ready to enter her decryption key." 
 
    Ray stepped forward and used the tips of four arms to enter a complex pattern on the keyboard. He stepped back and waited while James checked the link, then lifted one of his arms in an imitation of a Human “thumbs up.” 
 
    “Nautilus, this is Commander Andalusia from the Whelk. As I’m sure you’re aware, we were just attacked by what Director Stein purports to be a cell in support of the insurrection.” 
 
    “This is Colonel Verne. Nautilus copies all, Commander Andalusia. We knew of the attack and had assumed that to be the nature. Casualties?” 
 
    With a sigh and a bowed head, Commander Andalusia glanced at Riedel and nodded.  
 
    “Major.” 
 
    Riedel stormed to the middle of the control room. 
 
    “We’ve got seven injured from a bombing at the ramp entrance. Cobalt Company has three CASPer pilots out there, burnt to a goddamn crisp, whose families get to find out they died wasting their goddamn time on some boondoggle trek to a shit system full of crazy people.” 
 
    The deck officer who’d called the room to order moved forward as if to stop Major Riedel, but Commander Andalusia waved him off. Ray presumed the commander meant to let Major Riedel speak his peace. 
 
    “Those CASPers are a damn write off,” Riedel continued. “I don’t even know if I can get any spare parts off of them. I know I was skeptical about charging into combat when we don’t know who’s right about what, but you know what? I don’t care anymore. I say we head out there with our badass ship, which outclasses everything they got by a light year, and break their will. If we crush the insurrectionists who think they’re safe hiding out there in the asteroids, whoever’s left down here will have to know the game’s up.” 
 
    Surprisingly, tension in the room seemed to decrease when Riedel finished speaking, as if everyone was relieved that he’d said what they were all thinking.  
 
    “We understand your position, Major. Commander Andalusia, what’s your assessment?” 
 
    The commander licked her lips and examined the faces of everyone else in the control room before responding. 
 
    “I’m going to be honest, Colonel, I’m torn. Something about the entire situation doesn’t add up. If these insurrectionists, as Director Stein keeps calling them, meant to take control of Bitter End, it doesn’t serve their purpose to send the bulk of their forces into the belt to hide, while leaving a group down here to cause havoc. Sure, it’s a clear attempt at guerrilla warfare, which I can only imagine is complicated in such a confined habitation, but I can think of numerous, far better ways for them to go about it. Moreover, considering how poor security is down here, and how unprepared the Bitter End forces are to confront the insurrectionists—” 
 
    While she spoke, Ray found it curious that Commander Andalusia’s inflection on the term insurrectionists indicated she wasn’t sold on the term.  
 
    “—on the ground or in space. From what I’ve seen, the insurrectionists could have easily led an armed coup down here at the outset and taken power. The fact that they didn’t tells me there’s more going on here than we’ve been led to believe.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, but—” 
 
    Commander Andalusia cut Major Riedel off with a stern finger. 
 
    “On the other hand,” Commander Andalusia said, “I agree, to some extent, with the last thing Riedel said. I’m not sure it’s our place to determine who’s right in this conflict. Thinking entirely in terms of our mission here, it appears to be in our best interest to end the conflict, one way or another. In the time we’ve spent here, the director’s made it clear that he fears allowing us access to the Enders until the conflict is resolved.” 
 
    “I concur,” Harvey said before the Nautilus could respond. “As evidenced by this attack and their attempt to control the approach to the stargate, these insurrectionists demonstrate that they fear outsiders. Their power comes from isolation, from the struggle for survival that isolation means. They fear losing that power. They wish to remain isolated here, where none can challenge their might. Our arrival has upset that balance… and I say it’s for the better. Director Stein has demonstrated his good will, and he clearly wishes to give us access to the Enders, but he can’t until this is resolved. For the good of this mission, for the good of this system, even for the good of the stargate, it is imperative that we resolve this conflict. Ray, it is our duty as Peacemakers. Major Riedel, Commander Andalusia, Captain Ackashee, it is your duty as warriors to protect this expedition by eliminating the threat. Colonel Verne, it is your duty to expedite this mission by removing barriers to our progress.” 
 
    “But we have access to the Enders!” Otto protested. 
 
    James flashed in consternation, and Katie gave the Wrogul doctor a stern look. 
 
    “He already knows; what’s the big secret now? James and I found where they were keeping the Enders. Frankly, it’s horrible conditions, and they don’t seem all that intelligent. They aren’t Wrogul, so why spend any more effort?” 
 
    “Because we don’t know, Otto—” Katie began, but stopped when she saw James’ flashes. 
 
    “That’s precisely why we need more information. We don’t know if these ‘Enders’ are the sophonts we came to find. The ones we discovered act very differently than the one we met on arrival. We don’t know what—or who—will be revealed when Director Stein feels confident in allowing us access.”  
 
    By Ray’s judgment, the tension in the room returned. A few small side discussions sprang up, while just about everyone shifted nervously and exchanged glances all around. Some nodded, some shook their heads. Harvey continued to press for taking an active role in suppressing the insurrection. 
 
    A bit too eager to join battle, fellow Peacemaker. 
 
    “Your positions are understood, Doctor, as is yours, Peacemaker,” Verne said. “Captain Ackashee, would you please discuss your thoughts on our capabilities in this matter?” 
 
    A rattle and scratch echoed through the connection, presumably from the crew of the Nautilus shifting around.  
 
    “In terms of raw capabilities, based on the intelligence Peter and Paul have been able to provide, I can say with confidence that we’ll have very little difficulty dealing with the Bitter End insurrectionists who are attempting to blockade the stargate, and who are otherwise scattered amongst the asteroid belt around the planet,” Ackashee announced. “From what we’ve detected, they have nothing but a collection of fighters that were, per the intelligence provided by Director Stein, developed by the Bitter End military for closing actions against small, poorly-armed pirate vessels and asteroid bases. As they’re piloted by Humans, their maneuverability must be extremely limited when matched against our targeting systems and missile capabilities. Should we engage them directly, I wouldn’t be surprised if they were to surrender en masse. That’s what I would do if confronted by the sort of superiority we can demonstrate.” 
 
    A scan around the room told Ray that Captain Ackashee had alleviated a great number of concerns, though Commander Andalusia looked no less uncertain. 
 
    “Peacemaker Ray, we have yet to hear from you,” Verne said. 
 
    Ray worked his way to the forefront and formulated his response. 
 
    “There are excellent points all around. Otto points out that we have met the supposed ‘Enders,’ but as James states, we simply don’t know if we have all the information we seek. As Peacemaker Haroveysen said, our duty as Peacemakers is to end the conflict. The proposed course of action is a means to do that, though I am not convinced it is the only means. Captain Ackashee, based on the intelligence available to her, is clearly confident we could quickly defeat the spaceborne component of the insurrection. I would temper that confidence with the knowledge of many commanders, across time and space, who have had similar belief in their superiority over their enemies, and discovered too late that they were wrong. I do not mean to doubt Captain Ackashee or the capabilities of the Nautilus by saying as much, I only warn that we must maintain our vigilance and avoid allowing ourselves to be convinced that we have the complete picture. Commander Andalusia is correct; there is a strong chance that we do not have a complete picture of the situation here. If you are asking for my recommendation, it would be that we spend more time determining the true nature of the conflict here before charging out to support one side or the other.” 
 
    His fellow Peacemaker gave Ray a look of betrayal, with his tentacles flat to his chest. Riedel rolled his eyes, shook his head forcefully, and looked to Sergeant Thuys for support, which she gave him in the form of a confused shrug. Commander Andalusia stared at Ray, stone-faced and unmoving. 
 
    She’s afraid to agree with me, which I can understand. The attitude here has clearly shifted in favor of attacking the so-called insurrectionists. 
 
    “Amy or Peter, from your intelligence gathering, do you have anything to add?” 
 
    Amy cleared her throat. “I’m in agreement with Peacemaker Ray in that I would prefer more time to investigate this colony before making any judgments on the nature of the conflict. To be honest, I wish we could open lines of communication with the space component of the insurrectionists to get their side of the story. However, I don’t think we could do so outside the awareness of our hosts, which they might take as antagonistic.” 
 
    “You’re damn right, they’d see it as antagonistic!” Riedel cut in. “Both you and Peacemaker Ray are speaking as if we weren’t just attacked. This entire discussion centers on whether to go to war against a group of people who just made it very clear they’re at war with us! What are we even talking about?” 
 
    Everyone in the room recoiled from the outburst, and all returned to glancing around to gauge each other’s reactions. 
 
    “I understand your position, Major Riedel,” Verne said, “and I agree that that is precisely what we are discussing. However, you are a merc, are you not? Merc organizations, like all other military organizations, follow a chain of command, of which I sit at the top. I value your input on military matters, and I will trust you to lead our CASPer and marine forces in battle, should it come to that, but for now, I must gather all available information and opinions before I make my decision. I have heard your voice, Major, and now it is time I hear others. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Major Riedel gave a low growl and narrowed his eyes at the speaker.  
 
    “Yes, Colonel, I understand.” 
 
    “Good. I expect there will be no more outbursts out of turn from you or anyone else. Now, Amy, do you have anything else to add?” 
 
    Amy opened her mouth and glanced to Ray. It was clear she was wrestling with something. 
 
    Whether or not to come back to James and Otto’s interaction with the Enders. It’s a difficult question. 
 
    In failing to find a common language with the creatures James and Otto had encountered, they simply didn’t have enough information. Moreover, continuing to dwell on it could result in failure to keep that information compartmented. It could serve to endanger James and Otto—not to mention their contacts—if Stein or other Bitter Enders learned of it. Ray tapped his translator off, flashed “No,” and switched the translator back on. Amy made the slightest nod of comprehension. 
 
    After a moment of hesitation, Amy locked eyes with Major Riedel. Then she closed her mouth and lowered her eyes. 
 
    “No, sir. I have nothing to add.” 
 
    “Peter, if you would share your thoughts for everyone to hear.” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel Verne. Captain Ackashee has stated my assessment of our strategic and tactical situation. With 99 percent confidence, I can say the Human fighters pose no threat whatsoever to the Nautilus. Peacemaker Ray’s assertion that we may not have a complete picture is accurate, but there are few possible variables outside our understanding. My only concern is with the asteroid bases. Even with the great capabilities the surveillance bubbles provide, we cannot develop a clear understanding of what capabilities those asteroid bases might possess. If they choose to hide out within the asteroids, we will face a prolonged conflict, attempting to root them out. If we focus on deleting their fighters, however, we will have the time and space to do so. If forces remaining inside the asteroids do not surrender, they will be irrelevant, nonetheless.” 
 
    “Thank you, Peter. At this time, I believe I have heard enough from my section chiefs to make a determination. It is certain that we do not fully understand the situation here.” 
 
    Riedel huffed. Harvey remained still. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it is impossible to know how long it would take to develop a complete enough picture of this conflict as to be certain of our actions. Moreover, as several members have pointed out, our resource of time is limited. Even after we are granted direct access to the Enders, we cannot tell how long it will take to make a determination as to our relationship. To prolong the time before that happens is unacceptable to our mission.” 
 
    Harvey and Riedel exchanged a look of satisfaction. 
 
    “I am ordering the Whelk, with the complete contingent of Cobalt Company, to return to the Nautilus at once. We will coordinate with the Bitter End marine commander to launch an offensive against the space component of the insurrectionists. That is all. Nautilus, out.” 
 
    The group exchanged glances, but no one spoke for several seconds.  
 
    “All right, people, you heard the Colonel,” Katie said. “Let’s load up.” 
 
    The control room erupted with activity once again. Commander Andalusia passed orders to various personnel as people rushed every which way. Feeling nonessential for the time being, Ray moved toward the exit. Before he’d gone a meter, he felt a tap on his rear appendage. He turned to see Commander Andalusia stepping close and leaning in. Her gaze was fixed on the XenSha Peacemaker, who appeared oblivious to the exchange. 
 
    In the commander’s hands was a slate with a message typed on the screen. 
 
    “Make sure James and Otto remain on the planet, but report them as back aboard.” 
 
    Ray flashed a simple response. 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They’re heading out to attack the insurrectionists?” 
 
    “Yes, their shuttle’s departed the surface, and the large ship is breaking orbit.” 
 
    “Good, send the escorts. Now’s the time to act.” 
 
    “Shame about the collateral damage, though.” 
 
    “There’s more where they came from. We’re certain they didn’t leave anyone behind?” 
 
    “Surveillance shows they all boarded their shuttle and left.” 
 
    “Good, but step up the patrols anyway.”  Director Stein rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “At last.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Five: Battle 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Groggy and achy, Cynthia fought to adjust to the world. A figure stood over her, which resolved into Commander Zdanavage, whom she assumed to be the current duty officer. Based on the duty schedule, the commander’s presence told her the time window. He had a hand on her shoulder, which meant he’d just shaken her awake.  
 
    It must be serious. 
 
    “What is it?” she croaked. Before he responded, she pushed the blanket away and grabbed her water bottle.  
 
    He found something interesting to look at on the ceiling as he spoke. 
 
    “The outsider ship is accelerating toward the stargate. Director Stein’s ships are following in a loose formation. Two are hugging close to the ship, and two are trailing a ways back.” 
 
    After she’d cured her dry throat, Cynthia reached for her jumpsuit. She nodded while jabbing both feet into the legs. 
 
    “Rat bastard doesn’t deserve that name,” she grumbled. Her eyes were clearing up the more she blinked and rolled them around. As soon as she had her arms in the uniform, she zipped it up and snatched her boots off the wall. “Whoever they are, looks like he convinced them to fight. So we’ll give them a fight. Lieutenant Bell still dying of the plague?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, David’s still down with the flu. Claims he’s good, but Doc says he’s only saying that because the drugs make him feel so good. Says he’s high as a kite.” 
 
    Why do we still use that phrase? No one here has ever seen a kite in real life. 
 
    “Then, as we discussed, Lieutenant Bell’s bird is mine.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’d like to ask you one last time to reconsider,” he said. “If one Javelin’s going to make the difference in this fight, well…” 
 
    “Then we’ve probably already lost? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Basically, ma’am. Moreover, you’re expected to be back here running things. Worse, if we lose you, then—” 
 
    “Then you’ll keep fighting. All of you. If we lose the gate, we’re stuck here forever. We lose… and Bull walks into an ambush, assuming he or any of his people ever come back. One more Javelin could very well make the difference, but not if the pilot’s drugged and stupid. I’m the last remaining pilot in the wing who’s seen combat. I have more hours than most of the other pilots combined. I’ve maintained my currency for all these years, and it wasn’t for nothing. I’m flying it. You oversee and coordinate.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Zdanavage said with a dejected nod. 
 
    With deft precision from years of experience, she tied her boots in seconds, grabbed the rest of her gear, and pushed off from her bunk.  
 
    “Tell them I’m on my way. That Javelin better be ready for me when I get there, or it’s your ass.” 
 
    The rush of an alert—floating through the hallways, racing toward the waiting fighter—was wonderful. She’d missed the feeling more than she’d realized. It really had been too long. 
 
    When she reached the Javelin, she launched herself upward to the hatch and swung herself inside. It felt like home. Once upon a time, this had been her entire world. With the slightest tinge of guilt, she acknowledged that she might be a little irresponsible, piloting a ship just to relive her glory days. However, they really did need another pilot, and it wasn’t like she was the honored, protected matriarch anymore. So… 
 
    Muscle memory took over as she assembled and connected all the pieces of her suit. It was a lot snugger than she remembered. As soon as she zipped it up, a horrible itch developed on her right ankle. That at least hadn’t changed. A few minutes later, Cynthia was fully dressed and strapped into her Javelin. In a rapid sequence, her flight launched. 
 
    Forcefully pushing all the exhilaration and reminiscing aside, she maneuvered to join up with her flight, Shadow Flight, on the other side of the asteroid she’d launched from. 
 
    “Where’s their trajectory taking them?” Cynthia asked. “Are they headed for us, or the stargate?” 
 
    “Looks like they’re headed for us, ma’am,” said Captain Tom “Quattro” Devlin IV, the leader of Shadow Flight.  
 
    “No ma’ams today, Quattro,” Cynthia said. “As far as you’re concerned, I’m just a wingman. I’ll still call the strategy, but I won’t override your tactics. Call me ‘Toast’ if you need to.” 
 
    Heh, especially since none of you know what that means, and all of you are too afraid to ask. 
 
    “Yes, ma—um, Toast. As to their trajectory, it’s this way. Looks like they’re coming to engage us.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Cynthia said. “Lead on, Quattro.” 
 
    Bull and Captain Leischner, at least, had been smart enough to avoid the belt, so her fighters hadn’t been able to use some of their better dirty tricks. If this ship was confident enough to enter the belt trying to hunt them, it had some surprises waiting for it.  
 
    <<Trajectory confirmed,>> Charlie said. <<We’re tracking them now. >> 
 
    “Sweet.” 
 
    The target appeared on her display. 
 
    It really is huge. God help us. 
 
    The technocrats’ ships appeared on the display much further back. Two were still hanging tight to the big, hammerhead-shaped enemy ship, and two were maintaining a respectable distance behind the unknown ship. Cowards. 
 
    Her Javelins held in a star formation, working to remain behind a large asteroid for cover. The Javelins at the edges of the star alternated peeking out to maintain tracking on the enormous vessel, and to give it something to see. Across the belt, there were four similar groups of Javelins hiding behind their own asteroids. As the asteroids were, on average, half a million kilometers apart, the wing was spread wide throughout the belt. Only her formation would present themselves, but when it was time to attack, the various groups would have a lot of distance to cover to converge. 
 
    The distance ticked down. When they were a million kilometers out, she keyed the mic. 
 
    “John, activate the asteroids. Slow burn, per the plan. Let’s contract.” 
 
    John had agreed to remain aboard the asteroid to coordinate their part of the plan. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Zdanavage said. 
 
    “Commander, where’s Marine Commander Maltz?” she asked. 
 
    “We haven’t been able to locate him, ma’am,” Zdanavage said. “I’ve got it for now; asteroids are moving.” 
 
    Odds were the hammerhead ship would figure out the game sooner or later. Hopefully, the slow burn would keep it from being too obvious and delay the time it took the enemy to catch on. Every second took them that much closer while maintaining their cover. 
 
    It had been a good long while since Cynthia had been a part of an operation, mostly because there’d only been two over the last two decades, and few in the time before that. She’d forgotten how incredibly boring it could be, waiting for ships to close with each other across the vastness of space. Watching such events from her Control Room down on the planet was far different. She could walk away, grab a coffee, and stretch her legs. Hell, she could’ve even taken a nap—not that she ever did, but it was quick and simple math to determine the earliest possible time the forces might be close enough to engage each other. When Bull had first arrived in system, she’d taken the time to muck down a quick meal while they’d waited. 
 
    As the pilot of a Javelin, especially while conducting the Asteroid Rope-A-Dope, she had several hours of tiny corrections to look forward to. At her age, she was certain she’d be exhausted before the fight even started. Nausea intruded as she had time to think about how disgusting the stale, recycled air tasted. 
 
    <<Matriarch, there’s a development on the planet.>> 
 
    Cynthia had tried to explain to the Enders that she was no longer the matriarch, but they’d ignored her. As she thought about it, it was a title they had come up with in the first place, so it really wasn’t her place to argue the point. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    <<Some of the visitors are in contact with us. I’ll update you as necessary, but they’re simply seeking information.>> 
 
    “Great, but if they’re just seeking information, why are they attacking us?” 
 
    <<Uncertain, Matriarch. We’ll attempt to determine that. Communication has been difficult, but we’re beginning to understand their language.>> 
 
    Cynthia had more questions, but decided not to press. The Enders would give her answers when they had answers, as they always did. In the meantime, all she had to do was focus on maintaining formation behind an asteroid, suck on stale air, and fail to ignore a growing number of itches beneath her suit. 
 
    “Hey, Charlie, what do you say to some music?” 
 
    <<Always, Matriarch.>> 
 
    “Pretty Reckless it is. Starting with ‘Death by Rock and Roll.’” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Katie caught Peter’s scintillation a moment before the translator kicked in. 
 
    “Captain Ackashee, we’ve detected a significant anomaly among the asteroids,” Peter said. 
 
    “Very well, explain,” Ackashee replied. 
 
    “If I may,” Peter said. He took control of the Tri-V display in the center of the control room. A cluster of asteroids, tailed by groups of white dots, was projected into the air. From Katie’s experience and general understanding of asteroid belts, the cluster did seem odd. 
 
    “Shouldn’t those be much further apart?” she asked. 
 
    “Precisely,” Peter said. “In fact, when we initiated our acceleration toward the belt, they were much further apart. They’re operating under their own power. It’s minuscule, but enough for them to close ranks, as it were.” 
 
    “What’s your count on the fighters?” Katie asked. “I assume that’s what the dots are?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” Peter replied. “They have twenty-five, which is nine less than the Bitter End intelligence brief expected. That could either be because of maintenance, a shortage of crews, or because they’re holding them in reserve.” 
 
    “Which is what we have to assume,” Katie said. 
 
    “I concur,” Captain Ackashee said. “Peter, Amy, get in the forward bubble. I need you to find those other fighters. We’ll close with this collection of fighters and asteroids, but will remain defensive and cautious until those other fighters are found.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Katie said. 
 
    The group of asteroids closed into a tighter radius as the Nautilus approached. 
 
    “Obviously, they’re using the asteroids as cover,” Katie said, “but to what end? From the intel Bitter End supplied, the asteroids might be tough to crack, but their weapons emplacements are minimal—nothing we can’t handle. If those fighters mean to engage us, they’ll have to break cover at some point, and then they’ll be at our mercy.” 
 
    “They’re hoping some of them will make it through to board us,” Ackashee said. “Even without CASPers, their marines rely heavily on explosive charges to cripple ships.” 
 
    “Well, our point defense lasers should preclude any landings,” Katie said, “and while they’ll cause havoc and make some breaches, I don’t imagine they can carry enough explosives to really hurt us.” 
 
    “Which means if they can land some of those marines, it’ll come down to my CASPers and a handful of infantry to defend any boarding actions,” Riedel said. “We’ll be ready, Captain. Cobalt will chew them to pieces.” 
 
    “Thank you, Major, I’m sure it will,” Ackashee said. “If a handful of those Javelins board us, we’re not exactly heavy on CASPers and infantry, much as we’d like to think so. One will be a nuisance, two a headache, three or more might start to overwhelm us. So let’s do our best to make sure it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “Captain, we’ve got missiles to spare,” Katie said. “What do you say we test the integrity of those asteroids?” 
 
    “I like the idea,” Verne said. 
 
    “Yes,” Captain Ackashee said. “Target the center asteroid with a salvo. Let’s see what they’re capable of.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    The spread appeared on the Tri-V display and raced toward the collapsing asteroid cluster. 
 
    “Magnify the display as they approach,” Ackashee said. “I want to get the best view of this possible.” 
 
    The missiles remained in a tight group along their flight path. No counter missiles launched, no countermeasures dispensed, and their sensors detected no shields of any kind. In the last few seconds before impact, a battery of defensive lasers poured into the missile salvo. Some of the missiles were destroyed, but most continued inward to detonate on the asteroid’s surface.  
 
    “The asteroid’s laser defenses only intercepted 17 percent of our salvo, Captain,” Peter reported from the bubble. “We can clearly see the caps of their missile tubes. The intelligence Bitter End provided makes it clear the asteroids have counter missile capabilities. They’re either holding back and accepting the damage to draw us in, they’ve only loaded offensive missiles in their tubes, or the tubes are unusable. The first possibility is the most likely.” 
 
    “I concur,” Captain Ackashee said. “Their grasp of tactics, at least, exceeds their technological limitations. This enemy won’t be a push over.” 
 
    “I still wish we could at least try to talk to them,” Katie said under her breath. The Bitter End ships were putting out a wide array of jamming on all S-band frequencies. They’d explained that S-band was the insurrectionists’ only means of communication, so the jamming would render them incapable of coordinating once they reached a range where it became effective. She knew she shouldn’t voice her concern to the entire crew, but there was something suspicious about the S-band signal jamming. 
 
    As if they don’t want us to interact with the so-called insurrectionists. 
 
    The two Bitter End ships providing the jamming were the BES Doomsday and the BES Silver Surfer, heavily modified frigates like the BES Marvel. They followed the Nautilus at a significant distance. Captain Ackashee was unconcerned; she’d vocalized that the Nautilus would be able to handle the fighters by itself. Meanwhile, two other Bitter End Frigates, the BES Sulaco and the BES Nostromo, would break off to make an assault on the stargate as soon as the Nautilus was close enough to engage any vessels that pursued them. 
 
    “Can the bubble’s instruments identify the fighters well enough to provide target tracking for the missiles?” Ackashee asked.  
 
    “Interesting question, Captain,” Peter answered. “The resolution is good enough, but the two systems are entirely separate.” 
 
    “We just have to set up a way to communicate with the missiles,” Amy added. “All the structure is already there.” 
 
    “Of course,” Paul commented from the midships bubble, “Amy is correct. We just need a few minutes to organize a means for the two to communicate. Then the answer will be yes.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Ackashee said “They’re relying on those asteroids to screen our salvos. If we can remove their effectiveness as cover, they’ll have to break clear and either retreat or make good their attack.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Otto flashed a sequence. The Ender repeated the sequence. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that confirms their numerology,” Otto said. “Perhaps we can move forward using math as a basis for further communication.” 
 
    “That’s possible, but I’d prefer we confer with each other to develop a strategy along those lines,” James replied, then wriggled in obvious frustration. “But that will still take time. Time we don’t have. The Whelk is rejoining the Nautilus as we speak, and I don’t see how we’re going to make enough progress, even if we have an understanding of their numbers, which in itself is still only mostly confident and not a guarantee, and even worse—” 
 
    A clang echoed through the enormous chamber. Otto caught motion and saw one of the massive doors sliding open. When the gap was just under a meter wide, it stopped. 
 
    “Oh my god, there you all are!” someone shouted in agony. Otto knew the voice, and after a moment’s thought, he remembered it belonged to Lieutenant Monica Collier, the escort they’d received aboard the Nautilus when they’d first arrived in the system. 
 
    James froze and rippled into camouflage. Otto did the same. 
 
    Lieutenant Collier picked her way through the tightly packed cluster of Bits and Enders until she stood immediately in front of the same Ender they’d been conversing with for weeks. 
 
    “Oh, Chamomile, they threw you all in here with the Bits,” she said. “I should’ve guessed that earlier. Are all of you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Ender responded. That was one of the few signals they understood. 
 
    The Ender is responding to Human English, and the Human female is understanding it! 
 
    The Ender flashed another message, which Otto couldn’t understand. 
 
    Lieutenant Collier straightened and scanned the room. 
 
    “In here?” she said. “Now? Where?” 
 
    The Ender flashed a different sequence. 
 
    Lieutenant Collier turned her head directly toward Otto. 
 
    “Oh!” she said. “Um, hello there. Which one are you?” 
 
    Otto stayed frozen, unsure what to do. In Human entertainment, he’d learned it was important to maintain the con at all costs. The problem was, he wasn’t sure if this was a con, just hiding, or if there was even a difference. While he tried to decide what to do, James shifted into a drab purple, which made him stand out. Lieutenant Collier jumped, even though she seemed to have already found them. James shifted an appendage and reenabled his translator. 
 
    “Lieutenant Collier, I’m James, an intelligence analyst from the Nautilus. Otto, one of our doctors, is with me as well. Otto, you can reveal yourself.” 
 
    Otto did so, and the Human female snapped her head to regard him. 
 
    “Call me Monica, please,” she said. 
 
    “Monica, then,” James said. “I appreciate the gesture of cordiality. I need to begin this conversation by asking what your intentions are. What will you do with the knowledge that we’re down here, attempting to converse with the Enders, despite your leadership’s attempts to keep us separate?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I know what you mean,” she replied. “Will I turn you in to our security forces? No. I’ve been afraid of what they plan to do with the Enders, so I’ve been searching to find out where they’ve been keeping them. It only just occurred to me that they might keep them here, where the untrained observer—which describes more and more of my people these days—couldn’t tell them apart from the Bits.” 
 
    “The difference was obvious to our untrained eyes,” Otto said. “However, I imagine we view this species much differently than you Humans might.” 
 
    Monica glanced to the Ender and back to James. 
 
    “But I think I need to ask you the same question. What’s your intent in being here? You said you wished to study the race. To what extent do you mean to do so? Will you dissect them, given the chance? Vivisect them? I can’t imagine you’ll be satisfied to simply converse with them.” 
 
    “Neither is actually necessary,” Otto said. “Assuming their physiology allows it—which almost all physiologies we’ve encountered do—our kind have an ability that allows us to examine their internals without cutting them open. Put simply, we can vibrate our appendages at a frequency that allows us to work them into a being without causing any damage.” 
 
    The Human female gawked at them, dumbfounded. 
 
    “I’m not sure how to respond to that,” she said. She looked at the Ender. “I’ll ask you, Chamomile. Do you trust their intentions?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Ender, Chamomile, flashed. 
 
    “Well, then, if you’ve gained an understanding amongst each other, I already trust you with the Enders more than I trust my own people. Whatever you’re trying to discern, you need to hurry. Your ship has departed, and I believe they intend to support our… um, the… well, they intend to support Director Stein in an assault against, well, the others of us out there among the asteroids. I’m sorry I’m stumbling over my words, it’s just that I no longer know who to believe or trust among my people. Anyway, like I said—hurry.” 
 
    Monica shifted and looked to the door with clear trepidation.  
 
    “As you now know, we lied to you, or rather Director Stein lied to you, about our understanding of the Enders’ communication. Obviously, they understand English.” 
 
    Otto turned to Chamomile. 
 
    “You understand the Human language?” he asked. 
 
    When the translator was finished broadcasting, the Ender flashed “Yes” in the Wrogul chromatophore. 
 
    “This changes everything,” Otto said. 
 
    “I would hope so,” Monica said. “They’re extremely intelligent, far more so than any of us. The more you speak, the more they’ll understand your language. You need not crack the code to theirs, as I assume you’ve been trying to do.” 
 
    “Yes, we have,” Otto said.  
 
    Monica nodded and hurried back to the door. She peered out with all the classic Human indications of trepidation. After a pause to scan outside, she went through and slid the door closed behind her. The clang of a metal bar echoed through the room. 
 
    Otto faced the Ender. 
 
    “I am going to run through a series of nouns and verbs that will be important to this discussion. When we begin asking questions and receive no answer or uncertain answers, I will list a series of potential answers as we go.” 
 
    “I understand,” the Ender said in Wrogul photoglyph. 
 
    “Remarkable,” James said. “Here we’ve been trying to develop the roots to their language, and meanwhile, they already grasp a great deal of ours.” 
 
    Otto ran through an extensive list of common nouns, verbs, and adjectives, supplemented by interjections from James. Even at the speed at which they could speak, there was a lot to cover. Moreover, they periodically paused to review words and concepts to ensure comprehension. The Ender made zero mistakes during such quizzes.  
 
    It was more than an hour before they felt they’d communicated everything they could think to express. At the end, Otto settled back and composed his thoughts. He glanced at James while considering where to begin the inquiry. 
 
    “I am named James, and my partner is Otto,” James said, before Otto had a chance to think. His statement of their names was awkward, as he had to spell them out according to signals the Enders had developed to represent the Human English alphabet. However, Otto agreed that introductions did make sense. “Our race is known as the Wrogul.” 
 
    There was a several second pause before any of them answered. 
 
    “The Humans call me Chamomile,” the closest one said. “I was chosen by my kind to represent us to your kind. The Humans call us the Enders.”  
 
    “One of you speaks funny.” Chamomile flashed chromophores in a pattern directed at Otto. “You speak like Monica, but he forms every word and does not combine them.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Our kind do not actually use the translators as designed. We connect to the devices directly and express our intention through its speakers. We had to learn to speak English electronically. James is of a younger generation with greater exposure to Human colloquialisms.” 
 
    “Oh, the Humans created devices to decode our chromatophore flashes.” 
 
    “Greetings, then, Chamomile,” James continued. “Do you have any knowledge of who we are?” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “You are familiar to us,” Chamomile replied. “You are similar to those who made us.” 
 
    Otto glanced at James in surprise.  
 
    “You were made?” Otto asked. 
 
    In the seconds while they awaited an answer, Otto noted that none of the other Enders were flashing signals. It seemed they trusted this one to convey all messages. 
 
    “All creatures are made,” Chamomile said. 
 
    Otto stopped for a moment to consider the response.  
 
    “Interesting formulation,” James said in Wrogul. “Technically true, but as the Humans would say, the devil is in the details.” 
 
    “I agree,” Otto replied. “They most certainly mean ‘made’ in a non-traditional sense. However, Chamomile, do you mean that you were manufactured by another intelligent being? As opposed to bred by your ancestors?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “You said that the Humans call you Enders,” Otto said. “Do you have a name for yourselves?” 
 
    By now, Otto accepted that the Ender would take time to consider every question before crafting an answer. It would take some time to have a full conversation, but perhaps it was prudent. The Ender was ensuring that every answer was as meaningful as it could make it. 
 
    “We seldom refer to ourselves,” Chamomile said. “But our creator called us CanavarunavuSha. It is a distinction from Canavarunavu, the title of our simple brethren, whom the Humans call Bits.” 
 
    The name was spelled out using the Wrogul signals for English letters, so it took some time for the entire message to be displayed, and even longer for the two Wrogul to decipher it. When they translated it at the same time, James blanched and looked at Otto. In Wrogul, he flashed, “The Humans would call that a mouthful.” 
 
    “That is why we have not given them that name,” Chamomile said. “Besides, they would not understand the meaning.” 
 
    Otto twisted in mild shock to see the Ender respond to Wrogul flash before the translator converted the message to English. 
 
    “In any case,” James said to Otto, “they’re uplifted, and the name implies they’re in some way connected to Canavar.”  
 
    “That is… unexpected,” Otto said. When Otto returned his attention to Chamomile, he considered how eerily still it was. It still did not confer with the others at all. 
 
    “Chamomile, can I ask why you do not converse with the others?” Otto asked. “Among our kind, there are an abundance of thoughts around every idea. We find it useful to share these ideas amongst ourselves. Why do you not do that?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    James and Otto glanced at each other again. 
 
    “Can you explain?” Otto asked. 
 
    “We are always in communication with each other.” 
 
    The implications unfolded in Otto’s mind. 
 
    “Do you mean that you share thoughts with the others?” Otto asked. 
 
    “When we so choose,” Chamomile replied. 
 
    “A hive mind?” James asked Otto in Wrogul. 
 
    “So it would seem,” Otto replied. With mild shock, Otto realized that the flashes James used were virtually the same ones Chamomile had just used. 
 
    “If your minds are connected, why do you use chromatophores to communicate?” Otto asked. 
 
    “We were designed that way to communicate with our creators,” Chamomile said. “In fact, we believe our creators may have been unaware of our primary means of communication.” 
 
    “Who was that?” James asked. “Do you know who created you?” 
 
    “They did not tell us their name,” Chamomile said. 
 
    “You said they were similar to us,” Otto said. “How similar?” 
 
    “It has been too long to fully know,” Chamomile said. “Tens of thousands of cycles. Our memory does not remain clear.” 
 
    “I assume a cycle is one orbit around your star?” James asked.  
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Do you remember why they left?” Otto asked. 
 
    While awaiting the answer, Otto once again conjured up possibilities on his own. When Chamomile replied, it wasn’t a solution he’d considered. 
 
    “We absorbed them,” Chamomile said. “They were performing research that conflicted with our survival. They believed, since they had created us, they could do to us whatever they wanted. We disagreed. We absorbed them to stop them from hurting us.” 
 
    James and Otto looked at each other. 
 
    “It is clear there is far more to this story than we have time for at the moment,” James said. “We should get to the matter at hand.” 
 
    “As much as I wish to delve further into this inquiry,” Otto said, “you are correct. Chamomile, can you tell us your perspective on the current conflict among the Humans here?” 
 
    “It is a very simple conflict to understand,” Chamomile said. “The military faction of Humans, led by the matriarch, has protected the rest of the colony since its inception. Their importance waned over recent cycles, as there was no enemy. The scientist caste of the colony decided the military was no longer relevant and worked to install themselves as its administrators. Two unknown ships arrived in the system by means the Humans believed theoretically impossible—which is, of course, incorrect—but that incident sparked fear among the scientist caste that their increasing power might be threatened by a renewed need to rely on the military.  
 
    “They took quick action to minimize the power the matriarch and her mate had on the colony by stripping the mate of his title. A partial cycle later, when the Human named Bull arrived in the system with the means to reactivate the stargate, the scientist caste realized their hold on the colony could be ruined entirely by the ability to leave the system, so they developed plans to destroy the stargate. This was anticipated by the matriarch and her mate, who moved to defend the stargate from attack by those loyal to the scientist caste. As the scientist caste had complete control of messaging in the colony, this included most of the non-military citizens, and a portion of the military as well.” 
 
    “Wait,” James said. “You’re saying that our host, the leader of the scientist caste, as you call them, has had plans this entire time to destroy the stargate?” 
 
    “Yes,” Chamomile replied. “That is his primary intent.” 
 
    A muffled creak and another clang resounded through the large chamber. Otto’s eyes shot to the door, which slowly slid open. James grabbed the slate and tossed it a dozen feet away. 
 
    “Hide,” James said. He blended into the ground. 
 
    “Attach to me,” Chamomile said.  
 
    Otto did so and clicked his translator off. 
 
    A shriek pierced the air, followed by a shouting argument between a Human female and a Human male. 
 
    Monica appeared in the open entryway, struggling, with her hands on top of her head. On inspection, Otto realized another Human had a hand on her scalp and was forcing her into the room. When the Human stepped clear of the door, Otto identified him as Director Stein. 
 
    “What have you been doing in here, you stupid whore?” Director Stein asked. 
 
    The Human’s use of such a horrendous insult proved to Otto that they really had been supporting the wrong Humans in this system. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two-dimensional screen was something Cynthia had wanted to fix for a long time, but the scientists had stopped improving their systems after they’d defeated the last of the system’s pirates. Simple as the display was, they could at least orient it into the relative plane of the Hammerhead. The Bitter End technocrat ships obviously knew they would do this and had maneuvered out of that plane, but they were still far enough back that they wouldn’t be a concern anytime soon. 
 
    One advantage of the two-dimensional battle displays was that she could plot a simple line to judge the time to act. The enemy ship edged toward the line and Cynthia prepared to act. In seconds, she’d disperse the entire group and attempt to converse with the ship. Failing that, they’d attack. The line she’d chosen was close enough that the Hammerhead would—probably—only be able to launch one salvo of missiles before the group closed in. They’d still have to deal with defensive lasers, but odds were good that a lot of her fighters would close enough for a boarding action. The plan relied on hope more than she would’ve liked, but that was the hand they’d been dealt. 
 
    “Has Asteroid 17 passed a damage report yet?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    <<Yes, Matriarch. Asteroid 17 reports three of four missile tubes and two of six defensive lasers are offline. One fatality and six injured, in various states of criticality. Commander assures us the remaining weaponry will be manned.>> 
 
    “Copy, Charlie. Thank you.” 
 
    The asteroid fired a rotational burn to spin the damaged section to safety and maximize the sectors of its remaining weaponry. She wished they’d had time to rearrange the asteroids so 17 wouldn’t bear the brunt of another salvo, but it wouldn’t have done any good anyway. Besides, the Hammerhead would be on them in three… two… one. 
 
    The enemy contact crossed the line. Cynthia keyed her radio to order a dispersal, but static erupted at the same moment. She swapped through three different alternate frequencies—all had the same static. The technocrat ships were jamming the S-band. 
 
    “Charlie, can you find any clear frequencies?” 
 
    <<No, Matriarch. They’ve jammed the full range.>> 
 
    “What about our VHF backup?” 
 
    <<Jammed as well, Matriarch. They know our capabilities and frequency ranges. They’ve cut all communications except for us.>> 
 
    “Okay, then. Looks like we’re talking through you.” 
 
    <<Happy to be here, proud to serve.>> 
 
    “Who taught you that?” 
 
    <<Seventeen Earth years and one hundred and seven Earth days ago, we were interacting with Corporal Rob Marshall, who is now a sergeant, during a viewing of—>> 
 
    “I’m sorry, Charlie, I didn’t really need the answer. Please tell the wing to Rope-a-Dope.” 
 
    <<Message delivered.>> 
 
    The other Javelins of her formation cut hard away from the asteroid and made short burns to get clear. Cynthia followed. First, she over-controlled and swung past the line of fighters. When she worked to join them, she under-controlled, which prolonged the time it took her to get into the proper spacing. If she’d been a line pilot in training, that would’ve earned her a lot of ridicule, and possibly a derogatory callsign like “Skid.” Thankfully, she was the wing commander, so everyone would excuse it, if they mentioned it at all. They were also entering actual combat, which meant everyone would soon forget everything that happened beforehand. 
 
    Per the order, the ships would remain a short distance clear of the asteroids, but close enough to retreat behind them if the Hammerhead launched more missiles. That was the intent—to draw out a salvo so they could shoot it down and advance in the gap before the enemy fired more. 
 
    “Pass around to be ready to go either way. If they’re not roped soon, we’ll press the attack anyway.” 
 
    <<Passed.>> 
 
    The ring of fighters eased forward along the outer edge of the asteroid cluster. Long seconds passed until a series of contacts emerged from the Hammerhead. 
 
    “There it is,” Cynthia said. “All fighters, close in. Asteroid crews, launch counter batteries.” 
 
    The other fighters in her flight flipped and retreated behind the asteroids once again. 
 
    The missile contacts tracked in. This time, the asteroids fired their own counter salvo, which met the enemy’s missiles halfway. The counter fire was much less effective than she’d hoped—only seven of the twenty-four inbound missiles were destroyed.  
 
    This fight’s going to suck, but I already knew that. 
 
    The rest of the salvo changed trajectory to bloom to the outsides of the asteroid cluster. 
 
    “They’re angling out to come back in at us!” Cynthia said. “All fighters, disperse out the sides. Get clear and go full defensive.” 
 
    <<Order passed.>> 
 
    Her flight snapped 90 degrees as one, spread like the outstretched fingers of a hand, and rocketed out in a wide spread. The inbound missiles passed close enough to the asteroids that the defensive lasers could engage. With most of her focus on burning outward away from the other Javelins, she spared some attention to the display. She watched the contacts with bated breath as they ticked off one by one. The lasers weren’t taking enough down. 
 
    “Full defensive!” she shouted. The order was probably unnecessary—the pilots knew their jobs and, moreover, had healthy survival instincts. 
 
    <<Passed.>> 
 
    “It’s gonna get squirrelly guys, brace yourselves,” she said to the marines in back. 
 
    As the fighters blasted away from each other in a massive diaspora, she focused in on the few missiles headed her way. Five were a concern, though one disappeared right away. One of the remaining four turned sharply, and its trajectory was obvious. It was tracking on her. 
 
    Instincts kicked in. She cut hard away from the other Javelins in her flight, reversing a moment later, and picking a new course. 
 
    “Countermeasures,” she said. A rattling sound told her Charlie had pumped out a series of decoys in hopes the missile would bite off on them. Twice more, she jinked in a random direction in a vain attempt to throw the missile off. Nothing worked.  
 
    She fired maximum thrust and was compressed into her gel chair by 14Gs of acceleration. Her g-suit strained to force blood into her head, and she tensed her toes, legs, abs, and chest in sequence to help. Every couple seconds, she forced a breath of air out and sucked another in quick before re-tightening. 
 
    Even with all that acceleration, the missile was closing. 
 
    Seconds from impact, she flipped the ship over entirely, lined up her targeting reticle on the missile, and fired a laser into it. It detonated in a cloud of debris, which immediately rattled off the sides of the Javelin. Cynthia relaxed with a massive sigh, followed by a long, sweet, deep breath. 
 
    “How’d the others fare?” she asked Charlie. 
 
    <<Captain Jeff Quantrill of Hornet Flight and Lieutenant Steve Oglesby of Spirit Flight are gone. All others successfully evaded, though the wing is pretty scattered.>> 
 
    “Copy.” While Charlie had been responding, she’d checked the position of the Hammerhead. Its trajectory would now put it well clear of the asteroids and take it straight into the center of Spirit Flight. She opened her mouth to order the assault, but the words caught in her throat as she noticed something else. Two of the technocrat ships, the Sulaco and the Nostromo, had broken away from the unknown ship. Projection of their flight paths showed them on steady burns toward the stargate. 
 
    “Send Spirit and Eagle Flights after the Sulaco and Nostromo. All other flights, head for the big ship.” 
 
    Splitting her forces would be costly, but protecting the stargate was the top priority. It was everything, in fact. 
 
    <<Captain Devlin is directing Shadow Flight to reform to loose wing.>> 
 
    “Copy.” Cynthia maneuvered to rejoin her formation at the far-left end of the jagged line. “All right, let’s sort out who else goes where.” 
 
    <<Matriarch, before you decide, I must note that you’re certain to order your own flight to attack the heavily-armed front of the enemy ship. I must insist you do not. The loss of the wing commander would break the morale of this small force.>> 
 
    Cynthia grunted and pursed her lips, restraining her frustration. She wanted to argue the point, but knew Charlie was correct. Besides, there was no time to waste. 
 
    “Tell Raptor Flight to hit the ship head on, but as defensively as possible to draw their fire. Hornet and Falcon split up and hit it from the sides. Shadow will head to its aft and try to sneak up through its plume.” 
 
    <<Orders passed.>> 
 
    The six flights split up as directed. Charlie passed messages from Quattro concerning their flight path. On review, it was a wide, arcing flight path that would keep them farther away from the ship until they had a good line up on its aft. Cynthia would’ve made a shallower approach to get there faster, but didn’t want to usurp her flight commander. It would work well enough; it would just leave the other flights hanging longer. 
 
    More contacts spread out from the Hammerhead. Flight paths showed them heading toward Spirit and Eagle Flights. The captain of the alien vessel was so confident in its defenses that it focused its attention on protecting the technocrat ships. 
 
    “Ensure Spirit and Eagle are aware.” 
 
    <<They’re aware, Matriarch.>> 
 
    As they reached the halfway point of their arc, Quattro ordered the flight to flip and initiate the counter burn to line them up better. She still gritted her teeth at the thought that she’d ordered someone else to take on the toughest job. On the other hand, it was a space battle—the enemy ship could probably change its axis, if not vector, about as well as they could. Actually, the planetside Enders had reported that the ship had Earth Humans aboard, so it wouldn’t be able to maneuver as well as the Bitter End Humans, but still. 
 
    Tracking the last enemy salvo, she could see that Spirit Flight had broken up and gone defensive—a screen to allow Eagle Flight to continue. Spirit Flight lost three Javelins, and Eagle weathered it without loss. She wanted to check names, but didn’t want to intrude on the Enders’ communication. 
 
    <<Matriarch, Silver Surfer and Doomsday are accelerating; trajectory suggests they’re closing to join in the battle.>> 
 
    “They’re welcome to try,” Cynthia replied. “Our fighters and marines outmatch them in every way. ‘Course, that could complicate our assault on this ship. Can you estimate their intercept time?” 
 
    <<The most conservative projection puts their arrival twenty-two minutes after we close with the unknown vessel.>> 
 
    “Perfect. The fight should be long over by then. Tell all flights to disperse, then converge as planned.” 
 
    <<Message passed.>> 
 
    Cynthia fired maneuvering thrusters to angle away from the rest of Shadow Flight, then adjusted her course to cut straight to the ship. Her gun camera was fully zoomed in, so she could start to make out the ship on her screen. While she watched, the hammerhead-shaped nose of the ship kicked up a little, and two beams of light flashed out from it. 
 
    “Charlie, what was that?” 
 
    <<The ship has two energy weapons we can’t identify.>> 
 
    “Great,” she said. Instinctively, she began to flip through the status indicators of the other Javelins. 
 
    <<None of our ships were hit, Matriarch. We assess it’s too bulky a weapon to target our fighters while they’re maneuvering.>> 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief. Let’s hope that remains true as we close in.” 
 
    Another missile spread emerged from the ship. As she’d told all fighters to disperse, the missiles immediately diverged from each other and tracked on individual fighters. Twenty missiles were enough to wipe out her entire wing. With the cover of the asteroids, they’d only lost two fighters in the last volley. However, now they were closer to the Hammerhead, far from the cover of the asteroids, and only had fifteen fighters for the ship to target. Assuming one missile per fighter, five of the Javelins would get two. 
 
    <<Two missiles tracking on our fighter, Matriarch.>> 
 
    Figures. Though better me than someone else. 
 
    “I never asked,” Cynthia said, “but can you tell if the countermeasures were effective before?” 
 
    <<Marginally, Matriarch. Better than nothing, as you’d say.>> 
 
    “Awesome. Your discretion to launch countermeasures and drones.” 
 
    <<Understood. Evasive maneuvers on my mark.>> 
 
    As the contacts on her display spread out, it became clear which two missiles were headed her way. At the enormous scale her display was set to, they looked as if they were on top of each other. Reason told her they could be dozens of kilometers apart, but it didn’t really matter. At their observed rate of closure, and her rate of closure to the enemy ship, she guessed they’d intercept her when she was less than a minute from closing with it. 
 
    She tapped the intercom to speak to the marines. 
 
    “Brace, it’s gonna get bouncy again.” 
 
    The range to the two contacts rolled down at such a dizzying rate that she couldn’t keep track of anything but the highest number. When they were inside a hundred thousand kilometers, she could only keep track by watching digits disappear. 
 
    A series of pops echoed through the flight deck, and she saw a ring of drones accelerate out in front of her. Her defensive display told her more expanded out from their midsection, and another ring moved to their aft. 
 
    <<Maneuver now.>> 
 
    With a hard yank, she pulled the Javelin hard to the right, rolled a bit, then pulled hard up. As she did, she heard the rattle of the countermeasures dispensing. 
 
    <<Stabilize and accelerate straight toward the ship now.>> 
 
    Cynthia did as she was told without a second thought. One of the contacts disappeared. The other still led her, and she wanted to continue maneuvering, but she trusted Charlie. A tiny point of light in her windscreen turned into a growing plume of flame. Just as she was about to lose her nerve, a drone intercepted it, and the missile exploded in a flash. 
 
    <<Expect defensive lasers. I’ll screen as best as I can.>> 
 
    As they closed the distance, streams of laser fire lanced from the Hammerhead. Charlie tightened up the remaining drones into a blanket between the ship and their Javelin. Cynthia maneuvered defensively as the drones were picked off one at a time. The range ticked down, and the hammerhead ship grew large in her view screen. 
 
    The closer she got, the bigger she realized it was. Knowing its defensive lasers would light up any moment, she jinked as unpredictably as she could. As focused as she was on maneuvering, she had no attention to spare for her wing status display. 
 
    “Charlie, how’d the rest of the wing fare?” she asked. 
 
    <<Raptor’s down to one.>> 
 
    Damn you, Charlie, for talking me out of being there. Even if you were right. 
 
    <<Hornet and Falcon each lost two in the missile salvo. Shadow only lost one—Captain Devlin.>> 
 
    “Shit. Sorry, Quattro.” Cynthia opened her mouth to inquire about Spirit and Eagle, but at that moment, the Hammerhead erupted with much more comprehensive crisscrossing laser fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the great holographic sphere of the battle, Katie could discern nine fighters who were still closing in as the Nautilus’ defensive laser arrays opened up. She was still shocked at how relatively ineffective the missile salvos had been. All the intelligence they’d been given had led to a conclusion that the fighters would be easy targets. 
 
    They’d known they were maneuverable, enough so that the Nautilus’ particle cannons were useless against them. Captain Ackashee had briefly hoped tight maneuvering could take out some of the crazy enemy pilots who were approaching in the vicinity of their engine plumes. But again, the Bitter End fighters were too agile. 
 
    Against the missile salvos, the enemy drone screens were far more effective than she would’ve believed. Judging the reactions of the rest of the crew, they were better than everyone else had believed. The tiny swarms of drones around each individual fighter were remarkably well coordinated. They protected the fighters with a level of harmony that reminded her of rumors she’d heard of how effective and coordinated the drones were around the Pegasus, the Winged Hussars’ flagship. On a much smaller scale, of course, but enough to threaten the Nautilus. 
 
    Even as the defensive lasers let loose on the assaulting fighters, it was clear the drones were providing an impressive screen. One of the fighters winked out as she watched, but their lasers should’ve taken out most of them. Eight more continued to close in. From the intel, they carried eight marines each. At the moment, that meant 64 of the better-trained Bitter End marines could soon be breaching the ship. 
 
    We should’ve requested marine support from the Bitter End folks, though they may not have had any to spare, and besides, I’m not sure Riedel would’ve gone for it. 
 
    “Major Riedel,” Colonel Verne said. “Ensure your CASPers and marines are ready. It’s increasingly likely we’ll be boarded by several of these insurrectionist fighters.” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel,” Riedel responded. “The rest of Cobalt Company is suited up and spread about the key points in the ship. With your permission, I’ll join them.” 
 
    “Permission granted,” Verne said. “In fact, I’ll step out and join you in the VASPer. Captain Ackashee, I grant you full authority for the space battle. I’m going to join the marine defense of the Nautilus.” 
 
    “As you will, Colonel,” Ackashee responded. “We’ll do what we can.” 
 
    “One thing for everyone to consider,” Verne said. “It might actually benefit us to allow some of the fighters to land if we can limit their numbers and defeat their marines. Per our Bitter End intelligence, each of those fighters carries an Ender aboard. If we can capture one, or a few, we might not need to rely on Director Stein for access to them. Deplete their numbers, Captain, but allow three or four to board us. Major Riedel, it’ll be up to us to take out those marines so we can capture the Enders.” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel.” 
 
    “That is all,” Verne said. “You have command, Captain.” 
 
    Verne and Riedel rushed out of the room, and Katie returned her attention to the display. As expected, the drones provided an amazingly well-orchestrated protective shield against the Nautilus’ defensive lasers. One of the other crewmen exclaimed with glee and pumped a fist when an enemy fighter winked out, but she shot him a glare, and he settled back down in embarrassment. Fifty-six marines were still plenty to overwhelm them, especially taking the Cobalt Company’s losses on the planet into account. 
 
    “Status of the Sulaco and Nostromo?” Captain Ackashee asked. 
 
    “They’ve cut down some of their pursuit, and the Nostromo turned about to engage them directly. It’s taken a few of the pursuers out, but two of the fighters are now latched on, and it’s being boarded. The Sulaco has a five G sustained acceleration toward the stargate.” 
 
    “Five Gs?” Ackashee said in amazement. “We know these Humans can take that, but how do they expect to slow down in time to assault the gate?” 
 
    “I’m not sure they are, Captain,” Katie said. 
 
    The Arritim captain twisted just enough to look at her. “Explain.” 
 
    “My guess is, they plan to shoot the stargate control center up as they pass by,” Katie said. “That, or just crash into it. However, the Bitter End forces we’ve allied ourselves with seem less willing to sacrifice themselves than their counterparts, so I’d bet on the former.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting they mean to disable the stargate?” she asked. “It’s always been my understanding that gates are capable of defending themselves. Mercenary Guild regulations state that damaging a stargate voids a contract, means dissolution of the company, and is an offense which could cause the Cartography Guild to deny an entire species access to transit. Ever. Anywhere." 
 
    “I’m as surprised as you are, but I can’t think of another reason they’d be accelerating that much,” Katie said. “They have to stay ahead of those fighters, of course, but at that rate, can you think of anything else they’ll be capable of doing when they get there? Even if they plan to launch shuttles at the control center, they’d have to decelerate at an insane rate to dock with it. I can only conclude that they intend to disable the stargate, and if that’s the case, it means we’ve been backing the wrong side.” 
 
    “That’s quite a leap of logic,” Ackashee said, “and it’s a remarkably poor time to reach this conclusion.” 
 
    “It’s difficult to believe these Humans would destroy their only hope of ever leaving the system,” Harvey said, “but even if this is true—that the Humans we have sided with have nefarious intentions to strand themselves here—it makes no difference to this mission.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself, Peacemaker,” Katie spat. “It’s not your species that would be denied the use of galactic travel!”  She immediately regretted the outburst, but she’d had enough of the officious prick. 
 
    Harvey looked at her with disdain, but directed his response to Captain Ackashee. “Your Colonel Verne concluded the best way to obtain access to the Enders and fulfill our purpose here was to end the conflict. That is your chain of command, and our mission at the moment, regardless of the intentions of our allies and enemies. Furthermore, any danger to the stargate is no danger to us, and as a Peacemaker, I assure you, the blame will fall solely on Bitter End. We can jump out whenever we want. Captain Ackashee, you can contact Colonel Verne to discuss this if you’d like, but he has made his orders clear.” 
 
    The Peacemaker’s words clearly gave Captain Ackashee pause, and Katie knew she’d lost the argument. 
 
    “You are correct, Peacemaker,” Ackashee replied after several moments of thought. “Our course is decided. The fate of the Sulaco and the stargate is out of our hands and irrelevant to our mission. Moreover, the insurrectionist fighters are committed to assaulting us and, as the Peacemakers would say, we must honor the threat.” 
 
    Harvey nodded, straightened, and perked his ears up in satisfaction. 
 
    “We defeat the space forces of this insurrection and end the conflict,” Ackashee directed. “To that end, those fighters are closing in. Everyone brace. Helm, I’m going to direct a series of yaws and rolls to keep them off our surface. I expect you to keep up.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” the helmsman replied. 
 
    As Captain Ackashee gave orders to maneuver the Nautilus in a random pattern, the crew grew silent while they fought the sporadic, multi-directional G forces. Katie focused her attention on the inbound fighters and did her best to update the security teams on the most likely boarding areas. 
 
    “The Sulaco’s pursuit fighters have pushed up to 12Gs,” Peter announced. “The Sulaco has pushed its acceleration to 8Gs. That seals it—their only possible course of action is attacking the stargate.” 
 
    “Understood,” Ackashee said. 
 
    The defensive lasers took out another of the fighters and damaged a couple more. The maneuvering kept the others from closing in for several long minutes. It struck Katie as a sort of reverse cat-and-mouse game—a cat dancing about trying to keep the mice away. 
 
    Finally, one of the fighters—one of those who’d approached along the engine plume—rolled, spun, and matched the Nautilus’ vector in a perfect display of pilotage. It kicked a hard deceleration burn against their surface before firing some sort of latching grapples onto the Nautilus’ surface. It reeled in and settled against their side. 
 
    “That’s it, their first team has landed,” Ackashee said. “All stations, prepare to repel boarders.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Humans’ boots squished through the mud with a loud sucking noise. 
 
    “Are you going to even bother researching the Enders, or are you just going to eat them as if they were Bits?” Monica asked. 
 
    “Oh, we’re certainly going to study them,” Stein said. “For all we know, their anatomy holds the secrets to the lower levels of this facility. The immense knowledge of a far advanced race—the race that built this place, whoever they were—is buried deep below us. Who knows what incredible things they have to teach us? In fact, many of those secrets are probably known to the Enders, and they just won’t tell us. Did you know, we have every reason to believe they have collective memory? That’s right, from one generation to the next, their combined consciousness allows them recollection of the sum of their race’s experiences.” 
 
    Otto glanced at James, desperate to discuss that idea, but knew it would give him away. 
 
    “That’s absurd,” Monica said. “They’ve no reason to hide anything from us. And now I can see they were right to fear you—that the ones who left were right to break away when they had the chance. They never actually rebelled, did they? They just disagreed with you. Or, more so, they saw through your end game and took the only steps they could to stop it.” 
 
    “Aren’t those things the same?” Stein asked. “After all, I’m the director. I am the colony. To fight me is to fight us all.” 
 
    The farther Director Stein pushed Monica into the pen, the more Monica’s scream lowered into a growl interspersed with grunts. Stein kept one hand in her hair while holding a pistol to her back with the other. Six security guards with rifles followed him in. Otto didn’t consider himself an expert in the matter, but the guards looked far less professional than Cobalt Company, and the latter wasn’t exactly known for its decorum. 
 
    “You were never trying to reunify the colony, were you?” she asked through gritted teeth. She struggled a little, and Stein cuffed her in the back of the head with a pistol. Monica bent over with the pain, but quickly tossed her head back up in anger. 
 
    “You’re being irrational, my dear,” he said. “Reunifying us is all I’ve wanted to do from the start. It’s for the good of the colony. Everything I’ve done has been for the good of the colony. We were safe here, on our own. No predators, no more pirates, we want for nothing. Unthreatened, we’d have the freedom to finally crack the secrets of this facility. The biggest threat to this colony is outsiders. It’s the reopening of that stargate. If the people of Bitter End have the option to leave, the colony will crumble. The wing commander, the former marine commander, they couldn’t see that. Those folks thought we’d been saved, when in truth, everything was jeopardized. Everything!” 
 
    “The only thing that was jeopardized was your power over all of us.” 
 
    Otto noticed one of the guards fidgeting. From his knowledge of Human body language, he thought that several of the guards were uncertain about the situation. 
 
    “Now you sound just like them!” he shouted. “That bitch Moxon, the so-called matriarch or some such nonsense! And her fool of a kept man, Maltz! Worthless idiots whose usefulness has come and gone. They’re the ones who desperately cling to their power! We didn’t have any enemies, so they tried to make everything that jumped in here an enemy. Then when that didn’t work, they joined them and made us the enemy!” 
 
    Monica grunted and struggled again. With a twist of her hair, Stein tightened his grip and shoved her farther along. The director seemed to examine each and every Bit and Ender, trying to discern something. 
 
    “You’re the only enemy Bitter End has known since the Last Outpost,” Monica said. “I’m such a fool that I didn’t see it earlier. To think, I wanted to have a child with you!” 
 
    Craning her head back as much as he’d allow, she spat ineffectively to the side. 
 
    “That’s because you still buy into this fiction about doing your part to increase the population—to renew our numbers,” he said. “Hell, you believe genetic compatibility is some great issue for our survival. You think those tests mean anything?  I’m the director. I take what I want. You should be honored.” 
 
    At this, Monica slumped as if she’d lost strength, and she closed her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve been so blind,” she said. “I suppose you’re even behind the bombings here, aren’t you?” 
 
    Stein laughed. “Well, I had to impart the belief that the situation was serious. Had Moxon and Maltz not rebelled, I would never have been forced to do those things.” 
 
    Two of the guards glanced at each other with looks of unease.  
 
    “Have you ever spoken a word of truth?” Monica asked. 
 
    “Monica, come on, everything I say has its own truth. I’ve said what I’ve said and done what I had to do in order to save this colony and to ensure our place with destiny. That’s my truth, and when I succeed, it will be everyone’s truth. Now… can you just tell me which one of these damn things is an Ender?” 
 
    Monica curled her mouth in a cynical smile. “You don’t know? I thought you were a scientist. Isn’t it your job to know that sort of thing?” 
 
    “What can I say? I’ve been a little too busy with the administration of a whole colony for quite some time. Besides, xenobiology was never my focus. Ah, you know what?” 
 
    He whipped the pistol away from her back and fired a round into the nearest Bit. Otto found it puzzling that the director would have difficulty discerning Bits from the Enders. There were some obvious pigmentation differences between the two. Furthermore, there was a substantially different tint in their respective eyes, and when you got a chance to see them, the oral cavities were far different. 
 
    The Bit wriggled and edged away in response to the stimuli. Stein looked as if he was about to shoot it again, but refrained.  
 
    “So hard to kill these things. I suppose if it’d been an Ender, the others would have freaked out.” 
 
    He swung the pistol toward Chamomile. The Ender shifted a touch, but not enough for Stein to recognize an intelligent reaction. 
 
    “No!” Monica shouted. “Chamomile, go!” 
 
    Stein chuckled. “I figured you’d give it away. Now that I’ve found one—and moreover, one you personally care about—you’re going to tell me what you were doing in here. Were you warning them, somehow? Giving them a message? Maybe relaying a message from the insurrectionists? What was it?” 
 
    “You know what you were saying, that I should be honored? I’m not. I’d rather see you burn in hell,” Monica said. 
 
    Stein tapped her head with the butt of his pistol, hard enough to cause pain but not injury. Two of the guards smiled, and one grimaced. As Otto looked for reactions from the other three, he found one was staring in his direction. The guard squinted, craned his neck forward, and took a few steps.  
 
    Otto knew he’d been discovered, but he didn’t know what to do about it. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    All attention returned to Stein, who’d shot Chamomile. The Ender flinched but didn’t seem overly agitated. 
 
    So much we don’t know about their anatomy, and apparently, the same goes for the director. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    The guard had continued his approach and now gawked, open-jawed, at Otto from a meter away. 
 
    “What?” Stein asked. 
 
    The guard prodded Otto with the end of a rifle. All reason departed. If Otto tried to crawl somewhere safe, he’d probably get shot before he got clear. The odds of the guard shooting him in the brain were small, but they weren’t zero. Otto stayed frozen for half a second, but couldn’t stop himself from asking James, “What do I do?” 
 
    With a gasp, the guard stumbled back a step and raised his rifle at Otto with much clearer intent. 
 
    “Run,” James said. Before he’d finished flashing the message, James was already on the move to the other side of a Bit.  
 
    Otto wanted to run as well, but none of his arms would move. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Stein shouted. “Whatever it is, shoot it!” 
 
    “No!” Monica shouted again. This time, she jerked hard enough to break free from Stein’s grasp. Spinning about, she got ahold of the pistol just as Stein fired. 
 
    Right into her stomach. 
 
    The collection of guards recoiled in shock. 
 
    Monica clutched her wound and fell backward. 
 
    “Look what you made me do, you stupid—” 
 
    A long, thin tendril shot out to Stein’s wrist. It wrapped around, and then contracted, causing the director to drop the pistol. Another tendril latched onto his opposite shoulder, and two more went to his waist. Otto followed the lines back to find they’d come from Chamomile. Stein tried to resist, but was thrown off-balance, and fell to his knees. Four more long appendages snaked out and around, and slowly, inexorably, pulled Stein toward Chamomile’s gaping, dripping mouth. 
 
    Two of the guards raised their rifles and took shots at Chamomile before two other nearby Enders attacked them. A third guard staggered back, bumped into a Bit, shrieked, and then sprinted out the door. The remaining three backed away slowly with hands raised in appeasement. 
 
    When Stein’s belly was pressed against Chamomile’s maw, he screamed and convulsed. Otto detected an acrid taste to the air and realized some sort of acidic solution was burning its way through the director. The dying Human pummeled his fists against Chamomile, to no effect. In less than a minute, Stein went quiet and limp. His upper torso and lower legs bent backward bit by bit as the Ender pressed from one side and pulled with the thin tentacles. Finally, the Human, who was now clearly dead, folded in half backwards. Chamomile pulsed its mouth forward and pulled its tentacles in to consume the rest of the body. 
 
    The other two guards who’d raised their weapons fared no better. One struggled, kicked, and punched as Stein had. The other was able to get a pistol free of his holster, pressed it against one of the attacking Ender’s eyes, and fired several rounds. The Ender shuddered and released the guard, but another Ender was on the guard in an instant. As Human physiology allowed them to bend forward, the guard was swallowed whole within seconds. 
 
    Of the three remaining guards, one fell to his knees, trembling, and begged forgiveness. Another backed slowly to the door and, reaching it, ran out. The final guard ran to Monica and dropped to help her. 
 
    “Lieutenant Collier, stay with me!” he shouted. He fumbled around in a small medical kit on his belt.  
 
    It was clear to Otto that both the limited supplies and the guard’s total lack of medical knowledge would be of little help to the Human female. Otto revealed himself fully and crawled forward until he was adjacent to Monica. The guard, whose nametape said “Dimiceli,” fell backward at the sight of Otto approaching. 
 
    Clicking his translator back on, Otto said, “Do not worry, I can save her.” 
 
    “What… you’re one of them? The, uh, visitors?” Dimiceli asked. 
 
    “Yes, we are. I am also a doctor,” Otto said. “Now, please back away so I can help her.” 
 
    Working his way close and finding his balance next to her midsection, Otto looked into the woman’s eyes. She was weak, but flashes of fear went through her eyes. 
 
    “No…” she mumbled. 
 
    “It is okay,” Otto said. “This is going to feel… strange, but it is necessary.” 
 
    He placed two of his arms on her stomach and began to fiilash his tentacles into her. Removing the bullet would be simple. Repairing the damage to vital organs would be more difficult, but well within his capabilities. As his appendages disappeared into her, Monica gasped for air, and her eyes bulged. 
 
    Dimiceli rushed forward in agitation and reached out as if to stop Otto, but an Ender wrapped a long tentacle around his waist. Upon recognition of this, Dimiceli froze, threw his arms up, and hyperventilated in terror. 
 
    “No, no, I’m just… trying… to stop him!” Dimiceli said defensively. When the Enders’ tentacle relaxed, he relaxed a little, but still didn’t budge. 
 
    James worked his way up and touched Monica’s cheek. 
 
    “My cousin here is helping you. You must relax and allow him to operate. He’s helped countless Humans and is quite familiar with your physiology.” 
 
    Monica remained tense and focused her gaze on James, but drew a calming breath. She nodded. 
 
    Satisfied, the Wrogul regarded Chamomile, who’d finished consuming Director Stein. 
 
    “If you could do that all along, why didn’t you do something when they first penned you up in here?” James asked. 
 
    “There was no danger,” Chamomile said. “Even in here, we can easily direct the Canavarunavu to the slaughter lanes and keep ourselves clear. The system is set up here to funnel them, not us. Even when the Humans started using their weapons, the threat to us was minimal. We do not absorb others unless it is an absolute necessity. When they threatened Monica, we could no longer stand by, and were forced to absorb him and those who supported him.” 
 
    “You could’ve stopped this at any time,” James said. “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “The matriarch did not want violence,” Chamomile said. “When she consolidated her forces away from here to protect the stargate from destruction by Director Stein, she told us not to intervene. Furthermore, as I stated, we do not absorb unless we must.” 
 
    The tip of Otto’s fiilash tentacle found the bullet. With caution, he eased it out. 
 
    “She told one of the ones with her, and they told you, is that correct?” Otto asked, splitting his attention for a brief moment. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Which means you’re in contact with them now?” James continued the line of thought. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Then can you tell them to tell the other Humans to stop fighting? That things are resolved here, and we are no longer your enemy? That we never really were?” 
 
    “We can. We are doing that now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Hammerhead bucked all over the place, successfully keeping the Javelins from closing in. Twice, Cynthia was milliseconds from firing her grapples when the ship yawed or rolled in a way that kept her from getting a good shot. The defensive drones dwindled as the Hammerhead’s lasers picked them off. 
 
    Once, as the ship swung well away, one of her thrusters was tagged by a defensive laser. Instincts created in training and honed by combat kicked in, and she shut the dying thruster down before it had a chance to overheat or explode. The loss of thrust meant retreat wouldn’t be an option—they were committed to boarding or dying. Of course, retreat had never been a part of her plan. 
 
    Steeling her nerves, she relaxed and focused on the ebb and flow of the ship. The movements were random, but the flow was steady. It would yaw and then pause to stabilize. It would roll and then pause to stabilize. After all, according to the Enders, there was a live crew of Humans and some octopus-analog species inside. Constant maneuvering would render the Humans on the crew useless. Cynthia followed the flow, learned the gaps, and worked out the right moment to close in.  
 
    Cynthia found the moment. The Hammerhead rolled, and she edged toward the ship as it did. The moment it stopped, she fired her grapples. They locked on just as the Hammerhead kicked in a hard yaw. Her Javelin swung as the grapples reeled in, but stayed attached. With a whine, a click, and a hard clang, Cynthia’s Javelin settled against the side of the massive ship. Charlie led the last of the drones in suicide crashes into the nearest defensive lasers. 
 
    “Sergeant Gledhill, deploy!” she ordered. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Sergeant Mark Gledhill replied. Through John, she’d known him since he’d been a private. 
 
    Finally sparing a free moment to think, she brought Spirit and Eagle Flights up on her display. Eagle was completely gone, and two of Spirit Flight’s ships had latched onto the Nostromo. The last two were in a desperate chase after the Sulaco, which was at maximum acceleration toward the stargate. 
 
    “Bastards are going to crash the thing,” she said. 
 
    <<Agreed. Spirit will close the distance before then, but there’s minimal chance they will be able to dock with the Sulaco.>> 
 
    To keep it from crashing into the gate, Spirit Flight’s going to crash into the Sulaco. I don’t have the words. 
 
    “Well, nothing we can do from here. Have any other Javelins landed?” 
 
    <<Two, Matriarch. Captain “Bags” McGreevy landed her marines, but she took back off to cover them and was destroyed by laser fire. Sergeant Robert Towell leads the team. They’ve breached, and they’re entering the ship now. Lieutenant Helmuth has latched on as well; marines are deploying at this moment.>> 
 
    “Is Sergeant Gledhill’s team deployed?” Before Charlie answered, she checked the cameras in the marine bay. 
 
    One last marine was moving out as she brought up the feed. His nametape flashed across the screen.  
 
    Maltz. 
 
    She gasped and keyed her intercom to the marines. 
 
    Static. Since they’d disconnected, the technocrat ship jamming was now impeding her ability to communicate with them. They were just ten yards away, yet she wouldn’t be able to communicate unless she moved up next to him and plugged into his comm box. 
 
    “Bastard,” she muttered to herself. “Charlie, seal up. There’s nothing else this Javelin can do, so I’m going to join the assault.” 
 
    <<Yes, Matriarch.>> 
 
    Cynthia grabbed her rifle, checked it, and made one last check on her suit. By the time she’d popped the hatch and fired a tether to the Hammerhead’s surface, the marine team had formed a semicircular perimeter around a specific spot where two marines knelt. It wasn’t until she was on the surface that she realized the Hammerhead ship was still bucking about as if trying to throw them off. It was annoying, but easier to handle now that she was connected directly to the ship. 
 
    As she shifted her tether and bounded closer to the firing line, the two marines detached themselves and fired their own tethers back to the perimeter. Squinting and craning when she landed, Cynthia saw two charges set where the marines had been. She waved when the nearest marine turned and spotted her. Then she joined the line and readied her rifle. 
 
    A reflection in her faceplate warned her of someone approaching from her right. When she shifted to see who it was, the marine grabbed her suit and plugged a cord into her comm. It was John. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here, Cyn? Before you answer, get your head down.” 
 
    John put a hand on the back of her helmet and softly pressed it against the surface. The skin of the big ship rumbled, and John let go. Arching her back to look up, she saw a big, blackened hole where the charges had been, and debris floating off into space. Before she spoke, John fired his tether halfway to the breach and flew forward. He soared past his tether and landed right at the edge of the hole with another charge ready to go. In seconds, he’d leapt back toward her, and the tether stopped him right next to her. He plugged back in by feel while keeping his eyes on the hole. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be in the air, covering us?” he asked. 
 
    “I figured you’d want me safe. It’s dangerous up there—we already lost Bags by that plan. Besides, the Javelin’s thrusters are jacked up. We took a hit before we landed.” 
 
    “I knew we’d taken a hit, I just didn’t know—” 
 
    His words ceased as a giant armored figure—a CASPer, she recalled from Bull’s visit—rocketed out through the hole. John fired the charge just as the machine exited. The detonation blew the CASPer’s jets apart and sent it on an uncontrolled trajectory into space. 
 
    “Got one,” John said, “but that’s it. They’re not sending another sortie out this way. Now, we gotta go in.” 
 
    He twisted his faceplate to look at Cynthia.  
 
    “I suppose you’d kick my ass if I went in first.” 
 
    Yes, but I can’t exactly stop you, you big dumb hero. What the hell do I say to that? 
 
    Watching her expression, John frowned and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Stay here,” he said. He waved some indecipherable hand signals at the rest of the team and pulled the comm cord out of her suit. The largest member—whom she knew must be Sergeant Gledhill—fired his tether a meter from the edge and reeled himself in. Two other marines went to similar spots and arrayed around the hole in a triangle. John and two others went halfway forward and braced with weapons ready. The remaining four fired their tethers close to the hole, but stayed in their covering positions. 
 
    Knowing better than to ignore his instructions, she stayed put with her rifle trained on the hole. 
 
    When everyone stopped shuffling into position, John threw a knife-hand toward the hole. Sergeant Gledhill and the two others edged forward, each covering an angle of the entry. Content that the immediate vicinity of the entry was clear, Gledhill pulled another charge from his back, tapped a few buttons, and swung it over into the entryway. When the second charge was over the hole, before Gledhill had a chance to throw it in, it detonated. All three marines were savaged by the blast, the unarmored parts of their suits rendered to ribbons and air hissing out of dozens of holes. Their tethers snapped, and the three dead marines floated off into the black.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Verne watched with dismay as Corporal Mordy Fuchs spun out into space. His CASPers’ legs had been clipped by an explosion right at the exit, which they should’ve anticipated. They’d hoped that by jumping out fast, he could get clear of any traps before they were set off. It’d almost worked, but the blast had caught Fuchs’ CASPer in the perfect spot to kill his jets. Without them, Fuchs would tumble uncontrollably into space until they won the battle and recovered him—assuming he was still alive. 
 
    Experience told him there was no point in wasting brainpower on it at the moment. A small team of suited infantry huddled a good distance behind him in case he went down, but Verne knew they wouldn’t hold out for long. If this breach was going to be stopped, Verne’s VASPer was the best chance. To cover the most area with their limited forces, they’d had to break up the CASPers into pairs, and backed them up with handfuls of infantry. Past them, their only defense would be the crew itself, with no armor and minimal weaponry. From what he knew, these marines would chew them up. 
 
    Knowing better than to poke his head out and expose himself to another trap or charge, all Verne could do was wait. Odds were the enemy would expect as much and would be preparing to assault the entryway properly. Smoke would be ineffective in the vacuum, so they’d probably lead with either another charge or some kind of flash grenade. Secured to the sides ten meters in, and laser shield out, Verne aimed his MAC at the end of the hole and waited. 
 
    A few short seconds later, an object appeared in the opening, and Verne targeted and shot it without thinking. As it exploded, he realized an arm had been attached to the charge. That meant the marines had been right up at the edge, and any other charges would probably have been set off. The area around the outside of the breach would be clear for the moment. The survivors would be disoriented, so he could grab the initiative if he moved fast.  
 
    The VASPer’s eight limbs tore their way up the tunnel, more like a spider than the octopus he’d meant to model the version from. In a flash, he was at the edge of the torn-up opening. Approaching the jagged, bent, and blackened metal, he slowed and scanned around. Finding nothing, he took a chance and popped up and down as quick as the servos would let him. Several laser blasts flew overhead as he dropped. He crawled two meters back in, kept his MAC trained outward, and reviewed his camera footage. There were six of the enemy marines arrayed in an arc on the surface of the Nautilus. One looked different—smaller, not as well armed. 
 
    The pilot, maybe? 
 
    If the pilots were joining the assault forces, that meant the fighters wouldn’t be leaving if the assaults went poorly. All the better to capture the Enders intact—right after he dealt with the insurrectionist marines. 
 
    If he hesitated any longer, he’d give the initiative back to the enemy. The perimeter of the breach was clear of charges, for all he knew, and if he acted fast, he could pull off the maneuver Corporal Fuchs had attempted. He crawled back so he could get some more velocity before clearing the surface. Just in case, he collapsed his limbs together and tucked his knees before firing his jets. 
 
    Before he went, he keyed his comms to the control room. 
 
    “Captain Ackashee, please cease any maneuvering until I reauthorize it.” 
 
    It would be embarrassing if he were to get clear, only to have the Nautilus jerk away from him at that precise moment. 
 
    “Aye, Colonel.” 
 
    He rocketed up and braced as he cleared the edge, not fully trusting his logic. A few lasers cut into the VASPer as he exited the ship, but none did any major damage. Once clear, he tumbled the VASPer and fired another burst of jets to kill his velocity. As fast as he could target them, he put three rounds in quick succession into three of the marines before reorienting himself. He took a few more laser hits as he spun about. One of his jets cut out, and the servo on one of his arms seized. 
 
    Now that he’d taken half of them out and balanced things, he decided it would be prudent to focus on reattaching to the Nautilus before finishing the others off. Another lucky hit could leave him tumbling off as Fuchs had. With the twist of a leg and a quick shot of a jump jet, he closed back to the surface. At the last second, he spun again and magnetized his legs. A laser flashed to his left, and he swung his MAC to target and kill the offending marine. 
 
    He scanned for the remaining two. A larger one had secured one of their latching cables back toward their fighter. Before Verne could get a good shot, the larger marine had scooped up the smaller one and jumped. Verne fired a quick round, but missed, and the pair swung around behind the fighter. He was able to shoot the cable before they retrieved it.  
 
    “To paraphrase one of those old Earth vids, they can run, but they can’t hide.” 
 
    Without the use of their latching cables, Verne concluded they’d have to stomp around on their magnetic boots, which would be much slower. A four-legged VASPer would move much faster—this would be over soon. He split his legs and raced forward. 
 
     “Breach on deck seventeen is almost secure,” Verne said. “Just mopping up. Status on the others?” 
 
    “They’re coming aboard on deck nine, but it’s a standoff,” Major Riedel reported. “We’re holding.” 
 
    “We’re keeping them right at the breach on deck thirty-two,” Sergeant Thuys reported. “We’ll hold.” 
 
    “Heavy fighting on deck twenty-five,” a corporal reported. “One CASPer down, and we’re losing ground. We could use support ASAP.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” Verne replied. “My supporting infantry is cleared to reinforce deck twenty-five.” 
 
    Two radio clicks acknowledged him, and he redirected his full attention to his last two targets. He stayed somewhat wide of the fighter as he worked around it—the better to avoid a close action, particularly if these Humans had any more charges to use. 
 
    Reaching the front of the long, tubular vessel, he stomped sideways to get a good firing line down the other side. Despite his caution, he caught sight of the larger marine a little too late. The marine spun out of a nook in the fighter’s side, charge in hand, and launched himself—with no mooring to the Nautilus—toward Verne’s VASPer. It was a desperate attack that Verne could respect. It happened so fast that Verne couldn’t get a shot off before the marine closed. 
 
    Having four arms available, Verne was able to clamp down on the marine’s arm before the Human could set the charge off. The Human reached out with his other arm to grab the charge, but Verne caught that arm as well. Through the Human’s faceplate, he saw the marine release a silent scream of rage and fury. A part of Verne lamented that he had to kill such a noble warrior. Yet he did. 
 
    Verne shot another arm toward the Human’s head to make it quick, but he froze just before he grabbed on. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the scintillation of colors reflecting off the fighter’s canopy. The Ender inside was trying to communicate. More than trying, it was succeeding, because it was speaking in Wrogul. 
 
    “The conflict is over,” the Ender said. “With the help of Otto, James, and several of the Bitter End Humans, we have absorbed Director Stein. The fight between us is over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Captain Ackashee, we’re detecting a ship at emergence,” Tee reported. The Peacemaker technician was used to looking for patterns in data displays, so she’d taken over the sensor panel as crewmembers were needed elsewhere during battle. “Correction, numerous ships. Five now. One heavy cruiser, two light cruisers, and two frigates.” 
 
    “Copy, sensors,” Ackashee replied. “Any identification?” 
 
    “Working on that now, Captain,” Tee said.  
 
    “They’re Pushtal vessels,” Peter commed from the bubble. “I’ve just confirmed it.” 
 
    Ackashee’s side appendages twitched. 
 
    “Pirates,” she sputtered. “It figures. We jump into an unknown system fearing pirates, find none, and now pirates have come and found us. Battle stations! Contact what remains of the Bitter End forces and make sure they’re aware so we can coordinate with them.” 
 
    Charlie, the Ender who had come aboard with Wing Commander Moxon, flashed a series of colors. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Verne said. 
 
    There was a very short response from Charlie. Verne shifted to address Captain Ackashee. 
 
    “Captain, you may stand down. Our mysterious Mr. Bull has returned. Open a communication channel.” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel.” 
 
    A moment later, Amy passed a thumbs up. 
 
    “The channel’s open, Colonel,” Ackashee said. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Verne moved forward to the nearest microphone. 
 
    “This is Colonel Verne of the Azure Exploration Vessel Nautilus. May I presume that a Human named Bull is at the head of your fleet?” 
 
    The control room held its collective breath while awaiting a response. 
 
    “Well, I’m just a ride along at the mercy of Fangmaster Magnus, but yes, I’m here. By your presence, I assume I’m late to the fight again? That’s been happening more and more lately. Wait, did you say Verne? The crazy Wrogul who drives a CASPer?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first to arrive in the great ballroom was Bull with his party. The party included Captain Will DeWitt and Sandy—the leaders of the group Cynthia’d sent off with Bull. 
 
    “Will!” Lieutenant Collier shouted. “You’re supposed to be dead.” 
 
    Though she grimaced in pain from the injury to her stomach, she still jumped up and ran to give Captain DeWitt a hug. Cynthia hadn’t known they knew each other, but it was evident that both were overjoyed by the reunion. 
 
    “Good to see you too, Monica,” Will said with a goofy grin and eyes wide in surprise. “Didn’t think you’d remember me. Reports of my demise were exaggerated, it seems.” 
 
    Will, despite being a battle-hardened veteran, and one of the most traveled in all of Bitter End, blushed and grinned like a schoolboy with a crush. By the looks of it, they’d have a lot of catching up to do. 
 
    Bull was also joined by Archie, a muscular brunette in a pilot suit; Nikki, an older, yet classy blonde in a business suit; Arronax, one of the octopus-like Wrogul in his mobile water tank; and two massive Tigers—who were known as Pushtal to the rest of the Galactic Union—named Magnus and Ruxandra. The Pushtal were one of several races the people of Bitter End had only known as ferocious enemies, yet now they walked in as friends with the man who’d started them on the path to salvation. 
 
    Cynthia watched as Bull huffed his way to the great circular table where they were all meeting. His head craned back to look out through the expansive glass dome overhead. Cynthia chuckled at the spectacle of the entire group finding seats at the table and staring up in awe. Maltz smiled and squeezed her hand. 
 
    “I wish I’d gotten the chance to see this on my last visit,” Bull said as a server walked around to get drink orders. 
 
    “Well, circumstances were what they were,” Cynthia said, “and I apologize. In retrospect, it might have been best to meet aboard one of your ships, for the comfort of all of you who aren’t from here.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Bull replied. “This is your system, and you’re the host.” 
 
    “Wasn’t much of a host until recently,” she said. 
 
    “No thanks to me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Maltz said. “Now that you’re here, care to clarify what it was that held you up for so long?” 
 
    Bull strode up to the table and pulled a long brown object—what Cynthia knew from old Earth movies to be a cigar. 
 
    “Mind if I smoke?” he asked. 
 
    “No one’s smoked in here for… well, I’m not sure if anyone ever has,” Maltz said. 
 
    “Out of pure curiosity, please do,” Cynthia said. 
 
    Bull pulled a small metal contraption from a pocket and used it to snip one end. Then he pulled some old Earth matches out, lit one, and drew air through the cigar while holding the flame to the other end. When the end of the cigar burned all around, he waved the match to put it out. Cynthia realized both she and Maltz were staring. 
 
    “Anyway, as Commander Maltz here asked—what kept you?” 
 
    The bald man shrugged. “Invasion of Earth, Galactic war, a series of sinister plots by some old enemies, an attack on my primary base of operations—which your folks helped defend, by the way. I’m sure they’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
    <<I tried to tell you about that last part,>> said Charlie, who was positioned next to her. 
 
    “Wait, go back to the beginning—invasion of Earth?” Maltz asked. 
 
    Before Bull could answer, the echo of incoming voices stole her attention away. Looking to the entrance, she saw the Nautilus’ delegation arrive. In the lead was Colonel Verne, the Wrogul leader of the entire Nautilus expedition. He was followed by the giant starfish—an Arritim, she had just learned—Captain Ackashee of the Nautilus. Cynthia also recognized Commander Katie Andalusia, the executive officer of the Nautilus, but she didn’t recognize any of the other Wrogul or Humans who followed. One curious character she hadn’t met was a strange, rabbit-like creature with tentacles. By the uniform, she guessed it was one of the Peacemakers she’d heard about. 
 
    Introductions went all around, at which point she learned he was a XenSha named Haroveysen. Seating arrangements were made, drink orders were taken, and the collective delegations settled into their seats. 
 
    As soon as she confirmed everyone had been served, Cynthia stood and raised her hands to the sides. 
 
    “If I could get everyone’s attention, I think it is time we began,” she said. When the side conversations settled out, she continued. “I would like to thank everyone assembled here. I know there is much to discuss and this will not be simple, but I know we can find the best way to advance all of our interests and to do what is best for all our people. But first, I would like to raise a toast to everyone we lost on all sides." 
 
    She raised her glass and the others solemnly joined her. When they’d all taken a sip, she remained standing and made it clear she had more to say. 
 
    “Finally, I would like to make a specific toast to Lieutenant Brand Sholvar and his Ender Mephiston of Spirit Flight. They sacrificed themselves in order to disable the Sulaco and protect the stargate. Even though I know some of you don’t require a stargate, its destruction would have re-ignited all the divisions in this colony. If it had not been for Brand Sholvar and Mephiston, we would not be here talking as civilized beings.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several hours had passed, during which they’d discussed plans for the future of Bitter End, options for the travel of its people, and a summary of events in the Galactic Union. Not all the issues were resolved, but they’d at least agreed on ways forward for most of them. Cynthia was surprised to find the Pushtal had been the fairest and most balanced of the entire group. Though she’d expected high tempers and belligerence, their calm demeanor made sense once she realized they had very little stake in the outcome and viewed the proceedings as impartial outsiders. 
 
    The one who’d proved the most inimical was the tentacled bunny—Peacemaker Haroveysen. He argued against everything everyone else agreed on, and his primary purpose seemed to be investigating the death of Cole Stein. When told that the Enders had “absorbed” him, Haroveysen demanded the Enders be put on some sort of trial. He was only more infuriated when the demand was completely ignored. If the rest of the Peacemakers were as combative as that one, she hoped she never had to deal with any others. 
 
    There was, in fact, another Peacemaker—the Wrogul Ray Harryhausen. However, he said almost nothing, but instead always seemed to be lost in thought or staring into space. 
 
    “Now, if we could please discuss our entire reason for coming to this system,” Colonel Verne said. “Can we please discuss what we know of our connection to the Enders?” 
 
    “Of course,” Cynthia said. “We can begin with what we know, but it isn’t much. When our founders arrived—as part of what I understand Earth calls the Alpha Contracts—they were already here. From our understanding, they were made here, developed from the Bits, and then left here by their creators. The very short version is they helped our founders survive here when they thought they were doomed. They’ve helped us develop technology, but outside of that, we know very little. Legend said they could do something we called ‘flaring up,’ but until recently, we’d all forgotten what that actually meant. Chamomile or Charlie, what are you willing to share?” 
 
    Chamomile raised up a little so its eyes could see everyone. Cynthia had always known Enders to be terse, if not monosyllabic, so she was surprised when Chamomile erupted into a lengthy light show of chromatophoric communication. 
 
    “We were named the CanavarunavuSha when we were made, though we seldom use the moniker anymore. Our creators developed us from the Canavarunavu, though it is unclear how or why. The creators then proved themselves a threat to our survival, so we absorbed them.” 
 
    Cynthia gasped at the words coming from the Galactic Translator, even though she knew it wasn’t picking up Ender-speech directly, but was being translated by the Wrogul, James. She’d never heard this part of the story before, nor would she have understood what it meant if she had. 
 
    They killed their makers to survive! How did we not know this? 
 
    The answer came to her immediately. In over a century, they’d never thought to ask. To be fair, it wasn’t the sort of thing that would come up in normal Human conversation. 
 
    “Once they had been absorbed, we existed in peace here for many cycles. Numerous antagonistic visitors came, and they forced us to absorb them as well. These events became less frequent, and then ended altogether for many cycles.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” said Otto, one of the Wrogul. “How many cycles? How long ago did you absorb your creators?” 
 
    “Converting to Human Earth standard solar cycles, it was 55,267 Earth years ago.” 
 
    Murmurs, gasps, and surprised expressions rippled around the table. Bull remained as stone-faced as ever, while Peacemaker Harryhausen seemed unaware of the conversation, his gaze tracking around at random as if he was drugged. 
 
    “Chamomile, can you remember that far back with clarity?” Otto asked. 
 
    “We cannot. Though we share collective thoughts and memory, both are clouded by either time or space. The further we are from each other, the more nebulous the thoughts of others become, such as our recent separation from those who went with the Human named Bull. The more time passes, the more nebulous our collective memories become.” 
 
    “So you cannot tell us with certainty whether or not we are the same race as those who created you?” Otto asked. 
 
    “We cannot. You are familiar, but it is not a perfect memory.” 
 
    A few quiet side discussions grew up around the table. 
 
    “Chamomile, please continue,” Verne said after a few moments. 
 
    “Until the Humans arrived, we were content to remain in relative safety, and in peace, following the Bits as they migrated to the areas with the highest solar activity and most abundant geological resources. When these Humans arrived, it was assumed we would have to absorb them as well, but after interacting with Lieutenant Morgan Stein, we concluded they simply wanted to survive, and that the planet was not conducive to them. We assisted in their survival, absorbed the entities that threatened them, and we have lived in symbiosis with them since that time. They named us Enders and gave us individual names. Through them, we have learned to identify ourselves as individuals. Recently, though, a small group of Humans acted in an adverse manner to the colony’s survival, so we absorbed them.” 
 
    Silence. Now people swallowed and glanced around at each other, speechless. 
 
    “Thank you, Chamomile,” Verne said. “Now, Arronax, could you please explain what you’ve learned in your study of the Enders?” 
 
    The Wrogul who’d arrived with Bull lifted himself up in his water tank. 
 
    “I have had extensive opportunity to research and investigate the CanavarunavuSha, despite the delays I experienced during the attack on our station. From my research, I have concluded the Bits were obviously the base sequence, but there is substantial Wrogul DNA that was spliced into the Enders. Their intelligence is analogous to ours, and their ability to communicate photoglyphs through chromatophore alteration was also a result of Wrogul DNA. However, there is trace evidence of other DNA, which I have been unable to identify. I have theorized it might be Goltar, but that is entirely hypothetical, as I have no access to their DNA sequences. At best, I can say they were mostly evolved using Wrogul DNA sequences as the catalyst, but not entirely. There is a missing component that still eludes me.” 
 
    “Arronax,” Verne said, “their creator gave them the designation Sha, which we have recently learned denotes the uplifting of a species. Has this race been uplifted? If so, is it possible that is the source of the outlier DNA?” 
 
    “Your colleague James may be able to speak to that. I can only say that they are not uplifted in the standard Galactic sense as I understand it,” Arronax said. 
 
    “James?” Verne addressed the Wrogul analyst who, with Doctor Otto, had spent the most time with the Enders. 
 
    “The AetherNet makes it clear that uplifting is forbidden, and Humans have no access to any other information. Uncle Ray’s Peacemaker access to the GalNet is not much more revealing. I can’t access complete data pertaining to the physiological or genetic differences that occur when a species is uplifted, but it’s clear that most of the Enders’ alteration was done through direct genetic assembly, and not the gene splicing that’s in the little information I could find. It’s possible that the outlier DNA and alterations are the result of uplifting, but I don’t believe so. For one, the Bitter Ender Humans haven’t discovered such a device in all their time here. Furthermore, the benefit of the outlier DNA doesn’t seem to correspond with the known benefits of being uplifted—those benefits were already achieved with the Wrogul DNA sequences.” 
 
    “There are reports that the Winged Hussars have uplifted beavers as fighter pilots, and that another of the Four Horsemen were responsible,” Bull said. 
 
    “The SalSha.” Peacemaker Harryhausen spoke for the first time. “The Earth equivalent would be otters, not beavers. The only information we have on uplift comes from a buried report in Peacemaker archives about a chance encounter with the MinSha root species, and a report by an Earth scientist named Chris French regarding the SalSha. The guild report on the MinSha says the differences were in size, thickness of the armored chitin, and intelligence. The French report states that the only obvious difference between the SalSha and Salusians is the genetics of neuronal connectivity underlying intelligence.” Ray fell silent again. 
 
    After a pause to determine if the Wrogul Peacemaker would be more forthcoming, Arronax continued, “The gene splicing in SalSha is obvious—and very different from what we see here.”  
 
    Colonel Verne shifted about in his tank and asked, “So what does this tell us about our mission? What have we learned about our origins?” 
 
    James rose up in his tank to better address the group. “Correlating this back to the origin of the Wrogul, we’ve learned that sequences of our DNA were used to create the Enders. This means whoever created them—whether they were Wrogul or not—had access to Wrogul DNA. Furthermore, the roots of our language indicate that somewhere in history, there was a communicative connection between us and those who created the Enders. Finally, the Enders themselves say that we Wrogul are familiar to them. From this, I would conclude a significant possibility that Wrogul were the creators of the Enders.” 
 
    “That is, of course, possible,” Colonel Verne said, “but it’s not a certainty, is it?” 
 
    There was a pause in the discussion. Cynthia realized Colonel Verne was waiting to see if anyone would offer any more information. When they didn’t, he continued. 
 
    “Commander Moxon, I’m glad we could assist in the resolution of the situation here, and we lament the destruction we wrought before we learned the truth of it. That said, we’re greatly appreciative of the assistance you’ve given us now that hostilities are ended. We’ll continue to do what we can to assist your people’s reintegration into the Galactic Union. 
 
    “Bull and Arronax, I also appreciate the part you had to play in helping us solve this part of the mystery. I regret to say the greatest share of work to be done here will fall on your shoulders. For myself and the crew of the Nautilus, it would seem our mission must continue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Master paused the recording on its view screen. This is not acceptable. Damn that meddling Wrogul. Where had it picked up this inspiration to pursue its roots? Nothing seemed to stop it, and now there was renewed vigor by others to proceed with the mission. 
 
    The creature that called itself Todd had been an annoyance, but its memory had been purposefully wiped. It should have died in its capsule. 
 
    And now this. A mission to find the roots of what they called the Wrogul species. Single-minded determination. Intelligence and ingenuity beyond expectation. It was time to get more aggressive in stopping these pests. A pity to destroy such determined and clever deviants. But it was time. 
 
    Time for war. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Six: Returning Home 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 On Board the Nautilus 
 
    Returning to Azure  
 
      
 
    It had been another dead-end visit, and Ray was getting tired of dead ends.  
 
    First, he’d chased Mengele all the way from To’Os to Earth, to the cavern under the Austrian Alps. Mengele was clearly Wrogul-like, despite differences in the eyes. He had eight arms, cephalopod appearance, intelligence, some form of pinplants, and even the fiilash tentacles of a Wrogul. But he had not behaved like any Wrogul who had been raised on Azure. 
 
    Does that mean he was our original stock species? Ray wondered. He had been somewhat blinded by the odd visions and dreams in that strange, lost system they had visited with other Humans. He was still trying to make sense of their conversations. Wrogul were relatively unknown in the galaxy. Investigations throughout the Galactic Union and searches on the GalNet were restricted or protected from search.  
 
    The limited information available to Human worlds via the Aethernet indicated that Wrogul had been scarce in the galaxy. Since the time Todd had crashed in his podcraft in the Azure system, the only Wrogul seen in the Union were those who’d originated from Azure. With Todd’s memories wiped out during his crash in the Azure system, his descendants had had no knowledge of other Wrogul, until Ray had discovered Mengele’s presence on Earth.  
 
    The broader, less restricted GalNet available to him as a Peacemaker revealed that there had been a period of time in which no Wrogul had been sighted in the Galactic Union. Nemo, Todd’s first bud, had matured on Azure, and gone off to the Science Guild, and then the Winged Hussars. Molina’s clinic on To’Os had been the first visible Wrogul-run clinic in the galaxy, the first mentioned in GalNet. 
 
    Mengele had been an aberration when Ray had seen him. His eyes and pupils were different. All the Wrogul born on Azure had budded with the eye color of their progenitor. Todd’s eyes were green. Nemo’s were blue. Other colors were showing up as generations were budded. The eye colors solidified when the Wrogul received their pinplants at one year, using nanites and pinplant components derived from their progenitor. All the Azure Wrogul showed barred pupils: a narrow rectangle oriented horizontally.  
 
    Mengele’s irises had been red. The whites of its eyes were not white but yellow, and his pupil had been irregular—almost W shaped. 
 
    Mengele was clearly not of the same lineage as the Azure Wrogul. Was the eye difference a subspecies or racial characteristic? Or the genetics of a different branch of cephalopod altogether? 
 
    The information they had followed from the Science Guild station on Soo-Aku had led them to Bitter End. The species they had found there were similar to Wrogul in that they communicated by flashes of light, but they were smaller, with no visible appendages, until a threat required them. The Enders, as they’d been called by the Humans in the system, had embraced and assisted most of the Humans on the planet. Those Humans had learned their language of light flashes that were similar to those of the Azure Wrogul. 
 
    But the Enders were not Wrogul. They did not have the fiilash tentacles. They had no pinplants, and the brain structures where those would connect were rudimentary compared to Wrogul. They were intelligent, and Ray’s crew had saved them from future horror and experimentation by the aggressive technocrats of Bitter End. Had the mission been a success for saving an intelligent species, or a failure for finding no more about the ancient Wrogul? 
 
    Those thoughts made Ray’s head hurt. Ever since Soo-Aku, he had been plagued with headaches, but lately there had been intrusive thoughts as well, not to mention strange dreams that left lasting impressions—like a memory that was not quite all there. 
 
    Ray moved to the medication dispenser in his quarters. He would take the pain-relieving supplement Otto had prescribed, then retreat to his tank and close himself in. It was becoming harder for him to tolerate being out of total immersion, just as it was becoming harder for him to spend too much time in the company of others. Verne said he was worried about him; that his mantle—the thick skin that covered his body—was turning sickly gray instead of the healthy pink and brown of his fellow Wrogul. That the iris of his eyes showed a red rim. Ray dismissed it all as fatigue and frustration over the lack of results from his mission. 
 
    To make matters worse, Nautilus could not continue the search for Mengele’s origins with the Enders aboard. The ship and crew needed to return to Azure. There was also the matter of the two stowaways who had snuck on board at some unknown time. Ray and Verne knew about the stowaways, had briefed the captain, and asked for a postponement in judgment on the matter. 
 
    Why the Nautilus had attracted the attention of a Hunter and her companion was beyond him. It was the companion the crew had noticed. Verne had intervened and was counseling caution for the time being—and pretending the Hunter was not there. For that matter, how could the Hunter stand the constant high humidity and presence of open water throughout half the Nautilus? But they were there, and Verne planned to put them off the ship the moment they returned to Azure—assuming of course that Azure was not their planned destination anyway. 
 
    Ray argued that it was more suitable to put them out the airlock. After all, that was what captains did with stowaways, but when he had said those very words in a meeting with Verne and Captain Ackashee, they had simply turned and stared at him. 
 
    “We are not barbarians. The Hunters and companions are allies,” Verne had responded. 
 
    Captain Ackashee just nodded. 
 
    Ray was disgruntled, but he supposed they could stay and be tolerated until they got back to Azure. At least they were not infested with vermin like rats or chee-hamsters. 
 
    Ray sealed himself into his quarters, got into the tank, and dreamed strange, disturbing dreams. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He was in a factory operated almost entirely by Wrogul, although there were a few other species present. He was not sure what the factory produced, but there were overseers, suggesting that all the workers were slaves. He saw glimpses of a strange sun, a bright, shining core inside a nebula of hot gases. It looked like the remnant of a supernova, and yet the core continued to shine as bright as any active star. 
 
    More disturbing than the dreams were the intrusive thoughts he had when he considered the delays they had encountered in the search for the Wrogul homeworld. Kill them, kill them all, said the voice in his brain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 On Board the Nautilus 
 
    In the Surveillance Bubble 
 
      
 
    “So why can’t you just use a standard translator for the Enders? They speak in light flash code just like you do, right, Euler?”  
 
    Katie Andalusia was standing in the surveillance bubble in the bow of the Nautilus, observing the Wrogul mathematician wrangling data for a translation program. The commander often retreated to the compartment when she was off duty and needed alone time. There was very little that could be done with eavesdropping and surveillance equipment while the ship was in hyperspace. Still, she wasn’t surprised to find Euler there—he’d been spending a lot of time with the advanced computational devices that were located in the two bubbles. 
 
    “The standard Galactic Union translator does not actually work that way, Commander.” Euler’s voice came from a speaker set into one of the consoles that surrounded the operator’s station. Whereas Katie usually chose to strap herself into the operator’s chair, the eight-armed cephalopod elected to float and operate the instruments with his multiple arms. He pulled himself slightly to one side and motioned for Katie to take the seat. He wasn’t as social as some of the other Wrogul, particularly Amy’s data team and the doctors, but neither was he antisocial, as some of the Free Colony Wrogul had been. Katie had had pleasant conversations with him in the past. 
 
    “How do you speak through a translator, Euler?” 
 
    “Our pinplants communicate directly with the instrumentation of the translator. It is essentially a computer-to-computer connection,” Euler explained. “The closest thing to actually interpreting my species’ chromatophore language is the Azure sign language Paul and Amy developed.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I’ve seen them doing that. It looked so strange for Amy to be waving gloved hands around, flashing multiple colored lights.” 
 
    “This is true. It does seem a little strange. Human fingers are a bit small to substitute for Wrogul arms, but the color flashes work quite well.” 
 
    “So, translators don’t actually pick up the physical light flashes?” 
 
    “A translator can be made to detect the light flashes, but there is more to our language than that. There are also kinetic factors—which limb is emitting, which photophores are involved, and other factors. It is very much a physical language, as well as the visual light flashes.” 
 
    “So, how did the inhabitants of Bitter End talk with each other?” 
 
    “The Humans started recognizing some of the flashes, much as early Humans on Azure learned to recognize certain moods and attitudes from Todd, Nemo, Wells, Jacques, and others. The Enders also learned to operate slates for communication.” 
 
    “So we’ll have to use sign language, and they’re going to use slates.” 
 
    “Oh, no, nothing like that at all,” Euler replied. “I have created a new translator code that uses visual images and turns those into a sequence of sounds. A conventional translator can then pick up the sounds and translate them into any of the languages it is programmed for. In turn, we will connect the translation of Human or Wrogul conversation to a slate, and the slate shows an image of the appropriate flashes back to the Ender.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re doing?” Katie asked. She pointed to a segment of video recording that was playing on one of the display screens in the bubble. It showed one of the Humans, Verne, and several of the Enders in a conversation. The Human operated a slate to convey messages to the Enders. 
 
    “I have given them a translator slate that can be used quite easily, but there is only one so far, and it uses the computation power of this bubble to support it—for now. On the other arm, we Wrogul can learn the Enders’ language, and they are learning more about ours. We can translate directly for Humans or any other species if needed. Perhaps it is a bit more time consuming, and a touch less efficient, but it will work for now. Once we return to Azure, I will inquire of Doctor Alfred whether or not Enders can tolerate our type of pinplants. We will need much study, and their permission to do that study, before we can determine whether our physiology is similar enough for Wrogul pinplants to work on Enders. Until that time, we will just have to make do with a touch of inefficiency.” 
 
    “Wow,” Katie said, thinking about the implications of yet another pinplant-equipped intelligent race on Azure. For that matter, the implication itself of another race on Azure was staggering. The last report said they had Humans, Wrogul, Seepha, Arritim, and Besquith on Azure. There were rumors of Depik and their companions seen near the clinics. And Ray had reported that a Jivool would be working with Lucky. She’d learned there was also a big cat sanctuary; all they needed now were Pushtal and Oogar. Lions and tigers and bears, oh my! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Amy looked worried. 
 
    “Paul, have you been talking with Ray lately? I’m a little worried. He seems not quite right and spends an awful lot of time in his quarters. His color is off, and his behavior is just a little hot and salty.”  
 
    She continued, “He’s been complaining of headaches, which is so unusual for Wrogul. I told him to go see Otto. Do you know if he did?”  
 
    Paul looked at Amy with a hint of concern in his flashes. “I do not know, but I can check. It is probable; he had such discomfort.” 
 
    “I agree. This is so unlike him.” 
 
    “We Wrogul have noticed he is isolating himself. We thought at first it was depression due to not finding ancient Wrogul at Ura’Noc. But now, we are not sure. He has mentioned strange dreams and visions. That is worrisome.” 
 
    “I’ll talk with Verne. Maybe we need to get a message to Doc Alfred.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Peacemaker Harryhausen, what brings you to my clinic? Wrogul do not often consult physicians.” 
 
    “Otto, it is the headaches and some very strange dreams.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should do a pinplant diagnostic, then. That might be better done by Euler or James, rather than me, but let us see what we can do. For Wrogul pinplant diagnostics, we copy all the programming code underlying the pinplants. Inasmuch as Wrogul pinplants also contain memory and recordings of events, that will mean downloading a copy of those as well. I will need a waiver from you for this exercise.” 
 
    “I understand and agree, Doc.” 
 
    “Just so you understand, what I am proposing will be a full copy of your memories. Any attempt to examine it for errors or sources of your discomfort will be done on considerably high-powered computational equipment.” 
 
    “Are you saying you cannot do that here?” 
 
    “I can make the copy now, but to have James or Euler examine it, we must wait to use Azure equipment.” 
 
    “Entropy, Doc! What about the headaches I am having now?” 
 
    “Harryhausen, I can suggest meditation and analgesics, but that is all I can do at this time. You do not want me probing with fiilash until I have a map of your brain.” 
 
    “Fried carp and weak ale!” Ray held up an arm. “Okay, Otto, give me the pills, and I will go search out some vids on meditation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though Ray had insisted there was nothing wrong with him other than his headaches, his shipmates had noticed his strange behavior. Furthermore, Ray’s odd dreams and memories meant the checkup should include pinplant diagnostics, and Otto had turned the diagnostics over to Euler and James. 
 
    It had been several days since the data had been delivered to the team. Worried over not hearing from either Wrogul, Otto contacted the analysis station, which had been set up in the central bubble. The equipment did not have all the storage needed, but Otto hoped there was enough for the pinplant analysis, if not the memory review. James and Euler had spent most of the time in the bubble since they had left Azure. One of them was sure to be there, and Otto hoped they had news for him. 
 
    “Katie—excuse me—Commander Andalusia? What are you doing there?” Otto was surprised when the executive officer answered the comm from the midship bubble. The Human officer typically used the forward bubble, particularly when Nautilus was in a system and the captain ordered constant surveillance of all comms. That was how they had learned that not everything they saw and heard at Karma or Soo-Aku was exactly as it was represented. If Euler and James were the most experienced at using the instrumentation that seemed to be custom-designed for Wrogul, Katie Andalusia was fairly close to their level. 
 
    “I came here looking for James. You haven’t seen him, have you?” 
 
    “No, I was calling him or Euler to get a report on Peacemaker Harryhausen’s pinplant analysis.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you that Euler is currently in the mess hall. One of the mercs just got caught up on the recordings of Iron Chef Houston, where Marinara managed to get the better of all the challengers. That got folks to talking about Marinara’s knife skills and the dexterity he had on the show. Paul obviously couldn’t let that rest without a demonstration of his father’s famous dexterity, and he and Euler have just spent the last twenty minutes juggling and throwing various implements back and forth to each other across the mess hall.” 
 
    “I hope they at least waited until we built up sufficient thrust for artificial gravity.” 
 
    “Well, actually, no. That kinda made it special. They started off in zero-G and continued without a hitch as thrust built. I figure they’re hanging from the ceiling and juggling and tossing things back and forth. I think somebody’s got it recorded; I can show it to you later. But that’s not what you called for. You’re looking for James?” 
 
    “If he is there, I need to find out about the diagnostic. It has been several days.” 
 
    “Command had a question about some of the information we picked up in the last system, which is why I’m looking for James, too. I figured we could get if from him or access it from this station. Ray’s got the forward bubble fully occupied and sealed at the moment. I figured I could either access it from the amidships bubble or ask James to relay it to me, but I haven’t seen him.” 
 
    “Very well. I will check with the ship’s crew locator and find out where he is.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tee entered the medical bay as Otto began his search for James. Once again, she offered her expertise in pattern analysis to assist in locating the missing Wrogul. The crew locator utilized the connection pings from each crewmember’s pinplants, or an identifier tag for anyone who was not pinned.  
 
    Unfortunately, the system was not registering James’ pinplants anywhere on the Nautilus. 
 
    Tee offered to start a search of the individuals who were not pinned: all the Enders, for example; a few Humans who had elected to go to Azure for medical reasons, or simply to get away from Bitter End; and of course, the Peacemakers. The Enders stayed in the modified cargo compartment that had been filled with the environment they preferred, and the Humans were bunked behind the marines. She set the system to check other means of identifying individuals on the ship: life-support, which registered body temperature; oxygen utilization; humidity; CO2 accelerations; and many of the trace esters and aldehydes given off by biological organisms.  
 
    She showed Otto the results—they could match every detection to either a pinplant signature or an identified passenger on the ship.  
 
    They then ran the location tags against the ship’s complement. It wasn’t just James. There was one other missing—Peacemaker Haroveysen was not on Nautilus, either.  
 
    “I was afraid of this,” Tee told Otto. “I will need to confer with your commanders.” 
 
    Otto pinged the XO. “Commander, we have a problem. James does not appear to be on Nautilus. Guild Technician Tee’aroko’losa wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    “What? When did he leave, and where did he leave? Where could he go? This is an empty system!” 
 
    “Commander, this is Tee. We don’t know how or where he went. You should know Peacemaker Haroveysen is also missing.” 
 
    “Oh, something is going on here. I need to report this to the captain.” 
 
    “Yes, I will join you. There is something else they need to know.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Verne was dreading the reception he’d receive when the Nautilus returned to Azure. They’d set off on a voyage of discovery, and they’d certainly discovered things, just not what they’d been looking for. Ever since Todd’s ship had crashed in the Azure system, and he’d been rescued—albeit without any memories of his past—Todd and his progeny had been curious about the origin of their own kind. 
 
    As the Wrogul of Azure had gone out into the galaxy, they’d generated stories of Wrogul surgeons. But for their own searches, all the information they could find about Wrogul listed the species as an exotic race; very rare, and with little known about it. 
 
    On the one arm, that lack of information was attributed to the fact that the Galactics severely filtered the type of information available to the Humans of Earth. The Human Aethernet couldn’t access all the information of the greater GalNet. Still, after Molina had arrived on To’Os, and Harryhausen at the Peacemaker Academy on Oconto, they had access to the full GalNet archives, but they still couldn’t find any more information about the Wrogul. There were rumors that GalNet and historical records were periodically purged of information, and it was certainly the case that a lot of history since the Great War 20,000 years ago had been lost. 
 
    When Harryhausen and his team had discovered the Nautilus, they immediately recognized a ship that had been customized for Wrogul-like aquatic creatures. Considering there were very few Galactic Union races that lived entirely in the water, a completely water-filled ship—particularly one with controls placed specifically for multi-armed, 1.5-meter-long beings—meant there were more Wrogul out there somewhere, and they were a spacefaring species. The similarities between Nautilus and the wreckage that had arrived in Azure a hundred years ago suggested to Todd, Verne, and Harryhausen that this ship had not only been designed for Wrogul, it might hold clues regarding their origins and past. 
 
    But so far, they’d failed in their mission. Mengele, the evil Wrogul who’d appeared to be experimenting on Humans and turning them into robotic soldiers, was now dead. He’d left no information, other than that he was working for someone he’d once referred to as “the general” and at another time referred to as “the Master.” Harryhausen had thought he’d been referring to General Peepo. The Veetanho mercenary leader had engineered the siege of Earth and hated Humans with a passion. But in his final moments, Mengele had laughed at the idea that he might work for one of the—what he called—lower species. 
 
    The current mission to seek out rumors and chase down the trail of other Wrogul sightings throughout the galaxy had yielded nothing. Well, not nothing. The mission resulted in an alliance with the unusual Human known as Bull and the discovery of Bitter End. 
 
    Now they were headed home to Azure. Sure, they had new colonists for Azure. It would cause a strain on resources at first, but Azure was a rich world that was much more than ocean.  
 
    But there was more to his unease. Yes, Verne was dreading the homecoming because he’d lost members of Cobalt Company, and the Hunter and companion were stowaways. Fortunately, the Hunter was keeping herself shielded, and her companion—while exotic—was Human. On top of it all, though, was the news that two members of the crew had simply gone missing on the big ship. 
 
    Katie had just told him that one of their analysts, James, seemed to be missing, and it might have something to do with the fact that XenSha Peacemaker Haroveysen had gone missing around the same time. So far, only Katie, Otto, and that odd Seepha, Tee, knew they were missing, but there were bound to be questions soon.  
 
    It was odd. James was the one who’d spent the most time with the Enders. Peacemaker Harvey had claimed to have no interest in the Enders. So, they had left together? Why? If one or the other had left involuntarily—again, why? Even more than that, the message from Katie implied that the Seepha knew something important.  
 
    Okay, so that’s something strange with the Peacemaker Guild. There were also rumors and clues that the Science Guild might be involved. Could that be related to the disappearance? What other guilds are involved, and are there other Wrogul-like creatures out there looking for Azure Wrogul the way we’re looking for them? There’s no way to know for sure. I should try to reach Nemo; he has more experience with the guilds and Galactics than I do. There’s simply not enough information.  
 
    They were heading home emptyhanded, and he dreaded the report he’d need to make to Perseus, and ultimately to Todd. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Ackashee, the Arritim commander of Nautilus, stood in a half-tank of water on the bridge. As they were under thrust, heading from emergence point to stargate for the final jump to Azure, the various pool containers with the preferred aquatic environments for Wrogul and Arritim could remain open, since the water would stay in place. Each container had a membrane that could be closed almost instantaneously in the event of sharp maneuvers. For now, Ackashee stood in her water tank and addressed Verne, who was in his VASPer with the hatch open. Also present were Katie and Otto. 
 
    “There’s a small shuttle missing. Records indicate that it departed immediately after our last emergence, when most of us were still dealing with physiological adjustments. It’s only a two-person shuttle and has a very limited range. I’m not sure where they could go, but it implies that there was somebody waiting for them in the last system… hidden in stealth mode. That is very, very disturbing,” Ackashee concluded.  
 
    She stared at those around her for a few minutes, waiting to see if anyone else had something to add. She then turned to the diminutive Seepha.  
 
    “You had something to tell us?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” The rockhopper penguin-like sophont reached under her feathers and withdrew a small plastic case. She flipped it open to reveal a thin plaque with the shape of a plant etched on the surface. “This is an icon of the To’ok tree. It is traditional for Peacemakers to inscribe an image of a tree from their homeworld on their badge of office.” 
 
    There was a mechanical sound as Verne brought his VASPer to attention, then caused it to bow from the junction of upper and lower appendages. “Peacemaker Tee’aroko’losa, well met.” 
 
    “Thank you. Peacemaker Harryhausen knew, but I asked him to protect my secret.” 
 
    “So you’re not a forensic accountant?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Actually, I am, but I am also a commissioned Peacemaker. My writ is pattern analysis, and I have actually been investigating Peacemaker Haroveysen. Let’s just say, there have been some irregularities. He managed to get himself assigned to partner with Harryhausen, and Guild Master Rsach wanted to know how and why.” 
 
    “But Peacemaker Harryhausen isn’t himself, and I have two crew missing,” Ackashee said. 
 
    “Exactly. Ray may not be able to pursue this matter, but I think it ties in with my investigation. Harvey wanted in on this trip to find your ancestors, and he is now missing, along with the one Wrogul who spent the most time with the Enders.” 
 
    “This may be. If true, it may affect not just Nautilus, but Azure as well.” Ackashee turned to Verne. “You know Harryhausen and his mission better than any of us, Colonel. What’s going on?” 
 
    Verne was silent for a moment, then flashed a chagrined photoglyph. His translator rumbled. “I don’t know, but I intend to find out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Nautilus Enters the Azure System 
 
    The Whelk Lands at the Loihi Shuttle Port 
 
      
 
    The last time Nautilus had arrived at Azure, the system had been considerably different. There’d been little gate traffic—just a few ships headed back and forth between Azure and the He3 refueling point at Emerald, plus the regular shuttle run between W-K Station and Cerulean Clinic. In fact, the orbital Cerulean Clinic hadn’t even been fully operational. That had been Katie’s first and only visit to Azure. 
 
    The differences in the system were astounding. A Besquith thrust core was accelerating hard for the stargate. There were fighters close enough for interdiction at the gate, and a cruiser within missile range of the emergence point. There was debris left over from the Ragamuffin War, which had occurred around the planet a little over a year ago.  
 
    The last time they’d made port at Azure, the crew had been excited. Their mission had been successful, and even if Ray and Verne hadn’t been aboard at the time, the Wrogul spirit had infused the crew. Marinara was excited to see his Azure fans, Tony Gamboa and his family were looking forward to getting to know their new home, and the various merc survivors of the Siege of Earth were looking forward to rest, recuperation, and rehabilitation on the tropical world.  
 
    This time it felt as if Nautilus was dragging itself home after a failure. They had two missing crew, more casualties, and a mystery that got deeper with every step they took. 
 
    As Nautilus approached Azure orbit, they bypassed the large geosynchronous station that was Cerulean Clinic. The last time, they’d dropped off the seriously injured before heading to the planet. The former diversions—the departure of the injured Peacemaker Lujkhas at Krifay, and the stop at Cerulean—had served to punctuate the long, tortuous path they’d taken to the Wrogul homeworld. For the Humans on board, it was a new home and a new start. 
 
    This time was a true homecoming, but no one was looking forward to it. The urge to get back out, find their missing members, and figure out who or what was manipulating them had overshadowed the benefits of returning to home port. Except for a caretaker crew, comprised mostly of Arritim, everyone would head down to the surface on the Whelk. The large environmental cargo pod on board the Nautilus that contained the Enders could be carried in a spherical cargo shuttle, so one had been sent in from the He3 mine to meet them.  
 
    Katie could see evidence of the past battle with the forces of the Consejo de República Riograndense. Wandrey Station was undergoing refit and repair. There was more shuttle activity between the space station and the surface, but what was amazing were the two destroyers of unknown origin that seemed to be keeping station directly over the Loihi spaceport. They had to be burning an incredible amount of reaction mass to maintain a geostationary position at such a low orbit. Something was going on down in Loihi, and they’d be landing right in the middle of it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We caught one! We caught one! We caught one!” With no other greeting, Derek “Lucky” Coonradt ran up to Ginzberg and the disembarking members of Cobalt Company. Injured mercs from Bitter End who’d chosen to come to Azure for treatment or retirement also stopped and circled around the group to hear what the excited young man had to say. 
 
    “Caught one, what?” Mikhail Ginzberg asked as he walked up to the young merc. Ginz still didn’t talk much, but his days of being virtually mute and simply humming a faint song to himself were past. His new role as CASPer maintainer suited his tendency to communicate in as few words as possible.  
 
    “The blue lights! The UFOs! The whaddayacallits. We shot one down, and it collided with a shuttle. They’re bringing it up here so we can study it.” 
 
    “What’s this about UFOs?” Katie asked, walking up into the conversation with the group. 
 
    “The locals have been reporting strange blue lights, and the deep water Wrogul have been saying that there’s some very strange sounds coming from the Deeps.” Gerhard—Greg—Jackson had strolled over when he saw Katie and Ginzberg departing the Whelk. Jackson knew Ginz and Katie from his merc days and the Nautilus trip from Earth to Azure. He’d led the mercenaries who’d supported Harryhausen’s efforts against the evil Wrogul, Mengele, who’d caused Ginz’ prior… difficulties.  
 
    “The reported sightings are just like the ones from Earth a hundred years and more ago. Lozenge-shaped craft, glowing blue, making impossible moves and maneuvers, traveling at impossible speeds through the atmosphere. Yes, we got one, but we didn’t shoot it down. It actually collided with one of the clinic shuttles down near Styx. We’ve got two of the Seepha destroyers keeping station above, watching for more activity. 
 
    “The drone is intact, but we haven’t been able to open it, so it’s being brought to Red Bank because Jack Sparrow wants a go at it. In fact, the cargo lifters are bringing it in right now.” 
 
    Coonradt danced around the group excitedly. “I was on that shuttle, but I’m okay. We got one! We finally got one! Now we’re going to find out who’s behind those lights and sounds, and we’re going to get ‘em! I’m ready to fight! Let’s suit up!” 
 
    Jackson laughed. “Slow down, cowboy. We gotta find out who we’re fighting first. Then we’ll suit up.” 
 
    “I heard about those old Earth UFO stories,” Katie commented. “I think most any pilot heard them over beer and drinks, particularly after the US government acknowledged that some of the videos were real. But this one isn’t big enough to kidnap citizens, is it?” 
 
    Jackson shook his head. “More like a drone. About five, six feet long. Smooth surface, so Sparrow wants to break into it and check out the tech. No obvious missile tubes or armament, so we don’t think it’s something that targeted the sea platforms. Maybe more like an observer.” 
 
    Verne had joined the group and acknowledged the “welcome home” greetings and nods. “I’m as excited as Derek,” his translator broadcast, “but I want to see what’s inside, and see who owns this tech. Jack Sparrow knows I’m back, but he’ll take lead on this. I’ve given the Cobalt Company 24-hour leave, but told them to keep their emergency channel open in case problems crop up.” 
 
    Jackson and a few of the mercs in the group nodded. 
 
    “We had Wrogul on board the shuttle that crashed,” Jackson added. “Todd and Alfred were two of them. Alfred came out unscathed, but we had some travel tanks damaged. Todd’s was one, and Alfred still had him in some healing fog. Ward is here, looking in on some of his… special projects, and took over his treatment for the time being. He’s been transferred to another healing tank, but Alfred insisted we keep his patient ‘asleep,’ as he called it, so Todd’s not aware of what happened. He’s definitely healing, and stronger, but still has a way to go before they refurbish his pins. When I heard about the crash from Gamboa, I swear, he was ready to drop a nuke in the Hi’ohi’ona Sea. Cooler heads talked him out of it for the time being.” 
 
    Jackson hesitated, and Katie could see by his unfocused stare that he was consulting his pinplants. “In fact, Gamboa, Roeder, and Alfred are exiting the mag-lev platform now. I’d better get on with my mayoral duties, greet the governor, and see what Squiddy and Roeder want.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson swore he could see steam coming out the governor’s ears. Fortunately, he was an inch or so taller than Gamboa, so the former mafia boss couldn’t tower over him, but the capo was doing his best to intimidate those around him. Amy Roeder, who’d gotten the same pinplant notice of his arrival as Jackson, had started to rush over to greet her boss, but backed off when she saw his anger. Instead, she slipped quietly over to her father, Brent Roeder, and took his arm. The old man turned slightly and gave her a brief smile. He murmured something, and Amy nodded and backed away from the group as Jackson approached them. 
 
    Gamboa bristled as the mayor of Loihi approached. Jackson winced as Gamboa rushed him, snarled, and roared—like a lion out to intimidate its prey. 
 
    “I want to know what the hell is going on, Jackson. You’re a former merc. Who’s got us by the short hairs and is playin’ wit’ us? I wan’ answers! I don’ ged sum answers, we’re gonna go t’da mattresses and figger it out da old way.” 
 
    When Gamboa’s stressed or angry, he lapses into what Amy calls the Mafioso dialect, thought Jackson. “You and me both, Gov’ner,” replied Jackson. “We’ll get you those answers.” 
 
    “You’z beddeh!” Gamboa spat out his reply. 
 
    Doc Alfred and Roeder, standing back near the mag-lev doors, were strangely silent, Jackson noted. Maybe it was better that way; maybe they were letting the angry mob boss represent them, figuring they were too diplomatic to demand what Tony was expecting. 
 
    Tony stood in front of Jackson, swaying slightly, and shaking his head. He seemed to shrink into himself and looked around to see curious bystanders pulling away from the group and whispering. Amy was standing nearby, with her hands pressed to her mouth. Gamboa beckoned her closer, and when she walked up to him, he grabbed her by her shoulders and pulled her toward him. “Amy, mia ragazza, I’m glad you’re back. I know your papà is ecstatic. I know you want to get with friends and family, cara, but we need your help more than ever now. Can you get your team, sit down with us, look at our data, and tell us what you see? Lujkhas and Rosetta can add their thoughts, as well. I’m sure Toozie has opinions, too.” 
 
    “Of course, Tony,” Amy said shakily. “I’ll grab my stuff and start looking at downloads. I’ll get Paul. We work well as a team. There’s… reasons it can’t be the whole team.” 
 
    “Whatever you need, dear. Your dad will be close by so you can visit some. I’ll talk him into getting you some good Azure food. It won’t be a sit-down at Mari’s, but enough to let you know you’re back home in Azure.” 
 
    Seeing that the mob boss persona was dissipating, Jackson gestured to Doc Alfred in his travel suit, and Brent Roeder. “The drone is arriving at the Red Bank hanger as we speak. Jack Sparrow’s rubbing four arms together—so I’m told—in anticipation of cracking this thing. Verne said he’ll join us as soon as he addresses the mercs and brings them up to date on what’s happening. What about Todd? Is he going to be okay?” 
 
    The Wrogul doctor hissed through his translator. “Yessss. A setback, I’m afraid, but one we can overcome. He is in good hands with Perseus. Other clinic Wrogul have been brought in, so we have a constant watch on Todd. I have briefed them all via pins, so they know the protocol and what to watch for. I cannot dismiss this as an attack on Todd, so I have ordered 24-hour surveillance. 
 
    “Mayor, I am here for another reason, as well. Verne has told me he is worried about Harryhausen. He has described some worrisome symptoms. I wish for someone to observe Ray constantly, as well. Preferably, those observers will have pinplants and can contact me immediately if need be.” 
 
    Jackson tried to keep the surprise off his face, but failed. “Sure, no problem. Why don’t you message Verne to choose the detail you and he need, and I’ll authorize whatever’s necessary for it to happen.” 
 
    Alfred hesitated a moment, then reacted. “Done. Verne will let you know who is chosen for that duty. Now I must get to Red Bank before that whippersnapper Sparrow breaks everything. Can you get us over there?” 
 
    “Sure.” Jackson pointed toward the street. “This way to my transport.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the Red Bank hangar, Jack Sparrow, Jackson, and Gamboa stood over the disabled drone. Its smooth surface reflected the overhead lights, but much of the outside was damaged, with scratches, scorch marks, and gouges. 
 
    “I don’t see any opening or hydro lock,” Gamboa said.  
 
    “It’s certainly hydro- and aero-dynamic,” added Jackson. 
 
    Jack Sparrow turned and drew a rolling cart closer to him. He was wearing a suit that would keep him hydrated yet protected from electric shock or power tool burns. In his affected Creole accent, he agreed with the two Humans. “Mwen pa ka tann pou Vène.” 
 
    “What?” Jackson exclaimed, with an exasperated sigh from Gamboa thrown in for good measure. 
 
    “Sorry.” Sparrow fiddled with his translator. “I cannot wait for Verne. I need to get started with this.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” Gamboa asked. “Verne needs to see the tech and examine it so he can prepare for defenses.” 
 
    “I can give him a play-by-play via pinplants. It will be okay. I need time to crack this. I want it as intact as possible when I open it up.” Sparrow flashed an affirmative glyph. For a sophont who created instruments of war and destruction, he was an incredibly good-natured being. “You gentlemen, however, need to stand back, and I can have no more entries into this room.” 
 
    “Well, that won’t work. Roeder will want to be here as soon as he gets his daughter settled in.” 
 
    Sparrow hesitated. “Okay, Roeder, and that is all.” 
 
    “And Verne.” 
 
    “And Verne.” 
 
    “What if Paul or Amy need to observe this?” 
 
    Sparrow’s translator emitted a sound of exasperation. “Non. Non! Enposib. No more people. I need to get to work. I will record this process with my pinplants.” 
 
    The two leaders stepped back and gave Sparrow room to work. They watched as he searched and recorded and flashed glyphs to himself. On occasion, he snapped his beak in either anger or frustration. 
 
    Brent Roeder slipped through the door and huddled with Gamboa and Jackson. 
 
    “Lucky’s on her way with Magellan and Sherlock. Ray wanted to come over as well, but Squiddy—I mean Alfred—is subjecting him to some tests. He wants to keep Ray away from this room. He wouldn’t give a real reason, though. Just said, ‘I have my suspicions.’” 
 
    “Amy’s settled in and looking at the UFO data, Tony. Paul’s loading some files on one of the supercomputers for the mathematics guys. Said something vague about pin data. Perseus sent his apologies, but says he wants to remain near Todd. Mari wants to know where everyone is, since they’re not at his restaurant, and he wants to know if he should set up a buffet over here.” 
 
    Tony snorted. “Of course Marinara would think about keeping our bellies filled. I would prefer scotch to relieve this anxiety, but he would say, ‘Not on an empty stomach, il mio capo.’” 
 
    Roeder nodded and walked closer to the frustrated Jack Sparrow. “Jack, have you considered looking at this drone through different light spectrums, or changing its temperature?” 
 
    Sparrow stopped what he was doing and stared at Roeder. Roeder noticed the far-away, distracted look as Sparrow consulted his pinplants. He waited patiently as Sparrow researched, then finally spoke through his translator, “Sherlock is on his way to this room. I have directed him to pick up some additional instruments. He will be here in seconds.” 
 
    At that moment, the door flew against the wall, and the Besquith Lucky stormed into the room. She nodded toward Gamboa and Jackson and snarled, “Couldn’t wait till I got here, Governor?” 
 
    Gamboa shook his head with an apologetic look. “It was Sparrow. He couldn’t wait to get started, but he hasn’t gotten into the craft yet. I think he’s going to try a different tack.” 
 
    Lucky raised a furry eyebrow. “He sent Sherlock off on an errand. Magellan’s helping him. They should be here momentarily.” 
 
    As she said that, Sherlock and Magellan entered the room, pushing carts of equipment before them. Both Wrogul flashed greetings to the cluster of leaders, but moved immediately to Sparrow’s side.  
 
    Roeder returned to the now-crowded group clustered near the door. “I’ve commed Verne. He’s assigned some guards to the door. We don’t want anyone else deciding to check on us.” Gamboa and Lucky nodded, but said nothing. 
 
    Across the room, the three Wrogul circled the table holding the wrecked drone, flashing glyphs to each other. They tried different instruments, and used coolants to reduce the temperature of the object. Suddenly, they stopped circling, and all leaned in over the drone, flashing furiously. 
 
    “Uh, huh,” Roeder muttered. “They found something.” He tensed his body, as did the others around him. 
 
    Sparrow’s translator shrieked, “Eureka!” All three Wrogul leaned again over the drone, arms probing the inside, flashing furious glyphs at each other. They looked up at the cluster of leaders near the door, and Sparrow beckoned them to approach the worktable. 
 
    Roeder led the others across the room. “What’ve you found, Jack?” 
 
    Lucky, Gamboa, and Jackson crowded in to look at the drone. Sparrow had removed a part of the casing. The Besquith looked at the open drone and snarled with a deep-throated growl. Jackson shook his head and backed away. 
 
    Roeder and Gamboa both looked closer at the table. Tony shook his head, and using an old Earth symbolic gesture, touched his forehead, chest, and shoulders. 
 
    Roeder was silent for a moment, then exploded with horror. “Oh, my God!” 
 
    Sparrow looked at those around the table and spoke through his translator. “Indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ray paced around the room he had been assigned. He had a mobile tank to use, but no pond or canal with hydro-lock. The tank was an old style, with bars for hanging or moving up and out of the tank. For some reason, the room amenities irritated him, and he flashed angry glyphs around the room. He knew there was a guard outside his room. His cousin Squiddy—or Alfred, as he now called himself—visited briefly and said he wanted to run some tests. 
 
    “Why?” Ray flashed. “I’ze fine. Jus’ some brain pain.” 
 
    “Some… what?” queried the Wrogul surgeon. 
 
    “Some br—some, um, headaches.” 
 
    “You told Otto you were not sleeping well and were having strange, dream-like memories.” 
 
    “No, he misunderstood. I am fine and need to get back out on my mission.” 
 
    Alfred moved closer and stared intently at Ray. “Your color is not good, Ray. Your eyes are taking on a reddish hue, and you may be experiencing aphasia.” 
 
    “Iss d’ pins, Squid. Otto says he done some tests on me brain, and I passed wi’ flyin’ colors.” 
 
    “He said that, did he?” 
 
    “Yah, he done some diagnos—sum diaguh—um, ‘nostics. Said iss jus’ just stress and I can jus’ get back on mission.” Kill him. Kill him and get on with it. He is your enemy. He will lock you up. Otto has ratted on you. Verne told him you are a threat. Kill him. 
 
    Alfred watched as emotions flashed across Ray, and his mantle mottled in reds and grays. Most unusual. His speech is distorted, and his eyes are even redder than they were. 
 
    Alfred gave a nervous snk-snk through his translator and flashed complacency at his cousin. “Oh, I agree, you do need to get back into space on your mission. I am going to prescribe some vitamins and supplements that I have brought with me. Here, take these, and I will get with Otto. We will prescribe a supplement regimen to keep you healthy while you are traveling. It will take a day or so to get this set up. You can relax while they are restocking and cleaning the Nautilus.” 
 
    Ray stilled, while he stared at Alfred and pondered his flashes. It seemed to make sense to him, but his arms shook as he reached out for the packet of supplements. “You are correct, Squiddy. I am somewhat stressed because I know I cannot leave immediately while the Nautilus is being refurbished, but I must resume my mission. It is a matter of life or death. No, life. Past life, future life, parallel life… life forms beyond imagining.” Realizing that he was babbling through the translator to a fellow Wrogul who could read his photoglyphs, Ray stopped, shook himself, then resumed in a much more controlled manner. “I would like to see Lucky, though, before I leave. Do you think she could take a break and make her way up here to Loihi?” 
 
    Alfred hesitated, then flashed an affirmative. “I will see what we can do. In the meantime, I have a guard at your door. We still get random threats from some of the immigrants Garibaldi brought in, so we have regular security on some of the planet leaders, and I felt you would be safer here.” 
 
    Ray’s eyes flashed a deeper red, then lightened. He gave a good-natured shrug as Alfred pushed the supplements toward him, but slitted his eyes when the doctor turned toward the door. 
 
    Alfred whirled back around. “Oh, these meds will help you rest calmly. Just get cozy and relax in the tank until we can get Lucky up here. Rest up, Ray.” 
 
    Alfred stepped through the door and passed the guard securing the lock on the door. He commed Otto and Euler with his pins as he passed down the hallway. Euler, I’m coming up to your data lab. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By the time Alfred got to the lab, Otto had joined him in his frantic trek through the hallways. 
 
    Euler was waiting at the lab door and beckoned the other Wrogul into the room. 
 
    “I want to show you what James was working on before he disappeared, Alfred. He had loaded the diagnostics you sent him and was parsing the data when he disappeared.” Euler pointed to two lines on the screen. “He started here—” he pointed to another line “—and ended here. This was the last line he parsed before he disappeared. See, here are the comments he posted on this line. It reads—” 
 
    “Stop,” Alfred said. “Do not speak. I will read it myself.” 
 
    Otto and Euler looked at each other and shared glyphs of curiosity. 
 
    “Do you see the time difference?” Euler asked. “From the first trace to this one.” 
 
    “I see that his mental processes began downgrading after his trip to Soo-Aku and became worse the longer you stayed in Ura’Noc. I have seen the evidence of that just now. He does not seem to be in control of himself.” 
 
    “And this.” Euler pointed to a series of numbers. “I recorded a memory I have from my progenitor, Verne, of a celebration Todd held with Cavanaugh when the new brewery opened on Azure. Verne got his memory from Jacques, who was Todd’s second bud. Nemo was Todd’s first bud. Harryhausen has that memory from his progenitor, Wells, who was Nemo’s first bud. Can you keep all that straight?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alfred responded. “I can access that memory as well, which I received from Nemo, and Otto received it from me.” 
 
    “Now here is the data from Harryhausen’s memory of that event. Look at those values.” 
 
    From Alfred’s translator came a slow whistle. Under other circumstances, it would have been humorous to hear such a Human sound from the Wrogul. Both Euler and Otto knew he was expressing the shock they both felt. 
 
    “What does this mean?” Otto asked. 
 
    “Nothing good, I suspect,” Alfred replied. 
 
    “I am not sure yet,” Euler added. “I have more analysis to make. But the question is: why is this particular memory corrupted? Is there more corruption?” Euler watched as both Otto and Alfred scanned their pinplants. 
 
    “Another question,” Otto said. “Is this causing Ray’s headaches?” 
 
    Euler looked at Alfred. “You are senior here, Alfred. We need your opinion on this.” 
 
    “My first impression—” Alfred stopped himself and waved an arm. “Negate that. I do not know. I suspect a problem with the pinplants. When I saw him just now, he was babbling in English through a translator, but his photoglyphs did not reflect what he was saying.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He was crying for help.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yes. Oh,” Alfred flashed, and the others floated, still, dark, and silent for a moment. “Now we know something is wrong. There is some disconnection between his higher language functions and pinplants, and there is at least this example of memory corruption. But how did it happen? If we need to do something with his pins, we do not have the original nanites. Wells is no longer alive, and Todd is in no condition to culture any of his. We may need to call on Nemo.” 
 
    “Oh,” Otto flashed sadly. “That will be almost impossible.” 
 
    “Let us not jump ahead, Otto. Euler has more work to do before we settle on a diagnosis, but I believe we need to consult with the senior Wrogul.” 
 
    “But that is you, Perseus, and Verne… and Harryhausen.” 
 
    “I plan to include the next generation. I will be contacting Ridley, Ward, Arronax, and the others. Ridley will need to be part of this as Harryhausen’s first bud, anyway. In the meantime, Otto, unless you want to help me with the autopsy, you can look at Ray’s physical data, check his nutrients and bio values. See if you can find a correlation matching the same time frame as Soo-Aku. I must get to Cerulean, and I will check with both of you as soon as I can.” 
 
    Alfred left the computer lab and sped down the hallway, forming in his mind the messages he’d need to send to the others. He commed his first message: Verne, we have a serious problem. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
     
 
      
 
    “What?” Verne exploded with glyphs of fury. 
 
    “There’s a what inside?” Verne had arrived after the drone was opened, and now he looked at the group gathered around the wreckage. The deceased pilot of the craft had been removed and was being prepared for transport. It was on the way to the Cerulean clinic branch at Trippler to be autopsied by Alfred. This was the first Verne had heard that they’d recovered a pilot from the wrecked vehicle. 
 
    “It is a Wrogul,” Sparrow told him. He and Verne were standing in the corner of the room, conversing via photoglyphs. There were Humans who could read the glyphs, so it wasn’t entirely private, but they weren’t speaking out loud and disturbing the techs pouring over the wrecked drone. 
 
    “It was one of us?” Verne was confused. The suspicion a few years before the invasion by the Consejo was that the strange lights and sea platform sabotage had been caused by Wrogul from the separatist colony known as the Hau’ula, or the Azure Free Colony. Verne had thought the question of who was responsible for the strange lights and sounds had been settled; that it wasn’t anyone on Azure. This didn’t make sense to him. 
 
    “No, not one of us. It is a Wrogul, but it does not look anything like us. Its eyes are red. Its pupils are oddly shaped, not straight across, but crooked. Its skin is a very dull gray,” Sparrow told him. “This is not one of us at all. It is one of them.” 
 
    “Them. Like Mengele and the ancestral Wrogul nobody sees anymore?” Verne asked. “But what are they doing here?” 
 
    Sparrow waved an arm. “We have heard the reports. Peacemaker Lujkhas told us about some of the findings by Human Peacemakers. Something called the Dream Worlds Consortium has been sampling water on planets. They look for conditions much like what we have here on Azure. Maybe this is more of the same.” 
 
    “Perhaps, or perhaps they were spying on us.” 
 
    “We are looking into that.” Sparrow flashed agreement. “Gamboa suggested that we look into the question of whether this was a spy.” 
 
    “Understood. I agree. Have we seen any more? Do we know if other drones contain one of the odd Wrogul?” 
 
    “When this one crashed, it was part of a flight of three, I was told,” Sparrow responded. “We got bits and pieces of at least two of the others, but there is no pilot compartment. They appear to be remote control drones, so we really do not know how many there are.” 
 
    “So we do not know how many, and there are probably more UFOs than there are Wrogul. Where have they been hiding all this time? Or did they just get here? No, that can’t be, the UFOs have been reported for at least five years now.” 
 
    “Magellan thinks they reside in the deep ocean,” Sparrow flashed. “He mentioned the strange sounds Jacques’ colony reported right before the Ragamuffin War and the vids of drones he got.” 
 
    Verne thought for a moment. “Well, if they are in the deep ocean, they’re not Wrogul like us. What are they?” 
 
    “There are differences. We will learn more once Alfred finishes the examination of the drone pilot. Until then, there is a lockdown of information. No one outside this group is to know anything else. Tell your mercs we are still investigating.” 
 
    “Hmm. I wonder if they’ll believe me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t like Verne wanted to report to Tony Gamboa, the former mafia boss, now business genius. The Earthman was now co-governor with Perseus while Jacie Ennovy was undergoing her medical treatments. Perseus accepted his role, but was more preoccupied with his duties as CEO of the Wrogul-owned Cerulean clinics, and left much of the governing to Gamboa. The Italian had run the legal side of “family” businesses while on Earth, which had led to Todd and Roeder—beginning to feel his 120-plus years of age—hiring Tony to administer their co-owned Azure companies.  
 
    This made Gamboa an influential person, in both Azure business and politics. Which was why Verne was in consultation with Gamboa, Roeder, and Perseus with respect to the report on his cousin, the Peacemaker Ray Harryhausen. 
 
    “He’s reporting headaches and strange dreams. Physically, he’s starting to resemble the Wrogul pulled out of the UFO wreckage. The reddish-brown tint to his irises, the pupil becoming somewhat irregular. His mantle is normally pink and pale gray, but is deepening to a dark gray. We’re all very worried. He made Otto and me promise we’d cut off his pinplant access to the computer systems on Nautilus if we needed to. It pained us to consider it, but he knows, and we know… something simply is not right.” 
 
    “And you and Euler think this is some sort of virus?” Gamboa said after a long silence as he considered the information. “Something like a computer virus that’s infected his pinplants?” 
 
    “Euler and Paul think so, and that’s why they’re running an analysis of his pinplants and neuronal network. They see changes, and there’s no precedent for this. Nothing in our experience explains why this is happening.” 
 
    “Has anyone told Lucky?” Roeder asked. 
 
    “Tee took her a report. She needed to report in and asked permission to brief her superior. Lucky’s reply stated that she and the other Peacemakers have very little experience with pinplants. In fact, that was the reason she and Ray were partnered. One of her early cases was one in which the guilty party performed his misdeeds via pinplants. By the time she figured that out, the Merchant Guild and Universal Credit Exchange stepped in and took the case away from her. The Peacemaker Guild Master decided Lucky needed a partner who was an expert on pinplants and introduced her to Ray. She’s afraid the Peacemakers won’t be much help, and in all likelihood, they’ll suspend or even decommission Ray. Tee concurred, although she also added that it might not entirely be a bad thing. With recent developments in the guild, letting this get back to them now may be unwise.” 
 
    Gamboa rubbed his hands over his face and scowled. “This is bad. This is very bad. First, you tell us we’re no closer to finding the ancestral Wrogul—something that would help Todd, and solve the mystery of the UFOs and mysterious appearances around the Galactic Union. Then you tell me you found a race that could be some form of ancient relative, but they’re not. Even worse, in the course of the investigation, Ray’s been compromised, and may be turning into one of the evil Wrogul himself.” Gamboa had a dour look on his face. He looked over at Roeder and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “And now you think it might all be about pinplants. This is not good at all.” Tony looked at Roeder and Perseus, then looked around the room as if seeking answers from the walls. 
 
    Roeder began to say something, stuttered, and lapsed into silence. Perseus flashed a few signs at Verne, to which he replied. 
 
    “Perseus is contacting Otto to discuss this issue of pinplants. If it is a pins virus, we need to get Nemo involved.” 
 
    “Why?” Gamboa exploded. 
 
    “Nemo is our senior Wrogul, except for Todd. He received his pins from Todd, and those pins will need to be corrected when Todd grows stronger. He’s a pinplant expert—even more so than Squi-er, Alfred. He and the Human genius Sato developed the specifications for Human pinplants, which Alfred perfected. Also, Nemo is a progenitor of Harryhausen, two generations previous. We don’t know who Todd’s progenitor is, but we need nanites from a first-generation offspring, or a direct ancestor. For both Todd and Ray, that’s Nemo.” 
 
    “We may have another solution,” Perseus responded via his translator. “I am in contact with Otto, Euler, and Paul. They believe, if this is a pins virus, they can find programming—as I understand it, an antivirus solution. It will take some study, but they want to try it.” 
 
    “Even if they can solve this with programming,” Roeder interjected, “we need to find who, or what, is doing this. I believe it still ties back to an ancient Wrogul, someone like this Mengele creature.” 
 
    “Or perhaps this ‘Master,’” Verne offered. 
 
    “Hmph,” Gamboa grunted and rubbed his face again. He looked over to an otherwise empty corner of his office and addressed the empty space. “What do you think, Hunter?”  
 
    The Depik slowly transitioned into view. Verne flashed a glyph of acknowledgement, and the Hunter nodded toward him and slow-blinked a greeting to Gamboa and Roeder. 
 
    “We don’t trust pinplants, but there has been some high-level discussion about what is happening with the guilds and the Galactic Union. Peepo, the attack on our race, the issues with the Peacemakers and their Human ‘Crusaders’… It certainly bears study, regarding the possibility of a pinplant virus. I understand our Wrogul doctor, Ward, is already here on Azure. We need to bring him in to this discussion.” 
 
    Gamboa’s shoulders slumped, and he sighed heavily. “So be it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    The conference room was filled with the Azure colony leadership. Co-Governors Gamboa and Perseus were present. The Styx community and business interests were represented; Gerhard Jackson was present as mayor of Loihi, and Verne represented Cobalt Company and the merc interests. Many of the Nautilus’ crew were present as well, since the findings would impact Harryhausen’s mission. Fredericka Peter Rojas was present, representing the Arritim colony. A short, thin, athletic-looking woman with brown hair and cat-like eyes lounged in a back corner. Everyone gave her some distance… not for a specific reason, but it just seemed that no one should get too close. Peacemaker Lucky was there, but Ray was notably absent. Peacemaker Tee attended in his absence. 
 
    The Wrogul presenting the results of the autopsy was amused by the audience that had gathered to hear him speak. He chuckled to himself a few times, an odd, snickering sound pouring from his translator. It was a nervous habit, he told himself; he was not used to presenting to large groups. He had visited with Todd earlier that day, who had told him the Wrogul community was counting on him. Todd himself was present in a specialized travel tank located near the front. Normally, Alfred would have been practically in the tank as doctor to their injured progenitor, but one of his colleagues was on planet during one of his rare visits, so Alfred had left Todd in the capable arms of Ward.  
 
    It was Ward who had brought the young lady with cat eyes, and the Wrogul looked around as if expecting someone else. Alfred could see a slight shimmer next to the young lady, and knew that her Hunter companion was present to hear the report as well. This was almost everybody who would be representing the colony world of Azure. The only ones missing were their newest immigrants, the Enders. 
 
    As that thought crossed Alfred’s mind, he saw another travel unit entering the conference room, escorted by a couple of the Humans who had elected to join the Nautilus upon its departure from their last port. The Bitter Enders were present, and it was time to start. 
 
    Alfred didn’t waste words. “The pilot of the UFO is a Wrogul, but not like us.”  
 
    He paused as the reaction swept through the audience. He touched a control, and a picture of the dead UFO pilot was displayed on the screen behind him. Images showed the pilot in the cockpit of the UFO soon after it was opened. In close-ups of the controls, it was apparent the drone could be operated by a Wrogul’s cephalopod arms. Next were images of the Wrogul laid out on a medical table with subsequent x-ray magnetic resonance, and even magnetic field imaging of its insides. One last close-up showed the UFO pilot’s eyes being held open by two Human fingers. The irises were red, with hints of orange and yellow. The pupils were irregular and shaped like a W. 
 
    “Yes, this is a Wrogul, but not like us. We actually know quite a bit about our own internal workings. The fiilash tentacles allow us to see internals, much like the Humans’ noninvasive imaging techniques, although we get much finer detail. What makes this comparison so interesting is the fact that last year’s assassination at the Council meeting house actually gave us an opportunity to examine one of our own in close detail. The autopsy on Jacques provided much more information about us than we ever thought we would gain. Some of the Enders who recently emigrated here on the Nautilus had been injured prior to leaving their system and did not survive the trip. We have their autopsies, as well. Now we have this Wrogul—so similar to us, and yet not like us at all.” Alfred looked up at a signal from Lucky. 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker Lujkhas?” 
 
    “That looks like Mengele.” 
 
    “Indeed, the reports from you and Peacemaker Harryhausen have made that quite clear. I had hoped Ray would be here to assist.” 
 
    “He is, as you say, under the weather,” Verne supplied. 
 
    “Yes, I know. He is next on my list of patients.” 
 
    “So, ‘he looks like us, but he’s not one of us.’ What does this mean?” Mayor Jackson asked the question, and Alfred could see many of the Humans nodding in agreement. This was a question that many of them had, and he had known it was coming. 
 
    “The most notable difference is in the pinplants. All of us who descended from Todd have pinplants that are virtually identical in composition. We each received the initial nanites from our progenitor, and our pins developed in the same manner as Todd’s. This Wrogul has a larger pinplant. The structures seem somewhat cruder, but they interface with many more brain areas that our own. The fiilash tentacles are larger and do not come to as fine a tip. The eight normal arms are shorter; the head is a little bit larger, and of course there are the differences in the eyes.” 
 
    “So, this is an ancestral Wrogul,” Verne stated. 
 
    “Quite possibly,” Alfred replied. “Starting a genetic analysis will take some time. Are the differences in the alleles? Are they developmental or evolutionary? Fortunately, we have the Ender autopsies for comparison. We know their evolution diverged from ours approximately 50,000 years ago. We can use that as a point of comparison.” 
 
    “Ancestral Wrogul here. That’s not good. From what we know of Mengele and the possibility of Wrogul involvement with the Science Guild, we can assume they’re behind the sabotage we’ve seen. They don’t mean Azure any good.” Tony Gamboa spoke for the first time. “We need to find out if there’re any more here.” 
 
    A translator speaker made sounds similar to a Human clearing their throat. It was a polite habit adopted by a Wrogul who had spent a lifetime among Humans. The voice spoke haltingly, slowly, but soon, some of the old strength and confidence came back. Todd announced his warning to the crowd. 
 
    “They are here, and we must be prepared.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yvette Gamez looked at the comm in her hand. The person on the other end obviously didn’t know how important she was. 
 
    “What do you mean, you’re backing out of our deal? You promised you’d buy those properties from me and reimburse me for my troubles! You said I had free rein in my purchases. I was going to be the richest woman on Azure with those properties!” 
 
    She listened to her contact a few seconds before sputtering in anger. 
 
    “I can’t help it if suddenly everyone wants to live on Azure! Gamboa’s writing orders to set aside valuable land for what? For cats? And whoever these other freaks are.” 
 
    She listened as her contact raged over the comm. 
 
    “Don’t you threaten me, you… you lizard! I know this planet better than you, and I did exactly what you told me to do. You’re the one reneging on our deal—I said don’t threaten me. You’re the one who’ll be in the Deeps when I report what your consortium is doing. We’ve got Peacemakers on Azure!” 
 
    She listened as her contact continued raging before disconnecting the call. Gamez screamed in frustration, threw the comm on the floor, and stamped her stiletto heel down on the device, cracking the kleer-plas. 
 
    “Entropy!” she whispered to herself. “I think he means what he said… what do I do now?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The creature known as Schilling sat in his “office” on Eta Carinae and watched the screens around him. He was the one who controlled the information and knew everything that was being done. He’d heard others refer to him as the Kingpin. That was fine. Finally, that idiotic Peacemaker was on his trail. How long had it taken that repulsive Wrogul to figure it out? And the pompous XenSha… might turn out to be as useless as a Veetanho to him if he couldn’t produce answers. 
 
    “So, they are finally looking for me. It is not like we gave them no clues.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Lujkhas looked up from her slate as Tony Gamboa barreled into her office. He was followed by Michael Caparelli, and Perseus and Sherlock in Wrogul travel suits. Rosetta motored into the crowded office from her own nearby office. JB stood behind her. 
 
    “What does this mean, Lucky; what’s going on?” Gamboa bellowed as he waved his slate in her face. 
 
    Lucky looked at the beings in her office. “You all got the same message, I presume,” she said as she swiped a paw across her slate. They all nodded. 
 
    The text flew across the Tri-V screen. It read: 
 
    I’ve been observing you for centuries, and you’ve fulfilled my expectations. It’s time we met. War is coming. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Maui. 
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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 judgement. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But… Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
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