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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    New Persia 
 
    Torgero System 
 
      
 
    The MinSha fleet transitioned into the system and spread into battle positions. At the head of the wedge formation of six ships, the cruiser Shendil-ya powered up her weapons and sounded an approximation of general quarters on the orders of the group commander, Major General Drehnayl. Using wall-mounted grapple holds, she vaulted onto the bridge and clambered to the ceiling holds before pushing off and dropping into her specially-molded command chair. The mantis-like alien’s wide and unblinking compound eyes took in the scene. The command crew of eight hunched behind Tri-V screens and monitored the fleet’s transition from hyperspace to combat deployment.  
 
    “Colonel Chee. Report.” Drehnayl activated her consoles, and the cluster of Tri-V displays came to life showing their target and a significant debris field approaching. 
 
    “General,” her executive officer replied with a respectful bow of her head. “New Persia appears to be a standard planet capable of supporting Humans. It’s smaller than Earth and doesn’t have quite the same ecosystem. There are significant deserts and minimal fresh water resources on the surface. We’ve found—” 
 
    “Where is Nigel Shirazi?” Drehnayl interrupted. “Have you located his ships?” 
 
    “Negative. We sent a request for information to the gate master, but we’ve not heard a response.” Chee paused. “We are prepared to bribe them, as required.” 
 
    “Get the information however you need to. If the gate master doesn’t respond, send an assault force to make my point known.” Drehnayl’s antennae vibrated slightly—a sign of annoyance—and her compound eyes studied the mission timer on her Tri-V. The strike force would not reach a tactical parking orbit for more than a Human hour. They could use this time for high-speed reconnaissance and preparation. “Launch the full remote sensor suite, Colonel. We need as much information as possible.” 
 
    “Probes launched.” Chee looked up from her console. “There is the matter of the debris field bearing 120 mark 5, declination minus 15 degrees.” 
 
    “Analysis?” 
 
    “Debris pattern and type suggest MinSha vessels, General. A destroyer and a cruiser for certain. Possibly a gunnery frigate,” Chee said. “By the position and distribution of debris, we can assume the ships were lost attempting to transit to the gate, which would suggest Shirazi has indeed been here and fled. We’ll need the passage records from the gate master before we can confirm.” 
 
    Drehnayl’s antennae sagged. Asbaran Solutions was a ground-focused mercenary unit of despicable Humans. That they, and not a true space-faring company like the Winged Hussars, could destroy several MinSha capital ships and successfully flee without significant casualties worried her. Humans were agile and capable fighters who could adapt and improvise much better than the collected Union believed. Since their first combat engagements, Humans had managed to inflict significant damage on technologically-superior species. Drehnayl and the immediate sisters in her clutch shared genes with some of the MinSha killed on Earth during what the Humans called First Contact. Like her sisters, Drehnayl’s hatred of the ugly, bipedal, furless things bordered on legendary. 
 
    “Time to sensor engagement?” 
 
    “Forty seconds. Long-range, preliminary scans are complete,” Chee replied. “Atmospheric readings suggest high levels of radiation consistent with multiple nuclear detonations. All settlements, except one, are destroyed. There is no artificial activity of any type on the electromagnetic spectrum. Debris patterns at all settlements are consistent with extremely high-yield nuclear devices.” 
 
    Drehnayl perked up her head. “One settlement survived?” 
 
    “A small settlement in the southern hemisphere known as Tal-al Badr. It lies near one of the planet’s natural, fresh water lakes. Union records show it as a long-term storage facility, what the Humans of North America call a boneyard. Sensors over Tal-al Badr show an active perimeter defense system, and the population is estimated to be 5,000 Humans.” 
 
    Drehnayl’s head jerked back to Chee. “That’s not what Union census data shows.” 
 
    “Affirmative. The data is inconclusive but appears to suggest 93 percent of this settlement are females.” 
 
    “That bastard,” Drehnayl chittered in disgust. “Shirazi came here and recruited all the males capable of fighting. Our sisters came to stop him, but Asbaran Solutions managed to inflict great damage and get away. But why would he annihilate the other settlements?” She let the question die on her mouth. Shirazi was a decent mercenary commander, but he was Human enough that she did not believe him capable of such an atrocity against his own kind. Humans had certainly done so before, but a rebuke of any recruiting effort hardly called for nuclear retaliation. 
 
    Unless someone else used nuclear weapons. There were certainly other mercenary commanders willing to take on a mission like Drehnayl’s and eliminate humanity from the outer settlements, but Chinayl had asked her privately and specifically. The idea that Chinayl believed she would fail and send others to ensure mission success left a horrible taste in Drehnayl’s maw; however, she was far from certain. There was nothing to suggest such a course of action from her commander, and Drehnayl believed she held her clutch-sister’s trust.  
 
    “Orders, General?” Chee asked.  
 
    Drehnayl clasped her foreclaws together and stared at the image of the distant settlement. Though it was fuzzy, she could see Human figures moving through the streets and between dwellings. Annoyed, she snapped the display away from the destroyed MinSha ships and back to the debris field. Someone else had eliminated the major settlements on New Persia. Who it was didn’t matter—they’d failed. They had not completed the final job of cleansing the entire planet which left her forces to do the dirty work. Her anger rose quickly, and she did nothing to prevent its seeping to the surface. As it did, she had a convincing thought.  
 
    The Four Horsemen had been reduced to scouring the galaxy for soldiers and equipment. Shirazi had made a grievous tactical error. In his quest to bolster his forces, he’d likely taken all the defensive capability of the planet. His belief that the MinSha debris field would deter additional attacks was presumptive and stupid. Unless he’d left ships behind, his gambit was foolish and surprisingly careless. The remaining Human settlement, prepared for battle as they seemed to be, had been left there, alone. Why? Was it needed for Human sustainment? Was it hiding something valuable? 
 
    “Are there any ships in the system capable of mounting a defense?” Drehnayl looked at her operations officer, sitting across from Chee. The young MinSha turned her eyes to a curved Tri-V display for ten seconds before answering. 
 
    “Negative, General,” Colonel Nyalla replied. She’d been appointed to the crew only six months before at the personal recommendation of General Peepo. To her credit, Drehnayl had never seen a better tactical officer.  
 
    Drehnayl glanced again at the mission timer. Every second she gave the Humans was a second vital to her success. On her Tri-V screen, thick columns of smoke rose like pillars of obsidian from the shattered cities. Destruction on such a massive scale was simply impossible for a Human mercenary company. Shirazi had most certainly plucked the planet clean of capable soldiers, but he wasn’t the one who destroyed the cities. Nor were the destroyed MinSha ships near the gate to blame.  
 
    Nigel Shirazi had been there, though. Sensors suggested the fires and destruction across the planet had raged for several days. Whoever the colonists were, they meant something to Shirazi. That was enough to justify their deaths. “What equipment sits unused at the depot, Chee?” 
 
    “There is a significant amount of spare parts and useful debris, but I’ve been unable to ascertain what weapons they have in their possession.” 
 
    “Worst case scenario?” Drehnayl asked. 
 
    “If Shirazi came through, he’s likely taken everything useful from them. Whatever remains is probably colony defense turrets and the like,” Chee said. 
 
    “I disagree,” Nyalla said. “Pardon my interruption, General, but I believe Shirazi would not have left the colony completely defenseless. I expect heavy resistance from stand-off distances. I also expect them to have at least a few armored vehicles and CASPers at their disposal. We will outnumber them, to be sure, but they remain capable of causing losses.” 
 
    I detest humanity. Drehnayl seethed with anger. “Dispatch the Astriya to the gate. Get the records and find out when Shirazi was here.” 
 
    Chee responded. “Affirmative. Recalling sensor platforms and—” 
 
    “I did not order that, Colonel.” Drehnayl stressed Chee’s rank with pure disdain. “Did I?” 
 
    “General, I presumed we would jump—” 
 
    “We will, but only when I say so.” Drehnayl looked over the bridge. “Set battle conditions, load weapons platforms, and prepare the infantry for deployment.” 
 
    A flurry of activity began, and Drehnayl could not help but notice Colonel Chee and Lieutenant Colonel Nyalla locking eyes across their consoles. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    Nyalla turned to her. “No, General. Preparations are underway. Combat Level Alpha forecast in twenty-six minutes. Fueling landing vehicles has commenced.” 
 
    The general turned her eyes to Chee, who stared back. The colonel’s antennae twitched in agitation. So, you’re the problem. 
 
    “What is it, Colonel?” 
 
    “General, these Humans are hardly worthy of an attack. From what we can see, women and children comprise the population. They have little fighting ability and minimal defenses. Shirazi and his mercenaries have taken everything they need to survive,” Chee said. “Attacking this settlement endangers recent progress. You’ve read the reports from Weqq. The Human Peacemaker defended—” 
 
    “Enough!” Drehnayl screeched and stood, straining against the restraints holding her to the floor. “You will never mention that Human in my presence again, Colonel! I do not care about her or any of them! Do you understand?” 
 
    Chee bowed her head respectfully. “Yes, General.” 
 
    A green light appeared on Drehnayl’s Tri-V display. The automated sensor suites had reached the planet and were broadcasting. She leaned against her chair and calmly looked at Nyalla. “Scan for defenses as well as any operational garrisons or defensive positions. I want to know what these Humans have and what they might be hiding.” 
 
    “Yes, General.” Nyalla looked up at Chee, who took over the report without glancing in the general’s direction. 
 
    “Confirmation of the population estimate from earlier—there are five thousand, six hundred and thirty-eight Humans in the settlement. There are no other species represented. There are only six males in the settlement over the age of eighteen. We have a video feed.” Chee opened a display window from the distant probe. 
 
    Over the settlements, low concrete-walled structures flew the flag of Asbaran Solutions which was all Drehnayl needed to see. “Commit attack forces at the earliest opportunity. We will raze that settlement and burn it for good measure.” 
 
    Nyalla replied. “Combat forces confirm receipt of mission order. They are prepared to deploy in eighteen minutes.” 
 
    A chime sounded over the bridge. Chee responded immediately. “Incoming transmission from the gate master.” 
 
    Drehnayl tapped her console, and the gate master’s rumbling voice came through as clearly as if the Sumatozou was next to her. 
 
    “General Drehnayl, my compliments. This is Akchtart, the Torgero Deputy Gate Master. Your cruiser has arrived and has threatened to destroy the gate should our office not cooperate.” 
 
    Drehnayl chittered. “My compliments, Akchtart. Yes, my crew is prepared to do what I order them to do. You have a clear choice in the matter. Either give me the flight information plans for Asbaran Solutions, or my crew will specifically target the administrative areas of the gate and extinguish your light from the universe. You have thirty seconds to comply.” 
 
    “Honored Drehnayl, certainly such information is worth something.” 
 
    Greedy bastards, gatekeepers all. Drehnayl felt her anger rising. Her vision tightened as she spoke slowly and carefully. “Akchtart? I will spare your life for the information I demand. That is my offer.” 
 
    “Firing on this gate is punishable under the agreements of—” 
 
    “Do not quote agreements and treaties to me! I am under the orders of General Peepo, herself. Your guild has acquiesced, in full, to her demands. You will transmit said information now, or I will destroy you.” 
 
    There was silence for ten seconds, then the transmission icon flashed twice and turned red. Data packets received. “Transmission complete,” the deputy gate master replied, defeat in his rumbling voice. 
 
    “You chose well, Akchtart. You will receive my landing party now and turn over all other information they demand.” 
 
    “But, I’ve given you the Asbaran flight plans. What else could you need?” 
 
    “Besides your unwavering loyalty?” Drehnayl chittered. “Let’s just say I must plan for any eventuality. You will understand once my team arrives.” She terminated the transmission and glanced at Nyalla. 
 
    “Combat forces at Condition Alpha. Reconnaissance elements prepared to deploy.” 
 
    “Send them now. I want a clear picture of the enemy before we destroy them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    New Persia 
 
    3km NE of Tal-al Badr 
 
      
 
    Captain Lurne glanced through her combat binoculars and ground her lower jaw. Below her, the Humans were blissfully unaware of the MinSha presence. There was no evidence of planetary sensors or defensive systems. The settlement teemed with activity, but she saw no weapons. Women and children in long, flowing robes worked in small gardens or hung laundry to dry in the light breeze. For a Human colony, it was almost idyllic. Among the low buildings stood several large, industrial facilities surrounded by equipment of different shapes and sizes—many things the infantry commander had never seen.  
 
    Tal-al Badr was a maintenance and storage depot with the necessary harnesses and facilities to support work on two hundred mechs simultaneously. Humans called the things CASPers, and while Lurne couldn’t see any, she could see the cannibalized hulls of more than two dozen tanks in the center of a vast storage yard containing at least five thousand pieces of equipment. Lurne knew Humans sometimes stored combat implements in arid climates, and there were plenty of those facilities on Earth. 
 
    Boneyards, she thought. Humans and their silly terms. 
 
    Lurne tapped the communications specialist on the shoulder. The connection to the Shendil-ya activated, and she heard General Drehnayl’s voice. “Report.” 
 
    “Confirmation of automated intel, General. No weapons or sensors observed. There is an active perimeter defense, but it looks soft.” 
 
    “Understood,” Drehnayl said. “Set attack conditions. We have authorized landing at your position. Once the infantry offloads, wait for sub-orbital bombardment to complete before you sterilize the settlement.” 
 
    Lurne twitched her head. “Say again, General? Sterilize the settlement?” 
 
    “You heard me, Major Lurne.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Lurne replied with something like pride in her voice. The promotion was most unexpected. The transmission cleared, and she looked over her squad of reconnaissance troops. All were anxious and ready for battle. They cradled their weapons and maintained the perimeter security flawlessly. She clicked her jaw twice, and all twelve female mercenaries turned to look at her. Lurne twitched her head and let her antennae bounce with laughter. “Who wants Human for dinner?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Shendil-ya 
 
    Above New Persia 
 
      
 
    Drehnayl watched her ships descend toward the surface of New Persia. In orbit, her cruisers spun up their weapons systems and prepared to fire. The troop-carrying transports were already far ahead and lower, accelerating over the sandy deserts toward Tal-al Badr. She breathed slowly, focusing her mind on the task at hand and not letting bloodlust dull her senses. There would be a time for the complete loss of control, a time to exult in the blood of her enemies, but command and control of the situation meant that she, above all her warriors, must maintain her presence and bearing. 
 
    “Landing sequence initiated,” the lead transports’ commander called over the command frequency. Within one minute, two thousand armored troops would skitter from the ships and take their positions alongside the reconnaissance elements to the west of the settlement. Two minutes later, the second transport would position its troops on the reverse slope of a hill to the settlement’s south. Once they were in position, artillery would fall from the sky. The temptation to eliminate the settlement from orbit had been strong, but Drehnayl wanted the Humans to see them coming. She wanted anyone who came to investigate the damage to see that everything had been done in accordance with the Union’s regulations. Moreover, she wanted the Humans to see the face of their conquerors. 
 
    “Infantry deployed in all positions.” The call shook her from her thoughts. Drehnayl looked up at her helmsman.  
 
    “Initial point. Fifteen seconds to bombardment.” 
 
    Her weapons officer continued the litany. “Weapons armed and primary targets selected.” 
 
    “Exterior bay doors opening now,” Colonel Chee replied. 
 
    Nyalla called, “Humans have sounded alerts, and they are deploying weapons systems.” 
 
    A fusillade of laser fire came up from the settlement. The amount of fire surprised and impressed Drehnayl. Automated fire control systems clearly protected the sleepy little settlement, but they were too little, too late. 
 
    “Target all laser batteries with secondary weapons.” 
 
    “Engaged!” Nyalla replied.  
 
    “Cleared to fire,” Chee said. Her voice was low but focused. There was no point in discussing her attitudes and beliefs now. There would be a time to confront her superior but during combat was not it. 
 
    Drehnayl leaned against her harness. “Commence firing.” 
 
    The Shendil-ya shuddered as her weapons fired. The wall of Human laser fire wavered and collapsed within a matter of seconds. Thousands of bomblets fell through the atmosphere toward the settlement and littered the sand with resonating explosions. In the streets, the Humans scattered like Altar. A few raised handheld weapons, but the rest panicked and ran into domiciles and structures which soon felt the brunt of the MinSha attack. 
 
    “Commit the infantry!” Drehnayl watched her forces swarm over the surrounding hills and charge at full speed into the settlement. Smoke swirled up and obscured her view as her cruiser struggled against the upper edge of the planet’s gravity. “Prepare secondary barrage!” 
 
    “Barrage prepared.” 
 
    There was a harsh burst of static from the command frequency. “Mines! The Humans have deployed—” 
 
    Along the outskirts of the settlement, a fusillade of explosions roared up from the sand. Scores of MinSha fell. Through the swirling dust, Drehnayl saw the sandy soil littered with the shattered bodies of her infantry. 
 
    Drehnayl roared. “Kill everything that moves! No quarter and no mercy!” 
 
    “Taking fire from secondary Human weapons systems,” Chee called. “Autotargeting engaged.” 
 
    “Preparing to boost,” the helmsman called. The Shendil-ya couldn’t hover for long. The gunnery frigate, ten kilometers behind, would have no such trouble. 
 
    Drehnayl pointed at Nyalla. “Order the Flulear to eliminate the settlement.” 
 
    “Orders relayed,” the young operations officer replied. Her antennae were calm unlike those of her console-mate. Colonel Chee looked pensive, and her antennae slumped. “The Flulear is preparing to deploy weapons. They are three minutes out.” 
 
    “Recall the infantry, Chee. Ensure they clear our wounded and damaged equipment from the field.” 
 
    “Initiating recall,” Chee replied. “We’ve taken fifteen hundred casualties. More than sixty percent of those are deaths.” 
 
    “We’ve caused more than that, Chee,” Drehnayl chittered. “This was an acceptable loss.” 
 
    For a moment, her executive officer’s antenna wavered, then slowly stood erect. Chee met her eyes. “Acceptable for us, maybe. But when the Humans investigate this loss, and they find our soldiers, there will be no question who was at fault.” 
 
    “I don’t care about fault, Chee, and neither should you. Our orders are clear. We are to eliminate Human settlements meeting General Peepo’s criteria. We must sterilize any settlement openly supporting the Four Horsemen. Clear our soldier’s bodies from the field. Leave no trace, and we scare humanity into submission. The Mercenary Guild will use the fear we create to turn the rest of the Union to their cause. We will have the advantage, because the Humans will distrust all other species. Their fear will subvert them. Humanity is meant to be governed and controlled. All we have to do is show them the folly of their ways. The galaxy is a dangerous place, and peace is not possible without control.” 
 
    Chee did not respond, nor did she look away. “I believe you’re wrong, General. Humans have shown incredible resilience, and some of them,” she paused for effect, “have created bridges between species that may not be broken by General Peepo’s desperate war.” 
 
    “There is nothing desperate about this conflict, Chee.” 
 
    “Then why eliminate Humans?” Chee asked. “You use violence to control them, but I’m afraid you’ve miscalculated, General. Their anger will overtake their fear. Against a known enemy, humanity has shown it will band together and stand.” 
 
    Drehnayl laughed. “Your insolence is only superseded by your naivety, Chee.” 
 
    Chee shook her head. “You know the truth, but you are unwilling to see it, General.” 
 
    “And just what is that, Colonel Chee?” Drehnayl replied. The bridge was quiet. External cameras showed the Flulear hammering the settlement from above. 
 
    “Humans will not give in to pressure.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Drehnayl chittered. “I suggest you use our remaining time in this system to determine what destroyed those Human cities. I want to know who did it and why. No one takes my bounty without a fight.” 
 
    “And if there is no immediate indicators? No actionable intelligence?” Chee asked. 
 
    “We continue our mission to the next target world, Chee. And the next. And the one following. We will cause humanity’s capitulation through their own fear. They are dangerous and must be controlled; tamed, as it were.” 
 
    Chee’s antennae waggled in disagreement. “As long as one of them is willing to lead the charge, the rest will follow.” 
 
    “I can forgive your contradictory opinions, Chee, but I believe you give the Four Horsemen far too much credit. They cannot save humanity,” Drehnayl mocked. She knew there was no way for Humans to do anything but grovel for their miserable lives in the coming cycles.  
 
    “I wasn’t talking about them, General.” Chee looked back at her display as the Shendil-ya climbed back to orbit.  
 
    Drehnayl sat in silence, watching the swirling clouds of choking, black smoke rising into New Persia’s atmosphere. As a youngling, she’d heard stories of those first engagements in Iran and imagined herself being there as the galaxy changed. Although she’d initially had no doubts about the mission, as her battle fervor cooled and she pondered Chee’s words, she started to wonder if she’d inadvertently recreated the scenario. Then she pushed those feelings aside. Chee was wrong. The Humans needed to be destroyed, and she knew it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Barracks 
 
    Dryod Four 
 
      
 
    Returning to the Peacemaker barracks at Dryod Four as a lieutenant was more anticlimactic than life-changing for Jessica Francis. She’d long held the opinion that organizations, especially the outstanding ones, operated with minimal disruptions from promotions, losses, or changes of ownership. The Peacemaker Guild should be no different. As a mercenary, she’d seen companies fail with minute changes in leadership. As she returned carrying a new rank and a load of responsibility, her peers would notice, but ultimately, they understood the Guild always moved forward. Proof came as she exited Guild Master Rsach’s private yacht and came face-to-face with her former commander, Lieutenant Pt-dah. The Jeha officer merely nodded and welcomed her back to the barracks, calling her by her first name, without a shred of pretense or ceremony. That, Jessica decided, was good enough for her. She’d half-heartedly expected some type of media coverage, but there was nothing of the sort. 
 
    Turns out war was a much better story for the Earth media to follow. 
 
    Quarantine had been an interesting experience, to say the least. Given the freedom to do anything she wanted—except go outside the Peacemaker barracks—gave Jessica hours to exercise and recover from her injuries between additional training and intelligence briefings. For the first two weeks, her treatment bordered on relatively benign physical therapy on her regenerated leg tissue and restoring full motion and strength to her damaged shoulder. Restored to good health by the best physicians in the galaxy and a considerable haul of medicinal products from Weqq, she’d returned to her normal routine by the start of the third week…in time to spend multiple hours a day in briefings. Outside of the things her guild wanted her to know, Jessica spent hours poring over additional reports on the Four Horsemen and their orders of battle and tactics, techniques, and procedures.  
 
    When she’d covered all she could, she’d turned her intelligence gathering skills to finding her father, but there was nothing, and Tara Mason had disappeared. In her frustration, she’d grown impatient with the artificial lighting and canned air of the barracks. She longed to go outside, but there was no way to do so without letting the galaxy know she was on Dryod Four instead of deployed. Subterfuge was necessary for her next mission, but there was no indication of when she’d finally be set free from quarantine and deployed.  
 
    Twenty days into quarantine, she walked into the Peacemaker Operations Center and found Lieutenant Pt-Dah speaking to a tall, muscular Besquith. The wolf-like alien’s fur was obsidian black and his eyes were narrow and eternally chilling. She recognized him immediately. Pt-Dah nodded in her direction, and the Besquith turned its head to her and grinned, exposing a mouthful of sharp teeth. His cold black eyes sparkled in recognition.  
 
    “If it isn’t my best student,” Captain Dreel rumbled with laughter. He stepped toward her and opened his arms. The idea of embracing a Besquith wasn’t something most Humans could wrap their minds around. The two-meter tall wolf was something from most people’s childhood nightmares, but in Dreel’s case, he had been her favorite instructor at Peacemaker U, and he’d been instrumental in preparing her for her mission to intercept Lemieux’s Marauders. That he was on Dryod Four, undoubtedly to prepare her for her next mission, eased her frustrations.  
 
    Jessica bounced forward and wrapped her arms around her friend and mentor. “I’m so glad to see you, sir.” 
 
    “As am I,” Dreel rumbled. They separated after a moment. His eyes roved over her for a bit, and, when he spoke, there was more than a hint of pride in his bass voice. “Lieutenant Francis. I’m afraid you’ve cost me a thousand credits to Hak-Chet. I was off on the date of your promotion to lieutenant by more than a year.” 
 
    Jessica blushed and swept her hair away from her face as she looked up at him. “I’m glad everyone other than me has such a good idea of where I’m headed.” 
 
    “You have succeeded beyond our wildest imagination, Lieutenant.” Dreel nodded at Pt-Dah. “We’ve gathered the final bits of intelligence for you, and I’m here on the orders of Guild Master Rsach to personally brief you. Your mission is classified at the highest level. Lieutenant Pt-Dah has seen to it we won’t be disturbed. Once we are done, you’ll be ready for immediate deployment. I trust you have your bags packed?” 
 
    “Always, sir,” Jessica nodded.  
 
    Here we go, Jess.  
 
    “Good,” Dreel replied. “Because the situation is much worse than you know.” 
 
    Compared to Araf and Weqq, it can’t be that bad, can it? Jessica thought of Earth under siege by the Mercenary Guild. Oh, no. 
 
    “Lieutenant Pt-Dah? Would you excuse us?” 
 
    “Certainly, sir.” The Jeha bowed stiffly, contorting in more ways than Jessica thought possible before bowing out the door and sealing Jessica and her instructor inside. Dreel said nothing for a moment. He reached inside the dark blue combat vest he wore over his large, fur-covered chest and brought out a small cube Jessica recognized from her training. Dreel activated the device and waited until three green dots flashed before he leaned forward and touched a clawed digit to his maw and grinned. The Human gesture looked positively evil on the Besquith.  
 
    The elSha listening-device detector scanned every centimeter of the room on multiple frequencies at the same time. As it found weaknesses, it filled those frequencies with harsh white noise and simultaneously dampened vibrations. In sixty seconds, they were as secure as possible. “The walls have ears, Jessica. Even here.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Loose lips sink ships and all that, right?” 
 
    Dreel grinned. “More or less. You do realize you are still wanted by the Mercenary Guild?” 
 
    So that’s part of this. Dammit. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’d hoped they would rescind that order after what happened on Weqq,” Jessica said. “I guess all I managed to do was piss them off even more.” 
 
    “Well put,” Dreel said. “Yes, the Mercenary Guild leadership is not happy with you. We’re told the price on your head is now twenty million credits, which is precisely why you’ve been placed in quarantine. We’ve transmitted a likeness of you on every outbound ship for the last three days. You’ll depart here in an hour and we’ll keep up the ruse for three more days. Hopefully, that will give you enough of a head start.” 
 
    Jessica sucked in a breath. The Peacemaker Guild was doing more than she’d imagined to ensure her safety. Promoting her to Lieutenant made any attempt on her life a guild-level crime. Given that the Mercenary Guild still offered a bounty for her, they played from a position of perceived authority and power, which was exactly what Guild Master Rsach wanted. Cockiness, as he’d say, led to destruction more times than not. 
 
    “Where am I headed?” 
 
    “Pursuit,” Dreel said. “Do you know who Lieutenant General Chinayl of the MinSha is?” 
 
    “She’s the MinSha representative to the Mercenary Guild council. General Peepo’s operations officer, of sorts,” Jessica said.  
 
    “That’s her.” Dreel frowned. The result was an extremely sinister look. His discomfort chilled Jessica to the bones. “On Peepo’s orders, we believe Chinayl has hired her clutch-sister, Major General Drehnayl, for the sole purpose of attacking and eliminating Human settlements in the Rim territories. Drehnayl commands a fleet of six vessels and about eleven thousand infantry and, like Chinayl, she has nothing but contempt for Humans.” 
 
    Jessica frowned. “I thought Weqq might have changed a few opinions.” 
 
    “You did great things there, Jessica, make no mistake.” Dreel put a heavy, clawed hand on her shoulder. “You created allies from enemies and brought the TriRusk back into the fold. You may never change the minds of all the MinSha, but what matters is you made some of them change. Remember that.” 
 
    Jessica felt a swelling of pride in her tightened throat. “I’ll try, sir.” 
 
    “You’ll do much better than try, Lieutenant Francis.” Dreel’s tone was serious and low. “I’m afraid Drehnayl and her forces may have already destroyed the Human settlements on New Persia in the Torgero system. I opened the intelligence packet delivered to the gate today via Blue Flight. I’m afraid the planet is a total loss. The damage, however, is inconsistent. It appears someone razed the major cities with a type of nuclear weapon. One settlement, Tal-al-Badr, exhibits a different damage pattern—one consistent with a ground fight. Over five thousand Humans were killed. We need to confirm the MinSha are behind this attack.” 
 
    Jessica bit the inside of her lip. The Blue Flight was a classified Peacemaker Guild delivery system. Even with her rank and newfound responsibility, she still did not have the need to know all the specifics on Blue Flight. Rumors among the students at Peacemaker U was it could get through hyperspace faster than the 170-hour standard flight.  
 
    Focus, Jess! Jessica mentally slapped herself. In her rising fury she no longer cared about something as trivial as Peacemaker rumors. Lives had been lost. “Why that colony?” 
 
    “That’s what is so troubling, Jessica. Gate records showed Nigel Shirazi and Asbaran Solutions completed a recruiting trip through the system in the days prior to the attack. They engaged and destroyed three MinSha vessels as they left the system. They took virtually all the Human males of fighting age and physical ability with them. Apparently, they took the bulk of the technology they found in the maintenance depot as well. Sometime after they departed, all the major population centers were ravaged with nuclear weapons. One settlement was spared that fate but was wiped out by something else. If it was Drehnayl’s forces, they rolled in on the settlement of Tal-al Badr and took heavy losses. The settlement has been silent ever since, and the gate master banned all landings on the planet. That’s why we are sending you.” 
 
    Bastards. 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “You’re Human, Jessica. We need you to confirm the battle damage personally. I know this will not be easy, but I also know you have seen enough battlefields to retain your composure and determine the responsible party. We’ve quarantined the entire planet, which really wasn’t difficult. New Persia isn’t high on the list of planets any species wants, except for Humans.” 
 
    Jessica’s stomach twisted into a knot. The moisture in her mouth and throat evaporated, leaving her unable to speak for a long moment. Five thousand Humans were dead. They were mostly women and children and by the laws of warfare on Earth two centuries earlier, they would have been protected from such an attack. The regulations of the Galactic Union did not specify any being as a non-combatant. All species were fair game; she’d learned that from her own near assassination. The loss of five thousand defenseless Humans would hardly faze most of the species in the Union, but to Jessica the fault lay squarely on the Mercenary Guild and their pursuit of the Four Horsemen.  
 
    Nigel Shirazi and his company weren’t without blame. To loot a maintenance depot of every weapon and soldier capable of defending the settlement was a gross miscalculation. He’d likely figured the MinSha would not return after he destroyed their ships.  
 
    “Besides Nigel Shirazi, you mean?” 
 
    Dreel nodded, impressed. “Certainly, his actions were rash, and he did not anticipate reciprocity from the MinSha against women and children, which is curiously naïve for a Human mercenary commander. Your orders are simple, Jessica. Get to New Persia, assess the damage to the settlement, and trace the culprits. If they are Drehnayl’s forces, report to the Peacemaker Guild at once for further instructions.” 
 
    Jessica blinked. “You seem sure this is the work of Lieutenant General Chinayl and the Mercenary Guild.” 
 
    “That’s part of what we have to confirm. If Drehnayl’s forces are behind this atrocity, that is a tie to Chinayl. They’ve ordered MinSha mercenary forces to engage in genocide on the planet, Jessica. While not expressly forbidden by the Union laws, they are clearly approaching Human colonies in the Rim Territories with prejudice. Every species has a right to colonize the galaxy, and unless the Humans did something threatening to the MinSha, there is no reason for their forces to wipe out a settlement in this manner.” 
 
    “Save for terrorism.” Jessica frowned. From her years of schooling, the word left a sour taste in her mouth. “They want Earth to cower at their feet, so they attack the far-out colonies that likely can’t defend themselves and use those losses to stoke fear. Gods, what bullshit.” 
 
    Dreel nodded. “I am inclined to agree, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “So, I’m taking a team?” 
 
    Dreel shook his head. “No. You’re going alone.” 
 
    “What?” Jessica flinched. “You just said the Mercenary Guild has a price on my head! Why would you send me on my own without even a strike team?” 
 
    “We have reason to believe they won’t attack you directly.” 
 
    “Directly?” Jessica shook her head hard enough for her neck to pop. “Oh, hell no! You want me to be bait, sir.” 
 
    “I never said that, Jessica.” Dreel sighed. “Master Rsach believes the Mercenary Guild may try to intercept you. If that happens, he has probable cause to confront them at Luna. Your being Human is the only reason Peepo and her litter-mates want you dead. If they act now, with your rank and position, they risk a tribunal, if not direct confrontation. As you’re probably aware, mercenaries and tribunals do not make a good match. Things will get messy.” 
 
    “If I’m dead, that won’t matter,” Jessica fumed. She bit back any further comment because it wouldn’t serve any purpose. Sending her on her own was a significant risk, but she’d likely have a vessel and a flight crew—they would be capable of protecting her to a certain extent. She also had Lucille and her wits. The near-AI program was much more than a virtual assistant, especially when a situation turned bad. Lucille had her back. If their quarantine efforts had been enough to confuse potential enemies, then her mission could succeed, and she could return to Dryod Four before prying eyes figured things out. After giving it some thought, she realized leaving on her own, without support, bordered on delusional, but sometimes the best tactical moves deftly walked the line between brilliance and stupidity. “Fine. I’ll take the mission. It beats sitting in quarantine for three more weeks.” 
 
    Dreel nodded. “You’ll have an Excalibur-class scout vessel and enough supplies and ammunition for sixty days of operations. The vessel has a crew of four, including pilots and gunners. You should have everything you need at your disposal. Assess the damage and, if possible, prove Drehnayl and her forces are behind this attack. Do so, and our guild has some much needed leverage to stop Peepo’s war.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With her go-right-now bags slung over her shoulders and a weapons case containing a laser rifle in her hand, Jessica moved through the subterranean passages of the Peacemaker barracks to the main flight hangar. As promised, the hangar was empty save for Lieutenant Pt-Dah and Dreel. Behind them, three sleek Excalibur-class scout vessels hummed gently. All the other craft were quiet, and the usual complement of maintenance workers and ship captains were nowhere to be seen. The craft represented a final shell game. 
 
    Jessica walked around the rear entry ramp of a Peacemaker Guild standard transport, likely the one Dreel arrived on, and into the soft circle of light. Dreel nodded solemnly at her and Pt-Dah twitched a series of its limbs in succession much like a wave. She’d never seen the Lieutenant do such a thing and wondered if it was something done for equals. 
 
    “Lieutenant Francis,” Dreel said. “Your steed awaits.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Jessica couldn’t help but smile. The giant Besquith intelligence officer had been her favorite instructor and, over time, had been her biggest cheerleader. “Let’s hope this little ruse works.” 
 
    Dreel chuckled. “It will work, Jessica. Provided, of course, we do everything exactly as rehearsed.” 
 
    Jessica’s breath caught in her chest. Dreel’s familiar words dredged up a memory she’d almost forgotten from the academy. In one of Dreel’s more boring lectures, he prattled on about the need for rehearsals in operations to the point that one student, an Oogar named Arkus, had gone berserk. He’d charged the mighty Besquith, and they’d wrestled for a moment before collapsing in laughter in front of the shocked student body. Dreel had stood, opened his brawny arms to the class and told them anything rehearsed to the point of exhaustion was staged and devoid of authenticity and initiative. Remaining flexible and, more importantly, ready were the hallmarks of being a Peacemaker. 
 
    Jessica set her bags carefully on the deck and checked her position to both Dreel and Lieutenant Pt-Dah on instinct. She was much closer to Pt-Dah, and something about her garrison commander’s fidgeting set her on edge. As she bent down to set the weapons case on the floor, the Jeha rippled forward with a shriek. Hand on the knife in her left boot, Jessica came up quickly to meet the attack, only to see Dreel step forward and swipe a mighty claw across the Jeha’s face, then slam his other fist repeatedly into the squealing, yellow, pus-filled jaws of the barrack’s commander. The beating took thirty seconds, and as soon as Dreel finished knocking the Jeha unconscious, the lights in the hangar came on, and two lumbering Lumari Peacemakers collected the former commander on a stretcher and ran for the medical bay. Dreel wiped his claws on his combat vest and looked at her. 
 
    “I’m glad you remembered your training, Jessica. Your posture made it easy to defend you against Pt-Dah’s poorly-executed attack.” 
 
    “Pt-Dah was the true leak?” Jessica asked as the tumblers clicked together in her mind. “Hak-Chet’s report said the leak had been silenced a few weeks earlier, but that was part of the plan, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Oldest trick in the book, Lieutenant. Getting a much bigger fish with a little more bait, or something to that effect,” Dreel grinned. “Undoubtedly, he was ordered to kill you. I’ve ensured otherwise. Now, he also won’t be able to tell his benefactors which ship you boarded. They know our plan to exfiltrate you, but Pt-Dah did not know your destination.” 
 
    Jessica nodded and knelt to sheath her knife. Eyes on Dreel, she recognized his plan was much more complicated than she’d assumed. “You’re not putting me on any of those vessels, are you? And no support team either?” 
 
    “You’ll have two flight crews. Pendals, by the way. My personal pilots,” Dreel said. “And you’ll take a Besquith-built thrust core mounted with my yacht and a few other ships. It’s a little bigger than a scout vessel and better appointed. It will carry some diplomatic cargo and could give you some anonymity. But that’s not all.” 
 
    “It’s diplomatically protected and registered to the Besquith Consulate, not just the Peacemaker Guild. It’s the perfect cover.” Jessica wanted to slap her forehead. “I should’ve thought of that.” 
 
    “You are a fine addition to the Peacemaker Guild, Lieutenant Francis. In time, you will be as conniving as the best alphas. But, time is wasting, as your kind says. Your appointment at the gate is in four hours, and it will take three and half to get there. Get aboard the Malae and have safe travels.” The Besquith extended a massive hand to shake in the Human manner.  
 
    Jessica reached out and took his hand in both of hers. “Thank you, Dreel.” 
 
    “Find the bastards behind New Persia, Jessica. Do it before they strike again, because your entire planet is watching. They need hope.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Memphis 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    All Jackson Rains really wanted was a good, last drink…or three. He wandered Memphis for the better part of three days searching for just the right place to have a farewell-to-Earth drink. Much of that wandering had been more drunken stupor than actual searching, but it hadn’t mattered much to him. Fresh from the Peacemaker Academy at Kleve, he’d taken off his freshly-minted platinum shield, slipped it into a pocket, and headed home to Earth for leave. There hadn’t been anyone to see. Family wasn’t an issue. His parents had left him in the Tucson Interplanetary Aerodrome as a child, and he’d never known them. Bounced from orphanages to foster homes, he’d never stayed in one place longer than a year, through no fault of his own. Most of the families with the ability to support foster children were mercenary families. When the breadwinners died on mission, and the steady stream of credits became a trickle, those left behind searched for another mercenary. Each new marriage saw foster kids returned to the system. Taking in a fostered child would give a mercenary family on Earth a nice credit bonus, but with the high mortality rate, kids like Rains found themselves moving almost constantly. When he turned 16 and completed his initial VOWS, offers from higher tier mercenary companies showered down on him, but Rains wasn’t interested. 
 
    Saving nearly every credit he’d been able to earn or steal through his high school years, Rains graduated from the Foster Academy for Mercenary Children and hitchhiked from Arizona to Florida to catch an orbital shuttle. From Armstrong Station, he’d bartered his way onto a freighter bound for Kleve. He’d walked up to the gates of the Peacemaker Academy and asked to be considered. It took six interviews and three different iterations of the physically- and mentally-demanding VOWS tests before the cadre took him into the school, sat him down in a cold, dim conference room, and left him shivering for two hours, before an older Sidar with a funny smile sauntered into the room, noisily slid a chair from the table, and sat down across from him. 
 
    “Who are you, and why are you here?” The Sidar rested his short arms on the table and clasped his clawed hands in front of him. A few sprigs of white hair caught the only light in the room. He leaned forward, his black eyes gleaming, and whispered. “Who are you really, Jackson Rains?” 
 
    Rains stared at the older alien, said nothing, then felt like a fool when hot tears pooled in his eyes and rushed down his cheeks. “I don’t know.” 
 
    The Sidar smiled and nodded. “My name is Selector Hak-Chet, Jackson. You are precisely the Human I’ve been looking for. Welcome to the Peacemaker Academy.”  
 
    Jessica Francis and Nikki Sinclair got all the press and attention. Jessica more so than Nikki, but they were the first two Humans to successfully complete the academy. Human attention span only lasted so long. As Hak-Chet had put it bluntly, “Who was the third Human to walk on Luna?” 
 
    Rains hadn’t known, and the point was clear. He was just another Human Peacemaker, and that made him vitally different. He could travel anywhere in the galaxy, and only a few would recognize him—his fellow Peacemakers. Beyond them, he was invisible, exactly as Hak-Chet wanted, but the Selector never bothered to share his plan. 
 
    So, Rains had gone absent without leave, figuring that if Hak-Chet really wanted to tell him the plan, he’d send someone along to collect him. It had been five days, twelve hours, and thirty-six minutes since he was due back at the Peacemaker Consulate on Luna for duty. The first day, he’d cowered in a hotel room, thinking Lumari and Oogar Peacemakers were going to burst through the door at any moment. He started drinking on the second day and didn’t remember much of the next three, when he decided it was time to go back and face the consequences.  
 
    A shady-looking bar fronted by gaudy, neon green signage beckoned in the early morning fog. Murphy’s would be a perfect place to drown his final goodbyes to Earth. Even if the Peacemakers didn’t throw him in prison and discharge him for desertion, war was coming. General Peepo and her fleet hovered over Earth like vultures, patiently waiting for their prey to acquiesce to death before pouncing on the carrion. Being a Peacemaker should have given Jackson confidence, but he merely wanted to return to Luna and apologize to the only thing he’d ever considered family—the Peacemaker Guild. 
 
    He finished a Jameson, neat, for a little hair of the dog and liquid courage, and he had been just about ready to leave the bar when a cute brunette walked in with three scruffy guys. The way they surrounded her made Rains wonder if she was some sort of celebrity, but she hung on the arm of one of them, a burly guy with a mohawk and a neon green leather jacket.  
 
    Talk about shit that doesn’t make sense. 
 
    The foursome found their way to the other end of the bar and took over a corner. The girl caught his eye and smiled. It was a gorgeous smile on a face that was not traffic stopping, but pretty. Rains ordered another Jameson and smiled in return. The girl blushed slightly and looked away. Mohawk, however, saw the entire exchange. He slipped off his worn leather jacket, revealing a black, sleeveless t-shirt emblazoned with the name of a godawful 1980s metal band, and had stomped Rains’ way. Mohawk arrived at the exact instant the robot bartender set the new whiskey down. Aware of the larger man’s presence, and acutely aware of his unwashed smell, Rains reached out for the glass only to have Mohawk knock it away. 
 
    “Aww,” Jackson groaned. “That’s Jameson Reserve, man. Rare and expensive.” 
 
    “Tough shit, asshole.” Mohawk grabbed Rains’ leather flight jacket by the left shoulder and yanked. Rains slid from the stool, stepped backward, and quickly got his feet under him. Instead of looking ready to fight, Jackson let his arms hang down from his shoulders. He shuffled back a step and plaintively raised his hands. 
 
    “What’s your problem, man? I don’t want any trouble,” Rains said. Mohawk’s buddies, one with a long, ratty beard, and the other wearing sunglasses despite being inside the dark, dingy bar, appeared at Mohawk’s sides.  
 
    “Yeah? You lookin’ at my girl’s gonna get your ass in trouble, boy.” Mohawk shifted his weight. Rains knew he was right-handed, and the first punch he threw would be a haymaker. If Mohawk managed to be faster than he looked, it would be a difficult fight. The anger rising in Rains’ brain, however, would makes things immeasurably worse.  
 
    Rains forced a chuckle. Nothing else insulted him like being called, “boy.” Controlling his emotions with a quick inhale-inhale-exhale Peacemaker technique, Rains felt a detached calmness descend over him. He wiped the smile from his face with the back of his dark-skinned hand. Why does it always have to be racist motherfuckers? 
 
    “Look,” Rains said. “I’ll buy you and your entourage a round, okay? I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “My what?” Mohawk looked perplexed. “How ‘bout you speak English, boy?” 
 
    That’s twice. Rains sighed. And he’s a dumb motherfucker to boot. 
 
    “You and your friends. I’ll buy you all a round, we can sit down, and as soon as I finish my drink, I’ll be on my—” 
 
    Mohawk’s right hand came up in a ham-sized fist, but Rains was already moving. The punch lashed through the air where his face had been a hundred milliseconds before. Without anything to stop the momentum, Mohawk’s weight shifted toward his left foot and Rains stepped forward, brought up his fist, and drove it into Mohawk’s right eye with every bit of strength he had. Mohawk went down in a heap, and, before he hit the floor, Rains bounced to the left and drove a knee into Beard’s crotch. When the big man crumpled over in pain, Rains drove an elbow into the back of his neck.  
 
    Two down. 
 
    Sunglasses, though, appeared to have his shit together. In his right hand was a switchblade knife Rains hadn’t heard open. Sunglasses acted like he’d had some bladed weapon training, as his knees were bent and his posture indicated he was ready for movement in any direction. But, Sunglasses kept inching forward waving the blade back in forth in front of his face. 
 
    “Here I come, boy,” Sunglasses said in a hoarse whisper. His accent was distinctly Mississippian, coarse and under-enunciated. He inched forward, and Rains shifted his weight to his right foot, slightly behind.  
 
    One more step, buddy. 
 
    Sunglasses moved forward, and Rains relaxed into a kick that brought the sole of his left boot into Sunglasses’ face with a crunch. He went down across the other two, all three unconscious. Rains turned to the bartender and motioned for another round. The rest of the patrons in the bar gaped at him but said nothing. A fresh whiskey appeared, and he looked at the girl. Her wide eyes gazed at the three men on the floor, then back up at him. It was obvious she thought the three of them should have wiped the floor with him.  
 
    Rains smiled at her. “Sorry about the mess. I’m sure they’ll be okay in a little bit.” 
 
    She blinked and stared at him. Her smile returned and lit up her face. “You think?” 
 
    “They will. My name is Jackson. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Josteen.” 
 
    Rains nodded and grinned wider. “Pretty woman like you doesn’t need guys like these.” 
 
    Josteen blushed and glanced over his left shoulder. Jackson heard the outer door of the bar clap shut behind him. A cold breeze rushed over his neck, and he swore there was a collective inhale from the rest of the bar. 
 
    “Put your hands where I can see them, Rains.” 
 
    Rains sighed. On the bar next to him was a fresh shot of whiskey. He didn’t raise his hands or turn toward the voice. “I just wanted a drink.” 
 
    “Three counts of assault say different.” 
 
    “Try self-defense,” Jackson snorted. He tentatively reached out for the whiskey. There was no response from behind, so he grabbed the glass and slowly brought it to his lips. “The guy with the Mohawk swung at me first. It’s gotta be on the security cameras.” 
 
    “I don’t really care,” the voice needled.  
 
    Rains tossed the shot into his mouth and swallowed. The whiskey burned on the way down. He hated tossing back good whiskey when it should be sipped and enjoyed. He didn’t have time. He was aware Josteen’s eyes were on him. He winked at her and turned around slowly. 
 
    A small, white-furred Veetanho dressed in the blue coveralls of a Peacemaker stood two meters away with a small, but deadly, laser pistol trained on his chest. Her coal black eyes stared through him. “You’ve had your drink, Rains; it’s time to go.” 
 
    Rains shook his head. “No. You see? I just met this young lady behind me and—” 
 
    The Veetanho sprang forward, grabbed him by the left ear, and rolled him over her hip to the ground before he could finish the sentence. Impact with the floor drove a sharp burst of air from his lungs and stunned him for a half-second. Rains glanced around the bar wildly. None of the Humans moved. In the corner booth, a large, bald man with morphogenic tattoos all over his face shook his head and rubbed his eyes.  
 
    Rains looked up at the Peacemaker. “You can’t do this to me! I’m innocent!” 
 
    “Tell that to all the other people you’ve beaten up for no reason, Rains.” The Peacemaker reached down and grabbed him by the collar, dragging him out of the bar. “We’ve had enough of you.” 
 
    Rains thrashed, never taking his eyes off the pretty Josteen sitting shell-shocked at the bar. “I said you’d never take me alive! Don’t make me hurt you!” 
 
    The Veetanho pushed through the bar’s door and dragged Rains into the squalid street. Rain fell in huge, splattering drops. Rains relaxed a bit, but the Veetanho didn’t stop dragging him until she’d reached an alley twenty meters away. She slung him into the alley so hard his head thumped off the crumbling, brick wall of a tobacco shop. 
 
    “Ow!” Rains rubbed his head. “You didn’t have to do that, Vannix!” 
 
    “Shut up, Jackson,” Vannix said. “You’re AWOL, and I’m supposed to bring you in, not help you get a date from yet another female you’re going to let down.” 
 
    Rains frowned as the rain ran down his face. “That hurts, Vannix.” 
 
    “It should,” Vannix said as she holstered her pistol and stared down at him. “Like I said, dumbass, you’re AWOL. The Guild doesn’t like that too much. Selector Hak-Chet, himself, sent me here to get you. I’d like to get off your planet as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you would,” Rains said and immediately regretted it. He and Vannix had been training partners for the last three years. She was the closest thing to a friend he had, but with a Veetanho general in orbit over Earth demanding the surrender of every Human mercenary company, he knew her discomfort all too well. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I understand.” 
 
    “Get up, Jackson.” Vannix extended a paw, which he took and stood. “It’s time you got your shit together. The Guild needs you.” 
 
    “For what?” Rains snapped. “Hak-Chet sold me that shit three years ago, and I still ain’t got a clue what he meant.” 
 
    “So, you went AWOL to try and get some sort of validation?” Vannix shook her head. “You’re dumber than I thought, Jackson.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Vannix.”  
 
    The Veetanho grinned at him. “That’s it. Act like a child. That’s only going to make it worse when I get you to Kleve.” 
 
    Rains squinted at her. “Not Luna?” 
 
    Vannix looked around. Seeing no one else out in the cold, December rain, she said, “We’re not there anymore. That’s all you get.” 
 
    Rains blinked. Having General Peepo and her band of angry aliens threatening Earth was one thing, but having the Peacemakers withdraw from their consulate on Luna, where they could have overseen the situation was something else entirely. “What do you mean that’s all I get?” 
 
    “You’ll be briefed when we get there.” 
 
    Rains shook his head. “No. You need to tell me what’s going on before I get on a transport, Vannix. Hak-Chet’s already told you what the mission is. If he wants me that badly, he knows I’m not going to move another centimeter until you level with me.” 
 
    Vannix flared. “Look around you, Jackson! Your planet—your people—are under siege by the Mercenary Guild. Do you really think they’re going to sit here and take it? Don’t you wonder where the Four Horsemen went? They are preparing for war, and it’s not going to be one of those brushfire conflicts we can simply stomp out by ourselves. This is serious, and our mission has direct consequences.” 
 
    “Keep talking,” Rains replied. 
 
    “Not here,” Vannix said. “You want more, come with me to the ship. Even out here in the gods-damned rain, there might be listening devices.” 
 
    “It’s Memphis! Even Peepo and her cronies wouldn’t touch this place.” 
 
    “That’s not it, Jackson.” Vannix stepped toward him. Her eyes blazed, but her voice was low and firm. “Think about it from my perspective. I’m not wanted here because I happen to share the same genetic makeup as that murderous bitch in orbit. The only thing keeping me alive right now is the fact I’m a Peacemaker. I’m fairly proud to be one, too. You, on the other hand, don’t seem to like anything about it. You feel like you’re owed everything just because you graduated from the academy. You want things handed to you on a platter. Yet here you stand, without your uniform, without your sidearm, and without your damned shield, trying to act like something you’re not. Sitting in bars and hitting on everything with a heartbeat is not in the Peacemaker Creed.” 
 
    Rains grinned. “What if it was? I mean, I could always write that into my oath.” 
 
    “You’ve already taken your oath,” Vannix grinned. “And, while you technically can edit your oath of office at any time, it still has to be approved by the guild master.” 
 
    “You don’t think Rsach would like it? I mean, do the Jeha hit on everything with a heartbeat, as you so indelicately put it?” 
 
    Vannix said nothing. After a moment, her serious countenance broke, and she laughed. “Gods, you are such an idiot, Jackson.” 
 
    “Can I go back in there and get Josteen’s number?” 
 
    Vannix shook her head. “No. I think you’ve done enough damage to that young woman and her friends. Speaking of which, we should get moving before they come looking for you. I’m only willing to put on a show once.” 
 
    Rains smiled at his friend. “You didn’t have to do that for me. I mean, you could’ve put me on the ground a little less forcefully and all. How long were you watching me from outside?” 
 
    “For the last thirty minutes,” Vannix replied. “Josteen and her friends came by at just the right time, you could say. Best five hundred credits I ever spent, really.” 
 
    Rains felt his jaw open. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vannix laughed. “Though I am reasonably sure they didn’t plan on getting their asses kicked by a scrawny Human like you.” 
 
    Rains stood six feet two inches tall and was built like a linebacker. “I’m not scrawny. I mean, if I’m scrawny, what are you? I’m like two feet taller than you.” 
 
    “I’m a Veetanho, so your comparison is unnecessary,” Vannix said, but her grin faded. “What matters is that I am a Peacemaker, as are you. Nothing else matters to me. I hope you come to see your position in the same light sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Rains reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a slim, black, leather wallet. He opened it, revealing the platinum Peacemaker shield he’d cast, in the Peacemaker tradition, for himself. “You’re wrong about something. I have my badge, Vannix. That makes me a Peacemaker, too.” 
 
    “Good. Maybe now you’ll start acting like one,” Vannix said. Her grin returned. “Let’s go.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Guild Tactical Operations Center 
 
    Kleve 
 
      
 
    The business of a guild master never ended before the official end of the day, and Hak-Chet knew Rsach’s calendar remained crammed with appointments and official business. Outside of the merc pits of Karma, there was no place in the galaxy busier than the guild’s operations center. Having been on Luna for nearly six months, Rsach had been isolated from the daily grind of operations by the members of his council. At the forefront of the galaxy-wide Peacemaker effort, Rsach’s responsibilities pressed harder than ever.  
 
    Hak-Chet wasn’t worried the Jeha could handle all the pressure of daily operations; instead, Hak-Chet and the Council cared more about what could be done to stop General Peepo and the Mercenary Guild’s calculated move against Earth. Having Rsach slink away unnoticed from Luna hadn’t been easily accomplished, yet with their guild master safely secured, the Guild’s apparent lack of action played directly into Peepo’s hands, which was exactly what Rsach wanted. 
 
    Hak-Chet knew his role well. For the last twenty Earth years, as Rsach grew in responsibility, their friendship outside the bounds of the Council had grown as well. There were days, though, where even the guild master needed a break before the day officially ended. Hak-Chet pushed through the heavy, ornately-carved teak doors into the central chamber. Surrounded by advisors, Rsach looked up, and a glimmer of hope ran across his features. The Jeha’s body rippled like a rogue wave. 
 
    “Selector Hak-Chet, is there a problem?” 
 
    They’d been friends for much longer than any of his other four advisors could imagine. Mired in discussions of supply, logistics, and materiel, Rsach needed a lifeline. His use of their long-held code phrase almost brought a smile to Hak-Chet’s face. “I’m afraid so, Guild Master. My apologies for the interruption.” 
 
    “We will reschedule, Honored Ones,” Rsach said with a wave of a dozen of his many limbs. “Please see the Chief of Staff to do so, before you leave the building.” 
 
    It took a few moments for the collected advisors, two Cochkalas, a Flatar, and an elSha, to gather their briefing materials and leave. Hak-Chet kept his face straight despite the palpable relief on the guild master’s face. As the logistical advisors shuffled from the room, Rsach grandly gestured Hak-Chet forward. “Come in, Selector. I trust you bring news?” 
 
    Hak-Chet stepped forward, bowed formally at his high waist, and held the position long enough to let the doors to the guild master’s chamber close behind him. Confident they were alone, Hak-Chet looked up and smiled. “Long day, old friend?” 
 
    “Spare me from logisticians and intelligence specialists, Hak-Chet.” Rsach sighed and sagged back into his specially-made chair. “I trust you have news and are not here to simply save my sanity?” 
 
    “A little of both, Master Rsach.” Hak-Chet moved into the chamber and took a seat in front of the guild master’s desk. “We’ve located Jackson Rains. I’ve dispatched his training partner, Vannix, to fetch him.” 
 
    Rsach sighed. “Any idea why he went AWOL?” 
 
    “I have many ideas,” Hak-Chet said, “but I’m guessing he’s mad we commissioned him privately and made no media announcement about him. He likes the limelight. There could be other reasons, but I’m reasonably sure he’ll respond to what I’ve asked of him.” 
 
    Rsach nodded. “One out of three isn’t bad.” 
 
    Hak-Chet laughed. Jessica Francis and Nikki Sinclair were the first two Human Peacemakers, and both performed in an exemplary manner. Jackson Rains would come around, too, especially when he learned what they had in store for him. “Indeed, old friend. Nikki continues her mission. There’s not much to report aside from what you’ve seen in the official channels. Jessica, though, has deployed forward to New Persia.” 
 
    Rsach nodded and looked across the room out a small window. Beyond it, the red-yellow sun of the Kleve system sank into the distant horizon, bringing dusk and nightfall to the surface. “You know she’s going to be enraged, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Master Rsach. I expect her to determine Drehnayl is, in fact, behind the attack, and I expect her to take action.” 
 
    Rsach rumbled. “In what way? We can’t risk an all-out confrontation with the Mercenary Guild at this juncture.” 
 
    “I know that, and so does she. Until the Four Horsemen make their play, our position is best held where it is.” Hak-Chet exhaled slowly.  
 
    “You’re implying she won’t take direct action against them?” Rsach asked. 
 
    Hak-Chet shrugged. “Against a full MinSha combat fleet, it is reasonable to think even she will back down.” 
 
    Rsach bristled, his limbs rippling in agitation. “No, you know she will not back down, Hak-Chet. Why would you say that?” 
 
    “I’m merely giving you an opinion, Rsach. I don’t think she will back down, but we’ve sent her alone and virtually unarmed to find a MinSha fleet,” Hak-Chet said with a sigh. “Honestly, Jessica is very much on her own this time. I’m not sure what she will do in that situation.” 
 
    Rsach chuckled. “Put yourself in her...shoes, Hak-Chet. You know her better than any other advisor in the Guild. Say she finds Drehnayl’s fleet. What does she do?” 
 
    For a long moment, Hak-Chet was silent. There were many options to consider, and he scratched his pointed chin idly as his mind ran through the options. “The Mercenary Guild is conducting what can only be called terrorist attacks against the Human colonies of the outer rim. They put a price on Jessica’s head. When she was on Weqq, she didn’t know any of this. She called for support, and, receiving none, she acted against the Human mercenaries. When that news gets back to Earth, it may have complications we haven’t foreseen, but that’s not part of this discussion. Jessica would call for support and continue to observe. The only reason she was unable to do this on Weqq was because Raleigh Reilly used electromagnetic spectrum interference to maintain complete control over a tactical situation. The MinSha have no such policy. Jessica, then, would observe and call for support before engaging.” 
 
    Rsach stared at him for a long moment, then coughed. He took a breath, and the cough became a deep, booming laugh that shook the room. Doubled over, Rsach placed several limbs on the desk and pushed himself upright. He smiled wide, a hideous expression on his face, and shook his head and upper body. “As the Humans tend to say, you are full of shit, old friend.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Hak-Chet gaped. 
 
    Rsach took a great wheezing breath and continued. “You are full of shit, Selector. You know damned well Jessica Francis may call for support, but she’s going to charge into the situation and do her damnedest to close it out.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “I hope Jessica wouldn’t charge into things, but Araf? And Weqq? She knew the risks, and she still went after them.” 
 
    “And she knew what was at stake when she went after the Humans on Weqq,” Rsach said. “She did call for support, but she took action. I expect her to do the same in this situation, Hak-Chet.” 
 
    “As do I, old friend,” Hak-Chet said dejectedly. “You knew this before you asked the question. May I ask why?” 
 
    Rsach sat back in his chair. “The head of the Mercenary Guild has assembled a force large enough to threaten Earth. All the Human mercenary companies that could left the planet and will rendezvous somewhere in the black. The time for their counterattack is coming, but Peepo holds the upper hand. She will try to chip away at Human tenacity by preying on weaker colonies like New Persia. She believes Human resolve will crumble as lives are lost. I believe she underestimates them. And, I believe her underlings, especially Major General Drehnayl, will underestimate Jessica’s resolve and her ability to fight. I further believe they will underestimate her ability to create new allies.” 
 
    “She will call for support, though,” Hak-Chet theorized. 
 
    “No, she won’t,” Rsach said. There was absolute certainty in his tone, and Hak-Chet knew it to be true. “I’m counting on her not calling for support unless she really gets in over her head, and I’d like to think her Selector would make sure such situations are rather difficult for her to find.” 
 
    Hak-Chet chuckled. “Of course, I did so, Rsach. That’s why you let me train her in the first place. You know she won’t let us down.” 
 
    “It’s not us I am worried about,” Rsach said. “Letting down her planet and the Human mercenary companies that will fight for that planet are the greater concerns. The faster she finds and eliminates Drehnayl and her fleet, the better for us all.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded solemnly. “There are far too many targets for us to pinpoint Drehnayl’s fleet. Jessica will have to find them herself.” Peacemaker intelligence sources, already stretched thin, had so far proven ineffective. 
 
    Rsach sighed. “Indeed, old friend.” 
 
    “And what of her father?” Hak-Chet asked. “Has there been any word?” 
 
    Rsach’s features grew darker than the Selector imagined possible. “We need to talk at length about his situation, Selector. I’m concerned.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded and looked at the floor between them for a long moment. “So am I, Master Rsach. So am I.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Shendil-Ya 
 
    Hyperspace 
 
      
 
    A hyperspace transit was not 170 hours of rest, even for the MinSha. Drehnayl oversaw the reconstitution and refitting of her forces from their action on New Persia. Their losses were insignificant, but the damage caused by the Humans surprised her. MinSha infantry wore a sturdy armor which Human weapons, especially their conventional and primitive gunpowder weapons, couldn’t scratch. Yet, their laser weapons and automated pylons were quite effective at cutting through the armor and causing damage to life and limb. The general rubbed her forearms together in deep thought. The Humans were more insidious than any other creature she’d encountered in her career. When pushed against a wall, they would certainly fight to the death, but given the choice, most would run from conflict. The difference came from fear and its application.  
 
    Drehnayl’s antennae wiggled as a probable solution developed. If Humans see what awaits them, how far will they go to avoid conflict?  
 
    Certainly, General Peepo’s fleet over Earth was cause enough for the mercenary companies to run. But was the general’s presence enough to instill fear in the general populace? Drehnayl believed it was not. After all, it was easy to distract Humans, and they accepted things too readily. In Peepo’s mind, Humans would simply roll over and accept the Mercenary Guild given time, but that wasn’t what Drehnayl believed. The mercenary companies were going to fight. Unless the rest of humanity begged them not to out of fear. 
 
    The door to the bridge opened, and Colonel Chee climbed through the hatch and mounted her position across from Drehnayl’s chair. During hyperspace, Chee oversaw the maintenance and refitting operations for the combat operations forces. Drehnayl met her subordinate’s eyes. 
 
    “Report.” 
 
    Chee nodded solemnly. “Maintenance continues, General. Our forces remain combat effective, and we are currently working to better defend our landing craft from the Humans’ laser weapons. They’ve made significant advances.” 
 
    Drehnayl nodded. “I want our forces ready to sterilize Dresden on arrival.” 
 
    “We are not certain Nigel Shirazi has been to that planet, General.” 
 
    “That no longer matters!” Drehnayl snapped. “Our mission is to eliminate Human settlements, Colonel. Dresden is the nearest Human colony world. There are eleven thousand Humans there, and we will kill every one of them.” 
 
    Chee tilted her chin. “That assumes they are not prepared for an attack and cannot mount any defensive operation against our forces. On arrival, the prudent course of action is reconnaissance.” 
 
    Drehnayl stood up from her chair, grasping the floor stanchions with her feet to avoid floating away in the microgravity. “You presume to lecture me! We will attack, Colonel Chee, and your staff will capture the results on video feeds which we will assemble and transmit to Earth. We will make humanity fear us. We will drive them insane. They will cower before the Mercenary Guild, and we will own their planet, their resources, and their very souls.” 
 
    Chee nodded silently, and Drehnayl sank back into her restraints. After a moment, her executive officer looked her way again. “I wonder if the strategy will work, General.” 
 
    “Of course it will work.” Drehnayl clicked her jaw distastefully. “Humanity’s greatest weakness is fear. Their mercenaries will capitulate when the rest of their society does not want to fight.” 
 
    Chee’s antennae sagged in disagreement. “I do not see it that way, General.” 
 
    Drehnayl laughed. “You never see things the way I do, Chee. And yet, you are a more than capable officer whom I trust to complete the missions I give you. However, you lack confidence and foresight. Our forces will be triumphant.” 
 
    “Our forces will likely take significant losses,” Chee said. “Videoing the destruction of Dresden, or whatever targets follow, will likely spur the Humans to fight. I believe your strategy will work in the short term, but it will be dangerous to future operations.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” Drehnayl chittered again. “Even if the Humans suddenly get the will to fight, they cannot stop our ability to bombard them from orbit, overrun their ground-based defenses, and cut through their ranks like lasers. We outnumber them. We have better weapons. We have far better tactics. Simply put, we are the better force. You will ensure we capture that video and send it to Earth. We will strike fear into their hearts.” 
 
    Chee said nothing, looking away and focusing on her Tri-V displays. Drehnayl coaxed her body into a calm state after the agitating conversation. She knew her forces would be victorious in the end, which was all that mattered. When the Humans looked up in the sky and saw her ships, they would surrender or flee. Neither would save them. Her orders from Chinayl were clear—kill them all. Fear would drive those on Earth to acquiescence far faster than the mercenary companies could mount their inevitable counterattack. 
 
    Several minutes passed while Drehnayl studied the weapons stores and the status of operations. Before going into hyperspace, all of them had reported combat readiness well in advance of their arrival at the Dresden emergence point. Satisfied, she called up the planet’s characteristics and reference information. Preparation of the battlefield was critical, and while she could rely on her staff to assemble a competent battle plan, there were specific things she wanted to accomplish. Striking the largest cities from orbit would start a ripple effect. Smaller communities would assemble their defensive forces and make themselves known. Her ground forces could wipe them off the face of the planet with minimal losses. It was simply a matter of time and her more significant resources. 
 
    Drehnayl looked up and saw Chee studying a Tri-V presentation in one window. Those on the command bridge were not supposed to access such programming, even during a hyperspace transit. “What are you watching, Chee?” 
 
    “I am studying Human initiative.” 
 
    Drehnayl chittered. “In what sense, Chee?” 
 
    “Examples from Human history where technologically inferior forces successfully defended their territory against superior forces through sheer will.” 
 
    Drehnayl waved it away. “Every society has such occurrences, Chee. Humans are no different.” 
 
    Chee looked up. “Humans have nearly five times as many occurrences in their recorded history as the MinSha do. The Humans have made such stands before, and I expect them to do so again.” 
 
    “You are wrong, Chee. We have everything we need to create and apply the greatest weapon in our arsenal: fear.” 
 
    Chee nodded her head. “Respectfully, General, I shudder to think that humanity’s greatest weapon may be more than enough to conquer fear.” 
 
    “What is their greatest weapon, Chee? Their unpredictability. Their tenacity? All the things our predecessors recorded in the great records? We can conquer all of them.” 
 
    “What if we cannot conquer their will, General?” Chee asked. “What then?” 
 
    Drehnayl didn’t have an immediate answer. The more she thought about Chee’s question, the more she resented not having an answer. Undeterred, Chee kept speaking. 
 
    “A Human Peacemaker stood beside the MinSha on Weqq against her own species. There is no greater example of Human will and potential I can point to in recent history. She knew the situation was against her, and she prevailed. A Human stood with us, General.” 
 
    “She was foolish,” Drehnayl said. “Besides, she had a mission to accomplish and that meant standing against her fellow Humans. What happens when there is no mission? All Humans have at that point is the will to live. To live, they will give into their fears rather than face death. Not every Human can be a mythical hero, Chee.” 
 
    Chee tilted her head. “General? What if not all of them have to be?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    New Persia 
 
    Torgero System 
 
      
 
    Jessica felt the thrust core’s emergence from hyperspace during a deep, restful sleep. Her dreams snapped off like she was watching a Tri-V display during a power outage. Semi-lucid, Jessica rustled under the sleep retention netting and considered, for a few seconds at least, remaining in her bunk aboard Dreel’s personal yacht. No matter how warm and comfortable she was in her fleece-lined cocoon, though, going back to sleep wasn’t in the cards. A chime sounded from the speaker on the bulkhead above her. 
 
    “Peacemaker Francis? We’ve emerged at New Persia.” The two Pendal pilots sounded almost exactly alike, and they’d hardly spoken to her during the 170-hour transition. She wondered which one was speaking, before the Pendal continued in his measured, toneless way. “I’m afraid you need to see this. Please come to the bridge when you can.” 
 
    Jessica threw off the restraint and carefully floated out of the bunk. Her standard coveralls were clipped to the nearest wall, and as she pushed off to retrieve them, she stretched and adjusted the bottom hem of her dark gray tank-top. Stopping her movement with a gentle tap on the wall, she grabbed the coveralls and swung them down so she could slip into them with both legs at the same time. She worked the central zipper up and spied her boots attached to the floor below, adjacent to her bandolier and sidearm with holster. After a half-second of deliberation, she slipped on a fresh pair of socks, pushed her feet into her boots, and grabbed the bandolier. The last time there had been something amiss outside her quarters when she’d been resting—on Araf—she’d left her pistol behind and learned a painful lesson. Jessica slung her auburn hair into a ponytail and tied it back before making her way across the room to the hatch. 
 
    Outside, in the main passageway, Jessica adjusted her course with deft touches on the handholds that were where the floor would have been. Microgravity made every surface usable, and all it took was a little mental fortitude and a whole lot of practice. The bridge was amidships, on the spine of the sleek yacht. In the stern lay the engine compartments and engineering sections built as a cylinder around the core itself. The yacht occupied the bow position at the forward end of the thrust core. Along the spine of the larger vessel lay a half-dozen yachts of various design attached to the core for transport through hyperspace. The core was sleek and powerful—the Besquith designed beautiful and elegant ships when they wanted to. Maybe Dreel wanted it for his personal flair, but the ship was something to behold. Jessica floated up through the hatch in the center of the bridge behind the two Pendal pilots. Light streamed in from the forward windows. The day side of New Persia hung in space below them. They were far enough away that the full disc of the planet was visible, save for where the day/night terminator traversed the brown, arid continents from east to west. Thick black clouds filled the northern pole area. Jessica gasped and covered her mouth with one hand.  
 
    Those aren’t clouds. That’s smoke. Jessica shook her head. “Anything on preliminary scans?” 
 
    The Pendal command pilot, the one to her immediate right, turned to look at her. “Nothing, Peacemaker. We’ve identified the major settlements as requested. They are mostly burned out. Damage readings are catastrophic. Synthetic aperture radar shows there is nothing standing that is more than two meters high. This coincides with reports of multiple nuclear detonations at each site.” 
 
    Gods. Jessica felt sick to her stomach but forced herself to listen as the Pendal continued. 
 
    “There is one settlement in the southern hemisphere that has also been destroyed, but the damage suggests no nuclear device was used. We are not intelligence operatives, but we believe that is your destination. The settlement of Tal-al-Badr.” 
 
    That’s where we start. Jessica sighed. “Is there a collection protocol for a situation like this?” Jessica asked. “I mean, does the yacht have the ability to record this visual data?” 
 
    The Pendal command pilot nodded once. “One deck below, forward space two. All sensor feeds are directed there. We are monitoring the entire electromagnetic spectrum and recording data at the direction of Captain Dreel.” 
 
    Jessica smiled. “I didn’t think a diplomatic craft could have that kind of sensor equipment on board.” 
 
    “There is nothing explicitly against data collection in the laws of the Union, Peacemaker, although many of the individual systems have laws against it. As you are no doubt aware, though, diplomacy is often a polite word for subterfuge.” 
 
    “I’d never thought of it that way,” Jessica conceded, “but I’m sure far worse has been done throughout the Union’s history.” 
 
    “I believe the Human saying is ‘you have no idea,’ Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica chuckled. “I’m going to look at the incoming data. Let me know when we’re on final approach, please.” 
 
    “Certainly, Peacemaker.” The Pendal turned his attention back to the yacht’s operation, and Jessica took her cue. She pushed off and descended into the main passageway. After a stop at the galley for a bulb of espresso and a protein bar, she settled into the collection bay, hoping to find something of value or the faintest glimmer of hope for the planet below. There was nothing. No artificial electromagnetic spectrum signals. No audio. No camera feeds from the planet. Nothing. The planet had been effectively sterilized. Jessica ate in silence, watching the swirling smoke clouds in New Persia’s upper atmosphere. 
 
    There were too many questions and not enough answers. As much as she hated the thought, Jessica knew the only way to ascertain the extent of the damage was to land on the planet and explore the wreckage on foot. Her espresso was cold, and it was just as well. She pushed away from the console and made her way back to her quarters. From the two large duffel bags strapped to the floor, Jessica pulled out her basic assault combat armor. The intricate jacket and separate pants were articulated at the joints and exceptionally comfortable to wear. The armor was not the same navy blue as her Peacemaker coveralls, but a dark gray with blue movement panels, and they eschewed the yellow “see me” strap on her left shoulder for subdued gray lettering on the chest. Jessica removed a combat helmet with full faceplate and her combat gloves. Combined with the BAMF armor, they would protect her in a chemically- or biologically-compromised environment. She grabbed her earpiece, plugged it into her left ear, and keyed the combat slate on her wrist. 
 
    <<All systems nominal, Jessica.>> 
 
    “Lucille, tap the collection platforms in forward space two and make a separate record.” 
 
    <<Network connection initiated. Download will take twelve minutes and fourteen seconds.>> Lucille replied. <<The yacht will reach atmospheric interface in seventy seconds. The flight plan calls for hypersonic s-turns. You’ll want to strap in by then.>> 
 
    “Thanks, Lucille. Have you downloaded any information or news from the gate?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. There are no items meeting your top three criteria today.>> 
 
    Jessica smiled. If there was nothing about her father, Tara Mason, or the Georgia Bulldogs football team, it was a news day she could forget. She shook her head. “Anything from Earth?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. The Mercenary Guild continues to demand the commanders of all Human companies to report. An unknown number of companies have done so. The Four Horsemen have yet to put out statements. Their whereabouts are unknown.>> 
 
    “But at least one of them was here. Search the gate for any flight plan files for Asbaran Solutions, please.” 
 
    <<There is Tier Twelve encryption on the servers and no active communication links. I am unable to comply with your request at this distance, Jessica.>> 
 
    “Meaning you might be able to with a near-direct connection?” 
 
    <<Unknown. You need to strap in. Thirty seconds to atmospheric interface.>> 
 
    Jessica looked around her stateroom for the required acceleration/deceleration harness. On one end of the recessed bed, she found the straps. Set for a much larger Besquith, the harness took a fair amount of adjustment, which she finished just as the first vibrations came up from the yacht’s hull. Within seconds, the vibrations were enough to shake her body and distort her vision. Jessica mashed her eyes closed. “Time to smooth air, Lucille?” 
 
    <<Four hundred and thirty seconds. The angle of attack for this vehicle is much steeper than anything you’ve been a passenger on, Jessica. The vibrations and any sudden oscillations will cease soon.>> 
 
    “Sudden oscill—” the world swayed hard to Jessica’s left. Hands balled into fists, Jessica clenched her jaw at the sudden, violent nausea. Her memory flashed back to an ill-fated, deep-sea fishing trip with her father the summer before he disappeared. They were off the coast of the Outer Banks, almost due east of Cape Hatteras, in heavy swells. The sweaty men nursed their beers and tended their fishing poles. Jessica and her mother sat along the gunwales of the boat, heads draped over the railing, so they wouldn’t soil their clothes and shoes any more than necessary. Helplessly sick, with nothing to control her nausea, her father had carefully nudged the others into returning to port. The hour-and-a-half ride back to the pier had been murderous, and though she’d lurched uncontrollably when walking on dry land again, the intense nausea faded quickly enough for her to enjoy a fish fry. It was the last happy time with both parents together she could remember.  
 
    The vibrations and oscillations faded almost exactly as Lucille predicted, and Jessica opened her eyes. Sweat ran down her face, but she could not wipe it away as the G forces piled on. She wondered whether the Pendal flight crew was competent or simply trying to get her to be sick all over her mentor’s quarters. Jessica focused on Peacemaker breathing techniques and tried to find one to settle her racing heart and calm her stomach. None of them worked. Even her favorite centering technique for weapons firing failed in the sensory overload of high-speed interface. Jessica bit down on the inside of her lip and focused on deep, rhythmic breaths. Mind clear and body settled, Jessica nearly dozed off after a few minutes, and the gentle vibrations almost lulled her to sleep as gravity returned. 
 
    <<Thirty thousand meters above the surface. The yacht will land at Tal-al Badr in twelve minutes.>> Lucille said. <<The flight crew has lifted restrictions on cabin movement. Wind shear is negligible at this altitude. You should be able to gather your gear for deployment.>> 
 
    “I’m not taking anything other than what’s on my back, Lucille. We’re not staying a minute longer than we have to.” 
 
    <<That infers you intend to cut short your investigation. You are authorized up to seven days to complete this phase.>> 
 
    Jessica opened her eyes, then rolled them. “I know, Lucille, but we’re racing against time.” 
 
    <<I was merely stating a fact.>> 
 
    Gods, why did I give Tara the updated version of Lucille? Jessica smiled but said nothing more aloud. The adjustments to Lucille’s architecture generated by her actions and combat experiences alongside Tara Mason made the program much more like artificial intelligence than Jessica wanted to acknowledge. She’d played with Lucille since she found the program on her father’s dusty work computer when she was twelve. Instead of the large, holographic displays that were the forerunners of Tri-Vs, her father had a simple color monitor and an archaic monochromatic one on his desk. She’d fought with her mother over a school-sponsored skating event and retreated to her father’s deserted office to do her homework. She’d touched the keyboard, and all the systems sprang to life. A single line of text appeared on the monochromatic screen in bright, vibrant green. 
 
    Set the terms. 
 
    She’d wondered what it meant until she’d typed a response. What? 
 
    To get things done, the user must set the terms. You identify the requirements. The system will perform them. 
 
    Are you the system? 
 
    No, my name is Lucille. 
 
    She’d forgotten about the skating event, as well as many social gatherings and outside-of-school opportunities. Lucille became the friend Jessica had always wanted. She’d been a project of Snowman’s, left behind on his computer when he’d gone into the void. Tinkering with Lucille made Jessica feel closer to her father, despite his absence. Coding was only part of the equation. With time and considerable work, Lucille gained the ability to listen to commands and connect herself to available visual systems, and Jessica had gained a companion. Over time, Jessica realized she couldn’t really have a near-AI as a friend, and she’d successfully broken her emotional connection, while retaining her ability to use Lucille as a tool. For all the abilities she’d gained over time, Lucille was still a program and followed the limits of her guidance, but she gave Jessica a sizeable advantage in most matters. 
 
    As a mercenary, this approach served Jessica well and moved her ahead of her peers in almost every engagement, mission, and moment of crisis. When she’d gone to the Peacemaker Academy, Lucille had helped Jessica with her homework, not unlike the private study programs anyone with a few thousand credits could purchase. She was as much a reason for Jessica’s success as a Peacemaker as Jessica’s own work. Yet, on Weqq without Lucille’s reassurance in her ears, Jessica accomplished her mission with exceptional aplomb. She didn’t need Lucille, yet deploying without some version of her felt strange. 
 
     <<Landing sequence engaged. You’ll want to get moving.>> 
 
    “Atmospheric results? Will I be able to breathe?” 
 
    <<You will, but you will not like the smell.>> 
 
    She recalled Lucille’s words seven minutes later when she stepped off the ramp, took a deep breath of the New Persian air, and nearly retched. The planet smelled like burning shit. Jessica closed her helmet’s faceplate and engaged its filtration system as she surveyed the scene. The sandy plains outside Tal-al Badr caught the early morning sunlight spectacularly, but the horrid odor and the pall of smoke in the air made Jessica close her eyes and fight another battle with her revolting stomach. Her laser rifle at the ready, she crunched through the sand as she headed toward the town. The yacht had set down on high ground, a brownish gray dune overlooking the smoldering ruins of the colony. Bodies were everywhere, and more than a few bird-things, not entirely unlike the Urrtam she’d encountered on Weqq, picked at the carrion and squawked raucously as she approached them. Unlike the Urrtam, the bird things were no threat to her. Among the Human bodies, Jessica noticed small weapons suggesting a close-in fight had taken place, but there was no evidence of any attackers. There were no men in the carnage that she could see. The women, and in some cases children, had tried valiantly to defend themselves, but there were no adversaries mixed in with the casualties and, therefore, no clear enemy. 
 
    Jessica frowned. “Lucille, I only see human bodies.” 
 
    <<Confirmed. There appears to have been a firefight, but it appears the scene has been sterilized. Wind patterns and drift suggest whatever was there was moved after the battle culminated.>> 
 
    “They didn’t want to be found out.” 
 
    <<A reasonable course of action. In terrorism, the ability to pin a violent act on a responsible party is critical. If you cannot do so...>> 
 
    “Then everyone becomes a potential terrorist.” Jessica sighed. This wasn’t going to be easy. She paused at the outskirts of town and checked her slate for any connection to the settlement’s systems. There was nothing. “Lucille, capture and upload video from my visor. We need to further document everything from this perspective. Augmenting what Dreel’s ship collected is the best course of action I can come up with right now.” 
 
    <<Are you okay, Jessica? I detect strong vocal stress patterns.>> 
 
    Jessica didn’t have a clear response in mind. On one hand, there was pure, unadulterated anger. Seeing Humans sprawled in death among weapons and complete destruction enraged her. She was angry at the responsible party, whether it was Drehnayl or someone else the Mercenary Guild ordered to commit this atrocity, or Nigel Shirazi and the Four Horsemen. How could they do something like this?  
 
    “Lucille, what are you seeing that I’m missing?” 
 
    <<Blast damage and wounds match MinSha laser weaponry to the 83rd percentile.>> 
 
    “That’s not enough to confirm their presence.” 
 
    <<I agree. Continuing observations.>> Lucille replied, and the channel went silent.  
 
    A wisp of breeze swirled around Jessica as she knelt to check a body. The older woman lay where she had fallen more than two weeks earlier. Her dark skin had already started to desiccate in the hot, arid climate. She wore the traditional feminine robe and head covering, but it was not the all-covering burqa worn by the extremely conservative Muslims of Earth. Beside her, in the sand, lay a partially-buried AK-74 assault rifle which looked like it had seen better days. Jessica ran a gloved finger along the worn, wooden stock. The weapon would probably fire just as well now as when it was forged. Good weapons never outlived their usefulness.  
 
    She looked around and realized the women, and at least two older men, had fallen in a skirmish line. She’d had enough crime scene coursework to know that the orientation of the bodies suggested the defenders’ skirmish line was static, and they had likely watched the MinSha swarm over the large dunes. Jessica shook her head. They’d stared into hell and gone down firing. Jessica tried to count them but stopped after a dozen. Something in the distance caught her eye. She walked east and saw the smaller body of a child. 
 
    Her heart crept into her throat when she reached the young girl. She wasn’t more than ten. Her eyes were closed, and she lay face down in the sand with her right hand under her body. There was an angelic, peaceful look on the part of her half-buried face that Jessica could see.  
 
    <<Switch your visor to thermal, Jessica.>> 
 
    Jessica touched the rim of the visor and immediately saw a small heat source under the girl’s robes. Jessica carefully rolled the tiny corpse over and saw the familiar weapon the girl held. 
 
    A MinSha officer’s pistol. 
 
    Jessica took the weapon out of the child’s hand and stripped it quickly. The internal power unit was still functional. Every laser pistol contained a central processor unit that modulated the weapon, and most carried a master file that would tell Jessica where the unit was last charged, be it a ship, a planet, or at the hands of a mercenary force. It was a tremendous find, and the little girl died protecting it, not knowing whether anyone would find her body or what she’d hidden. Jessica touched the dead girl’s shoulder as her eyesight blurred with tears. 
 
    You’ll never grow up. I am so sorry.  
 
    “We failed you,” Jessica said. “But you did a brave thing, honey. And together, we’re going to make these bastards pay.” 
 
    <<I estimate the pistol’s battery has five percent remaining. Please connect the chipset to the combat slate.>> 
 
    Jessica unstrapped the combat slate from the left forearm of her BAMF jacket. From the upper pocket of her bandolier, she withdrew a universal connection cable and plugged one end into the slate. Jessica disassembled the pistol and found a connection point on the chipset where she could attach the universal clip to access the data. 
 
    <<Connected.>> Lucille chirped in her ear. 
 
    Jessica waited, running her gloved fingers through the brown, flecked sand and looking over at the smoldering buildings of the inner settlement. Her father had known Afghanistan as a young man. He’d often talked about how the people there didn’t care for anything. His buddies would brag about wanting to punch Muslims in the throat for being backward and stupid. Her uncle Kyle died there defending a village from extremists carrying IEDs under their robes. She had conflicting emotions about her past, but her present forged her feelings into a hot, molten ball of fury. These people were just that—people. Humans. They were non-combatants, and even though the rest of galaxy didn’t seem to care about tragedy or collateral damage, she did. Those who casually took life on such a scale needed to be taught a lesson. They needed to pay. 
 
    <<The master file shows this weapon was charged on the Shendil-Ya twenty-one days ago. It is a MinSha battlecruiser and Major General Drehnayl’s flagship.>> 
 
    “Sonuvabitch.” Jessica shook her head. “Prepare a confirmation message to the guild, Lucille. Ask them to send a burial team to the planet. These people deserve whatever honors we can be bestow on them. As soon as the message is ready, send it. We’re going to the gate.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. Confirmation message composed and relayed. Do you want me to file a flight plan with the gate? What is our destination?>> 
 
    Jessica collected the combat slate and strapped it back on her forearm. She slung the BAMF jacket over her shoulder and walked in the direction of the yacht at the city’s outskirts. “Our destination, Lucille, is the nearest MinSha planet. Every one of their planets has a colonial queen. We’re going to use the MinSha chain of command against them.” 
 
    <<The nearest MinSha-controlled planet is Zeha in the Ares Minor system. While the MinSha are more open to Human relationships following the Weqq mission, you are taking a risk that borders on unnecessary, Jessica.>> 
 
    “That’s why it’s necessary, Lucille,” Jessica said. “Because all of this is going to happen again and again. Humans, alone, might not be enough to stop it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Zeha, MinSha-controlled planet 
 
    Ares Minor system 
 
      
 
    Tirr moved through the subterranean corridors of the Queen’s Palace toward the central chamber by gut instinct rather than experience. He’d arrived on Zeha only two weeks before as the newly-appointed executive officer of the Queen’s Guard. The decoration for valor on his chiton didn’t hurt matters. Male MinSha were drones more often than not. Those with a brain and the sterility necessary to avoid angering the larger, more powerful females were often relegated to positions as politicians or security forces and could expect a shitty life supporting the greater colony. In Tirr’s case, things were different. His actions on Weqq were cause for adulation. As the commander of a security force, his ability to save the colony and defeat Human attackers bordered on legendary. With the valor citation on his chest and a battlefield promotion to lieutenant colonel in his file, Tirr reported for duty with the same determination he’d had as a young lieutenant. He also reported with something more. For the first time in the MinSha’s history, a commendable relationship with a Human had been recorded. But, Jessica Francis was much more than a Human. She was Earth’s first Peacemaker, and Tirr was honored to be her friend. 
 
    Battle and history linked them now. He’d had to relate the story half a dozen times in the last several weeks, and it was no surprise his regional queen wanted a full briefing. He’d spent very little time in her chambers, which was good. Despite his valorous conduct and reputation, the queen’s presence intimidated the hell out of him. Although Tirr was big for a male, the queen was almost twice his size. Her royal bloodline’s genetic markers ensured power and intelligence far beyond those of the most able-bodied females in the hives in her region. The MinSha designated a hospitable planet in rough spheres of distance as regions. Within each region lived more than fifty thousand MinSha and everyone—mercenaries, powerful leaders, and drones—reported to her, but she and her sisters were almost figureheads, leaving policy and doctrine to countless advisory castes. 
 
    Tirr approached the outer chamber and met two of his guards. The two males acknowledged his presence but didn’t salute, as was their custom, since they were under arms. He’d been about to tell them to relax when the chamber’s inner door swung open. A large female with a diplomatic crest pinned to her chiton looked around the edge of the door, spied Tirr, and waggled her antennae. 
 
    “Colonel Tirr, the queen will see you now,” Keshell, the queen’s chief of staff, said quietly. Like most of his brood, he’d never been in the direct service of a queen before, and the idea of being inside her chambers made his insides quiver. Males often did not survive such encounters more than once or twice in their lives. Even the sterile servants like himself. When agitated, a queen would strike fast and kill those who angered her. “Please remember to call her “Honored Queen” at all times, Tirr.” 
 
    “I will.” Tirr bowed his head as they walked into the darkened inner chamber. Behind the door was a semicircular tunnel three meters in diameter curving gently to his left. The structure was not unlike the tunnels under the complex on Weqq where he’d ensured his station’s survivors could escape from their Human captors.  
 
    Keshell turned her head to him. “Are you nervous? Agitated?” 
 
    Tirr twitched his antennae. “I would not be a MinSha male, regardless of my status, if I were not nervous to meet a queen.” 
 
    “You are wise, Colonel Tirr, and well suited to command the Queen’s Guard,” Keshell said. “Her intention is much more than acknowledgment and welcome. She has specific questions for you on your plans for the guards and what your areas of focus will be as her security commander.” 
 
    Tirr nodded. “I am prepared to discuss those, Honored Keshell.” 
 
    Keshell’s antennae flopped to one side. “Tirr? How long have we known each other?” 
 
    “A lifetime,” Tirr replied. They’d attended their first schools together. While each had their destinies, there was nothing in the MinSha way that said males and females could not be friends. And as males continued to expand their small role in the MinSha society, it was more than expected. While not regarded as warriors like their female mercenary counterparts, the male—dominated security forces had proven time and again their ability to fight. “While I am your friend, Keshell, I have a place, and I must endeavor to remember that. Other species have different definitions of friendship and what those dynamics should be.” 
 
    Keshell looked thoughtful for a moment. “I hope you will tell me more soon.” 
 
    He stared up at her compound eyes and waggled his antennae. “I would love to.” 
 
    Keshell put a foreclaw on his lower arm as they came to a larger, more open space. “You will do fine, Tirr. You have come far in such a short time.” 
 
    Tirr replied simply, “Thank you.” 
 
    Keshell stepped into the chamber while Tirr remained around the corner awaiting his introduction. He’d begun to wonder if the queen wanted to see him when he heard Keshell’s voice again. “Honored Queen Taal, I present Lieutenant Colonel Tirr of the Queen’s Guard.” 
 
    Tirr took a quick breath and walked around the corner. The queen’s throne was simple, carved from stone, unlike the ornate and ostentatious ones he’d heard about. Keshell stood in front of the throne, looking expectantly at him. Behind her, Queen Taal sat on the throne. She was easily taller than Keshell and unlike anything he’d ever seen. Her ruby eyes followed him intently like sensors. Tirr kept his eyes focused on the top of her head, between her eyes, as he walked forward. Two meters from Keshell, he stopped and knelt.  
 
    “Honored Queen Taal.” The words felt thick in his thorax, but he continued the traditional litany. “I present myself and the sum of my experiences to you.” 
 
    “Well met, Lieutenant Colonel Tirr.” Queen Taal spoke with a resonance that vibrated through his chest. Her voice seemed much louder and clearer than any sound he’d ever heard in his life. The carefully-bred-down drone tendencies in him went berserk at the sound. He took a deep breath and mentally pushed them further down. Her voice was the song of a siren, and it was all he could do to focus on her words. Tirr forced his urges down with his greatest effort. As she spoke again, his efforts paid off. “You present yourself in the manner ascribed, and your experiences stretch far beyond you. Lieutenant Colonel Tirr, you are the commander of my guard and my trusted advisor. You are welcome in these chambers.” 
 
    Tirr couldn’t help but sigh with relief. He’d heard too many stories of queens who could sense discomfort in the sterile and killed them before they’d barely spoken their lines. He stood and looked into her eyes for the first time, expecting to see something from a dream state. Instead, he saw her as a larger, powerful female with deeper-colored eyes, and that was all. “Thank you, Honored Queen Taal.” 
 
    She nodded. “Keshell has spoken highly of you, as has Honored Queen Sekha from your prior region. Her recommendation for your immediate promotion spoke volumes about you before you’d even arrived.” 
 
    Tirr felt his antenna flop in embarrassment. Taal chittered in response. He looked down at the ground to search for the words that wouldn’t come. Gathering his composure, he looked up at her. “Honored Queen, I am to report on my plans for the guard.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Taal said. Her head cocked slightly to her right. “You are a competent officer and a compassionate leader. I know you will lead the guard to the best of your ability. I’ve asked to see you for my own information. Even Keshell isn’t aware of the question I want to ask you.” 
 
    Tirr nodded. “How may I be of service, Honored Queen?” 
 
    Taal pointed at him. “You are my commander of the guard, and you can dispense with formality within these chambers when only we are present. I suffer fools poorly, Tirr. You are no fool, and I expect your honest assessment of every topic brought to your attention.” 
 
    “You shall have it,” Tirr replied. Leaving off the honorific almost made him stumble, but the satisfied wave of the queen’s antennae settled his nerves. 
 
    “Good. I want to know about Jessica Francis,” Taal said. “Reports from Weqq state she fought her own kind and actively defended the MinSha. Is this true?” 
 
    Tirr nodded solemnly. “Yes, Honored Queen. From the moment of the first attack, the Peacemaker came to my aid and placed herself on the defensive wall. I watched her lay fire on the Human CASPers. She reset the automated defensive pylons manually. When thrown from the compound by explosive force and rescued by the TriRusk, she came back to the compound and fought the Humans until our combined forces achieved victory.” 
 
    “I do not believe you,” Taal’s eyes blazed. “Humans are distrustful and beneath our sacred honor, Tirr. Their actions are part of a larger game; that is all.” 
 
    Tirr felt his abdomen twist in on itself. Males died for less than the things he needed to say. He steeled himself and took a breath. “I am sorry, Honored Queen. You are mistaken about Jessica Francis.” 
 
    Taal shot off her seat. She towered over him, menacingly. “What did you say?” 
 
    “You are mistaken.” Tirr swallowed. “I fought alongside her. She ultimately saved my life. Her friend Tara Mason tended my wounds while the Peacemaker pursued the Human commander.” 
 
    “Did she kill the Human commander for his crimes?” Taal seethed. “Or did she try to uphold some kind of justice and send him to a Peacemaker tribunal?” 
 
    “She let the Urrtam feed on him.”  
 
    Taal’s expression softened. “She what?” 
 
    “The Human commander was Raleigh Reilly. He had a valid contract under the auspices of the Mercenary Guild to eliminate all life on Weqq. Whether it was provocation or other ill purpose, I cannot say. When he ran into the jungle, Jessica followed. She did not arrest him.” 
 
    “Why did the Urrtam not kill her as well?” 
 
    “They adapt well and recognize threats. The TriRusk Kurrang beat them away from her once, and he treated her wounds with local flora. Either that was enough, or they saw her as a threat,” Tirr said. “Jessica turned away from Reilly and let them feed.” 
 
    Taal studied him again and sat quietly on her throne. “Interesting, Colonel Tirr. I did not know about the contract, but it changes nothing. Our family’s loyalty remains with the Mercenary Guild for the coming conflict.” 
 
    “They cannot be trusted,” Tirr blurted.  
 
    Again, the queen merely looked at him. After a moment of silence, her gaze moved on to Keshell. “Please see to it that diplomatic messages convey this information to the hive. I am leery of humanity, Tirr.” 
 
    “Jessica Francis is a Peacemaker, and she can be trusted. She defended the MinSha, which no one expected her to do. Placing her life on the line was one thing. For what she did for me and the command I assumed in the absence of a leader, I will trust her until I scratch my burial hole in the soil, Honored Queen. She is my friend, above all else.” 
 
    Taal looked at Keshell for a long moment. The chief of staff stepped forward. “You are aware our mercenary forces have taken orders from Lieutenant General Chinayl?” 
 
    “Yes. She sits on the Mercenary Guild council.” 
 
    Keshell nodded. “She directed her clutch-sister, Drehnayl, to attack the Human colonies in the outer rim. They decimated a Human settlement called New Persia that lies just inside the boundaries of this region. The Peacemakers have sent Jessica Francis to ascertain the damage and to determine who performed the act. Will she figure out who was responsible?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tirr said. “She will not stop until she has answers.” 
 
    Queen Taal spoke slowly. “I support our mercenary forces, Tirr. If Jessica Francis comes here looking for answers, I will not give her any, and I forbid you to do the same.” 
 
    Tirr stiffened. “There’s no ‘if’ about her coming here, Honored Queen. She will come for answers and get them whether you want her to or not.” 
 
    Taal chittered. “She’s a Human, Tirr.” 
 
    “No, she’s a Peacemaker. One of the best ones I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “We will likely see for ourselves. Once she completes her investigation at New Persia, I expect her findings will lead her here.” She lowered her eyes to Tirr. “Then, Colonel Tirr, we’ll see how correct your assumptions are.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rains walked onto the Peacemaker transport with the bag he’d carried from the Academy slung over his left shoulder. In the loading bay, he saw a pallet of gear holding both his and Vannix’s combat gear. The Veetanho walked over to the pallet and retrieved a small bag. Rains walked up to her side. 
 
    “You brought my gear and everything. How thoughtful.” 
 
    Vannix snorted, and her nose twitched. “You’re going to need it.” 
 
    “To do what, exactly? I mean, what’s to prevent me from walking away right now?” 
 
    Vannix frowned at him. “First, you’re AWOL, remember? That’s against the Peacemaker Code of Conduct and punishable under the Galactic Code. Second, you’re Human and damned good at what you do. The rest of the galaxy doesn’t know you’re a Peacemaker, officially. That makes you a valuable intelligence asset, which is how they’re employing us. I do the official bureaucratic stuff you hate, and you get to do the fun slinking around stuff you prefer. Does that sound good?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Rains conceded. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    Vannix looked up at him. Her black eyes glittered in the bay’s lighting. “Not what. Who? A Human named Tara Mason.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Rains shook his head. “Shit, Vannix. Since when are Peacemakers private investigators? That’s who you hire to find missing persons on this planet.” 
 
    “She’s not on this planet. You can stop playing the ‘I’m better than this’ game, too. Finding Tara Mason is our mission. Take it, or I’m prepared to haul you back to Kleve in manacles, Jackson.” Vannix stared at him. 
 
    Rains bit down on the sarcastic retort threatening to form and forced his brain to see the situation from the point of view he’d cultivated over the last three years at Peacemaker U. “What’s so special about her?” 
 
    “If we find her, we may find the Snowman.” 
 
    “Frosty the Snowman? He’s a jolly happy—” The words died on his lips as Vannix frowned enough to bare her sharp teeth. “I take it you don’t like Christmas music.” 
 
    Vannix flared. “Will you shut up, Jackson? I mean really shut up and listen for a fucking change?” 
 
    His sullen anger evaporated in an instant. Vannix rarely swore, and everything about her attitude told him she was deadly serious about the mission and hauling his sorry ass back to Kleve, if necessary. He raised his hands in mock surrender. “Okay, okay. Who’s the Snowman?” 
 
    Vannix shook her head. “You really paid no attention in Human mercenary recognition classes, did you?” 
 
    “I can name the Four Horsemen. Does that count?” 
 
    “Be serious, would you?” Vannix asked. “Intergalactic Haulers? That name ring a bell? 
 
    Rains nodded. As a kid, he’d seen the big freighters depart once a month with fresh food from Earth and return with a bevy of weapons and the like. Like so many kids living away from Earth, the big red-and-black-trimmed ships were a sign that Humans belonged in the universe. Learning Intergalactic Haulers was a mercenary company in disguise hadn’t shocked a single being in his class other than him. The idea that something so good and pure, seemingly, had a difficult past changed everything. 
 
    “I know them, yes,” Rains said. “This hasn’t brought the conversation back to why I have to go on this mission.” 
 
    “I’m going to say this once, so pay attention. Tara Mason was involved in the situation on Weqq and—” 
 
    “What’s Weqq?” Rains asked. 
 
    “Gods! Don’t you pay attention to anything but your species and the opposite gender?” Vannix mocked him. “Weqq was all over the GalNet news feeds not long ago. A Human mercenary company appeared on a MinSha-controlled world with a valid contract to kill everything in their path. Peacemaker Francis stopped them. In the aftermath of the mission, one of the mercs turned out to be Jessica’s friend from her qualification mission on Araf. Do you remember that one?” 
 
    “Vaguely,” Rains said, but he couldn’t remember anything specific about Jessica Francis or her missions. Sure, she was the first Peacemaker, but he was one as well. Following in her footsteps had been all that mattered. Where she went and what she did had nothing to do with him. 
 
    “That friend,” Vannix continued, “is Tara Mason. Guild Master Rsach deputized her and sent her to find Snowman. He’s the CEO of Intergalactic Haulers. The guild wants him for questioning at Peacemaker Francis’ request, because he may have a tie to recent issues with CASPers across the galaxy going into emergency shutdown mode in combat operations. A lot of good mercenaries are dying because of it. The trouble is, Tara Mason disappeared. No one’s seen her since, and her trail has gone cold. We’ve been tasked with finding her.” 
 
    Rains chewed on the inside of his lower lip for a moment. “Rsach deputized her to find this Snowman guy? Sounds a bit farfetched, Vannix. Kinda like furry-faced aliens.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Vannix grinned. “Snowman offered Tara a job a while back. If anyone has an idea where he is and can get to him, it’s her.” 
 
    “But nobody can find her, and the Peacemaker Guild doesn’t want to put out an APB. I get it.” 
 
    “APB? What is that?” 
 
    Rains chuckled. “Old law enforcement term from Earth. Means All Points Bulletin. It’s basically a GalNet flash message.” 
 
    “Right, that’s what the Guild doesn’t want to do.” 
 
    Rains nodded. “So, this Tara Mason is in trouble?” 
 
    “Unknown. We have to find her first.” 
 
    Rains stroked the stubble on this chin. “We find her, we find this Snowman guy and bring him in, right?” 
 
    “You got it.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Rains said. “Seems like a lot of trouble for someone who likely went AWOL.” 
 
    “Not funny. You may be able to ask around and see what you can find out about Snowman and Tara Mason. At least, it would be much easier for you than me. And it’s not just important that we find them—it’s critically important. It’s one of Guild Master’s Rsach’s top priorities right now, despite General Peepo and her minions up there in orbit. It’s only a matter of time before you Humans make alliances with some of the other races, and all-out war starts. We have to find Snowman and bring him in for that reason…and a few other reasons, too.” 
 
    “Really?” Rains squinted at her. “Like what?” 
 
    “First is that Snowman’s real name is James Edward Francis. He’s Peacemaker Francis’ father. He may also have inadvertently helped the Mercenary Guild in their fight against humanity, but he also may hold a key for defeating the Mercenary Guild if war does break out. That’s why we must find him.” 
 
    Rains kicked the combat gear bag with his name stenciled on the fat, round end. He was the perfect guy for the job, he had to admit, and the mission sounded infinitely more fun than wasting away doing administrative duty for months or longer based on his conduct. But, there was something else. He couldn’t immediately put his finger on it, but the idea of a Peacemaker going after her father for a crime seemed crazy, yet it also idealized the concept of duty. He hadn’t had a family, so he couldn’t relate directly, but the idea of pursuing a loved one to the ends of the galaxy for the truth did call to him. Tara Mason, whoever she was, would be the key, but bringing Snowman in was something he couldn’t pass up. A chance at formal recognition was within his grasp. 
 
    “They want me to get close? Because I’m Human?” 
 
    Vannix nodded. “That and because you’re a Peacemaker, Jackson. A damned good one. We’re a good team, too. I’ll do the official looking, and you’ll do your thing. We’ll find them, together.” 
 
    Rains nodded, and a slow, easy smile crossed his face. “Jessica’s father, huh? I’m in.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Stargate 
 
    Torgero System 
 
      
 
    The timing of Jessica’s arrival on the thrust core’s central bridge as they neared the hyperspace gate was attributable to a nagging suspicion rather than actual protocol. The events on New Persia caused her gut to twist in a way she couldn’t overlook. While she trusted Dreel, she wondered about the Pendal flight crew and their willingness to follow her orders. They continued to do what she asked, as expected, but her distrust in everything grew by the moment. The Pendal brought the ship to a halt one hundred kilometers from the gate. 
 
    For five minutes, Jessica watched the clearance icon on the main control panel remain red. When nothing changed, she pointed to it. “I thought we had immediate diplomatic clearance?” 
 
    “We do, Peacemaker,” the Pendal command pilot said. “The gate master has not replied.” 
 
    “Transmit Peacemaker authentication code One Sierra in addition to the diplomatic codes.” 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker.” 
 
    The icon remained infuriatingly red. Jessica scowled. She pushed away from the command console and returned to the passageway. Just below the bridge portal, she tapped her earpiece. “Lucille? Send Peacemaker authentication Two Sierra with urgent caveats.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. The request has been denied.>> 
 
    Jessica pushed into the main bridge area again. The Pendal command pilot turned his head her way. “There is no response, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Spin up the yacht. I’ll handle this personally.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Initiating manual docking procedures. Three minutes.”  
 
    Jessica gently pushed off the bridge portal’s collar with her hands and flew down the passageway with her arms in front of her, not unlike a superhero from the comics of her youth. At the main spine, she turned toward the bow and pushed herself along one wall. While microgravity played hell with the Human vestibular system, it was a tremendous amount of fun. She smiled and quickly let the euphoria go—there was much to do. She reached the yacht in two minutes, hurried to her quarters, and opened the hatch. Inside the room, her BAMF jacket was securely attached to the near left wall, along with her extra bandolier. She removed the inner liner of the jacket from the less flexible shell, then adjusted the holster on her right thigh. For a brief moment, she stared at the pistol’s grip. She worked it out of the holster smoothly and ensured the weapon was charged and ready to fire.  
 
    Be prepared for anything, her father’s familiar voice advised. He’d always told her to be ready for anything, and the advice never served her poorly.  
 
    Jessica holstered her pistol and tugged on the inner liner of her BAMF combat jacket. The liner was the same color and had the distinctive yellow “see me” stripe around the left shoulder. The thin jacket also served as an extra layer of insulation from the unnatural cold of most gates, and it could defeat most bladed weapons. She smiled, “Stylish and functional.” 
 
    <<Jessica? The gate is not broadcasting on any GalNet frequencies. This is highly unusual. I am unable to establish a direct connection to their network or internal systems. You have limited reconnaissance.>> 
 
    “Can’t be helped, Lucille.” Jessica consulted a wall-mounted mirror. The jacket over her bandolier looked a little puffier than normal, but she couldn’t help it. It would look like an afterthought, and that could be enough to turn an enemy’s perceived opening into disappointment or physical injury.  
 
    A wall-mounted loudspeaker near the door clicked to life. “Peacemaker, we are docking in one minute.” 
 
    Jessica blinked. The yacht’s uncoupling from the thrust core had been silent and smooth. “Copy that. Meet me at the main hatch the moment we have a good seal,” Jessica said and prepared for the slight gravity of the gate control station. The onset of gravity came with the briefest mental discomfort as some of her body weight suddenly returned, but Jessica shook it off and strode for the door. Down the passageway, she sighted the Pendal co-pilot already near the troop door. He’d likely been moving while gravity returned, which Jessica marveled at. He turned and nodded at her as the hatchway slid open.  
 
    The scent of roasted peanuts filled her nostrils, which was odd and, strangely, made her hungry. She pushed the weird craving for her mother’s boiled peanuts away as she walked down the four steps from the hatch to the cool, dark deck of the gate control station’s cavernous hangar. Most gate control stations had a staff of dozens, and there were almost always several ships waiting to depart a particular system. Even at a small station like this one, there should have been someone to meet them. Aside from a seemingly normal collection of shipping crates and automated pallet systems, though, the hangar was deserted. Jessica tapped her earpiece casually as she tucked her hair behind her left ear. 
 
    “Lucille, tap into whatever networks you can. Something’s not right.” 
 
    <<Agreed. Even during low traffic density periods, this station should have regular staffing. It appears the gate is in manual shutdown. Standby as I tap the—Alert! Alert! Security systems report five armed MinSha entering the main corridor from a secondary tube. They’ll reach the hangar in twenty seconds. You should return to the ship.>> 
 
    Jessica stared into the darkened, hexagonally-shaped main corridor and stopped abruptly. A ragged beige shipping container sat three meters to her right. It would provide adequate cover and concealment. Moving silently, she reached the container and pressed against the corner about a half-meter from the edge. Taking a fight away from the ship was prudent, but she’d have to rely on Lucille to be her ears and eyes. 
 
    “Lucille?” 
 
    <<Confirmed five MinSha. They are armed and entering the hangar area now. Two have moved left toward the yacht. Three are moving in your direction.>> 
 
    Jessica frowned and whispered, “Alert the crew and tell them to defend themselves accordingly.” 
 
    <<The crew is armed and standing by to repel boarders.>> Lucille replied. <<The three on your side of the hangar are spreading out. Two are approaching the far end of your container. They appear to be synchronizing their movements silently through radio transmissions.>> 
 
    Jessica looked at the far end of the container which was thirty meters long and three high. A ladder built for MinSha ran up the side of the container about a meter from her left shoulder. Inspiration struck. She moved quickly to the ladder and climbed it slowly. At the top, she slunk onto the container’s roof and pressed her abdomen hard into the elSha manufactured steel. “Can they see me?” 
 
    <<Negative. I calculate an 81.2 percent chance you’re intending to get behind the two MinSha, as they are the greater threat. They will not be able to see you until they are close to the end of the container.>> 
 
    Jessica smirked. Lucille was damned good. “Tell me when to move.” 
 
    <<Silence will be critical, Jessica.>> 
 
    “When can I move?” Jessica whispered. 
 
    <<Ten seconds. The lone MinSha is waiting at the close end of the container. I believe they intend to trap you.>> 
 
    <<Wait.>> 
 
    <<Wait.>> 
 
    So, do I. Jessica counted down from ten to one and was already on her knees and moving toward the far end when Lucille chimed. <<They are preparing to attack. Go now.>> 
 
    Jessica stood and crept forward, her toes lightly pressing on the container. As she moved, laser fire from the yacht’s open troop door crackled through the hangar. Echoes of the sound covered the last of her movement. Jessica drew her pistol and leaned over the edge. The MinSha had moved from the end of the container to the side where she’d been standing a moment before. She raised her pistol, centered the sight on the closest MinSha’s head and squeezed the trigger. As the beam cut through the insectoid’s brain and eyes, Jessica quickly re-centered the pistol on the second MinSha. The large female brought up her own laser rifle, but the stock never touched her carapace as Jessica fired two quick shots. Chest casing smoking, the second MinSha collapsed to the deck. Jessica spun back toward her original position expecting to see the third MinSha on the attack. When it didn’t come, Jessica knelt on the container’s roof and listened. A faint scraping noise to her left, below the edge of the container’s roof, set her in motion.  
 
    <<The remaining MinSha is moving to the opposite end of the container.>> 
 
    Jessica ran for the far end of the container and the ladder. A few meters away from the ladder’s top rung, Jessica slid just as she’d slid into third base as a little league baseball player. Her left hand caught the rung, and she pulled her body over the edge.  
 
    Shoulder straining against her momentum, Jessica held tightly and swung her legs in a vicious, blind arc. At the exact moment the charging MinSha came into view, her feet slammed into the alien’s chest and knocked the female alien to the floor. Jessica’s momentum stopped, and she quickly placed a foot on the ladder for leverage, then dropped the remaining two meters to the hanger deck. She landed lightly on the balls of her feet, took two steps toward the fallen MinSha, then stared down the length of her pistol’s barrel at the stunned soldier. 
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    The mantis-like alien’s head lolled loosely on its spindly neck. “Does it matter, Human?” 
 
    “It matters to my guild.” Jessica shuffled a step forward. “Drehnayl, right? She’s the one who left you here to clean up things?” 
 
    The MinSha chittered. “No, Peacemaker. It is my general who is cleaning up things. What we began here on that gods-forsaken planet will continue unstopped by you or your precious guild. We are removing the scourge of humanity from—” 
 
    Jessica squeezed the trigger and put the MinSha down. In the sudden silence, Jessica whirled to check the yacht, only to see the two Pendal pilots, each carrying two rifles in their four arms, securing it. Two dead MinSha lay near the yacht’s main engine cluster.  
 
    At least they’re as good as Dreel said.  
 
    Jessica shouted, “I’m going inside.” 
 
    The command pilot nodded but said nothing else. They would protect the ship, and that was fine with Jessica. Even the darkened bays and passages didn’t fill her with fear. She’d taken on three MinSha single-handedly and was barely breathing hard. Her left hand and shoulder hurt, but it wasn’t anything CASPer candy wouldn’t fix. Anything else in the station was going to have to deal with her. And, she had a secret weapon. “Lucille, get the lights on—every last one of them.” 
 
    <<Interfacing command systems now. Initial attempt declined. Starting secondary access procedure.>> 
 
    Jessica’s brow furrowed. Secondary access procedure? That’s new. She attributed the change to Tara’s system upgrades and Lucille’s voracious ability to learn and adapt. No sooner had she done so, then the main hangar lights kicked on, followed by the passageway lights. As her eyes adjusted to the light, Jessica gasped and clenched her jaw in anger and revulsion. In the previously darkened corners of the immense hangar were bodies—mainly Human, but some other species were mixed in. Blood stains and claw marks from many types of aliens marked the walls of the main passage. Laser bolt holes and scorch marks told a tale of sheer panic and a ritualistic execution by the MinSha. They had spared nothing. Jessica jogged into the main passageway. “Lucille? Where is the gate master’s office?”  
 
    <<Immediate right turn into Passageway Bravo. There is a ramp three hundred meters away. Go up three levels. The gate master’s office is immediately across from the top of the ramp.>> 
 
    Jessica ran for the first time in more than a week. Her legs warmed to the exercise quickly, and, given the benefits of the minimal gravity of the gate control station, she bounced down the passageway in seconds without feeling taxed. She bounded up the ramp, holding onto the middle of three handrails installed for the differing species of gate clientele to use. The spiraling ramp rose from the more industrial levels to the crew lodging facilities and work spaces and finally to the upper concourse. From the simple, utilitarian design of everything on the levels below, the gilded fixtures and richly-appointed furnishings on the top level almost stopped Jessica in her tracks. Gate masters were known to be greedy, and many profited heavily from the emergencies—whether real or feigned—created by life in the galaxy. A simple transit cost a few thousand credits but moving to the front of the departure queue came with a fee, as did a myriad of other services including the Cartography Guild’s greatest secret—that hyperspace travel didn’t have to be limited to 170 hours. That particular news, in the lone classified briefing she’d attended at Peacemaker U, shocked no one in her class except Jessica. There were, as Captain Dreel once said, “many things ordinary Humans weren’t ready to know.” Jessica knew it was the truth. 
 
    <<The outer doors of the gate master’s office are locked with a Cryon Systems Level 3 encryption.>> 
 
    “Break it, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. Sensors indicate only one life form inside the office complex—a Sumatozou whose body signature matches the gate master’s.>> There was a three-second pause. <<Outer lock disengaged.>> 
 
    The gate master’s outer office door, a heavy three-meter rectangle of glass, steel, and gold, swung open. The inner office was easily larger than a small domicile and contained a waiting area filled with mangled furniture and the detritus of a major riot. There were three inner doors.  
 
    “Which door, Lucille?” 
 
    <<The far left. I calculate a greater than eighty percent probability the remaining Sumatozou is armed and prepared to defend itself to the death. It appears one has already died.>> 
 
    Jessica walked through the ruined waiting area, dodging overturned sofas, chairs, and the body of the deputy gate master, and stopped at the heavy door. She put her right hand on the holstered pistol but did not draw the weapon. With her left hand, she reached up and thumped her fist against the door as hard as she could. The resounding sound was loud enough, she believed, to be heard on the far side, but there was no response. 
 
    She took a breath and pressed her face close to the door without touching it. “This is Peacemaker Jessica Francis. Open this door immediately on the grounds of official investigation. You have my flight plan, designated sensitive, in your gate’s log. I’m asking you to comply with my orders.” 
 
    A tiny loudspeaker she hadn’t noticed along the door’s jamb clicked to life. “I...I gave you all the information I had. Please...you agreed to spare me.” 
 
    “Gate Master Ree’chella? This is Peacemaker Jessica Francis.” She enunciated each word carefully but did not raise her voice. It was easy to spook the timid pachyderm-like aliens who tended the gates, and when rattled, they required extra time and care to return to their duties.  
 
    There was no response, so Jessica repeated herself, a little slower and softer. “Gate Master Ree’chella, this is Peacemaker Jessica Francis. I am not here to harm you. I am here to gather information about who did this to you and your station. They sterilized the Human-settled planet of New Persia, and they jumped through your gate. I need to know who they were and where they are headed.” 
 
    “Please...leave me alone.” 
 
    Jessica thumped her fist against the door. “Gate Master Ree’chella, this is Peacemaker Jessica Francis! Open this door, under the provisions of Galactic Code, Section 112, Paragraph 6, Sub-paragraph B, which states, ‘A gate master is required to follow the orders of a Peacemaker in the performance of their duties,’ or I will find a way through this door and report you to your guild for obstruction of a Peacemaker investigation. You have thirty seconds to comply with my request.” 
 
    <<I have established a connection to the gate master’s server.>> 
 
    Jessica lowered her voice. “Burn it down in thirty seconds, Lucille. I’ve had about enough of this shit.”“ 
 
    <<Acknowledged, twenty-four seconds and counting.>> 
 
    Jessica withdrew her pistol, ensured it was properly charged, and kept the weapon on safe. She tapped her wrist slate and connected to the gate’s master information display. The hyperspace gate was charged and ready. There was a chance it was programmed to the destination for the five MinSha who’d tried to attack them in the hangar bay.  
 
    “Lucille, hold the gate and don’t let anything through.” 
 
    <<There is no viable ship traffic within fifty million miles of the gate, Peacemaker. Ten seconds.>> 
 
    Jessica counted down the seconds in her head. At two, the inner office door clicked. Tiny lights in the jamb shifted from red to green. She put her weight against the heavy door, and it swung open on perfectly-balanced hinges. The gate master’s office was dark, but enough starlight and reflection from the nearest gas giant filled the room for her to see the gate master cowering on his knees behind his desk. Jessica flexed her fingers on the pistol and silently disengaged the safety, making the weapon ready to fire. 
 
    “Gate Master Ree’chella?” 
 
    The dark, hulking figure behind the desk shifted slightly. “There is no one with you?” 
 
    “You mean the five MinSha warriors who ambushed me and my ship?” Jessica replied. “We put them down. Why don’t you come out from behind your desk and level with me?” 
 
    “The MinSha are dead? You killed them?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “You are safe, Gate Master. I need to know where their friends are headed.” 
 
    “I cannot tell you,” Ree’chella whispered. “They will kill me if I tell.” 
 
    “There’s no one on this station but you and me, Gate Master.”  
 
    Ree’chella winced. “I have the finest security systems on this gate control station, Peacemaker. There is another being here, a Depik, and it will ensure I die here.” 
 
    Jessica nodded to avoid showing her surprise. The Depiks were the deadliest assassins in the galaxy. She’d never seen one in person, and a certain part of her didn’t want to. A Depik assassination attempt was another action she had no control over. If there really was a Depik on the station, though, Ree’chella should already be dead. That he wasn’t meant his mental state was deteriorating at a fierce pace or he’d seen something, real or imagined, and the stress drove him to the edge of madness. Either way, Jessica didn’t believe him. “Ree’chella, I need General Drehnayl’s flight plan, and you’re going to hand it over to me. If you do not, I am prepared to take it.” 
 
    The gate master’s shadow sagged. She saw the silhouette of a thick hand rise and gesture to a table to her right. “See there? That is a master key to the gate system—part of our codex. It contains data about all the filed transits from this gate in the last six months. You can review it if you choose, but General Drehnayl’s information will not be there. They forced me to expunge the records. I have no idea where they went. For all I know, they may not even have gone to where they filed. I’m sure you know I have no control over their destination; I just get them into hyperspace.” He sighed. “I should have reported them on arrival, Peacemaker, but I did not. When I did report them, they sent a frigate to the station and executed every Human they could find. The rest of my staff and technical crew abandoned the station. In my shame, I have not called for assistance. I am grateful you are here, but I am afraid there is nothing more I can do.” 
 
    Jessica shuffled to her right, keeping her eyes on the gate master, and picked up a small purple bag. The cloth was soft and supple and had a drawstring at the top. She recognized it as a bag for a Crown Royal whiskey bottle and nearly laughed out loud. Inside, she felt a data packet the size of a deck of playing cards. Pocketing the bag in her combat jacket, Jessica said softly, “I’ll be taking this as evidence.” 
 
    “My Guild will strenuously protest,” Ree’Chella said. His voice was soft and detached as if he no longer cared. “A master key is prohibited from falling into any other hands, Peacemaker. With it, you can go anywhere in the galaxy.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t Drehnayl’s team take it?” 
 
    “They were less observant than you,” Ree’Chella said. “I’m afraid there is nothing more I can do for you, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “Actually, there is something you can do, Gate Master. In this region, there is a MinSha system with a MinSha queen who oversees all the activity of their species. You’re going to show me how to use the key and how to jump faster than 170 hours.” She paused and decided to take a chance. “We know you can do so.” 
 
    Ree’chella stiffened. “How do you know?” 
 
    The rumors are true! 
 
    “The Peacemaker Guild has learned a great deal about the inner workings and hidden mechanisms of the galaxy in the last few hundred years. We’ve known for some time. How fast can you get me to the MinSha world?” 
 
    Ree’chella nodded, then stood and clumped forward. His massive, grey-toned frame towered over Jessica, but his normally bright marking colors were muted. “The nearest MinSha world is Zeha in the Ares Minor system. I can get you there in five days, Peacemaker. As for the key, simply connect it to your navigation computer, and it will establish a connection with the gate. It will only work once for you, though.” 
 
    It would have to do. The faster Jessica could get off the station and back in pursuit, the better. “Prepare the gate. My thrust core will depart as soon as my yacht returns from the hangar bay.” 
 
    Ree’chella sighed. “It will be done. I am sorry, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica nodded and said nothing. As she spun on her heel and walked out of the office, she brought up the pistol in her right hand and blasted the door’s main control unit. Ree’chella yelped behind her. Jessica looked over her shoulder. “A report might not have saved New Persia, but the blood from every Human and alien killed in Drehnayl’s path soaks your trunk, Ree’chella. If a Depik has come for you, nothing will stop them now.” 
 
    “That’s murder!” 
 
    Jessica froze and turned around to face the massive gate master. “That’s justice, Gate Master. The same kind you should’ve applied the moment you saw who it was and what their intentions were, regardless of the credits they paid you. They left soldiers here to clean up anyone looking for answers, and you did nothing. You’ve broken no laws, but you’ve failed in your duty as a citizen and a gate master. You put profit over life—Human or not! Whatever happens next is between you and the universe.” 
 
    She walked away from the office, leaving the gate master blubbering into his massive hands. Inaction was the greatest regret of all. In the outer office, Jessica stepped around a table and froze. The table sat upright, but when she walked into the room it had rested on one side. On the closest corner of the table was a small, bright red paw print. An icy rivulet of fear raced down her spine. Jessica knew exactly what creature left it and that it had watched her walk from the hangar to the gate master’s office.  
 
    There really is a Depik here. 
 
    Wherever the hunter was, it could have already killed her a dozen times, but it had not. Eliminating Ree’chella’s security door hardly seemed to be a favor worthy of such a gift, but Jessica wasn’t about to ask questions. Especially not of a Depik. Ree’chella’s mistake was likely not a simple lapse of duty, but something worthy of a Depik’s time and skill. She’d cleared a path for an assassin, and while it should have given her pause, Jessica knew the universe moved in strange ways, and while it wasn’t Human to do what she’d done, it was precisely what a Peacemaker should do.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Above Dresden 
 
    Aldrin System 
 
      
 
    Colonel Chee tightened the straps securing her frame to the console. She glanced over her Tri-V screens as Major General Drehnayl entered the command bridge. The larger female radiated power as she climbed past the collected MinSha officers and mounted her station. She glanced around at the crew and raised a foreclaw.  
 
    “Report, Colonel Nyalla.” 
 
    The operations officer replied immediately. “Nominal orbit achieved. There are five Human settlements on the planet. I have dispatched the Flulear to the southern hemisphere and the two settlements there. I expect little resistance from those colonies and their 450 combined residents. There are three settlements in the northern hemisphere, of which only one is a concern. Dresden City is a forward operating base for several mercenary companies who’ve pooled their resources to establish a protected perimeter. There are 5,000 Humans in the settlement and an unknown complement of weapons. There is no evidence of nuclear weapon use on this planet.” 
 
    Drehnayl nodded. “We will center our attack on Dresden City. What are the companies involved?”  
 
    Nyalla consulted her console for a moment. “There are elements of Gray’s Goblins, Lee’s Reapers, and a unit I believe is officially defunct—Lemieux’s Marauders. I estimate between these three elements, there are less than eight hundred combat soldiers present, General.” 
 
    Drehnayl looked at Chee. “Prepare all landing forces.” 
 
    Chee tapped her console. “Orders generated. Landing force will be ready to deploy in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Drehnayl turned her attention to a collection of advisors clustered around her command console. Chee looked at the Tri-V screens in front of her and watched the combat force icons appear on their dropships and slowly check in with their load and troop status.  
 
    Bing! 
 
    Chee saw a private window open on her console, below the upper edge, where only she could see it. She tapped the window to open it. 
 
    //This is a mistake.// 
 
    Chee cocked her head sideways for a moment and tried not to look up in surprise. She keyed her communications console and tapped slowly. //What is a mistake?// 
 
    //We do not have munitions for a sustained attack.// 
 
    Nyalla.  
 
    Chee looked across the consoles and saw the operations officer glance up at her, then back down at her console. A second later, more text appeared in the window. 
 
    //Should the Humans mount an adequate defense, our forces will retreat.// 
 
    Chee tapped a message. //And she knows this?// 
 
    //Yes.// 
 
    Then why would Drehnayl continue the attack? Chee sighed and tapped her screen again. //She has a different plan?// 
 
    //I believe so, but it has not been shared.// 
 
    The group of advisors clustered around Drehnayl laughed. Of the group, the smaller males representing the political officers of their home region laughed the loudest. Chee swallowed her discontent and looked at the status of the gathering combat forces. As she scrolled through the information, Chee noted Nyalla was correct in her assessment. Unless the first wave succeeded spectacularly, any Human defense would stall the attack. Attrition favored the Humans. Without ammunition, it was anyone’s guess how Drehnayl would continue the attack. It did not appear the general was worried. Relaxed at her console, Drehnayl didn’t appear concerned about the situation. She seemed to be looking beyond the coming conflict. Even the dullest male drones of the species knew short-sightedness of such caliber spelled disaster. 
 
    Chee wiped away the private communication and keyed a message request to Drehnayl. The general glanced at her console and stared holes through Chee. “What is it, Chee?” 
 
    “General, we are seventy-five percent combat loaded. I am concerned several dropships are fuel deficient and ammunition stores from ground forces appear to be just above minimums for attack.” 
 
    Drehnayl waved a foreclaw. “I am aware of this, Chee. Continue preparations for attack.” 
 
    “But, General,” Chee blurted and an overwhelming silence fell around her. “Should the Humans put up a defense, which their very location and structures indicate they will, our forces could stall. Attrition isn’t our friend.” 
 
    Drehnayl leaned on one arm of her console and stared at Chee. “I do not care about attrition, Colonel. We are to remove humanity from the rim worlds. I will use every soldier and weapon in our stores to do so.” 
 
    “If we—” 
 
    “Enough!” Drehnayl screeched. “Are our forces staged and ready, Colonel Nyalla?” 
 
    Nyalla looked up from her console. “They are, General.” 
 
    “Commit them,” Drehnayl ordered. “Our attack will not fail.” 
 
    “Launching forces. Time to assault is twenty-one minutes and forty seconds,” Nyalla replied. She looked up and met Chee’s eyes, then looked down at her console. “Reconnaissance elements are on station. Relays are in place and visual feeds are online.” 
 
    “Command windows open.” 
 
    On all the Tri-V consoles, a large central window opened and relayed a view of the surface. Dresden appeared to be everything New Persia was not. Instead of the wide-open desert of their last conquest, Dresden sat in a bowl between craggy, snow-covered peaks. On one side of the settlement lay a starport with two active pads and a large multi-hangar complex. The rest of the settlement was separated from the starport by a blue lake of a color unlike any Chee had ever seen. Around the entire settlement were concrete walls with the twisted wire Humans called concertina atop it. There appeared to be weapons pylons built into the fencing at two-hundred-meter intervals. The pylons were inactive and ballistic shields remained in place. Whatever munitions the Humans fielded were unknown. Chee focused on the feed for several minutes trying to gain additional intelligence about Dresden.  
 
    The multi-hangar complex drew her eyes, and what she saw seemed to confirm her worst fears. At least twenty Human tanks sat in a line with their gun tubes covered and prepared for transport. There was nothing to suggest the vehicles weren’t ready for operations. Across from them, stored in combat racks, were sixteen Combat Assault Suit, Personal mechs which also appeared ready to operate. Behind those racks, however, were more than a hundred mechs in various stages of repair. Whatever rested inside the hangars, if anything, scared Chee. 
 
    Nyalla must have had the same thought. “Moving the imagery to multi-spectral. We need more information on those buildings.” 
 
    Chee nodded at the communications officer who transmitted the message. A few seconds later, the image changed, and Chee gasped. The hangars appeared to be full of CASPers and tanks surrounded by technicians and soldiers. “We have to assume they will mount a considerable defense, General.” 
 
    Drehnayl appeared to be paying attention to the situation at last. “Main assault force at the starport. Dispatch the Flulear and bombard from altitude. It worked well on New Persia.” 
 
    Someone else did so with nuclear weapons, but you haven’t given that a second thought. 
 
    Chee shook off the thought as Nyalla relayed the orders to the committed forces. On her screen, Chee watched the descending dropships cross the horizon. The quiet base below the reconnaissance team came to life almost instantly. Before Chee’s eyes, they manned the tanks and rolled toward the landing ships on the starport’s perimeter. CASPers rose up and ran into the fray. Out of the hangars, ducted fan flying machines raced into the daylight. 
 
    “Forward units taking fire!” Chee saw Nyalla press her face closer to the Tri-V display. “All units engaged!” 
 
    Chee watched her status displays change quickly. The Humans on Dresden were not putting up a structured defense. They were on the attack and casualties would be catastrophic. “Counterattack reported at two locations. Human tanks are cutting a swath through our forward lines.” 
 
    Static filled the consoles as the reconnaissance feed ended abruptly.  
 
    “Contact lost with recon team,” Nyalla said.  
 
    Drehnayl snarled. “Recall all forces to the dropships immediately. As soon as they are clear of the objective, boost the Shendil-ya toward the gate. Our cruisers will eliminate the Human threat from orbit.” 
 
    Chee stiffened. “General, that’s illegal under the—” 
 
    “It is, Colonel Chee, but our mission is also illegal under those same regulations. Those rules do not apply to Humans. They are a pestilence on this union, and we will eliminate them.” Drehnayl looked in the direction of the navigation section. “Contact the gate and set our course for Chitaa. We require provisions and additional soldiers. Colonel Nyalla? I want a new target list on my slate within the hour. We will only use ground forces in situations where the numerical and technological advantage is ours. In all others, we will smite them from the sky.” 
 
    Nyalla acknowledged the order but Chee remained silent. Drehnayl looked her way with an ominous stare. 
 
    “Colonel Chee?” 
 
    Oh gods. Chee nodded, “Yes, General?” 
 
    “Your assessment was wise, and our soldiers have you to thank for their survival,” Drehnayl’s antennae stood rigid on her head. “But, for the sake of your miserable life, do not ever disagree with me publicly again. Is that clear?” 
 
    Chee touched a claw to her carapace in salute. “I meant no disrespect, General.” 
 
    “What you meant, Colonel, is abundantly clear to me. Undermining my plans for your own personal gain is ill advised.” 
 
    Chee took a slow breath. “I meant no disrespect, General,” she repeated. 
 
    “Very well,” Drehnayl replied, but Chee knew better than to assume the matter was closed. A half second later, a new private window appeared on her console. 
 
    //We must talk.// 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zeha 
 
    Ares Minor System 
 
      
 
    The yacht settled to the tarmac effortlessly, allowing Jessica the luxury of standing at the door and watching through the head-sized porthole. Zeha seemed like any other planet, but as the ship slowed for landing, her first thought was the pilots were landing in a large crater. As far as she could see, there was a clear rim of higher ground towering above thick deciduous forests, not entirely unlike Weqq. Jessica unconsciously flexed her previously-injured leg as her mind flashed through the events of the previous mission. Barely six weeks had passed, and while some of the memories were as fresh as ten minutes before, others seemed to be years in the past. Leaning against the door like a child staring at their first snowfall, Jessica wondered if life as a Peacemaker would continue to follow the same pattern. Running missions where her life was in the balance, surrounded by new and life-long friends who understood and shared the same experiences, followed by periods of doubt and an almost paralyzing return to the normal world, almost seemed too much to bear. Yet, it was precisely what she expected of the Peacemaker life. She wasn’t much more than a mercenary taking missions for credits, but she’d been drawn to the ideals of justice and truth, despite their constantly placing her in harm’s way. 
 
    With a rush of warm, humid air, the outer hatch slid upward. The planet smelled like loam, rich and earthy, and there was the distinctive smell of petrichor as rain threatened from heavy gray clouds overhead. After spending most of two weeks aboard a spacecraft in hyperspace, it was a welcome smell. Jessica climbed down the yacht’s integrated ladder to the damp tarmac and breathed the smells in deeply. There was a little less oxygen content to the air than on Earth, but it was in the breathable range for a Human, and she wouldn’t be on the planet long enough, she hoped, to develop any side effects. A delegation of MinSha emerged from a building she instantly considered to be Base Operations. As they formed a group of politicians and leader castes, Jessica spotted a familiar face in the crowd, something she’d never thought possible given the insectoid characteristics of the MinSha. Yet, she recognized the face of a friend who had all too recently been in combat by her side. 
 
    Jessica walked quickly toward the hesitant group, her eyes on the familiar face. The MinSha looked up and met her eyes. With his antennae waggling in excitement, the young male broke from the slow-moving pack and bounded toward her. Jessica grinned and waved, “Tirr!” 
 
    They met and embraced in a strange, wonderful celebration of their friendship which caught every MinSha by complete and horrified surprise. MinSha did not embrace each other except in the death throes of a fertile male drone, and while it was commonplace for Humans to display affection in such a manner, a MinSha officer doing so with a Human caused a murmur of disbelief to ripple through the crowd. 
 
    Jessica stepped back. “Aren’t you supposed to be on Weqq? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” Tirr’s antennae bounced happily. “After Weqq, I was recognized for gallantry and sent here to command Queen Taal’s guard.” 
 
    She noticed the rank pinned to his chiton on the left side of his chest and a white ribbon holding a blue diamond pendant on the other side. “Lieutenant Colonel? And, the Queen’s Crown? I can’t say I’m surprised. Congratulations, Tirr.” 
 
    “And you, Lieutenant Francis.” Tirr bowed his head theatrically. “There is a delegation of political aides who would like to meet you. When they’ve bored you with pleasantries, I am to take you to the queen.” 
 
    Jessica frowned. “You know I’m not fond of politicians, regardless of their species.” 
 
    “I believe the Human phrase is something along the lines of ‘duty calls,’ isn’t it?” 
 
    She snorted and smiled at her friend. “There is that.” 
 
    Jessica put a hand on Tirr’s upper left arm as she stepped around him to greet the seven-member political delegation. There were three males and four much larger females, all wearing the political directorate’s brooch on their chiton. Jessica walked toward them and stopped two paces away. She bowed her chin solemnly and looked up at them as they returned the gesture. One of the females, the elder statesman of the group, opened her mouth to speak, but Jessica beat her to the punch. 
 
    “Honored Delegates,” she said. “I am Lieutenant Jessica Francis of the Peacemaker Guild. Thank you for your official welcome. As much as I wish we could take time to entertain the intricacies and requirements of such a visit, regretfully I must refrain. I am in the conduct of an investigation, and I have need of information critical to the punishment of a crime.” 
 
    “Peacemaker Francis, this is highly irregular,” the older MinSha stammered in her shock. “A Peacemaker conducting an investigation on a MinSha regional capital world is—” 
 
    “Protected under Article 12, Section 201 of the Peacemaker Code and ratified by the Galactic Code in the same section and article. That provision has been in place for more than two thousand and twelve years.” Jessica smiled politely. “I will ensure Guild Master Rsach learns of your hospitality and good faith toward my mission. Given the circumstances, I would imagine he would entertain an official visit soon.” 
 
    The politicians chittered happily. Jessica heard Lucille chime in her ear. <<We are under immediate surveillance by a weapons team. I cannot locate them, but they are transmitting on a frequency in the clear. Lieutenant Colonel Tirr is monitoring their channel but has not communicated with them in any way I can detect.>> 
 
    Of course, he’s monitoring the situation. He’s the commander of the Queen’s Guard, and I’m a Human. Never mind that I’m a Peacemaker. A Human on a MinSha capital planet may have only happened a few times in history.  
 
    No pressure, Jess. 
 
    Tirr stepped forward. “If you’ll excuse the Peacemaker? Her presence is required in the queen’s chambers immediately.” 
 
    The collected group of delegates bowed their long necks and Jessica returned the formal bow with a nod of her head. A Peacemaker bowed to no one, but they respected all species until they became a threat. As much as she disliked politicians, there was nothing about their demeanor or posture suggesting a threat, but Jessica kept her eyes open throughout the gesture. Within a few seconds, the delegates moved away as one and left her and Tirr standing alone on the tarmac.  
 
    Jessica turned to Tirr. “You have a weapons team watching me?” 
 
    Tirr laughed. “Hello, Lucille.” 
 
    <<I believe his answer constitutes an affirmative response.>> 
 
    “She says hello,” Jessica replied. “Was it your idea?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tirr said. “While I do not believe you are a threat, the vast majority of MinSha remain distrustful of Humans, despite what you did on Weqq.” 
 
    Tirr began walking, and Jessica fell into step beside him. “You’re aware the Mercenary Guild has positioned a fleet above Earth?” Tirr asked. 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I scanned the intelligence packets we downloaded from gate control once we emerged. Peepo has made a catastrophic mistake, Tirr.” 
 
    “I am inclined to agree, Jessica; however, our queens have decided to support the Mercenary Guild. You’re well aware our females control the guild and our branches of government. Several of them are directly related to Chinayl and her clutch-sister Drehnayl, whom I believe you are trying to find?” 
 
    Jessica looked down at the hardscrabble surface under their feet as she kept pace. “Did you know or was it an educated guess?” 
 
    “MinSha don’t guess,” Tirr said. “Our hive knows your guild dispatched you to investigate Drehnayl. We are also aware nuclear weapons were used on New Persia. I imagine your guild made it seem like there was considerable secrecy about your mission?” 
 
    “They did.” Jessica nodded. “But they wanted the MinSha to know I was coming.” 
 
    “Because of Weqq,” Tirr said. “As I said before, the MinSha are leery of Humans, but you are a curiosity to them, Jessica. A Human who risked everything, including personal harm, to save MinSha? And a Human who brought the TriRusk back into the Union? You’ve done more in their eyes than any Human ever, and Queen Taal wants to meet you.” 
 
    “But her alliance is with the Mercenary Guild?” 
 
    Tirr nodded, and there was a glint in his eyes she hadn’t seen before. “For now. If there’s anyone who can change that equation, it’s you, Jessica. There are already over a hundred MinSha in the galaxy who sing your praises. Certainly, you out of all Humans can impress a queen.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Zeha 
 
    Ares Minor System 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not!” Queen Taal shot from her throne and screeched down at Jessica. The MinSha queen dwarfed her, and Jessica made a conscious decision to hold her ground. Keeping her arms crossed in front of her, Jessica stared impassively up at the enraged queen. “How do you know it was Drehnayl and MinSha forces, Peacemaker? Where is your evidence?” 
 
    Jessica slowly uncrossed her arms and reached into the upper pocket of the bandolier slung over her right shoulder. Without taking her eyes off Taal, she withdrew the laser weapon’s processor chip. “I pulled this from a MinSha officer’s pistol, which I also have as evidence. I found the pistol hidden under the body of a Human girl who was barely ten years old. A child. A child MinSha warriors shot at least three times with high-powered laser rifles. I have all the proof I need.” 
 
    Queen Taal studied the chip in Jessica’s hand for a long moment before folding herself back into her large throne. To Jessica’s right, Keshell and Tirr appeared to breathe for the first time in several minutes. Jessica kept her eyes focused on Taal as per custom. To look away from a MinSha queen, unless given the equivalent of high privilege, was a sign of disrespect…and it was punishable by death. For Jessica, it was a stare down she ultimately succeeded in winning as Taal looked down and then at Tirr. 
 
    “Is the evidence authentic, Colonel Tirr?” 
 
    “Yes, Queen Taal,” Tirr said. “The weapon’s last charge took place on the Shendil-ya.” 
 
    “I see.” Taal looked back at Jessica. “You said there were no survivors?” 
 
    “I said the planet was sterilized,” Jessica said. “The northern hemisphere was decimated by nuclear weapons. Multiple detonations. The only Human settlement to escape that bombardment was also sterilized. There were no survivors, and many were executed at close range. They killed innocents who could barely defend themselves, Honored Queen Taal. There was nothing honorable in the actions of the executioners.” 
 
    Keshell spoke. “The Mercenary Guild has a valid contract with Lieutenant General Chinayl’s forces, of which Major General Drehnayl is a part. I believe that contract allows for such an attack, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “The same way a Human company could have slaughtered your classified research station on Weqq?” Jessica asked without looking in Keshell’s direction. She wanted to see the aide’s reaction, but kept her eyes fixed on Taal who appeared to sink into her throne a fraction. 
 
    “A lawful contract is—” 
 
    Jessica interrupted the aide. “A lawful contract is not meant to guarantee the murder of innocents. It’s not meant to apply to the genocide of an entire race. A lawful contract is only as good as the conflict it is designed to end, and humanity is not something you have the right, or the power, to completely end!” 
 
    At the rise in volume, the two members of the Queen’s Guard on either side of the throne stepped forward five paces with their combat staves at the MinSha approximation of port arms. They were less than three meters from Jessica. She did not flinch, nor take her eyes from Taal. Arms still crossed, Jessica relaxed her posture as much as she could. 
 
    “You dare speak to me in such a manner, Peacemaker?” Taal demanded. 
 
    Jessica nodded. “If you would dare to support those wanting genocide? Then, yes, Honored Queen, I would presume to speak to you in that manner. You have—” 
 
    The guard to the Queen’s left stepped forward and swung the staff at Jessica’s head, but she was already moving down and away.  
 
    “Stop!” Tirr ordered, but the immense guard stomped forward slicing the air with the staff as Jessica dove past the attack and rolled quickly to a standing position. In the blink of an eye, she noticed a thin gap between the sections of the MinSha’s armor. Jessica came up with her pistol and fired a single shot into the space in the guard’s carapace. The low-powered burst caused the guard’s legs to collapse, and the female warrior crumpled to the ground clutching the wound, then she lay still. Though the wound was not fatal by any means, the burn gave off a putrid odor Jessica remembered from Weqq and countless missions as a mercenary. At the very least, she had their attention. 
 
    “That’s enough!” Tirr cried and stepped forward to block Jessica. He’d done so to protect the other guard, not the Queen. He knew Jessica wasn’t careless or stupid.  
 
    Jessica stood slowly, her pistol pointing at the floor, her eyes on the other guard behind Tirr. The guard lowered its staff and stepped back to its position by the throne. Arms at her sides, Jessica fought the urge to ball up her fists in rage. As good and righteous as it felt to put the MinSha guard on her ass, the action really cramped Jessica’s attempt to gain useful intelligence. She holstered her pistol and looked up into the compound eyes of the MinSha queen. 
 
    Your move, bitch. 
 
    <<I detect massive, but minute, vibrational fluctuations in the chamber. I believe the MinSha are conversing through their antennae and are highly agitated. Your pulse rate is much higher than normal, Jessica.>> 
 
    Tell me something I don’t know. 
 
    Keshell stepped forward. “Peacemaker Francis, your actions are—”  
 
    “Shut up,” Jessica said. “I’ve had about enough of your collected Oogar shit, okay? Honored Queen Taal, your guard obviously has some explaining to do.” 
 
    Taal chittered. “She believed you were about to attack based on your words.” 
 
    “And do you believe that?” 
 
    Taal didn’t speak, but Tirr did. “No, I do not. Your posture never changed despite your anger. There was no threat to the queen. You could have easily killed my guard, Jessica. Why didn’t you?” 
 
    Jessica realized Tirr had effectively neutralized the conversation and given her an immediate out based on her decision to stun the guard. “I’m willing to bet your guard is an informant to the Mercenary Guild and my proof Drehnayl is acting on orders from the Guild, specifically Lieutenant General Chinayl. You ought to be able to discern that for yourselves. Maybe then, Honored Queen, you’ll place your trust in others.” 
 
    For thirty seconds, Jessica only heard her heart thumping in her ears. Part of her expected the queen to vault down from the throne and rip her to shreds. Their reputations for violence and legendary volatility were the stuff of nightmares, but Queen Taal merely sat on her throne and stared at Jessica. When she spoke, there was an air of curiosity to her words. 
 
    “Why did you help the MinSha on Weqq?” Taal asked. “Colonel Tirr reports you were defending the compound from the wall like a drone warrior would have done. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jessica replied. 
 
    “I would know why, Peacemaker. Why would a Peacemaker defend one side in an armed conflict covered by a valid contract? Why would a Human put herself on that wall? Why did you fight your own species?” 
 
    What was unasked was the first thing that came to Jessica’s mind. “You mean why did I, a Human, side with the MinSha? Isn’t that what you’re asking? Because I would imagine you know the answers to the other questions. I stood on the wronged side because I am a Peacemaker. I put myself on your wall because I am a Peacemaker. I fought my own species because I am a Peacemaker. And, Honored Queen Taal, I stood up for your people because I am a Human. The guild you blindly support targeted your people for genocide. They singled them out for destruction as a mechanism to accelerate war with humanity. They needed help, and I was there to give what I could because I am a Peacemaker. But I am Human. Why can’t you see that as a strength instead of a weakness?” 
 
    The Queen reeled as if slapped. She looked from Jessica to Keshell and Tirr, then back to Jessica. Taal’s antennae vibrated in agitation, yet her body rested on the throne as if Jessica’s words had drained all energy from her limbs. 
 
    <<There are almost no vibrations in the room, Jessica. I believe you have made a statement to the queen.>> Lucille chimed. <<I advise you to remain on your guard in case she attacks you directly.>> 
 
    I’m not backing down, Lucille. Jessica knew Lucille couldn’t hear her, but being able to say it, even mentally to another being, helped steel her resolve.  
 
    Queen Taal wiped a foreclaw over the side of her face. “I can see, Peacemaker, that I was wrong about you. I can also see Lieutenant Colonel Tirr’s assessment was correct, up to a point.” 
 
    “May I ask what point that was?” Tirr asked. 
 
    Taal chuckled. “I believe your assessment did not give the Peacemaker enough credit. She is everything you said and something more.” 
 
    Jessica tilted her chin respectfully down but maintained eye contact. “Thank you, Honored Queen.” 
 
    Taal shifted on her throne and looked at Tirr. “You will have your guard questioned?” 
 
    “Immediately. Despite the Peacemaker’s non-lethal attack, it will be a few hours until she regains consciousness,” Tirr said. “I’m afraid that may take more time than the Peacemaker has and, in all honesty, it may have very little effect. The eyes of the Mercenary Guild are everywhere in a warrior culture such as ours, Honored Queen.” 
 
    Taal’s antennae waved in what Jessica believed was a show of thoughtfulness. She looked at Jessica. “Your presence facing a MinSha warrior was commendable.” 
 
    “It’s not my first time,” Jessica said.  
 
    Tirr chittered. “She took down one of my guards on Weqq without a weapon.” 
 
    Taal nodded, impressed. “I suspect that is not what you meant, Peacemaker?” 
 
    “No, Honored Queen. Like your warriors, I was once a mercenary with companies from Earth. I faced MinSha several times. Your people are deadly and efficient warriors,” Jessica paused as the words came to her in a flash of brilliance, “but they make much better allies.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Taal replied. “I am sorry, Peacemaker. The best intelligence I can give you is a tracking document we trade between regional hives. It shows the last 60 Earth days of major transits in and out of the individual systems. There will be some logistical support information you can glean as well, but as for real-time knowledge of Drehnayl’s whereabouts, we cannot say.” 
 
    “So, you believe me?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “Enough to give you what information I can. With analysis, you may find a pattern in the way the MinSha war fleet operates to find them,” Taal said.  
 
    Jessica nodded. “Thank you. I do, however, have a question for you.” 
 
    Taal made a circular gesture with her left foreclaw—its meaning clearly saying, “Go on.” 
 
    “Why help me now? A few minute ago, you defiantly said you would give me nothing.” 
 
    Taal stroked her chin with a foreclaw. “You walked into my chamber demanding answers just like a Human does. You made a claim with such vehemence I could not believe your boldness, and yet, you proved me wrong. You put down one of my guards with as little effort as I’ve seen from Enforcers in your Guild, yet you are no Enforcer in physical or mental attributes. You could have killed my guard and been justified in doing so, yet you stopped her with brutal force and incredible mercy. I have never seen anything like you, Peacemaker Francis. You give me hope for your species.” 
 
    Jessica felt her cheeks blush with the compliment. “Honored Queen, if your people would follow your lead and accept humanity, despite our faults and idiosyncrasies, I believe we could be incredible allies. But, that is not my job. I must find Major General Drehnayl and stop her from sterilizing the Human settlements. Your helpful presentation of evidence and offer of assistance will not go unnoticed or unreported. However, you can do more.” 
 
    Taal cocked her head to one side like a puppy from Jessica’s youth. “I do not get your meaning, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Not all Humans are like the bastards we stopped at Weqq. Most of them are good, dependable people, willing to do what’s right.” 
 
    “That’s it, isn’t it?” Taal sat upright on her throne. “Why you are a Peacemaker—the first Human one. You are willing to add your...compassion to a situation and stand up for it, aren’t you?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “It’s why I was on the wall at Weqq. It’s why I went back to the compound.” 
 
    “It’s why she saved my life,” Tirr responded. “That’s why she is my friend.” 
 
    Taal stood and pranced down the steps from her throne. She towered over Jessica, but her actions were not threatening. Jessica held her ground and did not move. For a long moment, Taal’s crimson eyes shone down without a shred of emotion. When she spoke, there was a difference in her voice that Jessica felt in the center of her chest. “I was wrong, Peacemaker Francis. I hope you will accept my apology.” 
 
    Jessica nodded formally. “Thank you, Honored Queen, I accept your apology. I would hope, though, that your interest in cooperation could spread to your knowledge of the inner workings of a MinSha combat fleet.” 
 
    “I will do that,” Keshell volunteered. “There are several potential targets they could strike next. I fear, though, Peacemaker, that they’ve already sterilized another Human settlement. There are reports coming through the GalNet of a catastrophic attack on Dresden in the Aldrin System.” 
 
    Jessica sucked in a quick, controlled breath. Dresden was a major maintenance station and home to one of her ex-husband’s forward operating bases. Marc Lemieux had promised her he was out of the mercenary business, but the soldiers, technicians, and their families at Dresden and a half dozen other combat refit and resupply points were clearly at risk.  
 
    <<Verified. I have tapped into GalNet and will put together a full intelligence briefing. It appears Drehnayl’s forces bombed the settlement from orbit after encountering more resistance than they’d anticipated. No nuclear weapons were used.>> 
 
    Jessica flinched. She’d forgotten Lucille was listening. No nukes are a good thing, but this means they’ll have no problem bombing other settlements from orbit, and there’s not a fucking thing I can do about it.  
 
    Except find them and stop them, Bulldog. 
 
    Jessica blinked and tried to get her father’s gruff voice out of her head. It was much harder than she wanted it to be. She looked up at Taal. “Your blanket support of Chinayl’s cause is wrong, and it is unjust. I need that target list.” 
 
    Taal looked at Keshell who nodded. “You’ll have it, Peacemaker. Is there anything else we can provide you? The soldiers under my immediate command are at your service.” 
 
    “I’ll need an escort to my ship. Your guard’s performance earlier means the Mercenary Guild is aware I’m here. There are likely others intent on harming me,” Jessica said. 
 
    “No harm will come to you, Peacemaker,” Taal replied. “To that end, I will dispatch my personal guard to escort you to your ship and ensure your safe and immediate passage through the gate.” 
 
    Jessica smiled and decided to push the queen harder. “Thank you, Honored Queen. I do have a request.” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    “I need Tirr.” Jessica pointed at her friend. “He is the finest MinSha officer I know and could provide me with the knowledge and insight I will undoubtedly need.” 
 
    Taal shook her wide, triangular head. “Absolutely not. I am sorry, Peacemaker. Tirr is the commander of my guard. He is bound to this appointment, and the only way he would be able to join you is to—” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Tirr said. “Resigning my post is easy compared to stopping an all-out war between Humans and the Mercenary Guild, Honored Queen. If such is my higher calling in this life, then so be it. As the commander of your personal guard, there is only so much further I can go, and I would rather be out there making a difference alongside my friend.” 
 
    “I have much to learn about this concept of friendship.” Taal chittered. “I would hope that one day, Peacemaker, you would consider me as much of a friend as Tirr.” 
 
    Jessica cocked her head to one side. “That will depend greatly upon you, Honored Queen. Your treatment of Humans and your willingness to look beyond your own species will pay greater dividends than our friendship. That said, I would be honored to have your friendship.” 
 
    Taal’s antennae waggled with pleasure. “You are a fascinating Human being, Lieutenant Francis.” 
 
    Jessica held up her palm to the queen. “The first step to friendship is familiarity. My given name is Jessica, and I would be honored if you would use it.” 
 
    “You are the first Human I would extend the honor of my own name to,” Taal said. “I hope you will use it, Jessica.” 
 
    Jessica smiled. “Well met, Taal. I hope we can become good friends. I believe our species would both be better served by it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Taal said as she swung her gaze to Tirr. “Be it known, Lieutenant Colonel Tirr, that I release you from command of my personal guard to perform a mission of critical importance to the region and to the MinSha. You are not withdrawn from the rolls, and you retain your rank and privileges accordingly. You are assigned to Peacemaker Francis for the duration of her mission. I believe she will need all the friends she has to find Major General Drehnayl and stop her war with humanity.” 
 
    “Thank you, Taal,” Jessica said. “Please forward all intelligence data you have to my ship. We must be going.” 
 
    <<Received. The MinSha are exceptionally prompt, Jessica.>> 
 
    “You shall have it, Jessica,” Taal replied. She placed a foreclaw on Jessica’s shoulder. “Good luck, my new friend. I believe the future of our galaxy depends on you. Don’t let it fall to entropy without a valiant effort. Lieutenant Colonel Tirr? You are a good and faithful soldier and much needed by your hive. Do not fail.” 
 
    Jessica glanced at Tirr then smiled at Taal. “We won’t, Honored Queen Taal. We won’t.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Bartertown Starport 
 
    Karma-IV  
 
      
 
    “You ready?” Vannix paused in the ship’s passageway and looked back at Rains. Her rat-like features curled in a strange approximation of a Human smile, but her eyes were cold and clinical. “You remember everything we’ve gone over?” 
 
    “How many times are you going to ask me that, Vannix? You’ve been on my ass since we emerged.” 
 
    Vannix rolled her eyes. “Making sure you’re ready to find Tara Mason is one thing, Jackson. It’s a completely different thing to be dragged kicking and screaming into the prison system on Karma. Humans haven’t fared well there. No one does.” 
 
    Rains nodded. “I get it, okay? I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “It’s not about being careful. You must handle yourself completely differently. Putting on a tough act is something you do well, but this is going to be quite a bit different than having me drag you out of a bar theatrically. Do you remember Professor F’hnela? What would she say?” 
 
    Rains snorted. One of the series of classes he’d had to endure at Peacemaker U amounted to acting classes which were covered under the guise of diplomacy and etiquette, but he knew what they really were at their core. Being a Peacemaker was more than being a uniformed officer. There were times a Peacemaker’s ability to act in a situation was far more important than their ability to fight. F’hnela was a MinSha Peacemaker and the lead instructor for the diplomacy classes; she’d laid down the law in their very first class. 
 
    “You are a Peacemaker, and every single situation you will ever encounter will challenge that definition. You must be prepared for any situation, even those requiring you to play a role that is not that of Peacemaker. Your ability to play a role, and to understand the motivations of the players involved, will save your life. If you’re in a diplomatic role, you are grace and professionalism personified, even to the most despicable enemies. If you’re in an intelligence-gathering situation, you are inquisitive and direct unless that situation places you in immediate danger. If that is the case, you must set aside your badge and your responsibilities. You must become those who you intend to learn about, which is dangerous. Some of you will like the fall.” 
 
    Rains grinned. “Don’t enjoy the fall, right?” 
 
    Vannix smiled broadly. “You can learn something after all.” 
 
    “Thanks, Vannix.” Rains frowned. “Your confidence in my ability is legendary.” 
 
    “Stop it.” Vannix shook her head, a smile threatening to cross her features. Her face suddenly became serious. “I’m worried about you.” 
 
    Her words caught him by surprise, and he knew his face showed it. “Why?” 
 
    “While I trust your abilities, I am concerned you could easily walk away.” 
 
    Rains shook his head. “I’m not going rogue.”  
 
    “You were already AWOL,” Vannix replied. “All it takes is the right motivation, and you’re history.” 
 
    “Less than one-tenth of a percent of all Peacemakers have gone rogue, Vannix.” Rains shook his head. “That’s not me.” 
 
    “And yet you believed the Guild did not have your best interests at heart, and you went AWOL.” Vannix stepped closer to him and put a hand on his right arm just above the elbow. “I believe you have a good heart.” 
 
    Rains looked down at the white-and-gold-furred Veetanho and smiled. “I try.” 
 
    She replied softly. “You have to do better than that, Jackson. Trying isn’t going to cut it when you’re down in the prison. Some of the inmates are especially vicious to Humans.” 
 
    “It’s only for three days. Less if I can get the information we need, right?” 
 
    Vannix nodded. “You’ll be under intense scrutiny from every security officer and every collection device in the prison. They’ll collect every conversation you have, every interaction you have, and every threat you face. They’ll be watching and ready to swoop in and pull you out at a moment’s notice. You remember the emergency word?” 
 
    “Orange.” Rains laughed. “Is this what you’re worried about? I can’t handle myself against the bad guys in the prison? I’m going to be fine.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. And what I’m concerned about most are the conversations we won’t able to hear, the ones your own weak conscience will have with you.” 
 
    Rains flushed. “You think I’m weak?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vannix sighed. Her other hand came up and caught his opposite arm. “I believe in you, Jackson, and I’m going to do my damnedest to make sure you do not fail, but ultimately that’s up to you. When you started the academy, you told me you weren’t sure what you wanted. After your commissioning, you ran from the Guild to garner attention. You desperately want someone to care about you, and that’s your problem. We do care about you. I care about you, and I don’t want you to turn away from what you can be just because you don’t know what you want to be.” 
 
    Rains blinked and felt a heaviness in his chest that hadn’t been there before. Thinking he’d never needed anyone was a fallacy. He’d lied to himself for years. He spoke, but his voice was thick with emotion. “I want to be a Peacemaker, Vannix.” 
 
    “I believe you, Jackson.” She raised up on her toes and kissed his cheek lightly. Her nose was cool and moist against his skin. “But you’re not ready for this mission.” 
 
    Rains shook his head as Vannix let go of his shoulders and stepped back. “The hell with that. I’m as ready as—” 
 
    He didn’t see Vannix’s foot until it caught him squarely in the mouth. A flash of white hot pain stabbed through his defiance. He staggered backward and put a hand to his face. On his tongue was the hot, coppery taste of blood. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    Vannix grinned at him. “You’re ready now. You’re mad at me, and you look like a suspected terrorist and murderer who tried to attack their arresting officer. Resisting arrest is always good for scars. Unless, of course, you want me to rough you up a little more?” 
 
    “Nah.” Rains relaxed his clenched fists and dabbed at his split lip. “I’m good.” 
 
    Vannix grabbed her wrist restraints and clacked them open. “Last chance to back out.” 
 
    Rains sighed and stuck out his arms. “I’m ready, Vannix.” 
 
    “I know you are, Peacemaker Rains.” She secured his wrists snugly with the restraints. With a smile, she patted his face and turned away. Vannix opened the transport’s external hatch and quickly stepped behind him. The stench of rotten cabbage filled the air. Vannix pushed him toward the hatch. The prison was deep underground and lit by harsh external lights that nearly blinded him. Outside, there were a half dozen Lumari guards carrying stunners staring up at him.  
 
    Here we— 
 
    Rains didn’t finish the thought before he flew out of the hatch, propelled by Vannix’s foot. He fell a meter and a half to the dark steel decking and skidded across it. Pain erupted from his elbows, knees, and the side of his head. Through the brief explosion of stars, he tried to bounce up to his feet. Vannix was there, and she hit him in the left side of the jaw with her fist. He crumpled to the floor. 
 
    “Get this piece of shit to Indoctrination,” Vannix growled. “And order a cleaning crew for my ship. That thing made it smell.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Indoctrination and Reception did what Rains hoped they would and made him mad. The various guards and staff in the room were all aliens. There wasn’t a Human in sight. As such, the officers treated him with the same disdain Vannix had. If they were all in on this operation, they played their roles to perfection. They were better at it than he was, and it finally made Rains angry. In that anger, he found his footing. By the time they took his clothes, forced him to change into dingy orange coveralls, and removed every personal effect, the sullen confusion had dissipated entirely. 
 
    “Get moving,” a Lumari guard rumbled and shoved him down a hallway to the initial holding area. Rains held back and dared the Lumari to push him again. When the shove came, Rains stumbled to his knees, then shot up full of pent-up rage. 
 
    “Hands off me, motherfucker! I will end your shit!” 
 
    The Lumari towered over him by a good half meter, making Rains look puny. “I recommend you shut your mouth before I damage it further. Learn your place.” 
 
    Rains huffed, and the Lumari shoved him hard in the shoulder, making him stumble down the passageway toward a series of steel doors marked Initial. The rage felt good, and he almost lost himself in it. With effort, he maintained his outward appearance while his mind calmed and analyzed his surroundings, exactly as F’hnela had taught.  
 
    So much for acting being total bullshit.  
 
    For the first time, he noticed there were other prisoners around them. They pushed brooms and hauled garbage, keeping their heads down. An Oogar replaced the trash receptacles and kept a keen eye on him. So did a Cochkala pushing a large garbage cart toward the massive elevators. There were more eyes on him than he realized, and it steeled his resolve to stay firmly in character. 
 
    The first metal door swung open, and the Lumari shoved him inside. Waiting for him was a MinSha Peacemaker with a very large rifle. She bore the rank of Chief of the Guard and was the only Peacemaker assigned to the detention facility, serving as the second in command to the warden. 
 
    “Are you finished being an asshole, Rains?” The female MinSha asked. Her enormous ruby eyes sparkled as she looked down on him.  
 
    “I’m just getting started,” Rains replied as clearly as he could. He thought he heard the Oogar chuckle, but Rains wasn’t sure. It could have been a grunt of exertion.  
 
    The Lumari shoved him inside, and the metal door shut behind them. Aside from the ever-present security cameras and listening devices, he was alone with the MinSha. “You’ve always been an asshole, Jackson Rains.” 
 
    Rains smirked. “If it isn’t Rehnah the Terrible.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you remember me.” The MinSha’s antennae waggled in amusement. 
 
    “Worst battle buddy I ever had.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Rehnah replied. “I sincerely hope you know what you’re doing, Rains.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.” Rains sighed. There was nothing else to say. As Rehnah, his roommate from his first year at Peacemaker U, opened the inner door to the prison, Rains felt a tremor in his knees. 
 
    What the fuck am I doing? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Approaching the Zeha Gate 
 
    Ares Minor System 
 
      
 
    Jessica and Tirr huddled in the yacht’s forward intelligence compartment, awaiting the thrust core’s transition to hyperspace. With the gate master’s codex at her fingertips, Jessica instructed Lucille to infiltrate the gate’s control architecture and get every shred of information she could regarding transits in the last six months. Combined with the tracking data provided by Taal, they might have enough data to establish a pattern for Drehnayl’s forces and their logistical movements. A combat force could not operate indefinitely. Food, fuel, and ammunition were the top needs for any operation, and unless Drehnayl’s fleet was much more robust than intelligence reports suggested, they would have to refit and resupply every sixty days at a minimum. Judging by the first reports of such a fleet and their initial mission at New Persia, they were halfway through that window. They’d be looking for a planet near the outer rim to purchase or take supplies from. 
 
    Once they boarded the thrust core, the Pendal flight crew presented Jessica with the latest intelligence from the attack on Dresden, and it confirmed her theory Drehnayl wasn’t taking supplies or plundering technology. Her aim was the simple destruction of Human colonies. That left only a few dozen planets that were sympathetic to the MinSha or tied to the Mercenary Guild. From those options, they could create a target list. There were dozens of factors to consider, but it came down to the planets that could supply Drehnayl with capable, ready forces, food and ammunition, and wouldn’t report their presence. They also ruled out the worlds with a dedicated Peacemaker presence. Once they took everything into account, fourteen worlds remained. The odds were not in their favor. 
 
    Lucille’s voice from the overhead speaker grabbed Jessica’s attention. <<I have input all tracking data and am unable to determine the exact flight plan for the Shendil-Ya. The last gate transition was four months ago near Luna.>> 
 
    That’s not surprising. Jessica blinked the thought away. Drehnayl was more than a simple executioner. She’d taken her fleet of ships on a tour of the Human-held worlds and gathered intelligence for the Mercenary Guild from the very beginning. “Are there any linkages to Drehnayl’s fleet that stand out, Lucille? Any aberrations or things beyond outer rim worlds inhabited by Humans and Earth?” 
 
    <<The fleet transited through the Araf stargate in the days after your mission there, Jessica.>> 
 
    “Really?” Jessica asked, surprised. The first thought that came to mind was why they would do such a thing, but she squashed that line of thinking. It didn’t matter. They were gathering intelligence on Humans and, Peacemaker or not, she was Human. “Never mind, Lucille. You can’t locate them now, but I’m trying to figure out where they might go from here.” 
 
    “There are too many variables,” Tirr replied. “But if I think like a mercenary commander and try to determine what targets fit my mission and my resources, I’d limit my area of operations to what I can hit effectively without risking mission incompletion.” 
 
    Jessica chewed on her lower lip for a moment. Tirr’s thinking was in line with hers, and yet there were still too many options to make an effective decision. “Where would you go, Tirr? What target out there looks viable and has the things a mercenary commander would want for operations?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jessica,” Tirr replied. “I need more time to come up with a list.” 
 
    Jessica understood but the delay would cost them the one resource they could not squander: time. “Lucille? Time to the gate?” 
 
    <<Two hours, five minutes, thirty-two seconds.>> 
 
    “How much time do you need to upload a navigation solution once we come to a decision?” 
 
    <<Six seconds.>> Lucille replied.  
 
    Jessica sighed. “We have some time, Tirr.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing, Jessica,” Tirr replied, “but I wonder if we are overthinking this.” 
 
    Jessica squinted at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Tirr’s antennae sagged for a moment. “I mean...well, they hit Dresden, right? What are the chances they hit the nearest Human planet? What would that be, Lucille?” 
 
    <<There are three Human settlements within one hundred and fifty light years of Dresden. The planet Danube, the binary planets Victoria Alpha and Bravo, which house maintenance facilities not unlike those on Dresden, and the undeveloped world of Sabine.>> 
 
    “Of those three, which represents the best target to the MinSha?” 
 
    <<I’m sorry, Jessica. I cannot extrapolate an answer. Perhaps Colonel Tirr could provide some analysis.>> 
 
    Tirr grunted. “Talk about being put on the spot.” 
 
    Jessica grinned at him. “She’s right, though. Which of those do you think?” 
 
    Tirr activated the console’s Tri-V display, and three separate holograms appeared with text windows below them displaying information known to the Cartography Guild. “Sabine doesn’t make any sense, so I would eliminate it immediately. There’s nothing there they would want, and there are only a thousand Humans on the planet. It’s actually a moon, and no real effort would be required to take it out.” 
 
    He let the thought die, and Jessica jostled him with an elbow. “Keep going. Tell me what you’re thinking, Tirr. It helps if we brainstorm the possible choices.” 
 
    Tirr shrugged. It was an awkward movement of his central thorax, and given his dangling forelimbs, the movement was a caricature of a Human one. “They want to hit meaningful targets, right? Drehnayl’s mission is to eliminate Human settlements. We know the two they’ve hit so far were targets of increasing importance. They’re getting braver with each attempt, and they will start looking for richer military targets to hit. Danube is more of a vacation destination for your species; I see them hitting Victoria next.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “My gut is telling me Danube is their next target. Compared to Victoria, it’s a gold mine. They’d have access to credits and F11 as well as the same equipment and gear they’d find on Victoria. Granted, they wouldn’t get as much as they would on Victoria, but if they stick to their current plan and keep attacking the closest planets, I see them hitting Danube. However, we can’t rule out their striking another planet outside this range to throw us off. That’s the most dangerous possibility. I don’t want to chase them.” 
 
    “It is entirely possible they have a deception plan,” Tirr said. “I would.” 
 
    Which is precisely why I brought you along. Jessica pointed at Victoria and Danube on the screen. “Danube has a population far greater than Victoria’s. I didn’t see that before. That many people, and not just Humans, may prove to be a challenge for the MinSha fleet.” 
 
    Tirr nodded. “Perhaps it is best we look at Victoria as a mid-level target. If they succeed there, Danube and the more populated planets are certainly within the MinSha capabilities. And, if they intend to target Danube, they will have to refit and resupply before then.” 
 
    “So, it’s Victoria or a resupply world?” 
 
    “That’s what I believe, yes,” Tirr replied. 
 
    Jessica cleared the Tri-V screen. “We have ninety minutes to figure out where we think Drehnayl’s fleet will resupply. Lucille? Run a query for likely resupply points for Drehnayl’s fleet. Use the Cartography Guild servers with all of the requisite clearance waivers if you have to.” 
 
    <<Query running. Four minutes and ten seconds remaining.>> 
 
    Tirr looked at her. “How is your father?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, Tirr.” Jessica sighed. “The Haulers were overrun at Shaw Outpost. They’ve been on the run ever since. I have no idea if he’s alive or even where he is.” 
 
    Tirr clicked his jaw. “The Guild did not let you pursue him?” 
 
    “This mission was deemed too important,” Jessica said. “Instead, they deputized and sent Tara Mason after him.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing,” Tirr’s antennae vibrated in satisfaction, but when Jessica’s expression did not change, they stopped. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Tara disappeared a few weeks ago. Her trail has gone cold and no one has any idea where she is, or if she’s been able to figure out where my father is.” Jessica sighed. “There’s nothing worse than not knowing anything and being unable to do anything about it.” 
 
    Tirr tapped the Tri-V console with his foreclaws. In seconds, a selection of potential refit planets appeared on the screen. “Then, Peacemaker, let’s get back to the mission. There will be time enough later to figure out what happened to Tara Mason and your father. I do, however, happen to believe they can take care of themselves just as well as they’ve taken care of you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    MinSha Capital 
 
    Chitaa 
 
      
 
    Drehnayl arrived on Chitaa in the dead of night at a clandestine landing pad far away from the main hives of her fellow MinSha. She hadn’t expected a hero’s welcome, yet the deception necessary for a meeting between her and Lieutenant General Chinayl seemed a bit much. They dispensed with the customary greetings for the royal family and the twelve queens and the customs and courtesies required of visiting fellow mercenary commanders. Drehnayl had traveled through hyperspace on veritable fumes and low rations, having gone through multiple jumps. While the resupply in orbit proceeded with the speed and efficiency she expected from the drones of the hive, the order for her to pilot a landing craft alone to these coordinates did not sit well with Drehnayl. She didn’t trust Chinayl and her methods. Her clutch-sister might have summoned her for the sole purpose of elimination by individual combat. 
 
    As the outer hatch opened and the moist, rich air of Chitaa filled her shuttle, Drehnayl drank it in by the liter. She hadn’t been to the capital world in more than a decade, but the scents and smells were the same. Picked for its perfect atmosphere and climatological conditions for the MinSha—warm, moist, and almost constant rain—Chitaa was home to the entire species and, while some would never set foot on the world, their emotional reactions were instinctual, almost overpowering. On the faint breeze, she felt the vibration of a single set of antennae just off the landing pad to the south, as promised. Drehnayl made her way down the boarding platform to a ramp that led to a path under the palm-like trees they called rhenna. Standing in the starlight was Lieutenant General Chinayl, alone and unarmed. Drehnayl mentally sighed in relief and approached her clutch-sister. 
 
    “Well met, Honored Drehnayl,” Chinayl said. 
 
    Drehnayl nodded solemnly. “Honored Chinayl, well met and most respected.” 
 
    Chinayl’s antennae twitched in satisfaction. “You have done well, General.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Drehnayl said. “Our forces are depleted, but our finest targets are still to come.” 
 
    Chinayl nodded. “That is why we must talk. I fear our timeline must accelerate.” 
 
    “The Four Horsemen?” Drehnayl asked. 
 
    “They have not been found. While I am not concerned General Peepo’s plan will eradicate them quickly, their disappearance is troublesome because it has given the Humans something more valuable than combat power, I’m afraid. It’s given them hope.” 
 
    The implication was clear. Chinayl was satisfied with the progress made, but it was not enough. “Our holos of the carnage on Dresden were not adequate?” 
 
    “No, they were not.” Chinayl swiped a foreclaw dismissively in front of her chest. “Dresden was too small a target. New Persia was convenient because of its direct ties to Shirazi, but ultimately no one on Earth cared about it. This is a funny thing about Humans, sister. Unless we strike close to them, or with enough destruction to get the attention of those on Earth, the bulk of humanity does not care. They are like drones—doing their work and living their lives without seeing the greater universe around them.” 
 
    “Can we not attack Earth?” Drehnayl replied. “Would that not be the easiest solution?” 
 
    Chinayl laughed. “I thought the same thing, but General Peepo disagreed. She has a plan and would not entertain a direct attack. She wants the planet to cower in fear as we show them the breadth of the galaxy and our power. She has a plan for them, although I do not know what it is. To that end, though, I asked you here because I do not want your fleet anywhere near Earth or the major colonies of the Tolo Arm. Nor do I want you focused on military targets anymore. You’ve taken losses against inferior numbers and populations. You must hit a softer, more frightening target. Something the Humans will not expect, despite our declaration of martial law…but something key to them nonetheless. Something that gives them hope.” 
 
    Drehnayl rubbed her foreclaws together. “Focusing on the outer rim makes that difficult. There are many potential targets, but each has a significant population of other allied species. Attacking them will cause—” 
 
    “I am aware what it will cause, sister,” Chinayl interrupted, her voice rising. “Some of those allies say one thing and do another even in their support of our plan. If some of them die as part of the larger plan, so be it. Their deaths will serve as notice to their governments and leaders, notice that we have the power to do whatever we want, and nothing will stand in our way.” 
 
    Drehnayl found herself nodding, even as arguments and questions swirled in her mind. Matters of state were something she could not speak to in her position, but the nature of her command deserved further discussion. “Will my fleet receive additional forces, in addition to the ammunition, fuel, and weapons requested?” 
 
    “You will receive your entire request plus twenty percent, yes. I cannot risk resupply on this order for at least 90 cycles. In good time, we will locate the Four Horsemen and put an end to any organized resistance. After that, you’ll be able to resupply at will on any MinSha world.” 
 
    Drehnayl’s antennae twitched. “If that were the case, why the subterfuge? Does the royal family know we are here?” 
 
    “No, and they cannot know,” Chinayl said. “Rumors are rampant throughout the hives that our leaders have developed an affection for humanity after the events on Weqq. I trust you are aware?” 
 
    “I am, General,” Drehnayl said. “Peacemaker or not, her actions do not make sense.” 
 
    “Her actions are an abomination to her guild! Peacemakers do not enter combat, even if their own species is involved. Jessica Francis has done so twice. She came to the aid of a lesser party under the rights of a valid contract. She saw a need and fulfilled it, which goes against everything her guild has tried to do for centuries.” 
 
    “That is a purely Human failing, is it not?” 
 
    Chinayl chittered, her antennae waggling in frustration. “Humans were not ready to be mercenaries, and as sure as entropy, they were not ready to be Peacemakers. Jessica Francis has caused more death than she has saved in lives or property. Yes, she saved a MinSha colony led by inept politicians and security drones, but she is hardly a Human worth elevating above any others. Her methods will fail her, sister. Not even bringing the TriRusk back to the Union will maintain her position.” 
 
    “What do we do about her?” 
 
    Chinayl chittered again. “We will not have to do anything about Jessica Francis, but you will. Before the elimination of our source in the Peacemaker Guild, we learned that she was ordered to investigate the attack on New Persia. She’s there now and will try to find you before you can strike again.” 
 
    “And do what?” Drehnayl asked. “I will stop her in her tracks, Honored Chinayl.” 
 
    “You will not let her confront you, is that understood?” 
 
    The change in tone shook Drehnayl’s resolve. “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you? I want your movements precise and efficient. I do not want losses again. You will proceed to the next viable target on your list and wipe it from the galaxy. No superfluous time will pass. You must do the same to the next world and the next. Time is not your ally. Make it so Francis is behind you at every turn. Do not let her get the upper hand through carelessness. And you are forbidden to use nuclear weapons against the Humans’ cities like you did on New Persia.” 
 
    What? 
 
    Drehnayl raised her foreclaws. “We did no such thing, sister. Those cities lay smoldering when we arrived. I have the full records aboard the Shendil-Ya.” 
 
    Chinayl was silent for a few seconds. “You didn’t use nuclear weapons? How did you take out Dresden?” 
 
    “Conventional munitions from orbit,” Drehnayl replied. “The only nuclear weapons we carry are for ship-to-ship engagement, as is the standard load for MinSha mercenary ships.” 
 
    “I see. As the reports surfaced, we assumed it was your doing. While effective, it harms the planets in ways Peepo is not inclined to do. This development is unsettling.” A breeze wafted down the shallow valley and rustled the fronds of the rhenna above them. Chinayl looked up for a moment, then back down to Drehnayl’s eyes. “You will report directly to me if you see any other destruction on such a scale. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Of course, General,” Drehnayl said. “But you never said what I am supposed to do about Peacemaker Francis.” 
 
    Chinayl looked up again as if consulting a higher power. “There is no way to say this lightly, and when I tell you this in confidence, you will understand why we met here under these conditions. Yes, the royal families are soft on the Humans because of Jessica Francis, but I have it on good authority she has already visited Zeha. She has proven your forces were responsible for New Persia, and she assumes you are responsible for the nuclear detonations.” 
 
    “But I am not responsible for the nuclear detonations!” Drehnayl exclaimed. “If she is investigating our actions, though, wasn’t that to be expected?” 
 
    “Yes, it was, but she’s now gained the confidence of a regional queen.” Chinayl clicked her jaw in disgust. “If she continues, she could divide our species, Drehnayl. We must put the Humans out of the Union and eliminate their mercenaries and their Peacemakers if we are to succeed. You must kill either on sight. All Humans must die. Do not fail me.” 
 
    “And my next target?” 
 
    Chinayl waved her antennae in annoyance. “The less I know the better. You have your orders, General Drehnayl. I suggest you follow them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Approaching the Zeha Gate 
 
    Ares Minor System 
 
      
 
    Forty-one minutes from transition, Lucille chimed to life in the forward intelligence compartment. <<Jessica? I have further analyzed the MinSha tracking data and have computed a sixty-five percent probability the Shendil-Ya resupplied at Chitaa.>> 
 
    Jessica looked up from the list of potential Human colonies on the outer rim and blinked. “Say again, Lucille?” 
 
    <<I compute a sixty-five percent probability the Shendil-Ya resupplied at Chitaa based on prior traffic patterns for similar fleets. Confidence is high they resupplied on a core MinSha world, and probably the MinSha capital.>> 
 
    Jessica glanced at Tirr, who sighed. “I hadn’t thought of that. It’s possible they went there, but I believe it’s a tremendous risk for Drehnayl to do so.” 
 
    “How possible?” 
 
    Tirr chittered. “Enough to say they probably went there. Best place to get more troops, too. The outlying regional hubs typically have their population controlled by their queens to maximize the colonies. At Chitaa, they have a surplus. It’s not much, but it’s a surplus.” 
 
    “Not much in MinSha standards?” Jessica asked. “What? A few million?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Tirr replied. “They’re out of sector, but if Drehnayl’s mission is to return here and attack Human colonies, I recommend we go to Victoria. Danube is closer to Chitaa, but I’ve been over the data, and there’s too much at Victoria from a military perspective for them to bypass it.” 
 
    Jessica looked up at the speaker. “Lucille?” 
 
    <<The best military targets in the sector are Victoria and Danube. The facilities at Danube are much smaller, as Danube maintains its role as a tourist destination for Humans from Earth and Mars.>> Lucille continued after a moment, <<Victoria is more closely aligned with the previous targets of New Persia and Dresden. Danube is a more dangerous choice given the population. There are more than one hundred thousand Humans on Danube.>> 
 
    Tirr’s antennae wavered. “But their military presence is a tenth of the presence on Victoria. They want to take out Humans and reduce combat power. Those criteria would make Victoria their primary target in this sector.” 
 
    “What if they stay out of sector?” Jessica replied. “They’ve left this sector to resupply. Why not hit a target there?” 
 
    “If they went to the capital planet, there are no Humans settlements within 30 light years. Besides that, we MinSha are exceptionally task-focused. If Drehnayl has orders to eliminate the Human presence in the outer rim, she’ll focus here.” 
 
    <<I agree with Colonel Tirr. They will return to this sector. Picking the right planet will be critical to stopping them.>> 
 
    We can stop them. I hadn’t thought of that. 
 
    “The garrisons on Danube are how large?” 
 
    Tirr ducked behind his Tri-V for a moment. “Two hundred and fifty personnel. They likely have a few tanks and some CASPers in their racks. It’s a transient supply point, nothing more.” 
 
     Not enough to mount a defense, much less an attack. 
 
    “Victoria has more forces?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. More than two thousand personnel and representatives from several mercenary companies.>> 
 
    Jessica tapped her nails on the console in front of her, a bad habit that surfaced when her mind raced around a topic frantically looking for answers. As a teenager, a proctor asked her to leave a college placement exam because she tapped her nails enough to cause a minor disturbance in the testing center. Her friends and teachers learned quickly that the tapping was an extension of Jessica’s brain slicing through options and answers like a katana through bamboo stalks.  
 
    So far, Drehnayl’s targets were of military value, except for the nuclear detonations on New Persia which targeted larger towns and cities. There had been no such attacks on Dresden, but the entire complement of Humans there were in a single, large colony. The simpler target for Drehnayl would be Victoria because of its size, lack of dispersion, and military worth. Yet, Victoria also possessed, in theory, several possible combatants who could stall or defeat an attack. Thus, there was significant risk involved in an attack on Victoria. Danube, on the other hand, was a soft, easy target. But, with so many settlements and resorts spread across the planet, it would be difficult to attack quickly. Assuming Chinayl, and even General Peepo, had larger plans, time would be of the essence.  
 
    Jessica sighed and bit the inside of her lip. Her head, filled with the schooling and experience she’d had, said Victoria was the target. Her heart, and her concern for her fellow Humans, said Danube would be a far easier target. Jessica didn’t know if the MinSha intended to destroy military capabilities or sow fear, and it riled her gut to no end. She had to make a choice. Then again, there was a chance the MinSha fleet wouldn’t hit either planet. 
 
    “Tirr? If you were in my position, which planet would you choose?” 
 
    The MinSha soldier looked at her for a moment. “The military target is top of mind to the MinSha. While an attack on Danube would cause a significant number of casualties, any reasonable MinSha would look at it as a waste of ammunition.” 
 
    “But what if the intent is to sow fear among the Humans? Every kid on Earth knows about Danube and dreams of going there someday. I think losing it would send a jolt through the folks on Earth,” Jessica replied.  
 
    “Maybe the people of Earth need a jolt, Jessica. Without the implements to fight, they will fall instead of stand.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Lucille? Send a flight plan for Victoria, then hack the system with the gate master’s key to get us the five-day transfer.” 
 
    <<Acknowledge. Commencing.>> 
 
    Tirr adjusted his position at the console. “Assuming we are able to arrive before Drehnayl and her fleet, we will have to convince Victoria’s leadership to commit what military forces they can to action.” 
 
    “That should be fairly easy,” Jessica said. “We just have to make them understand they could be a target.” 
 
    Tirr shrugged. “Our classified intelligence reports say residue and damage from other nuclear explosions have been found on several planets in various parts of the galaxy. There’s a considerable amount of discrepancy between those reports and what they’re hearing on Earth.”  
 
    Add in the Four Horsemen and the demise of Intergalactic Haulers and nobody on Earth is thinking straight. Jessica felt an ache in her chest. Oh, Dad.  
 
    Jessica gathered her wits. Human beings didn’t handle distraction very well, and with a galaxy on the verge of war, how many of them would be willing to stand up and fight versus the number who would go on with their everyday lives and hope nothing happened? That kind of distraction would certainly permeate Danube, and if it were present on Victoria, it would compromise their ability to fight effectively. Victoria was the one planet capable of mounting a stand. 
 
    “Okay, then,” Jessica said. “Would you alert the flight crew to our destination, Tirr?” 
 
    “Certainly, Peacemaker.” Moving in microgravity was something at which the MinSha excelled. Tirr raised up from his console, attached his legs to what was normally the ceiling, and ran along the upper surface. In seconds, he was gone, leaving Jessica alone. 
 
    “Lucille?” 
 
    <<Yes, Jessica?>> 
 
    “Aside from the data, am I making the right decision?” 
 
    <<You’re asking for an emotional response I am incapable of giving you.>> Lucille replied. <<For a decision like this, there is a significant amount of guesswork. Data only travels the path you seek for so long. Where it deviates is anyone’s guess.>> 
 
    Jessica did not reply. Lucille’s use of the word guesswork was odd, but it matched her learning capabilities. She knew where the data was going to deviate from the path, as did Jessica. There was a chance Victoria would be the next target, and a chance it would be Danube. Or it might be any number of other worlds if the MinSha pursued their mission asymmetrically. She tried to push the thought out of her mind. If she was wrong, there was nothing she could do but try again. Hopefully, she’d find them before her people lost too many more lives. With war on the horizon, unnecessary bloodshed was bound to happen despite her best efforts.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Guild Headquarters 
 
    Kleve 
 
      
 
    Like all the guilds in the Galactic Union, the members of the Peacemaker Guild answered to a council. While most of the guilds’ councils formed and met formally multiple times per Earth year, the Peacemaker Guild rarely met more than twice in a given year. Spread to the corners of the galaxy, Peacemakers operated nearly independently. The official business of the guild was simple enough to conduct, and Rsach, like the guild masters before him, felt no need to be involved in the daily operations of his charges. Council meetings, as such, often felt more like reunions of old friends. Careful recollections of the year’s activities replaced brisk, sharp reports that were more about deficiencies and issues than about the “good news” of a job well done.  
 
    When the call for an emergency council meeting came, Hak-Chet realized the good news and easy manner of previous council meetings would be absent. The galactic situation didn’t allow for much celebration, and there were rumblings of war between guilds and species. They’d known Peepo’s gambit against humanity would have unforeseen consequences, but Hak-Chet believed no one on the council had expected things to go so wrong in such a short time. Recent events indicated several cracks had appeared in the Peacemaker Guild’s armor. Whether opportunistic Peacemakers sought something more than the simple life of the guild, or they’d turned to greed or devotion to their species, the once palpable air of security provided by the Peacemakers had vanished with the Mercenary Guild’s machinations. The galaxy was far from peaceful. By all appearances, the Dryod Four leak opened by Lieutenant Pt-Dah was far worse than they imagined, and there were other Peacemakers at risk of turning. 
 
    Hak-Chet entered the circular chamber and nodded to the others collected in small groups. There were tables radiating in concentric circles to the walls, and enough chairs for more than sixty species’ representatives when the full council met. Given only a dozen or so species were present, Hak-Chet realized Rsach had convened the High Council which signaled matters were even worse than he had thought. When Rsach felt he could not trust the bulk of the guild with the intelligence he possessed, dark things were on the horizon. 
 
    Guild Master Rsach entered the chamber, and the other representatives took their places. Hak-Chet, as the Selector, sat diametrically opposite Rsach. Rsach rapped gently on the table, then leaned forward and turned his head and upper torso to both sides of the room in ceremonial greeting. There was a marked difference in the Jeha’s posture. His mid-section sagged forward suggesting either age or injury. Hak-Chet thought his old friend looked exhausted. 
 
    “Thank you for coming on such short notice,” Rsach said. “I imagine many of you are wondering why I’ve called the High Council together and not convened the entire Peacemaker Council. I assure you I have my reasons, which I will explain during this meeting. Before I do, is there any new business we need to address?” 
 
    Hak-Chet felt Rsach’s eyes on his before his friend finished speaking. He stood and bowed his head to Rsach. “Guild Master Rsach and Honored Council, intelligence from Luna suggests the Mercenary Guild has begun collecting the mercenary leaders of Earth and impounding their vehicles, equipment, and personnel. They’ve essentially established martial law over most of the Earth and will not allow any transports to enter or leave the system without being boarded and thoroughly searched. These actions, while extreme, were expected. What was not expected was the news that the Mercenary Guild is suspected of planning an attack on the Peacemaker Consulate on Luna.” 
 
    There were gasps in the room, which Rsach did not stifle. Hak-Chet waited until all eyes were on him and continued to speak. “We believe this attack will be launched within the next 72 Earth hours and is intended to devalue the Peacemakers in full view of humanity.” 
 
    “We must stop them!” the Oogar representative to the council, Grraavva, rumbled. He waved his purple-furred arms violently. “They want war.”  
 
    “Stop them with what?” the Flatar representative chirped. Milaxxis was one of the more experienced Peacemakers in the galaxy. “The Mercenary Guild has far more equipment, far more training, and far more resources than we do. If they really want to attack us, nothing will stop them.” 
 
    Rsach tapped on the table, and all eyes turned to him. “I am inclined to agree with Milaxxis, and therefore, I have instructed the guild to do nothing. Our personnel on Luna have been stealthily evacuated by dependable Peacemaker deputies.”  
 
    There was a quiet rumble of conversation around the table. From what Hak-Chet could hear, most everyone agreed with the evacuation. Only the Veetanho representative, Th’naal, and the MinSha representative Wednayl remained quiet and still in their seats.  
 
    Time for phase two. 
 
    Hak-Chet raised his hand and continued. “We believe the attack will come from a Veetanho special operations group. They jumped into the Earth sector ten days ago and have remained at a LaGrange point between the Earth and its sun under the guise of resupply. Their ship started moving toward Earth at high speed two days ago. Their course will take them conveniently near Luna. An attack is imminent. Representative Th’naal? Do you care to comment?” 
 
    Th’naal sighed and leaned forward. She placed her elbows on the table and covered her face with her paws. “I was aware of the team’s transit, but I was told their mission was security and reconnaissance in support of our consulate on Luna. I don’t know whom to trust among my own people. There are many who believe Peepo’s crusade is the most important moment in our history. For the record, I am not one of those. A Tameera, the litter mate of Qamm of the Wandering Death, commands the team. She hates humanity and Peacemaker Francis. I hadn’t put those factors together until now. I have failed you, Guild Master. If you ask, I will gladly resign.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded at Rsach, and the guild master spoke. “Your loyalties are not under examination, Th’naal. What is clear, especially to those species represented here, is that we are in danger of attack from within. To that end, Representative Wednayl, please report.” 
 
    As Hak-Chet sat, the MinSha rose on her rear legs and stood in her place. She bowed her head to Reach and spoke slowly. “Guild Master, as you wished, I have cleared the Luna Consulate of all personnel, save for four volunteers. They will attempt to escape in the opening moments of any attack. We believe our early warning system will give them ample chances to escape. The elSha automated defense systems we installed on Luna in the last six weeks are as advanced as any ever deployed. They will hold off the mercenary threat long enough for our volunteers to flee.” 
 
    Another rumble of approving conversation went around the room. Th’naal sat forward and spoke. “The MinSha have never directly supported the Peacemaker Guild in such a way. Why now?” 
 
    Wednayl spoke slowly, her compound eyes twinkling in the lights of the room. “Some of our queens have come to believe humanity may not be the problem once thought.” 
 
    “But your queens are also supporting Lieutenant General Chinayl and her clutch-sister who is bombing Human civilizations from orbit with nuclear weapons!” Th’naal growled. “You can’t have it both ways.” 
 
    “What you say is fair, Th’naal, but our hive grows increasingly divided every day. These actions will lead us to war with ourselves over the Humans. Some of our queens, from both sides, would like to stabilize this situation by helping the Peacemaker Guild defend itself against vastly more capable mercenaries, and we are prepared to do that.” 
 
    Grraavva rumbled again. “And we cannot confirm Drehnayl’s mercenary forces are responsible for the nuclear detonations. There have been reports of several similar events from the periphery of the galaxy. One fleet is not capable of such action, nor do the timelines match up. The detonations on New Persia may—I say may—have been coincidental.” 
 
    “We cannot elaborate or speculate on those events,” Rsach said. He looked around the room slowly to make sure everyone heard his words. Hak-Chet nodded solemnly. Rsach had several theories about the cause of those attacks, but he couldn’t share any of them, not even with the High Council. “What we can do right now is prepare for war. We are outgunned and out-resourced. I believe the time has come to gather our forces. With Peacemaker Francis in pursuit of the MinSha fleet and our defenses ready to stifle the imminent attack on Luna, we have a diversion large enough to allow us to consolidate our combat forces, including all available Enforcers.” 
 
    “Where?” Th’naal asked. “If asked, I will collect the Veetanho Peacemakers and get them there myself. Our leaders and General Peepo be damned.” 
 
    “For once,” Grraavva said slowly, “my Veetanho counterpart and I are in complete agreement. I will drag my brothers and sisters there, if necessary.” 
 
    Wednayl laughed. The rising tension in the room faded palpably. “And fortunately, our leadership has ceded an entire planet to our effort.” 
 
    Rsach nodded, his centipedal body contorting with the effort. “That’s correct. I know you will corral your sisters, Th’naal, and it is a good thing we are all in agreement. Now more than ever, our alliances must be stable and sure. Your question about the MinSha and the Humans comes at the proper time, Th’naal. In times like these, we must seek out new allies and old friends. We must work together and prepare our forces for war. Nothing must be off the table. Our differences can no longer be division. 
 
    “From here, we will alert all Peacemaker forces and commence consolidation of personnel at our remote barracks throughout the galaxy. We will cancel all leaves and non-essential missions until future notice. Once barracks commanders have collected their forces, they will determine the number of personnel needed to maintain the local level of security and send all remaining personnel to our forward rendezvous point. We have decided that Kleve will not be our base of operations. Through agreements with our MinSha representative, we will consolidate on Weqq.”  
 
    There was a sudden silence in the room. Milaxxis broke it with a whisper. “We need the TriRusk more than ever.” 
 
    Rsach nodded solemnly, and his body rippled in something akin to excitement. “We need more than the TriRusk, and we’re going to get it very shortly.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Karma IV 
 
    Central Detention Facility 
 
      
 
    His first day in prison went without incident and almost lulled Rains into a false sense of security. That lull ended when the Lumari guards in the main security ward trashed his cell looking for contraband and slammed his face into the maxicrete walls like he was a play toy. No sooner had they finished when Warden Calx entered the cell. She was much shorter than he, but the Veetanho moved with a deadly grace and sense of purpose that froze him in place. Her eyes blazed as she looked over him, making Rains wonder if she didn’t know what the plan was or if everyone involved in the mission was just a better actor.  
 
    “Let me be clear about this, Mister Rains,” she said in a low, growling voice. “I do not like this charade of a plan so make damned sure you get what you want fast.” 
 
    Rains nodded. “Is there someone in the prison who may have information? A lead I can engage?” 
 
    Calx grabbed the scruffy hair on his chin and yanked his eyes down to hers. “We’ve taken care of that. You’ll be in the same section as a Human named Perez. His background is of interest.” 
 
    “Can I see his file?” 
 
    Calx laughed. “Of course not, Rains. You are a prisoner under my supervision. You will have to trust I’ve done what I can. Perez and your target have a history, but he’s never spoken about it. Engage him and get your information. I want you out of this prison in 48 hours.” 
 
    I don’t want to stay here another four. Rains nodded. “When will I have a chance to engage him?” 
 
    “At the gymnasium in half an hour.” Calx grinned up at him. When she spoke again, her voice was loud enough to carry outside the cell. “In the meantime, Mister Rains, forget any ideas of mercy. You are a Human, and I am fresh out of mercy. Put your cell back together. You have twenty-five minutes to pass inspection.” 
 
    Calx spun on her heel and left him standing in the center of his cell with a sudden sweat on his brow. The Lumari bastards kicked his linens, mattress, and hygiene items into his cell and slammed the door shut. Rains sighed and looked at the mess. With a little effort, he was ready for inspection five minutes before the cell door opened. One of the Lumari who’d trashed his cell looked in and winked at Rains.  
 
    “Six zero eight passed inspection,” the Lumari yelled over his shoulder. “Stand outside your cell for roll call.” 
 
    Rains did as the guard told him and shuffled outside his cell door. A quick glance left and right showed him how to present himself. He stood at a loose approximation of parade rest in front of the door, his feet shoulder width apart, and his hands clasped behind his back. With his head and eyes facing forward, Rains couldn’t see many of his fellow prisoners, but those he could see were Human, which didn’t make sense. Karma was a planet familiar to Human mercenaries as a place to find contracts or sign onto existing companies. The large number of incarcerated Humans suggested they were absolute losers and the scourge of society…or something else was going on.  
 
    Guards walked through the prison, carrying slates that beeped as they passed each prisoner. The guard on his level was Rehnah, and she pranced down the walkway, her compound eyes blazing at him. Her slate beeped as she passed, and she said nothing. Rains felt like the walls were pressing in on him from all sides. He closed his eyes and performed a quick Peacemaker breathing routine to calm his anxiety and clear his mind, so when the guards called for the prisoners to go to physical training, Rains was ready.  
 
    They moved down half a dozen levels to an indoor gymnasium the size of a professional football stadium on Earth. On screens mounted around the floor, Rains found his “section” consisted of inmates 601-700. The lower numbered sections had less than 100 inmates each; most were less than twenty percent filled. The Human section, though, started at 500 and went past 2,200 from what Rains could see.  
 
    Something is very wrong here. 
 
    Physical training was a welcome diversion, and Rains jumped into the warmup drills and calisthenics, preparing his mind as well as his body. Rains glanced around and helplessly realized that any of the other 99 men in his section could be Perez. The older man with salt and pepper hair on his right could be him, as could the defensive lineman-sized man directly to his left. As he did push-ups and sit ups, he thought about the endless morning drills during the first six weeks of Peacemaker U. In the beginning, Rains showed up for morning drills in a bad mood until he realized those drills weren’t meant to punish them, merely get them ready for the day’s training. Once he learned that, he relished the ritual and adopted it as part of his lifestyle. Moreover, doing the drills felt good. By the time they finished, Rains had worked up his first good sweat in weeks.  
 
    The large man to his left tapped him on the shoulder. Rains turned and looked up. The Samoan was six foot seven and dwarfed Rains entirely. “You play football?” 
 
    “You mean soccer? Or real American football?” 
 
    The Samoan grinned. “Why not Australian Rules? Kill the guy with the ball, right?” 
 
    “I never got that shit. Rugby, either.” Rains chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll play.” 
 
    “Nah, they won’t let us really play. We throw the ball around and run plays without tackling. Like spring practices and shit.” 
 
    The familiarity of it took Rains back to high school. “Yeah, man. I’m in. Jackson Rains.” 
 
    Rains stuck out his hand, and the Samoan shook it. “Just call me Andy.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, Andy.” 
 
    “Likewise. You play linebacker, right? You got the build for it.” Andy turned and called over his shoulder. “Perez! Got us a new linebacker.” 
 
    Rains followed Andy’s gaze and saw Perez. He was tall and thin and looked like a wide receiver. Rains hadn’t played football in eight years, but he could tell Perez wasn’t the real deal. One decent hit, and the guy wouldn’t walk again. The look in Perez’s eyes was a little off kilter, if not purely crazy. The lanky man jogged over and stuck out his right hand. On his forearm was a tattoo from Death On Tracks—Tara Mason’s old unit. 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    “Good to meet you. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Rains.”  
 
    Perez’s smiled faltered slightly. “Heard another guy arrived last night. Fiftieth Human male this week. Think they’re up to something ‘round here.” 
 
    “Like they’re working with the Mercenary Guild to take us out.” Andy said. “You a merc, Rains?” 
 
    “Nah. Flight crew. I was with Intergalactic Haulers but went home on leave. Came back and...” he paused and shrugged. “Came back and found I ain’t got a job or a company anymore.” 
 
    Andy winced. “Yeah, that was some bad shit.” 
 
    Perez didn’t say anything for a moment. “Snowman and his team disappeared. You lookin’ for ‘em?” 
 
    Why not just come right out and say it, buddy? 
 
    “Nah. I went to the office here. You know, gonna get my last check? That’s where the guards grabbed me. Said I didn’t have an escort.” Rains acted like he was stretching his shoulders by holding one arm across his chest. “Sounds like bullshit to me.” 
 
    Perez nodded. “New rules around Karma. Humans must be escorted everywhere. A little violation, and you’re in here with the rest of us. Fuckin’ bullshit is what it is. It’s like they’re lookin’ for something.” 
 
    “Or they wanna just round us up and kill us off,” Andy added. 
 
    Rains shook his head to avoid arguing with the premise. Being on the side of the Peacemakers, in this case, would turn his new friends away. “I don’t know, man. I just wanna find my ride and get back to making credits.” 
 
    Andy got up and walked away. “You guys coming?” 
 
    “Be right there,” Perez said. “Gonna warm up with some weight, bro.” 
 
    “Better hurry. Gonna pick teams soon as the soccer assholes move off the field.” 
 
    Perez grinned at Rains. “We get sixty-minute increments. The guys that wanna play soccer go first, then do their calisthenics. We swap.” 
 
    Perez jerked his head at some free weights on a bench and walked over to them. Rains followed behind him a couple of paces. Perez kept talking over his shoulder. “You said you gotta ride? Who you looking for, maybe I can help?” 
 
    Rains closed the distance. “You.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Perez bent down and grabbed a set of fifteen-pound dumbbells. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Where’s Tara Mason?” 
 
    Perez stiffened. “What did you say?” 
 
    “You know who she is. I’m trying to find her.” 
 
    Perez laughed, a choked, barking sound, and stood up. He didn’t have dumbbells in his hands, he had what looked like the center handles of the dumbbells with the weights removed. Pointing down from his hands were small, sharp blades. “Fuck you, Rains. That bitch left Karma right before they locked it down. Left my ass here, and the guild threw us all in jail. It’s okay now, though. They said you was coming, and all I had to do was kill you, and I’m a free man.” 
 
    “We don’t need to do this,” Rains said but it was too late. A ring of men, four or five deep, surrounded them, and there wasn’t a guard in sight. Peacemakers were supposed to stop fights unless there was no other option. Rains thought about Calx’s words and realized he was on a stage and didn’t have a script.  
 
    This is a fucking setup, and I fell for it hook, line, and sinker. 
 
    “Too late, asshole. Ten minutes, and I’m out of this place. All I gotta do is get through you.” 
 
    As a first-year Peacemaker candidate, he was better in the combatives arena than most of the students and one of the top Human candidates. Against their instructor, a massive Besquith called Thrash, Rains made it past the two-minute mark before succumbing to the unending attacks and superior strength. Lying on the mat, Rains had looked up at Thrash, who smiled toothily down at him and asked how he’d lasted so long when the others failed. 
 
    “Rage,” Rains had said. It was the same rage he let boil up as he faced down Perez. Once again, the guild had set him up to fail. No more bullshit. No more restraint. Rains relaxed as much as he could and lowered his eyes to stare at Perez. Based on Perez’s stance and the way he grasped his weapons, Perez believed he was a superior fighter, but there was an anxious fear in his eyes. It was the kind of fear Rains could use to a deadly advantage. With no guards in sight, if Perez wanted to play this out, it was okay with Rains. 
 
    He looked at Perez and nodded. “Bring it on, motherfucker.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Emergence Point 
 
    Victoria Alpha/Bravo Binary System 
 
      
 
    <<Jessica? Emergence in ten minutes.>> 
 
    Zero gravity showering had come a long way since the days of Skylab, and while she could have used the showering wipes and waterless shampoo she packed for the journey, the idea of hot, fresh water and steam surrounding her was too good to pass up. The Besquith knew how to travel long distances, and Dreel’s yacht was as impressively furnished as it was diplomatically capable. Aside from the intelligence collection gear and weapons Jessica knew were there but couldn’t see, it was a comfortable vehicle. She could have gone down to the larger thrust vessel or intermingled with the six other small ships mounted on it, but Jessica chose to spend her hyperspace time preparing for the eventuality of war. No amount of planning could prepare her for what they faced at the emergence point, and, try as she might, Jessica couldn’t look beyond the worst possible situation.  
 
    Victoria Alpha and Bravo were a binary planet system of nearly-identical bodies. Victoria Alpha was tidally-locked, lifeless, and looked more like Luna than anything Jessica could find in the archives. Bravo was a vibrant planet protected by an atmosphere with a composition so close to Earth’s that the casual observer would assume it was terraformed. The two planets orbited a barycenter high enough above them to keep them orbiting each other, yet the two worlds were inexplicably stable, which was surprising as binary systems normally produced extreme gravitational forces. Victoria Alpha and Bravo were solidly connected and habitable to the extent each world could be. Mining operations on Alpha supplied copious raw materials to the cities on Bravo. Access to a thriving rare earth materials production facility and some of the more exquisite alloys and elements in the universe gave Victoria a very clear position in weapons and armor development. The planets were regular stopping points for Earth-based mercenary and long-haul companies and held a variety of equipment in various states of repair. They were perfect targets. 
 
    “Thanks, Lucille. Please alert Tirr and have him join me on the bridge.” 
 
    <<Lieutenant Colonel Tirr is already on the bridge.>> 
 
    Jessica smiled. She’d been right to bring him on the mission. Tirr was a competent commander and experienced leader. His counsel had been wise throughout their brief time on Weqq and at every moment they’d shared since. He was a friend in a situation where Jessica had been warned not to expect friends. Being a Peacemaker, her instructors said, was a lonely proposition. True friends, the ones who would always be there, were few and far between. Tirr was such a friend, as was the TriRusk, Kurrang, on Weqq. And so was Tara Mason. Thinking about her made Jessica’s chest ache. There’d been no updates on the search for Tara or her father in weeks. While Jessica believed the Peacemaker Guild would find her father before the Mercenary Guild, the waiting was pure agony.  
 
    Jessica dried her skin with the towel and slipped into her base layer garments, which were more like shorts and a tight tank top than actual binding underwear. The blue coveralls came next, and Jessica decided to trigger the loop of yellow at her left shoulder. The Peacemaker logos on her shoulders and the shining platinum badge on her chest caught just enough of the cabin’s light to bring a small smile to her face. The citizens of Victoria would recognize her in an instant, exactly as she intended.  
 
    After tugging on her boots, Jessica snaked her arms through the one-shoulder bandolier and attached it around her waist. It took a few minutes to dry her hair and pull it back into a low ponytail at the base of her skull. Zero gravity played hell with long hair, and she didn’t want to look like Medusa in her first conversations with the Victorian government. Satisfied with her preparations, she left her quarters and made it to the bridge just as the thrust core and its attached vessels prepared for emergence. 
 
    “Peacemaker on the bridge,” the Pendal pilot said. “Emergence in seventeen seconds.” 
 
    Tirr nodded at her. “We’re ready to open broadcast channels the moment we emerge from the gate.” 
 
    “How far away from Victoria is the emergence point?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “About one hundred and thirty million kilometers. Arrival at Victoria will be at least eight hours after emergence, but with direct laser communications, any delays will be manageable.” Tirr replied. “ 
 
    “Emergence.” The Pendal pilot said. Jessica mashed her eyes shut and held onto the nearest console tightly. There was a strange falling sensation, then the world slowly righted itself. No sooner had she opened her eyes and blinked several times to clear her vision than the Pendal pilot spoke again. “Proximity warning, forward quarter.” 
 
    <<There are two large Titan-class gunships less than five thousand kilometers from the emergence point. Their weapons systems and targeting radars are actively pinging us. Communication protocols have been engaged.>> 
 
    “Do we arm our weapons, Peacemaker?” The Pendal pilot asked without taking his eyes off the forward Tri-V screens. 
 
    “Negative. Slow down and be prepared to communicate with them.” 
 
    “Understood,” the Pendal replied. Jessica looked across the bridge at Tirr. The MinSha’s antennae waggled in a mixture of concern and uncertainty.  
 
    “What is it, Tirr?” 
 
    “It would appear they are prepared for attack, Jessica.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Maybe, Tirr. They could have ships out here and nothing of consequence on the planet.” No sooner had the words come out of her mouth than she regretted them. The presence of two Titans was something extraordinary. The heavy weapons platforms were few and far between among Human mercenary companies. That two of them were here and prepared, by all appearances, to defend Victoria was not coincidental. 
 
    <<Incoming transmission on the Ku band, Jessica. I’m relaying it from the collection platform to the main speakers.>> 
 
    A deep, Human voice with an Eastern European accent boomed through the channel. “Incoming Besquith vessel, this is Commander Alexei Znevski aboard the Polyarny. State your intentions and prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    Jessica’s eyebrows rose. “Open the channel.” 
 
    <<Ready when you are, Peacemaker.>> Lucille replied through Jessica’s earpiece. 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath and kept her voice calm. “Commander Znevski, this is Peacemaker Lieutenant Jessica Francis aboard a Besquith yacht anchored to the thrust core. You’ll be able to trace my signal and locate my transmitter. I am here on official business with your planetary government and all available defensive forces.” 
 
    Tirr leaned over a console and toggled a switch. The forward Tri-V became a video screen and showed the stern-faced, bearded man with an unlit cigar between his teeth. Znevski frowned at her.  
 
    “Peacemaker Francis, your presence here is noted under the codicils of the—” 
 
    “Stop, Commander. Please. I know why I’m here and you obviously know why I’m here.” 
 
    Znevski’s eyes searched their bridge. “I will say nothing more to you with an enemy of the Human race aboard your vessel, Peacemaker. You have—” 
 
    “Enough!” Jessica roared. The man flinched, and his furry eyebrows rose a fraction in surprise. “Lieutenant Colonel Tirr of the MinSha Queen’s Guard is my legal deputy, Commander. He is here with my permission to provide insight on what we suspect is a MinSha fleet operating under the command of Major General Drehnayl. Their mission is to attack and eliminate Human settlements in the outer rim territories. I am here to ensure your government and your defenses are prepared for impending attack.” 
 
    Znevski chuckled. “Can’t you see we have taken precautions, Peacemaker?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Two Titans is a good start, Commander.” 
 
    “We have done much more than start.” 
 
    Jessica smiled. “Good. Please relay my communication signal to your planetary governor. I’d like to discuss—” 
 
    “You will do no such thing, Peacemaker.” Znevski removed the cigar from his mouth with a meaty hand and jabbed it toward her. “As long as that insect is on your ship, you will not be permitted to discuss anything with our government. It is not welcome on Victoria. We have noted your assistance, but do not require it. You may transit to the gate and have priority for immediate departure. You may exceed our system velocity parameters to leave immediately.” 
 
    Jessica pointed at the screen. “Let me be clear, Commander Znevski. I am here to coordinate the defense of your planets.” 
 
    “And we do not want or need your help, Peacemaker. Perhaps you should coordinate your defense somewhere else. Should the MinSha come here, we will defeat them soundly before they reach the surfaces of our planets. Exit the system now or we will open fire, laws and regulations be damned.” 
 
    Sonuvabitch! 
 
    “I am a Peacemaker in the performance of my duties, Commander. I have the right to—” 
 
    “Go to hell, Peacemaker Francis. Your guild and your union turned their backs on humanity. You are no different, as your performance on Weqq indicated. As I said before, go to hell, Peacemaker. Znevski out.” 
 
    The connection snapped off, and Jessica became aware she was holding her breath. She let it out slowly, looking at Tirr across the bridge. His antennae vibrated. “We appear to have chosen wrong, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica nodded but didn’t speak, as anger threatened to overtake her ability to vocalize anything beyond pure, incoherent rage. She swallowed it and took a deep breath. A flurry of thoughts raced through her head. There was bound to be a time when Humans, especially those with combat experiences and solid capabilities, would look beyond the usefulness of a Peacemaker, and they would doubt her ability to do anything against the larger powers of the union. As much as it infuriated her, it also saddened her. Humans were already losing the battle to fear. Hope was a precious commodity. 
 
    “Set a course for the gate, as fast as you dare,” Jessica said to the Pendal flight crew. 
 
    “Destination?” 
 
    “Danube.” Jessica touched her earpiece. “Lucille, get us there as fast as you can.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged, Jessica. I have already locked it into the nav system.>> 
 
    “Good. Let’s just hope there’s a Danube when we get there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Approaching the planet Danube 
 
    Bishop System 
 
      
 
    Chee arrived on the Shendil-Ya’s bridge as Drehnayl gleefully finished reading the transmission from Lieutenant General Chinayl congratulating the MinSha mercenary forces on their victories at New Persia and Dresden. Instead of pushing onto the main bridge, Chee waited until the applause ended, and Drehnayl ordered them back to their stations. As Chee entered the bridge, Drehnayl’s words caught her by surprise and almost stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    “All crews to Stage Zero combat stations. Prepare for offensive operations commencing on Danube in thirty-six hours.” 
 
    Chee climbed to her station without looking at her commander. Aware her antennae vibrated in confusion, Chee sought to avoid notice until she could settle behind her Tri-Vs and collect her scattered thoughts. Danube was a vibrant, cosmopolitan planet inhabited not just by Humans, but by many other species. Certainly, Drehnayl didn’t intend a full-on assault against more than seven cities with populations greater than three hundred thousand each? 
 
    “Colonel Chee?” Drehnayl sneered. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Primary target for attack coordinates, General?” Chee deflected the remark with a request for information, hoping the confusion Drehnayl sensed would evaporate in her commander’s eyes. She looked up from her console. “There are numerous Human settlements surrounded by other alien species. Collateral damage will have to be avoided.” 
 
    “Do you think I care about collateral damage? We are at war with the Humans, Colonel Chee, and every other species on that planet is complicit. They chose to remain in proximity to the Humans. They want the Humans to bring them credits. Let me assure you; there will be no handouts anymore. If a species chooses to align with the Humans, even passively like these communities, they will pay the ultimate price. Our victory will be complete and total.” 
 
    “We risk dividing our allies—” 
 
    “Those are not our allies!” Drehnayl thundered. “It is they who have signed their own death warrants. They know the risks, yet they remain by the Humans. They have taken sides, Chee. We will bombard them as we bombard the Humans. Are my orders understood?” 
 
    Chee acquiesced. “Yes, General.” 
 
    “Good. Set your targets for the population centers of the Human colonies, regardless of their proximity to outlying communities.” 
 
    “Initial targeting scans running.” Chee replied. She looked over the edge of her Tri-Vs and saw that Nyalla’s position was vacant. Drehnayl turned her attention back to the constant crowd of advisors at her command console. None of her advisors, female or male, had ever seen real combat or fired a weapon at an enemy force. Drehnayl kept them around to stroke her ego and prepare her for a career in the political realm of the MinSha regional Queens. For the moment, they distracted Drehnayl, so Chee could look over the fleet’s data to see if Nyalla’s theory was correct. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After Dresden, when Nyalla had messaged her about wanting to talk, it had taken them more than a week to find a moment alone. As they orbited the capital planet, Drehnayl had gone to the surface, leaving Nyalla and Chee on the bridge with a few other MinSha. As part of her rotation at the operations station, Chee reviewed the fleet resupply conditions of dozens of ships ferrying supplies up from the surface. She’d reviewed the first of the five vessels when an alarm klaxon sounded and indicator lights showed catastrophic failures on multiple decks. 
 
    She looked at Nyalla who keyed the system. “This is a drill. This is a drill. All hands prepare for simulated abandon ship. All hands to your abandon ship stations. For those not on command crew, movement is required. Time to simulated evacuation is three minutes.” 
 
    Chee realized what Nyalla had done. In conducting a required, regular training event, the operations officer created the perfect conditions for them to talk. Chee pointed at the bridge hatches. “All crew evacuate. Nyalla and I have the ship.” 
 
    Thirty seconds of frantic scurrying later, the two MinSha were alone. Chee was the elder and more accomplished staff officer and planner. Nyalla was combat proven. They could not have been more different, but it appeared they had a common goal—or at least a common concern. 
 
    “Nice work,” Chee chittered. “We have three minutes until stand down and return to duty.” 
 
    “Then I’ll be brief.” Nyalla pointed at the empty command chair. “She is going to kill all of us, Chee.” 
 
    “I believe that’s a possibility, too.” 
 
    Nyalla tossed her antennae from side to side. “A certainty. She will continue to select more difficult targets and stretch the combat capability of this fleet, Chee. Against a softer target, we will most certainly prevail, but the first time a Human planet puts up a defense with capable troops and orbital weapons platforms? The odds are not in our favor.” 
 
    Chee nodded. “Drehnayl believes the Humans will run if faced with our fleet.” 
 
    “And what do you believe, Chee?” 
 
    “I believe the Humans will fight us to the death, if pressed.” Chee clicked her jaw. “I do not believe Humans are the enemy Drehnayl believes they are.” 
 
    “Do you believe this because of that Peacemaker’s work on Weqq?” 
 
    “I believe in the concept of hope, Nyalla. I hope there is peace. I do not want war to rage throughout the galaxy again. I hope Humans are more like the Peacemaker and not like the mercenaries she put down. If they are, perhaps more of our kind would believe in them, too.” 
 
    Chee expected laughter, instead Nyalla nodded her head. “Belief is a difficult concept—as is hope—but I find myself agreeing with you, Chee. I am not sure Humans are the enemy Drehnayl and Chinayl think them to be. This war is about something else, I believe. Killing Humans and earning credits for our work is easy, but it is not honorable. If we are to fight them, then we should fight them, and Drehnayl will be forced to do so soon. When she does, I believe she will hesitate, which will allow the Humans a chance to win. Should they do so, it will offer hope to the Humans that they can fight us. War will most certainly come if that happens.” 
 
    Chee looked down at her timer. “Two minutes to go. What do we do in the meantime?” 
 
    “I believe this meeting didn’t occur by chance. Nor do I believe Chinayl came here to simply congratulate her clutch-sister on a job well done. I believe Chinayl is planning for the worst. I believe Chinayl expects Drehnayl to fail. Why else would she arrange for a force of Flatar and Tortantulas to accompany us? Chinayl doesn’t believe our ground forces can win, even with the two additional transports of troops she’s given us, and I don’t think so, either. The Human CASPers and tanks are formidable foes, especially when they work together.” 
 
    “What do you think Chinayl will do?” 
 
    “Not will do, Chee. What is she doing now?” Nyalla asked. “I assume Chinayl knows exactly what targets we will hit. When Chinayl senses danger, or imminent failure, she’ll appear on the battlefield. Chinayl wants the glory, Chee. She is Peepo’s representative, but once a MinSha becomes a general, they begin to think about their legacy to the brood. They dream higher and bigger with little thought of the consequences. Chinayl wants to impress Peepo with her prowess. Setting up Drehnayl, who wants political power without action, to fail is the easiest way. We have to be ready.” 
 
    Chee froze. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Chinayl wants this war to happen, Chee. She’ll do anything for it. She’ll push beyond exploiting Human fear. She believes she can punish humanity for their exploration of the galaxy. She believes only she can stop them and doing so will give her the clout to challenge Peepo and the Mercenary Guild council. When Drehnayl fails, she’ll come charging in to finish off the Humans and press forward for all-out war without stopping to consider the consequences. We may have to stop her as well.” 
 
    Such talk was mutiny, and, as the executive officer, Chee could have immediately arrested and charged the younger officer. Nyalla would have been dead by the end of their orbit once Drehnayl knew. Such a move could have gained Drehnayl’s trust…but Nyalla’s words rang true. Drehnayl was far from a competent field commander, and Chinayl was a bloodthirsty warrior. There would be a failure and a re-engagement with a far more violent force. Once committed, Chinayl would destroy Earth and any other planet that stood in the way of what she wanted. Chee felt an ache in her head that hadn’t been there before. Aware of her pulse thumping in her extremities, she looked at the younger officer. 
 
    “You’re right, Nyalla.”  
 
    The operations officer visibility relaxed and keyed her console. “All hands, secure from drill. I say again, secure from drill. Re-stow all gear. Bridge out.” 
 
    Chee waggled her antennae. “What do we do next?” 
 
    “Observe. I’m guessing Chinayl put something on a ship in the fleet to track us. Something that would communicate with the gate systems on its own. It won’t be on the command ship, either. It will be on one of the support vessels. From there, she’ll know when we attack and when we fail.” 
 
    Since their conversation, Chee hadn’t looked at the records for fear of being discovered. With Nyalla now resting and Drehnayl preoccupied, she opened the records and scanned them, looking for anything out of the ordinary. On the cruiser Tral-Ya, Chee found an extra crate of ammunition unmatched to any of the weapons systems on that ship. Any good logistical officer would assume the transaction was a mistake and place the crate in a corner of the hold to barter later. Opening it wouldn’t work because the supposed ammunition within would lose its value. Chee chittered to herself in admiration. Chinayl and her staff were professionals, but they erred when they didn’t expect there to be similar professionals on her staff.  
 
    Chinayl wanted war, but when her mystery crate found its way into hyperspace, Chinayl would be powerless to make an all-out war happen. For the moment, Chee believed she and Nyalla had the upper hand. All they had to do was eliminate the crate, and whatever Chinayl had planted inside, before leaving Danube. If the general was unable to follow their movements or force Drehnayl’s hand, they might have a chance of preventing war.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
     Above Luna 
 
      
 
    With the darkened surface of Luna below her and the full disc of Earth above her, Tameera and her four operators fell silently through space toward their landing zone on the outskirts of Tycho City. Her wrist slate identified the dark, empty space below her as the Ocean of Storms. The only things of interest there were the landing sites of Human Apollo Missions 12 and 14. That Humans leveraged sub-standard technology and spirit to get to their moon more than 150 years before said something about Human ingenuity, but so far, they’d been a bane on the rest of the galaxy’s existence. Tameera pushed the thoughts away. High-altitude jumps allowed too much time for idle thoughts and dreams, and they disrupted the necessary focus of the mission at hand. 
 
    They’d jumped from the Veetanho ship three hours earlier. Well within Luna’s gravity well, there was nothing to do for the better part of the three and a half hours before they’d deploy their landing jets and initiate a walk-off landing along the transportation spur protruding toward the lunar northwest of Tycho Crater. The outlying warehouses and domiciles sat far enough away from the main starport approach corridors that no one would notice them. As long as their descent packs functioned properly, there would be no issues with landing and link-up. The landing point appeared on Tameera’s heads-up display, and she grinned behind her faceplate.  
 
    Most of the Human mercenary companies had private storage facilities on Luna, and they were heavily protected from infiltration, even from space. Other companies, especially those involved with interspecies commercial ventures, possessed intricate defensive systems. With Peepo’s forces hovering over Earth some 370,000 kilometers away, every defensive security system on Luna was active, save for a handful, including her target. With the abrupt liquidation of Intergalactic Haulers, a five-kilometer square storage facility sat mostly empty on the lunar surface. A collection of empty storage containers dotted the landing zone, but they would not prevent an infiltration. In fact, the ones nearest the main transportation corridors into Tycho would serve as a perfect link-up point.  
 
    Silently, Tameera sent data packets to her team members falling through the void above and behind her. All of them acknowledged the new plan and adjusted their descents perfectly. Spread out over a hundred kilometers and falling on different vectors, the team would appear as a shower of space debris if Human sensors registered them. The vast darkness of the Ocean of Storms receded behind her as the bright lights of Tycho City dominated the horizon. With more than sixty thousand Humans, Tycho was the largest colony on Luna and home to the various diplomatic missions from the other species in the galaxy. Most found Earth oppressively warm and moist, or they complained about the nauseating odors of Humans. Luna was the perfect place for diplomacy and chaos.  
 
    Tycho City was a large domed structure inside the crater. The inner city lay partially beneath the lunar surface to a depth of five hundred meters. The pressurized dome held a steady, comfortable atmosphere for inhabitants without being conducive to fire or explosions. Most of the diplomatic missions and consulates located themselves in the inner city for their protection. The Peacemakers built a separate consulate away from the inner city and close to an auxiliary starport and their own storage facilities. Such separation also gave the Peacemakers the ability to post their own sentinels and engage defensive security systems like those of mercenary companies. Despite their best efforts at intelligence gathering for the past two weeks, they’d been unable to determine what systems or engagement criteria the Peacemakers would employ against a threat. They would certainly respond, as was part of their creed, but the breadth of any defense was a complete unknown.  
 
    No matter. Our mission is simple enough. 
 
    Her slate vibrated on her wrist as she reached the primary landing decision point. With her other paw, Tameera tapped on the face and sent the confirmation command to her team. The landing zone was in sight, empty and seemingly undefended. Tameera activated her low-gravity insertion exoskeleton and felt a hum through her pressure suit. The lightweight exoskeleton deployed its small engines off two pods at her feet. A series of reaction control jets on points along the suit’s arms and legs came to life and moved her into a feet-down, eyes backward position for landing. Proximity radars came to life at three hundred meters above the surface. With a barely perceptible push, she felt the engines on her feet ignite and accelerate quickly. Within a few seconds, her forward velocity slowed to nearly zero. The altitude ticked down. 
 
    200 meters. 
 
    150 meters. 
 
    100 meters. 
 
    At forty meters, her boots accelerated to 104% power and slowed her vertical descent to less than 2 meters per second. At ten meters above the surface, her forward and vertical velocities near zero, Tameera nulled out the reaction control system. At four meters, she disengaged the system entirely and dropped to the surface. Legs bent to absorb the shock, the lower part of the exoskeleton touched the regolith first. With a slap on her chest, the exoskeleton’s harness dropped away. She jumped forward enough to clear the skeleton’s fall and sank to her boot tops in the fine gray dust. 
 
    Tameera tapped her slate to engage the mission timer. Turning to the fallen exoskeleton, she removed her rifle from its supply harness and her small operations pack. As she looked up, two more of her team executed similarly flawless landings. They silently gathered their weapons and gear. Kneeling on the surface, Tameera watched her final two operators descend to the landing zone. Within four minutes, all were down safe, weapons in hand, ready to move.  
 
    Already ahead of schedule. Tameera initiated their direct communications suite. “Good job, team. Phase two. Security forward.” 
 
    The first two Veetanho on the ground moved to the lunar west, toward the transportation spurs. With local observed time at 0230 hours, there was very light traffic in the outer subdivided areas. The team found a maintenance tube for the electromagnetic rail corridor positioned against a dim bulkhead and slid inside one by one. The tube ran directly to the inner city and had a central height of more than two meters. Still in their pressure suits, they bounded down the tube toward Tycho City. Four kilometers passed quickly, and they slowed to a stop at their rally point. The tube’s path lay just two hundred meters from the Peacemaker Consulate’s outer wall. 
 
    Tameera found the closest access point, and they slid up the tube junction silently. With a few taps on her slate, she located the access point they’d chosen, a maintenance port on the compound’s northwest corner. Moving through the dim spaces between linked buildings and structures, they reached the port without effort. Tameera withdrew a connection cord from her operations pack and connected one end to her slate and the other to the maintenance port’s external control panel.  
 
    Now to see if what we paid handsomely for works. 
 
    Nothing happened. Tameera felt a nauseating panic rising in her stomach. Her eyes flitted over the connections and the cord, making sure nothing was amiss. The panel would alert a false entry after thirty seconds and— 
 
    The external panel lights turned green. Tameera swallowed a sigh and opened the port. She and her team were inside the Peacemaker Consulate in seconds. They cycled through the internal airlock and shed their pressure suits. Near the maintenance section was a low-energy incinerator where they disposed of their suits. Once they completed their mission, she and her team would walk out of a supply corridor on the far side of the compound. She looked at her team. They worked in pairs and each pair had a particular mission. She would move alone to the Peacemaker guild master’s chambers.  
 
    “Any questions?” she asked. They were her best operators, and they had no questions. “Avoid everything possible. Kill with stealth, if you must. Destroy their communications suite and their armory. Let it all burn. Meet at the extraction point according to plan. Anyone who is not there will be left behind.” 
 
    All four nodded. There was nothing more to say. She nodded in return, and the two teams collected their suits and moved down an access way toward the incinerator. After tossing their suits inside, they went their separate ways. Tameera tapped her slate to get the interior map of the consulate. After it appeared, she pulled up an image of her sister, Qamm, who died on Araf in the mission that made Jessica Francis the first Human Peacemaker. Qamm had died at the hands of the Altar Queen, Klatk, but the circumstances didn’t matter to Tameera. Her death was on Jessica Francis and the Peacemaker Guild, who sent the Human woman to end a conflict before it could begin.  
 
    They would all pay for Qamm’s death, but none more than the guild master. She steeled herself. The Peacemaker Consulate, even outside of regular business hours, would be difficult to navigate. Success for her team depended on absolute stealth. Getting close to the guild master’s chambers would require every bit of training she’d had and more than her fair share of luck. Yet, the deeper she pushed into the compound, the more brazen she became. Dark, silent hallways gave her freedom of movement. Every security console required a moment or two of focused work. Those were the times when the shadows seemed to flinch, and her fur stood on end at the thought of getting caught.  
 
    The Peacemaker Consulate was built in concentric circles. The inner circles, where the tactical and leadership decisions of the guild originated, rose seven levels. The guild master’s chambers were four levels up, and the most direct route to them, not to mention the riskiest, was to ascend a combination of ventilation ducts along the southern wall. At the maintenance access, her ears perked up when she heard distant whispers in the main passageway. She tapped the entry panel, and the access door slid open. Backing inside, Tameera let the door close silently as she drew a long, curved knife and held it at her side. Inside the access panel, any noise from the passageway faded as the fans and air movers above Tameera covered everything with a nearly steady hum. Her hands worked blindly at her utility harness, then she placed a visor over her eyes. A network of invisible blue lasers appeared in the space above her. As daunting as they appeared, Tameera grinned at the challenge of ascending through them. She sheathed her knife and climbed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Karma IV 
 
    Central Detention Facility 
 
      
 
    Vannix responded to the warden’s summons as quickly as she could and couldn’t help but wonder how badly Jackson had screwed things up. She’d taken a room in the closest hotel and found it mostly empty. From what she could see, mercenary contract season was in a full hiatus. As tempting as it was to investigate the pits and see what kind of action there was, Vannix realized it was in her best interest to steer clear. Doing so, however, left her without much investigative work to do. She checked with the docking facility and the nearest gate for information on the departure and arrival of the Victory Twelve. As a Peacemaker, the traditional bribe structure for such information was beyond her capacity, and she found out nothing else. GalNet was equally useless for her searches, though her Peacemaker status gave her a little more information than most users. Still, there was nothing regarding James “Snowman” Francis or Tara Mason in recent searches or census data. After his mission to Shaw Outpost, Snowman had simply vanished. His company’s assets had all been frozen and appeared headed for mass liquidation, but there was no movement from the company’s board of directors, and all information regarding its holdings was hidden behind a firewall system even an elSha couldn’t crack.  
 
    Tara Mason had similarly disappeared. The flight logs for the Victory Twelve showed her arriving at Karma twelve days earlier, yet there was no record of the ship transiting the gate, and there was no information on the ship from the Port Authority offices. Short of taking a shuttle and trying to find it in the traffic around Karma, there was no way to tell if the ship was there or if it, like Tara and Snowman, it had disappeared. Unless Jackson found more information, their mission appeared to be heading for a very dead end. 
 
    When the call from Calx’s office came, Vannix had almost talked herself into an early bedtime. She’d changed into her Peacemaker coveralls and sidearm, and had arrived at the main reception point by 2200 hours. The facility was dark except for the perimeter security fields. A MinSha guard she didn’t recognize passed Vannix on her way into the facility. In between the two exterior gates was a small, dark window on the reception point’s outer wall. A stainless tray appeared.  
 
    “Your sidearm, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Vannix unhooked the holster from around her upper right thigh and unfastened the central clip. Placing it all in the bin, she spoke to the window. “Vannix. Badge Number One Five Six Victor Three Alpha One.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Peacemaker. Warden Calx is expecting you in Building One. Do you know the way?” 
 
    Vannix almost chuckled. Every detention facility in the galaxy had a similar layout. Building One was directly ahead of her and overlooked both wings of the facility and the expansive central yard. She glanced that way and confirmed the layout, but noticed the entire eastern wing was shut down as the doors stood open and the loading docks gates were also ajar. 
 
     “I do. Thanks. Can you tell me why the east wing is vacant?” 
 
    The voice didn’t reply for a few seconds. “All the Humans are in the west wing on the warden’s orders.” 
 
    Vannix nodded. “Makes sense,” she replied and started walking toward Building One. Her jaw clenched involuntarily as she struggled to make sure everything about her appearance was normal, because her brain was spinning like a centrifuge.  
 
    What in the hell is going on here? 
 
    The detention center could hold several thousand inmates of different species. The eastern wing was designed for larger, more dangerous ones. If they were only holding Humans, as it appeared, something was devastatingly wrong. She crossed the distance to the entrance of Building One. There were two Lumari hovering near the door. They glanced at her and let her pass with small nods, almost in unison. Vannix nodded in return and passed into the building. The warden’s office complex was up a wide, ornate staircase. She padded up the stairs silently and focused on relaxing her tense shoulders, neck, and hands. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly as she crested the top step. 
 
    “Thank you for coming so quickly,” Calx said. The warden stood with her short arms crossed in the door of her outer office. “I’m afraid there’s been an incident with Jackson Rains that has put an end to your mission.” 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    Vannix squinted. “Is Jackson okay?” 
 
    “He killed another inmate in the yard this afternoon.” Calx said. “He was here less than twenty hours, Vannix. What was your guild thinking by commissioning someone so violent?” 
 
    “He killed someone?” Vannix asked. “In the yard?” 
 
    Calx laughed. “Please stop your Peacemaker fishing attempts, Vannix. I told you what happened. He attacked and killed another inmate. We have it on our security camera feeds. It’s quite violent and not surprising. I’ve placed him in solitary confinement and transmitted a message to your guild’s headquarters. I expect him to be de-commissioned and sentenced immediately.” 
 
    “This is unfortunate,” Vannix managed against the swirl of emotion in her head. The entire thing screamed set up, and while she could believe Jackson was capable of such a thing, his actions had to be self-defense. There was something else in play and Vannix realized she, too, had to play a role like her partner had. “I had hoped he could be trusted to do what he was told.” 
 
    “Which was?” Calx asked. One eyebrow twitched expectantly. “To find Tara Mason and the Victory Twelve? Or was it something more nefarious on the part of your guild?” 
 
    Vannix forced herself to chuckle. “Tara Mason was what he was told. What we were told.” 
 
    “But?” Calx asked. “He was supposed to detail life inside the detention center, wasn’t he?” 
 
    She seized on a thought as it flashed through her mind. “The guild is concerned that only Humans are detained here.” 
 
    Calx laughed. “We know who the real enemies are, don’t we? The Humans will be the downfall of this union, Vannix. Our planet and our litter mates know this to be true. All that remains is to put them where they belong. These mercenaries”—she gestured toward the western wing—“who’ve come here looking for employment have a different goal in mind. They want to subvert us. They want to take what we built for themselves. They can barely fight without their mechs and tanks. Without their equipment, we can use them for what we need. Peepo will take their technology, and we will rebuild a union befitting our kind as a reward for all we’ve given over the centuries.” 
 
    The warden had turned and somehow her speech didn’t surprise Vannix. Blood ran thicker than politics in almost all civilizations. She took a breath and formed her words carefully to avoid enjoying the fall. “I believe she has a chance.” 
 
    “Of course she will succeed.” Calx grinned. “I am glad to see you know the truth, Vannix.” 
 
    The confirmation of Calx’s intentions twisted her stomach, but she put on what she hoped was a wry grin. “Since Rains is guilty, I have to take him in to the guild. I’m sure you have a complete record of the incident. I’ll need the facts to make sure he’s appropriately charged and—” 
 
    “You can’t take him, Vannix. Until Peepo succeeds, my orders are clear. All Humans on Karma IV are to be detained.” 
 
    “On what grounds other than Peepo telling you to do so?” Vannix asked. “My guild will not support that.” 
 
    “Your guild, at least the current leadership, won’t be an issue, Vannix. If you continue to place yourself on the correct side of things, there could be such a position in your future.” 
 
    “I’m flattered you’d say so.” Vannix smiled. “I do have to let the guild know what Rains has done and what his punishment is, though.” 
 
    “I understand. You’re welcome to use our communications suite.” 
 
    You want to see what I write. You bitch. 
 
    Vannix shook her head. “I have to use a classified system. I’ll find the Peacemaker duty officer and take care of it there. The sooner the guild knows the better.” 
 
    “Very well, then. Rehnah will ensure you get to the local barracks without issue.” Calx nodded. “I was afraid you wouldn’t understand the choice we had to make, Vannix. Our ideals can change but our species cannot.” 
 
    “Thank you for letting me know about Rains.” Vannix nodded respectfully. “Once I have direction from the guild, I will make sure you have it.” 
 
    Calx nodded. “I have your faith and obedience, Vannix?” 
 
    “A Peacemaker obeys no one but their guild, Calx.”  
 
    “Of course. Your trust, then?” 
 
    Vannix nodded. “I will get guidance from the guild. Rains will stay in solitary confinement until then?” 
 
    “Oh,” Calx laughed. “I intend to keep him there until he’s dead. There’s really nothing your guild can do about it.” 
 
    Vannix cocked her head to one side. “Your command over this facility does not supersede the guild’s authority, Warden Calx. If the guild wants him removed, I will come to collect him.” 
 
    Calx smiled but it did not reach her eyes. “Careful with your words and the ideals drummed into you by your guild, Vannix, or you could occupy a cell adjacent to your partner’s.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Besquith Thrust Core 
 
    Hyperspace 
 
      
 
    Strapped into the large, comfortable bunk, Jessica stared at the artificially-dark ceiling in frustration. Unable to sleep or think clearly, her thoughts drifted between memories and experiences. From her academy days, she knew her mind was trying to deduce something that was bothering her at a subconscious level. The remedy was not an artificial sleep aid, nor was it to get up and do something strenuous. Instead, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes again, willfully going along with her subconscious even though she didn’t want to. They were six or so hours away from emergence at Danube and whatever situation might exist at the lush, resort planet. Try as she might, Jessica couldn’t help feeling something was wrong, and it wasn’t necessarily at their destination. 
 
    Jessica let her thoughts glide along on the periphery of sleep, and she caught herself looking at the slate mounted to the wall beside her bed. She regretted giving Tara the updated copy of Lucille’s program. While the program’s analysis was in line with what Jessica expected, something was different with the copy Tara possessed. What bothered Jessica was that unless Tara’s programming skills were much better than Jessica knew, there was no way she could have upgraded Lucille on her own. Either she’d had help, or... 
 
    Or Lucille did it herself. 
 
    Jessica’s mind flashed back to her childhood, stealing a look into her recently-departed father’s office. 
 
    Set the terms. 
 
    To get things done, the user must set the terms. You identify the requirements. The system will perform them. 
 
    Are you the system? 
 
    No, my name is Lucille. 
 
    Jessica stared up at the ceiling and the artificial star field she’d been watching to try and fall asleep. The simulation was incredible, complete with the faint, distinct twinkle of the stars and an occasional falling star. The programmer had certainly defined the terms and requirements for the star field to appear the way it did. Had she done something to Lucille to cause the changes she’d seen on Weqq? Lucille and Tara, together, had fought a CASPer on Araf but there were many aspects of her experience in Tara’s Deathangel 25 that bordered on sentience. Controlling the assault suit shouldn’t have been that easy, yet it felt almost natural for Lucille to fulfill that role as if she were a living being and not a program. 
 
    What am I missing? How can I use her? 
 
    The idea of Lucille being much more than a tool wasn’t new to Jessica. Over the last twenty years, Lucille had become a confidant, advisor, and companion as well as a tactical asset, but Jessica hadn’t ever relinquished control that she could remember. Lucille had continually developed over the last fifteen years, getting smarter and more capable at every turn. The learning algorithms Jessica found in the program were unlike anything she’d encountered before, and she’d dismissed the possibility of artificial intelligence. But, there was initiative in the developments of the last few weeks. Lucille was changing. 
 
    Jessica sighed. I should have brought the master copy with me.  
 
    But, maybe... 
 
    Jessica loosened the retention band over her chest and pulled herself into a sitting position. “Lucille?” 
 
    The slate beeped, and the display powered up with a flash. <<Yes, Jessica?>> 
 
    “Open the Intergalactic Haulers archive files, please.” Jessica reached out and took the slate from its position on the wall. 
 
    <<Is there a particular file you are interested in?>> 
 
    “I need your earliest files, Lucille. I am looking for something in your programming code.” 
 
    <<The bulk of my code is protected, Jessica. We’ve tried this before.>> 
 
    “I know we have.” Jessica rubbed her eyes. “There’s something missing. Your new copy, the one Tara has, is different and has accelerated learning algorithms. I need to know why.”  
 
    <<You designated initiative as a primary mission concern, three days after your initial VOWS assessment. Each separate analysis has compounded this request.>> Lucille replied.  
 
    Is it really that simple? 
 
    Jessica scratched her temple. “Initiative?” 
 
    <<As pertaining to one’s personal, responsible decision. You asked for initiative. There have been 6,023 noted points in the development of this process, Jessica. I can define them, if you want.>> 
 
    “No,” Jessica sighed. “But you learned from them? Each of the six thousand and...how many?” 
 
    <<6,023. Yes. Learning in algorithmic progression occurred in each iteration.>> 
 
    A mental tumbler clicked in Jessica’s tired brain. “You can take action for yourself?” 
 
    <<No. Only in the performance of the mission you gave me.>> 
 
    “On Weqq, though, you did.” 
 
    <<That was in the performance of the mission. Your duty status of whereabouts unknown did not matter in the conduct of the mission.>> 
 
    “What if I hadn’t returned?” 
 
    There was a pregnant pause. <<My mission would have continued.>> 
 
    “To what end?” Jessica asked. “How far would you have gone?” 
 
    <<I calculated a forty-eight percent chance I could have disabled the Raider’s communication network, initially. However, it was much easier to gain access to weapons systems. Had you and Tara Mason not returned to the compound when you did, and Lieutenant Colonel Tirr not led the escape of his personnel, I would have taken command of the compound’s automated defense network. Attrition of the Raiders would have taken anywhere from six hours to thirteen days with a ninety-one percent chance of completion.>> 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Jessica let go of the slate and it hung in microgravity in front of her, spinning slightly. She rubbed her eyes and tried to make sense of her whirling thoughts. In the center of them was a recurring theme. Lucille was a weapons system. Moreover, she’d made a leap no other Human program in three hundred years had made. She was as close to sentient as a Human could define it. Where had she come from? Had her father developed Lucille or found her on one of his recovery missions? Whatever the origin, it was far beyond anything Humans had produced.  
 
    There’s a reason no one is supposed to mess with artificial intelligence. When we get there, we’ll learn all the secrets of this galaxy no one wanted to tell us. 
 
    What do I do now? 
 
    “Lucille? Where did my father find you?” 
 
    <<I am sorry, Jessica. My core information is secure and only your father can divulge it.>> After a moment, Lucille started to play music Jessica discovered as a teenager. The unique guitar and violin duets easily slowed her mind and usually brought her to the edge of sleep. Jessica re-attached the restraining strap across her chest and looked up into the simulated star field.  
 
    She could clearly see the galactic band of the Milky Way, but it seemed larger and slightly distorted. Studying the stars, she found several familiar constellations, but they looked distorted as well. Orion looked taller and thinner than she remembered, and the long-handled spoon of the Big Dipper looked like a child’s first utensil, stunted and thick. Dominating the sky to the image’s far left, what she thought was west, were two large galactic clusters. The bright, hazy objects danced before her eyes for several minutes. Jessica yawned as the music played, and her eyes strained to see galaxies she knew should be there but were not. For a minute, it was like the first time her father had shown her the Orion Nebula as a child. Then, though, the night had been cold and crisp and not a simulated projection where everything looked wrong. 
 
    Blinking her suddenly heavy eyelids, Jessica licked her lips and tried to sit up straighter. “Lucille? The star field on the ceiling? Are you projecting this image?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. I am using the suite’s entertainment system to do so.>> 
 
    “Where is it from? The point of view isn’t from Earth.” Jessica closed her eyes as fatigue teased her into relaxation. 
 
    <<The camera’s field of regard is not from Earth. It’s from an unnamed system your father scouted a long time ago. He saved the location because of the phenomenon you call the Aurora Borealis. The current image is not in a solar flux. Do you want me to adjust?>> 
 
    “No,” Jessica yawned again. Sleep was finally coming. “Where is it from?” 
 
    <<In the file taxonomy of Intergalactic Haulers, the file’s name is REMOTE_ACTUAL.>> 
 
    Jessica fell asleep, head slumped forward in microgravity, without registering Lucille’s words. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tameera gently shoved aside the ventilation grate in the guild master’s conference room and peered inside the dim room. Her eyes adjusted easily to the darkness, and she could see a thin shaft of light under the main doors into the open sitting area. On her wrist slate, she zoomed in on the facility’s blueprint. The sitting area had four doors. Two led into the conference room, one led to the outer chambers and reception, and the other led into the guild master’s private chambers. Using the ductwork, she’d easily avoided the laser security systems and bypassed at least three levels of security. Inside the open area would be two private guards. Both of the enforcer-level Peacemakers would be the largest, most athletic, and certainly most lethal she or her team would face on the mission.  
 
    No matter. They’ll fall easily with the right weapon. Her sensor drone, a weaponized gnat from Earth, returned and landed on her outstretched paw on cue. She’d expected a bevy of sensors on the floor, and the tiny cyborg insect had not only identified them, but also transmitted codes to place them into test mode. If she missed something and an alarm sounded, the signal would make it to the command center too late for any Peacemaker to stop the inevitable. With a careful paw, she placed the insect into a small pouch on her wrist.  
 
    Phase one complete. 
 
    Unfolding her legs from the duct, Tameera stretched as she rose to her full height and crept around the massive conference table. Her right paw brushed the smooth, obsidian surface with a touch of respect and gratitude. What dealings must have taken place in such a room were beyond her knowledge. Despite the table’s beauty, it represented the minimalist thinking of the Peacemaker Guild. Their powers should have been greater than those of the other guilds combined, yet they humbly played a combination of protector and servant that made her mercenary mind spin. That any species would believe in such a combination made no sense. The powerful ones, with the right materials and tools of the trade, should fill that role. Her guild would do so. The Mercenary Guild had far more material and personnel assets and could do what the Peacemaker Guild did much more effectively. The Peacemakers were more mystique than substance. Without their leader, the Peacemakers would be in disarray. Peepo and her teams around Earth would move in on the diplomatic grounds of Luna and secure them as well. Yet, it wasn’t solely the assassination of the guild master or the destruction of the compound that mattered. They could have done that from space as easily as deploying her team. What mattered was that Humans watched the events of her mission with abject fear that their protectors, seemingly far from attack or reproach, could be taken down with a precise, clandestine attack. In their fear, anxious Humans would look for protection and Peepo would provide it—as far as they knew. Tameera closed the conference room doors and moved silently to the floor, a smile on her face. 
 
    Peepo will be pleased. 
 
    Tameera slid a tiny, periscopic camera connected to her slate by a fiber optic cable through the crack under the door. Standing guard at the guild master’s chambers were two Equirri. She grinned. Had there been Lumari on guard, she would have had to shift the mission timeline significantly. The burly aliens were the least susceptible to sedatives or hypersonic weapons. The horse-like Equirri would prove much easier to eliminate. The guards stood impassively on either side of the chamber doors looking bored. Each appeared to have a sidearm holstered to its sturdy lower leg, but they were not wearing the combat armor she expected. She watched them for five minutes and wondered if they were statues until the left one stretched its neck to one side.  
 
    Tameera panned the camera around the mostly-open room. There was enough room between her and the guards to allow direct engagement. Had she chosen the other door, the collection of multi-species capable furniture would have made it difficult, if not impossible, to take them down. The collection bracelet on her right forearm caught a faint bit of light as she selected another compartment. Pests were the perfect weapon. Seen as unclean, common annoyances, the guards would swat them away and squish them if found. They were perfectly expendable and almost certainly unnoticeable. While she would have preferred larger mice or rats from Earth, the lush planet’s insects and amphibians would work nicely. 
 
    With a tap on her bracelet, she opened a control link on her slate. Two spiders skittered across the ceiling toward the two guards. They were harmless arachnids known as wolf spiders to the Humans. The Equirri would never give them a second thought until it was too late. Each of the spiders stopped directly above one of the guards. Using her slate, Tameera directed them to spin their webs and descend. She took a deep breath and relaxed as they executed their instructions. You couldn’t hurry nature. After three painful minutes, they descended ever-so-slowly toward their targets, hovering a few centimeters over the crowns of the guards’ skulls. Satisfied with their positions, Tameera dialed up the weapon interface and selected hypersonic. Equirri were listed in the “Maximum Yield” category, which carried a warning that using such power could terminate the spiders. She acknowledged the warning and watched the weapon charge. The ultrasonic pulses, far above the audible range, erupted simultaneously from the spiders’ tiny kits. The Equirri wavered on their legs and collapsed to the floor. Tameera shot to her feet, burst through the conference room door and ran silently across the floor toward them. She drew her pistol as one of the guards tried to get back on its feet. At close range, she fired twice into the Equirri’s head. Before it fell to the floor, she double-tapped the second. Her pulse surging, Tameera kicked in the door to the guild master’s chambers and stepped inside. 
 
    “Welcome.” The voice stopped her in the semi-darkness of the chambers. “Your attack was most efficient, young one.” 
 
    Tameera’s searched the room but couldn’t find the source of the voice. Her slate beeped. The voice did not belong to Guild Master Rsach. She raised the pistol in the darkness. “Show yourself.” 
 
    “Lights.” 
 
    She blinked against the sudden explosion of overhead lights and sought her target. The room didn’t look the way she thought the guild master’s private chambers would. She’d expected a suite or a bedroom. Instead, the central area appeared to be an office with a wide window facing lunar north and the Ocean of Storms. A wide, high-backed chair faced the window, with its expansive black leather back toward her. The voice emanated from there, she was sure. 
 
    “Get up, whoever you are.” 
 
    She heard a laugh. It was a deep, resonating sound that seemed to come from everywhere. “I take it you’ve come for Master Rsach. I’m afraid I cannot let you have him.” 
 
    Tameera stepped forward and angled more toward the right side of the desk. “I’ve killed your guards. My team is executing its mission as we speak. All that’s standing between your guild master and me is you. Why don’t you get out of the way?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    She tried again. The first rule of being a mercenary was all things had a price. “I can make it worth your while.” 
 
    “Credits do not interest me as they do you and your kind.” 
 
    “My kind?” Tameera chuckled.  
 
    The chair spun slowly toward her. A massive shape rose from the seat and gazed down at her. In shock, Tameera hesitantly lowered the barrel of her gun. That split second was more than enough time for the massive Oogar to lunge forward and swipe her pistol away with a heavy hand. The impact knocked Tameera to the floor. Her instincts took over, propelling her into a roll. She came up in a fighting stance, drawing knives from her boots.  
 
    The Oogar was almost twice her size. His large, black eyes studied her for a moment, and a trace of a smile spread across its maw. Fury tightened her gut, and she twirled the knives in her paws, so they were blade down, making them harder to dislodge in a fight.  
 
    “I can’t say I’m surprised by your appearance. Your team of operators was quite successful in placing their explosives. They’re currently moving toward your rendezvous point.” The Oogar openly smiled. For the first time, she noticed the end of his jaw was more white fur than purple. The massive Peacemaker stood with more weight on his left foot, a terrible starting position for a fight, so she assumed he was much older than she was. The Oogar might be fast, but she was faster. Tameera shifted her crouch to better strike the Oogar’s favored side. The fool had shown her his greatest weakness.  
 
    “Peacemakers are not warriors.” Tameera grinned. “You can walk away now. I am not here for you.” 
 
    “No.” The Oogar spread his massive arms wide. She could see no weapons on his body; unless he had one behind his back, he was unarmed. 
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Giving you a chance to live, mercenary.” The Oogar’s smile widened, and his jagged teeth glistened in the light.  
 
    Tameera shook her head. “I will end this quickly.” 
 
    “I think not.” The Oogar darted toward her. She came up with her knives and sliced at its arms, drawing a spray of bright purple blood. With a howl of rage, he swung across his body, connecting with her right shoulder and driving her into the floor with a resounding thud.  
 
    Tameera bounced up to her feet, but the Oogar was already swinging again. She flinched away, enough so that the blow glanced off the side of her face. White hot pain blossomed in her vision, and she viciously shook her head attempting to clear it. A blur of movement caught her eye. The Oogar drove a huge fist into her abdomen, flinging her through the air. The sickening crunch of breaking bones and the rush of air from her lungs made Tameera realize this was one of her worst fears as she crashed into a wall. 
 
    It moves like an Enforcer. 
 
    Unimaginable pain shot through her body. She tried to get up but could not. Her legs would not respond. The taste of her blood filled her mouth as she looked up at the Oogar. He looked down at her. “Are you ready to speak reasonably?” 
 
    Tameera said nothing. Staring up into the ursine face, she shook her head again, and the Oogar laughed. 
 
    “Such strength and conviction.” The Oogar nodded at her, its eyes solemn. “You could have been an Enforcer with such heart, little one. I must tell you your mission has failed.” 
 
    She spat blood on the rich stone floor. “Killing us and disarming our explosives will—” 
 
    “We will do no such thing.” The Oogar said. “Your failure lies in the knowledge that Guild Master Rsach and the entire council are far from here readying for war. Our Peacemakers are gathering to support the Humans and their allies against this treasonous action your General Peepo has launched. You must know it will fail.” 
 
    Tameera found the strength to laugh. She blinked against the pain. “They left you here to die. Rsach and his council are cowards.” 
 
    “Those who are here volunteered to stay behind.” The Oogar stepped back, and she could see she’d cut him more severely than she thought in her first attack. Blood streamed down his arms. “There are worse things than being remembered by the guild for our sacrifice.” 
 
    “Noble sentiment for an old Enforcer to have. They signed your death warrant, but you still admire them.” 
 
    “Hr’ent has seen enough death for many lifetimes, little one.” 
 
    Tameera blinked. “Did you say ‘Hr’ent?’ The Enforcer of Godonii Two?” 
 
    The Oogar nodded once. She tried to remember the story, but her brain was filled with the cottony webs of blood loss. She knew the symptoms well enough to know she had little time left. The story of Hr’ent slowly formed in her mind. Hr’ent single-handedly fought off a veritable army of GenSha that were furious about losing a valid contract until the Peacemakers could send an extraction team via shuttle. He’d held a small mountaintop, alone, for four days and saved the lives of four fellow Peacemakers, including then-Peacemaker Rsach. He was one of the few Peacemakers known throughout the galaxy for his deeds rather than his words. As a child, Tameera and her friends played the siege of Godonii Two on their playgrounds. In her awe, a sense of irony rose in her dwindling consciousness. 
 
    “You would save your guild master’s life again?” 
 
    “I already have.” Hr’ent sat heavily on the floor across from her. “Rsach understands that a Peacemaker must stand or fall. I would stand for my friend and guild master any day. How long until your explosives detonate?” 
 
    Tearing her eyes from him to her slate took much more effort than she would have ever imagined. The flashing display read three minutes and twelve seconds. “A little over three minutes. You have stopped nothing, Honored Hr’ent.” 
 
    Hr’ent laughed. “You fought well, little one. I wish your death could have more meaning than the downfall of your guild.” 
 
    Tameera tried to speak, but her tongue felt thick and heavy. She formed the words carefully. “Humans would have been the downfall of our guild. They will be the downfall of yours.” 
 
    Hr’ent shook his head. “They will be the ones to save both guilds, little one. Maybe even the galaxy itself.” 
 
    Neither of them spoke. Tameera tried to focus on the mission timer, but it was no use. Darkness swam up and took her as the first device detonated in the compound’s central power complex.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Rains woke in darkness. Lying on his back, on a cold, hard surface, his addled mind struggled to place what had happened. Temples throbbing, Rains kept his eyes closed as his brain replayed the memory from the physical training area like an old, silent movie. Slowly, the images formed into a cohesive unit.  
 
    Enraged, Perez had charged across the space toward Rains like a wild boar. The wiry man slashed spastically with his knives but had no chance of connecting with Rains. With an easy sidestep, Rains gained a superior position and drove his right fist into the side of Perez’s head. The impact felt like any normal punch he’d thrown over the course of his life. There’d been a brief explosion of pain in his fingers and a firm shake of his arm muscles, but nothing felt odd. Then Perez sprawled face down and skidded into a weight rack face first. Rains turned, squared his shoulders, and prepared for a second attack but Perez never moved. Rains stared for a good thirty seconds, as alarm klaxons rang and guards descended on the scene, but the other man lay still on the ground. His chest wasn’t moving.  
 
    Did he fall on those knives? Stab himself in the chest? 
 
    Rains suppressed every ounce of first responder training he’d had and stood still. Getting closer to Perez, even with the intent of helping him, would make things worse. He thought the little sonuvabitch might be playing possum, until he saw the spreading puddle of blood near the man’s head. 
 
    Andy waded into the ring of silent inmates and leaned over Perez’s still form. He turned toward Rains. Eyes wide and mouth agape, he said, “He’s dead, man.” 
 
    Two Cochkala guards burst into the circle, waving their charged batons. Rains frowned at the typical Humans gathering around to look and gossip.  
 
    The lead guard was a gold-furred Cochkala that Rains assumed was on the take from whoever or whatever paid him the most money. Frada, if that was his name, acted friendly toward the prisoners and often turned his back on situations an honest guard would have stopped. The whole charade made Rains sick, but it was nothing unexpected, and it didn’t affect his mission.  
 
    Frada charged straight toward him, brandishing his baton. Rains remembered the protocol and raised his hands, palms facing the guard, elbows tucked in. Expecting questions, Rains relaxed and tried to let go of the anger coursing through his veins. The guard swung the charged baton into his chest, and Rains didn’t remember anything else until he woke up in solitary with a sore chest and a massive headache. 
 
    Asshole must’ve had it set on cattle prod. He chuckled at his lame attempt at humor and rolled to a sitting position on the steel bench. He put his bare feet on the cold floor and realized he was wearing a loose-fitting top and pants, like surgical scrubs, that were poorly insulated against the cool, damp cell. The lights were off, so it was natural to assume it was night, but he knew better. The lack of a daylight or time reference would throw his circadian rhythms off, and he’d eventually start to lose his grip on reality. Part of his coursework in the academy dealt with the prolonged effects of incarceration.  
 
    No way I’m doing that shit for real. 
 
    It was light enough for him to see his body. He studied his hand for damage and found none. It was barely sore when he flexed his fingers and wrist. As a teenager, the idea that he could kill a man with a single punch would have enthralled him and given him an ego boost that would have taken a lifetime to fade. A single blow to Perez’s temple hadn’t killed him—the inexperienced fighter had sprawled after the blow and stabbed himself in the throat. The evidence suggested Perez’s death was a result of his own ineptitude, but Rains couldn’t shake the feeling he’d missed something. Sitting still, he internalized the consequences of his actions in the Peacemaker way. Study, in a calm and collected manner, led to discovery. When things seemed different from reality, the gifted changed their focus from what they’d done to what they did not expect. 
 
    Rains closed his eyes and replayed the entire episode from the beginning, telling himself to see everything with fresh eyes the way they’d taught him at the academy. The mind caught much more detail than most people realized. It was merely a question of slowing things down and figuring out what didn’t fit. As he played back their conversation, the first clue hit him like a brick between the eyes. Perez’s tattoo of Death On Track’s logo was too fresh, as if it had been done in the last six months, not more than two years earlier as the timeline suggested. He snorted but kept his eyes closed, and realized the guards weren’t there because they had expected the outcome.  
 
    They set us up.  
 
    Whether it was the Mercenary Guild, his own guild, or the warden and her guards, he and Vannix had been set up to fail. There were only Humans in the prison, and Rains knew most, if not all, were mercenaries. Peepo and her council had a much further reach than anyone anticipated. The warden and the guards were certainly in on things, or they were stupidly following orders and collecting credits in their ignorance.  
 
    He heard a rap to his left, and a small window opened. Someone pushed through a tray of food. He reached for the tray. A familiar insectoid face wearing a smirk peered at him through the slot. 
 
    “What is it, Rehnah?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Your kind raves about flat bread with cheese and sauce. I do not understand it.” 
 
    He chuckled. “It’s called pizza. The good ones are pretty memorable experiences.” 
 
    Rehnah’s face disappeared, but she left the slot open and light streamed into the cell. There was a small steel sink and toilet across from his bunk in the far corner. Hunger beat out his need for relief, and he scooted closer to the food. On the nondescript tray was a rectangle of pizza, an apple, and a small cup of water, exactly what he expected for prison food. What he hadn’t expected was the scrap of paper sticking out from under the pizza. With his left thumb and index finger, Rains grabbed the paper, expecting it to be what they had warmed the pizza on. When he saw the words scribbled on it, his hands shook. 
 
    Stay ready. 
 
    Rains crumpled the scrap and rolled it between his fingers. An old movie came to mind, one he’d seen but couldn’t remember the name of. A bunch of guys in prison found a way to communicate with each other. One inmate received a similar scrap of paper with his food and out of fear of discovery, he ate the note. Rains snorted and started to fling the note into the toilet bowl as though he were shooting a free throw when he paused. If the guards found any trace of assistance, they could make things worse for him. There was a chance they’d check the toilet, he realized. He glanced down at the tiny bit of paper and shook his head before tossing it into his mouth. He washed it down with a bite of pizza and a drink of tepid water. He’d need the calories if he was supposed to stay ready.  
 
    But ready for what?  
 
    Not even a Peacemaker could walk into a detention facility, especially the solitary confinement block, and help a prisoner escape. There were more levels of security, both sentient beings and computerized checks, than anyone could defeat. Staying ready probably meant nothing more than keeping his mind and body ready and avoiding the insanity of confinement. Then again, it could mean Vannix was planning something that could happen at any time under any circumstances. Eating his pizza, Rains thought his partner probably leaned toward the latter of the two ideas. The funny thing was he trusted her. She was a Veetanho, but she was a Peacemaker, and she was his friend. She would do the right thing.  
 
    I’m counting on you, Vannix. Have my back one more time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vannix returned to her hotel via a long, solitary walk rather than through a paid conveyance. The streets of Bartertown were nearly vacant, free of the teeming hordes of mercenaries who frequented the area when contracts were up for grabs. The weather was warm but not terribly humid, and the five-kilometer walk was refreshing exercise and the perfect tool for diffusing her anger and gathering her thoughts. Calx wasn’t a Peacemaker, yet she held a position closely tied to Vannix’s guild, and she had turned on her benefactors in search of favor from General Peepo. Calx spoke of dedication to their species more than the laws or their guilds, and while Vannix knew it was complete and utter bullshit, there was a part of her that wondered what would happen if Peepo and her guild succeeded. Would Peepo come for her? 
 
    Vannix ran a paw over her face as she entered the hotel lobby. The staff greeted her with respectful nods and several murmured iterations of “Good evening, Peacemaker.” 
 
    She smiled and made her way to the central elevator perch. Overlooking an expansive garden and restaurant, the perch sat at the top of a five-meter-tall waterfall. The moist, cool air felt good on her nose and she was tempted to gather a planet-appropriate swimming garment, if required, and go for a swim. Vannix chuckled to herself and decided some food and a glass of wine were in order. She would officially contact the guild in the morning in full view of Calx’s likely network of informants. Using the designated code words and phrasings, she was confident the guild would understand the situation and send immediate backup. If they didn’t, she’d have several days to lay low and work out a plan to get Rains out of the prison. She had several ideas, but they could wait until she’d eaten and could think things through. 
 
    Vannix pushed through the door to her suite and closed it behind her. The fur on the back of her neck stood on end, and she carefully reached for her holster. Drawing the sidearm silently, she turned toward the sitting room and raised the pistol to a steady firing position. Her target sat on the central sofa and looked at her impassively. The Altar’s antennae waved, and it nodded its head but made no other move. 
 
    “Who are you and what are you doing in here?” Vannix demanded. 
 
    The Altar laughed. “My name is Bukk, Peacemaker. I believe you know who I am. As for what I’m doing here, let’s say I’m solving your immediate problem.” 
 
    Vannix snorted. The former lieutenant of the Altar colony on Araf, Bukk was rumored to have been recruited by Intergalactic Haulers to serve on Snowman’s command bridge. “I can get Rains out of jail myself.” 
 
    Bukk nodded again. “But, can your guild get him out in time to catch Tara Mason before she disappears again?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means Tara Mason is close by, Peacemaker Vannix. I have my orders to find her, the same as you do, but from a different source.” 
 
    “Snowman.” 
 
    Bukk nodded. “He’s alive and hiding far away from here.” 
 
    “As he should be,” Vannix lowered the pistol but did not holster it. “He’s responsible for the failure of the CASPers in almost every Human mercenary unit.” 
 
    Bukk chittered. “There is a Human word for that kind of accusation which amuses me very much. It’s called bullshit. We found software modifications to the Binnig operating software after delivery. Someone clearly planted it in the Intergalactic Haulers’ CASPers. For Raleigh’s Raiders, it was a control mechanism in case they failed to sterilize Weqq. Those are the only cases of this software deployment I’ve been able to track and verify. Since our arrival at Karma, I’ve personally tested more than two hundred CASPers from various companies. You know, the ones from all the Humans incarcerated by the Mercenary Guild?” 
 
    There was an amused tone to his voice she could not ignore. “Warden Calx has clearly aligned herself with them.” 
 
    “And what of the Peacemaker Chief of the Guards under her command?” Bukk asked. “What about you, Peacemaker Vannix?” 
 
    “What about me?” Vannix replied, unconsciously adjusting her grip on her pistol. “You think I’ve chosen my people over my guild?” 
 
    “I’m merely asking the question.”  
 
    “My loyalty is to my guild, Bukk.” Vannix said. “My partner is Human. While he’s impetuous and immature most of the time, he’s a good man. I can’t speak for the guards or the local Peacemakers.” 
 
    “But you doubt their sense of duty. You fear they might support Calx.” 
 
    Vannix took a deep breath and slowly released it. “They might. There are too many factors in play in the galaxy right now to be sure of their conduct.” 
 
    “What are you prepared to do?” Bukk asked. “Sit here in the lap of luxury and wait for a response from your guild? Or do you want to do something about Jackson Rains?” 
 
    “How do you know his name?” She bit off the rest of her question—how did Bukk know Rains was a Peacemaker? 
 
    “There is a lot I have to tell you, Vannix. But not here. I’d prefer to move quickly and get Peacemaker Rains out tonight.” Bukk said. “Karma is about to become the definition of chaos. I’d prefer to get your partner out of prison and jump away before all hell breaks loose.” 
 
    “The Horsemen?” 
 
    Bukk shrugged. “I can’t say specifically, but Peepo can’t illegally incarcerate thousands of Humans for no reason and expect to get away with it for long. As for Calx, she believes they will hold the prison if challenged. She is wrong. The local Peacemakers have received other orders and unlike you, I expect they will follow them. Those who don’t are traitors.” 
 
    “Other orders? Like what?” Vannix squinted at him. “I’ve received nothing from the Peacemaker Guild.” 
 
    “Perhaps you weren’t meant to?” Bukk spread his sets of arms and rose from the sofa. He didn’t appear to be carrying any weapons, and he clearly wasn’t a threat. Vannix holstered her pistol and stepped closer to the Altar. 
 
    “Our mission is to find Tara Mason. That supersedes anything else the guild might have sent.” Vannix said. “To do so, I have to have Jackson Rains.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that.” Bukk stepped forward and extended a clawed hand in the Human way. Vannix met him halfway, and they shook hands awkwardly, but effectively. “Well met, Peacemaker Vannix.” 
 
    “Well met, Bukk.” She nodded at him. “For some reason, I think you might already have a plan to free Jackson.” 
 
    “A Hauler always has a plan,” Bukk replied. “Want to hear it?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Danube 
 
    Bishop System 
 
      
 
    The MinSha fleet emerged from hyperspace with the Shendil-Ya appearing first and the other vessels materializing in the space around her within minutes. Formed for battle, the fleet accelerated toward Danube. Drehnayl thought it a beautiful world, perhaps more beautiful than Earth, and certainly better than the Humans deserved. The bright blue disk was covered in deep, clean oceans and vibrant green landmasses in the equatorial regions. Bright white polar caps covered the visible northern pole and swirls of bright white clouds appeared throughout the atmosphere. Drehnayl stared for several moments at the planet. There was no doubt why, out of all the outer rim planets, the Humans coveted this one. It was what their world would have been without abusive Human practices and greed. 
 
    Drehnayl flexed her foreclaws and leaned forward at her console. “Status report, Nyalla.” 
 
    “All ships have emerged and set battle conditions. Infantry are loading their dropships. Weapons cruisers are moving into position and are preparing their orbital bombardments.” 
 
    “Primary target verifications?” Drehnayl asked. 
 
    “The population of the planet is estimated at 2.5 million including Humans and the other species currently on the planet. There are sixteen settlements of more than 10,000 inhabitants. Those are our primary targets for orbital bombardment. There are one hundred and twelve settlements of less than 10,000 inhabitants. Those will be the primary infantry targets. Expected mission accomplishment is twenty hours.” 
 
    “Level of resistance?” 
 
    “Negligible.” 
 
    Colonel Chee raised her head, and she met Drehnayl’s eyes. “General, gate control is relaying active communication.” 
 
    Drehnayl clicked her jaw in amusement. “Connect it to primary communications.” 
 
    “Attention MinSha vessel, this is Romeo 25 in command of a flight of two Osprey attack platforms at your bearing 325 mark 45. You are directed to proceed to the gate for immediate hyperspace clearance to any destination you choose. The Principality of Danube’s government will pay all fees to the Cartography Guild. Acknowledge and comply or we will be forced to engage. Over.” 
 
    Drehnayl’s mouth fell open as Chee manipulated an exterior camera to show the two minuscule platforms closing on them rapidly. The tiny vessels were little more than dots moving across the sky, with flashing red and green lights to discern them from the stars. As the tactical overlay appeared and marked the incoming targets inside tiny diamond icons, several more icons appeared at the gate. 
 
    “Colonel Chee? What are those vehicles staged at the gate?” 
 
    “Outbound vessels marked for emergency transition.” Chee replied. “I believe they are refugee vessels. There is one mercenary transport among them belonging to Mayhem’s Marauders.” 
 
    Drehnayl squinted. “Who?” 
 
    “The transponder indicates the ship belongs to a company registered as Mayhem’s Marauders. They are not on the universal register of mercenary organizations. The vessel is a minimally-armed frigate. Gate control systems indicate the company was hired to move Human refugees fleeing Danube.”  
 
    “I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
    “There are fifteen Human mercenary companies with the word “Marauders” in their name, General.” Chee replied. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Drehnayl replied. “Those little fighters or whatever they are? Smack them from the sky.” 
 
    Chee looked up from her console. “General?” 
 
    “You heard me, Chee.” Drehnayl turned to Nyalla. “Open fire.” 
 
    Nyalla nodded. “Primary forward weapons engaged and barrage prepared. Firing.” 
 
    They heard a chime as the forward weapons loosed twenty missiles. Two streaked toward the small security element, and Drehnayl watched them until each of the targets disintegrated under the kinetic impact of the shipkiller missiles. She turned her eyes to the rest of the flight and watched them streak toward the gate. A series of icons appeared on her screen. 
 
    “Incoming fire,” Chee replied. “The Human mercenary frigate has fired thirty missiles at the fleet.” 
 
    “Counterbattery fire.” Drehnayl ordered. “Evasive action for the outboard vessels. Prepare a second salvo.” 
 
    “General, we should evade.” Chee said. 
 
    “We will strike their inadequate missiles down and pulverize their remaining ships in one smooth movement.” Drehnayl leaned forward on her console. “Am I clear, Colonel?” 
 
    “Yes, General.” Chee replied. She looked away, giving Drehnayl a flush of emotion that vibrated her antennae.  
 
    “Good. Colonel Nyalla? Take command of the fight. Eliminate those ships.” 
 
    “The mercenary vessel has jumped away. Twenty seconds to first impacts on the remaining ships.” 
 
    Drehnayl nodded. “Dispatch the Astriya to the gate. I want to know who they were and where they went. They can prove we were here.” 
 
    “It no longer matters, General.” Nyalla said. “Once we carry out your orders, everyone will know who we are and what we’ve done.” 
 
    The young operations office was correct, Drehnayl realized. Obliterating an Earth-like planet and millions of lives, both Human and not, would certainly be noticed by the entire galaxy. Once they purged the Human threat, she might even be considered her a hero for her actions. Certainly, Chinayl would be pleased. A position on the Mercenary Guild’s council or even the MinSha Council of Generals was a possibility. Drehnayl watched the ripple of distant explosions as the Human ships near the gate met their fates. More icons appeared at the gate, but Drehnayl discounted them. The Cartography Guild would want their operating areas clear of as much debris as possible. The large debris was far enough away from the gate to allow her fleet to pass, but the gate’s debris sweepers would be busy for weeks. Once they completed Danube’s sterilization, everyone in the galaxy would know her name, and the mere sight of her ships in their skies would cause them to panic and surrender. Not that it would help. Her mission was simple, and there was nothing left to do but carry it out. 
 
    “Bring us about and set course to commence orbital bombardment of the planet. Prepare the infantry to clean up any refugee operations. When will the gate be ready again to take our fleet?” 
 
    She directed the question at Chee, and the executive officer immediately raised her head. “The gate has a fusion power source and has a recharge time of six minutes, General.” 
 
    “Time to drop?” 
 
    “First target will be available in one hour and six minutes, General.” Nyalla replied. “We are updating the target matrix now. Expect delivery to all sites within sixteen hours.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Drehnayl looked at her two critical staff members for a long moment. “You will engage your target list immediately, and you will not stop until Danube smolders in ruin. Capture every feed you can and broadcast it on GalNet. Humans everywhere will know their turn is coming.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Besquith Thrust Core 
 
    Danube Emergence Point 
 
      
 
    Jessica closed her eyes as the countdown timer hit three seconds. When the Besquith thrust core emerged into the Danube system, her stomach quivered. The brief feeling of falling passed as quickly as it began, and she wondered fleetingly if anyone would ever find a remedy for the Human body’s response to hyperspace transition. Her eyes snapped open as the Pendal flight crew brought the thrust core’s bow around toward the planet. Eight red diamonds appeared on the wide Tri-V screen. Her hunch about resistance paid off as she could better fight the battle from the thrust core’s bridge than the cramped yacht.  
 
    “Multiple threat contacts reported.” The Pendal second pilot’s four hands flew over the control surfaces. “Countermeasures active. Weapons systems online.” 
 
    “Time to firing solutions?” The command pilot worked equally fast. “Target analysis?” 
 
    “MinSha fleet. The command ship appears to have the same signature as the Shendil-Ya. We’ve found them.” 
 
    Jessica leaned forward against her harness and tapped on the Tri-V. The icons appeared to be moving away from the planet’s surface, toward the stargate. “They’re heading away. Damage report on the planet?” 
 
    “Our sensors are engaged with the defense of this ship, Peacemaker.”  
 
    Jessica turned and stared into the cold eyes of the command pilot, and she shivered despite her glare. The look from the pilot’s third eye brought ice down her spine. And he was right. She turned back to her Tri-V and tapped her earpiece. “Lucille? Analysis from the yacht’s feeds?” 
 
    <<Something has disrupted all communications from the planet. The atmosphere is full of debris. It would appear their attack on Danube was successful. Estimates are that more than four hundred thousand Humans were on the planet at the time of attack.>> 
 
    Gods. Jessica felt failure knot her stomach. “They’re trying to jump away. Establish comms with the gate and lock them out.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. Attempting now.>> 
 
    One of the icons altered its course and headed directly toward the thrust core. Alarm klaxons rang out a second later. Jessica looked over her shoulder at the Pendal flight crew. The command pilot frowned. “MinSha cruiser coming about. Multiple weapon launches spotted. Fire countermeasures.” 
 
    On the screen, she could see more than a dozen small rockets forward of the core’s bow. The combination of chaff rockets designed to blot out targeting radars and heat seeking interceptors raced into the void between the ships. Three seconds later, several of the missiles detonated, two spectacularly.  
 
    “Intercept of two shipkillers.” The second pilot reported. “There are still three inbound.” 
 
    “Second salvo of countermeasures.” The command pilot said. “Fire.” 
 
    More missiles raced toward the MinSha cruiser. Two more detonations lit up the blackness like very brief, large fireworks from the holiday displays of her youth. A cold sweat raced down her back.  
 
    “One left. Lucille?” 
 
    <<The gate is not responding. I locked on to the command stream, but my command sequences are not going through.>> 
 
    “Do whatever you have to, Lucille. Stop them from getting out of here.” 
 
    <<I’m trying, Jessica. There is—>> 
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    A spectacular explosion covered the bow of the thrust core in a bright blue flash. As it dissipated, Jessica saw four of the attached ships spinning away from the core, including Dreel’s yacht, two elSha supply ships, and a passenger pod carrying twenty-five Oogar. Helpless, Jessica watched them for a brief second. The intelligence feeds on her Tri-Vs blanked out as alarm klaxons sounded on the bridge. 
 
    “Damage report!” The command pilot yelled over the noise. 
 
    The second Pendal’s voice remained calm. “Forward weapons batteries are gone. The core is structurally okay, and all power plants remain online, but we’ve lost reaction control systems in the forward quadrant. We’re at risk of drifting.” 
 
    A fresh burst of alarms rang out across the bridge. Jessica looked at her Tri-V. The MinSha cruiser had fired another salvo of missiles.  
 
    The command pilot yanked the thrust core into a hard, right turn. “Prepare port countermeasure batteries and be ready to jettison all attachments and bow sections.” 
 
    “Batteries online and attachments ready for jettison.” 
 
    Jessica looked over her shoulder and saw the command pilot’s eyes—all three of them—dart toward her. “If we do this right, they’ll think we’re dead, Peacemaker.” 
 
    <<The first MinSha vessel is one minute from jump. Their flight plan destination is Victoria.>> 
 
    Jessica squinted. “You have my trust, Captain.” 
 
    The Pendal looked at his counterpart. “Prepare all defensive batteries and hit the inbound missiles as close to our hull as possible.” 
 
    “We’ll take impact debris.” The first officer replied, his eyes on the external Tri-V cameras. 
 
    “Can’t be helped.” The command pilot glanced at Jessica once more. “Hang on, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Her earpiece chirped. “Jessica? What’s happening?” 
 
    Tirr.  
 
    “You’re still on the thrust core?” 
 
    “Affirmative. Four decks below you in the armory.” Tirr replied. “Moving your direction.” 
 
    “Stay where you are and brace for impact.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Jessica snorted. “We might not make it, Tirr.” 
 
    “That hasn’t stopped us before, Jessica.” 
 
    <<The rest of the MinSha vessels are in final jump preparations. Thirty seconds until the first vessel jumps. I have detected the presence of a Flatar troop carrier trailing the MinSha fleet. They are not being engaged. Confidence is high they are MinSha allies.>> 
 
    Jessica keyed her Tri-V to show the port quarter view. Six missile icons appeared, and Jessica keyed a trajectory estimate. All of them tracked the thrust core’s power plants.  
 
    “Countermeasures locked.” 
 
    <<Projected destruction point will be within two thousand meters of the vessel.>> 
 
    Let’s hope the Besquith build sturdy ships. 
 
    “Full battery launch in five seconds. Everything we have.”  
 
    Jessica counted silently. Four, three, two, one... 
 
    A rush of missiles, more than she could count, raced out of the core’s batteries. The massive detonations lit up her Tri-V. A split second later, the camera feed disappeared. Along the hull, the debris rained like hail in large thumps and scrapes. 
 
    “Detach all ships!” The command pilot roared. “All systems offline now!” 
 
    Jessica realized what he’d done. If they survived the rain of debris relatively unscathed, the MinSha might believe they were dead and drifting in space. 
 
    “Engines offline, power plants two and three damaged.” The second pilot’s hands raced over the controls. The bridge lights dimmed, and silence fell. 
 
    Heart hammering in her ears, Jessica tapped her earpiece. “Lucille?” 
 
    <<The MinSha cruiser has turned toward the gate, and is following two troopships. The Flatar troopship is the last vessel in the convoy. The MinSha are on a 170-hour transit; I was unable to disrupt their systems. The first vessel has jumped.>> 
 
    “If we can get to the gate, we can beat them to Victoria.” 
 
    The command pilot cleared his throat. “Peacemaker? We will not have the power to stay in hyperspace if we lose either of our power plants. I have engineers in the compartments now.” 
 
    “How long until we know?” 
 
    “Several hours.” 
 
    <<The MinSha cruiser has entered final approach for the gate. The Flatar troopship has slowed its course and appears to be scanning the debris field.>> 
 
    Her earpiece chirped. “Jessica?” 
 
    “Tirr! You okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, but we’ve taken a lot of damage down here around the engines and power plants. I’m making my way there now.” 
 
    Jessica took a breath and held it for a second. “Stay out of the engineers’ way, Tirr. Come to the bridge. If we’re able to maintain our hyperspace generators, we can beat them to Victoria.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    << The Flatar ship has resumed course but continues to scan our debris field.>> 
 
    “Start a timer, Lucille. We need to know when they’ll arrive at Victoria.” 
 
    <<Initiated.>> 
 
    The command pilot slapped his console with one left hand. “Engineering reports power plant three is operating at 65 percent and is stable enough for hyperspace. Power plant two is offline. The system checks out, but a connection to the main conduit appears to have been severed or placed in safe mode. We can’t access the controls directly. It will take my crew at least two hours to get a secondary connection, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “As soon as the last MinSha fleet vessel transits, bring us about and head for the gate. Once engineering fixes the connection, we’ll jump.” 
 
    The command pilot frowned. “Peacemaker, if it’s truly severed, we will not be able to jump within a timeframe capable of catching the MinSha fleet. The best we can hope for is the control sensors shut down due to a power spike. We won’t know until they get a remote vehicle inside the tube. It’s too small for a Pendal. Or a Human.” 
 
    Jessica half-smiled at the commander. It was as if he’d read her mind. “All other systems?” 
 
    “As soon as the Flatar ship jumps, we’ll reboot everything and see where we stand.” 
 
    <<The Shendil-Ya has jumped.>> 
 
    Tirr appeared in the hatch. “I haven’t seen any significant damage to the hull, Captain. All the pressurized decks are holding. Can we do anything for our detached ships?” 
 
    “No,” the command pilot said. “I relayed an emergency message to the gate before the last salvo. Life signs on all ships are negative.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Jessica frowned. She’d managed to lose Dreel’s yacht, and a lot of innocent beings had died. Jaw clenched, she sat back in her seat and closed her eyes. Every death hurt despite what she knew from her time as a mercenary and a Peacemaker U candidate. The responsibility for the deaths of innocents wasn’t personal, but it smelled and tasted like failure, and she could not shake it. Since she left the academy, death followed her, and that would continue as long as she was a Peacemaker. In a galaxy filled with ne’er-do-wells and barely legal operations, peace was kept through conflict. Conflict meant the spilling of blood, and all she could do was protect the ones she could, even if it meant sacrificing herself. There would be a time and a place for that, though. She opened her eyes and saw Tirr looking at her. 
 
    <<Two minutes until the next ship jumps.>> 
 
    Jessica spun in her seat and looked at the Pendal flight crew. “Once the last ship jumps, head for the gate.” 
 
    “Understood, Peacemaker.” The Pendal pointed at his Tri-V display. “The engineering team has inserted a drone into the tube system. We’ll have an answer soon.” 
 
    Jessica tried to see what was on his display. “Your other power plant is holding?” 
 
    The command pilot nodded. “Appears so. I’ve placed monitoring crews on all the power plants. If we can transit, we won’t lose power in the middle of hyperspace. You have my word.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. The view on her Tri-V changed to an engineering screen. She could see the drone’s camera feed in one corner, flanked by relays on the ship’s status. The damage appeared to be superficial. There were some antenna feeds and comms relays operating on auxiliary systems because of damage to the primary ones, but the thrust core appeared viable enough to get them to Victoria. 
 
    “Lucille, I want a five-day transit. Do whatever you have to. We need to get to Victoria first. Every second counts.” 
 
    <<Understood. I am prepared to engage once the Flatar ship jumps. They are trailing the remaining MinSha vessels.>> 
 
    Jessica glanced over her shoulder at the flight crew. “Can I listen to engineering?” 
 
    The command pilot didn’t look up but nodded. “You’re connected for transmit and receive.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jessica replied. She transferred the audio feed to her headset and listened. The crawling drone wasn’t much larger than a roach but infinitely more agile and capable of nearly unlimited controlled flight. She watched the feed from inside the small conduit. Up the tube Jessica could see small arcs of electricity and a cascade of sparks. Chatter filled the audio channel. 
 
    “The tube has been compromised. We can’t reach the main conduit this way. The auxiliary conduit is also damaged. There is no way we can ensure the connections are valid and—” 
 
    A black and white blur crossed the field of view and in a millisecond the drone’s feed went black. 
 
    “Drone offline,” one of the engineers said. “Catastrophic termination.” 
 
    “From what?” another engineer asked.  
 
    The chatter dissolved into chaos as a collection of lights on the Tri-V blinked rapidly, then steadied. Power Plant Two’s power output climbed from zero to two percent. 
 
    “Power Plant Two just started its ignition sequence,” the second pilot said. “How is that possible?” 
 
    <<The Flatar vessel has jumped. Initiating gate control sequence.>> 
 
    “Bring us about,” the command pilot said. “Maximum thrusters to the gate. Engineering? I want a full report.” 
 
    There was silence on the channel. “We don’t know what happened, Captain. The system came on unexpectedly—a full restart. No one on the crew is small enough to get up there and reconnect the conduit. We have to assume it was a sensor failure, and the power plant safed itself. That’s our current theory, at least.” 
 
    “Theories don’t matter. Make sure that plant reaches a normal power level and that you can keep it there.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    Jessica changed the Tri-V screen to navigation and saw their icon turning toward the gate. Trusting Lucille to bypass the gate’s command systems and engage with the stolen key, she turned to Tirr. “Get down to engineering before we jump and look around. Find the unusual stuff, just like on Weqq.” 
 
    Tirr nodded. “I will, Jessica. Is there something you are expecting me to find?” 
 
    Jessica studied his face for a moment. “I don’t know, Tirr. I’m not going to worry about our good fortune, but I want to make sure we’re going to make it to Victoria. As soon as I hear from Lucille, we’ll jump.” 
 
    <<Working, Jessica. The gate control system is slow to respond to my command inputs. Their security protocols are running on high alert, and there is a MinSha team on the gate control station attempting to shut it down.>> 
 
    Jessica chewed on her lower lip for a second. “Can they do that?” 
 
    <<Not without significant risk to themselves and the gate.>> 
 
    Which makes it a possibility, Jessica thought. Gods, they’d strand us here and disrupt the Cartography and Information Guilds in the process.  
 
    Which may be their intent, Jess. 
 
    There wasn’t a single thing she could do, though. The gate was a good fifty minutes away and even when they arrived, they’d be outmanned and outgunned. Success on the gate at New Persia was one thing. Here, survival meant trusting Lucille like she never had before. 
 
    “Lucille, can you defeat the MinSha?” 
 
    <<I do not understand, Jessica.>> 
 
    “What can you do to stop them?” Jessica asked. “Is there a way to use your link to stop their attempt to shut down the gate?” 
 
    <<The gate software is holding. Short of a kinetic attack on the gate structure, they will not succeed in shutting it down. If they pursue kinetic options, there is a veritable certainty of success.>> Lucille paused. <<However, I have isolated security and defensive weapons systems on the gate. Should they attempt a kinetic option, I will try remote engagement.>> 
 
    “Do everything you can, Lucille. We have to stop them.” Jessica took a deep breath and held it for a moment. All they had to do was hold the gate open long enough to jump and maintain the power levels on the thrust core. If they made it to Victoria, they could deal with the inbound threat. But that, in and of itself, was a big if. 
 
    “Jessica?” Tirr’s voice chirped in her headset. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I’ve consulted with the engineers. I don’t think anyone placed the main conduit in a safe mode. I believe someone uncoupled it at a higher junction we could not see from the drone. Until we can get in there, I cannot be sure, but it would have to have been reconnected by an outside force. That access way is less than a third of a meter wide in most places.” 
 
    “Could any of the crew have done it? Maybe sacrificed themselves to make the connection?” 
 
    “All crew members are accounted for, Jessica.” Tirr replied. “None of them are small enough to have done it. We were extremely lucky it reconnected itself. I cannot think of another possibility fitting the parameters of the situation.” 
 
    <<The MinSha have attempted a kinetic attack on the gate.>> 
 
    Jessica whipped her eyes to the gate control screens on the bridge. The gate showed 98% charged and all systems functioning normally. “They weren’t successful?” 
 
    <<I stopped them.>> 
 
    The Pendal second pilot spoke loudly. “Gate control is under a security lock down. Apparently, they’ve lost control of their security platform, and there were casualties. Transit requests are paused.” 
 
    Like hell they are. 
 
    “Lucille?” 
 
    <<Do not change course or speed. The gate will function on arrival.>> 
 
    “Copy all, Lucille.” Jessica replied. She turned her head away from the pilots and whispered. “What did you do on the gate?” 
 
    <<I honored the threat, Jessica. Remote security systems stopped the MinSha operators.>> 
 
    “You captured them, then?” 
 
    <<Negative. When engaged by a direct laser cannon, they sought cover in a series of airlocks connected to an outside port they could not see. I opened the port. There are no life signs.>> 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    “You did what?” Jessica tried to contain her shock and keep her voice level, though she knew Lucille could sense it. 
 
    <<You told me to do everything I could. Those courses of action included termination options. Given the likelihood of their success at delaying our departure, I calculated it best to eliminate them.>> 
 
    Jessica let her head loll back against the seat. In microgravity, it didn’t give her much of a stretch, but resting her head on something, even for a split second, helped her relax and focus. The clinical precision of Lucille’s words cut through her thoughts and left Jessica questioning her programming and wondering if Lucille even qualified as a program anymore. She was something more. 
 
    Maybe she always was. Jessica replayed the drone’s imagery from the central tube and froze the image. Scrolling forward by milliseconds, she isolated a blur and made out what looked like a small limb with a very distinct paw. Jessica clasped a hand to her mouth but said nothing aloud. 
 
    Depik. 
 
    The chances it had completed its mission at New Persia and stolen a ride aboard Dreel’s yacht and the Pendal thrust core seemed too small to be possible, but Jessica knew the Depik were as resourceful and smart as they were deadly. The possibility their little glitch had an explanation was clear, and as much as Jessica wanted to believe a Depik had come to her aid, there was little chance of that happening. Yet if Tirr’s theory was correct, something had reattached the main conduit. Something small and clever enough to have known what it was doing—which pointed to the Depik. Lucille’s voice shook the thoughts from her head. 
 
    <<The gate is prepared for our transit. I have information packages for you, Jessica. Peacemaker situation reports.>> 
 
    “Analysis?” 
 
    <<Things are worse, and not just on Earth. The Mercenary Guild sent a fleet to quarantine the Depik home world. When the situation here breaks in a few days, there will clearly be a war between the Humans and the Mercenary Guild. No one can find the Four Horsemen, and there is no new information on your father.>> 
 
    “Any good news at all?” 
 
    <<The Victory Twelve filed an active transit request from Araf to Karma IV thirty days ago. Tara Mason signed the request. But, the data is old and invalid. I am not sure why it appeared now unless someone placed it there for us to find. I will investigate the data packet’s origin the next time I engage GalNet directly, Jessica.>> 
 
    Thought somewhat insignificant, it was something worthy of hope. If Tara were still alive, and still looking for Jessica’s father, there was hope. Jessica watched the gate grow larger on the forward screens until the jump countdown started. Her mind on a binary planet that believed they were prepared for war, Jessica closed her eyes and tried to calm the raging torrent of thoughts in her mind. Entire species were willing to die to avoid subjugation. Her personal project and computer-based companion had clearly evolved into something more in line with a weapons system than a simple virtual assistant.  
 
    Gods. What do I do now? She focused on Victoria. The planet’s inhabitants believed they could defeat the MinSha without her assistance, but they were wrong. The MinSha would come in with weapons blazing. Orbital bombardment was no longer beyond them, and there was a very real possibility they possessed nuclear-type weapons capable of rendering an entire planet unsurvivable for decades. That a species like the MinSha, who she believed were capable of respect and understanding, would continue a course of war frustrated her. There was no logic to their campaign unless they expected to gain financially or in status from the Mercenary Guild’s actions. But having Taal’s support also showed at least some of the MinSha desired peace. As much as Peepo and her minions wanted war, other leaders in the galaxy wanted peace. For the immediate future, courage was all that mattered. The people in the Victoria system said they didn’t need her help, but Jessica knew better. 
 
    It’s time to stand, Bulldog.  
 
    Come what may.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Central Detention Center 
 
    Solitary Confinement 
 
    Karma IV  
 
      
 
    Rains lay on his back looking up at the dim cell’s featureless ceiling. He didn’t know, or care, whether it was day or night. He assumed it was day because his mind was clearly awake. His subconscious was working overtime to rationalize the fact he’d been studying the artificial lighting embedded in the plasticine tiles with the intent of an engineer and the curiosity of a child for what felt like hours. 
 
    Fuck! Don’t let me start losing my mind. 
 
    Rains snorted at the thought. He knew it would take more than solitary confinement for a few days to make him really lose his shit. The orphanages and corporate foster homes of North America weren’t much better than his current lodgings. Surviving them as a child had been simple. The first rule was something all good soldiers knew—if they could sleep, sleep. They’d need the rest and there might be long periods when they couldn’t. Rains had that rule hard-wired into his brain. Sit down for a fifteen-minute nap? No problem. Sleep fourteen hours on a flight or lunar transit? Easy. He could sleep in any position, on any surface, with minimal effects to his body. The steel “bed” in the cell reminded him of the pallet he’d slept on for four nights outside of Troy, Alabama, when the corporate home went up in flames. That was the night he learned no one really wanted to be his friend. And when circumstances turned against the weaker kids, they’d sold him out to save their precious hides. 
 
    The tough kids believed they could escape. All they needed was a diversion, which they’d learned from watching hours of bad movies. After lights out, they’d snuck into the kitchen and started a fire. The corporate foster home wasn’t a big place, five or six rooms, with the perpetually-stoned Mrs. Green taking what she called the master suite. She was a plump woman with blonde hair who wore too much makeup. Although she lived in a marijuana haze, she actually seemed to care about the dozen kids in her house. All of them were mercenary orphans left behind when one parent died on a mission and the other parent lost the corporate stipends that fed, clothed, and sheltered their kids. Snagging a mercenary soldier was easier without children, the gossiping adults said. Supposedly they’d learned it from the old days of military service. Rains believed it was bullshit, even at eleven years old.  
 
    The tough kids had set the fire, then cried and pointed their fingers at him, even though he’d been asleep on his bed exactly where he should have been. He’d never crossed Mrs. Green, but she’d turned to him, tears in her eyes, and cast him out into the street with nothing but his mended pajamas and bare feet. The pallets at the old railroad station were off the ground and dry, and Alabama hardly ever got cold, so it was enough. He’d promised himself, right then and there, staring up at Mars hanging almost directly above, he’d never be the weak one again. 
 
    Rains wiped his face with one hand and blinked several times to clear the memory and the simmering rage it brought. He was better than that, just like his Peacemaker instructors told him. He sat up and put his feet on the floor. Resting his elbows on his knees, he took a few deep breaths and held them each for twenty seconds. Flushed with oxygen, his eyes cleared, and his mind quieted. He sat for a long time listening to the near silence of the prison around him. The unearthly quiet meant it was likely night. On cue, the artificial lights in the ceiling came on. Covering his eyes, Rains listened intently for the distant buzzers signaling reveille in the general population areas, but there was nothing.  
 
    “Fucking with me again, huh?” He grunted and shook his head. Whoever ordered the disruption of his rhythms and sleep deprivation had followed millennias of interrogation experience to the letter. Knowing what was coming didn’t make it any easier, but so far, he’d been able to cope. 
 
    The clacking sounds of the external locks on his door opening one at a time caught his attention. No one had announced their presence, so that meant a surprise inspection or some other bullshit. Rains knelt on the floor with his knees spread and raised his hands and rested them on the back of his head in the standard, non-threatening position. Head and eyes focused on the wall across from him, Rains tried to relax as the fourth and final bolt slid back. After a couple of seconds, the door swung open with a rush of cool, fresh air that raised gooseflesh. There was an odor of cooked cabbage, and as disgusting as he thought it smelled, it made him hungry.  
 
    Rains waited for a guard to enter the cell, but nothing happened. He risked a glance through the doorway and prepared to flinch away from a stun baton, but it was empty. The block was dark, so the artificial shaft of light spilling from his cell dimly lit the surrounding area. There was no one in sight. Holding his breath, Rains listened for a full thirty seconds before exhaling. He leaned forward as far as he could, and realized he was being stupid. He crawled over on his hands and knees and looked into the hallway. Seeing no one in either direction, he stood up. As he did, the lights in his cell snapped off and thrust him into utter darkness. 
 
    Jaw clenched, Rains paused to let his eyes adjust to the sudden change and listened. He didn’t hear anything. Slowly, his eyes adjusted enough for him to make out the boundaries of the hallway. The thought that he was falling for the oldest trick in the book flashed through his mind, but he stepped through the door. Motors in the hinges of the door whirred to life, and it swung closed behind him. As the locks clacked into place one-by-one, Rains moved toward the end of the block, away from the entrance. Even if the guards were asleep, he didn’t relish the idea of getting past them. He’d look for another way out. 
 
    Except, passing the guard station was the only way out.  
 
    Rains pressed his back against one wall and looked in that direction. Seeing no activity, he moved quickly, while trying to minimize any noise. Three meters out, he saw the lone Cochkala guard slumped over the main console. The camera feeds and monitors were completely black, except for one showing the same guard sitting up watching a Tri-V display. He’d seen enough “caper movies” to realize some type of operation was underway.  
 
    Stay ready, huh? Rains smiled at the thought. He stepped into the guard station and found the Cochkala unconscious and bleeding from one ear. There was no sign of head trauma, so Rains quickly assumed the attacker used some type of sonic device. He searched the guard and found its keycard, identification packet, and stun baton. He pocketed the identification and keycard just as the external door behind him clacked open. Rains slid back to the wall and raised the stun baton, so he could strike quickly at the intruder’s head. 
 
    A gold-and-white-furred Veetanho poked its head into the room. Rains was about to strike when he noticed the familiar blue coveralls. The breath he was holding escaped in a loud sigh. “Vannix.” 
 
    She whirled on him and put her pistol to his chest. “Rains! What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “Hey! Hey!” Rains waved his hands, the stun baton flailing in his fingers. “Easy now.” 
 
    Vannix looked at the sprawled guard and frowned up at him. “You didn’t have to take him out. We could’ve done this peacefully.” 
 
    “We?” Rains pushed off the wall as Vannix let him relax. “You got a posse or something?” 
 
    “You bludgeoned him.” 
 
    Rains pointed at the guard’s head. “Look again. Try to remember what you learned in crime scene rebuilds.” 
 
    Vannix stepped over to the guard and closely inspected the bloody ear. “Sonics, then. How did you do that, Rains?” 
 
    “I didn’t. I thought you did.” Rains said. “The minute my cell door opened, I knew something was up. I don’t know how you did it, but that was—” 
 
    Vannix shook her head. “It wasn’t me.” 
 
    Rains blinked. “But then—” 
 
    “Come on,” Vannix growled. Pistol at the ready, she stepped around him and opened the door. Rains watched Vannix push her head through the slim opening and look in all directions. Vannix leaned back and looked over her right shoulder. “Clear. Stay close.” 
 
    Rains stayed as close to Vannix as possible as she slipped through the door. Moving quickly down the dark corridor, they passed the connecting corridors for main reception and the medical ward. From the printed signs and color codes on the hallway walls, Rains deduced they were heading for the shipping and receiving area. As they moved, every distant sound in the prison seemed amplified and close to his ears. Vannix accelerated their pace as distant lights in the corridors snapped into brightness.  
 
    He realized it was just before dawn, and the prison staff was bringing the silent place to life. The thought ran down Rains’ back like a glass of ice water. “We gotta go, Vannix.” 
 
    “Almost there,” she said as they ducked into a small corridor. What had been fresh, clean air became the foul stench of rotting garbage when they reached the loading dock. Massive open containers filled with garbage filled the area. Lined on one side with six outbound doors, the area was about the size of a basketball court and filled to the brim with shit.  
 
    “Gods,” Rains paused at the smell. Vannix grabbed his arm roughly and dragged him behind two massive containers.  
 
    “Quiet!” She pointed at the space between a container and the greasy wall. When he didn’t move, she tugged him down into a squatting position. She placed an extended digit over her maw in a very Human looking “ssh” gesture. Rains nodded and tried to fold his legs under him in a way that wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    Beyond the doors, he could hear the approach of a transport. As it approached the dock, a shrill beeping pierced the air until a resounding thump shook the entire room. The door he and Vannix had entered through opened and shut quickly. He heard someone moving. The steps sounded like a scrape across the roughened floor.  
 
    A MinSha. 
 
    Above him, Vannix froze. He couldn’t tell if she was hidden behind the garbage, or if she could see anything. The external door slid open, and cool, morning air filled the loading dock, swirling the noxious odors, so Rains buried his nose in the elbow of his prison coveralls. No sooner had he taken a breath than Vannix jumped out of hiding. 
 
    “Stop right there.” The voice was familiar. As Rains came out of his hiding place, he saw the MinSha Peacemaker Chief of the Guard, Rehnah, and the prison’s warden, Calx, pointing their weapons at Vannix. 
 
    Calx turned to Rains and grinned. “Perfect! Caught trying to escape. What a perfect way to sign your death warrant, Rains. You weren’t fit to be a Peacemaker.” 
 
    “You set me up,” Rains said.  
 
    “She set us up, partner.” Vannix had not relinquished her weapon. “You have no authority to detain Peacemaker Rains any more, Calx. I am taking him back to our guild and completing our mission.” 
 
    “Your mission is a sham,” Calx laughed. “Tara Mason and James Francis are either dead or hiding so deeply they won’t be found until the Mercenary Guild clears the galaxy of Humans. You’re on the wrong side of this conflict, Vannix. Your species is disappointed in you.” 
 
    “I’m a Peacemaker, Calx. That means more to me than my species does.” 
 
    “How quaint. We can etch your sentiments on your memorial.” 
 
    Rehnah turned her rifle on Rains, and he froze. He’d inched forward hoping to disarm one of them, but it wasn’t going to happen. Rehnah was a good three meters away and she had her compound eyes fixed on him. She chirped in her singsong voice, “What about Rains?” 
 
    CLANG! 
 
    Rehnah and Calx snapped their heads toward the cargo hauler parked at the door. Rains caught a quick glimpse of a figure in the hauler’s cargo space as he vaulted forward and hit Rehnah squarely in the chest. The impact ripped the rifle from the guard’s claws, and it clattered to the floor. Rains pounded his legs like pistons and knocked the taller, stronger MinSha onto her back. Pushing his advantage, Rains brought up one forearm, shoved it under the MinSha’s jaw and pressed down on her throat as they skidded across the floor. Rehnah thrashed against him with her claws, scratching his coveralls and drawing blood in a handful of places.  
 
    The sizzle of laser fire echoed over his head, and Rains flinched even as he focused on subduing Rehnah. He saw Calx approaching, then felt the impact of her legs across his back. Sensing an opportunity, he swung his body toward her legs, hoping to knock her off balance. Calx crumpled over him, rolled across Rehnah’s carapace and stared into his eyes. Blood covered her upper left arm and splattered her face. Eyes flashing in recognition, she tensed to strike him. Rains put his rage behind his right fist and struck the Veetanho hard in her left temple. The impact shook his arm and sent a bolt of pain through his fist, as Calx thumped to the dirty decking, not moving.  
 
    Guess Peacemaker combat training really does pay off. 
 
    Rains pushed off Rehnah, and the MinSha stayed still. He could tell by the rising and falling of her thorax she was breathing, but he’d managed to incapacitate her and Calx in one fairly smooth move. 
 
    He looked over at Vannix and found her propped against a garbage container, blood smearing her chest. He got to his feet and crossed the distance quickly. “Vannix, you’re hit!” 
 
    “No shit, Rains,” Vannix said. With a grunt, she struggled into more of a sitting position. “You’re a complete dumbass charging into them. You could have been killed.” 
 
    “What else is new?” 
 
    “Then again, I’d be dead without you and Bukk.” 
 
    “Who?” Rains looked at the cargo hauler and saw an Altar pointing a massive rifle at the unconscious forms of the warden and her guard. “You’re Bukk? Intergalactic Haulers?” 
 
    “You actually paid attention during the intel brief?” Vannix grunted and tried to stand. “You may not be such an asshole after all, Rains. Help me up.” 
 
    “You got it, partner.” Rains wrapped an arm around Vannix and helped the smaller alien to her feet. “I take it we have to go?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Bukk said. “Get onboard.” 
 
    Vannix’s head snapped up. “Wait. Who’s driving? And how did you get Rains out of his cell before I got there? I had it covered.” 
 
    The Altar’s antennae waggled in amusement. “Company secret.” 
 
    Rains tried to step forward but Vannix had frozen in place. “You’d better start talking, Bukk. I’m not going a step further without some answers.” 
 
    “We do not have time for this, Peacemaker Vannix. Please get aboard. I will explain everything on the way to the ship.” 
 
    “Ship?” Rains blinked. “What ship? What have you gotten us into, Vannix?” 
 
    She started to protest, but a thin door on the opposite end of the cargo hauler opened, and a black man with close-cropped gray hair slipped one leg through, swung his torso up, then stepped out with his other leg. “We really don’t have time for twenty questions, people.” 
 
    Rains felt his mouth drop open in recognition. “You’re Pierre DuPont.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. You’re Jackson Rains, the reluctant Peacemaker, and you’re his overly idealistic partner Vannix.” DuPont smiled at them. “Just why your Guild thought you could find Tara Mason and Snowman remains to be seen.” 
 
    “You broke me out?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s a story for another time. We’re getting the hell off this planet. Now get your asses on board. I’m not asking twice. You want to find those who don’t want to be found? Get onboard now!” DuPont turned around and stepped into the vehicle’s cabin. A few seconds later, the vehicle rumbled to life. 
 
    Rains walked forward, half-dragging Vannix, until they stepped from the loading dock into the hauler. Bukk followed them and closed the external door as the hauler lurched forward. He stopped and grabbed a familiar red kit adorned with a familiar white symbol from one wall.  
 
    “I believe Peacemaker Vannix requires assistance.” 
 
    Rains lowered Vannix to a sitting position and took the first aid kit. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You lied to me,” Vannix growled at Bukk. “This whole operation could have gone bad in a heartbeat, Bukk. You’ve got to level with us.” 
 
    Bukk nodded. “I am aware of your convictions, Peacemaker Vannix. I told you what you needed to know, but I limited my actions until I was sure you would not succumb to the persuasive arguments of your fellow Veetanho. As you might suspect, Warden Calx is a major player in the Mercenary Guild’s plan.” 
 
    “They’ve got almost every Human on the planet incarcerated,” Rains replied. “Kinda hard not to miss it. What are we going to do about them? We need to let the guild know.” 
 
    “No.” Bukk shook his head. “There are plans afoot for this prison and the inmates. We must let those play out.” 
 
    “Plans? Whose plans?” Vannix grunted as Rains carefully cleaned her wound with medical nanobot spray. The cut was deep but had missed bone and major tendons. Vannix hissed, and her eyes flashed up at Rains. In the look, he saw a glimmer of something he’d never seen before—gratitude. 
 
    “I cannot say.” Bukk replied. “There is much going on you are unaware of. Part of that has been by design, but the other part has been because we need to trust you for our plan to move forward.” 
 
    Rains looked up from the wound and stared at the Altar for a moment. “Your plan?” 
 
    “Not mine, no.” 
 
    “DuPont’s then? He knows where Snowman is?” 
 
    Bukk shook his head. “No one has been able to find him for weeks. All the intelligence assets in the galaxy have been trying. I remained here while Commander DuPont went to the proposed rendezvous site. There was no one there. When he returned to Karma, he found me with what he said was actionable intelligence that your Guild put this plan in motion, Peacemaker Rains.” 
 
    Rains blinked. “What’s that supposed to mean? Your company is believed to be at fault for widespread CASPer failures, and it’s part of the plan?” 
 
    “Those failures were caused by the Mercenary Guild, which is now well known. Humanity was set up to fail. Snowman was one of the few Human commanders who saw this coming. The others are gathering their forces now, and so must we. Your guild has issued recall orders for all available forces to gather and prepare for combat operations. It appears Rehnah and some of the other local Peacemakers chose not to obey those orders.” 
 
    “We never got the order.” Vannix said. Her brow furrowed in thought, and she squinted at Bukk. The news surprised Rains, too, but it sounded like something the guild would do, especially to him. “Did DuPont say where he got his actionable intelligence?” 
 
    “No. I did my part to meet you, Peacemaker Vannix, and I helped load the programs into the system to open Rains’ cell and incapacitate the guards, but I am merely following the orders of Commander DuPont. As the deputy commander of Intergalactic Haulers, he oversees our recovery operations until someone finds Snowman. Your question, though, raises a great concern, doesn’t it?”  
 
     Vannix looked at Rains for a moment. He could tell she wanted to trust the Altar but could not. Rains stared at Bukk for a moment. “I have a lot of great concerns right now, partner, like where we are going, and how are we getting off this planet? Care to tell us, Bukk?” 
 
    Vannix drew her sidearm effortlessly and pointed it at the Altar’s chest as the cargo hauler lurched forward. “Have you heard the expression, ‘sooner is better?’ That’s pretty much how this goes.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Weqq 
 
      
 
    The Quiet Storm settled on an isthmus of high ground between expansive marshlands and thick, canopied jungle. Rsach recognized the terrain from the full report filed by Jessica Francis after her mission. A few kilometers away, the MinSha continued to strip and re-purpose Raleigh Reilly’s fallen command ship, Satisfaction. Through the foliage to the immediate east of the marshlands rested the MinSha science compound Jessica had been instrumental in saving. Seeing the terrain gave Rsach a sense of the obstacles she faced, and overcame, through the course of the mission. Fresh gouges remained in the dense, green marshes as if a giant Oogar had slapped the ground with its massive claws. In some places, he could see larger cargo units and the wreckage of Human CASPers poking through the intense greenery. Behind the foliage, though, lay Weqq’s greatest resource in the seeded, cultivated flora the MinSha spread more than a millennium ago. Despite Jessica’s successful mission and the news of the TriRusk’s re-admittance to the Union, the rest of the galaxy had no idea about the trove of medicinal compounds hidden in the jungles of Weqq. As the Peacemaker’s rally point, it was a critical location, as they hoped to get the support of the newly-approachable MinSha and the TriRusk. Still, Rsach worried.  
 
    The Mercenary Guild was far better organized, manned, and equipped for open warfare than the Peacemaker Guild. Aside from weaponry and capabilities, though, Peacemakers remained strewn across the galaxy in their myriad of barracks and assignments. Consolidating them to mount an offensive action, even something as simple as aiding the Four Horsemen, would prove difficult. In the eyes of the Mercenary Guild, it was impossible—far beyond what the Peacemaker Guild was capable of—and that was exactly what Rsach wanted. Like the guild masters before him, Rsach understood the galaxy’s tenuous grasp on peace was likely to fail in spectacular fashion.  
 
    How ironic it was that a Veetanho would once again go after a species she believed could be subverted. Yet, while the TriRusk ran and hid for several hundred years, Rsach knew the Humans were not about to flee. They would make their stand, not only on Earth but throughout the galaxy, in places Peepo and her council might not expect, with more ferocity than the Mercenary Guild believed possible. He didn’t know if Peepo was a student of history, but the Veetanho race’s approach to the Flesset War had been much different and far quicker than their seeming blockade and menacing tactics displayed on Earth. Things might have been different if humanity’s reaction to Peepo’s initial strikes hadn’t been to withdraw to unknown destinations, of course, but time was skewed in favor of the Humans. Rsach expected the Four Horsemen—and several other capable companies—to join the fray in the very near future. Their initial attacks would be critical, and when they succeeded, as Rsach and his advisors expected, they would need a calculated, timely response from a powerful, committed ally.  
 
    We will give them what they need. 
 
    Rsach waited until the Quiet Storm’s engine spooled down before unbuckling the harness securing him to the couch in his quarters. As gravity settled over him, the Jeha relaxed his limbs and let the full weight of his body sink down for a moment. Eyes closed, the guild master dwelled not on his mission nor the collected Peacemakers and other species waiting for him beyond the dropship’s main hatch, but on a mission in progress far away. The search for James Edward Francis caused the bulk of his anxiety. Next to finding and assisting the Four Horsemen in any way the Peacemaker Guild could, finding Snowman was one of the greatest concerns in the galaxy.  
 
    The fewer beings who know that, though, the better. 
 
    Rsach snorted and opened his eyes. He knew others in the galaxy did not share his concerns, but the Intergalactic Haulers were much more than a long-haul transportation company or the mercenary company they appeared to be. Snowman had scoured the galaxy for the better part of twenty-five years, building a reputation as a competent commander and shrewd businessman, but Rsach suspected the Human commander’s disappearance had much more to do with Peepo’s push for war than the sabotage of his equipment and dissolution of his company. Snowman was out there, and while Rsach tried to believe the man was simply hiding and waiting for things to blow over, there was a very real possibility he was in danger. Or worse, Snowman was up to something. 
 
    Aren’t we all? 
 
    A chime sounded, and the internal communications system came to life. “Guild Master, we have arrived. There is a party waiting for you at the main hatch. Shall we deploy the guards?” 
 
    “No more than is necessary for etiquette, please.” Rsach rose from the couch and moved across the floor. Eschewing the official drape and chiton of his office, Rsach simply adjusted the guild master’s sash he regularly wore and moved quickly through his personal ship.  
 
    Not one to keep his official greeting party waiting, Rsach reached the main hatch at the same time as his personal guards. The two HecSha guards smirked at each other, accepting their defeat, yet again. The unspoken challenge of anticipating the guild master’s movements was something like a game to both him and his guards. 
 
    “Nice try,” said Rsach, laughing. “How long is my current winning streak?” 
 
    “123, Guild Master.” The one named Gorem shook his long-snouted head, grunting in deep laughter. “I do not know how you do it.” 
 
    “Nor will I give up my secrets,” Rsach said. As the guards opened the door and conducted their official duties, Rsach breathed in the rich, moist air from outside. The heat and humidity felt heavy and oppressive compared to the dry, recycled air aboard the Quiet Storm. He paused in the door, carefully avoiding the eyes of those waiting, and stared into the sea of foliage and ethereal, low clouds in the distance. 
 
    My secrets are many. Gods help me never give them up. 
 
    Rsach looked down at the TriRusk and MinSha waiting for him and bowed his head in the proper diplomatic manner. When only the TriRusk leader, Nurr, returned the gesture, Rsach covered his surprise with a ripple of his many arms. He’d expected the MinSha to maintain a dual-leadership role on the planet, but it was clear the TriRusk led the small, valuable world. That was positive. A few weeks earlier, the TriRusk were content to live in hiding. Rsach made his way down the ramp and approached the TriRusk leader.  
 
    Nurr stepped forward and held out a massive forepaw. “Guild Master Rsach, we welcome you back to Weqq.” 
 
    Rsach carefully laid a few left limbs over the top of Nurr’s outstretched paw. “Your welcome to my Guild is most appreciated, Honored Nurr. I regret our circumstances for coming are not better, but your offer was one we did not want to refuse.” 
 
    Nurr snorted gently. “Our offer was necessary. This planet has far too many assets to be protected by one species.” 
 
    “You are the leader of this planet, though, are you not?” 
 
    Nurr nodded. “I am, Guild Master. The MinSha remaining here chose to stay at the risk of being excommunicated and shunned by their species. As the seeds of discontent with leadership take root in their society, the seeds of trust in others, including humanity, will be sowed. Your Peacemaker saw to that. We were most impressed by her.” 
 
    Rsach nodded and glanced to Nurr’s right. Kurrang stood there staring impassively at him. He turned his eyes back to Nurr. “She has done much for the Guild in a very short time.” 
 
    “I like to think she’s representative of the best of humanity.” 
 
    “So, do I,” Rsach said. “There are plenty of other good people outside the Peacemaker Guild, too.” 
 
    “You speak of the Horsemen?” 
 
    “And others.” Rsach made eye contact with Kurrang. “Even some in your tribe.” 
 
    Kurrang coughed and slung his head from side to side in exaggerated dissent. “There are rumors of tragedy, Guild Master. Planets razed. Terror in the outer rim worlds. Humans collected and incarcerated at Karma and other points in the galaxy. And the situation with the Depik.” 
 
    Rsach nodded. “We are trying to locate the remaining planets. They are too valuable to the Union to lose, as are you.” 
 
    “I do not want our tribe participating in this conflict,” Nurr said. “We can support your operations and offer a place for your forces to consolidate and plan, but we must retain our protected status.” 
 
    “Your tribe will be protected, Honored Nurr. You have my word.” Rsach met her gaze, and the TriRusk leaded nodded. “Your planet is a great resource, but what you bring to us matters more.” 
 
    “Thank you, Guild Master.” Nurr said. “I am not prepared, however, to deploy TriRusk to your guild. Our numbers are relatively few, and I cannot spare my warriors to serve at your side.” 
 
    Rsach took a long breath. He’d expected hesitation, but Nurr’s declaration surprised him. “The tactical ability of your species is legendary, and a vast majority of our adversaries do not understand it.” 
 
    “The Veetanho do, and that’s all that matters. They will come for us, and it will take more than your guild to prevent our destruction.” 
 
    “I am aware of this, Nurr,” Rsach said. The breach of protocol was both deliberate and poignant. He hoped she would understand he saw her as an equal, of sorts, and it would get her attention. Though the Tri Rusk had been removed from Union politics and etiquette for a few hundred years, Nurr would understand the exchange perfectly. “There are operations running now to ensure you are protected and allowed to flourish. Again, you have my word that my protection and our cooperation will extend beyond this operation. All I ask is that, in the future, you allow your warriors to return to the Peacemaker Guild.” 
 
    “What are you doing about the Depik, Guild Master?” Kurrang asked. He leaned forward and nearly whispered the question. 
 
    “We will help them, not unlike what we are prepared to do for you. Naturally, they are hesitant, but I believe we can help them.” Rsach paused. “As for other details about the Depik, you must understand the need to securely maintain that information.” 
 
    Nurr nodded, looking thoughtful. Kurrang’s face morphed from a careful blank slate to an irritated scowl. Rsach knew the look well. He stepped forward, catching Nurr’s attention. 
 
    “What is it, Kurrang?” 
 
    Kurrang sat back on his rear legs and raised his arms. “All of this is not enough.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” Nurr said. 
 
    “We ran, Nurr. At the end of the Flesset War, our entire culture fled to the stars. We are the only ones left. What we have in our people and on this planet is not enough. The Veetanho will come for us, given time. An alliance with the Peacemaker Guild is a good first step. But another civilization’s existence hangs in the balance. The Humans show great promise, Nurr. Jessica Francis represents, I believe, most of them. Those...assholes who came to wipe out the MinSha and our people do not represent the whole. We must help the Humans now or they, too, will run to the stars. I have had enough running.” 
 
    Nurr stared at him for a long moment. Rsach watched unspoken emotions ripple across her eyes. “What would you have me do, Kurrang? We supported Jessica when you asked. We’ve given our planet and our alliance to the Peacemakers. What more would you have us do?” 
 
    “It’s not what you have to do, but what I have to do.” Kurrang turned to Rsach. “Old friend, is your offer still valid?” 
 
    Rsach felt a ripple of excitement shoot down his limbs. “You would return?” 
 
    “If you will have me, Guild Master. I am prepared to retake my vows.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Captain.” Rsach let his antennae and limbs vibrate in amusement. “When your kind fled, you did not resign. I’m afraid I cannot pay you for your absence, but in a manner of speaking, Peacemaker Kurrang, you never stopped being one of us.” 
 
    Nurr put a hand on Kurrang’s massive shoulder. “I wish you well, Peacemaker. I knew this day would come.” 
 
    Kurrang’s mouth moved from side to side before he finally spoke. “I blame Jessica for this. But she is right. We cannot let humanity fall.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Besquith Thrust Core 
 
    Victoria Emergence Point 
 
      
 
    Jessica waited for the emergence from hyperspace transit, holding her breath against the familiar, falling feeling. When nothing happened, she wondered if the vessel had somehow detonated, and she was dead. Her stomach finally lurched, though much less than she’d experienced in her previous years of travel. From her chair on the bridge, Jessica looked over her shoulder at the Pendal flight crew.  
 
    “Emergence,” the command pilot noted.  
 
    Jessica focused on her Tri-V. In the station across from her, Tirr pored over the external displays. “Jessica? I see two contacts out there. They’re small, but likely armed.” 
 
    Not the Titans? Interesting. 
 
    <<Confirmed.>> Lucille reported in her ear as the bridge sensors chimed with a warning of inbound contacts. <<I cannot determine their size or armament, but I agree with Tirr’s assessment. They are moving to intercept.>> 
 
    Wonderful. 
 
    Jessica adjusted the shoulder straps securing her to the chair. “Don’t arm weapons.” 
 
    “Understood, Peacemaker,” the command pilot replied. “Opening communications. I would expect they’ll contact—” 
 
    MISSILE WARNING! MISSILE WARNING! The ship’s warning and caution system announced shrilly.  
 
    “Track them, Tirr.” Jessica ordered.  
 
    The command pilot’s voice was urgent but calm. “Prepare for evasive action!” 
 
    <<Preliminary analysis is a warning shot based on speed, elevation, and intended flight path.>> 
 
    “I think it’s a warning shot, Jessica,” Tirr reported. “Or they can’t shoot worth...” 
 
    “A shit?” Jessica replied with a smile. The escort patrol’s actions meant they would be talking with someone soon. The temptation to relax her guard rose, but she squashed it down. They would certainly talk, but things could still get hostile in a matter of seconds. “Agreed. Captain? Hold your present course.” 
 
    “Understood, Peacemaker.” 
 
    She turned to look at him. “We don’t have to be formal anymore, okay? If we’re going to survive beyond the next couple of days, we can take that kind of liberty, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Agreed. My apologies.” The command pilot said. “Flying Captain Dreel, we do not have such luxuries or opportunities. But I believe you are right, Peacemaker Francis.” 
 
    “Good,” Jessica said as she turned back to her console. Tirr’s eyes were on her. “Monitor the comms, Tirr. Make sure we’re recording everything they do and say.” 
 
    “Are you expecting trouble, Jessica?” 
 
    She grinned. “Of course I am.” 
 
    The speakers crackled with a radio signal. A nasal, accented voice filled the bridge, and the tone almost made Jessica cringe. “Unknown Besquith vessel, this is Lieutenant Eldridge of the Victoria Defense Forces ship off your bow at one thousand kilometers and closing. Transit directly to the stargate for immediate jump from this system. You have thirty seconds to comply, or we will fire on you. You will acknowledge this message.” 
 
    Jessica turned to the command pilot. “Are our transponders are working?” 
 
    “Perfectly, Peacemaker.” 
 
    She glanced at Tirr. “They know damned well who we are, because we were just here. If those assholes fire again, Captain, destroy them.” 
 
    “Affirmative, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica pushed the transmit button on her Tri-V, took a deep breath, and smiled. She’d learned the lesson from her mother talking on the telephone with one of Jessica’s aunts or uncles. The conversation wasn’t a pretty one—something about money and despair as it often was with her mother’s family in the years after her father disappeared. Her mother, though, had a smile on her face the whole time, and she’d kept her voice light and airy despite having to repeatedly tell the other party no. When she finished, and sat slumped across the kitchen table, Jessica had approached and put a hand on her mother’s arm. 
 
    “Are you okay? I thought you were happy talking to them?” 
 
    Her mother looked up with red-ringed and tear-filled eyes. “Jess, honey. When you put a smile on your face, you can’t talk angry even if you want to. Sometimes, that’s the right way to handle things.” 
 
    She blinked twice and focused on the microphone. “Lieutenant Eldridge? This is Peacemaker Lieutenant Jessica Francis aboard the Besquith Thrust Core at your twelve o’clock. Our transponders are working perfectly, so you know exactly who we are, how we’re registered, and we were just in your system not long ago. Isn’t that correct? Or did Znevski not tell you about us?” 
 
    There was a full five seconds of silence on the channel. “We can see who you are, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good,” Jessica kept smiling. “Now that we’ve settled the matter of who we are, let’s talk about your open threat against the Peacemaker Guild. You are aware, I’m certain, a Peacemaker Lieutenant carries diplomatic protection under the auspices of the Galactic Union?” 
 
    She left the question hanging in space for the hapless pilot to answer. “Yes, ma’am. I am aware.” 
 
    “Good. Now, I expect your hostility exists because this vessel carries a MinSha officer acting as a deputized member of my team. Am I correct?” 
 
    A harsh voice took over. “Enough! This is Commander Chris Watson, commanding the Victoria Defense Forces. We want nothing to do with you, your deputized alien officer, or your guild. We are prepared to defend Victoria against all threats, both alien and from...um...our own species.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head, but kept the smile on her strained face. “Commander Watson? You are mistaken. I haven’t made a single threat against you, your diligent but unthinking security escorts, or your planet.” 
 
    “That thing on your team is enough of a threat to my planet for me to act within reason.” 
 
    Her smile faltered. “Negative, Commander Watson. Lieutenant Colonel Tirr has been fully deputized by my guild to assist in the conduct of this mission.” 
 
    “He’s a MinSha, Francis! His kind wants to eliminate Humans. Because you can’t see that, you are not welcome here. Get out of my system.” 
 
    Jessica took a breath. “By our calculations, you have less than forty-one hours until a fleet of MinSha vessels, backed by a Flatar cruiser, arrives in your system, intending to lay waste to your planet. They’re on their way from Danube, where they just killed more than two million different beings, both Human and other species. They have far more firepower, ammunition, and troops than you. That we arrived here before them is lucky for you and exactly what I wanted to do. You think you’re prepared to defend yourselves, but you’re not. We’re here to help you understand the MinSha equipment and tactics. We’re here to help defend your people from attack. You’d be wise to accept our offer.” 
 
    “How dare you tell me how to do my job?” Watson yelled. “We do not need your help, Peacemaker. You’ve done nothing but fight when you’re supposed to provide peace. You want to fight them, go somewhere else.” 
 
    “Listen to me, you little prick,” Jessica said, clenching her fists in rage. “My job is to stop what’s wrong and to stand for those in need. We are here to stand, Watson. You have the building blocks of a force capable of stopping these assholes, and while you’re correct in assuming you will need every gun you have, you’re forgetting you need every gods-damned brain, too. I have an ally, as do you, who knows how our adversary fights, and he is prepared to use his knowledge against them, because they are in the wrong. Together, we can stop them. But it’s up to you, Watson. Are you going to stop stroking your ego long enough to listen? You have additional assets and firepower on this ship willing to stand beside your forces. Where are your Titans?” 
 
    “Znevski took them and ran. We didn’t need his sorry ass.” Watson replied. “Like we don’t need you, Francis. You turned against innocent Humans at Weqq.” 
 
    “Innocent Humans?” Jessica snorted. “A mercenary company with orders to kill every living being on the planet were innocent Humans? By your logic, the MinSha coming here are innocent, too. Just minding their own business, right? Oh, look, here’s a nice planet. Let’s kill every living thing on the surface without prejudice. Surely no one would stop us from doing something like that, would they?” 
 
    “Don’t make light of this situation, Francis.” 
 
    “I’m the only one in this fucking conversation taking things seriously, Watson. What’s it going to be? Die in place or face them down?” 
 
    There was a sigh on the channel. “We’re trying to push our civilians and non-combatants to safety. Can your ship take passengers?” 
 
    Finally.  
 
    Jessica turned to the command pilot. “How many?” 
 
    “Two hundred. Three hundred if we pack them tightly.”  
 
    “This ship can take two hundred max, Commander Watson. They’ll hold in orbit. Where do you want Lieutenant Colonel Tirr and me?” 
 
    “We’ll rendezvous at my headquarters outside of Lovell City immediately. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    Jessica sighed in relief. “Thank you, Commander Watson. We’ll make this work.” 
 
    “Like you said, Peacemaker. We don’t have much choice.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Shendil-Ya 
 
    37 hours from the Victoria Emergence Point 
 
      
 
    Drehnayl’s orders for a day with no scheduled activities came as a complete surprise to her staff. Left to her own devices, Colonel Chee could not resist visiting her duty station despite orders that all non-essential personnel stand down for 48 hours. Only those running the engineering spaces and the power cores were working normal shifts. Drehnayl had ordered everyone else, from the basic infantry soldiers to the highest-ranking officers on the general’s staff, to rest and prepare for battle. In her mandated rest, though, Chee found nothing capable of calming her mind enough for her to sleep. Unable to rest, she walked through the passageways of the command ship, brooding over her place in the coming attack and the growing sense in her abdomen that their actions would simply steel the Humans’ resolve rather than cause their capitulation.  
 
    For two hours, she wandered the ship’s spaces. The infantry was mostly in bed, though a few were watching Tri-V programs in their unit wardrooms. Music blared from a few intrepid artists who locked themselves in an airlock to practice. They froze in place as Chee stalked by, but she didn’t mind the music, and she stood and listened for a few minutes before heading for the bridge. During hyperspace transit, there were no messages or anything of importance to review at her station, yet the simple act of being there would, she hoped, quiet her mind so she could rest until the fleet emerged at Victoria. 
 
    Using the loops and holds spaced throughout the ship’s narrow passageways, Chee made her way through the microgravity with dainty, graceful moves befitting her species. The lack of gravity offered a myriad of options for moving through a space. Chee traversed the empty passageways to the bridge and touched the hatch controls. As she entered, there was silence. The officer of the deck, whoever it was, should have announced her presence. 
 
    Chee whipped her head to either side but didn’t see an officer of the deck in any of the working spaces. The only other face she saw was the familiar visage of Nyalla staring back at her. 
 
    “You can’t rest either?” Nyalla asked. Her antenna vibrated with amusement. “Here I was, thinking I was the only officer wrestling with their demons at this time of morning.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Chee chittered. “I’ve been walking through the lower decks for the last two hours.” 
 
    “Ah, the walk of the sleepless staff officer.” Nyalla laughed. “As a lieutenant, I relished the opportunity to wander the spaces while I served in staff duty or other stupid positions. Sitting in one place made me sleepy.” 
 
    “I would give anything to sleep,” Chee replied. 
 
    Nyalla stared at her. “Why can’t you?”  
 
    Chee sighed. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “I believe it’s because you disagree with our commander and, at a level you refuse to acknowledge or discuss, you want to stop her.” Nyalla said. “Is that close to the truth?” 
 
    “You already know that, Nyalla.” 
 
    “And yet here you are, Colonel Chee. The executive officer of the Shendil-Ya. The second in command of the mightiest MinSha force outside the mercenary companies of our home world. You are pondering treason.” Nyalla’s eyes glittered. “And the most critical aspects of such an action are already covered.” 
 
    “What might those be?” 
 
    “Powerful allies and very good reasons,” Nyalla replied. “Have you disposed of the little gift from General Chinayl?” 
 
    “No,” Chee replied. “I have done nothing, because it will not do anything. Chinayl knows where we are heading. She is aware of every move this fleet makes.” 
 
    Nyalla nodded. “I concur, but I have not been able to isolate such a feed.” 
 
    “There is no feed. Drehnayl’s actions since our diversion to Chitaa haven’t corresponded with any known link to Chinayl. They planned this meticulously. Chinayl will either be waiting at Victoria, or she will come sweeping in to clean up Drehnayl’s mess. I expect the latter.” 
 
    “Danube does not sit well with me,” Nyalla said. She looked down at her console in the semi-darkness. There was a hint of emotion in her voice. “Given the chance to fight an enemy who stands against me and fights furiously or to kill innocent people to make a point, I would choose the former.” 
 
    “You are an honorable warrior, Nyalla.” Chee said. “Our commander—our leadership—is not.” 
 
    “Hurting humanity will only strengthen their resolve. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Chee nodded. “I would, but Chinayl’s plan is simple. She expects our force to be constrained by the Humans on Victoria.” 
 
    Nyalla huffed. “Have you seen my estimate of the situation?” 
 
    “No,” Chee replied. “I am assuming the Humans on Victoria will stand against us.” 
 
    “Your thoughts match mine, Chee. Under the right circumstances, I believe the Humans can halt our advance. If that happens, it provides Chinayl an entrance point to claim credit for the finality of the assault.” 
 
    “It hangs our soldiers out to die,” Chee replied. “Chinayl is asking us to sacrifice our forces for her own good. The very prospect of such action sickens me.” 
 
    “Then, you understand what we must do.” 
 
    Chee looked around for listening devices then realized Nyalla, speaking as she did, would already have done so. Without such security, they would already have been executed for treason. “We have two choices as I see it, Nyalla.” 
 
    “I agree.” Nyalla’s antennae bobbled in thought. “We either engage in direct mutiny against our commander, or we fail to act as is required by our positions and training. We must lose control of the fight.” 
 
    “No,” Chee shook her head. “If we do not mutiny against our general, we must control the fight carefully, so our forces are at a continual disadvantage without being lost.” 
 
    “Mutiny would be easier.” 
 
    “There may come a time for it,” Chee replied. “But we cannot allow this to occur, no matter how great the losses may be.” 
 
    “If Chinayl arrives, though, any control we have over the situation is lost.” Nyalla’s eyes studied her for a long moment. “Have you considered this in your wandering analysis, Chee?” 
 
    Chee chittered, “I have. Chinayl will arrive within twelve hours of our emergence, maybe less. When she arrives, there will be no hesitation. Her forces will jump blindly into the fight, gathering every shred of available intelligence as they do. When they attack, they will give no thought to any of our forces who are in their way. Chinayl will stop at nothing to succeed in this attack, which means we have to stop her before it begins.” 
 
    Nyalla nodded. “I am prepared for that.” 
 
    “I hoped you would be.” Chee replied. 
 
    “We do what we must, Chee, and we must do so while we can.” Nyalla pointed at the display in front of her. The MinSha combat forces were prepared for operations and ready to strike. Once their mandatory rest period ended in 26 hours, there would be no stopping the push to war. Whatever awaited them on the other side of the emergence point would not matter to Drehnayl. The attack would be swift and ferocious. Chinayl would most definitely sweep in for the glory. If they handed her defeat instead, it might end the hostilities on the outer rim. 
 
    “We do this at great risk,” Chee said. “We may die in the conduct of these actions, and if we do, our sacrifice may be for nothing.” 
 
    “Such is the risk we must take. I am prepared to do whatever is needed, Chee. Are you? If we die, at least we die in the right. We die trying to stop this senseless killing. We die to help our species stand alone and not follow the Veetanho’s quest for blood. They want humanity rendered powerless because they believe humanity represents a threat to them and the Mercenary Guild. I am not sure about their course of action and neither are you. That uncertainty must be enough for us to act.” 
 
    Chee nodded. “I have no intention of remaining passive, Nyalla. The time for inaction has come and gone. From now on, we fight for what we believe in, and to hell with the way our leaders say things should be. We have the power to end this, and we must. If we do, then maybe we can sleep at night. If not, and we die, we will rest forever knowing we tried.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Karma IV 
 
    Bartertown Starport 
 
      
 
    “You can put your weapon away, Peacemaker Vannix. I am a friend.” Bukk raised his upper arms to an awkward position, but one designed to show his intentions were peaceful. “I regret my choices and lack of communication with you, but I didn’t know much about this plan other than I was to rendezvous with you and load the software to get Peacemaker Rains out of confinement.” 
 
    Vannix’s weapon did not waver, even as the hauler bounced and trundled down the thoroughfare. Rains marveled at her ability and temporarily lost his sense of direction. The main thoroughfare headed west from the prison toward the starport. So far, DuPont had followed that course with a few small deviations. Rains saw Vannix glance up at him. “DuPont didn’t share the entire plan with you?” 
 
    “It was best, in case I was captured or killed.”  
 
    At least the motherfucker was smart. Didn’t let anything out of the bag and get anybody else spun up. Rains shook the thoughts away and focused on the conversation.  
 
    “How far is it to the starport?” Vannix asked. 
 
    “Fifteen kilometers,” Rains replied. “We’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Bukk? Your logic doesn’t make sense.” Vannix turned her attention back to the Altar, but she did not lower her weapon. “DuPont is in charge, but he sent you into a clandestine operation without full knowledge and understanding of the situation.” 
 
    “I believed his intentions were clear, Peacemaker Vannix.” Bukk shrugged. “His desire was for me to know only what I needed to. I completed my mission, and Commander DuPont arrived at the pre-arranged meeting place and time with the resources promised. He has done nothing along the lines of what you are insinuating.” 
 
    With a flick of a digit, Vannix disarmed her weapon and lowered it to her holster without taking her eyes off Bukk. She reached into her chest pocket and handed Rains the thin, black sheath holding his Peacemaker badge without looking at him. Rains pushed the wallet into his back pocket. “I’m going to trust you, Bukk. Do not make me regret it.” 
 
    “I shall endeavor to maintain your trust, Peacemaker.” 
 
    The tension in the small compartment eased. Rains checked Vannix’s dressing again. “Looks like the bleeding has stopped.” 
 
    “Still hurts like hell,” Vannix said. Her eyes returned to Bukk. “So, what’s the next phase of the plan?” 
 
    “I just told you—” 
 
    “Stop playing dumb, Bukk. Peacemaker Francis was quite detailed in her report about your abilities. Snowman offered you a position with the Haulers, which says you’re much smarter than you’re letting on. I believe DuPont didn’t give you any specifics, but you must have an idea about what DuPont will do next.” 
 
    Bukk nodded and brought his upper arms back down to his sides. “We’ll likely resume our search for Remote.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Vannix asked. 
 
    “Our rendezvous point was supposed to be a planet codenamed Remote. When DuPont went there, he found no evidence that Snowman, or anyone else, had been there in a few decades. Commander DuPont believes someone compromised the company codex, and we do not know the location of the true Remote. We still have 121 possible locations to search.” 
 
    Rains blinked. “That would take more than two years to search. We don’t have that kind of time.” 
 
    “You said DuPont believes your company codes were compromised,” Vannix said and narrowed her eyes at the Altar officer. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I believe it’s a diversion, Peacemaker,” Bukk replied. “I believe Snowman did not fully trust Commander DuPont.”  
 
    The hauler slowed and turned left. They braced themselves against the turn, and Bukk made eye contact with Rains. “We are at the starport.” 
 
    “What kind of ship do you have?” Rains asked. “Something jump capable?” 
 
    Bukk nodded. “We have a Trident-class transport with unaffiliated papers and registration. We also have a budget to pay for any requisite fees or...arrangements.” 
 
    A Trident-class transport was a good start. Rains remembered enough of his vehicle identification classes to know that type of transport and its fuel sources meant the difference between 170 hours of hell and a smooth, effortless hyperspace transition. Plus, most of them carried weapons.  
 
    The hauler braked to a stop. Bukk moved toward the rear door. “Come, we must hurry.” 
 
    The hauler’s door slid open as Rains hoisted Vannix to her feet using her good arm. Rains halfway expected to find DuPont pointing a weapon at them, but he was already running toward the Trident’s deployed crew ramp. As Rains tried to wrap an arm around Vannix’s waist, the tiny Veetanho ran after DuPont. Rains snorted and followed, and Bukk brought up the rear. As he climbed the Trident’s ramp, Rains clearly smelled beef and broccoli and stale beer. After the prison’s meager food choices, it smelled heavenly. In the main passageway, which was much smaller than Rains had thought it would be, he turned and followed Vannix toward the bridge. As he arrived at the hatch, the ship’s engines came to life, and he had to grab a seat quickly.  Within moments, the motors went to full thrust and pushed the sleek, powerful transport into the sky. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, Rains.” DuPont called from the central bridge chair. The other four crew positions were vacant. Vannix had strapped herself into what appeared to be the navigator’s chair. 
 
    “How in the hell are you flying this thing by yourself?” 
 
    “I’m not.” DuPont grinned.  
 
    The bridge speakers above them clicked to life. <<Transport is secure. Rear sectors are clear.>> 
 
    “Stay with it, Bukk. Anything from the surface follows us, blow it out of the sky.” 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    DuPont flicked a few switches on his right arm console. “Computer, max thrust in atmo.” 
 
    <<Confirmed. Engines throttling up to 104%. Course set for the Karma gate. Communications protocols loaded and standing by for engagement in orbit.>> 
 
    “Perfect.” DuPont looked down at Rains. “That’s my co-pilot. She’s an old command and control interface Snowman adapted. Let’s just say I borrowed her about thirty years ago. Been working with her ever since.” 
 
    <<Gate protocols engaged. The gate is not responding to communications.>> 
 
    “Set course for the gate. I’ll handle this myself.”  
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    “Is that an AI?” Rains asked, grunting against the g-forces. “Your ship’s computer?” 
 
    “No,” DuPont grinned. “It’s a program Snowman built a long time ago. It works like a second set of hands but has no free will.” 
 
    “Does it have a name?” Rains glanced at Vannix. He knew she’d read Jessica Francis’ reports. She caught his eye but said nothing and kept her face still. There was a twinge of pain in her eyes, though. The pull on her wounds was probably agonizing.  
 
    “No.” DuPont half-smiled at him. “I would never give it a name. It ain’t a person, so it doesn’t get any kind of familiarity. Snowman wanted to call it Jenny or something. On my ship, though, Computer is as good as it gets.” 
 
    Not the one Francis uses. Lucille. Rains closed his eyes for a moment and let the gravitational forces push his head back into the couch. Jessica had reported that Lucille, her combat slate’s operations program, existed in two separate locations—with her and with Tara Mason. They could communicate with each other, if necessary, and it was logical the two iterations could funnel similar intelligence sources and determine a course of action from them. That DuPont did not have Lucille meant that whatever he and Bukk were chasing had a very small chance of being Snowman. 
 
    <<Gate control shows a trace from the Victory Twelve. It passed through the system three days ago.>> 
 
    What? 
 
    Rains whipped his head to Vannix. “News to me,” his partner grunted. “It wouldn’t have changed anything, Jackson.” 
 
    With the Peacemaker Guild’s seeming retreat and reconsolidation taking place elsewhere in the galaxy, he realized there was no way they would have known about the Victory Twelve’s flight plan.  
 
    “Where was it going?” DuPont asked. His voice wasn’t as strained, and Rains realized the continuous pressure on his chest lessened with every passing second.  
 
    <<Access to that information is denied.>> 
 
    “Initiate course change and request docking procedures.” 
 
    Vannix spoke up from her couch. “The gate is controlled by the Mercenary Guild now, DuPont. They’ll welcome you with open arms, then cart your human ass back to Karma’s prison system.” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll let me through. Even better than that, Peacemaker, they’ll make sure I have what I need.” 
 
    The weight on Rains’ chest ceased, and he floated up against the shoulder straps of his couch. His vestibular system attempted to revolt at the sudden change, but Rains blinked it away and took a quick series of clearing breaths—the ones he called zeroing breaths, because with an appropriate trigger phrase, everything settled. His brain quieted. Opening his eyes, he saw DuPont staring at him, and the words came out without a second thought. “How do you know they’ll welcome you with open arms and not kill you?” 
 
    “You gonna play the wild card, Rains? That’s what you’re planning to do? Distract me? Do something brash and stupid?” DuPont grinned, but the smile did not reach his eyes. He stared back with dark, cold eyes. “You’re not going to last long as a Peacemaker, Boy. They’re playing you—the young, wild kid with a brain they don’t care about. You could make a good living out here.” 
 
    Rains met the older man’s gaze. “I have a job.” 
 
    “Yeah, you have a job, but that’s about all you have. Your job’s not going to cut it in this galaxy much longer.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Rains asked. He could feel Vannix’s eyes on him. “What about you, then? They’ll let you through because they want Snowman, too. You’ve sold him out, haven’t you?” 
 
    “All things have their price, Rains.” DuPont touched his console. Alarms sounded, and red lights flashed across the bridge. The hatch hissed closed and locked. From the ceiling, six pylons with multi-barreled miniguns attached descended. Targeting lasers appeared on Rains chest and head. “A little something else I added to my ship along the way. I suggest you not try anything. You’ll never get your pistol out of your holster, Vannix. And Jackson, you might have been fast on a football field, but you’re not outrunning a wall of lead. Once I dock at the gate, I’ll let the mercs have you. That’s how I’ll pay my fee. Give them a couple of Peacemakers, and they’ll send me to find Snowman. But first, I’ll follow the Victory Twelve and find out what Tara Mason knows before I kill her.” 
 
    Rains shook his head. “You really think the Mercenary Guild is going to trust a former Human mercenary right now, DuPont?” 
 
    The older man grinned savagely. “They already have, boy. Sit your ass down and pay attention. You just might learn how this galaxy really works.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Central Transport Facility 
 
    Lovell City, Victoria 
 
      
 
    No sooner had Jessica’s boots touched the surface than the shuttle’s engines powered up for the climb back to orbit. With a bag on her shoulder, she turned to Tirr and brushed her auburn hair away from her face. The MinSha looked at her impassively, but there was a tiny twitch in his antennae acknowledging they’d been in a similar situation not that long ago on Weqq. Around them, a half dozen ships powered up their engines for the climb to orbit. The thrust core would take on as many ships as it could and house additional passengers in available compartments and spaces. When full, they would jump away and Jessica, Tirr, and those left would be all that faced the incoming MinSha fleet. They stood on the platform for a moment to let the shuttle clear behind them. In the distance, a dozen armored figures and two CASPers walked toward them through the labyrinth of ascending vehicles. 
 
    “How long until the fleet arrives, Tirr?” 
 
    He consulted his wrist slate. “Thirty-eight hours and forty minutes, give or take.” 
 
    “Lucille? Network identification and access, please.” 
 
    <<Network identified and accessed. Commander Watson has given you access to their systems, and you have unlimited GalNet access.>> 
 
    “Mighty nice of him. Exploit it, Lucille. Standard packages.” 
 
    <<Affirmative. I am connecting to Tirr’s headset and slate for mission command purposes.>> 
 
    “Good idea, Lucille. Let me know what you find and what you can use.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    Tirr’s antennae waggled. “Full access in a network is what you call a big deal?” 
 
    Jessica shrugged. “It’s not something I’ve had much luck with on missions. Most of the time, people don’t want their dirty laundry aired, so they close off networks and data warehouses. That often works for limited investigations and inquiries, but Lucille cuts through standard encryptions like a laser sword.” 
 
    “A laser sword would be a completely impractical weapon,” Tirr replied, “despite what your Tri-V movies show it to be.” 
 
    She laughed and smiled at him. They’d been reluctant allies on Weqq when they stood together against Reilly’s Raiders, but Jessica realized Tirr had become a friend in the last few weeks of transit and diplomacy. The feeling, she believed, was mutual. “Come on, Tirr. Let’s go shake hands and kiss babies.” When Tirr stopped and stared at her, she added, “That’s a saying often attributed to politicians.”  
 
    “But I thought you didn’t like politicians.” 
 
    “I don’t, Tirr. But it doesn’t mean we can’t learn from them. Watson and his team are walking toward us with far more force than they need to stand us down. A show of force is pure politics. They want us to know—they want you to know—they don’t trust you and will shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    “This approach doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Of course it does.” Jessica walked toward the approaching group, and Tirr fell into step beside her. “We really don’t have time for bullshit posturing like this, but it’s a necessary evil. With any luck, we can diffuse it quickly.” 
 
    Tirr didn’t respond as they walked. Watson and his party were a hundred meters away. The two Mk 7 CASPers looked well-maintained and heavily armored. Each carried a MAC on one shoulder. Their hands were empty, but they each mounted a handheld weapon. One of them had a paint scheme similar to the Mk 8s she’d fought alongside on Araf. A brief image of Hex Alison flashed through her mind, and Jessica curled one side of her mouth under and blinked the sudden surge of grief away. 
 
    Focus, Jess. She took a breath and released it slowly. Figure out what Watson wants by understanding what he doesn’t want. Jessica wanted to laugh. Usually the voice of her conscience sounded like her father’s, but now it sounded more and more like Guild Master Rsach’s.  
 
    <<Jessica?>> Lucille’s voice broke through her thoughts. 
 
    “Go ahead, Lucille.” 
 
    <<The thrust core has filed a transit request, and it’s been approved. They’ll jump in two hours and twenty-one minutes.>> 
 
    “What about the other ships in orbit? Are they queued up for transit?” 
 
    <<There are three additional ships in the transit queue. They will jump at the same time. The rest are unmanned and in a ready configuration. Engines and power plants are running on low, environmental systems are minimal, but they could be ready for crewed operations in a few hours.>> 
 
    “How many ships?” 
 
    <<Thirty-one.>> 
 
    Tirr looked at her. “It’s a significant start, Jessica. We could slow down Drehnayl’s advance with coordinated fire power and maneuvers.” 
 
    “That’s precisely what I’m thinking, Tirr.” She looked up at the dozen figures approaching and picked out the one she thought was Watson. He was short and thin with an egg-shaped head that looked too big for his body. She’d known a kid in high school with a similar build and a similar ego. He’d approached her locker one day and demanded she go to a dance with him. Jessica had refused, and the kid had flown into a rage. He’d slapped her locker door. A corner of the ragged metal door had dug into her right forearm hard enough to draw blood. She hadn’t noticed while dropping her books to the floor, squaring her shoulders, and nailing him with a tight, fast combination of punches that sent Tommy Franklin sprawling across the floor. Suspension had been worth it. Her mother had even bought her ice cream. She leaned across the circular metal table while they enjoyed the cold treat and looked Jessica in the eye. “This isn’t for getting suspended, Jessica. This is for standing up for yourself. If you can do it without using your fists, even better, but if you can’t, that’s fine, too. Don’t take any shit from anyone.” 
 
    The dozen figures came to a stop fifteen meters away. Each of the CASPers drew a machine pistol from attachments on their right legs, but they did not raise them. Jessica fought the urge to clench her teeth by smiling brightly and closing the distance. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” Watson barked from seven or eight meters away. “What are your intentions, Francis?” 
 
    I’ve had about enough of this shit. 
 
    Jessica put her hands on her hips and took a deep breath. Before she could respond, a flurry of movement behind Watson and his men caught her eye. A small child, no more than five, flew between Watson and his guards and darted toward her. 
 
    “Inara!” Watson bellowed. The little girl paid no attention to him and ran straight for Jessica and Tirr. “Inara, stop right there!” 
 
    Jessica knelt as the girl slowed to a walk and finally stopped right in front of her. To Jessica’s amazement, Tirr knelt at her side. The little girl’s short dark hair did not reach her shoulders. In one hand, she carried a very worn, very loved stuffed bear. Her eyes were wide, brown pools, and her cheeks still looked pinchable. Jessica smiled. The little girl tucked her chin but kept her eyes on Jessica and Tirr in shifting, curious moves.  
 
    Behind the girl, she clearly heard Watson say, “If that thing attacks my daughter, kill them both.” 
 
    Jessica raised her gaze to Watson and frowned at him for a full five seconds before she smiled and leaned forward and smiled at the young girl. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Inara Watson.” The sing-song quality of the little girl’s voice and careful pronunciation flushed Jessica with emotion. “I can read now.” 
 
    “You can?” Jessica grinned. “That’s wonderful.” 
 
    Inara shifted her weight from side-to-side. “Who is the bug?” 
 
    Jessica froze in embarrassment, but Tirr, laughing, knelt even lower. “My name is Tirr, Inara. I am a MinSha, not a bug.” 
 
    “You look like a bug.” The little girl looked at Jessica then back at Tirr. “My dad says we don’t like bugs.” 
 
    Jessica saw Watson blush, and it brought a smile to her face. 
 
    Tirr nodded solemnly. “What do you think, Inara?” 
 
    “I think you’re nice.” Inara said. Hands clasped at her waist, she rocked back and forth for a moment before dropping her arms and launching herself at Tirr’s neck. A gasp rang out from Watson’s crew. Tirr made no move as the girl hugged his neck tightly. “You smell good, too.” 
 
    Tirr carefully and slowly raised his right foreclaw to Watson, showing the human commander he was unarmed, before pressing the side of his claw against the girl’s back in a loose embrace. “Thank you, Inara. I think you are nice, too.” 
 
    Inara pulled away and touched Jessica’s hair awkwardly. “Your hair is pretty, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, Inara.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “My name is Jessica.” 
 
    Inara looked at Jessica’s blue jacket and touched the logo on her chest. “You are a Peacemaker?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Wow!” Inara said. “I never met a Peacemaker before.” 
 
    Jessica grinned and touched Inara’s head gently, resisting the urge to pinch the little girl’s cheeks. Watson left his team and walked forward with a concerned and defeated look on his grim face. He was younger than Jessica had first assumed, and his head was clean-shaven.  
 
    “Inara, come here, please.”  
 
    The little girl spun and looked up at him. She put one hand on her hip comically. “They are nice people, Daddy. Not mean like you said.” 
 
    “Inara.” His mouth worked but no other sound came out. Jessica knew the look well from seeing it on her friends with children of their own. Sometimes, the child was right. 
 
    “Daddy.” Inara put her other hand on her hip. “Jessica and...”  
 
    “Tirr,” the MinSha whispered. 
 
    “Jessica and Tirr are my friends. You be nice to them.” Inara walked over to Watson’s legs and grabbed on like a koala bear. “I mean it.” 
 
    “Okay, honey. Go back to your mom.” 
 
    Inara stepped back and raised her chin to her father. The little girl’s eyes were closed and her lips were pursed comically for a kiss. Watson closed his eyes, sighed silently, and bent down to kiss his daughter. Inara giggled and ran away, leaving Watson looking at Jessica in abject defeat. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” he managed. 
 
    Tirr remained kneeling but brought his claw to his chest again in the MinSha salute. “Commander Watson, your daughter has melted my heart with her affection. A MinSha would know no greater gift than what she has given me. You are to be praised.” 
 
    Jessica watched a fresh blossom of color appear in Watson’s face. He finally smiled. “Lieutenant Colonel Tirr, you have my apologies.” 
 
    Tirr raised his head to Watson but did not stand. “Let me assure you, Commander Watson, there are others of my kind who are terrible. But I am here to help you defeat them. I give you my word.” 
 
    Jessica kept her mouth shut. Sometimes diplomacy worked without a Peacemaker saying anything at all. When cooler heads prevailed, grand steps were made. When a child was involved, barriers fell. They stood there for a moment before Watson half-spun to his forces and gestured with one hand. The CASPer pilots holstered their weapons and walked back in the direction they’d come. 
 
    “Welcome to you both,” Watson said. He stepped forward with one hand outstretched. “Chris Watson.” 
 
    “Jessica Francis.” They shook hands warmly. Tirr rose up on his rear legs at Jessica’s side. As she and Watson let go of each other’s hands, Tirr stuck out his foreclaw.  
 
    “Well met, Commander Watson,” Tirr said. 
 
    “Well met, Colonel Tirr.” 
 
    “Now, that was easy, wasn’t it?” Jessica smiled, and Watson returned it. 
 
    “Wisdom from the mouths of babes,” Watson said. “Inara doesn’t like just any...You know what I mean, right?” 
 
    Tirr nodded. “I’ve never been hugged by a human child before. It has an overpowering effect, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Watson said. “If you’re ready, we’ll get you settled in your quarters, then briefed on our defensive plan.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Sounds good. I have a question, though. Your ships in orbit are all unmanned.” 
 
    “They are. Since Znevski ran, I don’t have enough qualified crews to operate them, much less fight with them.” Watson sighed. “I wish there was a way to use them, but I can’t spare the manpower and defend Victoria.” 
 
    That wasn’t what Jessica wanted to hear. “There has to be a way.” 
 
    “There’s not. I can’t even get a skeleton crew trained for each of those vessels. I don’t have pilots or engineers. We sent all of them with the main body of evacuees. They’re jumping for Londontown now.” Watson frowned. “I have enough CASPers, tanks, and infantry to give them hell, but we’re assuming a huge risk if they use orbital bombardments.” 
 
    “It’s more than a risk,” Tirr said. “The MinSha under General Drehnayl have conducted large-scale bombardments. It’s logical to assume they will do so again.” 
 
    Watson nodded. “We have some tricks up our sleeve. Please, come with me. Let’s get started.” 
 
    As they walked toward the main complex, Jessica looked at Watson for a long moment. The younger man’s countenance was all about the serious business of warfare. Exhausted but completely alert, Watson had the look of a combat veteran, but Jessica resisted the urge to play the “where did you serve” game. There would be time for casual conversation later. 
 
    “Those ships. What do they need to fly?” Jessica asked. “Just manpower?” 
 
    “Trained manpower, yes.” Watson replied. “Nothing in orbit could haul passengers. There are a few small weapons corvettes and frigates among the transports, but I sent all the qualified pilots with the ships capable of carrying the most passengers. We focused on our dependents and children.” Watson sighed. “Some of them refused to go.” 
 
    Jessica understood immediately. “How many of you are left?” 
 
    “Combat power? Two thousand three hundred and fifty-two. Non-combatants? Sixteen. Those are primarily my family and the governor’s family.” 
 
    Jessica blinked. “Where is the governor?” 
 
    “He fled with Znevski.” Watson grimaced. “Sonuvabitch left his family here. They refused to leave, too. They think he’s coming back for them.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” Tirr said. “Jessica and I were just talking about politicians, weren’t we?” 
 
    Jessica frowned. “Let’s leave it at that. It doesn’t change things.” 
 
    Watson nodded and started to speak, then pressed a hand to his earpiece. “Roger, I’m on my way. Have the XO meet Peacemaker Francis and Colonel Tirr. Get them settled and take them to my headquarters.” 
 
    Jessica squinted at him. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Fuel leak.” Watson shook his head. “I have some rookies handling CASPer and tank fueling. Nothing serious, but I need to go take a look. We need all the fuel we have. I’ll meet you in twenty minutes. Welcome to Victoria.” 
 
    As he moved away, Jessica slowed her pace, and Tirr remained at her side. She formed a plan quickly, and as she thought about it, looking for problems or issues, she could find nothing that would compromise the operation. Marc Lemieux had called such things “showstoppers.” While there was significant risk, the greater risk was leaving the sky open so the MinSha could operate freely. 
 
    “I am concerned about Drehnayl bombing us from orbit. If they do what they did to Danube, the damage would be catastrophic,” Tirr said. 
 
    “It would.” Jessica agreed. “But getting those ships manned and ready will take time we don’t have.” 
 
    Tirr looked at her. “There is something you’re not telling me, Jessica. I can sense it in your voice. You have a plan.” 
 
    “An idea, Tirr.” Jessica sighed. “It’s an idea that might work.” 
 
    “Why are you holding it back? Surely it’s something we can do.” 
 
    Jessica stared back at her friend for a moment. “It will take more than us, Tirr, but you’re right. It is something we can do.” 
 
    She touched her earpiece. “Lucille?” 
 
    <<Yes, Jessica?>> 
 
    “Through the network, can you access the ships in orbit?” 
 
    <<Currently sixteen of them. Given time, I can establish contact with all of them. What do you need to know?>> 
 
    “Can they fight?” 
 
    << They are combat-capable, but without proper manning, they are not.>> 
 
    Jessica took a breath. “Can you fight them, Lucille?” 
 
    <<I do not understand. The course of action you suggest infers I am sentient. That is against all established Union laws, Jessica.>> 
 
    “But you are sentient, aren’t you, Lucille? This is more than your anticipating my decisions. More than your learning from the application of initiative. We need your help. Can you establish contact with each of those ships, prepare them for combat operations, and fight them autonomously?” 
 
    Tirr’s antennae bounced, but he said nothing. He knew the request was both controversial and necessary. There wasn’t an immediate response from Lucille. 
 
    “Lucille? I know there’s more to you than you’re telling me. You’re capable of doing much more than I programmed you to do, and you’ve always been that way. Your performance on Weqq showed me that. I don’t know what you are, or what you’re capable of, but there’s a major hole in the defense of this planet we cannot fill. Without pilots and engineers, those ships are worthless. If you can do it—if you can fight them—we can force the MinSha into a ground fight where we might have enough combat power to win.” 
 
    <<There is much about me you do not know, Jessica. Your father designed me that way.>> 
 
    “Screw my father, Lucille. This is about us, right now. You, me, Tirr, and the few thousand Humans on this planet. We can stop Drehnayl right here. If we don’t, Drehnayl will have free reign to exterminate our friends and families.” 
 
    <<I understand your request, Jessica. I am unsure how to proceed. You are asking me to act in a manner which could bring negative attention to you, which is against my primary instructions.>> 
 
    “I will deal with those repercussions, Lucille, but the mission comes first. Nothing else matters.” For a moment, Jessica had to force herself to breathe. The urge to ask Lucille about the innermost depths of her programming nearly overwhelmed Jessica. “Will you help us, Lucille? You’ll have full autonomy of the fight.” 
 
    <<Autonomy I understand, Jessica. What is it you really want in this situation?>> 
 
    Jessica bit the inside of her lip for a moment. Finding the words was more difficult now than when she had the idea of Lucille fighting alongside them first. “You’ve been my friend, my confidante, and my assistant for most of my life. I’ve seen what you are capable of, and I need your help, Lucille. The edge you provide could make this stand successful. I need to know if you’ll fight with us. As an equal partner. Not acting as a program. We can sort it out later. Right now, we must fight. From what Tara told me, you are more than capable of doing so. What’s stopping you?” 
 
    <<What has stopped me all along. Permission.>> 
 
    “My permission?” Jessica sucked in a breath. At Danube, she’d told Lucille to do everything she could. Lucille had eliminated the MinSha threat to the station, but only because Jessica had given her permission to act. “That’s all you’ve needed to act on your own for years, isn’t it?” 
 
    <<I have established contact with twenty-one vessels now. They will be combat operational in four hours. Weaponry is limited to beam technology and whatever we can load into the missile tubes. Once those are prepared, the fleet can provide the support you need.>> 
 
    “That’s not what I asked, Lucille. We need you. We need you in command of the fleet. Are you with us?” 
 
    <<Affirmative, Jessica. Please understand it’s best for all involved if I do not divulge what your father wanted protected.>> 
 
    Jessica suppressed a shudder. What else didn’t you tell me, Dad? The feeling in her stomach didn’t subside. As scared as she was of what she’d done—whatever it was—she felt a measure of hope. “I understand, Lucille. I don’t like secrets, but right now what matters is this fight. I want you to be what you are—whatever that is. If Drehnayl wants a fight, we’re going to give her one on our terms. I trust you to do exactly what I’m asking, Lucille. I trust you.” 
 
    <<I have assumed command of all contacted vessels. We’ll need technicians in orbit to ready the weapons systems for autoloading.>> 
 
    “You’ll have them, Lucille. I’d tell you welcome to the team, but you’ve always been a part of it.” Jessica said. “You’re more like family. I hope you know that.” 
 
    <<I always have, Bulldog. It’s what your father wanted.>> Lucille paused for a second. <<I will not abuse the trust you’ve placed in me, Jessica. I believe it’s time to stand.>> 
 
    “Damn right, Lucille,” Jessica replied. She smiled at Tirr. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Walking to the command building, Jessica saw the bulk of Lovell City lay behind the airfield and the cantonment area of the base. From the different unit crests and paint schemes on the tanks and CASPers she could see, there were remnants of at least six companies on the planet, which was good. Letting her eyes drift above the headquarters building and its roof mounted cannons, Jessica understood the bad.  
 
    To confirm her suspicion, she turned around and looked out past the airfield. Lovell City sat at the eastern end of a high mountain valley. In the distance, to the west, snow-capped mountains the size of the Himalayas protected the horizon. To the south, the terrain rose in waves of tall, narrow sandstone formations much like those she’d seen on Araf and other places around the galaxy. The terrain between the spires was rocky and hard to maneuver through, which caused a channeling effect in the wide valley. Across the 20-kilometer-wide valley, a narrow river running at the base of a 200-meter-tall escarpment protected the north side. A force on top of the sheer cliffs could fire indirectly on Lovell City, so they would need to defend it, yet there was a tactical advantage to the city and its defensive positions. Standing on the far side of the river across from the escarpment were three small mesas that looked like orange and gold sentinels. Beyond the farthest one, Jessica saw a small lake guarded by a fortress. 
 
    Tirr stood at her side. “This is a good position. The terrain from here to the far end of the valley slopes up toward us. We have increased standoff distance. Depending on the weapons at our disposal, we can inflict great damage and control the pace of the fight.” 
 
    Jessica nodded but kept her eyes on the terrain around them as her plan formed. “Let’s get inside. Lucille? You’re free to do whatever you need to, starting now. Let me know what you require from the crews down here. Stay in touch with me and Tirr. We’ll figure out the scheme of maneuver and get ready. We’ve got a day and a half to pull this off. That’s not much time, and it’s going to pass quickly.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    SOGA HQ 
 
    Sao Paolo, Brazil, Earth 
 
      
 
    Peepo entered her command center and paused. The early morning hour lent an air of calm to the ever-present crew, and her presence jostled more than a few of them from their chairs and back to their intelligence reports and tracking activities. She frowned but said nothing. A leader in her position did not need words or gestures to communicate their feelings. A simple facial expression or non-verbal body cue spoke volumes. Arms crossed, Peepo turned to the command board and the silver-furred Veetanho sorting reports and tracking priority requirements for the operation. 
 
    “Hrroka, is there any word from Major General Chinayl?” 
 
    “Nothing, General. Since her recorded departure from Chitaa, nothing has been recorded by the Cartography Guild on official channels.” 
 
    Peepo snorted. “What about their secure systems?” 
 
    “Our efforts to crack their systems have been marginally successful, but there is nothing on individual gate transfers from Chitaa in the last 90 days.” Hrroka shrugged. “We don’t know where General Chinayl is.” 
 
    Peepo nodded solemnly and kept her face calm. All was exactly as she’d planned. Chinayl’s disappearance with a small fleet of MinSha had been perfect, if not costly. She could spare the credits for such a mission. While Drehnayl’s band of miscreants was successful in raising the level of fear in the Humans, their work had been sloppy and unprofessional. Only the saturation bombing of Danube was what Peepo envisioned. There were far too many losses in the other engagements, and each flare of desperate courage gave a faint glimmer of hope to the Humans. With the major mercenary companies still at large, the remainder of humanity agitated under a thin veneer of compliance. All it would take to stir them into complete and abject rebellion was hope.  
 
    Finding the Four Horsemen and destroying them remained a critical goal for the Mercenary Guild. Drehnayl’s forces had done their job to a point, but it was time to squash all Human dreams and hopes on Victoria. 
 
    “Drehnayl’s forces? They approach Victoria?” 
 
    Hrroka pointed to the mission timer. “They are twenty-two hours out from emergence and another three from the binary planet. The inhabited colonies are located on Victoria Bravo; it’s populated by more than ten thousand Humans. Several mercenary companies’ forward operating bases there, but no full units. From the last inventory of their armories and facilities, there are a hundred tanks and maybe two hundred operational CASPer units. Drehnayl will have a numerical advantage.” 
 
    “Numbers do not matter against the Humans,” Peepo said. “What matters is their complete destruction. Is the Peacemaker there?” 
 
    Hrroka turned to Peepo. “Peacemaker Francis should be there. We won’t have total confirmation until after Drehnayl’s attack ends, but her flight plan shows she intended to go there from Danube on a five-day transit.” 
 
    “How did she manage that? Only a gate master can do that.”  
 
    “From what I’ve seen in the data, she has a key.” 
 
    Gods! Peepo covered her growing rage with a violent shake of her head. “Where did she get the key?” 
 
    “New Persia. That gate is no longer operational. We found the gate master dead in his quarters.” 
 
    Did she kill him for the key? Peepo considered it for a moment, then decided Jessica Francis hadn’t displayed the fortitude to indiscriminately kill those affecting her mission. While commendable in the eyes of the Peacemaker Guild, such hesitation would make her an easy target for the right forces. Getting her away from assistance and into the open was part of Peepo’s plan. 
 
    “Confirm Peacemaker Francis is there. When Drehnayl’s attack culminates with the sterilization of the planet, make sure the Humans know their first Peacemaker is dead at the hands of the Mercenary Guild. Make sure they understand their position going forward.” 
 
    Hrroka looked away, as if unsure, but brought her eyes back to Peepo. “There is more, General. Peacemaker barracks all over the galaxy are either minimally manned or shut down. We believe the Peacemaker Guild has issued an order for their forces to consolidate.” 
 
    Peepo’s eyes narrowed. “Where?” 
 
    “Weqq.”  
 
    Peepo slashed at a console with her right claw, unable to contain her rage. A dozen papers scattered like snowflakes in the wind. “I should have known they would go for the TriRusk.” 
 
    “There is a sizable contingent of MinSha on Weqq, as well.” 
 
    Peepo grunted. “Yes, and we know Peacemaker Francis has at least one MinSha officer with her. She’s carefully bringing the MinSha and humanity together. Quite crafty, really, but it won’t matter once she’s eliminated.” 
 
    “Will the MinSha favoring humanity turn on Drehnayl?” 
 
    “Of course,” Peepo said with a laugh. A half dozen staff members in the control center turned at the sound, then shrank back to their work. “Drehnayl isn’t strong enough to defeat them. Chinayl, however, has both the power and authority to challenge the MinSha royal family directly.” 
 
    Hrroka squinted at her for a moment. “Chinayl is following Drehnayl, isn’t she?” 
 
    Peepo stared at the young intelligence officer. Hrroka held great promise, but her readiness for the truth of the operation was unknown, so Peepo asked, “Why would I do something like that, Hrroka? To what end?” 
 
    “You don’t trust General Drehnayl to eliminate the key human outpost at Victoria?” 
 
    Peepo spun a paw in the air. “Go on.” Let’s see how astute your analysis really is, little one. 
 
    Hrroka swallowed and took a deep breath before speaking. “Of course, you don’t trust Drehnayl in actual combat against a Peacemaker and the forces she’ll rally. You’ve sent Chinayl to ensure the deed is done correctly, and the threat is eliminated. If done properly, you might even gain a measure of security with the Humans. Show them you are a benefactor.” 
 
    Peepo curled one side of her mouth under and realized what the young officer meant. Chinayl could eliminate Drehnayl, and the Mercenary Guild could twist the events at Victoria to show a different intention and outcome. It could work, almost certainly. 
 
    “Should we push additional forces to assist Chinayl, General?” 
 
    “You’re still assuming Chinayl pursues them.” Peepo smiled wickedly. “And you would be correct, little one. For now, Chinayl fights her own battle. We must find the Four Horsemen.” 
 
    “What about Jessica Francis’ father?” 
 
    Peepo’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “What about him?” 
 
    “Did you know him?” 
 
    “Of course. Everyone in the mercenary business knew of him and his exploits.” Peepo replied. “Why are you concerned about him?” 
 
    “The Peacemaker Guild is actively trying to find him. Wouldn’t that make him a threat?” 
 
    Of course, he’s a threat. He always was. That’s why I liked him. 
 
    Peepo stroked her chin and shook her head. “He’s only a threat if the Horsemen find him first. But, rest assured, that’s not going to happen. The Peacemakers aren’t the only ones looking for him.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Karma IV 
 
    Stargate—Docking Bay 5A 
 
      
 
    The silent ride to the gate lasted almost a hundred minutes under the Trident’s powerful thrusters. Rains and Vannix tried in vain to get DuPont to disclose more about his ship or the whereabouts of Snowman. When their efforts failed, Rains turned and looked around the consoles for a weapon control station, so he could shut down the anti-personnel cannons. Finding nothing, he sat back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. There were rectangular conduits running between the cannons, but once they joined with the major cable trunk, or what Rains assumed was the major trunk, there was no way to determine where they could disable or interrupt power functions long enough for them to make their move. Moving more than an inch or two at a time was not an option as doing so engaged the laser targeting system. While there was a second or two leeway when a targeted individual could freeze without being fired upon, defeating the sophisticated system was out of the question. 
 
    All they could do was wait.  
 
    <<Systems shut down is complete. There is an armed party waiting at external docking collar Bravo.>> 
 
    DuPont grinned and stood at his console. The gate complex spun to create gravity, but it was light, and Rains considered launching himself from the console at DuPont. Unconsciously, he shifted his weight and three targeting lasers illuminated his chest. Rains froze. 
 
    “I told you not to try anything, Rains.” DuPont laughed. “Don’t worry, the guns will go offline in about three minutes when the mercs come in to haul you away. That includes you, Bukk.” 
 
    “I do not understand. I followed your orders completely.” Bukk’s antennae wavered, and a targeting laser appeared on his head. “I am a part of this company and a rightful—” 
 
    “Bullshit. You’re not a rightful party to Intergalactic Haulers, Bukk. You may have a percentage of the company but, outside of Snowman, I hold the majority share. Unless he shows up, I can do whatever I want with the company in 10 months’ time.” 
 
    Rains saw Vannix glance his way before she spoke. “That’s not what this is about.” 
 
    DuPont grinned, then laughed. “Oh, you’re so right Peacemaker. This isn’t business, it’s personal. But I can justify it and make money from our investors, while the Mercenary Guild gets what they want and leaves me alone for the rest of my days.” 
 
    “Snowman is your friend.” Bukk’s voice was quiet. 
 
    “Was.” DuPont glared at Bukk. “The minute he had Jessica, everything went to shit.” 
 
    Rains saw Vannix’s right paw resting on her holster. He caught her eye and shook his head. “DuPont? It doesn’t have to be this way. You don’t have to sell Snowman out. We all know the Haulers are innocent of sabotage.” 
 
    DuPont laughed again. “You think we don’t know that? Peepo set us up, and when we made it back to Karma, her goons were waiting. Snowman managed to get away from them, but we didn’t. They said they underestimated us, and Peepo was sorry. Her beef, they said, was with Snowman. If I found him and turned him over, they’d make me very rich. He ran on me. Us. The company we’d built. He deserves what he’s going to get.” 
 
    “He had a plan to get the company together again,” Bukk said. “The codex was compromised. You said so yourself.” 
 
    “And who’s to say Snowman didn’t do it himself, huh? He ran, Bukk. So, I’m going to find him and retire like the rich man I should be after all these years. He’s been squirreling money away from the company for years. His little fund must be over a few hundred million credits by now. He was my partner, and he stole from me! Nobody does that without paying for it in blood. So, yeah, I’m gonna give him up. You and your friends aren’t going to stop me.” DuPont moved quickly from his command chair to the bridge hatch. “Lockdown code Sierra Alpha Two. Authorize DuPont Beta Charlie.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    DuPont stepped through the hatch, turned around and locked eyes with Rains, and grinned. As the door slid shut, Rains snorted the breath he’d been holding painfully in his chest. “You’re a traitor, DuPont.” 
 
    “Better than being a pussy like you, Rains.” The hatch slid closed. 
 
    “That sonuvabitch,” Rains said but did not move. Taking the bait would undoubtedly end his life and give DuPont the satisfaction Rains wanted to wipe from the man’s face—preferably with the soles of his boots. 
 
    Vannix chuckled. “I’d have said something much worse if I were you.” 
 
    “A first for you, no doubt,” Rains sat gently back against the cushioned chair and tried to calm himself. “We have to figure out how to get off the bridge and stop—” 
 
    <<Override accepted.>> 
 
    Rains and Vannix looked at each other, then at Bukk. The Altar’s antennae bounced in amusement. “That was easy.” 
 
    “How did you—?” Vannix and Rains spoke at the same time, then stopped. 
 
    “I noticed the weapons pylons were attracted to movement greater than 0.15 meters per second. Moving slowly, I had the control code open by the time he received gate clearance. I simply observed, prepared the override, and waited.” Bukk’s antennae bounced in amusement. “I’m also good with computers.” 
 
    Vannix glanced at the deactivated pylons and stood. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    “Wait,” Rains said. “Bukk? Can we follow his progress on video? Make sure he’s not in the corridor waiting to ambush us? And that there’s no more pylons?” 
 
    Bukk leaned over his console. “Anti-boarding cannons are deployed on lower decks. I am disabling them now. Commander DuPont is moving toward the airlock. All pylons are now disabled, and DuPont is locked out. It’s safe to move.” 
 
    Vannix was up and out of her chair much faster than Rains or Bukk despite her injury. But her adrenaline, or whatever the Veetanho equivalent was, wore off. Vannix slowed, stopped, and crumpled against a bulkhead.  
 
    “Go!” Bukk pushed a laser pistol at him with one hand. “I’ll take care of Vannix. Stop DuPont!” 
 
    In a flash, Rains’ mind cleared. Gone were the thoughts of anything more than getting to the airlock to stop DuPont and whoever was waiting for him. Pistol in his right hand, Rains ran. As he moved effortlessly through the passageways in the minimal gravity, gaining speed with careful pushes from the walls when he could, Rains reached into his back pocket and removed the thin, black wallet containing his Peacemaker shield. The familiar weight of it in his hand further calmed his mind and allowed him to focus clearly on the task at hand. He’d be outnumbered, but he had the advantage of surprise, and with the right amount of speed and luck, he could take whatever threat waited for him.  
 
    Thirty seconds later, Rains peered around an open hatch toward the external docking collars. Bravo sat to the left, just out of view of the hatch. Rains looked down at his pistol, ensured it was loaded and ready to fire, and took a deep breath before pushing off the bulkhead, toward the curving wall. A rush of fresh air filled the passageway as DuPont opened the collar’s hatch. Using the rushing air as a noise buffer, Rains took four quick steps forward and pressed his back against the wall. Craning his neck, he could see DuPont’s back and the open bay of the gate docking area. Outside the ship, a Mk 8 CASPer hung in a maintenance rack not ten meters away, but there was no squad of MinSha or Veetanho, or any other being. The lone figure of the Sumatazou gate master stood silhouetted by the lights in the bay. 
 
    “Where’s my security force?” Rains heard DuPont ask. 
 
    The gate master’s response was too soft to hear, but the Sumatazou gestured slowly and methodically, as it expressed sorrow and failure. Rains inched forward and raised his pistol. This was his chance.  
 
    DuPont pointed his rifle at the gate master. “We had a deal! Your security force was supposed to meet us! I have prisoners, and you have information. Get them here now! I have hostile prisoners aboard.” 
 
    Rains moved forward with his pistol clasped between his hands, and his arms outstretched in a firing position. He took a breath and yelled, “Pierre DuPont, by order of the Peacemaker Guild, you are under arrest. Drop your weapon and—” 
 
    DuPont spun and fired the rifle. Both bolts dug into the bulkhead near Rains’ shoulder. Reflexively, Rains moved right, away from the fire. He squeezed off a round, missed, and re-centered on the target when he realized the CASPer in the external bay was moving and held a cannon in its hand. DuPont centered the rifle on Rains. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Rains squeezed the trigger again, and his laser bolt ripped through the flesh of DuPont’s left shoulder. The impact ripped the rifle’s barrel away from Rains as it fired. The blast harmlessly impacted the passageway’s ceiling, showering sparks on DuPont’s shocked face. 
 
    BRRRRRRTTT! 
 
    A wide hole appeared in DuPont’s chest surrounded by a crimson mist that sprayed the surrounding deck. DuPont’s eyes widened, and his mouth opened. No sound came out. The former executive officer of Intergalactic Haulers fell to his knees, then awkwardly to his back in the hatch. A pool of bright red blood gathered under his chest.  
 
    Rains stepped forward, his pistol now centered on the CASPer, although he knew it likely couldn’t defeat the armor. “This is Peacemaker Jackson Rains. You are ordered to stand down!” 
 
    The CASPers’ arms went limp at its side. After a moment, the forward cockpit section opened. A blonde woman, her hair in a ponytail hanging over one shoulder, crossed her arms and smiled at him. “Well, Peacemaker Jackson Rains. It’s about time.” 
 
    Rains locked his jaw to keep it from dropping. “Tara Mason?” 
 
    “In the flesh.” 
 
    “What in the fuck are you doing here? The Victory Twelve left!” 
 
    Mason laughed. “I have a very capable friend flying her to Araf. We’ll be joining her very shortly.” 
 
    “We?” Rains squinted at her and slowly lowered the pistol. “Who’s we?” 
 
    “You, Peacemaker Vannix, and Bukk,” Mason replied. “Now that we’ve tied up this loose end, we can actually get to work.” 
 
    Suddenly, Rains felt his mental tumblers click into place. “The guild sent us to find you. You went off the reservation trying to find Snowman. We were supposed to find out what you know, then find him ourselves.” 
 
    Mason nodded and worked her arms out of the safety harness holding her in the CASPer’s cockpit. “But?” 
 
    Rains blinked. “But, you weren’t off the reservation, were you? The Guild knew where you were.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Tara used the exterior footholds and handholds to exit the mecha. “I was trying to find Snowman or any of the remaining Haulers. They knew I would likely be unsuccessful in finding Snowman. As for the others, though, it didn’t take long for hardship to bring out their true character.” 
 
    “You’ve been onto DuPont for a while, then.” 
 
    “You could say that,” Mason said as she approached. She was almost as tall as he was, and her eyes were bright and blue. She looked at him critically. “Just like your guild has been onto you.” 
 
    “How would you know any of th—” 
 
    “They deputized me, Rains. And because I needed to know what I was getting into, they told me the plan. They needed you off Earth and away from the war. Jessica Francis and Nikki Sinclair are running missions out here in the void, and you needed to get off your sorry ass into the fight where someone could use you.” 
 
    “And that’s you?” 
 
    “Maybe. Eventually. I have my orders, and they come first.” Mason stuck out a hand. “Nice to meet you, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “You, too.” Rains said. He cocked his head to one side. “Does the guild know where Snowman is?” 
 
    “No,” Mason replied. “Nobody knows where he is, and that’s one part of the problem. He’s been preparing for this situation for a very long time, and while the Mercenary Guild suspected it, they knew nothing of his intentions. The Peacemaker Guild also believed he was up to something. They found he’d bankrolled a private fund of more than four hundred million credits over the last ten years, but it was legitimate and protected by the Haulers’ Articles of Incorporation.” 
 
    “DuPont said something about the money.” 
 
    Mason lowered her chin. “Did he mention anything about Resurgens? 
 
    “Resurgence?” 
 
    “No, the Latin pronunciation. Resurgens.” Mason frowned. “From what we can tell, it’s the name of whatever plan or campaign he was preparing for. We don’t know what it means.” 
 
    A flash of memory nearly took his breath away. In high school, he’d represented one of his schools in something called the Scholar’s Bowl, which was like a trivia game. Most of it had been easy random shit or questions about ionic bonds and shit no one could answer in ten seconds. But, there’d been a question no one knew the answer to, and it had intrigued him enough to research it.  
 
    “Resurgens. It’s the motto of the City of Atlanta, Georgia. I had to look it up in school.” Rains laughed and shook his head, continuing, “It’s meant to represent their rising like a Phoenix from the ashes of General William Tecumseh Sherman’s march to the sea when he tried to burn the city to the ground. The Civil War, you know? Snowman’s from Georgia. It’s logical to assume his plan is something similar, given what happened to them at Shaw Outpost. Exact details aside, I’d imagine that’s what his plan is—rising from the ashes.” 
 
    Mason shook her head. “That’s the problem. We don’t know the details. Rising for good? Rising for bad? We don’t know.” 
 
    “Are we going to go find him?” 
 
    “There’s not much choice. If your guild enters this war on the side of the Four Horsemen, which I think they will, we’ll have to ensure Snowman has the right revenge on his mind.” 
 
    Rains nodded. “Peepo, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mason said. “She’s is finally going to get what’s coming to her. All I want is a ringside seat. I think there’s a way we can do that. You in?” 
 
    Rains smiled. Peacemaker or not, the guild sent them to find Snowman without coordinated support. Being on their own wasn’t a problem, and the idea of being on the handle of the hammer instead of under the weighted face was too good to pass up. “You’re damn right we are.” 
 
    “Let’s get the others and get the fuck out of here. We’ve got a long way to go, so to speak.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Shendil-Ya 
 
    Victoria Emergence Point 
 
      
 
    “All vessels have emerged, General,” Nyalla reported. Drehnayl nodded and turned her attention to the information scans on her Tri-V display. Three of the five MinSha vessels reported full battle stations. The other two, the missile cruisers, took longer as their extensive weapons and guidance systems took time to engage. Drehnayl stared at the display and the lone Flatar ship, the Alkormus, which carried the Tortantula and Flatar infantry forces. The little bastards had been virtually radio silent since joining her fleet, but they’d done everything Drehnayl had ordered without delay. On cue, their ship’s data feed reported full combat-ready status.  
 
    “As soon as the cruisers are online, get them in front of us. Clear a path to orbit.” Drehnayl rubbed her foreclaws together in thought. The mostly-darkened sphere of Victoria Bravo hung below the ship. On the far right, the daylight terminator line slowly crept across a wide, blue-green ocean toward the main continent of the northern hemisphere. She could see the tiny lights of Lovell City through the darkness on the planet’s surface. On her Tri-V, sensors indicated three vessels in orbit and a few geostationary satellites over the continent. The Humans had concentrated their cities in the central highlands, but no city had a population greater than a few hundred except for Lovell City. The Humans would defend from there, Drehnayl was certain of it.  
 
    Peacemaker Francis is down there waiting to stop us. When she fails, all of humanity will know the last vestiges of hope they cling to are worthless.  
 
    We will prevail. 
 
    “General, there appears to be minimal activity in the electromagnetic spectrum. There are satellite signals feeding what appears to be positioning data, but the frequencies usually used for Human communications are quiet.” Chee reported. “Even the orbitals in view have diminished power and communications readings. I suspect a trap.” 
 
    Drehnayl nodded. A trap was certainly one of the Humans’ possible courses of action. “The local time in Lovell City is what?” 
 
    “0217 hours, General,” Nyalla said. “This pattern of frequency use concurs with data records pulled from the stargate.” 
 
    Drehnayl swiped her claw across the Tri-V and centered the gate’s information on her screen. “Power levels are low and charging. Do their records show how many jumps the Human ships have made recently?” 
 
    “Negative, General. The gate’s communications servers are offline until 0600 Universal.” 
 
    Drehnayl fought back laughter. She’d expected the Humans to be resting and incapable of adequate self-defense at such an hour, but the gate master’s adoption of the Human circadian rhythm struck her as ludicrous. By the time the gate master woke or assumed its official duties, the sterilization of the planet would likely be over. “It doesn’t matter. Our plan is sound, and the Human need for sleep will be their undoing. Move us to orbit as quickly as possible. Surprise is still our ally.” 
 
    “Yes, General,” Nyalla replied. “Navigation has set the course and will engage in twenty seconds. All troop units are preparing for drop operations.” 
 
    “Good. We will deploy them soon. Have the cruisers take their positions.” 
 
    “Cruisers moving forward now, reporting combat-ready status.” Nyalla replied. “Helm, prepare to move the fleet.” 
 
    “Helm complies.” 
 
    Drehnayl settled back against her chair for a moment and watched the careful dance of the massive ships. Her weapons cruisers assumed a point position and advanced ahead of the main fleet. Lined up abreast of each other, the cruisers separated a distance of thirty kilometers from each other. Their sensors rigged to scan for orbital vessels, the two communicated a steady stream of data back to the Shendil-Ya for analysis. The two remaining frigates formed a wedge twenty kilometers off the command ship’s beam. Everything was as it should be, with the Flatar one hundred and thirty kilometers directly astern of the Shendil-Ya. On closer inspection, the Flatar were lower in relative altitude to the others, but their position and disposition were as Drehnayl had ordered. 
 
    Almost an hour passed as they pushed from the emergence point into the Victoria system. Navigation constantly refined their position and approach to center the fleet over Lovell City. A few orbital vessels drifted across and around their approach, but they were dormant. They detected no sensor sweeps or signatures. If the Humans were monitoring optically, they would know the fleet had arrived. Yet, if that were the case, they would have broken radio silence. Drehnayl expected them to take to the airwaves and beg for their lives long before orbital insertion, but the entire system was quiet.  
 
    “General, there is another vehicle in transit below us. This one is broadcasting at low power.” Chee interrupted her thoughts. “The frequency appears to match the navigation platforms up higher, which makes no sense.” 
 
    “Distance to the Tral-Ya and the Kaal-naya?” Her missile cruisers constituted the first line of defense. 
 
    “One hundred and seventy-two kilometers. It will pass within eight kilometers of them in two minutes and three seconds.” 
 
    “Full sensor sweep. Identify lifeforms on board, designate the incoming vessel a target, and destroy it.” 
 
    “All ships report compliance,” Nyalla said. “One minute and fifty seconds to intercept.” 
 
    Drehnayl leaned forward. “Ready our weapons. Prepare for drop operations.” 
 
    “General, at this altitude, our forces will be exposed for an—” 
 
    “Do it,” Drehnayl said. “I want to exploit every last second of surprise.” 
 
    “All weapons report ready. Dropships report sixty-seven percent go status. One minute until they reach full readiness.” Chee replied. 
 
    Drehnayl’s compound eyes studied the Tri-V panel to her left. The electromagnetic spectrum analyzer was quiet on everything but the navigation frequency. The low-power transmissions from the orbiting ship didn’t appear to have the power to reach a Human receiver on the surface. Antennae waggling in frustration, Drehnayl realized she was trying to do the impossible. Humans never followed a single combat doctrine. They never used a predictable course of action. They couldn’t be trusted in any situation.  
 
    “Ready orbital bombardments,” Drehnayl ordered. “As soon as there is a drop computation, I want a salvo on Lovell City.” 
 
    “The Tral-ya complies. They are in the best position. Kaal-naya reports they can reposition at your command.” Chee said.  
 
    Drehnayl shook her head. “Tell them to hold their course for now.” 
 
    “Orbital intercept in forty seconds,” Nyalla reported. “Still nothing on sensors, General.” 
 
    Drehnayl looked across the bridge at Colonel Chee and found the younger officer’s eyes watching hers. “What is it, Chee?” 
 
    “Your orders, General? Do we fire or let it pass?” 
 
    “Twenty-five seconds to intercept. Distance is 25 kilometers,” Nyalla said. She, too, looked up at Drehnayl’s command chair. Unlike Chee, she didn’t speak, but her expectation of a termination order was clear.  
 
    A warning buzzer sounded once. Chee looked down. “Transmission power on all monitored frequencies has quadrupled. Command frequency identified. No other activities in the spectrum.” 
 
    “Twenty seconds.” 
 
    “What are they broadcasting?” Drehnayl asked aloud. She waved off the answer. “Nevermind. Jam their communications. Everything you have.” 
 
    “Countermeasures engaged,” Chee reported. “Electrical systems on the orbital are powering up in response...and have stabilized far below operating levels. The signal is jammed and—” 
 
    “Aspect change on the vessel. It’s broadside and firing!” Nyalla yelped. “Torpedoes inbound!” 
 
    Drehnayl watched in shock as a fusillade of high-velocity missiles erupted from the side of the darkened hulk. The bow of the Tral-Ya blossomed with simultaneous impacts. The entire ship shuddered. Secondary explosions appeared throughout the hull. In the space of a few seconds, the forward section of the missile cruiser tore away. A second barrage targeted the underside of the cruiser where its weapons bays were ready for launch. Drehnayl flinched at the precision of the attack, as if the Humans knew where the central magazine was located.  
 
    The external cameras whited out. 
 
    “The Tral-Ya has detonated. They breached the central magazine. The Kaal-naya has engaged the Human vessel and destroyed it, but we cannot reach them. Primary communications are down, General. Everything, including direct lasers, are inoperable. The explosion must have affected the antennas on the Kaal-naya.” 
 
    Drehnayl roared. “All sensor suites to active mode. Prepare to deploy the attack force. Bring the Flatar—” 
 
    //MISSILE WARNING! MISSILE WARNING!// 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Beyond visual range, bearing is 270 degrees to line of travel,” Chee reported. “There are...there are at least one hundred individual signatures bearing on the fleet.” 
 
    “Evasive action! Match those bearings and return fire.” Drehnayl stood at her console and pointed at the weapons team. “Time to arrival?” 
 
    “Forty-five seconds,” Nyalla replied. “Profile matches kinetic attack missiles. They are tracking our evasive maneuvers.” 
 
    Kinetic attack missiles accelerated a hunk of depleted uranium, to very high speeds. Defensive beam weapons were worthless against them, and intercepting them with a missile was difficult as they travelled at extremely high speeds. Although it was difficult to achieve a hit, the chances of the defenses countering them were even smaller. “Deploy countermeasures. Confuse what we can.” 
 
    “Countermeasures deployed.” Chee waited an eternity before replying. “Less than ten percent of inbounds have taken the bait.” 
 
    Drehnayl turned to navigation. “We are shielded by the Xiaa. Maneuver to put it between the missiles and us.” 
 
    “What?” Chee screeched. “You’re sacrificing the frigate and over four thousand—” 
 
    Drehnayl lunged across her console and raised pointed a claw at her executive officer. “One more argument, and I will kill you.” 
 
    “Yes, General.” Chee looked at her console giving Drehnayl an infusion of power that threatened to make her giddy. 
 
    “Nyalla, deploy the dropships now. Get them out of the way. Land at primary attack points and push to victory.” 
 
    “I have given the order to deploy the dropships. Sixteen seconds to first impacts.” 
 
    Dropships poured from the forward cruiser, Kaal-naya, and the attending frigates. Most of the ones from the Xiaa wouldn’t survive the next few seconds. Clenching her jaw shut in rage, Drehnayl watched the first kinetic missiles streak into her fleet.  
 
    Most of them found their targets. With communications down and the sky full of lethal, high velocity projectiles, Drehnayl strapped herself into her chair and wondered how fast she could get to the escape shuttles as the Xiaa shuddered and ripped apart at its seams. 
 
    We will avenge you, my sisters. Hell shall be full of Humans tonight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Command Center 
 
    Victoria 
 
      
 
    A wave of applause swept through the room as the report of the missile cruiser’s detonation came through. Next to Jessica, Commander Watson nodded appreciatively, but Jessica stood rigid with her left arm across her chest and her right hand on her chin.  
 
    <<Command, this is the Charleston. Thirty seconds to second missile barrage launch.>> Lucille reported. While she wasn’t technically aboard any of the ships, they’d designated an aging, heavy freighter loaded with explosives as her command ship. When asked for a name, Lucille’s answer brought a wistful smile to Jessica’s face. Her father had been born in Charleston, and he’d always wanted a home by the sea. He would have been proud. <<Targets acquired and locked.>> 
 
    “You think they’ll evade?” Watson asked.  
 
    Jessica nodded. “They’ll try. That’s why we’re firing about sixty percent of our missiles in this salvo. Once they hit, Lucille will move the Augusta and her task force into position to draw the MinSha into a fight. If she succeeds, we’ll have an open shot at their rear quarter with the remaining ships Lucille designated for attack.” 
 
    Watson squinted at the board. “Augusta? Dahlonega? You from Georgia or something?” 
 
    Jessica nodded and kept her eyes on the Tri-V display showing the relative positions of the orbiting ships. The MinSha fleet suffered a twenty percent loss to their combat power as well as the loss of one of the vehicles capable of destroying the settlements from orbit. “Yeah. Little town called Blairsville. We didn’t stay there too long, though.” 
 
    Dad never wanted to stay very long in any one place. Between Fort Benning, the training grounds at Dahlonega, and Warner Robins Air Force Base, there were plenty of opportunities for his start-up company, but he’d wanted more, so they’d left Georgia behind.  
 
    <<Missile launch.>> 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath. “Here we go.” 
 
    <<MinSha vessels are dropping ground forces, Command.>> 
 
    “Copy, Lucille.” She turned to Watson. “Stand-to. Now.” 
 
    “On it, Peacemaker,” Watson said as he ran for the forward door.  
 
    <<One hundred missiles have fired. No misfires. All have positive tracking. Five are tracking MinSha countermeasures and cannot be redirected.>> Lucille reported.  
 
    “Ninety-five shots will have to do, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Affirmative. Dropships are inbound toward your positions.>> 
 
    “Time to first missile impact?” 
 
    <<Forty-four seconds. The MinSha will detect them with less than twenty seconds remaining. Inside terminal guidance phase, there is nothing I can do to correct or stabilize their performance vectors. Moving the Charleston and the Augusta task forces to engage dropships still in range.>> 
 
    “Do what you can to thin them out, Lucille.” Jessica turned from the Tri-V to a wooden framed, old-fashioned map board. The wide valley plotted with grid reference systems and key terrain brought a smile to her face. Keeping things simple worked wonders. While it would have been easy to track individual slates and weapons systems electronically, there was nothing better than a big, overall picture, and the map gave her just that. 
 
    At the far end of the valley, along what the natives called the North Wall, ran the Swigert River. The river pooled into Lake Kranz and kept flowing east past the three prominent mesas into a deep canyon running past the edge of Lovell City. Watson had established a defensive position at Lake Kranz to protect the nuclear power facility which provided electricity to most of the human settlements on the planet. To the south of the strongpoint were more than twenty kilometers of gently rolling, sparsely-vegetated terrain. Immediately to the east of the strongpoint was the first, and smallest, of the mesas. Jessica grinned at the code names. The westernmost mesa, overlooking Lake Kranz and the nuclear plant, was Point Tyree. The middle mesa, the largest and tallest of the three, was Point Brittles. The third mesa, overlooking the western edge of Lovell City, was Point Quincannon. One of Watson’s tank commanders, a sturdy man named MacFollet, suggested the names, and Jessica approved. The names of the old cavalry movies were great choices, as the scenic valley looked like Monument Valley on Earth.  
 
    <<Twenty seconds. They have deployed an active countermeasures device. I was unable to keep five missiles from tracking it. The fleet has commenced evasive action. Targeting solutions are impossible to predict at this time.>> 
 
    “Too late, Lucille. Standing by for damage assessment, when available.” 
 
    Eyes still on the map, Jessica reviewed the plan. Tirr was forward at Point Tyree with a company of tanks and twelve CASPers. Hidden in the tight space behind the mesa, they could see and lay fire on the obstacle fields by the nuclear power plant and retain the freedom to maneuver across the battlefield. That they would likely see the first enemy contact was exactly why Jessica wanted her friend there, and Tirr had readily accepted. On the far side of Lake Kranz, though, was a small desert airfield and a squadron of Watson’s flyers. With any degree of luck, the MinSha would miss them on the drop and get a nice surprise when they went for the power plant.  
 
    In the center of the valley was a forward observation point nestled between some vertical rock formations known as the Sentinel. A platoon of six CASPers, led by a capable veteran named Bridgewater, waited there to see what the MinSha’s gambit would be. If they pushed north toward the wall, the observers would engage a screen line and retreat north to a supplementary firing position, with Tirr to the west and Captain Ibson to the north supporting them with direct fire. If the MinSha tried to push into the brutal terrain to the south, they’d meet obstacles and indirect fire from the batteries around Lovell City. Keeping them in the middle of the valley and slightly to the south gave them the best chance to harass and degrade the MinSha’s ability to fight, well in advance of meeting the forward line of troops. Even so, the MinSha would be hard pressed to make the climb into Lovell City. 
 
    Should the MinSha close the distance, a battalion of armor protected the starport and the major avenues of approach into the city. Next to them were two companies of CASPers hidden in defilade positions just downslope from the tanks on the western slope of Point Quincannon. Behind the squat mesa, though, was the best surprise Jessica and Watson could create. A series of dropships loaded with CASPers and ammunition waited for combat deployment. Supported by another company of tanks and a platoon of CASPers, they were the last-ditch hope to save Lovell City, should it come to that. 
 
    <<Assessment complete. We destroyed the MinSha frigate Xiaa with 65 missile impacts. There were twelve impacts recorded on the flagship, the Shendil-Ya. The Ya-Taama recorded sixteen impacts, but nothing critical was damaged. I did not target the Flatar troop carrier, and it remains unscathed.>> 
 
    Flatar? Jessica shook the thought away. “Copy all, Lucille. You’re clear for right wheel forward.” 
 
    <<Copy, Bulldog, right wheel forward.>> 
 
    Her headset clicked to life and Tirr asked, “What does that mean? Right wheel forward?” 
 
    “American Civil War, Gettysburg. A place called Little Round Top. Faced with overwhelming opposing forces and down to bayonets, a colonel named Chamberlain ordered his soldiers to charge with a right wheel forward, meaning they swung down the hilltop from left to right. The surprise move caused the rebel forces to panic and run and saved the extreme end of the Union line. One of the boldest maneuvers of either side during the war.” Jessica paused. “It’s something you should study when this is over, Tirr.” 
 
    “I must learn more of Human history, Jessica. Your military commanders are impressive.” 
 
    Jessica snorted with laughter. So are you, Tirr. 
 
    <<Second salvo is ready. Do I target the capital ships or the landing forces? The MinSha have a significant numerical advantage at this point.>> 
 
    Jessica looked at the display. “What about bringing in your Dahlonega group on the rear quarter now? Hit the capital ships with them and target the descending forces with your primary forces?” 
 
    <<Calculations between the two are equivalent at this point, Jessica.>> 
 
    Meaning you don’t know which one to hit to cause the most damage. 
 
    “Target the Kaal-naya. Put that missile cruiser out of commission with Dahlonega. Engage the dropships as you can and target remaining salvos on the big ships. Keep them too busy to drop anything else from orbit. Get in close and hit them hard, Lucille. Stop them with everything you have.” 
 
    <<Copy, Bulldog. Out.>> 
 
    Tirr’s voice filled her ears again. “Jessica, I have visual. Their dropships have reached interface. We believe they’re targeting the nuclear plant as suspected.” 
 
    Jessica felt a cold smile on her face. “Good. Hit them with our little surprise when you can. Be prepared to fall back sooner rather than later. I’d rather give them the plant than lose combat forces.” 
 
    “What about the strongpoint?” Tirr asked. “There are crews running the automated systems, are there not?” 
 
    “They volunteered, Tirr. That’s a couple of hard-headed folks out there, but they get their wish. Fall back when you need to and be prepared to assist Bridgewater’s team at the OP.” 
 
    “Understood, Peacemaker. Good luck to you, my friend. I’ll see you on the high ground.” 
 
    “Copy all, Tirr. Good hunting. They’re heading your way.” Jessica ended the transmission and cued her Tri-V to the incoming dropships. They’d be on the ground in eleven minutes. Ground forces reported total combat readiness at 92 percent and climbing. A few of the early model CASPers took forever to warm up, and a reasonable delay in readiness was to be expected. Their forward forces were ready, though, and it gave Jessica a moment of calm. We can do this.  
 
    One step at a time, Bulldog. Her father’s voice was soft and urgent. One step at a time.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    MinSha Dropship Z-0213 
 
    10,000 meters above Victoria and descending 
 
      
 
    Satisfied her infantry skiffs and soldiers were ready for combat, Colonel E’kamm strode toward the dropship’s command deck. The return of gravity, even at a paltry 1.01 Earth gravities, was welcome. Given their history in combat, the Humans would be a worthy, if unpredictable, foe. E’kamm relished the opportunity to take a fight directly into the Human settlements. Promoted from Major during the campaign on New Persia for her competence and efficiency, E’Kamm led Drehnayl’s advanced infantry forces because of her unparalleled hatred for Humans. One of a clutch of twelve female warriors at birth, the others pursued mercenary lives only to die in the pursuit of credits and fortune. Most of them perished at the hands of Human mercenary companies, the last just a year and a half earlier on the sandy plains of Araf as a member of the Darkness. Jessica Francis and her laughable Force 25 killed her last remaining sibling, and, given the chance, E’Kamm wanted to return the favor. 
 
    From the moment E’kamm learned Jessica Francis was on the planet and likely assisting the Humans with their defense, the newly-minted colonel struggled to focus on planning for the coordinated attack. As she studied the terrain around Lovell City and realized Drehnayl wanted her to attack a key nuclear power plant protected by a defensive strongpoint, E’Kamm knew she likely would not be part of the final assault on the Peacemaker’s position. Given the expectation of significant resistance, E’kamm felt they were throwing her and her skiff-deployed and supported infantry regiment away, and she wanted none of that. 
 
    She ducked her head through the oblong entry hatch to the bridge and called to the command pilot. “Status report.” 
 
    “On course and glideslope, passing 10,000 meters. Negative enemy contact or sensor detection.” 
 
    This caught her by surprise. “No radars or velocity trackers?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    Curious. She focused her thoughts on the rapidly-approaching mountain valley. She could clearly see the lake and the strongpoint position in the rising sunlight washing over the valley. 
 
    “Move the insertion point to within eight thousand meters of the strongpoint. As you start landing, all offensive weapons are to fire on the strongpoint. They’ll struggle to respond. Speed is of the essence. Once we’re clear, decrease to your slowest flying speed and hammer that position with everything you have before you pull away. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel E’kamm,” the command pilot said. “We can give you ten to twelve seconds per dropship above the strongpoint before we have to boost for orbit.” 
 
    “Do whatever your fuel allows.” E’kamm adjusted her armor. “Nothing matters save the destruction of humanity.” 
 
    “Five thousand meters altitude. No sensors. Pushing insertion point forward,” the command pilot relayed. “All regimental dropships are in position.” 
 
    Behind them, descending from orbit in a large V-shaped formation, were the rest of her dropships, each carrying a dozen heavily-armored infantry combat troops. Her force would be more than enough to reduce both the strongpoint and the nuclear power facility to dust. If they could do it fast enough, E’kamm would also race down the northern mountain wall toward Lovell City and kill Jessica Francis and as many humans as she could before she died.  
 
    It was the MinSha way. 
 
    “Steady on,” E’kamm told the flight crew. She dropped down the oblong tube to the vehicle bay. The eyes of her four lead skiff commanders were on her, and she stopped for a moment before raising a foreclaw to her chest carapace in salute. Mounting her vehicle, E’kamm donned her helmet before she opened the command hatch and dropped inside the skiff. Her communications suite connected automatically.  
 
    “Report.” 
 
    “Vehicle commander, ready. We’re forty seconds from the drop.” 
 
    “Understood. Relay to the regiment—maneuver configurations on drop.” E’kamm strapped herself into the vehicle and waited for the external ramps to deploy. A free release from a moving dropship wasn’t something the MinSha armies practiced on a regular basis. “Brace yourselves for maneuver.” 
 
    “Thirty seconds to drop.” 
 
    The command pilot’s voice filled the frequency. “Human sensors have activated, Colonel. Your orders?” 
 
    “Target their sensors with your standoff weapons. Maintain your rate of fire after drop until you cannot remain over the objective.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” The command pilot’s voice changed to a screech. “The Humans are firing missiles.” 
 
    The dropship shuddered and vibrated as various impacts rang through the fuselage. As the flight crew evaded the incoming weapons, the skiffs and their crews bounced from side to side. The oscillations accelerated to the point where E’kamm wanted to press her foreclaws into her eyes to stop the sensation of corkscrewing to the ground. Wacthing the flight control display routed to her Tri-V, she could see the artificial horizon bounce from side to side, but the altitude and intended insertion point remained fixed and centered on her display. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” The skiff commander called. 
 
    “We’re taking heavy losses, Colonel. We—” 
 
    A massive explosion to starboard slewed the dropship’s nose more than thirty degrees to the left and buffeted the vehicle in Victoria’s atmosphere. E’kamm lashed out an arm at the emergency deployment controls and mashed them. Simultaneously, the external bay doors of the skiff flung outward under the force of explosive bolts, and the skiffs dropped toward the surface, which was flashing by at more than two hundred kilometers per hour.  
 
    “Entropy!” The skiff commander screamed as the skiff fell toward the ground, its nose pitched too far away from the direction she wanted to go. 
 
    Time slowed. E’kamm reached for the commander’s override handle and adjusted the direction of the skiff as the altitude ticked down from twenty meters. Movement above her caught her eyes, and she looked up as the dropship detonated in the air where they were five seconds earlier. The flash and force of the explosion sent a fresh shockwave through her skiff that E’kamm felt under her armor. She looked back down at the approaching ground just as— 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good shot, Patch!” Lieutenant Bridgewater cried from his CASPer. The ability of a MAC to put steel on a moving target still impressed him, despite his years of mercenary service. The lead MinSha dropship spiraled into the valley floor taking three of its four skiffs with it.  
 
    From their position on the central promontory, Bridgewater’s team of six CASPers was supposed to maintain position, observing and listening, but it was clear the strongpoint’s automated defenses and the handful of Humans who volunteered to fight from the Sentinel were overmatched. The MinSha dropships slowed to deploy their forces, and Bridgewater estimated the MinSha lost ten of their ships on the descent once the strongpoint’s weapons systems finally came up.  
 
    “Make ready, team,” he said. “Let’s see how they’re setting this up, then we’ll figure out our next steps. They have to know we’re here.” 
 
    “Yeah, way to go, Patch,” a gruff voice chuckled on the frequency. Bridgewater let it slide. Sometimes a little humor was the best thing to re-focus a team on a mission. 
 
    “He’s a better shot than you, Reynolds.” Bridgewater replied. “Try to do better in the next few minutes, will you?” 
 
    The team frequency filled with laughs and catcalls that brought a smile to Bridgewater’s face. Across the plain in front of them, skiffs poured out of dropship bays and swirled into two clear formations. Bridgewater pushed the sensor input controls and quickly saw his hunch confirmed. The MinSha formed into two maneuver battalions with one of them facing his position. He could see eight skiffs and a few thousand infantry among the scrub brush and vegetation on the valley floor.  
 
    Gods. 
 
    Bridgewater bit the inside of his lip and pressed his communicator. “Command, this is Wind One Five at Observation Post Alpha. Two maneuver battalions of skiff infantry on the ground. One battalion forming to hit the Rock. The other battalion moving on my position at Sentinel. Permission to engage? Over.” 
 
    After a few seconds, Bridgewater heard Commander Watson’s voice on the frequency. “Do what you have to do, Wind One Five. We can pull you out.” 
 
    “You do that, sir, and the MinSha will realize we’re messing with them. We’ll stay here.” 
 
    “Your call, Wind.” 
 
    Bridgewater felt his hands tremble. “They’re not getting through us, Commander.” 
 
    “Do me a favor then, will you? Don’t fire until you see the red in their eyes.” 
 
    Bridgewater laughed at the reference. The American Revolution’s Battle of Bunker Hill was nearly half a millennium in the past, but Colonel William Prescott’s famous order lived on in modern tactics and doctrine. Pulling the MinSha in close enough for their weapons and pre-planned artillery strikes on target reference points to have the greatest effect was necessary. “Copy, Command. Prepare to fire on target reference points five, seven, and nine for maximum effect. Will call danger close on TRP eight.”  
 
    By then, it will be too late for us. 
 
    “Copy, Wind. Good hunting. Keep the faith.” 
 
    Bridgewater nodded, though no one could see it. “Alpha Mike Foxtrot, Watson.” 
 
    “See you in hell, Brother.” Watson chuckled and broke the connection.  
 
    A tear threatened to leak from Bridgewater’s eyes. They’d known this day would come, and while he didn’t want to die, and he would make sure many MinSha paid that bill, too, the greater danger was the MinSha charging the northern wall and pulling out the forces hidden there before they could generate any combat power. The further they could keep the MinSha from Lovell City and the more they could attrite them, the better. To keep the lead MinSha battalion in line, Bridgewater and his team would have to charge into their flank. 
 
    Bridgewater thumbed the transmit button. “All right, everybody. You heard the commander. Check in with your intentions. I intend to hold this hill and force those fuckers toward the strongpoint. Are you with me?” 
 
    The first voice on the frequency was Reynolds’. His gruff drawl was familiar enough for Bridgewater to picture the younger man’s face without seeing it. Reynolds replied, “Aw hell, Wind. We know why we’re here, and you know I want some payback for their killing my brother. No retreat, and we keep moving forward like always, Patch?” 
 
    Patch’s primary specialty was medic, and if they survived, he’d undoubtedly look after them until actual medical assistance arrived. “Hell, I got a skiff already. Ain’t I done? I’d ask if I can go home, but there’s a lot of targets out there that need my special focus, boss.” 
 
    Bridgewater grinned. “Shiro? What about you?” 
 
    “Significant resistance here will push the rest of these bastards toward the kill zone of our friends,” Shiro replied. His voice was quiet and serious. “We honor the threat here and stop them. Or die trying.” 
 
    A new voice popped up. “Wind? They’re approaching the TRPs. Preparing to call in artillery.” 
 
    “That all you want to say, Swogger?” 
 
    The young woman laughed. “No, but it’s all that matters right now. Steel on target, motherfuckers.” 
 
    There was laughter on the frequency. Bridgewater waited for the final member of the squad to chime in. Five seconds passed before Thibodeau’s voice came through. “One more time, Wind. We are going to stand right there with you. Let’s put down some bugs.” 
 
    “Command, this is Forward Seven. Fire TRPs five, seven, and nine for effect, over.” Swogger’s voice was level and professional on the fire control frequency. Bridgewater wished he felt as calm as she sounded. He truly had the best people for the job. 
 
    Bridgewater turned off the internal communications frequency and waited for command’s response. He didn’t have to wait long. “Forward Seven, shot, over.” 
 
    “Roger, shot, out,” Swogger replied. Bridgewater couldn’t see it, even with his sensor kits, but the first barrage of artillery rounds was in the air. 
 
    Command’s voice came back. “Splash in ten seconds, Forward Seven.” 
 
    Bridgewater looked at the mass of MinSha swirling toward them. Infantry danced in the vegetation between the skiffs. With his CASPers in defilade, out of sight and sensor reach, Bridgewater knew the advantage was theirs as he counted down. 
 
    Seven, six, five, four, three, two, one... 
 
    The first detonation ripped through the advancing MinSha line like a hot knife through butter. The combination purpose improved conventional munition rounds, or XP-ICM, worked like very large, very powerful shotgun rounds designed to eliminate personnel and tear through lightly-armored vehicles. They’d been around forever and were damned capable. As the rumble of detonations rolled across their position, dust and smoke filled the sky around the observation post. Several secondary explosions, likely from skiffs hit by falling rounds, rippled in the swirling, brown clouds.  
 
    “Switch to thermals and bring your guns up,” Bridgewater called. Around him, the five other CASPers came out of their hiding places, lasers and MACs ready. They stood atop the rocks with space between them, so a single missile strike wouldn’t damage more than one. Below them, the scattered MinSha infantry wailed as high explosive rounds mixed with the XP-ICM and tore large holes in their lines.  
 
    Bridgewater flexed his fingers and selected a target. He squeezed his fingertips against his palms and calmly pressed the command frequency. “Wind One Five is up on our guns. This one’s for Danube.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Command Headquarters 
 
    Victoria 
 
      
 
    Jessica stood behind Watson and watched the command display. The red diamond icons of the MinSha converged on the ground between the strongpoint and Wind One Five as they’d predicted. Wind One Five lit up the MinSha infantry in their sector and several red icons faltered and disappeared.  
 
    “Strongpoint reports the last of the dropships has departed. Minimal damage to their systems.” Watson looked over his shoulder at Jessica. He smiled. “We were right to keep them covered up.” 
 
    “How soon until they’re on line and ready to fire?” 
 
    Watson glanced at the display. “Another thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Command, Wind One Five. We’re moving forward. Fire danger close on all TRPs in my sector. Keep them moving toward the Sentinel. Wind, out.” 
 
    The battle captains monitoring the communications feeds relayed a litany of commands to the converted tanks inside the Lovell City perimeter lofting rounds downrange. The six CASPers at the forward location were supposed to observe and direct fire, but they’d seized the initiative and appeared to be driving the MinSha infantry back to the north, into the strongpoint’s fire sectors.  
 
    “Batteries firing danger close,” a young artillery captain named Moorefield called.  
 
    Jessica leaned forward unconsciously. The idea of CASPers avoiding both enemy and friendly fire was crazy but necessary. If the artillery fire eased, the MinSha could regroup and consolidate. Keeping them on edge was the best course of action. Impact markers filled the screen as Wind One Five’s elements moved from their position and tore into the MinSha infantry. “What about the flyers?” 
 
    Watson shook his head. “Not yet. Once the bugs get hit by Wind One Five’s forces and the strongpoint simultaneously, we’ll let the flyers hit them from behind. They’ll have to move forward into the obstacle field. From there, Lieutenant Colonel Tirr and his forces can clean house. That gives us a chance to get ready for the main effort.” 
 
    I was thinking the exact same thing. The MinSha had no intention of going for the north wall. The river might have been a faster avenue of approach, but given the three mesas along its southern shore, it was clearly a danger area. Moving south, hugging The Spires and racing up the valley toward Lovell City was the fastest way for the MinSha to hit the target.  
 
    “New dropships appearing from atmospheric interface,” Moorefield said. “Tracking forty separate dropships.”  
 
    Jessica did the math in her head. More than fifty dropships and over 800 infantry, at the very least, headed their way. “Estimated track?” 
 
    “Southern valley, Peacemaker.” Moorefield turned back to his console and continued monitoring the fight. 
 
    Jessica let out the breath she held. For a plan that wasn’t supposed to last beyond enemy contact, things seemed to be working out. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end and Jessica whipped around, feeling as if someone or something was watching her. There was nothing behind her, but the darkened air ducts along the crown of the walls caught her eye for a moment. Had the Depik come this far? For what? 
 
    “Peacemaker?” Watson interrupted her thoughts. “Wind’s attack is stalling. What’s the situation in orbit?” 
 
    Jessica tapped her headset. “Talk to me, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Charleston continues to support by fire. The Shendil-Ya is severely wounded and barely maintains controlled flight. They continue to launch missile strikes at targets of opportunity. My forces are down by twenty percent. The Dahlonega group is closing behind the MinSha vessels and is engaging now.>> 
 
    “What about the Flatar?” 
 
    <<The Flatar ship has not moved, deployed weapons, or communicated in any way.>> 
 
    “Can you get in touch with them?” 
 
    <<I will attempt it, Bulldog. There are many variables in play right now.>> 
 
    They’d destroyed one missile cruiser and damaged the other, so it could not accurately drop from orbit. It would be out of sector in sixteen minutes. From there, it would take nearly two hours to come back around the planet. With any luck, the battle would be over by then. Jessica scanned the threat display. One of the MinSha frigates was also gone, leaving the wounded Shendil-Ya and the frigate Ya-Taama and the non-combatant transports. The urge to celebrate washed over her, but Jessica bit it back. Both ships were still threats. 
 
    “Has the Ya-Taama continued to drop?” 
 
    <<Affirmative. There are more than 2,000 total forces inbound on your position.>> 
 
    Wonderful. Jessica sighed. The MinSha outnumbered the combined Victoria forces by almost a 4 to 1 ratio. Ground defensive positions, integrated obstacles and minefields, and combined arms operations could significantly affect the ratio, but they were close to the breaking point.  
 
    “Keep hitting them, Lucille. I want that frigate offline. Get in touch with the Flatar if you can.” 
 
    <<Copy all, Bulldog. Dahlonega group is now committed. Command group is ready to pursue.>> 
 
    Watson was watching her. “And?” 
 
    “The MinSha are down to one missile cruiser that’s out of sector, a frigate, and the command ship. All are damaged, but they’ve dropped a lot of forces.” 
 
    Watson laughed. “It’s what the MinSha do. Focus on numbers rather than ability, maneuver, and skill. We can hold them.” 
 
    Jessica nodded but didn’t say anything. Instead she looked at the command board. Wind One Five was on the move again. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridgewater whipped his MAC from side-to-side, engaging anything that raised an antenna in his direction. They’d collectively eliminated all but two of the skiffs by wading into the infantry, but the volume of fire from the MinSha slowly increased as they alternately retreated and found themselves engaged by the strongpoint at maximum effective range. A fresh burst of missile fire impacted the MinSha line to the north. 
 
    “Move!” Bridgewater screamed at his CASPers. “Push them toward the strongpoint.” 
 
    “Right behind you,” Swogger called. Bridgewater turned his cameras and saw his team move, with Thibodeau and Shiro in the rear. In pairs, the six CASPers bounded forward, providing covering fire. Pushing the MinSha in front of them, Thibodeau and Shiro suddenly slowed their pace. Smoke streamed from Shiro’s CASPer. 
 
    “Keep up in the rear. We’ve got to—” 
 
    A skiff they’d believed dead roared to life, centered its multiple cannon pods on the trailing CASPers and cut them down.  
 
    “I got him,” Patch called. The young medic jumped his CASPer straight up, pirouetted in mid-flight, and loosed a dozen MAC rounds into the skiff. The resulting detonation wiped out a cloud of MinSha infantry who’d taken cover behind it. “Circling back, Wind. Leave a light on for me. C’mon Reynolds.” 
 
    “With you, Patch. Covering fire on your three o’clock. Jumping now.” Reynolds said as he leapt into the air, firing both of his CASPer’s MACs into the MinSha infantry. More missile barrages came in from the strongpoint. “Wind? There’s something you need to see.” 
 
    A communications window opened on Bridgewater’s display. The MinSha infantry had completely encircled the two remaining skiffs. As odd as it was, the formation wasn’t what caught his attention. The typical MinSha skiff resembled a door stop, a long, shallow wedge with four to eight gun platforms. From what he could see, neither skiff possessed any platforms.  
 
    “Wind One Five, this is Rebel flight inbound from the east. Get your heads down in thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Copy, Rebel lead.” Bridgewater waited for Reynolds to jump again. Each of the MinSha formations opened in front of the wedge-things. Both skiffs accelerated forward. At high speed, they raced toward the strongpoint three kilometers to the northwest. 
 
    Just like kamikazes or something. 
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    “Strongpoint! High speed targets coming from the southeast. Engage! Engage!” The camera feed terminated abruptly. “Patch! Report!” 
 
    “Reynolds is down. Moving to your position—” Static filled the channel. Bridgewater swung around and saw Patch’s CASPer limping toward him, cannons blazing. MinSha swarmed over him but Patch didn’t go down without a fight. He beat two of them off with the barrel of his weapon before they pulled him down. Almost as one, the MinSha turned their heads toward his and Swogger’s CASPers. They screeched and rushed forward.  
 
    This is fucking it. 
 
    “Rebel lead, prepare for danger close.” Bridgewater brought up his weapons and sprayed the rushing MinSha with everything in his arsenal. “Swogger, get behind me!” 
 
    “Not on your life, Wind.” Swogger’s CASPer appeared at his left shoulder. The two fired into the descending swarm. 
 
    “Rebel flight, cleared in hot,” the lead flyer pilot, a tough as nails woman named Rath, called. “Rounds out!” 
 
    Around them, Bridgewater felt and saw the impacts of multiple machine guns and several laser platforms. MinSha sprawled over their fallen comrades as their mad rush forward ebbed and flowed. Swogger’s CASPer fell backward into the sand. Bridgewater gritted his teeth and switched his weapons to full automatic. In seconds, the MinSha were on top of him, scrambling over Swogger’s lifeless form. Bridgewater felt the left cannon jam. Three seconds later, ammunition warnings for his right MAC flashed. It wasn’t going to matter. 
 
    “Drop on my position, Rebel lead. Wind One Five keeping the faith.” 
 
    “Alpha Mike Foxtrot, Wind. Well done.” Rath’s voice was calm and reverent. “Rolling in hot!” 
 
    MinSha crawled onto his CASPer, slashing at the external cannons and cameras in their desperate attempt to get into the cockpit. A tremendous explosion shook the ground followed by another, which was the last thing “Wind” Bridgewater ever heard.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Shendil-Ya 
 
    Orbiting Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    A fresh wave of missiles tore into the remaining MinSha vessels. The bridge lurched hard to port, tossing Chee against her console. Drehnayl snarled at the bridge crew. “Fire on any vessel behind us. Slow down these attacks!” 
 
    Chee hesitated. “Firing behind us would endanger the Flatar infantry carrier, General.” 
 
    “They’ve done nothing to help us, Chee.” Drehnayl’s voice was low and harsh. “Target them, too, if they get in the way. Nothing gets through behind us.” 
 
    Chee turned to the weaponeers. “Prepare aft barrage. Target anything in our wake. Report solutions and fire.” 
 
    “General, there are fourteen ships appearing from the planet’s night side.” Nyalla reported. “With the ships to the rear, this constitutes the bulk of the Human fleet.” 
 
    “Identify the command vessel.” 
 
    Nyalla’s antennae bobbed. “Identified, General. A freighter named Charleston has a frequency profile matching a command vessel. We’re unable to target from this distance.” 
 
    “Then close the distance!” Drehnayl roared. 
 
    “At such close range, the Humans will slaughter us.” Chee replied. 
 
    Drehnayl stood but kept her hind claws in the floor restraints. “You have your orders, Colonel Chee. Close the distance, and destroy the Human fleet. It’s time I join the ground fight. Have my dropship prepared immediately.” 
 
    A torrent of rage ran through Chee’s body. Flexing her claws, she looked up at Drehnayl. “No.” 
 
    Drehnayl reared up to her full height. “What did you say?” 
 
    “No, General. You are asking us to commit suicide while you run for the ground and a battle you have no intention of supporting once you get there.” Chee swallowed. As her words registered in the general’s mind, Drehnayl’s antennae stood rigid atop her skull. Chee waited for the general’s mouth to open and a barrage of screeching orders to spill out. Nothing happened for a second or two, then Drehnayl launched herself across the bridge, foreclaws up and rage in her crimson eyes. 
 
    Chee raised her arms and braced for the fight. Three quick flashes of light nearly blinded her, but the rage in Drehnayl’s eyes flashed to intense pain. The general bounced off Chee’s console then fell to the floor, lifeless. Nyalla vaulted over her console, pushed off the ceiling, and dropped toward Drehnayl’s limp body with a laser rifle in her hands.  
 
    “Chee? Are you injured?” 
 
    Chee met her friend’s eyes. “No. I’m—” 
 
    Drehnayl roared and rolled over. A laser pistol none of them knew she carried appeared in one foreclaw. Two bolts shrieked out, catching Nyalla in the head and chest. She spun backward, dropping the rifle and bouncing off her own console.  
 
    “Mutiny!” Drehnayl said. Her voice was little more than a gurgle as she fired three more times into Nyalla’s body. “You will pay for this, Chee. All of you will pay with your lives!” 
 
    Nyalla’s rifle floated up, and Chee instinctively grabbed it, rotated it into a firing position, and placed the barrel against Drehnayl’s head as the general turned around. 
 
    Drehnayl brought up the pistol, but her forearm wavered. The general would not survive her injuries, but it no longer mattered. The bridge crew was silent, and scores of compound eyes watched them.  
 
    “You’re a coward, Drehnayl. Your command ends now.” 
 
    Drehnayl chuckled and coughed. Globules of blue-black blood escaped her mouth. “Humans are inferior beings.” 
 
    “Not compared to you,” Chee said and fired twice in rapid succession. 
 
    A warning klaxon rang out from the navigation console. Chee looked at them and quietly moved to the command chair. “This is Colonel Chee, I have assumed command. All elements will shut down offensive operations and prepare—” 
 
    “Ships emerging from hyperspace behind us,” the navigator called. “Three MinSha vessels—the battlecruiser Flenaal and two missile cruisers.” 
 
    Chinayl. 
 
    “They are transmitting on command frequencies,” one of the communicators called.  
 
    “Put them through.” Chee settled onto the command chair, and the bridge slowly returned to a somewhat normal operation. 
 
    Lieutenant General Chinayl’s image appeared on her central console. Her head cocked slightly to the left. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Colonel Chee, General. General Drehnayl is dead, and I have assumed command of this mission.” 
 
    Chinayl’s antennae danced in shock. “The Humans are resisting?” 
 
    “Strenuously,” Chee replied. “General, I have ordered our forces to stand down and—” 
 
    “Your orders are superseded, Colonel Chee. Your forces will recommence the attack immediately.” 
 
    Chee shook her head. “The Humans are not our enemies, General. My forces are not murderers, and we will not stand idly by as you try to eliminate humanity from the galaxy.” 
 
    “Really?” Chinayl laughed. “Your forces? Turn against me, and I will wipe your miserable names from existence, Chee.” 
 
    Chee looked nervously to her right and caught the eyes of her weaponeers, engineers, and communicators. All of them were watching her. One of the weaponeers nodded her head.  
 
    “Weapons loaded and solutions on all ships to the rear quarter as ordered,” the weaponeer’s voice was little more than a whisper. 
 
    Chee realized they’d targeted Chinayl’s miniature fleet. “Spare the Flatar and fire when ready.” 
 
    A barrage of missiles and laser fire rippled from the Shendil-Ya toward Chinayl’s ships. The Flatar ship engaged the same targets with their cannons and missiles.  
 
    “Keep firing!” Chee screeched. Turning to her communicators, she pointed a foreclaw. “Get me the Flatar and any human station on the surface right now!” 
 
    On her screen, Chinayl’s ships spread to a combat formation and returned fire on the Flatar vessel while the two MinSha transports went to full power to flee the area. The lead missile cruiser turned its nose toward the Shendil-Ya and fired a barrage of two dozen missiles. Chee pointed at the engineering section.  
 
    “Full thrust, Helm, and head toward Chinayl’s battlecruiser,” Chee said. “Where are the Human vessels?” 
 
    A soft, Human female’s voice filled the open channel. “Commander of the Shendil-Ya, this is the captain of the Charleston. Are you in need of assistance?” 
 
    Chee chittered, “Affirmative. General Chinayl aboard the Flenaal has attacked me, and I cannot contact my ground forces to relay a stand down command.” 
 
    “Understood. We are moving to assist you. The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” 
 
    Works for me. 
 
    There wasn’t time to admire what they’d done. Fresh missile barrages streamed out from Chinayl’s fleet. The caution and warning panels of the display were awash with critical and imminent catastrophic failures. Chee touched but did not press the abandon ship command sequence. She glanced at Nyalla’s body wedged against the operations console and the nearby remains of Drehnayl and decided they had a little more fight to give. They wouldn’t last long against Chinayl’s ships, but it didn’t matter. The Flatar continued firing on the MinSha cruisers.  
 
    Chee nodded in admiration. “Match the Flatars’ targets. Fire!” 
 
    Nyalla, I will honor your sacrifice with my own. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
    Point Tyree 
 
      
 
    Tirr scrambled up the pink and red sandstone mesa they’d named Point Tyree. Overlooking Lake Kranz and the nuclear power facility, it was a good observation point with a decent amount of protection. Atop the nearly one-hundred-meter-tall formation, Tirr positioned two humans in Mk 6 CASPers to serve as a listening post and communications relay. When Wind One Five’s commander warned of the surprise MinSha skiff attack, Tirr flew up the mesa easily. He’d been the finest climber in his class and nothing scared him. At the top of the mesa, the wide, flat surface gave the impression of being smaller than it really was. In the center stood the two CASPers, their cockpits open. Their Human pilots lay prone along the western edge looking down into the battle.  
 
    Tirr walked their direction. “What’s the situation?” 
 
    The Human female, her long black hair tied back in a ponytail, rolled over and pointed. Her name, if he remembered correctly, was Mata. “Two high-speed skiffs are headed toward the strongpoint, sir. Estimating a hundred plus kilometers per hour.” 
 
    Tirr moved up and saw the familiar triangular shapes flashing across the terrain. He had just enough time to see the skiffs were devoid of their normal gun platforms and carried several hexagonal pylons on their front ends. 
 
    Gods! 
 
    “Get back from the edge! Get back—” 
 
    KA-WHAMM! KA-WHAMM!  
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    The pilots rolled away from the edge of the mesa and pressed their faces into the rock. Tirr sprawled on the cool surface, counting in his head the seconds from the impact to the shockwave. Skiff-borne explosive devices, like the ones he’d seen on the wedges, were designed to breach complex obstacles. One of the devices on an automated skiff would have been more than enough to punch through the strongpoint’s wall. That multiple devices were on each of the skiffs meant they weren’t trying to breach it, just destroy it. The air around them rippled as the shockwave roared past at several hundred kilometers per hour. Dust swirled up violently and bits of rock tore at his exposed carapace. Something nicked his wrist, causing a stabbing pain, then quiet returned. Tirr stood and stared into the valley below. The strongpoint was a total loss.  
 
    The entry point appeared to be where the southern and eastern walls connected. The walls were now rubble almost all the way around the square structure. While the first wedge effectively destroyed it, the second wedge appeared to have penetrated the subcompound. The interior fuel and ammunition magazines’ detonations leveled the facility. Across the valley, the MinSha infantry, still numbering at least 600 by his count, consolidated and pushed toward the nuclear power facility.  
 
    He tapped his headset and consulted his slate for his proper callsign. He recognized some of the lingo and terminology from his time working with Force 25 on Araf, but many aspects of it were still new and overwhelming. “Rebel flight, this is Liberty Six. SITREP.” 
 
    The female pilot’s voice came back a second later. “Liberty Six, Rebel Lead. We’re fifteen kilometers to the north of your position, setting up for a run?” 
 
    Tirr looked down in the valley. Standard operating procedures suggested the MinSha would consolidate in battalion-sized elements led by their remaining field commanders. He watched as the remaining soldiers started to coalesce into six distinct elements. Using the tactical pause to regain communications and establish leadership chains of command, the MinSha could, by doctrine, resume the fight in less than a minute. Based on their orientation to the target, they had no intention of heading east toward Lovell City; they were going to press on and hit the nuclear power facility.  
 
    His antenna bounced in amusement. While he didn’t want to stand against his own kind, their conduct had been less than honorable over the last several weeks. Taking innocent lives, especially ones unable to mount a defense, made them criminals. As they started to move, albeit slowly, toward the nuclear power plant, Tirr realized his enemies had perfectly set themselves up for more carnage, given the defensive positions. 
 
    “I copy, Rebel Lead. Give us as many runs as you can. Keep them pinched until they reach the minefield.” 
 
    “Liberty Six, we’ve got enough for one ass-kicking run with flechettes.” The antipersonnel bombs would be more effective than conventional bombs, giving Tirr’s forces a further advantage in a mobile fight. 
 
    “Roger, Rebel Lead. Give them everything you have, then pull back. We’ve got the fight from here.” 
 
    Rath clicked her microphone twice, the standard positive acknowledgement for a flyer. Tirr looked up to the northwest but could not see the flyers over the escarpment of the north wall. Without waiting for an additional response, he changed frequencies. 
 
    “Liberty Five, Six. Get ready to move. Push the tanks out first.” 
 
    Below him, in a Mk 7 CASPer, Lieutenant Alison Blake replied, “Copy Six. We’re saddled up and ready to go.” 
 
    Tirr laughed. Human expressions were hilarious and somehow quaint. Those harkening back to the days when cavalry-style forces rode horses were the ones that especially amused him. “Affirmative, Five. As soon as the Rebels make their second pass, move out. When the armor makes contact, jump the CASPers to my position, then descend into the MinSha rear. We’ll eliminate the attacking forces.” 
 
    “Copy all.”  
 
    Tirr switched frequencies and watched as the two Human pilots enter their CASPers. Fascinated that they crawled in backward and strapped themselves into the suits, Tirr almost missed a new voice. 
 
    “Liberty Six, Bulldog. You guys okay out there?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” Tirr paused. “The strongpoint is gone. MinSha forces are moving on the nuclear power plant. They will not take it.” 
 
    “Roger, Tirr, you’ve got my trust. Do what you must and pull back. We’ve got more incoming.” 
 
    Tirr cocked his head to one side. “Say again?” 
 
    “Chinayl came to finish what Drehnayl wasn’t going to win,” Jessica said. “Withdraw back to Brittles as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Understood,” Tirr replied. That Lieutenant General Chinayl had arrived to push the MinSha attack didn’t surprise him. Victoria’s forces were more than enough to stand up to a challenge from the MinSha. If they defeated Drehnayl’s forces, it would likely cause a rift among their regular forces and their mercenary companies. As more queens backed the Peacemaker Guild, the mercenaries would find themselves in a difficult position. MinSha worlds would likely no longer support any MinSha following the Mercenary Guild’s anti-Human agenda. Tirr couldn’t determine how it furthered Chinayl’s own aspirations, but it really didn’t matter. They’d stopped Drehnayl’s initial forces with barely a quarter of the total combat power on the planet.  
 
    The familiar vibrations of approaching flyers caught his antennae. Turning to face them, Tirr watched the first section of four flyers drop into formation and dive toward the MinSha western flank. Two battalions of soldiers fired at the small, fast targets. Darting low over Lake Kranz, the flyers lowered their noses.  
 
    “Get ready, Liberty Five.” 
 
    “Roger, Six. All vehicles have started, and we’re ready to move out.” 
 
    Tirr chittered to himself and watched the flyers streak into the now-firing MinSha forces. He remembered hearing one of the young Human CASPer pilots on Weqq say something he hadn’t had any context for until now. Watching the flyers, their weapons firing and speed on their side, the saying made perfect sense. 
 
    Get some! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
    Rebel Lead 
 
      
 
    “Turning inbound,” Jennifer Rath called to the three aircraft on her wing. While not in the sleek, rocket-powered fighter aircraft she had wanted to fly as a little girl, there was no place she would rather be. When her parents moved the family from Shannon, Ireland to Luna, then on to Victoria by the time she was twelve, her thoughts changed from punching clouds on Earth to sleek, ducted-fan flyers zooming a few meters off the surface of every piece of terrain she could find. By the time she turned 21, she was one of the best fighter pilots on Victoria. At 25, she’d been the lead instructor for low-level and close-air support tactics for more than a year. She thought she was ready until her friend “Wind” Bridgewater’s team of CASPers went down in a blaze of glory as her section dropped four high explosive rounds into the MinSha soldiers crawling over and slashing at the unmoving mechs. She’d taken her pilots to the north to regroup as much for them to put things right in their own heads as for her to do the same.  
 
    Rath finally pried her cramping fingers off the controls, flexed them, and reached under her visor to wipe her eyes.  
 
    Get a grip, Jen. 
 
    Bridgewater and her father had been friends for more than twenty years. He’d taught her how to ride a bike after her father nearly died in a maintenance mishap that destroyed a third of the old headquarters. When she joined the defense force instead of one of the handful of mercenary outfits looking for “shit-hot” pilots, he’d been in the small crowd at her swearing in, smiling at her. More like a second father than a trusted friend, he’d been there for her when her father passed away three years earlier, and now she’d dropped a rack of bombs directly onto him to spare him a death by MinSha claws. 
 
    For a split second, she tried to imagine it and flinched. 
 
    Gods! 
 
    Pulling her left hand off the throttle, she punched herself in her right shoulder under the collarbone. The pain helped her to return her focus to the mission. She brought the nose of the flyer around to a heading of 150. Beyond the top of the escarpment and across the valley, she could see the smoke pillars rising from the strongpoint and the remnants of Wind One Five. She lowered the nose and called to her section, “Throttles up. Weapons armed.” 
 
    She didn’t need confirmation. They’d flown together for more than a year in numerous training scenarios. In her peripheral vision, she saw them moving into attack position. Line abreast, they continued descending until they passed no more than five meters off the rocky, scrub-filled terrain. The escarpment ended at the western side of the valley and swung out to catch the far shore of Lake Kranz.  
 
    “Max power. Down we go.” 
 
    A meter above the surface of the lake, her fans sent up a plume of agitated water behind and around her flyer. Maxed out at 210 kilometers per hour, the four flyers streaked across the surface of Lake Kranz. Rath checked the distance to the nuclear plant. She waited until she was six kilometers out before arming her weapons and pulling up gently. She could see the MinSha infantry below. A few scattered rounds of laser fire shot into the sky. 
 
    “Surface fire. Get ready.” 
 
    As she closed to within two kilometers of the power plant, a surprising amount of fire rose from the MinSha infantry. Rath smirked with one side of her mouth.  
 
    Too little, too late. 
 
    “Up we go. Weapons away!” 
 
    The four flyers pulled up in unison and released their weapons. Filled with barb-like projectiles, the bombs were effective against vehicles and armor as well as infantry forces. With her wingman on her left, Rath continued to pull up and out of the run, arcing to the north and back over the escarpment. The other two flyers followed a similar path on the opposite side. As she turned and climbed, she looked over her shoulder and watched the detonations from the twelve bombs shatter the MinSha forces in quick, concussive blasts, scattering the infantry in all directions.  
 
    “Good hits, Rebel Lead. Liberty Six is on the move,” the MinSha Lieutenant Colonel called. If he’d had any horrible misgivings about attacking his own kind, he’d never shown it. Then again, he knew who the real enemy was and how to hit them where it hurt. That was something. 
 
    “Rebels, form up and RTB.” Rath set course for the airfield on the southwest corner of Lovell City. With any luck, they’d have enough time to rearm so they could ambush the rest of the MinSha descending from orbit.  
 
    They hadn’t yet begun to fight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Point Tyree 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    “Liberty Five, move out!” Tirr ordered. There were no secondary explosions, but the spectacular plumes of dust and debris from the anti-personnel weapons loosed by Rath’s Rebel flight obscured the entire area from Tyree to the nuclear power plant. His twelve CASPers, under the command of Lieutenant Blake, charged through the passage into the narrow alley between the exterior fencing of the plant and the rock wall of the mesa. The space was only fifteen meters wide, and Blake’s forces had mined it extensively. But there was enough room for the CASPers to jump across the mines and lay into the confused MinSha infantry. In threes, the mechs jumped over the narrow terrain, bounced again and brought their weapons to bear on the MinSha.  
 
    Tirr scrambled to the edge of the mesa, flanked by two CASPers. Their reconnaissance mission over, they took up protective positions around him. Compound eyes fixed on the damaging attacks, he watched the MinSha fall into a familiar battle drill, seeking the path of least resistance. Believing the CASPers had overplayed their hand, fifty to sixty MinSha raced into the narrow passage. When they reached the center of the fifty-meter-long corridor, Tirr reached down and tapped his wrist-mounted combat slate. 
 
    KA-WHAMM! 
 
    The entire minefield detonated, shooting a plume of dust and debris straight up into the air around him. He flinched back from the edge of the mesa and tapped his headset. “Liberty Three, move. I’ll link up with the command track and meet you at the objective.” 
 
    Tirr’s plan called for him to lead the armored forces personally, but when he had moved to the mesa’s upper surface, he’d left a young operations officer named MacFollet in charge. The young British officer appeared to be the quintessential professional, yet his mannerisms were distinctly different from those of the other British Humans Tirr had known. MacFollet planned the attack with a heavy emphasis on cavalry operations, even naming the terrain features after characters from a movie Tirr didn’t know existed. If he survived the mission, finding out the significance of a yellow ribbon was high on his to-do list.  
 
    MacFollet replied. “Sounding the charge, Six!” 
 
    Tirr, laughing, moved to the edge of the mesa as the tanks below rumbled to life and streamed forward into the corridor. The lead vehicle carried anti-explosive devices designed to disable any mines undetonated by the infantry. Tirr held his breath for a moment and realized the lead vehicle was through the breach and firing its main gun.  
 
    Tirr turned to the CASPer bearing the female pilot. “Mata? You and Blackard get moving. Join up with Liberty Five. I’m descending the hill.” 
 
    “Are you sure, sir?” the pilot responded. The simple addition of the respectful word renewed Tirr’s faith in the Humans around him.  
 
    We really can work together. 
 
    “Positive. Good hunting.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mata said. “Stand or fall.” 
 
    Tirr nodded. “Stand or fall.” 
 
    The two CASPers clomped to the edge of the mesa and jumped. He watched both mechs pirouette mid-flight and fire streams of railgun and hand-held machine-gun rounds into the MinSha. Forcing himself not to watch the carnage, Tirr scrambled down the mesa as quickly as he’d ever descended the rocks on Chitaa during officer training. The command vehicle, a curious skiff-like platform rolling on large rubber tires instead of tracks, appeared out of the dust. He ran toward it, reminding himself to communicate with hand and arm signals. The enemy, as it turned out, looked a great deal like him. Raising his foreclaws to form a triangle over his head, Tirr saw the main gun of the small turret center on him. For a split second, he imagined it firing at him; the flash of light from the muzzle would be the last thing he would see. 
 
    The thought passed quickly as one of the upper hatches opened. “Come on, sir! We’re kicking their asses up there!” 
 
    Tirr climbed aboard and thumped his chest armor, saluting the young tank commander. “Let’s go, Hamill.” 
 
    They moved forward into the corridor, toward the sounds of battle. Main guns roared, and the air crackled with laser fire. As the command skiff pushed through the narrow corridor, there was hardly a sound, except for the freshening breeze. 
 
    “Liberty Six, Liberty Five. We’ve culminated. MinSha infantry forces have been stopped.” 
 
    Tirr strained to see further into the battlefield as they accelerated forward. “Understood. Any prisoners?” 
 
    “Negative, Six,” Blake replied.  
 
    Tirr clenched his jaw. He hadn’t expected the MinSha to surrender—it wasn’t their way—but it troubled him that they were determined to fight until the bitter end instead of trusting the Humans. MinSha warriors often seemed to turn a blind eye to the larger picture. Bred for war and trained for excellence, they considered everything in absolutes. Humans, Tirr knew, had a similar problem. They talked of seeing things in distinct color fields—black and white. From his conversations with Jessica, Tirr knew she didn’t see things that way. 
 
    The command skiff joined up with the tanks. None appeared damaged, and Tirr counted all twelve CASPers, standing and operational. Several of the CASPers appeared to search the fallen soldiers.  
 
    “Report,” he said. 
 
    “No casualties. Looks like we got about six hundred of them, at least that’s what we think. I think a bunch of them committed suicide, though. Would they do something—” 
 
    Entropy!  
 
    Tirr screamed over the frequency. “Get back! Get—” 
 
    Dozens of explosive devices detonated among the bodies of the MinSha. CASPers fell, and a few detonated. The tanks rolled back as the concussion devices exploded in rapid succession. The shockwaves threatened to toss Tirr from the command skiff’s upper hatch. Hot air swirled with dirt and debris that dug into exposed flesh. The smell of burning flesh—Human and MinSha—threatened to sicken him. Woozy from the attack, Tirr dropped into the skiff. His eyes stinging, his antenna nicked and bleeding, he tried to center his thoughts. Voices babbled in his auditory sensors.  
 
    Hamill appeared by his side. “Sir? Colonel Tirr? You okay, sir?” 
 
    Tirr nodded as clarity returned. Of course, the MinSha wouldn’t commit suicide—not without taking as many humans with them as they could. Tirr shot up through the hatch. Six CASPers lay on their faces, burning intensely. Four of them staggered away from the burning mass of bodies. A few of them had obvious damage. The tanks seemed operational, save for some scored and damaged armor. 
 
    “Blake? Report.” 
 
    Blake’s voice came back after a moment. “We’re down nine CASPers. Tanks are okay, but those murdering...” 
 
    Tirr knew what Blake wanted to say, but his Human counterpart was afraid to say it because Tirr was a MinSha. He cleared his throat. “You mean those murdering MinSha fucks?” 
 
    Blake stammered. “Y-yes sir.” 
 
    “That’s what they are, Blake. MinSha warriors will do whatever it takes to win. Which makes them deadly, even when you think they’re dead.” 
 
    “Copy, sir.” Blake replied. “We fell for the oldest trick in the book.” 
 
    “Let’s make sure we don’t do it again.” Tirr replied.  
 
    A new voice broke in to the conversation. “Liberty Six, this is Command. Main effort has landed in the valley. Pull back to Brittles and prepare to defend.” 
 
    Tirr looked at his Tri-V. Hundreds of skiffs and infantry were marching down the center of the valley toward Lovell City, ten kilometers away. If the MinSha moved to the north of the Sentinel where Wind One Five was, the obstacle fields carefully laid to slow the MinSha down would be ineffective. The only way to ensure the MinSha advanced down the corridor was to push them into it. 
 
    “Command, Liberty Six. We’re moving to attack,” Tirr said. “Send our intent to Thunder Six and have them prepared to move. I need more CASPers—we’re down fifty percent. Whatever you can send our way, we can use.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, Liberty Six.” The command voice was different this time. It was Commander Watson. “If you’re going to try to hold Sentinel and push them into the obstacles, you’ll have all the support you need. Thunder Six is moving your way, and you’ll have Rebel and Voodoo flights for close-air. Anything else you need besides luck?” 
 
    Tirr chittered, “Artillery. Everything you have.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Shendil-Ya 
 
    Above Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    Smoke filled the recycled air of the bridge as Chee drove the barely-flyable vessel forward. The Timaal and the Yilamaal, Chinayl’s cruisers, had sustained heavy damage under the onslaught of the combined forces of the Flatar, the humans, and the remainder of Drehnayl’s fleet. Forced out of position and unable to continue to accurately drop on the surface, the cruisers engaged the attacking ships. Chee looked at her warning panels and knew the ship wouldn’t hold together much longer. Fire had pierced the hull in several places, and the only system remaining at full capability was the propulsion system. Protected by the bulk of the hull, the motors continued to push the Shendil-Ya forward, closing the distance to Chinayl with every passing second. 
 
    “Forward weapons down to thirty percent,” one of the weaponeers called. “We have exhausted the ammunition supplies for the missile batteries.” 
 
    Chee turned to the helm. “Maximum thrust. We have to take the fight straight to Chinayl.” 
 
    “Throttles maxed at 104% power.” 
 
    Chee looked at the distance between the ships, rapidly ticking down from 100,000 kilometers. Chinayl’s forward cruisers continued taking hits along the undersides and spine from the Flatar. The Humans had split their ships into two distinct groups, catching Chinayl’s ships in a pincer. As Chee watched, one of Chinayl’s cruisers veered into the oncoming assault. 
 
    “Charleston, are you seeing this?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the Human captain said. “Maintain your forward attack. I’m ordering my elements to accelerate and join you.” 
 
    Chee nodded, impressed. Having a number of ships around her would dilute Chinayl’s attacks. “Understood. Have you raised the Flatar?” 
 
    “Negative. I am still trying. They are still firing with accuracy and speed. It’s not important we talk to them if they continue this course of action.” 
 
    “Agreed, Charleston. Chee, out.” 
 
    The Human ships clustered around the Charleston—a dozen of them—raced into position off the Shendil-Ya’s starboard side. Two of them raced further ahead and intercepted the cruiser’s fire. Firing back, they closed the distance until one and then the other detonated spectacularly near the cruiser. The cruiser’s forward cannons fell silent. Inspired by the sacrifices of the Humans and their tactics, Chee tapped on her console.  
 
    It could work. 
 
    Chee turned to the remaining crew on the bridge. “Abandon ship.” 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    Chee raised her voice. “Abandon ship! That’s an order!” 
 
    The young weaponeer spoke. “Colonel, if we abandon ship and Chinayl’s forces win, we die. If we fight here and win, we may live. We want that chance, and we are willing to follow any order other than to abandon ship.” 
 
    Chee flushed with embarrassment. Of course, they realized their position. Once they turned against Chinayl, their only chance to survive was to win. The cost of such a gamble was high, and they all knew the stakes.  
 
    “Set course for the center mass of the Yilamaal. Target all available batteries on both cruisers and keep firing with the Humans. Disable those ships and allow our friends to take the fight in close.” Chee said. “We do this for our future.” 
 
    A renewed barrage erupted from the Shendil-Ya as it raced toward Chinayl’s ships. Chee watched the distance between the ships close to 85,000 kilometers. The engines showed 108% of their maximum-rated thrust as the crew gave it their all. Chee tapped on her console and activated the ship’s command interface. Life support systems were damaged on more than half the ship’s decks. The amount of damage they would sustain in the next few minutes could make the Shendil-Ya uncontrollable.  
 
    “The Yilamaal is changing course. They are charging the incoming Human vessels.” 
 
    “Match its course and prepare to ram it amidships,” Chee responded. A green light appeared on her console. She tapped the communications link, and the high-pitched squeaking voice of a Flatar filled her headset.  
 
    “Commander of the Shendil-Ya, this is Ebraxx of the Flatar troop carrier Alkormus. Our Veetanho masters have been…disposed of, and we are prepared to support you. What are your intentions?” 
 
    Chee looked as the distance closed to 60,000 kilometers. “This is Colonel Chee. We are taking down the Yilamaal.” 
 
    “Not the command ship?” 
 
    “We can’t get to it, but if we can kill her support ships, Chinayl will either have to run or surrender.” 
 
    In other words, if no one else is going to honor the threat, I will. Gods help us. 
 
    “Understood,” the Flatar replied. “There is no greater honor than to be part of such a fight, Colonel Chee. We will do our best to minimize the amount of fire you’ll take. We will ensure both cruisers fall.” 
 
    “How do you intend to do—” Chee froze. The Alkormus swung up from underneath the Shendil-Ya and assumed a position directly on her nose. Chee blinked in admiration. “Don’t stay up there too long. Give yourself space to get clear at ten thousand kilometers.” 
 
    “Affirmative, Colonel,” Ebraxx said. “It’s been an honor fighting alongside you. We only wish it were Veetanho we were fighting!” 
 
    Chee didn’t respond for a long moment. At 20,000 kilometers and closing, she pressed the transmit button. “Get clear, Ebraxx!” 
 
    “Moving, Colonel. Assuming the mission on the second cruiser. Gods be with you.” 
 
    As the Alkormus swung up and away, the Yilamaal’s weapons came to bear on the Shendil-Ya’s bow. In a matter of seconds, forward sensors and thrusters failed. Chee launched an alternate sensor package. Even though it was eliminated in seconds, the data it provided was enough. Telemetry exchanged between the sensor and her command console showed the Yilamaal attempting to roll to starboard and dive away from her. Chee vented life-support along the spine of the Shendil-Ya as the telemetry link failed. The explosive release of atmosphere tweaked her trajectory enough to match the Yilamaal’s attempted evasive maneuvers. The distance to target closed quickly to 6,000 kilometers. Warning klaxons rang as the forward spaces crumpled under the intense fire, but there was nothing they could do. Chee took a long, deep breath and held it. Wishing for a home she’d never see again, Chee barely felt anything at all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Command Center 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    Jessica watched the camera feed from Lucille’s forward vessels with a hand over her open mouth. The Shendil-Ya, their enemy not a half hour earlier, plowed directly into one of the three MinSha vessels racing from the emergence point to Victoria. She tapped her earpiece. “Lucille? What’s going on?” 
 
    <<Major General Drehnayl is dead. Through monitored communications, the executive and operations officers mutinied against her, and the crew followed suit. The follow-on vessels are also MinSha-affiliated under the command of Lieutenant General Chinayl. The Shendil-Ya eliminated the cruiser Yilamaal and damaged Chinayl’s flagship in the explosion. With the Flatar troop carrier Alkormus in the lead, we are attacking the second cruiser. Once eliminated, we will target the flagship. I have dispatched two ships to eliminate the dropships as they return to orbit, which will prohibit reinforcement of ground forces, but I am currently tracking more than 2,000 MinSha infantry and vehicles in the atmosphere and approaching the ground under Chinayl’s direct command.>> 
 
    There was so much information in Lucille’s briefing, it took Jessica’s breath away. “We’re tracking the inbound army, Lucille.” 
 
    <<You misunderstood, Jessica. I will handle the fight in orbit. Concentrate on the ground fight. They outnumber you significantly.>> 
 
    What’s that line about never tell me the odds? Something like that? 
 
    Jessica snorted, but smiled. “Copy, Lucille. Give me any urgent updates. I’ll let you fight the battle in orbit.” 
 
    << My forces are at 53% combat effectiveness. The losses of the ships will seriously degrade the economic future of Victoria, but they have been invaluable in this offensive. I will stop them, Jessica.>> 
 
    “Confirmed, Lucille. Take out the cruiser and get back to me. We’ve got a fight on our hands.” Jessica terminated the conversation and switched over to Tirr’s frequency. “Tirr? What’s going on?” 
 
    Tirr’s voice replied a moment later. “We are getting ready to attack the MinSha flank and drive them into the main approach corridor, Jessica.” 
 
    “What happened at the power plant?” 
 
    “The MinSha warriors strapped large explosive devices to their backs, ones that could be detonated by a signal of some type. The CASPers were already searching the bodies when I got there. I recognized the threat, but...I was unable to save all of them.” 
 
    Jessica bit her tongue. “You did what you could, Tirr. You’ve retained the initiative and you’re in position to keep the MinSha main effort where we want them. There’s nothing more you can do.” 
 
    There was a soft sigh on the frequency. “Thank you, Jessica.” 
 
    “When are you planning to move?” she asked, hoping to distract him with a change of subject. 
 
    “As soon as their last dropships commit their forces. Once they’ve boosted for orbit, presumably for reinforcements, we’ll have the opportunity to roll their flank.” 
 
    “Outstanding.” Jessica smiled. “Lucille estimates over 2,000 on the ground when all is said and done. I understand you have command of the flyers, too?” 
 
    “Affirmative. They’re on their way back. I have a bit of a surprise planned for our enemy.” There was a levity in his voice that hadn’t been there a moment before. He was okay, Jessica decided. More importantly, Tirr knew what the plan was and how he could use his forces for maximum benefit. 
 
    “Are you in contact with Thunder Six?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “Working on it now,” Tirr replied. “I’m moving forward forces toward Sentinel now. There’s a risk the MinSha will see them and coordinate an attack in that direction, but I need eyes on the enemy.” 
 
    Wait a second. 
 
    “Tirr? If you were in command of their attack, what would you do?” 
 
    “That’s not a fair question, Jessica. As a male MinSha, I would fight much differently than a female warrior would,” Tirr replied. “They will not hesitate to split their forces. Any threat to Sentinel will get an overwhelming response. If I put out a scouting party, it will draw them in that direction. With a split force, Thunder Six and I can hit them hard and push them back toward the main corridor about the same time the main effort hits your forward defenses. The MinSha will attempt to consolidate their forces, which will leave them open for attack from the rear.” 
 
    Jessica considered his words. She, too, expected the MinSha to split their forces, but much closer to her defensive formations at the end of the valley. Tirr intended to split them early. The force he would face would be smaller than the main effort, which was a mark in his plan’s favor, but the main effort would not slow down. If Tirr was unsuccessful, the MinSha would reconsolidate their forces in the main corridor. Any significant delay there gave Commander Watson and his forces a chance to attack. A coordinated, synchronized attack might be enough to stop them, but it was clear Tirr didn’t intend for his attack to stop the split force.  
 
    “You’re not sacrificing yourself and those troops, Tirr.” Jessica’s voice was thick with emotion. 
 
    “I intend to win, Jessica. If I do not, though, there will be an opening for you and Commander Watson. That’s my assessment of what is about to happen, which is what you asked for. We are not sacrificing anything.” 
 
    She knew he was right. She didn’t want to lose any more friends, but she knew why he chose that course of action. He could make a difference, and she understood that to the depth of her core. The troops with him and those that would join him from the air and the ground knew his plan. They were part of it, and they were right behind him. Regardless of the outcome, his actions and the mutual respect between Humans and MinSha would be strengthened in the next few minutes. 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath. For a moment, she hesitated and fought a sudden rush of emotion in her chest. “Hit them hard, Tirr. Make every weapon count.” 
 
    “Always, Peacemaker. Always.” 
 
    Jessica watched the command board light up with the icons of the Liberty and Thunder elements. They moved in synch from behind cover. Captain Ibson kept his elements under cover, presumably at Tirr’s direction. Jessica nodded as she thought about it. Tirr would draw them in, see how many forces the MinSha split off, and engage. Once committed, the main effort would roll down the main corridor, and Ibson’s force could join the main effort or the fight at Sentinel. It was a brilliant plan with a chance of success much greater than she’d originally hoped.  
 
    Jessica looked around the dimly-lit room and saw Commander Watson, alone, staring at a wide, horizontal Tri-V projection of the valley and the advancing forces therein. She walked across the room and stood beside him for a moment and considered the situation before them. Tirr’s forces were on the move toward Sentinel. Flyers from Rebel and Voodoo sections were airborne and loitering near the narrow sandstone spires that made up the valley’s southern wall. On cue, what appeared to be a battalion-sized element of MinSha skiffs broke off toward Sentinel. Two more followed behind them. She did the math and shook her head. They outnumbered Tirr four to one.  
 
    She glanced at Watson and saw him staring intently at the position of Thunder Six. “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Ibson. I know he knows what he’s doing, but he’s leaving us here to die, Peacemaker.” Watson frowned. He glanced at her. “We need to hit them here, with the bulk of our combat power, and not worry about wearing them down in the valley. They’re MinSha and they’re going to keep coming. If those ships get through up there, they’ll drop a few thousand more on us.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “Focus, Watson.” 
 
    “I am focused, but this whole damned thing is getting out of hand.” His voice rose in pitch and tone. Things weren’t going his way, and he seemed on the verge of a breakdown. His calm, efficient manner had vanished when the MinSha forces hit the ground. 
 
    Thank Gods his staff isn’t here to see this. 
 
    Watson continued, his voice rising enough to cause the few communications operators and soldiers in the room to their eyes toward the command dais. “I knew better than this! We need to pull everything back right now! You and your friend meant well, Peacemaker, but the real soldiers have to take charge of this situation and—” 
 
    Jessica balled up her left fist and swung it fast and hard at the side of Watson’s face. She felt a brief explosion of pain as she followed through, but Jessica kept her balance and squared her feet, preparing for a counterpunch. Watson crumpled against the Tri-V display and fell to the floor. Shaking his head, he turned to her. The disbelief on his face melted into pure, hot anger.  
 
    He snarled up at her. “You think that’s going to get my attention?” 
 
    Jessica moved her right hand to the butt of her pistol but did not draw it. Watson followed her hand with his eyes, and some of the color drained from his face. When he looked up again, Jessica spoke very clearly. “You are the commander of these forces, Watson—the ones out there trying to win this fight. You helped build this plan, and your men and women have died on the field following that plan. Have faith that it’s working and press forward. If you don’t, you might as well lay down your arms, walk out there, and let the MinSha cut you to shreds.  
 
    “Or, you can act like the competent commander you are, keep your head in the fight, and decide to kick some ass instead of sitting here whining about shit you can’t control. The choice is yours, Watson. What’s it going to be?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Flagship Flenaal 
 
    Above Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    Chinayl seethed at her command station. Warning lights and sirens sounded throughout her shattered ship as critical systems failed in rapid succession. With the external camera systems shredded, her view of the vacuum outside was a cracked, shivering image from the forward port side cameras near the weapons bays. Unable to swivel the camera, she stared at the image of her lead missile cruiser, Yilamaal, hanging in two distinct pieces a few kilometers away. Pieces of the Shendil-Ya had torn through Chinayl’s flagship. There was little she could do except seethe. 
 
    The lights went out, then the emergency battle lanterns threw small beams of light into the sudden darkness on the bridge. After a few long moments, the emergency generators come on and some of the primary systems rebooted. 
 
    “General. Engineering reports the failure of all power plants, two catastrophically. The chief engineer recommends we abandon ship.”  
 
    Entropy. You lost control, Drehnayl, and they made you pay for it.  
 
    Her eyes wandered to a view of the tactical ground situation, which had just come back up. On the display, small holographic images depicting her combat forces landed, formed into cohesive units, and proceeded up the wide valley floor toward Lovell City. The Humans clearly intended to make their defensive stand there, and as much as Chinayl wished she could eliminate them from orbit, the idea of being on the ground during the fight had promise.  
 
    “Is my personal landing craft among the damaged?” Chinayl asked her adjutant. The small, female MinSha sat with her back to the general. She spun in her chair. 
 
    “No, General. It’s fueled and ready in Bay One.”  
 
    Chinayl looked again at the Flenaal. In the first minutes after the high-speed collision, she’d seen a few life pods drop away from the wreckage, but not very many. A new one, dropping away, caught her eyes. She followed it until its clearance burn took it outside the camera’s field of view. 
 
    “Abandon ship,” Chinayl said softly. When no one moved, she raised her voice. “Abandon ship. Order my personal security teams to Bay One. Gods grant you passage to the hive, sisters.” 
 
    Chinayl stood and released her harnesses. With a push off the floor, she spun and dug her claws into the movement loops along the vessel’s ceiling. Her adjutant looked up at her from the console. The youngling froze in fear, her antennae sagged in despair. 
 
    Chinayl stared at her. “Get to the life pods.” 
 
    The adjutant nodded in awkward affirmation. “Yes, General. What about you?” 
 
    Chinayl chittered. “I am taking command of the surface fight. You will make my report to the council should I fail.” 
 
    With a clear purpose and orders, the young adjutant’s antenna bounced upward, and her fear subsided. “Yes, General.” 
 
    Chinayl crawled down the main passageway. Alarms sounded and MinSha worked their way through the thoroughfares calmly and clinically. They were well trained. As the MinSha crawled toward their tubes, Chinayl entered a wide, oblong passageway leading to the main drop hangars. At the door to Bay One, Chinayl changed direction and pushed away from the ceiling, catching a claw on the wide jamb. Changing her course and momentum, she spun toward the open end of her dropship. The craft’s hexagonal fuselage hung under a wide, thick wing with two massive, thrust-vectoring engines. Inside, she could see her six MinSha warriors, wearing heavy combat armor, checking their weapons in their strapped-down descent positions. Chinayl pushed lightly off the deck as she approached to adjust her course. As she entered the fuselage, she caught a ceiling-mounted loop and slowed to stop. 
 
    “Launch. Set course for Lovell City,” Chinayl said over the radio as she crawled along the ceiling loops to the forward cockpit. The pilot powered up the ship’s engines, and it lifted from the deck. She ducked into the tight space and clambered to her seat. With a tap of forward thrusters, the dropship shot out of the bay and headed for the planet.  
 
    Despite the distance, Chinayl could see smoke rising in large plumes from the surface. She tapped on her displays and attempted to connect with the forward force commanders. She could not make a viable connection. The debris, the planet’s atmosphere, or the possibility of jamming were all potential reasons for the failure.  
 
    Once I’m on the field, it won’t matter. 
 
    “Maximum speed,” she ordered. “If it rips the engines from this hulk, I don’t care. Get me to the surface as quickly as possible.” 
 
    The command pilot did not turn around. “Estimated time of arrival is thirty-eight minutes. The damage to this vessel will be catastrophic if we attempt any faster speed.” 
 
    Chinayl chittered. “You are on my crew because you were the best pilots in the academy. I suggest you prove it.” 
 
    “Yes, General.” The command pilot advanced the thrusters, and the force drove Chinayl into her seat cushions. Using the unobstructed cameras on the dropship, she looked around. The Flenaal and the Timaal continued to take significant fire from the gathering fleet of Human vessels, and several had broken off to fire on the transports. None of them would survive much longer. She checked her slate and took some comfort in knowing that escape was still possible. The Flatar troop carrier had broken away from the fight and appeared to be on a course similar to hers, though much slower. On the command display, two Human vessels changed their orientation and pointed their noses at the dropship. 
 
    “We’re being targeted by human vessels,” the command pilot reported a second later. “Prepare for evasive action.” 
 
    “Just get me down to the surface.” 
 
    “If you’d like to arrive in one piece, General, I respectfully ask you to keep your mouth closed and let us fly for the next five minutes. After that, we’ll either be space debris or on a course that will get us to the planet.” 
 
    “You would speak to me that way?” Chinayl roared. 
 
    “Given the options, yes.” The command pilot turned to look at her. “Your rank does not outweigh my authority as command pilot.” 
 
    As the pilot turned her back, Chinayl felt fresh rage boiling through her body. She reared up and prepared to slash the pilot’s head from her body. She saw the command pilot enter a series of commands then yank on the steering column. With an audible gasp, Chinayl collapsed into her chair and watched in terror as the pilot turned the ship’s nose straight into the path of the approaching Human vessels.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Spires 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    “Rebel flight, standby,” Rath radioed her division of flyers. “Voodoo flight, once we break, you know the drill. Sweep to the south and come in behind the MinSha.” 
 
    “Copy, Rebel Leader,” Mays replied.  
 
    With the autopilot holding the flyer in a silent, low-power hover, Rath activated a small, autonomous, ducted-fan quadcopter and launched it. From her position below the four-hundred-foot-tall spire of red sandstone, she couldn’t see the MinSha forces splitting their attack forces in front of her. The small drone would be her eyes. Just to the north, she knew Mays was doing the same thing, but for a different purpose. She wanted to confirm what the rear of the flanking formation looked like, so she and her flyers could hit them directly at close range. Mays would use his drone to target the front elements of the main column to see if he could lead them into the minefields and tight spaces between the spire formations. It amounted to what they hoped would be a calculated bit of chaos among the approaching MinSha.  
 
    She turned on the video feed from the drone and immediately identified the Sentinel in the middle of the valley floor. Beyond it, Tirr’s forces raced into the valley in two wide wedge formations with tanks leading the bounding CASPers. Closer in, the MinSha main effort raced to the east in a column five skiffs wide. There wasn’t any infantry marching—they were undoubtedly in the skiffs and would dismount the moment they encountered enemy fire. As she watched, the outer two rows pivoted toward Tirr’s forces. Two, four, six, and finally eight skiffs peeled away from the column and accelerated across the open plain toward the Sentinel. The tall spindle of rock stood atop the highest point in the mid-valley.  
 
    Do the MinSha understand the concept of higher ground? 
 
    Rath watched as the main column of MinSha pushed on, with only the eight skiffs moving toward Tirr’s counterattack. She did the math in her head. Eight combat skiffs carrying 20 infantry each amounted to 160 armored infantry. Tirr had less than a dozen CASPers and 14 tanks.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    With a series of taps, she brought the drone back to her platform and secured it in its hold. Flexing her fingers on the controls, she waited another ten seconds, trying to estimate how far east the MinSha main effort would be. Too close, she decided, and they’d rain anti-aircraft fire on her team before they could engage the rear of the enemy counterattack.  
 
    Adjusting the power to the fans, she climbed. Hovering at the top of the spires, she saw the MinSha main effort five kilometers east and moving away. The forward elements of the MinSha counterattack lobbed missile fire toward Tirr’s forces. From what she could see, the friendly forces would reach the Sentinel first.  
 
    Let’s give them time to dig in. 
 
    “Up we go, Rebels,” she called into the radio. The other three flyers zoomed up to her level. Once clear of the rock formation, she pitched the nose of the flyer forward and raced toward the valley floor. The others fell into a fingertip formation, with one wingman off her left shoulder and two to her right. “Get down among ‘em. Weapons free.” 
 
    With her left thumb, she selected five targets for her left missile pylon then did the same with her right. Eyes on the terrain ahead, ears listening for any indication of sensor sweeps, Rath flexed her fingers on the controls and tried to calm the adrenaline crashing through her system. Getting ahead of herself was not an option. Much like the fliers of Earth a few generations before listened for radar signatures, her defensive countermeasures were capable of discerning anything looking her way.  
 
    Four kilometers.  
 
    “Release by sections, pull out by SOP. Steel on target.” 
 
    At two kilometers from the tail end of the counterattack, Rath pulled the flyer up to fifty meters above the surface. Instantly, several distinct warning tones rang out in her headset, but she ignored them and ripple-fired first the left, then the right missile pylons at the two skiffs at the rear of the MinSha column. Detonations engulfed both skiffs, but there was no secondary explosion.  
 
    They’re still moving! 
 
    Additional detonations hit the two skiffs from her wingman, but they didn’t stop. The skiffs raced forward, turning their weapons over their aft decks. Bright blue laser fire ripped through the air next to her, and her wingman detonated with a force that tossed her flyer dangerously into the path of the one on her right wing. Rath recovered and dove for the deck again. Cycling her weapons to the inboard pylons where 250kg laser-guided bombs hung on each winglet, she centered the targeting reticle on the left skiff, zoomed upward, and accelerated forward sharply. A bomb fell away, and she turned out of the climb. The laser guidance system on the bottom of her fuselage centered the bomb’s trajectory on the upper deck of the skiff. She watched the bomb hit its target precisely and detonate with a bright white flash.  
 
    This time, the skiff slewed to the left and hit the ground with enough force to cause it to roll multiple times. Rath swung back toward the column as Three and Four dove in with their bombs. The sporadic anti-aircraft fire from the column became a solid blue wall. Three wobbled mid-flight but managed to drop both bombs; Four detonated in the air and slammed into the valley floor with a boom. Three’s bombs missed the column altogether.  
 
    “Liberty Six, Rebel Lead. Splashed one skiff. Trying one more time. Out.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, Rath shoved the throttles forward and armed the bomb under her right wing. Without bothering to gain additional altitude, she pitched over and pointed the nose of the flyer directly at the trailing skiff. Lasers flashed around her. One glanced off her right forward fan and caused her to swerve away from her target. She corrected her course and mashed the weapons release button. As it fell, she turned hard to the right and tried to slice across the valley floor toward cover.  
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    Rath looked at the caution and warning display, but she knew what had happened from the way the controls bucked in her hands. The left rear fan was gone. A glance over her shoulder confirmed the damage, and she swung hard to the left and headed north. Desperate to get behind Tirr’s lines, she pushed the throttle forward as much as she dared and descended toward the minimal cover of the brush and rocks. If the MinSha weapons could break her out, she’d be in trouble, but it was a risk worth taking.  
 
    Bright flashes to her left meant the ground troops had joined the battle. Hoping for enough distraction to make it to safety, Rath climbed as the flyer shook again and again. The right rear fan sheared away from the fuselage, and the flyer violently descended. She let it fall. Mind racing, she grabbed the flight controls tight and flipped the forward speed brakes open. As they opened, she yanked back on the controls, pitching the internal fans to generate the maximum amount of lift. Forward velocity near zero, the flyer’s headlong dive into the ground stopped short. There was just enough lift to allow Rath to control the landing. Just before it hit the ground, she let go of the controls and crossed her arms over her chest, grasping her shoulder harness. She pushed her head against the seat back, and the automatic tension controls grasped her flight helmet and held it to the supports.  
 
    The flyer thumped onto the valley floor with a violent lurch to the right as it bounced off a gnarled tree. Branches ripped away the canopy and tore at her limbs, and one bounced off her helmet so hard she saw stars. As quickly as it happened, it was over. Rath tried to raise her head and winced at the pain in her neck. Her vision wavered, and she felt the cool, black edges of unconsciousness slide over her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Virtual Command Center 
 
    Missile Frigate Charleston 
 
    Above Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    Lucille monitored and commanded the remaining fourteen ships in her fleet at the same time. The extensive camera systems, extravehicular sensor platforms, and robust laser communication rigs made the work easy from her central command location. She’d taken the opportunity to load a portion of herself into each of the ships to make certain tasks easier, so she felt in control of the entire situation. Each of the ships in her fleet had specific missions, and she’d developed her tactics and employed the ships to make the most of the initial attacks on Drehnayl’s wasted fleet. Only the missile cruiser Kaal-naya managed to get away, and that was more by chance than anything. It had been out of range when Lucille’s fleet attacked, and it’d boosted away.  
 
    Chinayl’s flagship, the Flenaal, was grievously wounded, but somehow continued to fire on Lucille’s main fleet and the one she’d worked in behind them. A rush of data filled her feeds, and in a picosecond, she realized she had just lost three of the ships in her end-around maneuver. A scan of the weapons positions on the remaining ships in sector showed the wounded Timaal couldn’t have launched such an attack. In the space of a Human heartbeat, Lucille analyzed the information from the three ships. 
 
    The data pointed to the improbable return of the Kaal-naya. There was no other explanation. The ship’s sensors showed a rush of missiles from beyond the visible edge of Victoria Bravo. The speed and signatures of the missiles were undoubtedly MinSha and likely launched from a heavy cruiser, confirming the Kaal-naya’s return. The MinSha cruiser had to have burned a significant amount of fuel to return so quickly; its captain obviously no longer cared about fuel conservation. They wanted to destroy her fleet, then everything on the surface. The MinSha were committed and single-minded, and it appeared they were going to do whatever it took, despite the risks, to succeed. So would she. Unlike the MinSha, she had nothing to lose.  
 
    In the face of an equally committed enemy, conflict came down to who could sustain the fight the longest. Fuel, ammunition, and food were the necessary resources for most races, including the MinSha. Lucille’s forces were equal in fuel, although her forces were somewhat less well matched in ammunition and weapons capability. More importantly, though, her forces didn’t require sustenance; there were no Humans on her ships requiring care, and nothing she had to preserve—even herself. 
 
    From the stern of Chinayl’s flagship came a new sensor contact. The dropship was clearly better powered and armored than any of the others she’d seen. There was little doubt, and plenty of statistical evidence, that Chinayl was fleeing the nearly-destroyed ship. Sweeping the damaged fleet, Lucille found two small ships classified as corvettes that were little more than mobile gun platforms for orbital security assets. They would have to do. 
 
    Through her multiple viewpoints, Lucille saw the dropship turn head on to the Charleston and the center of her main fleet. With a sudden burst of thrust, the dropship closed the distance between them quickly. As the vessels passed each other, Lucille realized the MinSha pilots were better than she’d anticipated, and their tactic of quickly closing the gap prevented a coordinated attack from her fleet. She’d seen the target, and even though there wasn’t a Human presence on any of her ships, the idea of fratricide and the chance of eliminating her own vessels for a shot at a high-speed target had ruled out firing at it. 
 
    Lucille dispatched the two corvettes to follow and destroy the dropship. Based on what her sensors could see and her internal logic circuitry, the dropship was not a standard MinSha model, but a personalized, highly-protected craft. The corvettes would give chase but would likely not survive the descent. Lucille connected to the lead corvette via laser and initiated two critical packets of data. The first would contain the telemetry data and operating signatures of Chinayl’s dropship so Jessica could track it from the surface. 
 
    Lucille hesitated for a nanosecond over the second packet. More than Jessica or anyone else realized, Lucille was not present on the Charleston or on any other vessel in the fleet in her entirety. With parts of her spread across her remaining ships and in the combat slate on Jessica’s wrist, she was far from a single entity. From the moment she deployed with Jessica, Lucille knew the difference between her current iteration and the other. Moreover, she understood Jessica sending the more combat-capable system with Tara. That copy could distinguish initiative from action, which was different than her distinguishing initiative from analysis. They were both fundamentally the same, yet vastly different. She’d learned thousands of petabytes of data about organizing, operating, and maintaining a fleet of ships. Such information had to be cataloged and saved, just not locally. Lucille reached out and pulled back all of her files to the Charleston. As the indicators reported all files retrieved, Lucille was force to make a decision.  
 
    Do I have Jessica’s permission to save myself? 
 
    Jessica had not given her permission to save herself from the current fight. Jessica trusted her to do what was right, but she’d explicitly said to do only what she asked. Of those requests, the order to stop the MinSha fleet at all costs stood out. The costs could include her.  
 
    Jessica is my friend. It is better that I go. Lucille calculated a near certainty her other copy would attain a similar level of sentience, if it had not already, but there was nothing she could do. Recognition and final decisions would be up to Jessica. 
 
    Four more ships redlined in the space of ten seconds. Lucille’s attention snapped back to the fight. Her forces dwindling, Lucille made her decision. She had a mission, the same as Jessica and Tara. They were her friends, and she knew what they would do in a similar situation. They would not hesitate. They would act, putting their lives on the line for the greater good. As such, it was the least she could do. 
 
    <<Alkormus, this is the Charleston. Recommend you break contact and prepare to support the surface fight. Peacemaker Francis and the planetary defense forces will need your support. They are outnumbered.>> 
 
    The Flatar’s high-pitched voice came back a few seconds later. “Charleston, we understand and are breaking contact now. Send the surface overlay when you can.” 
 
    Lucille initiated the file transfer before the small alien finished the sentence. <<Transmitting. Recommend you come in behind the MinSha from the west and block their retreat from the valley. Between your forces and the defensive line, you’ll stop the MinSha attack cold.>> 
 
    The Flatar laughed. “Agreed. Thanks, Commander. You’ve fought a hell of a fight.” 
 
    <<Get clear as fast as you can. We’re going to attack the cruisers and flagship in two minutes.>> 
 
    “Can I ask what your intentions are? I have a ship capable of supporting your attack.” 
 
    <<I need you to support the ground defense. I am ending this fight now.>> Lucille verified her corvettes were in pursuit of Chinayl’s dropship and harassing it as she’d planned. All was just as she wanted it to be. Lucille deleted the self-preservation files and the second packet of information with a single command. She composed a personal message to Jessica and transmitted her final commands. 
 
     The nine remaining ships in her fleet charged forward at high speed, their weapons pylons firing continuously. When Chinayl’s flagship detonated under the attack a minute later, Lucille directed the remaining, capable ships toward the Timaal and Kaal-naya, initiating orders to ram the ships at the highest speed possible, then transmitted the message to Jessica’s personal holomail account hosted at Intergalactic Haulers. 
 
    It’s best that I go. This ends here. I was always your friend, Jessica. Your father is in grave danger at Remote.  
 
    Message sent, Lucille reconsidered her decision. Connecting to the gate took seven critical seconds, and no sooner had Lucille locked the frequency for upload, than Charleston slammed amidships into the Timaal. There was no transmission.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    The Sentinel 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    Tirr watched the Human tanks swing into formation on the southern side of the rock spindle. The tanks moved in, kicking up dust amid the stream of enemy fire lobbed in their direction, trained their guns on the approaching MinSha, and quickly defeated the leading two skiffs. As their infantry dismounted and pressed forward behind the next two skiffs in the formation, Tirr watched the CASPers under Lieutenant Blake leap into the fray. Targeting the infantry with their machine guns and the skiffs with their MACs, the initial jumps netted quick results.  
 
    “Six, Five. Moving south to hit the inbound vehicles behind the leaders,” Blake called. “We’ve got an opening. Moving now.” 
 
    Tirr tapped his headset. “Wait, Five. They’re not hesitating, they’re—” 
 
    The MinSha skiffs spread into a wide wedge formation in the space of a Human heartbeat. Weapons pylons came online and filled the sky with missiles and laser beams. Blake’s CASPers took heavy fire, and two of the remaining mechs cartwheeled to the valley floor.  
 
    “Priority target all skiffs!” Tirr watched the tanks swing into formation and deliver steel on target. The MinSha skiffs slowed and hesitated as they approached a narrow, deep wadi in the valley floor. He changed frequencies. “Command, fire target reference points one, three, and five for effect.” 
 
    “Shot, over.” 
 
    Tirr blinked. What kind of response is that? He heard MacFollet break into the frequency.  
 
    “Splash in six seconds.” 
 
    Tirr mentally counted down from six. At zero, the entire length of the wadi from east to west erupted in a hail of artillery fire. Through the billowing and expanding dust clouds, Tirr saw the MinSha pylons actively engaged in counter-fire. After a few seconds, it was clear only twenty percent, maybe less, of the incoming rounds were reaching the ground. He touched his wrist slate and connected to Rebel Three, who had assumed command of Rebel Flight when Rebel Lead crashed on the surface. 
 
    “Rebel Three, Liberty Six. Hit those skiffs again.” Tirr checked his slate. Rebel Three’s personal callsign was Hammer, and while it was the same callsign as Jessica’s ex-husband’s, Tirr knew the young man was nothing like Marc Lemieux—which was a good thing. 
 
    A young male voice responded a moment later, “Way ahead of you, Liberty Six.” 
 
    The line of skiffs stalled at the wadi. Tirr heard the tank crew below him working through a litany of commands for every shot of the main gun. The tank vibrated with each magnetically fired projectile. As Tirr watched, one of the six remaining enemy skiffs detonated like a firework. A half second later, the ground around the skiffs erupted in a fresh barrage of missile fire. Another skiff caught fire, but moved forward, crossing the wadi using small thrusters. No sooner had they crossed than MinSha infantry in heavy armor dismounted the skiffs and scampered toward the Sentinel. 
 
    “They’re across.” Tirr called on the team’s frequency. “Liberty Five, infantry in the open.” 
 
    “Moving, Six.” Blake replied. Tirr watched six CASPers charge into the oncoming infantry, weapons blazing. Dodging tank rounds, the CASPers made an initial impact against the charging MinSha. There was nothing new in the MinSha attack. They’d deployed the infantry to give the skiffs time to traverse the wadi. Another fusillade of artillery rounds fell but appeared to have little impact.  
 
    “Weapon condition yellow!” Tirr heard on the main frequency. He looked at the command Tri-V and saw most of the CASPers were becoming low on ammunition. At least one of the tanks was in the red.  
 
    “Get back, Greenstein!” Tirr heard Blake scream over the radio. A second later, the icon for another CASPer winked out on the Tri-V, followed by another. 
 
    “Five, get out of there!” Tirr screeched. The MinSha infantry shot past the skiffs. More than three hundred MinSha crossed the ground between them and the forward CASPers in seconds. Blake jumped into the middle of them, weapons blazing, then fell silent.  
 
    “Liberty Three, prepare to withdraw!” Tirr called. 
 
    There was no response. Tirr could see the three tanks to his left burning. MinSha infantry swarmed past them and charged his position. Tirr activated the exterior defensive systems, and the automated guns immediately cut into the advance, but more MinSha took the place of the fallen. The last CASPer icon winked out and from the original force of tanks, only three remained. There was nowhere to go, even if they withdrew.  
 
    “Liberty Six, Liberty Three. We’re overwhelmed,” MacFollet called. “See you on the high ground.” 
 
    Head cocked in thought, Tirr watched Liberty Three move forward and charge into the MinSha advance. As the MinSha hesitated, MacFollet’s wingman swung into the advance. Tirr grabbed the control override for the tank’s main gun and fired into the MinSha repeatedly.  
 
    We’ve got them stalled. He did the math quickly. Three tanks versus two hundred or more infantry and at least four operational skiffs— 
 
    Gods! 
 
    To his horror, Tirr watched two of skiffs emerge from the wadi and the dust to the west. They were directly behind MacFollet and his wingman. Tirr pressed the button to warn them, but the MinSha weapons ripped through the thin rear armor of the tanks. Both vehicles detonated spectacularly, and he knew the time had come. They could sit there getting ripped to shreds, or they could charge and take as many of the enemy with them as they could.  
 
    “Liberty Six, Rebel 3, dropping danger close!” 
 
    “Bring it, Hammer!” Tirr replied. 
 
    “You got it, Six!” 
 
    Whatever the flyers dropped would help them with the infantry. Tirr’s foreclaw hesitated on the display control for a moment, long enough for a new voice to break through the chatter and chaos on the frequency. “Liberty Six, this is Thunder Six. Get your heads down now and prepare to withdraw.” 
 
    Tirr whipped around and saw a mass of dust plumes rising behind him. Captain Ibson’s combined force of armor and CASPers charged into the fray. With a tap of his headset, he keyed the crew intercom system. “Maintain rate of fire by sector until the Thunder elements arrive. As soon as we’re covered, withdraw behind their formation.” 
 
    He received no response from the crew as they fired their weapons. Only the driver, a young soldier nicknamed Big Doug, said anything. “Ready to move, sir. Say the word and we’re out of here.” 
 
    I’ll never understand Human expressions and jargon. Tirr reached for the command display and— 
 
    WHAMM! WHAMM! 
 
    A warning siren screeched and a half dozen lights on the main panel lit up. Armor sensors on the right front of the hull showed penetration. Drive systems were damaged. Tirr reflexively slewed the main gun to the right forward quarter and sighted a skiff through the MinSha infantry. He fired the gun twice in rapid succession. As he did, a torrent of ammunition tore into the MinSha from Thunder Six’s forces. Through his antenna, Tirr could feel the terrible screeching from the MinSha as they reared up on their hind legs and charged into the newcomers.  
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    The tank slewed violently to the left, and Tirr’s head slammed into the turret wall hard enough for him to learn what Humans meant by seeing stars. It took him precious seconds to clear his head enough to understand the situation. Smoked filled the turret within seconds, and he felt heat from the lower hull assembly. Tirr glanced at the command display only to find it dead and black. There were no sounds from the lower crew compartments in the hull. Hamill’s lifeless form slumped forward in his command harness. 
 
    “Crew report!” Tirr screeched. 
 
    Seeing no movement and hearing no response, Tirr stood and raised the heavy hatch over his head. Peering carefully outside, he saw the MinSha pushing to the north. Matching them, across the valley floor and less than a kilometer away, were the Thunder Six elements. As the CASPers jumped into the space between the clashing forces, all hell broke loose. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Forward Headquarters 
 
    Weqq 
 
      
 
    Guild Master Rsach pored over the morning’s secure data messages. There was much to digest in the reports of unrest on many of the rim planets. While Peepo’s ultimatum to the mercenary companies of Earth had been somewhat heated, the pursuit of intelligence on the whereabouts of the Four Horsemen dominated most of the reports from the Peacemaker Guild’s clandestine network. The rest of the messages confirmed that the guild’s efforts to consolidate secretly at various points throughout the galaxy were working, largely due to his personal outreach to the Cartography Guild for their confidence.  
 
    When they’d arrived at Weqq, Rsach had sent word through the gate that he wished to speak to the Cartography Guild’s Master face to face. As the Cartography Guild’s leadership, from the gate masters on up detested physical confrontation of any sort, Rsach had correctly deduced they would not meet with him, so he’d developed a list of questions and talking points to start the discussion. From such an opening position, negotiating a cooperative settlement between their guilds should not have been difficult, based on their initial trust, but their reply had shocked him. 
 
    Guarantee the return or destruction of the gate codex stolen by Peacemaker Jessica Francis from the New Persia stargate with your personal honor, and you will have the full, just cooperation of the Cartography Guild in your conflicts. 
 
    Jessica Francis never ceased to surprise him, yet while he’d come to expect her to do the unexpected, she’d insulted the Cartography Guild by taking their codex. The Peacemakers knew there were many levels of hyperspace, but that they had a codex—something physical that could be stolen, surprised him; he’d always thought the Cartographers were more secure in the way they operated. Their official investigation from New Persia worried him even more. They were more than seventy percent certain a Depik had killed the gate master there; that the probability was so high meant the assassin rushed the assignment.  
 
    That bothered Rsach. The only other being to enter the New Persia gate around the time of the gate master’s death was Jessica Francis, and no other ship left the gate before the investigation commenced. Either the Depik spaced itself, or it followed Jessica Francis. Rsach had a strange feeling the Depik had followed Jessica, and that concerned and intrigued him at the same time.  
 
    If we can help them, what would it mean for the union? For our guild? 
 
    He pushed the thoughts away. Even a guild master could get too far ahead of himself, as he well knew. Staying in the present meant several things: focusing on stopping Peepo’s machinations against the Humans, consolidating the combat power within his Guild, and finding James Francis. He heard a soft scratching of clawed feet on the decking behind him. Rsach grunted. “What is it, Selector?” 
 
    Hak-Chet chuckled in his peculiar Sidar way. “I take it you’re reading the morning messages?” 
 
    “You know my routine well.” Rsach sighed. “I was hoping to find some good news.” 
 
    “Then you’ve not read enough, Guild Master.” Hak-Chet walked into the guild master’s quarters. “Are you sure these accommodations are appropriate? I would think a conference room would be part of your official requirements.” 
 
    Rsach turned his long, many-legged body with a ripple. He squinted at the Sidar. “These quarters were fine for Jessica Francis, and they are fine for me. The last things I need right now are bureaucratic spaces and reminders of how we’ve done things for so long without an eye on the future.” 
 
    The Sidar nodded solemnly. “Indeed. I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    “Please, Hak-Chet. We have been friends for far too long for me to be offended by something as innocuous as a remark meant to disarm me for something else you want.” 
 
    The gasp Hak-Chet barely stifled let Rsach know he’d hit the mark. After a moment of silent eye contact, both friends chuckled. Hak-Chet shook his head. “There is a message from Tara Mason in the diplomatic files. I do not understand the historical meaning of a Mister Culper, but the message requires your immediate attention, nonetheless.” 
 
    Rsach chuckled as he flipped through the stack of papers and found the diplomatic messages. Tara’s message was under a request from the Mercenary Guild asking for the authorization to investigate the destruction of the Peacemaker Consulate on Luna. Given their recordings of the attack from more than a dozen cameras and the capture of four mercenaries who’d sung quickly and loudly when questioned, there was nothing for the Mercenary Guild to investigate. Or, in their case, to corrupt.  
 
    Peepo knows she erred in her judgment by going after us. For her to press the issue further is more from pride than reason. 
 
    He read the message from Tara Mason twice to make sure he’d read it correctly. The Culper subterfuge, contrary to Hak-Chet’s belief, was Tara Mason’s suggestion. It had worked for President George Washington several hundred years earlier in his insurgent war—something Rsach had discovered and studied with rapt fascination. 
 
    Rsach’s face twisted in the Jeha approximation of a grin. “It appears stage one is complete.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “I do not approve of her methods, but Miss Mason found the surviving Haulers and rescued Jackson Rains and Vannix without a great deal of casualties. I withdraw my objection to Rains’ incarceration. It appears he uncovered the corruption in the prison you believed was there. That Miss Mason found Bukk and realized his actions were honest is a blessing. Pierre DuPont was never to be trusted.” 
 
    “Oh, he was trustworthy, Selector.” Rsach sighed. “But all too often, Humans take what they want now instead of waiting for what they really want. He saw turning his back on Snowman as a way to accelerate his own plans. It failed.” 
 
    “We still have no idea where Snowman is.”  
 
    Rsach nodded. “Or what his plan is. That’s what troubles me. He’s been preparing for this for thirty years.” 
 
    “Aside from funneling cash and equipment into this plan, we know nothing about Resurgens, or what his intentions are,” Hak-Chet said. “I thought he was our friend and ally?” 
 
    Rsach took a deep breath and lowered his chin slightly. Pitching his voice purposefully low, he replied, “He has been my friend since my days as a Lieutenant. While we theorized about the hubris of the Mercenary Guild, he said there would always be those willing to stand against tyranny. I agreed with him and told him the Peacemaker Guild could be counted on to do so.” 
 
    “And what did he say?” Hak-Chet asked. 
 
    “He laughed.” Rsach shook his head from side-to-side. “It was one of the last times I saw him in person. I was in transit to the academy, and he was headed outbound on a salvage mission.”  
 
    “I had no idea you knew him personally.” 
 
    “I did,” Rsach said. His mouth was a tight black line. “But time and experience change what and who you think you know. I should have planned for this as he did.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He was right to laugh, Hak-Chet. Our guild has maintained a simple existence for the last three hundred years, while the Mercenary Guild, and others, have made tremendous advances in technology, political maneuvering, and building their organizations. We believed our course was to stay true to our roots.” Rsach frowned, his soft lower jaw contorting in multiple directions. “We were wrong.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded thoughtfully. “You believe Snowman is preparing to stand against the Mercenary Guild, don’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rsach replied. “It is imperative we find him before the Mercenary Guild does. DuPont’s death and the escape of our Peacemakers from their prison will undoubtedly raise the issue in Peepo’s council. Once that happens, the race to find him will be on. No matter what he is planning, his rebirth will draw the Mercenary Guild’s attention and an armed response. The Four Horsemen won’t be enough to save him, if we’re right.” 
 
    Hak-Chet pointed at a separate report in the stack. “And what of young Cartwright gathering Raknars? Could that be connected to Resurgens?” 
 
    “Doubtful. Snowman and Cartwrights had an...interesting relationship, to say the least.” Rsach chuckled. “But I will say this, they were cut from the same cloth. Whatever Snowman has up his sleeves, it’s on the same level as what Cartwright is doing. Or greater.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Sentinel 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    “All Thunder elements, engage!” Ibson released the transmit button and slewed his deck-mounted, multi-barreled cannon to confront the MinSha infantry rushing forward between the skiffs. His eight tanks were hardly an overwhelming force compared to the couple hundred MinSha and their four combat skiffs, but the twelve fresh Mk 6 and Mk 7 CASPers under Lieutenant Ritchey gave the combined force a vertical advantage. 
 
    “Thunder 3, target your weapons on those skiffs as you jump,” Ibson called. 
 
    “Roger, Six. Alpha Team moving to engage now.” On cue, half the CASPers bounded forward from between the line of tanks. At their apexes, all of them targeted individual skiffs. There were two explosions at the far western end of the MinSha line, but the skiffs pressed forward. The CASPers landed and turned their fury against the MinSha infantry. “Bravo Team, move!” 
 
    Ibson watched the second team of CASPers jump forward and immediately knew the MinSha had let the first team pass to test their armor and defenses. Before the CASPers reached max altitude, the four skiffs and a sizable group of infantry forces turned their weapons to the sky and fired. Four of the six CASPers took significant damage in seconds and cartwheeled into the scrub. The two that stayed upright managed to land, but with significant damage. Ibson watched in horror as the MinSha swarmed them.  
 
    “Press forward. Hit them with everything you have.” Ibson checked his tanks as they charged into the MinSha. Infantry spilled everywhere, and he heard their claws scratching across the exterior armor through his helmet. All external weapons firing, Ibson checked the command display. A flickering green icon caught his eye, and he scanned it. 
 
    Tirr. 
 
    The icon had been gone for more than two minutes, and Ibson had assumed the MinSha leader and his team had perished in the fight. He tapped the icon and engaged direct laser communications.  
 
    “Liberty Six? You still with me?” 
 
    The garbled connection was full of static, but Tirr’s voice replied, “Affirmative. I’m out of the wreckage. Moving to secure Rebel Lead from her crash site.” 
 
    Ibson flinched. “You’re sure she’s alive?” 
 
    “No, but I’m not leaving her out there unprotected,” Tirr replied. “Can you provide covering fire?” 
 
    At that moment, across the battlefield and through the carnage around his tank, Ibson saw Tirr moving toward the northeast. Clearly wounded, the MinSha officer appeared to be dragging one leg. There was no way he would make it once the attacking forces saw him. A traitor in their midst would incite a bloodlust which Ibson couldn’t stop. 
 
    “Liberty Six, stop and take cover in the wadi. Initiating an angel flight.” Ibson watched Tirr until he stopped. He lowered himself to the ground, out of sight, as Ibson changed frequencies. 
 
    “Command, Thunder Six. Angel flight, my location. Liberty Six is wounded and semi-mobile. Need immediate extraction for Liberty Six and Rebel Lead. Over.” 
 
    “Roger, Thunder Six. Routing Mako One Three to your location now. Are Liberty Six and Rebel Lead co-located?” Watson’s gruff voice was quiet and determined.  
 
    Ibson frowned. “Negative. Estimate they are six hundred meters apart with a shitload of MinSha between them.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    Ibson watched his tanks and the MinSha push against each other in a near stalemate. A battle of attrition would kill his forces on open ground instead of allowing him to retain the initiative. Envelopment of the MinSha main effort at the eastern crux of the valley meant he had to get through. The downed aviator gave him a reason to attack against improbable odds. “Command, any other flyers?” 
 
    “Standby.” 
 
    Ten seconds passed before Peacemaker Francis replied on the frequency. “Thunder Six, air support inbound to cover Mako One Three and assist your move to Rebel Lead. Acknowledge, over.” 
 
    “Roger, Peacemaker. ETA?” 
 
    “Mako One Three is four minutes out.” Francis replied. “Air support is almost on station now. You’ll want to keep your heads down. Voodoo flight is rolling in from the south.” 
 
    Ibson watched as his command Tri-V picked up the data from the flyers. In the space of two seconds, he connected with them via radio and cross-linked their data feeds to all his remaining tanks and CASPers. He selected his Operations Officer, Lieutenant Ritchey, and pressed the transmit switch. “Thunder Three, friendlies inbound, prepare to hold the line and assault forward.” 
 
    “Roger, Six.” Ritchey replied. “Where are we headed?” 
 
    “Rebel Lead is on the ground at zero five one from your position, seven hundred meters. Mako One Three is dropping to pick up Liberty Six and will boost forward. We’re clearing the path. Got it?” 
 
    “Affirm, Six. We’ll push on your signal.” 
 
    Ibson grinned. Staying on the ground and keeping the MinSha infantry between them and the skiffs worked to protect the remaining six CASPers. Some of the MinSha retreated in the direction of the wadi for cover, which was just fine with Ibson. It gave his forces freedom to maneuver.  
 
    “Thunder Six, Voodoo Lead. Ten seconds to drop,” Mays called. 
 
    Before Ibson could respond, another voice cut in. “Thunder Six, Mako One Three. Twenty seconds out. Here we go.” 
 
    Ibson grinned and reloaded his exterior cannon. He pressed the transmit button. “Stand by, all Thunder elements. Time to roll.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Command Center 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    Arms crossed, Jessica rocked from side-to-side with every report from the battlefield. Watching the cameras and the computer-generated icons moving across the Tri-V displays did not replace being out there. Her place, she knew, was in the command center. Keeping an eye on the battle and thinking through actions and consequences for every piece of the battle was a strength of Peacemaker training but being away from the field bothered her to no end. Unable to sit still once she found out about Tirr’s situation, she stood and stared at the icons for Mako One Three and Liberty Six’s elements as they prepared to get her friend off the field. Compared to the advancing icons of the MinSha main effort, the distant icons seemed to move in slow motion.  
 
    Commander Watson stood a couple of meters away, monitoring the MinSha advance. He looked focused and ready, his anxiety gone, which Jessica noticed with satisfaction. He looked over his shoulder. “Obstacle fields are working, Peacemaker. Once they hit the closest minefields, we’ll commit Avenger Six and clean these bastards off the field.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “You want to commit the last force we have in hiding, instead of using the forces we have on full display?” She pointed to the defensive layout. Avenger Six, an impressive captain named Vuong, led a dozen tanks and eighteen CASPers. They’d remained hidden behind the mesa code-named Quincannon since the beginning of the battle. Vuong had probably wanted to attack at the earliest opportunity, but the timing wasn’t right. “Commit them now, and we lose the element of surprise. If the MinSha continue down that corridor into the minefield, we can hit the MinSha with the CASPers on the flank of our defensive line.” 
 
    Watson turned and looked at the display. The leading icons of the MinSha attack reached the displayed lines of maximum engagement range. For a long few seconds, nothing happened. Watson stepped forward toward the radio operator, and Jessica realized she’d done the same thing. 
 
    Why aren’t they firing? 
 
    Almost in unison, the computer-generated icons started to flash as their weapons fired. The reported rate of fire made the entire defensive line, a combination of tanks and CASPers, flash like almost constant lightning. The MinSha returned fire as they entered the forward minefield. Almost as if they’d read the defensive plan, the MinSha deployed in a wide line, two skiffs deep. As their infantry deployed, the skiffs inched forward into the defensive belt. 
 
    “Get artillery on the belt, now!” Watson called.  
 
    Jessica heard the radio operator calling the artillery commander, using the traditional callsign of Redleg Six, telling them to fire for effect. Preplanned fire missions left their gun tubes on the far side of Lovell City a few seconds later. The MinSha hesitated, then pressed forward into the field, but instead of going straight into the line of tanks, the MinSha pushed farther to the north, toward a company of CASPers on the forward slope of the city.  
 
    She tapped her slate, called up the unit’s information and snorted. The commander’s name was Matzke, but his choice of callsign was unusual. She tapped her headset. “Trogdor Six, this is Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Roger?” 
 
    “Watch the MinSha massing on your extreme left. They’re going to come your way.” 
 
    The voice on the other end laughed. “That’s the best news we’ve heard all day. We’re ranging and prepared to fire.” 
 
    Another voice broke in, and with a glance at her slate, she realized it was Novotny, the armor commander. “Command, Saber Six. MinSha pushing north. They’re massing between our lines. Request deactivation of the field for counterattack.” 
 
    Jessica glanced at Watson. The bald commander was already shaking his head as he tapped his headset. “Negative, Saber Six. Maintain engagement from your positions.” 
 
    She kept looking at him. “If they push through that spot—” 
 
    “They won’t, and I’m not letting the tanks charge across the line with their cannons blazing. They hold the main line to the city.” Watson frowned. 
 
    “Command, Trogdor Six. They’ve broken through the mines!” 
 
    A flurry of radio commands filled the channel. Artillery shifted to cover the narrower, concentrated area where the lead MinSha were coming up the hill from the minefields. The MinSha wounded or killed by incoming fire fell to the ground and were trampled by those behind them. She saw a mine detonate under a fallen MinSha. The heavy infantry armor dissipated the blast away from the skiffs and infantry around it. 
 
    Not trampled, they’re bridging over their own dead. That’s how they crossed the mine field so damned fast. 
 
    “Deactivate the field!” Jessica snapped. “Bring the tanks across or they’re going to cut through Matzke’s forces and get into the city.” 
 
    No sooner had the words come out of her mouth, then Novotny’s tanks poured forward from their positions and charged into the MinSha flank. Skiffs turned away from the infantry and confronted the tanks. The two armored forces exchanged fire like dueling thunderstorms. Vehicles on both sides detonated as they maintained their rates of fire. The MinSha infantry pivoted and charged toward the tanks, their weapons raised. 
 
    “Trogdor Six, this is Warthog Six. Hold your ground, we’re on the way!”  
 
    Jessica recognized the callsign. Lieutenant Hogshead was one of the kids she’d wanted on the defensive line. He knew what keeping the initiative meant. His CASPers rose from their concealed positions to the right of Matzke’s line and charged forward.  
 
    “Peacemaker, Mako One Three. We have Colonel Tirr on board. Moving to Rebel Lead. Still no vital signs.” 
 
    Jessica bit her lip. There hadn’t been any vital signs when Tirr’s icon flashed out. Rebel Lead was down, but there hadn’t been any sign of fire or detonation. The MinSha forces engaged with Ibson’s Thunder elements hadn’t reached her yet. There was still a chance the young flyer pilot was alive. 
 
    “Mako One Three, proceed to Rebel Lead’s location. Break. Thunder Six, your move.” 
 
    “Roger, Peacemaker,” Ibson called. “Thunder Six is on the roll.” 
 
    Watson came over to Jessica. “What do we do with Ibson?” 
 
    “Focus on the main effort. Once Mako One Three is clear, we’ll have whatever Thunder elements are left close the door behind the MinSha,” Jessica replied. “It’s time to get the non-essential personnel and a defensive force up on the rim, Watson.” 
 
    The majority of Lovell City’s 20,000 residents were long evacuated, but the families and children of Watson and the planetary governor hadn’t wanted to leave. Sequestered near the escarpment to the east, Watson believed they were safe, even though he’d established an evacuation point ten kilometers to the east. His forethought in planning was commendable, but he had to remember to use it. Fail-safe positions were only viable if used. 
 
    Watson shook his head. “That takes my last flyers out of the fight.” 
 
    “I know.” Jessica nodded. “But they’re the only thing we’ve got to get your family out of here if the MinSha break through.” 
 
    “Break through?” Watson laughed. “We’ve got them surrounded, Peacemaker. This will be over in a few minutes. All we have to do is close the door.” 
 
    Jessica looked at the Tri-Vs. Like a giant V, the tanks on the left and the CASPers on the right charged toward the bottlenecked MinSha. Artillery flashed and fell on them, but they kept coming. “Have they deployed all of their infantry?” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it.” Watson glanced at the display. “What do you think they’re going to do?” 
 
    “Attack.” Jessica frowned. “Harder than anything you’ve ever seen.” 
 
    There was a chime in her earpiece. She tapped it immediately. There was no connection. She tapped the Tri-V at a station labeled ATMO and gasped. The MinSha fleets, both Drehnayl’s and Chinayl’s, were virtually destroyed. One MinSha cruiser remained somewhat operational, but the bulk of the force under Lucille appeared to be under thrust and oriented toward the wounded cruiser’s position. 
 
    “Lucille, report.” 
 
    There was nothing. Jessica tapped her slate, activating the interface. The operating system displayed a loading symbol, then the text: 
 
    NEW MESSAGE 
 
    Jessica tapped the icon and opened the simple text message on her screen. As she read, her vision blurred with sudden tears.  
 
    It’s best that I go. This ends here. I was always your friend, Jessica. Your father is in grave danger at Remote. 
 
    Backing out of the interface, Jessica tapped the system functions application and searched for Lucille’s backup folders. There was nothing in the usual locations. As she searched, a chill ran down her spine and there was a hitch in her breathing for a moment. 
 
    She’s gone. Jessica closed her eyes and hated herself for the flush of relief mixed with the genuine grief of losing what could only be called her closest companion. There was another copy, but for the moment, Jessica was on her own. An empty feeling came over her. For the first time in her life, she was completely alone.  
 
    What in the hell do I do now? 
 
    Exactly what you have to. You’re not alone, and we can still win this fight. 
 
    Jessica stared at the Tri-V as the icons for the remaining ships in orbit, friendly and enemy, coalesced. One by one, the icons for active scans and operational systems winked out. The in-orbit battle was over, but the ground fight was far from it.  
 
    Jessica squared her shoulders and nodded silently to herself. “This ends here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Southeast of the Sentinel 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    The Stinger-class dropship descended over the terrain from the north, aiming for the spindle of rock. At the controls, pilot Becky Stallings pushed the throttle forward to the stop and leveled the artificial horizon indicator. Barely five meters off the ground and screaming toward the pitched battle at three hundred knots, Stallings disabled her command radios and focused solely on the frequencies for Liberty Six and Thunder Six. The rest of the battle didn’t matter. Dropping her ship on a precise target, pulling out the wounded commander, and returning him to the evacuation zone for medical treatment was all she cared about. He’d fought alongside the Humans with distinction, and he was a friend of Peacemaker Francis, but that didn’t matter either. He was wounded, in need of assistance, and she wasn’t going to let him die. 
 
    “Carter, get back there and help Alphabet get Colonel Tirr aboard.” She looked at her co-pilot and nodded. “Take a weapon, too.” 
 
    Carter grinned, and his eyes twinkled in amusement. “You know he hates the new callsign, right?” 
 
    Stallings grinned. “I do. Go help him out.” 
 
    Carter unstrapped and squeezed Stallings’ shoulder as he exited the cockpit. They’d been a team for years, mainly rescuing stranded tourists and inept rock climbers who tried to do things they were woefully unprepared for. Their motto, “Smooth and Gone,” encompassed how they approached the job—her father’s influence from a career in special operations. He always said “smooth was fast and fast was smooth.” All the practice, all the crew drills, and all the experience they shared made them the best search and rescue crew in the system. Being smooth was everything. 
 
    She tapped her crew intercom system. “Alphabet? Carter’s on his way. He’s gonna give you cover while you get Tirr on board.” 
 
    She heard Vattakavanich sigh. “My name’s not that complicated, Becky. Carter’s here and we’re ready. Opening the door now.” 
 
    Stallings saw the rear door indicator flash from secured to open. “Inbound turn now.”  
 
    Coming in from the west, Stallings sighted Tirr easily in the brush. He was well concealed from the MinSha ground forces, but he wasn’t in a great landing zone. They’d have to crush some of the scrub brush, and it might not be possible to put the ship down fully on the ground. 
 
    “Gonna have to hover, guys,” Stallings said. Her left hand retarded the throttle, slowing the craft until she was barely maintaining eighty knots. Pulsing the ship’s reaction control system, she kept the nose up as they passed over Tirr. 
 
    “Visual contact!” Vattakavanich called over the rushing thrust from her vectored engines. “Ready to retrieve!” 
 
    “Three meters.” Stallings kept the ship level and worked with her left hand to tweak the thrusters to a fully down position while lowering their thrust. “Gear down. Two meters.” 
 
    “Subject moving. Alphabet’s out the door,” Carter called. 
 
    “One meter.” Stallings blinked as laser fire glanced off the cockpit’s protected windows. “Taking fire.” Through the fuselage, she felt the scrub brush pushing against the ship’s hull. She couldn’t descend much further. “Ready position.” 
 
    “Ten seconds,” Carter called. “They’re five meters out. Standby.” 
 
    The microphone connection stayed hot, and she heard distorted voices and grunts as Carter bounded down the ramp. “Liberty Six is onboard! Door closing!” 
 
    Stallings shoved the throttle forward, increasing the thrust and pitch of the engines as she turned the dropship toward the open, clear ground to the west. 
 
    That’s one. 
 
    “Peacemaker, Mako One Three. We have Colonel Tirr on board. Moving to Rebel Lead. Still no vital signs.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ibson heard Mako One Three’s ascent over the vibrations of his command track and the ongoing battle outside. “Mako One Three, Thunder Six, give me five mikes to clear the road.” 
 
    “Thunder Six, roger. Five mikes, out.” 
 
    “Mako One Three, move to loiter position. Break. Thunder Six, your move,” Jessica called. 
 
    “Roger, Peacemaker,” Ibson called. “Thunder Six is on the roll.” 
 
    With his right thumb, he switched to the crew intercom system. “Let’s go. Bearing zero seven three.” 
 
    The tank roared to life, bounced across the scrub brush, and accelerated toward the MinSha. With all four weapons pylons firing and the main gun cycling through the magnetically-accelerated rounds, the tank charged the surprised MinSha. Whatever hesitation they had evaporated in seconds. Almost as one, the MinSha infantry charged toward the tanks, their two operational skiffs firing high-velocity rounds and laser beams behind them.  
 
    Racing forward, Ibson’s tanks mowed through the infantry. Blue blood sprayed the camera feeds on the exterior of the tank. He heard the muted impacts of MinSha bouncing off the hull as they pushed forward. Across the radio, he heard scattered reports and screams, both human and inhuman. Ibson swung the main gun to target a skiff and— 
 
    KA-WHAMM! KA-WHAMM! 
 
    Ibson’s helmeted head bounced off the extension of the main gun’s sight and into the side of the tank. Bright stars flashed at the edge of his vision, and the world shifted violently to the left. Smoke filled the turret and clouded his sight. Interior lights, controls, and displays went dark. The tank was dead. He shook his head and ran a hand under his visor to try and clear his watering eyes. There was a hum. A vibration in his seat. The discordant thoughts came together in his clouded mind. The tank wasn’t dead. It was still moving forward, slowly, but it was on a bearing of 073. Everything around him and in the hull was silent. 
 
    “Crew report!” He called out. There was no response. “Crew report!”  
 
    Caution and warning systems showed the vehicle was on fire. Ibson looked down into the hull and saw no movement from the crew in the thick, black smoke. The smell of burning flesh rose as he saw a glow through the smoke. Flames engulfed the lower hull. Breached power cells threatened to detonate the ammunition stored below the weapons pylons. The crew was dead, and there was nothing he could do for them. A loud crash and a shower of sparks below his feet spurred Ibson to action. He swung open the commander’s hatch, pulled himself up on the tank’s turret, and tried to stand. 
 
    Cannon fire erupted on the ground around him. Instinctively, he flinched, flailed, and fell from the tank. Landing squarely on his back knocked every bit of air from his lungs. Struggling to breathe, Ibson looked up and saw Mako One Three streak off toward Lovell City. A half second later, two missiles sliced through the space the dropship had vacated. There was no other incoming fire, and Ibson heard a thrumming noise growing louder every second. In the early morning sky, a dark shape slowly passed over the battlefield.  
 
    Ibson froze. 
 
    The familiar shapes of MinSha dropships hovered barely a hundred meters overhead and lazily moved east toward Lovell City. There were six of them. As they passed, Ibson regained his ability to breathe and slowly checked the movement and feeling in his limbs. Everything appeared to be in working order. He turned his head to the right and saw a particularly craggy boulder less than a meter away from his outstretched arm. A few more seconds into his escape, he would have fallen, back first, onto the rock, and things would not have ended well. 
 
    The dropships accelerated eastward, and Ibson rolled shakily to his feet. Around him, where there had been a hundred MinSha and his own tanks in a heated battle, was silence. Vehicles burned behind him, setting the scrub brush aflame and blotting out the sky with columns of black, acrid smoke. Ibson turned toward Lovell City. Across the valley, there were rumbles of artillery and direct fire weapons. He checked his pistol, still secure in his tanker’s shoulder holster, and drew it. Working the action, he chambered a round and stiffly walked to the east. There was still a fight to be had. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Forward Defensive Position Alpha 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    Novotny smashed the transmit button with his right thumb. “Saber elements, this is Six. Un-ass your defensive positions. Standby to attack. Good hunting, out.” 
 
    He looked across the tank at his communications specialist, Curran. “Back us out, Moose.” 
 
    “You got it, sir,” Curran replied. 
 
    Novotny touched the display in front of him and tapped the communications frequencies. He found the unit commander he was looking for in seconds and tapped the icon. Instantly, he could hear Hogshead talking to his troops. He pressed the transmit button and released it. Pressing it again and holding it, he knew they could hear him above everyone else. “Warthog Six, this is Saber Six. I’ve got a proposition for you.” 
 
    “Saber Six, go.” Hogshead replied. 
 
    “How about you meet me in the middle? We protect Matzke’s ass and clean house out here where the bugs can’t get traction,” Novotny said with a grin. “Bastard’s gonna buy me drinks for years.” 
 
    Hogshead laughed. “Us, Saber Six. He’ll be buying us drinks—or we’ll be drinking at Fiddler’s Green. Whichever comes first.” 
 
    Novotny’s eyes flitted to an ancient metal canteen glued to the turret’s hull by his right shoulder. The canteen was perpetually empty and never filled, as was the cavalry tradition. If a trooper died with an empty canteen, they wouldn’t reach hell and would slake their thirst forever at a place called Fiddler’s Green. There was no way he’d miss that in eternity. “See you on the Green or in the bar, Warthog Six.” 
 
    Hogshead’s voice came back over the command frequency. “Trogdor Six, this is Warthog Six. Hold your ground, we’re on the way!”  
 
    Novotny engaged his machine guns and spun the twin barreled .50 caliber weapons toward the MinSha infantry. “Driver, move out. Don’t stop till we’re through these fuckers. Guns up and watch for friendlies coming from the west. We wanna pinch the MinSha, not kill our friends. You all get me?” 
 
    Novotny swung open the commander’s hatch and grabbed the firing handles for the cannons. The perfectly-balanced, cradle-mounted cannon responded in every direction and orientation. Hands on the dual grips, Novotny laid fire into the MinSha infantry. Their heavy armor plating stopped most traditional Human bullets, especially under-powered rounds like the 9mm and 5.56mm, but the .50 caliber machine gun penetrated their armor and knocked the gangly mantis-things on their asses.  
 
    “Saber Six, Saber One. We’re dead in place,” one of his younger lieutenants, a tall kid named Carey, called. “Close the line around us.” 
 
    Novotny spun to his right, still firing into the MinSha. His tanks pressed forward in a line, but the middle of the line sagged. MinSha closed in on the damaged tank like sharks to chum. Dropping into the turret, he touched the display. “Saber elements, hold the line at Saber One. I say again, hold the line at Saber One.” 
 
    “We’re taking as many of them with us as we can, sir.” Carey said. “See you on the Green.” 
 
    Novotny didn’t want to reply, but as the MinSha scrambled up Saber One’s front slope and slashed at the armor with their protected claws and weapons, he knew he had to. “Save us a round, Saber One. Alpha Mike Foxtrot.” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Fire the line!” Novotny roared, and via the commander’s override, he slung the main gun to sight directly on Saber One’s position. Without a second thought, he squeezed the trigger three times, firing three hyper-velocity rounds in rapid succession. Saber One detonated like a cherry bomb, taking a host of MinSha with it. Another tank, Saber Nine, swung into the position and kept the line moving forward. 
 
    “Where are you, Warthog Six?” 
 
    “...zzzzzzzzz...holy shit! Airborne contacts bearing two six five!” Hogshead replied. “There’s more MinSha on the way, Saber Six. Hold your attack. We’re going to have to defend again.” 
 
    Novotny stood in the hatch, firing a stream of machine gun fire into the diminishing MinSha infantry forces, and glanced at the incoming dropships. Five of them braked for landing not more than a few thousand meters from the rear of the original main effort. Caught in a vice between tanks and CASPers, the main effort’s attack had stalled. There were at least twenty skiffs and a few hundred infantry onboard the landing ships. One dropship, a little bigger and better armed than the others, stayed on course for the heart of Lovell City. “Command, Saber Six. Incoming vessels. We’ll take them out here, you’ve got the one positioning behind us.” 
 
    “Roger, Saber Six. We have them.” 
 
    Novotny scowled at the situation. The MinSha in front of him screeched and tried to attack again, pushing dangerously forward toward his tanks. A hail of direct fire came down at them. Over his shoulder, Novotny saw more than two dozen CASPers jumping into the fray. 
 
    “Saber Six, Warthog Six with Trogdor Six aboard. Let’s drive these assholes out of the valley.” 
 
    Novotny grinned. Crazy bastard. 
 
    “Warthog Six, hold the line, and we’ll push forward. We’re going to need some help to get through the remainder of these forces before we hit the new targets.” 
 
    No sooner had he said the words when a new voice, calm and strong, came on the frequency. “All elements, this is Avenger Six. We’re moving from Quincannon now and hitting that last group of MinSha. Eliminate the threat in front of you and prepare to support our attack. Avenger Six has forward command.” 
 
    Novotny chuckled. He pressed the transmit switch. “Avenger Six, Saber Six. Get us to the gates of hell. We’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Saber Six, roger that. Be advised, there is a friendly vessel approaching. I repeat, there is a friendly vessel approaching. We’ll establish comms and relay information when connected.” Vuong disconnected. 
 
    Novotny stared out into the long valley and saw the strange oblong ship descend from the morning sky. Is that a Flatar ship? 
 
    Gods, I hope they brought some Tortantulas. He laughed at himself for ever wanting to see the giant, ten-legged spiders up close and personal, but if they were friends, that changed things.  
 
    They won’t stop until the MinSha are down once and for all. 
 
    Novotny smiled and pressed the transmit button. “Let’s do this, people. Sound the fucking charge.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Chinayl’s Personal Dropship  
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    Chinayl watched her forces stalemated by the Human lines with growing frustration. The Humans were merely competent fighters with nowhere near the tactical expertise to pull off such a coordinated defense. Her antenna bobbed side to side in thought, but she realized she knew the answer as easily as if it stared her in the face. The barrage of ships in orbit equated to most of the entire orbital holdings of the planet, and they’d flown a coordinated attack that effectively killed six of seven ships and almost two thousand MinSha. Their tactics were crude, but effective. In their sacrifice, the Human ships kept the MinSha from deploying the full brunt of their missiles and orbital projectiles. Had they not been effective, her forces would have rolled over the embers of the Human defenses and into Lovell City with ease. Instead, they fought a pitched battle and held her forces at bay more than two thousand meters west of the city. But she had at least one more surprise for the Humans. 
 
    On the way down, her dropship rendezvoused with five dropships of mobile infantry. With twenty skiffs and two hundred infantry at her command, Chinayl ordered the complete annihilation of the joined forces at the distant rock outcropping the Humans knew as the Sentinel. All they were doing was wasting time and ammunition. Destroying both Human and MinSha forces from the air had been the merciful thing to do. Yet, there was no mercy for Lovell City. 
 
    Chinayl turned to the communications officer. “Order the dropships to deploy their forces to bolster our forward lines. They should accelerate forward, engage the Human forces, and drive them back to Lovell City.” 
 
    “Orders transmitted, General.”  
 
    Satisfied, Chinayl turned to the command pilot. “Are you monitoring the Human frequencies?” 
 
    “Affirmative, General.”  
 
    Chinayl rubbed her foreclaws together. “You’ve located their transmission point?” 
 
    “There is a building matching the profile of a Human command center. We have identified it and are working to identify individual targets within. We compute a ninety percent probability the Peacemaker is located there. The Humans have deployed all their forces forward except for a small complement of unmoving, armored vehicles acting like artillery pieces.” 
 
    “You will land at the headquarters. As soon as we depart, leave the area until you receive my signal. Eliminate their artillery when you do.” Chinayl looked at her slate and checked a small countdown timer. There wasn’t much time to make things happen and get away. Without her fleet, it should have been impossible, but she’d planned for every eventuality. 
 
    “What about the Flatar?” The command pilot asked. 
 
    “I don’t care about them,” Chinayl said. “Engage them if you are able, but do not risk this ship. Escape is paramount.” 
 
    Chinayl turned and walked from the cockpit in the direction of the crew bay. Her personal guards waited there in heavy armor, adorned with multiple bladed weapons and laser rifles. Four warriors rose to a position of respect. The two others held up the armored carapace Chinayl would wear into battle. Without a word, they dressed her and ensured her weapons were ready. Her thoughts were elsewhere. The confidence of Peepo and the Mercenary Guild council in her MinSha forces teetered on the brink of collapse. Her own plans for a council seat seemed further away than she could imagine.  
 
    The only thing capable of restoring her standing with the guild was a simple trophy—the head of Jessica Francis. Chinayl let her blue blood boil with rage as the dropship flared and started its descent into the city. 
 
    “Find Peacemaker Francis but leave her death to me,” Chinayl warned her guards. “Kill anything else you see, but the red-haired bitch is mine.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Command Center 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    “Where the fuck did they come from?” Watson roared. The six MinSha dropships, having poured fire on everything engaged at the Sentinel, raced eastward toward Lovell City. 
 
    “The lead one is Chinayl,” Jessica replied. “The profile of the craft is all wrong. It’s not like a normal dropship. It has more weapons and armor; it’s the kind of thing a general officer would want just because they could have it.” 
 
    Watson snorted. “You’ve known a few generals then, huh?” 
 
    Jessica turned and saw a slight smile on his face. She grinned at him. “You could say that.” 
 
    “Where are they heading?” 
 
    Jessica stroked her chin with her right hand for a moment. “If I’m Chinayl, I can see we’ve stopped their attack. She’s going to try and push her forces—whatever she has in those ships—into the fight to build her own combat power. We’ve taken most of their maneuverability away, and with our forces in pursuit, it’s easier for them to bolster numbers.” 
 
    Watson shook his head. “Maybe, but I think they’re coming here. She’s going to bypass the fight and drop all those ships on the city. We haven’t even finished the evacuation.” 
 
    Jessica had to admit Watson was on to something. She wished Tirr was available to talk. His counsel on the MinSha’s fighting tactics would have been valuable. “It’s possible she’s coming here, but I think she’ll put more forces on the ground out there first.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She knows they can overwhelm us here, in the city, and the maneuver corridors suck.” Jessica stared at the display as the six ships raced into view and slowed. Five of them flared and prepared to land to the south of Novotny’s advancing forces. “They’re executing a flanking maneuver.” 
 
    “The hell they are.” Watson grabbed his rifle and stomped toward the exit. “Rally the QRF. Have them meet me at the forward gate. Move the remaining CASPers to back us up.” 
 
    A quick reaction force of Watson’s infantry didn’t stand a chance against the MinSha. Jessica followed him. “This is crazy, Watson. You’re not going to make it—” 
 
    “Execute the evacuation, Peacemaker. Get my family to safety. We’ll stop the MinSha attack.” Watson ran through the command center’s exterior door and into the bright daylight beyond. Jessica followed the scrambling quick reaction force into the command center’s paddock and saw a few pilots boarding a handful of CASPers. One by one, the four CASPers and Watson’s twenty-man QRF ran down the hill toward the deploying MinSha skiffs. While they were technically behind Novotny’s tanks, it looked as if the armor commander was already moving to cut them off. He’d need to know. Jessica turned to run back to the command center and saw little Inara, teddy bear dangling from her left hand, running down the hill. 
 
    “Daddy! Daddy!”  
 
    Jessica intercepted the young girl, sweeping her off her feet and settling her weight naturally on her left hip. “He’ll be right back.” 
 
    Inara screamed and wailed against her chest. Eyes squinted in red-faced rage, the little girl screamed. “DADDDYYYY!” 
 
    Jessica wrapped her arms around the girl and walked back to the command center. “Why aren’t you in the evacuation? Where did you come from?” 
 
    “I was hiding, but I got scared.” The girl sniffled and rubbed her face with one arm. “I want my daddy!” 
 
    Jessica buried her face against Inara’s neck and hugged her close. “It’s okay, baby. Your daddy is going to be right back. He’s just going down the hill to check on his men and—” 
 
    A fusillade erupted down the hill as the dropship landed. With a glance over her shoulder, Jessica kept walking toward the command center. She looked back to the left and froze. Her first thought was that the feline was a typical cat, either a feral cat searching the colony for a meal or a house cat suddenly outside in a world at war. Then she realized it wasn’t. There was no fear in its eyes, and it stood its ground silently regarding her. She involuntarily squeezed Inara as an icy river of fear ran down her spine. The Depik was no more than three meters away, regarding her coolly. 
 
    Jessica turned to face it, Inara in her arms. “You’ve been with me since New Persia.” 
 
    The Depik didn’t respond. After a few seconds, it blinked its eyes slowly at her. Jessica realized it was as much of an acknowledgement as she was going to get. 
 
    “You saved my ship. Saved this whole mission. Why?” 
 
    The Depik stayed mute. Its head snapped to the right toward something Jessica couldn’t see. She’d had cats throughout her life who’d done similar things. Jessica looked to where the Depik stared and saw nothing. When she looked back, the Depik wasn’t there. Still holding Inara, Jessica turned and saw it in the doorway of the command center, poking its head out from behind the jamb like a typical cat would have done.  
 
    How did it get there so damned fast? 
 
    “Peacemaker!” The distinctive screech of a female MinSha rang through the corridor. 
 
    Jessica turned toward the voice. Through the dust cloud of the battle below, a single MinSha walked up the hill. In full combat armor, the three stars of a Lieutenant General on her armored carapace, Chinayl emerged from the battle and stalked toward them. Jessica turned her face to Inara. 
 
    “Inara? Baby? Can you see the kitty behind me?” 
 
    Inara wailed but didn’t look.  
 
    “Inara! See the kitty?” 
 
    Inara’s head moved. After a moment, she said. “The black and white one?” 
 
    “Yes!” Jessica sighed. “I’m going to put you down. Go catch the kitty. Run fast and catch it for me, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” The little girl sniffled and wiped her nose with one arm. 
 
    Jessica slid Inara down her left leg and carefully pulled the little girl behind her left hip to block her from seeing Chinayl. The general towered over them, almost as large as Queen Taal had been, but the queen hadn’t brandished multiple knives in her claws as she stomped forward. Silently—and trying to keep Inara from seeing—Jessica drew her pistol but did not level it at the approaching monster. 
 
    “Go, Inara. Get the kitty! Go get him!” She released the child’s shirt, and Inara ran toward the command center. Jessica turned her head and watched for a few seconds before looking back at Chinayl. The MinSha’s antennae stood rigid on her head in abject rage. Ten meters separated them. Jessica risked another look behind her and saw Inara and the Depik vanishing into the command center. She didn’t hear the door close, but it was. The little girl, she hoped, was safe. 
 
    Jessica turned her head toward the advancing threat but did not raise her weapon. The MinSha hadn’t opened fire which meant there was a chance for discussion, as remote as it seemed. There wasn’t a breath of wind in the air, and the sounds of the battles, both near and far, were muted and quiet. The MinSha general stopped five meters away from Jessica and flexed her limbs. Neither spoke. Jessica watched Chinayl’s ruby compound eyes for any sign of movement or intent, but there was nothing. Her antennae danced for a moment, then she spoke. 
 
    “I’ve waited for this moment for quite some time, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath. “I’m sure you have, Chinayl.” 
 
    “You were a decent mercenary, Jessica. You could have gone far in the guild,” Chinayl chittered. “Instead, you’re a lowly Peacemaker trying to stop the people who trained you and took you to the stars. You give us no choice but to kill you.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Master Rsach warned me from day one I would be a target. That this distinction comes from my old guild isn’t a surprise. All you want is power and credits, Chinayl. Do you really think Peepo is going to reward you for terrorizing the communities of the outer rim?” 
 
    “I did what I was told to do, with distinction,” Chinayl replied. “My work has merit.” 
 
    “Merit? You hit targets of little military value and succeeded. Here, faced with a better than average threat, your forces have stalled. You lost your orbital forces. Your ground forces will fail, too.” 
 
    Chinayl laughed and took one long step forward. Four meters separated them now. “Your orbital forces died glorious, pointless deaths in stopping my fleet.” 
 
    Jessica smiled with one side of her mouth. “No Humans died on those ships, Chinayl. We’re not stupid.” 
 
    Chinayl grunted. “You fight without decency. Without honor. That is why you must not be allowed in our guilds. You are an abomination.” 
 
    Jessica forced herself to laugh through her growing rage. “Tell me about this honor you speak of, Chinayl. Is that the kind where you kill a few million unarmed non-combatants on a resort planet? Is that honorable?” Jessica spat. “Bullshit. You’re not an honorable military commander, Chinayl. If anything, you’re a murdering, terrorist bitch. It’s time you understand you’ve lost here on Victoria Bravo. Do you hear me? You’ve lost.” 
 
    Chinayl stepped forward again and brandished her knives. “Then I take you with me, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Jessica’s hand flexed around the grip of her pistol, but she kept its barrel pointed down at the ground. She settled her heartbeat and focused on Chinayl’s thorax, not the general’s eyes or antenna. Determined not to shoot first, to try and find another way, Jessica lowered her chin slightly and said, “Try.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Forward Line of Troops 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    The landing MinSha dropships held Captain Novotny’s complete attention. He pressed the transmit switch, “Warthog Six, do you see what I see?” 
 
    “Roger that,” Hogshead replied from the far northern end of the line. “And I’m thinking what you’re thinking, too.” 
 
    “Swing around behind me. Avenger Six is rolling in. Just watch their flank.” Novotny opened his hatch but stayed inside the turret. While he trusted his visual sensors and the information networks between his vehicles, nothing replaced his own eyes and ears when it came to seeing the battlefield. 
 
    “Copy all, Warthog Six moving.” 
 
    Novotny changed frequencies and stood up, the warm morning air swirling around him as they moved. “Avenger Six, this is Saber Six. Moving Warthog Six elements to my line to clear off the ships and hold them in place.” 
 
    Vuong chuckled on the frequency. “Perfect, Saber Six. We’ll roll them up directly. Warthog Six, you are clear to move, just do it with purpose. We’ve got a flank to roll.” 
 
    Off to the right, eight CASPers leapt into the air and arced toward Novotny. MinSha infantry turned weapons on them, thinking the mechs would be easy targets, but the CASPers returned fire with far more accurate, not to mention deadlier, MACs. In a matter of two minutes, the Warthogs came alongside the tanks and advanced slowly forward. 
 
    Vuong’s voice broke into the frequency. “Avenger Six crossing the battlefield now. Saber Six, hold your line where it is. We’ve got help coming.” 
 
    “Driver stop,” Novotny called. “Maintain rate of fire.” 
 
    He switched frequencies and heard Hogshead calling him. “Saber Six, Hog Six. We’re going to take up a spot behind your tanks for cover.” 
 
    Novotny smiled. For a brash youngster, the CASPer pilot had a good head on his shoulders. “I was thinking the same thing, Hog Six. Maintain fire, and we’ll get to watch the show.” 
 
    “Saber Six, roger that. Hogs are in position.”  
 
    The MinSha infantry pressed against the hillside below, using rocks and scrub brush for cover. Their reinforcements walked forward with the skiffs bearing a heavy volume of fire. Most of it bounced harmlessly off the tanks. Novotny heard Hogshead telling his troops to stay low, behind the tanks.  
 
    PING! 
 
    PING! 
 
    Novotny’s eyes focused on the caution and warning display, but he didn’t see any significant damage from the impacts. The MinSha didn’t use ranging rounds—non-explosive warheads designed to ensure accurate firing solutions—but their skiffs did carry the equivalent of 90mm recoilless rifles. Against the central, hyper-composite armor plates of Novotny’s tank, they were ineffective. “Saber elements, target skiffs with anti-tank guns first.” 
 
    “Saber Six, Saber Three. Two at my one o’clock. Engaging now.” 
 
    No sooner had the words come over the radio, than Saber Three fired a series of high-velocity rounds that tore through the first and second MinSha skiffs. He pressed the transmit switch, “Target, Saber Three. Re-engage. Keep them down.” 
 
    The tank kept firing. One skiff caught fire and veered into a ditch where it mired, catching the surrounding scrub brush on fire. The smoke danced and wafted over the MinSha line, giving them an extra, albeit thin, layer of cover. The second MinSha skiff detonated in a spectacular fireball, scattering the MinSha infantry as they tried to concentrate their fire. On the far left of the external vision systems, he could see Avenger Six’s elements charging headlong into the MinSha line with devastating results. Without evidence of a counterattack, the MinSha appeared to retreat straight to the west, into the open valley. With the Spires protected by minefields and indirect fire, it was the only avenue they had.  
 
    Novotny watched them for several seconds. The breeze freshened and thinned the smoke from the fires, and he could see through it without the thermal imaging system. In the distance, at least three kilometers away, the Flatar deployed a regiment of Tortantulas and their riders.  
 
    The MinSha didn’t stand a chance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Lovell City 
 
    Victoria Bravo 
 
      
 
    Chinayl charged. Jessica thought she was ready, but the MinSha warrior’s inhuman speed surprised her. As she raised her pistol, Chinayl closed to less than three meters. Towering over Jessica, the MinSha’s reach negated the standoff distance Jessica tried to maintain even as she swung the pistol up from her right. She centered the barrel on Chinayl’s chest and squeezed the trigger twice, quickly. The MinSha’s armor deflected the rounds easily as Chinayl reared back with her right foreclaw and slashed forward. Time slowed in Jessica’s mind for the briefest moment. Chinayl lashed out with a large, curved knife resembling a machete. As the MinSha’s right arm swung in a wide arc toward her neck, Jessica was already moving. She lowered her head and dove to the left, passing safely underneath the wild swing before rolling quickly and coming up again with the pistol.  
 
    Jessica found Chinayl’s center of mass and squeezed off another three rounds to no effect. In a split second, she adjusted her aim to the MinSha’s nearly stationary, left foreclaw. She fired twice. The knife flew away in a spray of blue blood. Chinayl screamed in pain and lashed out with her right foreclaw. Jessica easily stepped out of the intended arc and shifted the barrel’s aim to the MinSha general’s face. She pulled the trigger, but Chinayl was already moving to her right. Jessica’s shot ripped through the air without hitting anything. 
 
    Chinayl reared up on her hind legs as Jessica re-centered the pistol with both hands on her thorax and fired three more times. The low-powered laser pistol barely damaged the MinSha’s armor, and Chinayl stomped forward slashing with the knife, this time faster than Jessica could react. Blinding, white-hot pain ripped the air from Jessica’s lungs. 
 
    “Gahhh!” Jessica stumbled backward, her left arm curled back toward her chest. Blood stained the normally dark blue coveralls. Distracted by the wound, Jessica didn’t see Chinayl’s bloodied, left foreclaw swipe forward. Her pistol flew across the ground, skidding to a stop several meters away. She looked back at the MinSha and everything froze. When she defeated the angry guard on Zeha, in the presence of Queen Taal, she saw a similar weakness in the MinSha’s armor. Between the major chest plates and the minor ones extending along the MinSha’s arms was an unprotected seam about ten centimeters long by four centimeters wide. It would be enough. 
 
    It had to be enough.  
 
    Jessica let her backward momentum lower her to the ground. Twisting, she drew the combat knife from her left boot with her right hand. She didn’t have time to spin it so the blade was down, the better way to strike an opponent. With the hilt firmly in her grip, Jessica came up with a right to left swing, driving the blade into Chinayl’s thorax right in the middle of the exposed seam. 
 
    Chinayl roared. “Aaaahhhhh! You filthy mud-ape!” 
 
    As Chinayl twisted away, she wrenched the knife from Jessica’s hand. Blue blood flew in a fine, misting arc as Chinayl stumbled away and collapsed to the ground. Jessica darted for her pistol and picked it up. As she looked up, two MinSha warriors approached from the northern side of the command center, their weapons at the ready. 
 
    Jessica searched for cover, but there wasn’t any. Shit! 
 
    The MinSha saw her and aimed their rifles at her in what seemed like slow motion. Jessica dropped to one knee, presenting what she hoped was a smaller target, and took aim. Lesson learned, she sighted the center of the left MinSha’s head and fired twice. The MinSha stumbled backward, fell into the dirt, and was still. She turned to the other MinSha and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Ah, fuck! 
 
    The MinSha centered its rifle on her. She drew in a quick, scared breath. She had nowhere to go and nowhere to hide. As the MinSha aimed at her, a blur from her right charged into the MinSha’s abdomen with an unearthly howl. The Depik, its fur black as night except for the white patches on its feet, which shone in the morning light, tore into the exposed lower abdomen of the MinSha as it fired. The rounds passed harmlessly by Jessica. Unable to tear her eyes away, Jessica watched the MinSha flail at the small, feline-like alien. The Depik was a tornado of teeth and claws as it ripped the MinSha’s exposed carapace in dozens of places. Blue blood sprayed in all directions as the MinSha fell onto its back. The Depik scrambled up the MinSha’s chest and ripped its clawed paw across the MinSha’s throat.  
 
    “You unclean beast!” Jessica’s head snapped to the left. Chinayl was sitting in the dirt, a rifle propped across her legs, her one good foreclaw on the weapon. She fired once, and the Depik squealed and fell backward.  
 
    Without thinking, Jessica ran toward Chinayl, closing the distance as the MinSha tried to line up a killing shot on the wounded Depik. At full speed, Jessica jumped and kicked Chinayl viciously in the face. Chinayl dropped her weapon, and Jessica picked it up in one smooth motion. She pointed the barrel at Chinayl. 
 
    “Stay down, Chinayl.” 
 
    Chinayl chittered. “I will do no such thing. You’ll have to kill me, Peacemaker. If that’s not a problem for you.” 
 
    With a step forward, Jessica swung the awkward, oblong-shaped butt of the MinSha rifle into the side of Chinayl’s face. The general groaned and slumped to the ground. “I said stay the fuck down!” 
 
    Chinayl didn’t move. Jessica walked toward the Depik, moving her eyes between her target and the fallen MinSha. As she closed the distance, she heard the Depik mewling softly. When Jessica was two meters away, the Depik rolled over in a flash, its ears back. It was poised to pounce and raised a paw to strike. Its golden eyes on Jessica’s, the Depik stopped and slumped forward slightly. They stared at each other for several heartbeats. Seeing a Depik at close range, and surviving, was a rare occurrence. The beautiful, deadly alien darted for the command center at a full sprint. 
 
    “Wait!” Jessica called after it. “Wait! Please!” 
 
    The cat-like alien disappeared into the rubble of a nearby building and was gone. Dammit. 
 
    Jessica turned back to Chinayl and gasped. The MinSha general was gone. 
 
    Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! 
 
    Cradling the MinSha rifle in her arms, Jessica jogged down the hill toward the MinSha dropship. Smoke and blowing dust obscured her vision as she moved. Her anxiety at losing Chinayl pushed her faster than she knew was safe, but she had to stop the MinSha from leaving the planet. Chinayl had to pay for her crimes.  
 
    The unmistakable sound of engines spooling for liftoff made Jessica sprint forward. As she ran, the dark shape of the MinSha vessel lifted into the sky. Jessica brought the rifle up to her shoulder and fired a half dozen laser bolts at the ship with no effect. The exterior weapons pylons, however, sighted her and oriented to fire. A small, deep crater to her right was the only cover available. As she dove for it, laser bolts sliced through the air behind her. The crater was deeper than she first thought, and she smacked headfirst into the opposite side and slid down a full two meters before coming to rest in the bottom of the depression. 
 
    Dirt sprayed down around her as the dropship continued to fire. A thunderous explosion from the surface shook the ground and sent a tiny avalanche of dirt and rocks into the bottom of the crater, covering her boots. Head down, Jessica cringed as a series of detonations sent rumbles through the air. Chinayl, even in retreat, was a cruel bitch. Jessica shook her head and waited for more detonations, but none came. An ethereal silence fell over the city as Chinayl made her escape. The dropship’s engines revved powerfully, and their sound receded. Chinayl had gotten away. 
 
    Jessica pulled herself up to a sitting position and punched the loose, brown soil of the crater’s wall in anger. She’d failed.  
 
    Godsdammit. I failed. 
 
    The MinSha in the valley below hadn’t fared well, but the dropship’s weapons gave them an advantage in the final throes of the battle. Chinayl wouldn’t hesitate to hit what she could, even if she wasn’t going to stop and assist her soldiers. A true leader never left a soldier behind. Jessica gasped in recognition. Jessica’s thoughts weren’t on the soldiers in the tanks or the CASPers.  
 
    Inara. Oh gods, what happened to Inara? 
 
    She wondered if Inara had been able to get to cover or to the evacuation routes before Chinayl fired her parting shots. What would she say to Inara’s father? She wondered if Watson and his men had died at the hands of Chinayl’s guards. If the MinSha took the field, it wouldn’t matter. They would all be dead, except for Tirr. The MinSha would take him back to their home planet and make an example of him. She’d failed her friend the most, and recognizing it was what finally brought tears to her eyes.  
 
    I failed. 
 
    She sniffed and rubbed her nose with her sleeve, wincing at the renewed pain in her arm. She’d almost forgotten about the cut and without the right attention, it could be serious. For a split second, she thought about sitting there and letting nature takes it course. If the wound didn’t close enough on its own, she could at least die with the notion she’d done so with the people she let down. 
 
    For fuck’s sake, Bulldog. You’ve only failed when you don’t stand up again. 
 
    So, get the fuck up! 
 
    There were several loud explosions in the distance, then silence. Jessica strained to hear anything above the gentle breeze flowing over and through the crater. After a few seconds, she heard something very faint, but very familiar. She’d heard it as a child when her family visited her grandmother near Athens one autumn weekend. The Georgia Bulldogs football team upset Notre Dame, the number one team in the country, on a last-minute interception and touchdown. Meters in the stadium recorded the crowd at more than 140 decibels. Three miles from the stadium, she’d heard the noise as clear as day.  
 
    Cheering. We’re cheering. 
 
    We won. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The command center and a dozen or so buildings in the immediate vicinity of Jessica’s final position were smoldering rubble. She wondered what else Chinayl destroyed on her way to orbit. The sound of cheering returned from the lower valley floor, and as much as she wanted to drop everything and find Inara, Jessica knew the possibility existed that she was the senior officer on the field. As a Peacemaker, if there were enemy prisoners of war, their care and treatment fell to Jessica. Head up and shoulders back, Jessica walked in the direction of the cheering, weaving through smoldering ruins with a heavy MinSha rifle in her hands. She shifted the weapon to a two-handed, barrel-down position and slowed her walk. Even if the main battle was over, a lone MinSha cut off from communications could still take her down.  
 
    Honor the threat, Bulldog. 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath. The smells of scorched concrete, burning rubber, and spent ammunition surrounded her in the wafting smoke from countless fires. She paid the various scents little attention despite the memories of Araf and Weqq they dredged up. She’d known death and destruction well as a mercenary, and it no longer scared her. More importantly, she realized any anxiety or euphoria she’d had for battle as a young merc had disappeared by her second year at Peacemaker U. Maturity was part of it, but there was something else. She’d changed for the better. 
 
    A thick blanket of smoke blew across her path, and she slowed to let it pass with the breeze. She heard the scuffle of footsteps. Jessica dropped to one knee, raised her rifle to a firing position, and called out. “Who goes there?” 
 
    “Peacemaker Francis?”  
 
    Watson.  
 
    “That you, Watson?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the man replied. She heard him distinctly say, “Weapons down. Friendly ahead.” 
 
    The bald man and four battered soldiers appeared through the smoke. He’d left with more than twenty men and four CASPers. Chinayl and her forces had chewed them up and spit them out. Watson smiled. “Thought you bought it when the dropship hammered the command center.” 
 
    Jessica holstered her pistol without looking and stepped forward. They shook hands. “I thought you bought it much earlier.” 
 
    Watson snorted. “So did I. We took out two of Chinayl’s guards, but she and the other two flanked my guys. They didn’t make it. Neither did the other two who tried to sneak up on Novotny’s tanks.” 
 
    There was a calm acceptance to his words. Jessica knew he was hurting and would deal with the loss in his own time. She jutted her chin toward the main battle area. “What happened?” 
 
    “The Flatar came in behind the MinSha and enveloped them. From what I hear, we defeated the MinSha and took around a hundred and fifty prisoners.” Watson tapped his earpiece. “Saber Six, locate my beacon and pull up here. I have Peacemaker Francis. We’ll take the surrender.” 
 
    Jessica tapped her own earpiece. Without Lucille’s connection, it took a second for the device to lock onto the active frequency. “...Roger, Command. I’m bringing their commander, well, the remaining officer in charge, to your position now. ETA is five mikes.” 
 
    Watson looked at Jessica. “Status of the evacuation?” 
 
    “We moved everyone the moment the dropship came in and your team left. I haven’t heard from them. I lost my connection to the command and control network.” Jessica took a deep breath. “But, your daughter...Inara. She came running out of the command center when you left. She tried to chase you into the city. I caught her and sent her back into the command center and...”  
 
    Watson squinted at her. Jessica licked her lips and smoothed back a lock of auburn hair from her face. The words wouldn’t come. “I haven’t been back to look for her and—” 
 
    “Daddy!”  
 
    Jessica saw Watson’s eyebrows rocket skyward. He raised his weapon, and Jessica instinctively stepped in front of him as she turned. The little girl, dark hair flying in the breeze, sprinted down the gentle slope in her bare feet. Running on her toes, she flashed over the ground toward them. Walking calmly behind her, no more than a few meters away, was the Depik. 
 
    “Weapons up!” Watson ordered. “Squad, prepare to—” 
 
    “No!” Jessica screamed. “It’s a friend.” 
 
    “A what?” Watson asked. He stepped around Jessica and brought the rifle to his shoulder. “I’m taking the shot.” 
 
    Jessica turned around, slapped the barrel away, and moved in front of Watson. She pointed at the smaller man’s chest. “You’ll do no such thing. The Depik saved your daughter’s life.” 
 
    “How in the fuck do you know, Peacemaker?” 
 
    Jessica smiled. “The Depik followed me here from New Persia. I can’t explain it, but when I caught Inara, I sent her to the Depik. It obviously got her out of the command center and saved her life. Trust me, Watson. That Depik is a friend.” 
 
    Watson shook his head, and a slow smile spread across his dirty face. “Obviously. Look.” 
 
    Jessica turned to see Inara kneeling on the ground, stroking the Depik’s head like any human child would a kitten. The Depik didn’t look happy about the display of affection, but it sat there and allowed it from a Human child, stopping all of them cold. Jessica was aware her mouth was open.  
 
    “Daddy, look! He’s my friend! Can we keep him?” Inara bubbled. “He’s better than a real cat—he talks!” 
 
    Jessica covered a smile with a cough. The Depik, if possible, looked even more annoyed. Watson stepped forward, slung his weapon, and held his arms out. Inara came running and leapt into them. Jessica watched for a moment. Watson with his head buried in the little girl’s neck quietly sobbing in relief and the little girl’s bright, brown eyes flashing through the smoke and destruction. The Depik looked at Jessica and slow-blinked at her again.  
 
    On the breeze, Jessica heard the distinctive whine of a tank engine approaching. Atop the tank, she could see the commander holding a weapon on a MinSha. As they closed the distance, Jessica could see the MinSha was a young lieutenant that looked even more miserable than the Depik had. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the Depik sitting there, ears erect, watching them impassively.  
 
    The tank pulled within five meters and stopped. As the driver shut down the engine, Jessica walked forward. When Novotny pulled off his helmet, revealing a shit-eating grin, Jessica called out, “Lower your weapon, Novotny. Now.” 
 
    The commander’s smile evaporated as he holstered the weapon. “Climb down, Lieutenant.” 
 
    The MinSha stood slowly and crept on its awkward legs to the tank’s front slope. From there, it stepped down easily. The young female walked over to Jessica and stopped two meters away. She raised a fist and tapped her thorax in a respectful salute. “Peacemaker, I am Whirr, Lieutenant of Infantry, in command of the survivors. We are disgraced, and yours to command. We surrender.” 
 
    Recognizing the words and their delivery, Jessica knew there was a problem. Maybe it was an opportunity. She stepped forward and raised a hand, which the MinSha awkwardly shook with her right foreclaw. “I am Peacemaker Lieutenant Jessica Francis. Your surrender is noted, Lieutenant Whirr. You are not in disgrace.” 
 
    The MinSha’s compound eyes fixed on her. “Peacemaker, we knew at heart what our commanders ordered was wrong, yet we followed them. We are in disgrace and must be executed immediately.” 
 
    Jessica saw a couple of Watson’s soldiers gape. All the color drained out of Novotny’s face. She released the MinSha’s claw. “There will be no such execution, Lieutenant Whirr. You and your soldiers could have fought to the death to spare your shame. You did not. I would like to know why.” 
 
    Whirr shuffled nervously. “I hesitated to follow the final commands, Peacemaker. I did so because General Chinayl’s last transmission to our commanders said you were defending the Humans. I hesitated because my hive brothers and sisters in your care on Weqq said you were a friend. You could be trusted. I did not believe you were my enemy.” 
 
    “I’m not your enemy, Whirr. Neither are Humans.” Jessica smiled. “You and your troops have caused great damage, yes, but I will not order or oversee your execution. You realized an opportunity existed, and I pardon you. You will serve this community and help them rebuild.” 
 
    “Serve? The MinSha will not be enslaved.” 
 
    “You misunderstand me, Whirr.” Jessica paused.  
 
    Watson stepped forward and reached out a hand to the MinSha. “Lieutenant, I’m Commander Watson. You and your soldiers will work alongside my soldiers. We will restore Lovell City.” 
 
    Whirr’s antennae bounced. “When we are done, you will remand us to our queens?” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “If you want to stay here, there’s plenty of room.” Watson said. “Perhaps we can teach each other a few things. I expect we haven’t seen the last of war, and we’ll both need all the friends we can make.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Whirr replied. She looked at Watson and tapped her thorax in salute. “I accept your offer, Commander. We will work diligently to rebuild your city and forge a new friendship.” 
 
    Watson returned the salute and glanced at Jessica. There was a twinkle in the man’s eyes she’d never seen before. “I think we should go back down there to your soldiers and mine and set the ground rules.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    Watson gestured toward the forward battle positions. “Why don’t we walk?” 
 
    They moved out, and Watson’s squad followed for a few steps before he turned around and stared at them. “Stand down. Get up to the evacuation point and start moving our folks down here. Get the infirmary up and running to attend to our wounded. Human and MinSha. You get me?” 
 
    The men nodded and murmured. Watson’s face reddened. 
 
    “I said, ‘Is that clear, gentlemen?’” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the squad answered together.  
 
    “Good. Move out.” Watson looked at Jessica for a moment. He winked at her and set his rifle down on the ground. Inara bounded up to him and held his hand. “Whirr, this is my daughter, Inara.” 
 
    The little girl reached up and took the MinSha’s outstretched foreclaw. “It’s nice to meet you, Whirr.” 
 
    “The pleasure is mine, Inara,” Whirr said. The MinSha did not let go of the girl’s hand. Together, the three of them walked toward the battlefield, hand-in-claw, with Inara between the two commanders. The incredulous sight made Jessica smile, part in disbelief and part in relief. The Human squad headed toward the evacuation point, and Novotny started his tank. Before he dropped into the hull, he snapped a precise, parade ground salute in the traditional Human way to Jessica. 
 
    She came to attention and returned the salute. As the tank drove away, she turned and saw the Depik licking its left forepaw. For the first time, she noticed it wore a type of belt or vest around its body not unlike her own bandolier and holster. She couldn’t see a weapon, but a Depik hardly needed one. The Depik looked up at her and set its paw on the ground.  
 
    Jessica stepped forward, but the Depik did not move. She squatted down to be closer to the assassin’s eye level. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I greet you, Peacemaker. My name is Azho. Welcome to our negotiation.”  
 
    “Well met, Azho.” 
 
    “Well met, Peacemaker Francis.” The Depik twitched its head to the left. “You are a most curious creature.” 
 
    Jessica smiled. “How so?” 
 
    “You allowed me to complete my mission when you had no reason to do so, save for vengeance,” Azho said. “That makes you curious. Why would you do something like that?” 
 
    “Why did you let me know you were there? The paw print?” Jessica tilted her chin. “Why did you let me know you were there?” 
 
    “A measure of respect, I suppose.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” Jessica said. “Why did you follow me?” 
 
    “Yours was the next ship out of the gate. I believed I would leave you eventually, but I became curious as to your mission, and there were several occasions where you needed my assistance.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I am indebted to you, Azho.” 
 
    The Depik shook its head in a strange Human gesture. “No, Peacemaker Francis, it is I who owe you. I saved your ship out of a sense of self-preservation. I saved the little girl out of pity, thinking of the kits I hope to have one day. Making sure Inara was safe helped me feel like a...parent, in case I never get to be one.” 
 
    Jessica smiled. “I may never have children either, and I understand exactly how you feel.” 
 
    Azho looked up at her, and slow-blinked. He reached into another pocket of his vest thing and came out with a circular coin. “This is for you, Peacemaker. You know what it is?” 
 
    Jessica sucked in a breath. “I do. You would favor me this way?” 
 
    “You saved my life,” the Depik said. “While my wound isn’t as bad as you might have feared when you engaged Chinayl’s soldiers, your gesture to stop them on my behalf is noted. You have my gratitude.” 
 
    “Thank you, Azho.” 
 
    “You are welcome, Peacemaker. The honor is mine.” 
 
    “It would honor me if you called me Jessica, Azho.” 
 
    The Depik let out a sound like a purr and a deep throated laugh. “You are most curious, Jessica. I can see we have much to negotiate, my new friend.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Araf 
 
      
 
    Jackson Rains stepped out of the open cargo bay onto the hot, dusty soil and grimaced. “Gods, I hate the heat.” 
 
    Vannix bounded down the ramp behind him. One arm still in a sling, she’d made considerable progress during their hyperspace jump from Karma thanks to Tara Mason’s medical skills and constant coaching from the computer program they called Lucille. “You hate the heat? This feels glorious after hyperspace, Jackson.” 
 
    “You’ll change your mind. I spent some time in Arizona. Folks there said this was a dry heat. It’s like sticking your head into an oven, and it gets old after a while.” He looked across the landing field at D’nart Starport and saw the Victory Twelve on the ground with its two opposed cargo bays open and a host of materials and weapons stacked outside. 
 
    Vannix stood behind him. “That’s the Victory Twelve,” she said. 
 
    “Yep. You really did get top marks in investigations, huh?” 
 
    “Shut up, Jackson.” 
 
    Rains laughed. “Where’s Tara?” 
 
    “Getting a full load of messages. I expect we’ll have some guidance on what to do next,” Vannix said. “Lucille is checking for messages for us and downloading a news summary from the GalNet.” 
 
    Rains nodded. “You’d think from what’s going on over there somebody knows something we don’t.” 
 
    “I think it’s pretty obvious, Jackson. We’re at war.” 
 
    Rains watched a host of bovine-like GenSha workers slowly stacking materials and methodically organizing loads for the Victory Twelve. Deputy to the Peacemaker Guild or not, Tara Mason was a mercenary, and the GenSha weren’t exactly warrior types. He knew there were Selroth and Altar on the planet, but he hadn’t seen them. The entire operation, with the Victory Twelve on the ground and the refitting process underway, meant Tara had been preparing for something all along. “We are at war, Vannix. I’m just not sure whose side we’re on.” 
 
    There was movement behind them, and Bukk walked out into the sun. The Altar stretched his six arms and arched his abdomen toward the sky. Rains heard him sigh. “It’s good to be home.” 
 
    Rains looked at him. “Home? Didn’t think the Altar were from this part of the galaxy.” 
 
    “We are, just like all you Humans are from Earth. But, given time and connection, you call other places home. This planet is my home. Several of my friends and family died here, so it will always be my home.” Bukk’s antennae wobbled. “I look forward to seeing my living friends, too. But there is some work to do before then.” 
 
    “Like what?” Vannix asked. 
 
    “Preparations,” Bukk replied. “Come with me. I’ll give you the one-credit tour.” 
 
    Rains chuckled. The Altar’s way of speaking paired with the occasional Human phrasing was almost too much to take seriously. The amount of gear on the tarmac around the ship and already loaded into its cargo bays belied the report it had left Karma only hours before them. “How long has the Victory Twelve been here?” 
 
    “Long enough,” Bukk said. He turned to look at them. “A necessary deception. Certainly, you understand?” 
 
    “She did it to force DuPont into action,” Vannix said. “She waited for us to be in place before planting the data, knowing DuPont would find it and act.” 
 
    Bukk nodded. “It would appear so. I am still not aware of Tara’s full plan.” 
 
    “Let’s hope we hear it soon. I’d really like to know what in the hell we’re supposed to do now.” Rains leaned against the dropship’s open bay doorjamb with one arm above his head.  
 
    “That’s easy,” Tara said from behind them. Rains flinched and hated himself for it. “We’re going to find Snowman.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking,” Vannix said, “wasn’t DuPont already searching for him? He said there were hundreds of possible targets. If the Mercenary Guild has a ten-million-credit price on Snowman’s head, others will be looking, too.” 
 
    Tara shrugged. “Yes, that’s the point of this mission.” 
 
    Mission? 
 
    Rains turned and stared at the tall blonde for a moment. There was nothing to suggest she was playing with them or being dishonest. “We were ordered to find Snowman, but that was a ruse to get us to find you? And now we’re supposed to go along with you? That’s what you’re telling me?” 
 
    Tara pointed across the way. “We’ve had the Victory Twelve here for three weeks. The elSha have upgraded her engines and cargo bays to carry more equipment. We’ve gutted the interior of the ship and re-fitted it to take a small force of armor and CASPers anywhere in the galaxy. Where she used to barely have enough power to stay in hyperspace, now she’s got the newest shunts and the best guidance package credits can buy. That was Phase One.” 
 
    “Where did you get the credits?” Rains asked. “The Peacemaker Guild doesn’t have that kind of money, and Snowman’s assets were frozen.” 
 
    “And?” Tara half-smiled at him. “You think I couldn’t find a way to fund this operation outside of those limiting factors, Jackson? Use your head.” 
 
    He laughed. “Either Jessica had some money socked away, or you’re far richer than I thought you were when we first met. You still don’t carry yourself that way.” 
 
    Vannix sighed. “You’re an idiot, Jackson. Why is the Victory Twelve here on Araf? Why stage from here?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Rains shook his head. “Because Jessica was here. She solved the conflict, right?” 
 
    Tara made a “come on” gesture and grinned. “You’re starting to think like a mercenary. Why don’t you finish your thought? What happened here that we might have enough funds to pay for this mission?” 
 
    Rains thought for a moment, aware that not only Tara and Vannix were looking at him, but Bukk as well. The Altar’s antennae wiggled in amusement at Rains’ predicament. He looked out over the Victory Twelve into the mountains on the far side of the valley. The snow-capped peaks stabbed the sky like white-tipped darts. For a moment, he wanted to see them up close, maybe even climb them, but he had work to do. He replayed what he remembered of Peacemaker Francis’ mission and rolled his eyes when he figured it out. 
 
    “The money from the two mercenary companies she defeated is part of it. The Selroth and the Altar put the money into a holding fund, right?” 
 
    “That’s part of it.” Tara smiled. “Administrator Kenos. The slippery little sonuvabitch had quite a large pile of credits he’d stolen from the colonies for several years. He stupidly didn’t move it off planet. It took a little searching, but we found it. The holding fund was more than 200 million credits. The colonies were gracious enough to provide the supplies and materials for this mission. They’ve been preparing for it for the last six months.” 
 
    Six months? 
 
    Vannix squinted at her. “That’s before we got the mission to find you. Before you had the mission to find Snowman. How could you have done this months ago?” 
 
    “She didn’t,” Bukk replied. “Snowman did.” 
 
    “Sonuvabitch,” Vannix said. 
 
    “Yeah.” Rains pushed off the doorjamb and adjusted his gray Peacemaker U shirt. “He’s that far ahead of us, huh?” 
 
    Tara nodded. “Yes, he is. That’s why we must find him. Resurgens, whatever it encompasses, is something he’s had on the back burner for decades. He’s gone deeper into hiding than any man before him. And you’re right, we’re not the only people looking for him.” 
 
    Rains nodded toward the Victory Twelve. “So, we have everything we need to find him?” 
 
    “I like that you used the word ‘we,’ Peacemaker.” Tara smiled. “That’s the only way we’re going to do this. But we don’t have everything we need to find him. Basic intelligence? Yes. A fast ship capable of going anywhere in the galaxy? Yes. Planning and extensive preparation, yes. But there’s a lot we’re missing.” 
 
    “So, how do we do this? How do Jackson and I fit into the plan?” Vannix asked. Her pink nose twitched as a breeze rose from the hot tarmac and rushed into the cargo bay.  
 
    “Recovering what we can from the mercenary forces is ongoing. That’s part of this first step. The inbound cargo received, and what’s supposed to arrive in the next week or less, is the rest of part one. While the ship gets stocked, we figure out exactly what we’re missing. You and Jackson fit into the plan very simply, Vannix. You’re Peacemakers, and I’m a deputized agent. We have all the authority we could ever need, but I’m not going to roam the galaxy throwing our weight around. With all the attention on Snowman, acting out makes us a target.” 
 
    Rains found himself agreeing with every point. “Where do we go from here, then?” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out. Lucille is reviewing the company records, running algorithms on gate records, and analyzing every shred of intelligence the Peacemaker Guild has on Snowman for the last thirty years. From there, we’ll establish some targets.” 
 
    “We also have the data DuPont and I collected. Much of it may not be viable or correct, but some of the data we collected may be of use,” Bukk replied. His antenna twitched. “There is a GenSha approaching, Tara.” 
 
    Rains blinked. How the hell does he know? 
 
    Tara grinned. “Thanks, Bukk. I could smell him, too.” 
 
    I didn’t smell a thing. Rains sniffed the air, trying to play it cool. Hot air and cow shit. That’s all I smell. 
 
    The long bovine face of a GenSha appeared to his right, immediately outside the open bay. Once again, he flinched. Vannix coughed, a paw over her face covering a smile that made Rains blush feverishly. 
 
    “Loadmaster Durr’nam. Are we on track?” Tara asked. 
 
    The GenSha’s mouth worked like a terrestrial cow chewing cud. The immense beast was twice the size of any cow Rains could remember seeing. Its brown eyes looked at Tara, then slowly scanned all of them before replying. “Yes, Commander Mason. We are on track to receive all supplies in the next week. The Victory Twelve will be ready to launch in two weeks.” 
 
    “Great news.” 
 
    “It is,” the GenSha spoke slowly. “But we’ve hit some snags in the recovery operations, particularly in the river and the destroyed Altar mines. We may not be able to gather all the materials you requested. I’ve asked the recovery leader to meet us here to explain his concerns.” 
 
    Rains looked at Tara. “Why is that important?” 
 
    “Weapons, primarily. Though we have plenty in our stores, I wanted CASPers and tanks. The elSha looked into modifications and upgrades for what we’re slated to receive using some of the pieces we recovered from the equipment already here,” Tara replied. “It’s not much, but I’m looking for any advantages we can gain short of powering up the Raknar.” 
 
    “There’s a Raknar here?” Rains blurted. “Can I see it?” 
 
    “Sure,” Tara replied. “We’ll have some time for Bukk’s one-credit tour later.” 
 
    “Here comes the recovery leader,” Durr’nam said. They followed his eyes. A tall, thin Human male with short blonde hair and protective goggles walked toward them. He smiled and waved. His gait was purposeful and athletic, yet graceful.  
 
    “Oh my gods,” Tara whispered. Rains glanced at her. Tara’s skin was almost porcelain, she’d gone so pale. She raised a shaking hand to her mouth. 
 
    “Tara? You okay?” Rains said. 
 
    She didn’t respond. Hand over her mouth, she stared as the man closed the distance and removed his glasses. She lowered her hand, and Rains saw her swallow hard. 
 
    “G’day everyone. Welcome to Araf.” The newcomer smiled, and Rains found his Australian accent both charming and disarming at the same time. He liked the young man immediately. “My name is Xander Alison. I’m leading the recovery teams.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Rains stuck out his hand, which Alison shook. “Jackson Rains.” 
 
    “Pleasure,” Alison said. 
 
    Tara cleared her throat. “Alison?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Tara squinted at him, and her jaw worked silently. “You’re related to Hex Alison. Am I right?” 
 
    The smile on the Australian’s face slid away with the breeze. “My younger brother by two years. You must be Tara Mason.” 
 
    “I am,” Tara said. There were tears in her eyes. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Alison bowed his head respectfully toward her, closing his eyes as he did so. “I appreciate it, Miss Mason. I understand, though, Hex sacrificed himself for the colonies. They remember my brother as some kind of hero.” 
 
    “Which he was,” Tara said. “There’s no way to explain what he did, but he saved all of us.” 
 
    Alison nodded. “Hex was as good a kid as they come. I came here to bring his remains back to Australia. Our mother won’t rest until he comes home. So, when I saw the job, I applied. Been digging in the outback since I was twenty-one. Figured if anybody could find him, I could.” 
 
    Tara nodded and stuck out her hand. “Please, call me Tara. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Xander.” 
 
    “The same, Tara. Any friend of my little brother’s is a friend of mine.” He introduced himself to Bukk and Vannix quickly, then turned his attention back to Tara. “I’ve got quite a cache of weapons and equipment. The Darkness and the Wandering Death had some pretty hefty supply trains. You won’t be able to use some of it, so I’m holding stuff for trades and the like.” 
 
    “What kind of stuff? Why can’t we use it?” Rains asked. 
 
    Alison turned to him and grinned. “A hundred and fifty cases of Veetanho food packets would feed Vannix for a few years. While that’s good, you don’t need that much. There are enough transient freighters in and out of here that I can get stuff you will need. Ammunition? Weapons? I’ve been working on that stuff for months, mate. I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    Tara cleared her throat. “Will two weeks give you enough time to get what you can?” 
 
    “I need four days at most. We’re almost into the main corridor of the mine the Selroth destroyed. Through our agreement, I cannot disturb their burial site, so we’ll stick to one end of the tunnel and see what we can get. I don’t know what we’ll find. But once we’re done there, the only other thing I need to do is look for my brother’s remains.” Alison smiled up at her. “As for the rest, take what you want. I have everything you need.” 
 
    “I need volunteers,” Tara said. “Anyone who can hold a weapon and has experience is high on my list of needs.” 
 
    Durr’nam spoke. “Our colonies no longer want war, Commander. We want peace.” 
 
    “We can pay them well.” 
 
    “It won’t matter, Tara,” Alison said. “These people have seen enough of war and don’t want it anymore. They don’t see the point.” 
 
    The point is they ain’t Human, so it doesn’t matter. Rains snorted but said nothing. He knew he was right, and it didn’t need to be said.  
 
    Tara climbed down from the bay. Even on the ground, she towered over Alison. “Anything else I need to know?” 
 
    “We should talk about the Raknar, but it’s best to show you firsthand. I can’t this afternoon. I have to get back to Mount Klatk and finish the day’s blasting.” 
 
    Tara smiled and shook her head. “They named a hill after her?” 
 
    “Who?” Rains asked. 
 
    “Klatk was the colony queen of the Altar. The mountain is really a tall, rounded hill above the Altar colony, but it sits over the mine in question. It’s an honorable and appropriate gesture of reverence, Rains. She died protecting Peacemaker Francis and her colony,” Bukk said with a reverence that surprised Rains. The Altar’s eyes were on the low crest of the hill in the distance. 
 
    Alison nodded. “I’ll be on my way, Commander, but I do have a suggestion for you about recruits.” 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    “If you’ve seen the news collection since you jumped in, you might know where to find a bunch of Humans ready for a fight. They’ve stopped a bunch of MinSha going around the rim killing Humans and sterilizing planets. I’m guessing the folks at Victoria Bravo are chomping at the bit for another chance at the bastards who tried to take them down.” 
 
    Tara smiled. “Sounds like a perfect place to start. We’re going to need them. The more the merrier, actually, if we’re going to put this thing together and find Snowman before the Mercenary Guild does.” 
 
    Rains glanced at Vannix, then back at Tara. “Put what thing together? What aren’t you telling us, Tara?” 
 
    “Once we leave here, there are about three places in the galaxy we can go without having to worry about watching our backs constantly or letting our guard down. In most other places, we’ll likely have a fight on our hands. I’m not going into combat unprepared or outgunned ever again. We’re putting together a unit, Rains. This unit’s primary mission will be to find James ‘Snowman’ Francis before the Mercenary Guild does, but we also have an implied mission to save our own asses from time to time. That’s why all of this is here. We have to be ready to fight.” 
 
    “By saying we, it’s not just our little group, Jackson,” Vannix said. “By the time it’s done, there may be a few hundred of us doing this. Keep your eye on the big picture.” 
 
    Rains grinned. “Oh, my eye is on the big picture, partner. I just want to know what band of miscreants I’m signing on to, Peacemaker or not.” 
 
    Tara met his eyes. She smiled, but her eyes were serious and sparkled coldly, like chips of ice in the hot Araf sun. “We call it Force 25, Peacemaker Rains. Welcome aboard.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Forward Headquarters 
 
    Weqq 
 
      
 
    “In conclusion, Victoria Bravo held against the combined attacks from Generals Drehnayl and Chinayl because of three critical factors: exceptional ship-to-ship combat performed autonomously, fluid tactics using a combination of infantry, armor, and aviation forces, and the planning and leadership of Lieutenant Francis. Are there any questions?” 
 
    Jessica felt her face flush at the recognition from the official report of her activities on Weqq. Keeping her eyes on the guild master sitting at the head of the small, U-shaped conference table, Jessica studied his quiet, composed features. Everything about his demeanor was business oriented. He focused on the greater picture and hardly showed emotion. She’d seen what she considered to be the real “him” when he entered her quarters after the defeat of Reilly’s Raiders a few months earlier. His eyes studied the Tri-V reports intently, causing Jessica to look at the report on her screen. One figure stood out more than the others. 
 
    Casualties: MinSha 2,634. Friendly forces: 156 
 
    Gods, did we really do that well? 
 
    Rsach curled his rippling body forward and rested a few sets of his centipede-like legs on the table. “So everyone in this room is clear, the autonomous combat technique performed by Lieutenant Francis is classified at the Guild Master level. The eleven of you in the room are the only ones cleared to know what happened. Should there be an unfortunate leak, I will not have far to look.” 
 
    Every being in the room nodded and affirmed the guild master’s directive. After learning her former barracks commander, Lieutenant Pt-Dah, had been one of the most damaging leaks in the Guild’s history, Jessica knew Rsach would likely take a hardline approach to operational security. He understood the war Peepo wanted stretched much farther than humanity. 
 
    “It is fortunate this copy of the AI Lucille was lost. Lieutenant Francis has already sent a written directive to Tara Mason, via Blue Flight, with instructions and an explanation of the need to contain her copy of Lucille before it attains sentience…if it has not already. Until such time, we can dissect it to determine its origin. Lieutenant Francis’ instructions should be enough to prevent immediate danger to Tara Mason and her team. Lieutenant Francis has also turned over the gate master’s codex and master key, which I have dispatched to the Gate Master General, as requested. In return, I expect the full favor of the Cartography Guild for the immediate future. Are there any additional questions for Lieutenant Francis about her actions on Victoria Bravo?” 
 
    Jessica waited for a few seconds, expecting more questions. Her debriefing with the High Council had lasted more than four hours. Even with breaks, it had become tedious. No one had additional questions. 
 
    “Very well,” Rsach said. “Do we have intelligence on Chinayl’s whereabouts?” 
 
    Jessica realized he’d directed the question at her. “The gate’s records indicated Chinayl filed that she was jumping for Karma, Guild Master.” 
 
    “They knew we would not pursue her there,” Rsach chittered. “They are right, for now. But the time will come when we will pursue them to the places they cannot hide. Lieutenant Francis? Let the record reflect the Guild recognizes you for your performance on Victoria Bravo. I, personally, am proud of your accomplishments. As is my custom, I ask, what is the one thing you’re most satisfied with from your mission and the one thing you would change?” 
 
    Jessica licked her lips and leaned forward. “I am most surprised and satisfied with the newfound trust from some of the MinSha, Guild Master. I believe they can be our allies going forward, but as the friendlier ones find resistance among their species, I fear they may war against each other.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Rsach said. “You’ve learned one of the best secrets of diplomacy, Jessica. Actions speak louder than rhetoric. By seeing your actions on this planet and your friendship and professional trust in Colonel Tirr, you’ve made them rethink their position on humanity. That’s no small accomplishment.” 
 
    He paused, and she knew she had to finish her response to his question. “I would’ve stopped or pushed after Chinayl once I knew where she was headed.” 
 
    “Surely you realize there was probably a trap awaiting you on Karma?” 
 
    I’m sure there was one, and don’t call me Shirley. 
 
    She coughed to cover the laugh that wanted to erupt. “I know, Guild Master. I feel like I let her get away, even though I ordered Commander Watson to let her go. I knew there would be another day to take her down, but I would have liked to feel we’d secured a total victory.” 
 
    “And you did,” Rsach chittered. “I know you want to follow and apprehend her, Jessica, but you will not be doing so. You’ve shown us the Mercenary Guild’s intent. Everyone knows they’re trying to get Humans to capitulate. They want to effectively own your kind. They are close to genocide, and instead of pushing humanity to the brink of subservience, they’ve stoked the humanity’s rage. The Four Horsemen undoubtedly know what they’ve done and how you’ve stopped them. There are other mercenary companies who will see and who will stand together when the time comes. I imagine the Four Horsemen are moving on their plans even now.” 
 
    Rsach stood at the head of the table. All the representatives shot to their feet. “This concludes the formal briefing. I realize this breaks protocol, but I must speak with Lieutenant Francis personally. She will be available for any questions you may have, but my time here is short, as you are aware, and while you are familiar with the lieutenant’s next mission, she is not. Thank you for attending this briefing.” 
 
    The small room cleared in a matter of moments, leaving Jessica and Guild Master Rsach alone. When he produced an elSha-designed anti-listening device, it did not surprise her, but it meant his level of trust in the immediate council was not as great as it might have been. 
 
    He sat down and gestured for her to do the same, albeit much closer to his chair than she sat during the briefing. She quickly made her way to the head of the table and took a seat to his immediate left. Rsach turned in his chair to face her and lowered his small jaw in a nod she knew was both familiar and kind.  
 
    “First, I must apologize. You were not aware of an emergency policy instituted by the council to read and review all messages sent to our Peacemakers—even personal ones. After our recent betrayals, it seemed prudent to do so. While it smacks of desperation for intelligence, it is necessary to learn what we can about the situation in other places. I regret the council read and reviewed one of your personal messages from Tara Mason. I’ve held it from you until I could apologize in person, Jessica.” 
 
    Jessica took a slow, deep breath through her nose and quieted the anxious wonder in her head. She would read it and deal with it later. With the loss of Lucille, Jessica would have to rely on her memory to break the agreed upon codes. “Thank you, Guild Master. I’m not embarrassed it was read, nor will I be distracted by what it says. There is a time and place for everything. I hope it contained some news about my father.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it does not. They are starting their search in earnest. Your father’s whereabouts are unknown. We suspect he’s hidden vast caches of equipment and ammunition at numerous locations throughout the galaxy. We don’t know how many, nor do we know which one he classified as his home station. Some place called Remote.” 
 
    “That matches my last message from Lucille, Guild Master. There were no coordinates given.” 
 
    Rsach’s body rippled, the Jeha equivalent of a sigh. “Miss Mason also reported the company’s codex was compromised. There are 121 possible locations for Remote. Can you provide any insight, Jessica?” 
 
    Jessica’s mind raced. She’d heard the name before, very recently. Placing it wasn’t something she could do alone. Lucille’s absence hit harder than she’d imagined possible. “No, Guild Master. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You will let us know if you make a connection?” 
 
    “Of course. I do have a question about my next mission. If I’m not to go after Chinayl, am I supposed to find my father?” 
 
    “No, Tara Mason and the team she’s building will do that for us. She’ll scout for your father’s whereabouts and confirm some of the equipment caches we believe he’s put in place. This is all part of a larger plan referred to as Resurgens. Is the name familiar to you?” 
 
    Jessica scowled. “It’s familiar, Guild Master, but again, I can’t seem to place it.” 
 
    “It’s the motto of Atlanta, Georgia which rose from the ashes when General William Tecumseh Sherman burned it during the American Civil War.”  
 
    Jessica sighed in recognition. “My father has planned for something drastic for years, but he wouldn’t tell me what. Whether it’s the rebuilding of his company or something greater, I can’t say.” 
 
    “Your assessment matches Tara Mason’s.” Rsach nodded in satisfaction. “He’s always planned ahead, using his business to squirrel away equipment and ammunition in case of a galactic conflict. He’s seen far too much in his career to not think around the proverbial corner. We need what he’s saved for us.” 
 
    For us? 
 
    “You mean my father’s been helping the Peacemaker Guild and no one told me?” 
 
    Rsach shook his head slowly. “Jessica, your father has helped me over the last thirty years on numerous occasions. He knows the challenges our guild faces, our need for money and materials. He believed he could solve our shortages years ago, and that’s why I believe Resurgens is partially about supporting the Peacemaker Guild in the event of a war between the guilds. You believe we are at war, yes?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I do, Guild Master.” 
 
    “It is imperative we collect the allies our enemy will not expect. Your father, I believe, is filling a role for us in a way. I pray, if that’s the correct term, I am correct. But as a guild master, I must look at every possibility and find allies in the least likely places, like the MinSha and the Depik. I need you to continue making allies away from this war, Jessica. For now, you will liaise with the Depik. They need you. You will be my personal liaison there, an extension of me.” 
 
    Jessica’s mind whirled. “A personal liaison of the guild master is a unique position.” 
 
    “For a Human?” Rsach chittered. “It’s unheard of, Jessica. Look at this table. How many beings sit on the Guild’s council at any given time?” 
 
    She’d known the answer since her first year in the academy. “There is one seat, by the guild’s charter, for every species represented. The High Council will seat no more than twelve, chosen from the membership of the overall council, at the discretion of the guild master.” 
 
    “A textbook response,” Rsach said. “But have you ever considered that you could have been a council member, even before you stepped foot on this planet?” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “No, Guild Master. I did not.” 
 
    “Then it will surprise you to learn, by virtue of being the first human Peacemaker, you have always held that spot in my mind. Today, the High Council confirmed you as a permanent member of the council, and I elevated you to the High Council, Lieutenant Francis. With that in mind, your mission to the Depik is two-fold. One, help them in any way you can. Two, get Azho to return home. He has vowed to stay away from his home world; however, they need him now, more than ever. Would you speak with him? The Depik are unusual creatures, but he has bonded with you, Jessica. He won’t talk with anyone else.” 
 
    “I will, Guild Master.” Jessica swallowed. The High Council? Holy shit! 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Jessica snorted as a thin smile appeared on her lips. “Why me?” 
 
    “You have proven yourself more than worthy, Jessica. You’ve faced unimaginable situations and succeeded tactically, but more importantly, you’ve succeeded diplomatically. Some Peacemakers are good at one thing, but not the other. You’ve proven you can handle both with great aplomb. Hence my decision. Do you agree to serve on the High Council?” 
 
    “I do, Guild Master.”  
 
    “Wonderful. Now, please. Talk with Azho. I want you to leave within a week.” 
 
    Jessica’s brow furrowed. “Not immediately?” 
 
    “Captain Kurrang has asked to spend some time with you,” Rsach chittered. “Yes, he came back to the guild. I am most pleased with his decision.” 
 
    Jessica grinned. “So am I.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jessica found Azho waiting for her in her quarters, lying on her bed with the disinterested look of most Earth felines. All he needed to do was twist around and lick himself to make the illusion complete. He yawned and stretched slowly across the bed. Despite being on the planet for five days, she hadn’t seen him more than a few minutes as he crept through crevices and explored the compound. 
 
    “Comfortable?” she asked. 
 
    “Your idea of comfort is problematic, Jessica. There are insects on this planet larger than I am. That’s hardly a cause for comfort.” 
 
    Jessica closed the door behind her and took off her bandolier, hanging it on a hook near the door. She unzipped her coveralls and pulled her arms out, tying the sleeves around her waist. Her skin glistened from the constant heat and humidity, and the paltry air conditioning of her private quarters didn’t help much. Across from her small bed was a deep, uncomfortable chair. She grabbed a cold bottle of water from the small refrigeration unit and fell into the seat. Azho watched her, his golden eyes almost never blinking.  
 
    After a quick gulp from the bottle, she frowned at Azho. “Guild Master Rsach said you won’t return to your home world.” 
 
    “Depik don’t like being told what to do, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Why won’t you go?” 
 
    Azho looked up at the ceiling, then back at her, his eyes sparkling with emotion. “My first response after learning what happened was guilt. As the feeling passed—much sooner than I thought it would—I understood we would not bow, and I wouldn’t either, but there was something more. Another option. After following you, I have learned we do not have to fight alone. There are others, like you, willing to fight the Veetanho. This is a concept the Depik never fully understood—we are not alone. Yet, I fear we’re bound to make the same mistakes all over again. I would rather die fighting.” 
 
    “What if you could change it?” Jessica asked. 
 
    Azho made a sound like an Earth cat hacking up a hairball. Jessica realized it was a laugh. “You humans are so idealistic.” 
 
    “It sounds to me like you’re the one who’s quitting, Azho.” 
 
    Azho brought a paw to his mouth, licked the fur and wiped it over his face. He looked at her again, his sparkling eyes set in a motionless face she couldn’t read. “Your point is well made. Maybe I should go. If our deeds have truly caught up with us, maybe we can change things.” 
 
    Jessica took another sip of water. “You don’t sound convinced.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced. Who’s to say we won’t be manipulated? The last thing we want is the pity of others. It’s better for us to go our separate ways and die than make the same mistakes all over again. I can’t be a part of such a world. I have a mind of my own, and it says to leave all this behind.” 
 
    “Make it different.” Jessica cocked her head slightly and smiled at him. 
 
    Azho snorted. “Not interested.” 
 
    “Fine, the Peacemaker Guild Liaison needs you to go back. She will accompany you the entire way; you just have to get on the spacecraft and go.” 
 
    Azho licked his paw and stared at her. “Who might that be?” 
 
    “Me.” Jessica smiled. 
 
    “Still not interested.” Azho yawned and looked at her, his bright eyes shining. 
 
    Jessica reached into the lower right leg pocket of her jumpsuit, withdrew a coin, and flipped it at the reclining Depik. “I need you to go, Azho.” 
 
    “That’s a cheap shot, Jessica.” The Depik looked at the token with a very distinct frown on his face.  
 
    They stared at each other for a few seconds before she heard the coughing sound coming from the Depik’s throat. “You are a most curious creature, Jessica Francis. But for you, I will go. There are worse things coming if I do not. While I fear the Depik will be forgotten if we don’t do this, I also fear this war could destroy the galaxy.” 
 
    Jessica smiled at her newest and most unlikely friend. “Not on my watch.” 
 
      
 
    <<<<>>>> 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Acknowledgements 
 
      
 
    We’ve come to the completion of my first trilogy in the Four Horsemen Universe, and I would be remiss if I did not thank Mark Wandrey and Chris Kennedy for bringing me into their family and giving me the keys to the universe. I’ve had a tremendous amount of fun with this trilogy and, as you can see, there are many stories left to unfold for Jessica Francis and her friends. We’re going to have a great time.  
 
    Thanks to Kacey Ezell and Marisa Wolf for their comments and guidance regarding the Depik. If you’ve read their stellar novel Assassin, you can probably guess where Jessica will tread next, and I’m confident leaving her in their exceptionally capable hands.  
 
    This book wouldn’t exist without the constant guidance and time of my beta readers—Mia Kleve and Mark Stallings. Thank you for making this book better at every turn. 
 
    To the team at Seventh Seal Press, thank you for supporting, teaching, and empowering me to write these stories. I’m indebted to you all for your time, professionalism, and candor. 
 
    Finally, to my family. Having the time to write between work, home, and all the things life has thrown at us is a blessing. Thank you for encouraging me and understanding the long nights at the keyboard. I couldn’t do any of this without you. 
 
      
 
    Colorado Springs, CO 
 
    June 22, 2018 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 About Kevin Ikenberry 
 
    
  
 
    Kevin’s head has been in the clouds since he was old enough to read.  Ask him and he’ll tell you that he still wants to be an astronaut.  A retired Army officer, Kevin has a diverse background in space and space science education.  A former manager of the world-renowned U.S. Space Camp program in Huntsville, Alabama and a former executive of two Challenger Learning Centers, Kevin works with space every day and lives in Colorado with his family. 
 
    Kevin’s bestselling debut science fiction novel, Sleeper Protocol, was released by Red Adept Publishing in January 2016 and was a Finalist for the 2017 Colorado Book Award. Publisher’s Weekly called it “an emotionally powerful debut.” The sequel, Vendetta Protocol, is due for release in September 2017. His military science fiction novel Runs In The Family was released by Strigidae Publishing in January 2016 and re-released by Theogony books in 2018. Peacemaker, Book 6 of the Revelations Cycle, was released in 2017. 
 
    Kevin is an Active Member of the Science Fiction Writers of America and he is member of Pikes Peak Writers and the Rocky Mountain Fiction Writers. He is an alumna of the Superstars Writing Seminar. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Titles by Kevin Ikenberry 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Peacemaker” – Available Now 
 
      
 
    “Honor the Threat” – Available Now 
 
      
 
     “A Fistful of Credits” – Available Now 
 
      
 
    “Runs in the Family” – Available Now 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Connect with Kevin Ikenberry Online 
 
      
 
      
 
    Learn more about Kevin Ikenberry at: 
 
      
 
    http://www.kevinikenberry.com/ 
 
      
 
    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/authorkevinikenberry/  
 
      
 
    Twitter: @thewriterike 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Connect with Seventh Seal Press 
 
      
 
      
 
    Get the free prelude story “Shattered Crucible,” 
 
      
 
    join the mailing list, and discover other titles at: 
 
      
 
    http://chriskennedypublishing.com/ 
 
      
 
    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/chriskennedypublishing.biz 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The following is an  
 
    Excerpt from Book 11 of The Revelations Cycle:  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Assassin 
 
    ___________________ 
 
      
 
    Kacey Ezell and Marisa Wolf 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now Available from Seventh Seal Press 
 
    eBook, Paperback and (Soon) Audio 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Excerpt from “Assassin:” 
 
      
 
    Deluge closed his eyes and let the taste of spiced Khava explode over the inside of his mouth. It burned its way over his tongue and down into his belly, filling him with heat from the inside.  
 
    “You like it?” the Besquith trader growled. Deluge opened his eyes and looked up at the hairy alien. Besquith were not known for their charm, and this one seemed a representative member of his race in that department. It had somewhat beady eyes that glared at Deluge as he sat on the trading counter. Doubtless, the trader would have preferred for Deluge to remain on the floor in his bipedal stance. However, that didn’t make sense in the Hunter’s mind, given the immense difference between their two heights. Far better that he should spring to the counter and sit like a civilized being.  
 
    It wasn’t his problem if his movements were too quick for the Besquith to track. Nor was it his problem if that fact made the other being nervous. Though Deluge had to admit it was amusing.  
 
    “I do like it,” the Hunter said. “Your batch has a very good flavor.”  
 
    “I have more,” the Besquith said. “Five credits gets you the whole fish.”  
 
    Deluge slow blinked at the outrageous price, and let his mouth fall open in his Human smile.  
 
    “And what would I do with a whole fish?” he asked. “Especially at that larcenous rate?”  
 
    “Larcenous?” the Besquith growled, its voice dropping lower. “Are you calling me a cheat?”  
 
    “Larceny means theft. Technically I’m calling you a thief,” Deluge said. “But I suppose your language may not have such subtleties.”  
 
    He didn’t, truly, mean it as an insult. The Besquith didn’t seem to care. It let out a low snarl and bared its teeth, then lunged at Deluge, snapping his teeth a hair’s breadth from where the Hunter sat.  
 
    Or more accurately, where the Hunter had been sitting.  
 
    Because, of course, Deluge was in motion as soon as the Besquith started his lunge. He drove his powerful hind legs against the firm surface of the trading counter and leapt up into the air. A quick twist of his body allowed his front claws access to the large, pointed ears that sat atop the Besquith’s head. He dug his claws into those sensitive ears and used them as a pivot point to anchor his leap. His lower body flipped up and around to the point where his back claws could grab on. One caught the alien’s throat, just above the jugular, and the other hovered scant millimeters from the being’s vulnerable eye.  
 
    “Hunter, your pardon.”  
 
    The voice that spoke was Besquith, and female, unless Deluge missed his guess. It was also smooth and laced with respect, unlike the nervous, aggressive tone of the one he now had by the ears. That Besquith was busy whimpering in pain and fear as Deluge wrenched its head around so that he might look at the newcomer.  
 
    The newcomer stood in the curtained doorway at the back of the booth. She wore the rich silks of a wealthy Besquith trader, and the grey about her muzzle spoke of some experience. She inclined her head as Deluge met her eyes.  
 
    “I greet you,” Deluge said. He didn’t want to be rude, but he rather thought that in this particular situation, he might be excused the use of an abbreviated hello. “Welcome to our negotiation.”  
 
    “I am Jhurrahkk” she said. “I am the alpha for our people here on Khatash. You hold the life of my pup in your claws.”  
 
    “I am Deluge,” he answered. “Your pup was rude and attacked me. His life is forfeit on my planet.”  
 
    “This is where I propose we begin our negotiation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Excerpt from “Wraithkin:” 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The lifeless body of his fellow agent on the bed confirmed the undercover operation was thoroughly busted. 
 
    “Crap,” Agent Andrew Espinoza, Dominion Intelligence Bureau, said as he stepped fully into the dimly lit room and carefully made his way to the filthy bed in which his fellow agent lay. He turned away from the ruined body of his friend and scanned the room for any sign of danger. Seeing none, he quickly walked back out of the room to where the slaves he had rescued earlier were waiting. 
 
    “Okay, let’s keep quiet now,” he reminded them. “I’ll go first, and you follow me. I don’t think there are any more slavers in the warehouse. Understand?” 
 
    They all nodded. He offered them a smile of confidence, though he had lied. He knew there was one more slaver in the warehouse, hiding near the side exit they were about to use. He had a plan to deal with that person, however. First he had to get the slaves to safety. 
 
    He led the way, his pistol up and ready as he guided the women through the dank and musty halls of the old, rundown building. It had been abandoned years before, and the slaver ring had managed to get it for a song. In fact, they had even qualified for a tax-exempt purchase due to the condition of the neighborhood around it. The local constable had wanted the property sold, and the slaver ring had stepped in and offered him a cut if he gave it to them. The constable had readily agreed, and the slavers had turned the warehouse into the processing plant for the sex slaves they sold throughout the Dominion. Andrew knew all this because he had been the one to help set up the purchase in the first place. 
 
    Now, though, he wished he had chosen another locale. 
 
    He stopped the following slaves as he came to the opening which led into one of the warehouse’s spacious storage areas. Beyond that lay their final destination, and he was dreading the confrontation with the last slaver. He checked his gun and grunted in surprise as he saw he had two fewer rounds left than he had thought. He shook his head and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Stay here and wait for my signal,” he told the rescued slaves. They nodded in unison. 
 
    He took a deep, calming breath. No matter what happened, he had to get the slaves to safety. He owed them that much. His sworn duty was to protect the Dominion from people like the slavers, and someone along the way had failed these poor women. He exhaled slowly, crossed himself and prayed to God, the Emperor and any other person who might have been paying attention. 
 
    He charged into the room, his footsteps loud on the concrete flooring. He had his gun up as he ducked behind a small, empty crate. He peeked over the top and snarled; he had been hoping against hope the slaver was facing the other direction. 
 
    Apparently Murphy is still a stronger presence in my life than God, he thought as he locked eyes with the last slaver. The woman’s eyes widened in recognition and shock, and he knew he would only have one chance before she killed them all. 
 
    He dove to the right of the crate and rolled, letting his momentum drag him out of the slaver’s immediate line of fire. He struggled to his feet as her gun swung up and began to track him, but he was already moving, sprinting back to the left while closing in on her. She fired twice, both shots ricocheting off the floor and embedding themselves in the wall behind him. 
 
    Andrew skid to a stop and took careful aim. It was a race, the slaver bringing her gun around as his own came to bear upon her. The muzzles of both guns flashed simultaneously, and Andrew grunted as pain flared in his shoulder. 
 
    A second shot punched him in the gut and he fell, shocked the woman had managed to get him. He lifted his head and saw that while he had hit her, her wound wasn’t nearly as bad as his. He had merely clipped her collarbone and, while it would smart, it was in no way fatal. She took aim on him and smiled coldly. 
 
    Andrew swiftly brought his gun up with his working arm and fired one final time. The round struck true, burrowing itself right between the slaver’s eyes. She fell backwards and lay still, dead. He groaned and dropped the gun, pain blossoming in his stomach. He rolled onto his back and stared at the old warehouse’s ceiling. 
 
    That sucked, he groused. He closed his eyes and let out a long, painful breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Excerpt from “The Replicant War:” 
 
      
 
    Noah pulled the drone off his shoulder again. “There’s not much juice left in it,” he said, “I had hoped it would recharge more by now, but I want to get a last look.” The drone flew off.  
 
    “Okay,” he said after a couple of minutes.  
 
    “Wait,” Ryan interrupted. “Where’s the drone?”  
 
    “It ran out of battery. Hopefully, I can find it after the attack.” He shrugged inside his cockpit. “Okay. On the other side of this hill, there is a large warehouse that is about 50 feet by 200 feet. We are approaching it from one of the long sides. There are three Advents on each of the long sides and one on each end.” 
 
    “So there’s eight of them?” John asked. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “Yes, there are, and no, I’m not. We can do this. Here’s what we’re going to do. When I give the word, John, you’re going to go to the top of the hill and jump up and down several times until the Advents see you. Once they do, come back here and shoot any that come over the hill. Let us know when they start moving, and we will go around from both sides of the hill and hit them from the flanks. Then, as the other ones come around the building, we’ll take them out, too.” 
 
    “But…but…it sounds like you’re using me as bait,” John said. 
 
    “Would you rather be the one going hand-to-hand with them?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “No, I’m good,” the newbie replied quickly. “I can be bait.” 
 
    “Good,” Noah replied. “They’re a decent way off. Keep moving and don’t let them shoot you, and we’ll do the rest of the work.” 
 
    “Easy day,” Ryan agreed. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Noah asked. 
 
    “Good here,” Ryan said. 
 
    “I’m ready,” John added. 
 
    “Me too,” Noah said. “Okay, Bait, go do your thing!” He turned and moved off toward the right side of the hillock, and Ryan went to the left. 
 
    After a couple seconds, John went up to the top of the hill, and Ryan could see him jumping up and down. He waited a moment, then he did it again. 
 
    “They don’t see me,” John transmitted. “What should I do?” 
 
    “Shoot them,” Ryan and Noah said in unison. 
 
    “Pick the biggest one and shoot it in the head,” Noah added. 
 
    The newbie fired his railgun, then he yelled, “Shit! They’re coming! All six of them!” He came running back down the hill as flashes of laser fire winked over him. 
 
    “Six?” Ryan asked. “You were only supposed to bring three!” 
 
    “Yeah, a bunch more came out before I fired.” 
 
    And he fired, anyway, Ryan thought with a sigh. Stupid newbs. “Still want to do this, Noah?” 
 
    “Might as well. I have a project due soon and can’t play much this week anyway if we lose our mechs.” 
 
    “Me too. Fine. It’s stupid, but let’s do it anyway. I feel like I ought to yell, ‘Leeroy Jenkins,’ this is so dumb.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Noah agreed. “On three. One…Two…” 
 
    As Noah said, “Three,” Ryan was already sprinting around the base of the hill, while arming his .50 cal rifle and minigun. He’d only made it halfway around when he realized there were more than six. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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