
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Harbinger 
 
      
 
    Book Ten of Rise of the Peacemakers 
 
      
 
    By 
 
      
 
    Kevin Ikenberry 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    PUBLISHED BY: Seventh Seal Press 
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2021 Kevin Ikenberry 
 
      
 
      
 
    All Rights Reserved 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Get the free Four Horsemen prelude story “Shattered Crucible” 
 
      
 
    and discover other titles by Seventh Seal Press at: 
 
      
 
    http://chriskennedypublishing.com/ 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Do you have what it takes to be a Merc? 
 
      
 
    Take your VOWs and join the Merc Guild on Facebook! 
 
      
 
    Meet us at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/536506813392912/  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    For a suggested reading order guide to the Four Horsemen universe, go to: 
 
      
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/the-four-horsemen-books/4hu-suggested-reading-order/  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    For a listing of all the Four Horsemen books, go to: 
 
      
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/the-four-horsemen-books/  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Cover Design by Brenda Mihalko. 
 
      
 
    Original Art by Ricky Ryan.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   License Notes 
 
      
 
    This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 
 
      
 
    This book is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are products of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Dedication 
 
      
 
      
 
    For my girls. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Contents 
 
    Dedication 
 
    PART ONE: DIAM 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    PART TWO: SNOWMASS 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    PART THREE: ULURU 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    About Kevin Ikenberry 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Abner Fortis, ISMC 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Lunar Free State 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Chimera Company 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of Myrmidons, Inc. 
 
    
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 PART ONE: DIAM

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eighteen Months Ago 
 
      
 
    Remote Base Zeta 
 
    Location: CLASSIFIED 
 
      
 
    James Francis closed the cockpit of the scarred Mk 6 CASPer and powered up the visual display screens. It was free of weaponry and everything else he could scavenge off the rusting hulk. Francis used the mech to load supplies and materials from the Intergalactic Haulers’ cache site into the dropship Nottely. Time was of the essence. There hadn’t been time to fully liquidate his company and its holdings, either publicly held or privately secured. He’d managed to get word to his most loyal captains. He’d also managed to secure most of his holdings, though the board of directors had taken bribes, gifts, and whatever they could get their hands on as they walked away. They would get theirs…but so would those who’d targeted him. His enemies had moved against him, and every place he’d ever been and every friend he’d ever made was in danger. They wouldn’t go after Jessica—at least he didn’t think so. If they could get to him first, there would be no need to harm her to force him to respond. 
 
    Zeta was the third stop on his headlong flight from Karma. With his materials there loaded and secured aboard the Fryar in orbit, he could make the run for Tambu. He’d never been to Tambu—it was part of their arrangement, and one Francis had never expected would have to be exercised. Bull’s portion of the Haulers, what they’d simply called “The Company,” had been kept behind the curtain for 30-some years. Given the situation, Francis had no choice but to crash the clandestine base of operations. Everything that could have gone wrong, had. There was nothing else to do. Implementing his everything-goes-to-hell-plan, Resurgens, had been the bald bastard’s idea in the first place. 
 
    Francis knew his friend was right. 
 
    But are we really friends? 
 
    He shook off the thought and moved to a large pallet of magnetic accelerator cannon rounds. Using the CASPer’s hands, he easily grasped the pallet and hefted it into the air. He didn’t strain, just lifting it high enough so he could pirouette and set the pallet on his loading cart with three others. There were 12 more pallets in the cache to be loaded. Within 10 minutes, he’d be on his way. In hyperspace, staring at the void beyond the Fryar’s cockpit windows, he could relax for 170 hours. Relaxation meant trying not to crawl into a bottle of Jack Daniels for a good portion of the ride. His demons, once thought left behind, sat just behind him wherever he would go. 
 
    Can’t think about that now. 
 
    The work, given the CASPer’s strength and durability, was relatively easy. Being in the mech felt like home. His work sometimes required cockpit time, but usually without the weapons of warfare strapped to the suit’s appendages. He’d only run a handful of real combat missions in a suit, and that was more than a decade ago. A CASPer in the hands of a skilled operator could do most anything, even if it was only collecting, loading, and unloading heavy pallets. With the autonomous sensors aboard the Nottely maintaining security, he set about moving up and down the trail from the ship to a weathered enclave tucked under the overhang of a cliff. Had the space been filled with habitats of some type, it wouldn’t have surprised him. The visual comparison to ancient cliff dwellings on Earth was obvious and powerful. 
 
    Zeta’s climate made it necessary for him to work at night. While the CASPer had climate controls to ensure his comfort, those comforts required power. The batteries for the Mk 6 were limited, so he’d committed to working through the local night to load the ship. If he stopped only to piss and drink water, he figured he could lift off before first light and avoid calling attention to himself. Focused on that goal, he continued his work. 
 
    As the first hints of daylight flickered along the eastern horizon, Francis added the last of his target containers to the cart. Hovering a foot off the ground, a standard lifter could easily be moved by a Human without a CASPer. Yet, without maintenance and care over the last several years, the cart’s systems had had to be routed to maintain its hover, sacrificing its maneuverability. Even with a CASPer, Francis fought to move the cart down the narrow trail to the landing site. 
 
    Francis stepped nimbly around to push the cart up the Nottely’s cargo ramp and froze. Seven Veetanho, their fur glistening in the early morning sunlight, stepped out of the shadowy forest around the ship and shouldered their weapons—pointing them at him. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    From the center of their formation, the white-furred leader stepped forward. She wore goggles and a heavy combat vest. A communications headset rested on one ear. 
 
    “James Francis? Stand down and exit the vehicle. You’re under arrest.” 
 
    He punched the external comms button. A satisfying squelch of static made the furry ears of the mercenaries flinch. “On whose authority?” 
 
    “The Science Guild.” 
 
    “They have no authority over me.” 
 
    “Yet,” the Veetanho said with a chuckle, “you’ve stolen from them. They must be appeased.” 
 
    “They could send the Peacemakers after me—” Francis couldn’t help smiling as he spoke, “—but I don’t have what the Science Guild wants.” 
 
    He moved forward. The Veetanho didn’t flinch away. If anything, they appeared resolute in their ready posture. If he moved on them, they would open fire. They would hold their ground. 
 
    “Possession no longer matters. You had the items, and you will ensure their return.” 
 
    He laughed so they could hear him. “Possession is nine tenths of the law. I don’t have them.” 
 
    “You’re lying, Human.” 
 
    Francis shook his head. The Veetanho’s tone was almost cliché, like an old gangster movie. 
 
    We have ways of making you talk. You dirty rat. 
 
    He drew a slow breath to contain the laughter threatening to erupt from his mouth. Doing so would tip them off. He had the advantage; they couldn’t see his face. All he had to do was get away with it. “One of your precious items is in hyperspace. Good luck trying to find it.” 
 
    The Veetanho laughed. “Your closed-circuit camera feeds were very convincing, but the item emits a signal untraceable to Humans. We tracked that signal here.” 
 
    An electric shock ran down his spine. “What?” 
 
    “Your gambit was risky and potentially effective. Yet your actions display a fundamental misconception of what the device is and how it is used. Finding it was simply a matter of time and effort.” 
 
    How in the hell can they do that? Find a chip by a signal of some type? 
 
    Unless it isn’t a chip at all. 
 
    His mind whirled. “It was a Raknar chip. From the communications panels.” 
 
    “You’re a fool, Francis.” The Veetanho stepped forward and brought up the muzzle of her rifle. “Humans always do irrational things out of exuberance. You saw what you thought it was and plugged it in, never thinking about the consequences. Those devices have a very specific purpose.” 
 
    My daughter did, and it worked. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    He frowned. “What were the consequences?” 
 
    The Veetanho laughed. “Something wonderful. Exit the CASPer. You’re my prisoner.” 
 
    Like hell. 
 
    He lurched forward and swiped one of the CASPer’s arms at the leader. She danced clear of his attack, as he’d expected. His movement took him closer to the three Veetanho on his left. He took two down with a swipe of one arm. He felt and heard them open fire against the armored back of his CASPer as he took the third Veetanho down and whirled to face the remainder. He sighted on the leader, but there were only two other Veetanho where there should have been three. In a split second, he realized his error in turning his back on them. The emergency evacuation hatch opened above him, and he looked up into the muzzle of a Veetanho weapon. When the shot didn’t come, dread welled up inside him. 
 
    This ain’t about me. 
 
    “Exit the vehicle, Human,” the Veetanho above him said as she pressed a button on her slate. A half second later, the CASPer’s power cut off and left him without options. 
 
    Dammit, Bulldog. I’m sorry. 
 
    Francis raised his hands in defeat and toggled the cockpit release. As he unbuckled the harness, he slowed his motions and stopped. Hands on his shoulder straps, Francis blinked away a sudden surge of emotion. Anger flashed to regret. Regret faded and became embarrassment, which in turn became resolution. His jaw clenched and relaxed before he resumed the process of exiting the CASPer. 
 
    You knew this day was coming, Jimmy. He heard his long dead wife’s voice as if she were sitting on his shoulder like a caricature of an angel. 
 
    I know, Katie. You told me it would. 
 
    I also told you to stay true and stand strong, my Snowman. 
 
    With great care, he climbed down from the CASPer. As he brought his hands up over his head, he turned around to show the Veetanho his empty palms. The leader removed her goggles and stepped forward. Francis stared at her for a long moment as recognition dawned. 
 
    Her nose twitched and her maw curled into the Veetanho approximation of a smile. “The years haven’t been kind to you, Human.” 
 
    Francis squinted, then drew a breath in realization. He’d seen thousands of Veetanho over the years, all the way up to and including Peepo, but this one he’d seen on the other side of a rifle muzzle once before. A long time ago. “I know you.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the Veetanho replied. “It’s been over 30 years. You appear to have aged twice that.” 
 
    He snorted. “Trouble with being Human, I guess.” 
 
    “All Humans are trouble,” a voice called from the darkness beyond the Veetanho. While the leader didn’t turn her head to the new voice, the others did—a sign of deference. The owner of the familiar sing-song voice was obviously in charge of the mission. From the shadows, a Buma appeared, and Francis wanted to laugh. “I see you remember me as well, James Francis.” 
 
    “I’ve never forgotten you, Cael Rennae Hoontal.” 
 
    The Buma shuffled forward. Like Francis, the alien was older now. Determining an older Buma’s age by the appearance of pure white streaks through their plumage was easy. Cael Rennae was a whitish-gray Buma, and had Francis not known of him for most of the last 30 years, only the slowness of its gait would have indicated that Cael was, like Francis, feeling his age. 
 
    “I’ve waited a long time to find myself face-to-face with you again.” 
 
    Francis curled one side of his mouth under. “I could say the same thing.” 
 
    “Oh?” Cael Rennae made the gurgling sound of Buma laughter. “And why is that?” 
 
    Time for a shot in the dark. 
 
    “I never figured you for a murderer—just a mediocre thief. You’ve come a long way from raiding tobacco fields in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Your addictions should have provided ample opportunities for study and manipulation.” 
 
    Francis cocked his head to one side. “Should have?” 
 
    “Every other species in this galaxy has a route to total control through addiction. Humans, apparently, do not. Instead, your possession of free will far exceeds that of many other species. Our foray served its secondary purpose.” Cael Rennae’s eyes took him in as the Buma approached within a few meters. “We’ve been watching you, and the others of your chosen family, since that night.” 
 
    “You’ve undoubtedly done more than watch, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t understand your meaning, Francis.” 
 
    He felt sudden anger rising in his chest and decided to let it come. “How many of us have you targeted over the last 30 years, Cael? How many of us have you put contracts on? How many have you killed?” 
 
    “We suspected many of you would cause trouble. Our intelligence gathering efforts proved fruitful. You and your associates were very difficult to track. On more than one occasion, we attempted to cause you harm. In some cases, we were successful. In other cases, much to our surprise, we were not. Your Human disdain for order and rules made our work difficult, but you’re impetuous and stupid. All we needed to do was wait you out.” 
 
    Francis forced his jaw to unclench. “I asked you a question.” 
 
    The Buma stared at him for a long moment before replying, “You’re the last of your friends alive, Francis.” 
 
    “You were in Georgia to gauge a threat. You weren’t stealing anything but information. Why else would you supervise a VOWS competition there?” 
 
    “The smaller Human communities were also of interest to the Science Guild, and not just in your precious geographical area. Such pockets exist on all your continents and in all your nations. Your Four Horsemen earn all your press, but the smaller companies, without such honored and treasured lineages, were our target. Understanding them was critical. Your familial relationships transcend other populations on Earth. Our intelligence efforts there shaped other operations across the galaxy.” 
 
    “You assumed we were a threat, and you planned to eliminate us one by one.” 
 
    Cael Rennae gurgled a laugh. “It’s unfortunate your realization took more than 30 years. Had you come to your senses and returned what you stole, you might have saved Milton McCoy. Or Max Alden. Or your good friend Seeley—” 
 
    “Fuck you, Cael Rennae,” Francis said. He stepped forward, only to have the Veetanho leader push the muzzle of her rifle into his chest. 
 
    “You proved hard to kill, Francis. Hiding your work under the guise of a reputable business was inspired genius. Yet this facility, and the others we’ve discovered, belie a reputable company. You seem to be profiteering from mercenary companies. You salvage their gear, repair it, and sell it to the highest bidder, yes? Not even your own species trusts you. They believe you’re a self-absorbed traitor. You are, aren’t you?” 
 
    Francis chuckled. “Not even close. I’m not telling you anything, Cael Rennae.” 
 
    “You don’t have to, James Francis.” The Buma swiveled its head to the Veetanho. “Secure his hands and feet, Reegpo. He’s not to be unshackled until we get to Uluru.” 
 
    Francis involuntarily sucked in a quick breath. Uluru? 
 
    “Oh, yes, Francis. We know you’ve been there. We know you were planning something there. Most likely it’ll include your daughter, your accomplices, and the remainder of your company. When they come looking for you, we’ll get what we seek and ensure you all pay for your transgressions against the Science Guild.” 
 
    “Whatever you think I have, you’re sorely mistaken.” 
 
    “We know you don’t have it, Francis. Your friends and family do. We’ll see how far your familial unit will go to save you.” Cael Rennae turned to Reegpo, the Veetanho leader. “Burn it all. Destroy the dropship, and we’ll eliminate the ship in orbit before we jump.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re signing yourself up for, Cael.” 
 
    The Buma gurgled a laugh and turned away. It froze and studied the dropship for a long moment. Without pivoting its body, its head rotated around to him and the Veetanho again. “You named the dropship Nottely, I see. Even the universe shines on our work here. A connection between where our journey started, and now, where the end will come. You won’t survive this, James Francis. Not even your daughter can save you.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. I have friends.” 
 
    “Am I?” The Buma turned away. The Veetanho leader bounded down the Nottely’s ramp with a small black case in hand. “Because, if events on Tambu are wrapping up as expected, your friend Bull and his company are about to face their executioners. Reegpo’s nest-sister has seen to their doom, just as she herself has seen to yours. You’ve underestimated us, Snowman. Now, you pay. As will everyone you’ve ever loved.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Intergalactic Haulers’ Archive 
 
      
 
    My Katie, 
 
    The last thing I wanted to do was leave you and Jessica. It’s hard to believe she’s walking already! With that kind of balance, she’s gonna be sure-footed as hell, I’m guessing. If you got yesterday’s letter, you know I’m missing you and all your favorite mushy stuff. Instead of boring you with more of that (because I do know you very well, after all), I’m just going to download some thoughts. I promise I’m not crazy, and I think if you were here, I’d crack open a bottle of your favorite red wine and talk you through all this, but I’m on the bridge, trying to stay awake, and failing miserably. So, I’m going to just talk a bit. I hope you don’t mind. 
 
    Work’s fine. From what I see, we’re going to have another record year with the Haulers. The board wants to expand operations, and I can’t see why we shouldn’t. More colonies being pushed out and new worlds being settled means somebody has to move their stuff, right? I’m building a three-year plan to expand the Haulers by 300% in assets and coverage.  
 
    We’re in the process of exploring a few potential systems now. These runs into the unknown suck. The crew likes to watch the old science fiction vids about first explorations to new worlds and laugh. Everything is clean and neat. The alien creature of the week is clean and mostly nice—and always pretty Human looking. That’s hardly what everything is like. 
 
    We’re all tired as hell. Water is in short supply on this excursion, so we’re using the pre-soaked cloths hospitals use for baths instead of actual showers. We went light with food stores—mainly rations only for this run. If we can offload our cargo in a good, secure location soon, I’ll be headed back that way for a second run later this year. Have to do all the board of directors stuff in the meantime. Good times are coming for the business, Katie, but I sure don’t know about the rest of the galaxy. 
 
    Just seems to me a whole bunch of folks don’t really like us. I’ve run into almost every mercenary race now, and some of them look at Humans as allies—maybe even peers. Most look down their nose at us. I’ve seen more Humans hurt out here than I’ve seen do really well. I wish I could do more for them. Yeah, I’m doing what you recommended. Working with the local Humans and helping provide jobs and security for them as much as I can. The problem is, so many get caught up in the idea of easy money, being a mercenary, that they run off and join up. You’ve got to promise me, Katie. Don’t let Jessica run off and join just any company. I won’t hire her—I’m gonna keep that promise—though if she wants to be a mercenary, we have to let her go her own way. Still, there are companies she has no business joining. You know who they are. 
 
    Anyway, I know she’s not even two. Just hug her and kiss her for me. I hope things will be calm when she gets older, but I’ve got this bad feeling about things. I think the Mercenary Guild isn’t the worst of the guilds we’re working with. When I took my VOWS, there was a Science Guild representative there, poking around after the event. I know I’ve told you that story. I can’t help thinking they’re looking for something to use against us. Humans, I mean. 
 
    And they ain’t the only ones. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eiledon 
 
    Trask System 
 
      
 
    Kr’et’Socae recognized he was dreaming and let it flow. Lucid dreaming, something only a small percentage of species in the Galactic Union could do, had been a topic he’d learned during his time as an Enforcer. He hadn’t learned it from the Academy, nor from his partner and teacher, Hr’ent Golramm. He’d learned the untapped power of his dreams from his incarceration. Inside his mind, he worked out the details of plans far in advance of any action. While his body might be imprisoned for crimes he didn’t feel he’d committed, his mind was free. Having the two halves of his self, the free body of his dreams and the free mind, meet in the physical world had merely been the first of his dreams. Yet not all dreams were plans and controllable scenarios. Some entertained him. Some tore at his heart. Others enraged him. He dropped those because emotion in his dreams couldn’t translate to action. Still other dreams taught him lessons—things he’d overlooked. Those he allowed to flow. 
 
    In this dream, he remained on Eiledon. The pastoral scenes of the far northern continent played out to every sense. The petrichor of summer rains on long green grasses filled his nostrils. The soft earth moved slightly under his feet. The gentle outflow of a collapsing storm cell to the east blew through his coal-black mane. All of it was as real as if he could open his eyes. But it wasn’t real. A great shadow fell over him. 
 
    The voice came again. “What do you really think you’re doing?” 
 
    He turned and looked up. Not many creatures were larger than he was, and the purple-furred Oogar regarded him with cold, dark eyes. “Why are you asking me that? You know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Not even you understand what you’re doing, Kr’et’Socae.” The Oogar snorted. “You think you’re building an empire, or you’re tearing down the Peacemaker Guild. Or you’re fulfilling your personal vendetta against Jackson Rains. You’re doing none of them. At least you’re not doing any of them well.” 
 
    “Why would you care about me? I mean, you’re dead, Golramm.” 
 
    The Oogar shook his head. “I always cared for you.” 
 
    “Not enough to keep me out of prison.” 
 
    “You broke the rules.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple, Hr’ent. You always saw things in black and white, which made things stupidly simple. The rest of the galaxy doesn’t work like that. The universe is gray. You can’t even begin to tell me I broke the rules. You were responsible for how many deaths during your time as an Enforcer?” 
 
    The Oogar didn’t reply. In his dream consciousness, Kr’et’Socae adjusted his tactics. Dreamed beings seldom responded to factual questions. Emotional content was far more telling, anyway. 
 
    “You broke the rules, too.” 
 
    “I did what was necessary to protect my team. My partner.” The Oogar gestured at the Peacemaker badge still pinned to Kr’et’Socae’s chest. “Our guild.” 
 
    The Equiri laughed. “Cheap shot, Hr’ent. This is my dream.” 
 
    “You know the saying.” The Oogar grinned. “Our fates are shared.” 
 
    “Then why are you here? Now?” 
 
    “I’m not here. I’m a figment of your imagination. There’s a part of you with unfinished business, and you’re going to wake up thinking about how pissed off you are that nothing is going to plan. You’ve run off from your minions under the premise of wanting to ‘think.’ You’ve done your thinking, and you still believe you’re right. You were always right. Especially when you were wrong.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Anger coursed through him. He pointed at the Oogar. “You’re dead.” 
 
    “You were tricked, Kr’et’Socae. They promised you the world if you killed Rsach, and you bought their lie. Now, Counselor and the Crusaders will have no resistance, and they’ll pervert everything. They’re on the wrong side, and you know I died on the right side of the law. You’ve come here to paradise to ask yourself if you’re really going to follow through on your plans, or if you’ve really fucked up and are committed to a plan you can’t possibly carry out.” Hr’ent shook his head. “You’ve been asking yourself the same question since we were partners. Since we took down Breka. You said something wasn’t right about it. You remember that conversation?” 
 
    He thought for a moment and shook his head. “I don’t.” 
 
    “Maybe you should,” Hr’ent replied. “For now, though, what you think of as paradise is waiting for you. Time to wake—” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “—up, Honored One.” Someone shook his powerful shoulder gently. He flicked his eyes open and stared up at a female Equiri with a white blaze on her forehead. Her auburn mane flicked in the wind. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae sat up from the long grass and shook his head. Eiledon’s sun warmed his dark hide, and the breeze smelled of an approaching storm. He stood slowly, and the female—her name was Tu’lankota—backed away respectfully. The wary look in her eyes meant he’d obviously slept in a very disruptive manner. Other Equiri here for meditation and rest stared at him, then looked away. He’d come to Eiledon under an assumed identity, and were he not exceedingly careful, every Peacemaker in the galaxy would descend on him. As Hr’ent had said in his dream, Kr’et’Socae was alone in his search. He’d placed himself in a weak and indefensible spot. 
 
    Damn you, Golramm. 
 
    He looked at the female. “I meant no disruption, Tu’lankota.” 
 
    “You’ve disrupted nothing, Honored Esja’Bul’May.” Her words were soft and firm. There was no lie in her earnest delivery, and no indication she knew anything about him other than what he’d given. An assumed name, a credible package of documents, and a plentiful UACC were enough to preclude questions. She believed whatever he told her—that was obvious. Another of Golramm’s teachings. Body language. Tone of voice. Respectful demeanor. He categorized the young one’s responses with clinical precision. “You have a visitor. Shall I bring him to you?” 
 
    “Is that allowed here?” 
 
    Tu’lankota nickered a laugh. “All things here have a price, Honored One. He says it’s of a most urgent need. The Goltar are quite persuasive and have many credits.” 
 
    Goltar? 
 
    Kr’et’Socae nodded. “Please bring him to me.” 
 
    “As you request, Honored One.” 
 
    As she moved away, he watched her easy gait. For a moment, the rhythmic roll of her hips distracted his thoughts from the words of his dream. He reached for his drink, placed neatly on the table next to where he’d sat, and paused. He hadn’t ordered the whiskey. A decidedly Human drink, but one Golramm had loved. 
 
    Fucking bastard even pervades my dreams. 
 
    He snorted and reached for the amber liquid. Neat, without ice. He smelled it deeply, then took a large sip. 
 
    Bourbon. A good one, too. At least whatever I said in my sleep included refreshments. 
 
    He tried to summon a light-hearted feeling or a laugh, but it wouldn’t come. There’d been far too many setbacks in recent months for him to be happy about much of anything. His careful plans and machinations had met resistance. He’d believed it possible to think of everything, including how the Peacemaker Guild would respond to his every move. He’d underestimated them. He’d underestimated Jackson Rains, and he vowed to never do so again. 
 
    A shadow appeared on the long grass in front of Kr’et’Socae, but he didn’t turn to face the Goltar. “What can I do for you, Honored One?” 
 
    The shadow moved until the Goltar stood between him and the sun. He looked up at the dark pink-skinned being. Its elongated head appeared vaguely squid-like, and he saw the unnaturally serene face staring down at him. 
 
    The Goltar spoke softly. “I know who you are, and that’s why I’ve come.” 
 
    Instead of meeting the Goltar’s stare, Kr’et’Socae looked down the wide grassy valley. “I don’t know you, Honored One. If you have business with me, please get to it. I’m here to enjoy my holiday without interruption and—” 
 
    The Goltar bent forward at the waist and whispered, so softly Kr’et’Socae strained to hear it. He said one word, and it galvanized Kr’et’Socae to action. 
 
    He stood without realizing he’d done so. The surprise of finding his hand wrapped around the Goltar’s collared chiton gave him pause, but there was nothing else he could have done. Instinct, bred by respect, flooded his body with a sudden, surprising fury. 
 
    “No one uses the name of the first Peacemaker without—” 
 
    The Goltar’s eyes lolled to him, and his voice was little more than a whisper. “Kr’et’Socae. You do not know your place. Unhand me now.” 
 
    He knows who I am. 
 
    “Why should I? You’re a threat.” 
 
    “I’m nothing of the sort.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae felt eyes on him but did not release his grip. “You’ve come here to ruin everything I’ve—” 
 
    “Do you wish to kill Guild Master Rsach, or not?” the Goltar whispered. “I can give him to you.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “The same way I know the name of the first Peacemaker,” the Goltar wheezed. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae loosened his grip. “And how is that?” 
 
    “My name is Counselor. Guild Master Rsach reports to me.” 
 
    He failed to stop the laugh. “You…control Rsach? And you expect me to believe you? What’s to stop me from snapping your neck, Goltar?” 
 
    “My name is Counselor. If you’d been paying attention to the Peacemaker Guild at all over the last two years, you would see. Instead, you operated under the delusion of waging your own private war against the guild. You sit here amongst your whores and distractions, weighing your choices. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumblings about the Crusaders.” 
 
    “Human mercenaries working for the Peacemaker Guild.” Kr’et’Socae snorted. “Human Peacemakers were bad enough. They’ll infect the guild.” 
 
    “Which was precisely the intent. Were you thinking instead of acting out a childish revenge plot, you’d have reached your potential and would already sit at the head of the High Council, Kr’et’Socae.” 
 
    The words shocked him. The Goltar’s monotone delivery never changed, but the words cut through a thick layer of haze in his mind. He released the Goltar and sat down. Throat suddenly dry, he reached for the whiskey and took a long sip. Thunder rumbled nearby. Every summer afternoon, storms developed along the mountains and pushed slowly across the lower foothills. In the prairie around him, Equiri of both sexes gathered their things and headed for the shelter of the lodge. The paying customers went one direction toward their conveyances, and the…staff went another. Anything was possible on Eiledon. 
 
    All things here have their price. 
 
    Clarity snapped his mind into focus. He looked up into the face of the Goltar. “You found me how?” 
 
    “The data packets Jackson Rains sent you. They might have been completely worthless to you, but your exuberance provided a way to find you.” 
 
    He shook his head, feeling his mane brush his long neck. He hadn’t considered the possibility of being tracked by the data. Sin’Kura had assured him of the data’s integrity. Perhaps he’d grown too trusting of those around him? A team was necessary, yes, but at some point, growth caused problems. He’d known that from his time in the Academy. Class projects with group influences always turned into nightmares of drama and interspecies conflict over the simplest tasks. Building his own team should have been different, from his experience. He laid out directives. He punished failures. All of them knew precisely what their roles and responsibilities were, yet he’d failed. His guidance, he’d believed, had been clear at all times. Yet mistakes were made. He could blame Jackson Rains and the Peacemaker Guild all he wanted to, but the truth was far closer to home. 
 
    Impetuous little shit. 
 
    Shut up, Golramm. 
 
    He grumbled a chuckle. “I should have known.” 
 
    “You’re blinded by your anger. The loss of your mate Sa’taxia was unfortunate, and while Jackson Rains is responsible, your attempt to turn him was foolishly naïve.” 
 
    “Humans cannot be trusted.” 
 
    The Goltar didn’t immediately respond. When Kr’et’Socae kept silent, a technique learned from dear old Hr’ent Golramm, Counselor also fell silent. The impasse lasted for almost a minute as lightning flashed in the distance. As he watched the silent Goltar, Kr’et’Socae counted like a child. 
 
    1…2…3…4…5…6…7… 
 
    A cannonade of thunder crashed through the valley. Angry, slate-gray clouds boiled above them. The Goltar didn’t seem fazed by the fall of heavy rain drops. If anything, he stared holes through Kr’et’Socae. A flash of light caught his eye, and then was gone. The Goltar’s pinplants caught and reflected the light of the— 
 
    What sun? 
 
    “I’ll deal with the Humans soon enough. That will be part of my promise to you,” Counselor said. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae focused again on the Goltar’s face. “And the other part?” 
 
    “The guild. If you want it.” 
 
    “And why would you give me the guild? Your logic makes no sense, Counselor. I’m a pariah to the guild. I dared to cross a line that—” 
 
    “That will need to be crossed in the coming conflict,” Counselor said, cutting him off. “The days of negotiation and conversation are over. War will rage through the galaxy. Either the Peacemaker Guild will form into combat operations and protect their assets, or they will fall. Under the right leadership, they’ll stand. When the conflict is through raging, they’ll rise up and make the peace the way the first Peacemaker intended.” 
 
    The rain fell harder now. “How would you know what the first Peacemaker intended, Counselor?” 
 
    “I know, Kr’et’Socae.” 
 
    Again he saw a faint spark of light on the Goltar’s pinplant. In Kr’et’Socae’s mind, the connections clicked together and made sense. The Crusaders were a method of ensuring Humans were frowned upon by the rest of the galaxy. Whatever war might be coming—if one truly was—placing Humans with a clear disregard for life and a thirst for credits in the public eye was a brilliant play. The hairless blight of humanity would spread no farther into the Galactic Union. But that wasn’t all. The retreat of the Peacemaker Guild into passivity prior to the creation of the Human units also spoke to a larger goal. Leadership destabilized, the guild had acted to protect itself as the other guilds came forward. By doing so, with Rsach’s obvious thought to let the guilds wound themselves, the Peacemaker Guild had removed itself from the conflict almost entirely. The Crusaders, on the other hand, were this Counselor’s doing. Who better to conduct operations than Humans? They were the ultimate scapegoat for the Peacemaker Guild. Rsach would buy off on it because he saw something promising in humanity. It would backfire against him. The Human units conveyed a message that the Humans, and not the other guilds, were the common enemy, infiltrating every centimeter of the Galactic Union, and fouling it for everyone else. It was masterful. 
 
    Gods. 
 
    “You want me to kill Rsach.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He took a breath. “And how will I accomplish that?” 
 
    Counselor blinked, and there was a faint light again. “We should get out of the rain.” 
 
    “It doesn’t bother me, Counselor.” 
 
    “The lightning will become problematic in a matter of minutes. While that may not bother you, it concerns me.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” Kr’et’Socae stood and shook the rain off his coat. There was nothing to gather. They moved toward the shelter and the conveyances in the distance. Counselor fell into step beside him. 
 
    “You’re in possession of Captain Dreel’s ship. You haven’t disposed of his body.” There was no question in the Goltar’s words. He stated facts and things he couldn’t possibly know without intense and untraceable surveillance, which was impossible for everyone in the Galactic Union except the rumored synthetic intelligences. Only they had the access and the power to do such a thing. His only option was to go as far down the trail as the being allowed. 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “We’ll use the ship and travel to Diam together,” Counselor replied. His eyes were straight ahead as they walked through the wet grass. “I have everything we need. In seven days, the guild master will meet with Jessica Francis at Diam. Many of their friends, too. All of them are a threat to the guild. You will execute them all.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae nodded. “But what about the High Council? In the event of the guild master’s death, the full authority of the guild falls to them until a replacement guild master is selected.” 
 
    “Terminate Rsach and the others with extreme prejudice, Kr’et’Socae, and I’ll take care of the Council.” 
 
    Around them, the rain changed from a periodic sprinkle into a steady, driving rain. Above them as they walked, the clouds broke for a moment, allowing a shaft of light to illuminate the prairie around them, awash in the shower. In the cool, damp air, the sudden appearance of light warmed Kr’et’Socae’s dark hide and calmed his racing thoughts. He turned to the stoic Goltar navigating the tall, wet grass. 
 
    “I want Jackson Rains.” 
 
    The Goltar met his gaze and a slight smile appeared. “I would imagine so. You underestimated him once. He’ll be at Diam, as well.” 
 
    “Good,” Kr’et’Socae rumbled. There was business to conclude.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Runabout Hope 
 
    Hyperspace 
 
      
 
    Docked to the Besquith thrustcore Ranger, the runabout operated in power save mode. Life support and essential systems were unaffected, but there was no reason for the ship’s command and control systems to operate. As such, the cockpit section was dark. The featureless white of hyperspace provided the only light in the cockpit, but darkness no longer bothered Jessica Francis. Her physical augmentations to better bond with her companion gave her night vision, unlike all other Humans. Yet she didn’t sit completely in the dark—there was a clock and a small display for the music softly playing. 
 
    She sat, staring at the ship’s time clock and lamenting her inability to sleep. There were plenty of tricks and techniques she could use, but the quiet of the ship and a bulb of whiskey tended to help her process the many thoughts and worries she faced. So, too, would the review of decades of Intergalactic Haulers’ records and information, but she’d decided to dig into her father’s communications with her mother before and immediately after Jessica’s birth. There were additional notes and communications up until her seventh birthday, but after that, there was nothing. 
 
    She hadn’t expected to find anything different, despite her whimsical fantasies of finding a trove of hidden information. Her mother’s pain had been far too real. She’d agreed to raise Jessica on her own, given whatever her father had found. There was far more to the story than her father had said. They’d spent only a few weeks together after the events on Araf nearly two years before. Jessica hadn’t believed her father would disappear again, yet it had happened, though the circumstances this time were far different. He’d simply vanished after attempting to rescue his longtime friend Max Alden from Shaw Outpost. What official documentation there was regarding the operation suggested the forces on Shaw Outpost had far outnumbered what Intergalactic Haulers had brought to the fight. To Jessica, it smelled like a set up. 
 
    Her father had jumped away with the remnants of the Haulers, returned to the office at Karma Station, and met Bull. Her father and his mysterious friend had launched a plan they’d named Resurgens, presumably after the motto of Atlanta, Georgia. “To rise again” was clearly meant as a type of reconstitution and rebirth, but it wasn’t immediately clear how. When she found her father, she intended to ask him that very question—even if it meant threatening him with arrest and confinement. 
 
    The only shred of good news was that her father appeared to be on Uluru, in the restricted arm of the galaxy, a prisoner of the Science Guild. Finding him would be easy. Getting him out of whatever the Science Guild and its allies had manufactured to hold him would be something else entirely. They’d pursued her father for decades, and they wouldn’t want to let him go without a fight. She meant to give them one. 
 
    “You’re still awake.” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder to see her Depik companion, Azho, bounce off the cockpit’s ceiling and barrel roll mid-air to land on the back of her chair. She smiled at him. “Says someone who sleeps 20 hours a day whenever he can.” 
 
    “Don’t hate me, Jessica. Hate your circadian rhythm.” Azho purred a laugh and settled into a sitting position, looking over her shoulder at her slate. “So, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I can’t sleep.” 
 
    “That’s obvious.” 
 
    “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you. Be serious for a moment.” She shrugged. “I take that back. You’re the most serious being I know.” 
 
    Azho regarded her for a long moment and slow blinked at her. “And you are far more worried than at any time since I’ve known you, Jessica. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s my father.” 
 
    “You know where he is,” Azho said. “You’re preparing an operation to rescue him. Is there a problem with this course of action?” 
 
    “It’s his theory, whatever it is. Why has he risked so much? He left my mother and me. What was so important that it pulled his attention away for 20-something years? Has he really been building secret bases and caches across the galaxy? For what purpose? Or for whom? None of it makes sense, Azho. That’s what worries me.” 
 
    “I’ve found Humans, including you, to be very emotional beings.” He glanced down at her hand cradling the bulb of whiskey. “And the whiskey is out again.” 
 
    “I’ve had one drink, Azho. I never have more than two.” Jessica frowned, then abruptly chuckled. “Well, almost never.” 
 
    “That’s why I am concerned for you.” 
 
    “We’re in hyperspace, Azho. What am I supposed to do, sleep? I can only sleep so much. That leaves me sitting here staring at the blankness out those windows. Instead, I’m sitting here wondering what my father found. Wondering about who he really was, and maybe is. Wondering exactly what I’m going to find when I go get him. Wondering, hell, if we’ll get there in time. Everyone in the galaxy seems to have it out for us or him.” 
 
    “That’s not true, and you know it.” Azho licked one paw and ran it over his face. “Is it possible you’re overthinking this?” 
 
    Jessica laughed. “Probably.” 
 
    “Hear me out,” Azho growled in response. “You Humans call it love, right?” 
 
    Jessica squinted at the Depik. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Love is a force of nature that overwhelms, stupefies, and sometimes corrupts thoughts and actions, yes? Your father’s actions, both in leaving you and doing whatever it is he’s been doing, have possibly been out of love. Would he want to spare you and your mamotchka from harm? I think he would. He appeared when you needed him out of love. He also realized, I believe, that his resurfacing in a public manner would bring his enemies into the open. The action at Shaw Outpost, and the loss of Alden’s Anzacs? That wasn’t a coincidence. Your father knew it was going to happen, and he tried, as much as he could, to stop it.” 
 
    Jessica found herself nodding along. “I understand what you’re saying. I’ve thought that way myself.” 
 
    Azho raised a paw and roughly pointed at her. “What you’re sitting here worrying about is whether or not he stopped anything, except for loving you and your mother. That line of thinking is problematic because you know it’s not the truth.” 
 
    “It’s not. I know that, Azho.” 
 
    “Do you? You’re missing the obvious, Jessica. Your father and his friends have done something unthinkable in this modern age. They’ve kept whatever he was doing a secret. His friends helped him do what needed to be done. Bull and the others had to know how painful it would be not to tell you what was going on, but they did it. They did it because they knew friendship was more important than their own personal feelings or wishes. They knew friendship sometimes means more than duty. They knew it, and I believe your mother knew it, too.” 
 
    Jessica sipped at the bulb of whiskey despite Azho’s apparent frown. “I know you’re right. It seems like everything is in flux right now. I’m almost overwhelmed.” 
 
    “You don’t show it.” 
 
    She smiled. “With you, here in the dark and listening to music, I can show myself. Being a Peacemaker means I have to always appear, at the very least, like I have my shit together. Given a difficult situation, I can do that with ease. I’m wondering if I made the right decision.” 
 
    “To be a Peacemaker?” Azho growled. “Oh, come on, Jessica. Why?” 
 
    “Have you seen the reports on these Crusaders? Humans acting on behalf of the Peacemaker Guild?” 
 
    “Only what you’ve shared with me from Storm Watch,” Azho replied. “What is it?” 
 
    “The media reports are far different from what the guild says. There are rumors of excessive force and other potentially criminal actions.” 
 
    “You’ve said from our first days together that media of any type can’t be totally trusted.” 
 
    Jessica grinned. “I maintain that it’s necessary to have many reputable sources before accepting anything. That doesn’t mean I can’t hear something and be concerned about it.” 
 
    “There’s concern, and there’s staring into hyperspace for hours on end with whiskey in your hand, Jessica.” Azho climbed down over her shoulder and onto her crossed legs, propped on the console, where he laid down, staring at her. “Uncertainty has excluded many beings from greatness.” 
 
    “I’m only uncertain about the future, Azho. Right now, my family and my friends are my highest priorities. Beyond that, I don’t know. I’m hoping to hear the truth from Guild Master Rsach, but somehow, I keep thinking the truth is going to be worse than I can imagine.” 
 
    “Then you know what you have to do, Jessica.” 
 
    “And I will.” She chuckled. “There’s a section of the Peacemaker oath where each candidate can insert a few lines of their personal commitment. It’s not something everyone does. When I commissioned, Dad was there. I’d committed to adding my chosen phrases.” 
 
    I will always honor the threat. 
 
    I will always stand for those in need and for that which is right. 
 
    I will always honor justice. 
 
    I will stand or fall. 
 
    “I’ve done all I can,” Jessica said. Her throat tightened, and she tried to shake her head. “I came into this with such high ideals. I placed Peacemakers on this pedestal, even as I stood among them. Now, I’m wondering if the guild is really behind me or not. They stood with me before, but what if my father’s found something that causes them to turn on me?” 
 
    “I said you know what you have to do. Don’t make me repeat myself, Jessica.” Azho purred. “You’re far too smart to sit here feeling bad for yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not feeling bad for myself. This isn’t a pity party.” 
 
    “You could have fooled me.” 
 
    She pointed at the Depik. “And you know why I’m sitting here talking this out with you. I have no one else I can actually talk to. You’re my companion, which means you have to help me deal with my troubles.” 
 
    “Which can wait.” The Depik’s head came up and his ears straightened. He peered over her shoulder, then glanced at her. “There’s someone outside the main hatch. They’re attempting to override the manual entry system.” 
 
    Jessica slapped the bulb of whiskey on a Velcro pad and unbuckled from the cockpit chair in a flash. She contorted her body and pushed off the console toward the bridge hatch. From there, she corrected course and floated the length of the main passageway. Azho bounced down the ceiling ahead of her until he winked into quintessence and disappeared from view. As she neared the hatch, Jessica drew her .45 pistol and worked the action quietly to chamber a round. 
 
    The hatch opened, and two Besquith poked their heads inside. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” She activated the “see me” strip on her left shoulder as she spoke. The light in the passageway took on a yellow glow and illuminated the two figures, who appeared to be having difficulty with zero gravity. No sooner had Jessica asked the question than the sour scent of vomit and alcohol wafted through the hatch. 
 
    The two Besquith attempted to straighten. “Apologies, Miss Francis. Heh. We were hoping you could…heh…answer a question for us. With a Besquith as a partner, is it possible for a…heh…Human female to—” 
 
    “Get out of my ship.” 
 
    One of the drunken Besquith realized she had a weapon in her hands and attempted to back off. The other leered and edged toward her. 
 
    “You’re going to show us.” 
 
    Jessica raised her badge in her left hand. “I don’t think so. You have until I count to three to get off my ship. One.” 
 
    The smarter of the two grabbed the other’s arm and pulled him in the general vicinity of the hatch. The other resisted. 
 
    “No. You’re going to show us.” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Stop counting, woman! Peacemaker or not, we will rip your heart out and feast on it while you show us what—” 
 
    Above the two Besquith, Azho released quintessence, and Jessica watched him tear into the two Besquith like a tornado of fur and claws. One Besquith avoided Azho and stumbled toward her. She whipped his long maw with the pistol, sending the Besquith flailing. In seconds, the two assailants fumbled backward into the thrustcore’s passageway and tried to move toward the security of the crew quarters. 
 
    Jessica leveled the pistol at them. “Stop right there, or I’ll put a round through each of your skulls.” 
 
    The two bleeding Besquith froze and raised their forearms, so their large hands were at their eye level. Beyond them, Jessica saw the thrustcore’s captain and four armed guards approaching. The look on his visage flashed between anger and embarrassment. 
 
    “Peacemaker Francis, you have my most sincere apologies. I’ll take these two miserable curs under my authority, if that pleases you.” 
 
    Jessica paused for a long second, making the two culprits sweat a little more, before lowering her weapon. “Captain Mrek, I would be glad if you could handle this matter internally. There’s no need for more bloodshed tonight.” 
 
    “I’m indebted to you for your graciousness,” Mrek said. He appeared to study the scarred and bleeding faces of the two sulking crew members. Jessica didn’t need to glance around to know Azho had disappeared again. “I’ll ensure no one bothers you for the remainder of the journey.” 
 
    “I’m indebted to you for your leadership,” Jessica replied and holstered her weapon. She watched as the captain’s guards secured the two Besquith and led them back down the long, cylindrical passageway. Satisfied the two would make no more stupid mistakes, she went back into the Hope, engaged the door’s controls to secure it once again, and disabled the manual override system. While it was unlikely any of the crew would attempt to confirm their urban legends with an actual Human female again, she couldn’t take the chance. 
 
    “That went well.” Azho appeared on the bulkhead above her. 
 
    She glanced up at him and shook her head. “How do you do that? Walk on walls in zero gravity?” 
 
    “Secrets.” The Depik sat and licked blood off one paw. “The Besquith are either dumber than a…what do you say? A bag of hammers? Or they’re smart and dangerous. Seems to me Captain Mrek has a crew of the former, while he appears to be the latter. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “I would. I don’t think they’ll bother us again,” Jessica replied. “If you don’t mind, though, I’ve had enough excitement for today. I’m going to go back to the bridge and finish my whiskey. There are more messages I need to go through.” 
 
    “Get some rest, Jessica.” Azho cocked his head. “You’re going to need a clear head.” 
 
    “I will. Bukk sent me a message. I want to read it, and then I’ll go to sleep.” Jessica grinned at her companion. “Thank you, Azho. My head is on straight.” 
 
    The Depik winked one eye and bounded off the ceiling toward their quarters. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    <INBOUND MESSAGE> 
 
      
 
    Jessica, 
 
    I received your request to rejoin you and Force 25 at Diam, but I can’t. You’ve read Peacemaker Zetchek’s report by now, and you’ll understand. My people need me. I’m not sure what’s happening on the other Altar worlds and colonies, but we’re in grave danger. My people have called me the Lightbringer. This is a high honor, and one I cannot turn away from—even to help my dearest friends. 
 
    Please understand. As soon as I ascertain our situation and the threat to the Altar, I’ll be in touch. I fear I may once again need your help. I just hope it’s not too late. 
 
    Bukk 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Well, damn. 
 
    Jessica turned off the console and the other lights in the cockpit. Bulb of whiskey in hand, she shook her head and rubbed her temples. So many things were happening. She didn’t understand how it had all come to this, at this point in time, but here it was. As difficult as it was, she knew a solution could be found. 
 
    All things can be done, Bulldog. They’re a matter of time and heart. 
 
    Time and heart. Her time was growing short, and her heart…Jessica didn’t know if her heart was where it needed to be. Her friends and her family took increasing priority. With the Depik, she’d recognized something far greater than being a Peacemaker could ever ascribe to be. 
 
    What if being a Peacemaker isn’t what I want to do anymore? 
 
    It was a long time before Jessica Francis finished her whiskey and found her way to bed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kleve 
 
    Hall of Heroes 
 
    Peacemaker Academy 
 
      
 
    The Human Crusaders, posted on the guild master’s orders, were easy to circumvent. Far too many Humans proved incapable of seeing past their own prejudices. Put any species in the guise of a custodial or waste disposal worker, and a sizable percentage of Humans wouldn’t even notice them, much less acknowledge their presence. As he pushed the custodial cart from the guarded lobby into the museum itself, Selector Hak-Chet barely suppressed a grin. A story Jessica Francis had once told him came to mind that encapsulated both her demeanor and why she’d been able to make friends in the most unusual places. 
 
    Jessica had said, “My dad made it a point to speak to every janitor in the building every day. I was seven or eight when I asked him why he spoke to them. He bent down in front of me, put his eyes on my level, and asked me if they were people. I said yes. He asked me if I talked to people. I said yes, and I realized what he meant. I’ve never forgotten it.” 
 
    With the Human guards far behind, Hak-Chet pushed the cart through a pair of tall double doors and into the corridor known as the Hall of Heroes. Since the suspension of operations more than three months before, visitors to the Hall were few and far between. The monthly cleaning contracts, though, were quite clear in their expectations. Standing in for the Sidar on the night crew was merely a matter of credits. The lights were low, casting a bluish tint across the collection of statues honoring the legends of the Peacemaker Guild. He knew them all, and their stories, by heart. Since his own candidacy, the Hall of Heroes had been a place of reverence and introspection. Academy candidates, until recent events, had been allowed access to the Hall and other areas of the campus at all hours. Security forces weren’t necessary. 
 
    Nor should the Crusaders be necessary. 
 
    This isn’t what Rsach intended, but why does it stand? 
 
    For weeks, quiet certainty had built inside the selector. Across the galaxy, tensions had boiled over between guilds with long, cooperative histories. Peacemakers reported civilians turning against one another over simple things. Incidents that should have been easily adjudicated turned into all-out conflict. More Crusader units were stood up on Earth and shipped to all corners of the galaxy for pacification and as support for civil services. There’d been other reports he’d seen through Rsach of the Crusaders traveling to Weqq with the intent of bringing the TriRusk back to the Galactic Union. They’d failed. The official report said Captain Kurrang and a group of young Enforcers had stopped them. Hak-Chet knew that wasn’t the case. 
 
    Now Kurrang and those Enforcers are dead. Dreel is still in deep cover. I fear for what may happen next. The number of Peacemakers we can trust is too small. 
 
    He chided himself. Jessica Francis, Jackson Rains, Larth, Jyrall, Nikki Sinclair, and the many other reputable Peacemakers were hardly small in number, but their task would be overwhelming. Not all of their potential enemies were in the open. Rsach himself was quiet most of the time. The summons to Diam was the first time Rsach had reached out via official channels in months. For Hak-Chet, it was a declaration of something amiss. In all his experience with Rsach over the last 20 years of his service, Hak-Chet had never seen the Jeha guild master reserved and quiet. Something was wrong, and he had no idea what to do. 
 
    But he knew someone who might. 
 
    Silly as it was, there was no other way for Hak-Chet to simulate a conversation with an old friend. He knew it was common practice in many species for a mourner to speak over a gravesite as if conversing with the deceased. In this case, he’d at least be able to stare up at the statue of his old friend and let his brain fill in the rest from experience and memory. 
 
    Hak-Chet pushed the cart toward Hr’ent’s statue, only to see a roving Human guard with a flashlight peering at the statues one by one. That would complicate things. With practiced ease, Hak-Chet withdrew a telescoping cleaning wand and dusted a display case of weapons immediately across the curving pathway near Hr’ent’s memorial. Committed to his role, Hak-Chet removed the gathered dust from the glass case, then retrieved cleaner and a rag. The case was taller than he, so he withdrew a small ladder from the cart and got to work. 
 
    The Human, a portly man who smelled of cigarettes, stood with his hands on his hips, staring up at Hr’ent’s statue. 
 
    “He don’t look so tough.” The man chuckled and rocked on his heels. 
 
    Hak-Chet ground his lower jaw as he bit back a response. 
 
    “You seen any of these guys? Oogars?” 
 
    Hak-Chet turned slowly and put a rasp in his voice. “I’m sorry, sir. You said what?” 
 
    “I asked if you’d seen any of these Oogars. They don’t seem all that scary to me.” 
 
    Hak-Chet said nothing and went back to cleaning the case. Odds were, the Human wouldn’t try to continue the conversation, and he’d eventually move down through the hall. 
 
    “You ain’t gonna respond or nothing?” The Human belched and rustled through the pockets of his Crusader’s flight suit. He withdrew a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. 
 
    “There’s no smoking in the Hall of Heroes,” Hak-Chet said. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” The man lit his cigarette and stared at Hak-Chet as he dropped the crumpled, empty pack on the ground. He strode past and mumbled, “Fucking aliens.” 
 
    For three full minutes, Hak-Chet kept up the charade of cleaning the area. When he finished, he casually picked up the Human’s discarded waste and tossed it into the larger container on the cart before rolling the contraption in front of Hr’ent’s shrine. There was a small bench opposite the four-meter-tall statue. Darkened interactive displays on the base would have shown footage of Hr’ent Golramm in the performance of his duties and relayed the stories, complete with the slightly fictionalized movies, of the legendary Enforcer’s career. There were also options for young students to ask questions of a digitized Hr’ent facsimile program. 
 
    Hak-Chet instead sat on the small bench and looked up into the placid, confident face of his old friend. He reached into the inside pocket of his custodial vest and withdrew a flask. As he unscrewed the lid with his long fingers, he smiled up at the statue. 
 
    “I’d have brought you one, but your snobbery with your choices of bourbon prevented me from finding anything you would have approved of.” 
 
    He heard Hr’ent’s voice in his mind and memory as clearly as if his friend sat there with him. I doubt there was much I did you really approved of, anyway, but you were my friend. 
 
    Hak-Chet smiled and nodded to himself and the memory. “Gods, I wish you were still here, Golramm. I need your advice more than I ever have.” 
 
    Hak-Chet took a swig of whiskey from the flask and sighed. 
 
    Would you actually listen to me if I was here giving you advice? 
 
    “I would.” Hak-Chet chuckled quietly. “I’m sitting here imagining a conversation with a ghost. Why wouldn’t I? Hell, you know I always did, even if I didn’t agree with you. You were right far more often than I was.” 
 
    And yet you’re here looking up at me for help when you know what I’d say and what I’d do. 
 
    “The guild isn’t above rebellion from within, right?” Hak-Chet looked up and imagined the statue’s frozen mouth curled up in an Oogar smile. 
 
    Nothing is as incorruptible as corruption itself. 
 
    “The guild isn’t corrupt, Golramm.” 
 
     Is it not? How long have we held off on several races joining the guild? How we have done them a disservice sending them out on missions as candidates? How many died in that pursuit on missions no one else would perform? 
 
    Hak-Chet drank from the flask again as he searched for words. “They knew the risk.” 
 
    And you know the risk of doing what you’re considering. Do you have the courage to follow through? 
 
    The realization came, and it felt surprisingly good to say it. “The guild is going to fall as it rises to power. The Crusaders worry me. Rsach never intended for them to be used in this fashion.” 
 
    You’re missing the bigger question, Hak. Why would this Counselor appear now? Where was he when Breka corrupted the guild for a generation? Where was he during the aftermath of Kr’et’Socae’s massacre? He wasn’t there, Hak. Why now? 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    And it doesn’t matter. What matters now is this meeting at Diam and what you know you’re going to need to do. 
 
    “I know, Golramm. I still wish you were here.” 
 
    I don’t envy you or Rsach, old friend. You both know the guild may not survive. 
 
    “It’s possible.” Hak-Chet tossed back the last of the whiskey and stepped forward. He placed the flask at Hr’ent’s feet and touched the statue. “I might not be back for a while, old friend. Maybe never. If that happens, I imagine you’ll find me in whatever afterlife the universe has waiting for us. When you do, bring the flask. We’ll need a good drink when this is over.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Headquarters, Force 25 
 
    Snowmass 
 
      
 
    As winter raged outside the cavern, Force 25 set about its final preparations for lifting the unit to Tambu. Tara Mason reviewed maintenance records, ship manifests, and logistical arrangements as she made her way through the immense headquarters. The ins and outs of running the business were typically Xander Allison’s responsibility, but she’d sent him on temporary duty. While she could handle the leadership of the company with ease, the finer points of business acumen were a struggle. As such, she’d decided to get up from the desk and manage by wandering around. More than anything, she took the opportunity to speak with intermediate leaders, maintainers, and individual soldiers. With the addition of the survivors of the Trenta Knights, Force 25 now totaled more than 300 individuals. A little more than a third of that number had departed two days prior for Tambu. Tara hadn’t even heard of the location prior to receiving the coordinates from Jessica Francis, but she trusted her friend, and she knew the mission. They’d located Snowman. Now it was time to fetch him. 
 
    As she turned past a row of Mk 7 and Mk 8 CASPers snug in their maintenance racks, Tara saw a group of very different individuals checking their gear near the main hangar door. She tucked her slate under one arm and walked that direction. Seeing them together made her smile. Force 25 had been a solely Human unit when it formed. How things had changed. There were currently nine species in the unit, and all of them were a tight-knit family. Had she not seen it with her own eyes, Tara Mason wouldn’t have believed it possible. 
 
    Force 25’s transformation was due, at least in part, to Jessica Francis. Since the Second Battle of Victoria Prime, even though Jessica hadn’t been with the unit in any fashion, her ability to make friends in unusual places had taken on new life. Some of the ability had rubbed off on Tara, and her officers as well. Her insecurity in dealing with others had blossomed into leadership, and she was aware of the change and how much it suited her. She’d gone from a failure to the proven mercenary unit commander of one of the most powerful units in the Galactic Union within three years. 
 
    With a little help from my friends. 
 
    As she rounded a row of containers, Tara almost collided with a light-furred Veetanho carrying a welding kit. The alien removed her goggles and twitched her nose. Her maw curled in an approximation of a smile. 
 
    “Greetings, Colonel Mason.” 
 
    Tara flushed. “Reecha, please. Call me Tara. I insist.” 
 
    The Veetanho chuffed. “Yes, Tara. My apologies. I became quite used to treating mercenaries in the city with as much protocol as I could muster.” 
 
    Tara nodded. “While I appreciate it, you’re part of us now. What are you up to?” 
 
    “I’m preparing the combat rigs for transport.” Reecha wrinkled her nose again. “In my youth, I was a good welder. I’ve been surprised to see my skills haven’t perished with age.” 
 
    Veetanho typically lived three or four Human lifetimes. Reecha had been young when Jessica’s father, whom they knew merely as Snowman, had first visited Snowmass. He’d met Jessica’s mother here as well. If any of the team was critical for the upcoming mission, it was Reecha. That Peacemaker Vannix had sacrificed herself to save Reecha made the older Veetanho’s presence and active support for the team all the more special. 
 
    Tara smiled down at the elder Veetanho. “All the technicians are raving about how much you’ve taught them. The Mk 6 CASPers were in horrible shape until you came along. You’re part of us now.” 
 
    “And I am the better for it,” Reecha replied. “I’ve missed far too much the last few decades. Being part of Force 25 feels…right. Like I’m complete. Does that make sense to you?” 
 
    “It does, Honored Reecha,” Tara replied. 
 
    “I wish Veeka had survived to join our effort. She would have been a formidable addition. Not that we don’t have true warriors in our midst, but Veeka would’ve brought something special.” 
 
    Tara pursed her lips. “I wish we’d known her.” 
 
    “As do I,” Reecha replied. “Where are you off to?” 
 
    “The Misfits appear to be going out for a patrol,” Tara said. 
 
    “In this weather?” Reecha shivered. “It’s a full-on blizzard out there.” 
 
    “They love this kind of training. I’ve made them promise to stay close to the base, but they wanted to see about training in the worst of the winter on this planet. I think they’ve got it right about now.” 
 
    “This is as bad as I’ve ever seen it,” Reecha replied. “The Dream World Consortium’s PCMUs aren’t controlling the environment at all. That’s obvious now.” 
 
    “Did they ever really control the weather?” Tara asked. 
 
    Reecha shrugged. “I believe we were—what’s the Human expression? Sold a bill of goods?” 
 
    Together, Tara and Reecha crossed the busy hangar floor together. A single Mk 7 CASPer stood with its cockpit open in the center of a very disparate group of individuals. Tara couldn’t help but smile. They’d come together out of necessity, and rather than break up their unique chemistry in favor of supporting the other maneuver elements of Force 25, Tara had decided the Misfits would be her pathfinders. So far, the decision had proven beneficial. 
 
    “Misfits, Atten-tion!” the Misfit’s leader, the Oogar Quin’taa, roared. Everyone in the group snapped to the position of attention. 
 
    “As you were,” Tara replied. “Don’t let me interrupt your rehearsals.” 
 
    “Pre-combat checks, ma’am,” Quin’taa rumbled. “I know we briefed you that we’d go tomorrow, but it’s really looking nasty outside. We’ve decided it’s better to go outside for a bit now instead of then.” 
 
    Tara’s eyebrows rose. “You’re really going to do this? A patrol, I mean?” 
 
    “Just for a few days,” replied Homartaga, the Pushtal they’d affectionately nicknamed Homer. “We’re taking Whirr and Gnrra along.” 
 
    Tara turned to the MinSha warrior. Whirr continued to lead MinSha infantry forces and act as Harmon Gray’s executive officer for the CASPer forces. She’d been with Force 25 almost from its inception. “Something new?” 
 
    “I am intrigued by how the Misfits perform their duties. A MinSha always studies new ways to fight, especially when new ways are successful. The Misfits’ performance on the Lake Pryce incursion and against the Trenta Knights gained my attention. I am curious to learn from them.” 
 
    “And vice versa.” Araceli Cignes stood with her hands on her hips at the CASPer’s feet. “We want to learn, too.” 
 
    “We had to promise to take Araceli,” Homer quipped. “She said it was her birthday wish.” 
 
    Tara laughed. Araceli was the youngest member of Force 25 at 18 years and six days old. She’d overcome so much at such a young age. Tara couldn’t help but see a bit of her own past in the young woman. Tara feigned shock. “But she’s just a baby.” 
 
    Araceli laughed in response. “Most babies don’t have a few hundred operating hours in the CASPer by their 18th birthday.” 
 
    “Not to mention a combat jump,” Tara replied. Her mind flashed in memory. The moment Araceli, without any type of radio communication, had fallen into the powerful storm and been separated. Two other Misfits, a Tortantula-Flatar pair named Ladow and Each, had been killed. Despite the losses, Araceli had found her way to rendezvous with the Misfits and had continued the mission. If anything, she’d come through the harrowing experience with a combination of faith, skill, and gratitude. There were big things in her future. 
 
    Provided I keep her alive long enough. 
 
    Stop it, Tara. She knows what she signed up for. See the tattoo on her forearm? The names? She knows. 
 
    “We’re thinking no more than three days, ma’am,” Quin’taa said. “Depends on the CASPers’ batteries.” 
 
    “We’re good for three days,” Araceli said. “I’ve built in some tolerance, there. If anything happens, Mako 15 will know where to find us.” 
 
    “Once we get back, we’re going to pack our stuff and get ready for the move,” Quin’taa said. He motioned to Whirr. “We’re going to pitch in with Whirr since Captain Gray and the others are at Diam.” 
 
    Tara nodded. She’d received the same summons, but the move to Tambu and the preparation for what was likely to become sustained combat operations required her attention. Captain Gray, Xander Allison, and Deputy Commander Colonel Ibson would take the briefing and represent Force 25 for what Guild Master Rsach needed. When they returned, it would be time to move. 
 
    Tara looked up at Whirr. “How’s that coming?” 
 
    “CASPer maintenance is still holding us back. We’re learning system maintenance, which helps the pilots do more of their own crew-level tasks, but it’s still…slow going,” Whirr replied. “We believe our integration will pay dividends.” 
 
    “I agree,” Tara replied. When the MinSha lieutenant and Harmon Gray had recommended it, she’d initially objected, until the readiness rates for the CASPers had increased 20% over a matter of days. “We’re going to have to use whatever we can get to Tambu, so the more mission-ready equipment we have, the better. We’re going to integrate with a larger force, too. We have to be on our game from the moment we get there.” 
 
    Quin’taa smiled in his ursine way. “I am very much looking forward to working with Jessica Francis. You are her friend, yes?” 
 
    “I am. Jessica’s a force of nature.” Tara smiled up at the Oogar. “She’s good people.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Whirr asked. Her antennae bounced in confusion. 
 
    Araceli leaned over. “It means she’s someone you instantly trust and realize is a lot like you. It’s a Human phrase, but it applies to everyone here.” 
 
    “Then I am ‘good people?’” Whirr asked. 
 
    Tara grinned. “The best, Whirr.” 
 
    “This pleases me.” Whirr looked at the group. “We are all good people.” 
 
    The Zuul, Gnrra, fidgeted uncomfortably. Only a few months before, the mercenary company he’d served as the executive officer for had attacked Force 25. The battle had been swift and costly. Gnrra and the other survivors had asked for amnesty and to join Force 25. Tara believed they’d been taken in as much as they could. The reason Gnrra stood with his gear in the midst of the Misfits was obvious. Quin’taa and the others had seen someone in need. Gnrra had been in a leadership role. With all those roles filled in Force 25, he technically had no official home. 
 
    They’re bringing him into their little family. 
 
    Tara stepped over to the Zuul and waited for him to raise his chin. His eyes widened perceptibly as she spoke. “That goes for you and the others, Gnrra. You’re part of this team. You wouldn’t be here had you not been good people. That’s not how Force 25 operates.” 
 
    “Well,” Quin’taa rumbled, “Homer still smells, but we love him anyway.” 
 
    The Pushtal feigned offense. “I know you really care about me, Quin’taa. Maybe I can get you a chest tattoo to prove it.” 
 
    “I want you to try!” Quin’taa laughed. 
 
    “You do sleep, sometimes,” Araceli chimed in. 
 
    “Stop helping, Little Sister. I am a full blooded Don’t Care Bear.” 
 
    Tara and the others laughed together. The release felt good. All of them knew the mission at hand was inherently dangerous, but they were able to enjoy each other’s company and blow off stress through laughter. 
 
    “Where’s Maarg? Isn’t she going with you?” Tara asked. 
 
    The TriRusk had been very subdued since the death of her father. Her squad going out on patrol without her didn’t seem healthy. As much as Tara understood the young one’s grief, she really needed to get back to as close to normal living as possible. 
 
    “She’s coming,” Araceli said. 
 
    “We talked her into it,” Homer said. “She said she’d be here by the top of the hour.” 
 
    “She’s got about 15 minutes, then. Enough time for you all to get packed and ready to move.” She turned to Quin’taa. “Be safe out there, and maintain contact with the command post.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    Homer stood up from his pack. “It’s only -10 Celsius outside. There’s nobody crazy enough to be out there but us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Night Moves 
 
    Diam 
 
      
 
    “How do I look?” Larth tugged on his vest and ensured his Peacemaker badge and weapons were secured in their appropriate locations. 
 
    “I’m surprised it fits you, with as many fish sticks as you consume on a daily basis,” Jyrall quipped. He, too, stood in full Peacemaker regalia for the first time in months. “Mine is tighter than I’d like.” 
 
    “Too much time in hyperspace,” Larth said. 
 
    “Too little exercise,” Jyrall agreed. 
 
    The two Peacemakers stood inside the personnel hatch and waited for the ship’s pilots to clear them to open the door. Jyrall looked at his friend and allowed himself a smile. 
 
    “You look good, partner.” 
 
    Larth wanted to make a snappy comeback, but he stopped short. “You, too, Jyrall.” 
 
    A voice called from the passageway behind them. “Hey! Y’all, wait up.” 
 
    “We weren’t going anywhere without you and Keaton, Ricky.” 
 
    “Yer damned right.” Ricky approached them. His typical Jacksonville Generals shirt and hat were gone. He wore a clean mechanic’s suit, and his paws were clean. “Don’t you boys look fancy.” 
 
    “Snarlyface says I’ve eaten too many fish sticks.” Larth grinned. “I think I make this look good.” 
 
    “And if we’re fancy, what does that make you?” Jyrall asked. 
 
    “Hell, I dunno. Clean, maybe?” Ricky laughed. His twin brother Keaton appeared behind him. 
 
    “That’s a first. I mean, for at least the last two hyperspace jumps,” Keaton said. “He needs another shower.” 
 
    “Why? I don’t stink.” Ricky glared. 
 
    “You need to make up for the ones you done missed.” Keaton grinned. He stepped over to the door controls and tapped the panel. “You ready?” 
 
    Jyrall nodded. “Let’s meet the guild master and whoever else he’s brought.” 
 
    The hatch opened, and there was a hiss of atmosphere filling the compartment. 
 
    “Gods, what is that smell?” Larth coughed. 
 
    Larth saw the Pushtal brothers staring at him. Ricky squinted. “What are you talking ’bout?” 
 
    “It smells all dead and moldy here,” Larth replied. He peered outside. “Holy shit. Look how green it is.” 
 
    “That’s moisture in the air and in the ground. Loam and petrichor.” Jyrall took a deep breath, followed by another. “It’s wonderful.” 
 
    After their recent stints on Parmick and various gates and platforms, the lush forests of Diam were breathtaking and a bit intimidating. They reminded Larth of several planets from his youth. Most of the memories were fleeting and without a definitive place. None of them were particularly good. 
 
    “Damn, it’s almost like home.” Keaton’s voice was quiet. 
 
    Ricky’s eyes were closed as he breathed deeply several times. 
 
    “Seriously? You guys like this?” Larth shook his head. “The air is so thick, I could cut it with a knife!” 
 
    Ricky’s eyes were still closed, but he grinned. “And the bitching about food’s gonna start in three, two, one, and…” 
 
    “Screw you, Ricky.” Larth laughed. “For your information, I already searched the whole planet. Lots of seafood. We have to keep Snarlyface here happy.” 
 
    They rounded a stack of shipping containers and stopped. The hangar bay was far larger than anything they’d seen. Ships of various sizes and designs filled the space. Most were shuttlecraft or dropships capable of moving smaller quantities of materials to and from the planet’s surface. None of them appeared to be weaponized or part of a mercenary operation. 
 
    “What do you think they do here on Diam?” Keaton asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Ricky said. “I ain’t seen anything like this.” 
 
    “We can figure that out later,” Larth said. 
 
    The two Pushtal stood, amazed. Jyrall swept his eyes back and forth across the area and saw something familiar in the distance. He pointed. “Let’s head that way.” 
 
    Larth whipped his head to follow where Jyrall pointed. In the distance, he saw a few Peacemakers with their tell-tale vests and jumpsuits. They appeared to be headed toward the main concourse. “Oh, yeah. There’s more of our folks over yonder.” 
 
    Keaton and Ricky chuckled, and Jyrall barely covered a smile. 
 
    “What?” Larth demanded. “I’ve picked up a little language. Maybe it’s my attempt at broadening my sense of culture.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ricky said. “Until you start bitchin’ that they don’t have gatch-up here.” 
 
    “Ketchup!” Larth fumed. “Seriously? You two are going to take his side? Jyrall doesn’t have a humorous bone in that big, deadly body. He’s…” 
 
    Larth stopped talking. Jyrall was frozen in place and was staring over a stack of containers he and the McCoys couldn’t see over. 
 
    “Snarlyface? You okay?” 
 
    No response. Larth stepped closer to his partner and reached up to wave a hand in his face. 
 
    “Jyrall? What’s wrong? Last time you froze up like this, you were hip deep in water survival training and—” 
 
    “Peacemaker Jyrall?” 
 
    The Besquith didn’t respond, but he turned his head slowly to the right and over Larth’s shoulder with his mouth slightly agape. Larth spun and felt his own mouth drop open stupidly. 
 
    Sonuva— 
 
    “Oh, you’re both here.” A red-haired Human female in a Peacemaker jumpsuit smiled at them. “Peacemakers Jyrall and Larth. Well met.” 
 
    Neither of the Peacemakers responded. Larth was vaguely aware that Ricky had similarly frozen in place. Keaton, however, found his voice. 
 
    “You must be Jessica Francis. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    She stuck out a hand for a Human handshake, and Keaton responded instantly. “Very nice to meet you. You must be Keaton McCoy.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “And that makes this Ricky. Am I right?” 
 
    Ricky nodded. “Yes, ma’am. You’re fine as frog hair, ain’t ya?” 
 
    Francis laughed. “I haven’t heard that saying in a very long time, Ricky.” 
 
    “Stick around, Peacemaker Francis,” Keaton said. “I’m sure he’ll say something stupider any second now.” 
 
    Larth finally found his voice. He stuck out his hand. “Um…Lieutenant…I mean…ma’am?” 
 
    Jessica turned to him and wrapped her arms around him before he could react. He stiffened at feeling a Peacemaker officer embracing him, but his familiarity with the Human custom took over, and he returned the embrace. “You’ve done good work, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    “You all are polite, but please, call me Jessica.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jessica.” Larth turned to Jyrall. The big Besquith stared at Jessica. He shook his head a couple of times. 
 
    “Peacemaker…I mean Jessica. It’s very…I mean…I’m so excited to meet you. I mean, you were a first year when we started the Academy and all…we were in the same third year platoon as you! With Peacemaker Ryenade! He spoke so highly of you and…” 
 
    “Jyrall?” 
 
    The Besquith stammered. “Y-yes, Jessica?” 
 
    “Hush.” She stepped forward and hugged him. Compared to Jyrall, she was tiny, but she embraced the Besquith as she had Larth. The look on his partner’s face made him wish there was a camera present. He was never going to let Jyrall live this down. 
 
    Francis released Jyrall and put her hands on her hips. “Now there’ll be plenty of time for talking and getting to know each other. You two have done well. I’m impressed at what you’ve accomplished in such a short amount of time. So, might I add, is Nikki Sinclair.” 
 
    “Is she here?” Larth asked. 
 
    “No.” Francis shook her head. “She’s back on Parmick. Something came up in her investigation, and she had to go back. We’re hoping to get an update from her via the guild master. How are the Blue Ridge Kin?” 
 
    “On Krifay,” Jyrall replied. “They’re getting ready to join the advance party. The timeline says they’ll jump in about 10 Earth days. They’ll be ready.” 
 
    “They’re good people, Jessica,” Keaton said. 
 
    She turned to Ricky. “And the gate?” 
 
    “We’ll be on time,” Ricky replied. “Ain’t no reason we can’t be ready to jump it forward and deploy it on time.” 
 
    “We’ll be cutting it close,” Larth replied. “The Barnstormers are good people. They’ll hold it until we’re ready to move.” 
 
    Ricky snorted, and Keaton punched him in the arm. Francis glanced at both of them. Larth saw her eyes glimmer. 
 
    What did I say this— 
 
    Oh yeah, ‘good people.’ 
 
    “Jessica?” Jyrall rumbled. “Any update on your father’s situation?” 
 
    Her face grew serious. She was as pretty as May and Cora, but there was something different about her. She was older, and far more experienced. Maybe that was it. Maybe it was something else. 
 
    “We know he’s on Uluru in the Fourth Arm. He’s being held by the Science Guild. We have no idea what we’re facing there, but when we go in, it’s going to be a tough fight.” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” a new voice chimed. 
 
    Larth flinched. Guild Master Rsach, flanked by his two Lumar bodyguards, appeared from behind the same container stack. Conditioned by his years at the Academy, Larth assumed the position of attention. Jyrall did the same. He noticed out of the corner of one eye that Jessica hadn’t. She clasped her hands in front of her and nodded respectfully. 
 
    Maybe that’s what I’m supposed to do. Talk about an F2IK situation. 
 
    Involuntarily, Larth snorted. Every eye in the group turned to him. 
 
    Ah, fuck. 
 
    Jyrall glared down at him, and Larth shrugged in response. 
 
    “Thought I was going to sneeze.” 
 
    “Jessica. Jyrall. Larth. Ricky. Keaton,” Rsach said, looking at each in turn, “I’m pleased to see all of you here. Thank you for coming. I’m afraid I have some bad news. We haven’t been able to gather all the details, but we’ve confirmed that Captain Kurrang is dead, and we lost six Enforcers in the line of duty. Most troubling, all indications are that this was no accident.” 
 
    Larth clenched his jaw and unclenched it. He hadn’t known Kurrang and the Enforcers, but the loss of one Peacemaker was always felt across those still living. He looked to Jessica Francis. She had one hand covering her mouth, and there were tears in her blazing eyes. 
 
    “We have to find those responsible,” she said. 
 
    “We will,” Rsach replied, something both soothing and ruthless in the way he said it. To Larth, it seemed the guild master meant it, but there was something else behind his words. As soon as Larth thought that, the feeling he was being watched crashed over him like one of Krifay’s waves. 
 
    “Jessica? Where’s your companion?” 
 
    “He’s around. He was looking for a change of scenery.” 
 
    Next to Larth, Jyrall shook his head. “Companion?” 
 
    At that moment, a Depik appeared on the hangar floor with its tail around Jessica’s feet. One moment it wasn’t there, and the next minute it was. 
 
    “How the hell you do that?” Ricky gasped. 
 
    Francis brought up her hands. “This is Azho. My companion.” 
 
    Rsach glanced down at Azho. “We have much to discuss, Azho.” 
 
    “We do, Honored Rsach. In time.” 
 
    “Indeed.” There was a simultaneous chime on all their slates. Larth looked down at his. 
 
    “Dreel is on approach to Bay 14. He’s asked us to meet him,” Larth said. 
 
    Rsach rippled fully upright and stared at them all for a moment. “Let’s not keep him waiting. Force 25’s delegation is landing in Bay 16. We’ll pick them and Peacemaker Rains up along the way.” 
 
    “Jackson is here?” Jessica asked. “How’s he doing? I mean, since Vannix.” 
 
    Rsach’s antennae drooped. “I believe you might be a better judge of that than I, Jessica.” 
 
    “Vannix was a credit to us all, Guild Master,” Jyrall said. “I’m honored to have been one of her candidates during my last year at the Academy.” 
 
    “We’re all honored by her, young Jyrall,” Rsach replied. “If more of our kind were of her character, this Union would be a far better place.” 
 
    “Speaking of places, Guild Master,” Jyrall said slowly. “Why are we here?” 
 
    “I need your help,” Rsach admitted. 
 
    The entire group shifted uncomfortably. Larth looked down at the hangar floor and said, in a louder voice than he intended, “This really is an F2IK situation.” 
 
    Jyrall whirled toward him. “A what?” 
 
    Rsach chittered a laugh. “F2IK. It’s an acronym of the Human phrase, ‘Fuck If I Know.’ I forget that Larth and I were in the same company during our Academy years. I’m glad to hear the unofficial motto is still taught.” 
 
    Larth nodded. “Oh, they don’t just still teach it, Guild Master. Anymore, it seems like we’re living it every day.” 
 
    “You have no idea, Larth,” Rsach said. “Every. Day.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As they moved as a group through the cavernous hangar, Jessica felt effusive. For the first time in months, she was not only wearing her blue Peacemaker jumpsuit and her badge, she was surrounded by friends. Azho had disappeared again, but she could feel he was close by. While he was her companion and they were bonded for life, being able to see Guild Master Rsach steeled her inner resolve. The Jeha truly believed in her and her abilities, as had Selector Hak-Chet, and even the formidable Hr’ent Golramm. Her belief in herself had waned in recent weeks. Now, around her friends and peers, her feeling of hopelessness faded, and she was glad of it. 
 
    Bay 16 was only a few hundred meters away from where she’d met Jyrall and Larth, as well as their Pushtal flight crew. They were everything she’d known them to be. The rebellious pranksters were on the verge of becoming hardened, experienced Peacemakers, and they’d kept their fun-loving edge. 
 
    I hope they can do that for a long time. I think I lost mine along the way. 
 
    Being a mercenary had become her life’s ambition after her father’s disappearance. She knew, mainly from intuition and not actual proof, that her father had been involved in mercenary operations. Her attempts to join Intergalactic Haulers were repeatedly met with rejection, and she’d known her father hadn’t wanted her to follow his footsteps into the family business. But he hadn’t been there, and she was going to do what she wanted, exactly as her mother had taught her to do. 
 
    And she’d thrived as a mercenary. Contracts, bad intelligence, sketchy operations, and really good people had been her reward. As she trended toward doing the right thing instead of the most profitable, she’d recognized that traditional mercenary life hadn’t been for her. When her ex-husband Marc Lemieux wouldn’t stop “chasing skirts” (his frivolous terminology had never sat well with her), she’d known a different course of action was necessary. She’d become a Peacemaker, but not just a Peacemaker—the first Human to make it through the Academy and the commissioning mission alive. Over the last 100 years, there’d been a few candidates who’d made it to their commissioning mission and had either been killed in the line of duty or had chosen to walk away from the Peacemaker Guild at the last moment. 
 
    Oh, the temptation had been there. 
 
    She laughed to herself. Two commissioning missions had finally secured her badge and her commission. Good friends were made, and young mercenaries were lost along the way. The relentless emotion of mercenary life followed her wherever she went. She couldn’t shake the feelings and intuition she’d had as a young CASPer pilot. Even as they walked through the hangar, surrounded by other Peacemakers and seemingly-friendly merchants and tradesmen, she couldn’t relax in her happiness. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    She glanced to Rsach, and saw nothing out of the ordinary. He was his usual confident self. If anything, he seemed more content than ever, but that was exactly what she’d expected. Tactically, getting so many of their allies together in one place seemed like a poor choice. Yet Diam was peaceful, and there were so many Peacemakers present. 
 
    The High Council is still spread to the four winds, their locations hidden. This is as safe as we can be. 
 
    Trust the guild master, Bulldog. 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath and looked over her shoulder. The young Peacemakers were there, and she instantly saw they were thinking the same thing. Jyrall’s head was on a swivel. Larth moved with a concealed energy she’d never seen before. He was fast. Really damned fast. When he wanted to, there was no doubt in her mind he could move in the blink of an eye. The Pushtal brothers, seemingly laid back and laconic, were anything but. Keaton kept one hand near his weapon, and Ricky, well… 
 
    That one’s dangerous. Good people, but he’s thinking around corners. 
 
    The phrase caught her by surprise. Her father always reminded her to “think around corners.” Anticipation of things to come, he’d said, or something along those lines, separated the good from the talented. 
 
    She glanced ahead to the opening of Bay 16 and saw Xander Allison stretching his arms above his head. 
 
    Gods, he looks like his brother. 
 
    Jessica’s heart lurched. 
 
    I miss you, Hex. 
 
    He turned her way, and she waved. Xander’s face lit up with a smile, and she returned it and swerved through the passageway to embrace him. They hugged each other for a long moment without saying a word. Jessica imagined it was her dearest friend behind her tightly shut eyes. She squeezed him and then let go, regaining her composure. 
 
    Xander looked at her with bright, blue eyes on the verge of tears. “Jessica.” 
 
    “Xander. It’s…good to see you.” 
 
    “You, too,” he replied and ran a hand through his longish blonde hair. “We’ve got a lot to catch up on.” 
 
    “We will,” she replied. Over Xander’s left shoulder, she caught sight of Colonel Jamie Ibson and Captain Harmon Gray. The former she’d known since the first battle of Victoria Bravo. The latter she knew in name only, but the young commander had a good reputation, from Tara Mason’s judgment, and that was enough for Jessica. 
 
    She moved around Xander to embrace Ibson for a long moment. “Good to see you, Jamie.” 
 
    “You, too, Peacemaker.” He smiled at her as they released the embrace. He gestured to Gray. “This is Harmon Gray. I’m sure you’ve heard of him.” 
 
    “Only the good stuff.” Jessica laughed and shook Gray’s outstretched hand. The younger man’s eyes were like lasers, but he smiled in return. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you. Colonel Mason speaks very highly of you, as does my XO, Whirr. She’s a MinSha. That tells me all I need to know.” 
 
    “I know Whirr. She’s as good as they come. It’s very nice to finally meet you in person, Harm.” 
 
    Gray flushed. “Don’t make any 90s television jokes, please.” 
 
    “Late 90s. The good times,” Jessica replied. “No lawyer jokes for you, though.” 
 
    “Dammit!” Gray laughed. 
 
    “See!” Ricky pointed at Jessica. “I knew she had good taste.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s good,” Jyrall said. “I never got why a pilot would become a lawyer. Is that a plot twist?” 
 
    “Oh, good grief,” Larth said. The Pushtal laughed, and smiles spread through the group. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Jessica?” Ibson asked. 
 
    She turned to him. “Dreel is landing just down the way in Bay 14. We’re headed there now. Let me introduce you to everyone.” 
 
    Jessica started with Guild Master Rsach, which had the desired effect of making the color drain from all three of her Human friends’ faces. The introduction of Jyrall and Larth went as she’d expected. Xander and the others were very formal when it came to Peacemakers; Ricky and Keaton, as predicted, were anything but. 
 
    “Aw, hell. Y’all know the Peacemaker better than we do.” Ricky chuckled. “Guess that means we have to get along.” 
 
    Keaton stepped in, shaking his head. “What my idiot brother means is, it’s nice to meet all of you.” 
 
    She laughed but stopped at a soft voice. “Jessica?” 
 
    Rsach studied her for a long pause as the others talked. “Are you…I believe the term is ‘all right?’” 
 
    She nodded but sighed at the same time. A bad habit. “Guild Master, I’ve been unsure of things for a while. That I’m not doing what’s needed.” 
 
    “You’ve done what I asked you to do, to the highest ability possible.” Rsach’s antennae bounced. “You honor the guild with your service.” 
 
    Jessica flushed. “Thank you, Honored Rsach.” 
 
    “No gratitude is necessary, Lieutenant Francis. The guild is indebted to you,” Rsach replied. “Dreel’s shuttle has landed. I understand he’s brought a significant intelligence asset with him. I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “I don’t know, either,” Jessica said. “I haven’t talked to Dreel in quite some time.” 
 
    “Whatever news he has for us will, most likely, be game changing. That’s the phrase, yes?” 
 
    Jessica grinned. “Yes, Honored Rsach.” 
 
    He looked at her for a moment, but said nothing. Together, they walked side by side toward the entrance of Bay 14. When no one emerged for a few long moments, Rsach walked boldly toward the door with his Lumar bodyguards and Jessica at his side. 
 
    “Jackson is in Bay 17 with his CASPer. Would you mind fetching him, Jessica? I’d like to get to know everyone here for a moment.” 
 
    “Yes, Guild Master. I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Okay, I’m coming out,” Jackson Rains called over Bruno’s external loudspeaker. 
 
    “You’re clear,” Bev DiMara replied from outside. 
 
    Rains toggled the enhanced Mk 6 CASPer’s cockpit switch and unstrapped himself from the internal harness system. Bruno stood alone on the bay’s floor next to an unassembled maintenance rack. There hadn’t been time to bring along their own maintenance rig for the mech, and somehow Guild Master Rsach had arranged for the requisite equipment to support Bruno so it could be moved over to Jessica Francis’ runabout after the meetings concluded. They were headed back to Snowmass and Force 25. 
 
    Rains worked his legs out of the CASPer, climbed down the external handholds, and dropped to the ground. He unzipped his Gatorskin suit and let the air of the hangar cool him. Bev came over to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. There was a quick brush of her lips against his cheek, then she detached and stepped away to do her work. He resisted the urge to look away from her smiling face. The bay was theirs—what Rsach called a Peacemaker assembly area. They were the only two beings in the cavernous space, and she occupied his heart. 
 
    “Did you figure out the leg thing?” 
 
    The “leg thing” was either a sensor failure in the servo units of Bruno’s lower left leg or a figment of his imagination. He’d noticed a hesitation in the leg as they’d prepared to leave Hope Station. While he’d only been able to duplicate his initial findings a few times, and never when the jump jets fired, a solution eluded them. 
 
    “Nah.” He shrugged. “It’s still there, but the jump jets were fine at 20%. Didn’t want to push it harder than that in here.” 
 
    “When we get back to Snowmass, you can take it outside and burn it all day, honey.” Bev grinned at him. 
 
    “Gonna do just that,” he said. He pulled coveralls over the haptic suit. While it was comfortable enough to wear alone, he didn’t care for the skintight look. While he might be a little warmer, he’d be more comfortable with whatever the day produced. Plus, it would reduce the temptation for Bev to watch him all the time. One thing tended to lead to another. While he knew he could certainly test Bruno’s legs all day long, his mind was increasingly on Bev and the beginnings of their relationship. Maybe it was too early for him to call it that, but they were beyond dating. 
 
    Near-death experiences tended to do that sort of thing. 
 
    On more than one occasion, he’d thought about hanging up the Peacemaker gig and heading home to Louisiana. If he did, there was no doubt in his mind Bev would come along, and they’d be happy together. They’d shared a bed for months now and talked often about the challenges of their lifestyles and the desire to move on. Yet neither of them had. Rains knew his time as a Peacemaker wasn’t something he could just walk away from without repercussions. Kr’et’Socae was still at-large, and, given what Rains had been able to fabricate, there was no doubt the disgraced Enforcer had not only figured out his precious data was garbage, but that Rains was to blame. Kr’et’Socae was coming for him at some place and time. Rains knew his best course of action was to remain with Force 25 and his friends. That might be his only protection when Kr’et’Socae came calling. 
 
    “Like you’re going to want to go outside,” a woman’s voice called from behind him. “I hear that planet’s as cold as a witch’s—” 
 
    He turned and saw a redheaded woman in a blue Peacemaker jumpsuit walking toward him. There was little doubt who it was. “Jessica Francis.” Rains smiled. “Long way from the Academy, huh?” 
 
    She nodded. “Lots of water under the bridge, Jackson.” 
 
    They closed the distance to each other. He stuck out a hand, which she ignored and wrapped her arms around him. 
 
    “Well met, Jackson,” she said as they embraced. 
 
    He stiffened, then returned the friendly gesture. “Well met, Jessica.” 
 
    She squeezed him once. “I’m very sorry about Vannix. She was the best of us.” 
 
    Rains felt his resolve waver. His vision blurred with sudden tears, and he returned Jessica’s tight embrace. “She was all that and more.” 
 
    They pulled back, but Francis didn’t let him go. She looked up into his face. “Stand or fall, Jackson.” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s what she would have wanted. I’ll honor her forever.” 
 
    “You have quite a story to tell me,” Francis said. “I read the official report, but I get the feeling some of it was redacted.” 
 
    “Who, us? Redact something?” Rains smiled. “There’s more to it.” 
 
    “I’m glad it worked out the way it did. You did good work, Jackson.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Francis looked past him. “You must be Bev DiMara. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    Bev stared back at Jessica in shock and then laughed. “I’m not sure what you’ve heard, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Jessica,” Francis said, and she embraced Bev as well. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    The two women stepped back from their embrace, and Jessica put her hands on her hips and pointed. “This must be Bruno.” 
 
    Jackson smiled. “Say hello, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Hello, Jessica.>> 
 
    Francis beamed. “Hi, Lucille. I’m going to need to catch you up. Prepare batch download reports for all sections over the last six months. I’ll need the alphas and the omegas.” 
 
    <<Confirmed. I’ll be ready to discuss when you are.>> 
 
    Jackson squinted at her. “What was that?” 
 
    “Lucille’s going to catch me up on everything you’ve done over the last several months. Way beyond what Storm Watch and the eyes-only reports you’ve sent can do.” A breath of wind moved through the bay as an external door somewhere in the facility opened. Francis smoothed back an errant lock of hair. “Lucille is far more than a copilot. But I think you know that by now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rains replied. “I’m not sure how much more, though.” 
 
    Francis nodded. “When we jump from here to Snowmass, we’ll have that discussion.” 
 
    “You’re coming with us?” 
 
    “That’s the plan. Tara and the others need a full briefing on the situation.” 
 
    Rains felt his gut tighten. “You know where your father is, then?” 
 
    “I do, and he’s got a ton of Science Guild forces around him. They may be drones. They may be mercs or paid security. Doesn’t matter. We’re going to have to bust in and get him,” Francis replied. 
 
    “And that’s where we come in?” 
 
    “Yes. You and Force 25, and other friends,” Francis replied. “That is, if you’ll be part of it.” 
 
    “You’re not ordering me?” Rains replied. “Us?” 
 
    “No,” Francis replied. “I can’t make you do anything, Jackson. Ultimately, what you do is up to you. While on the surface this looks like a ‘rescue my father’ kind of gig, there’s something greater to it. Something our common enemies are observing and potentially using to bring us down collectively.” 
 
    “Kr’et’Socae?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jessica replied. “I believe he’s involved, but I can’t prove he’s not being fed information, credits, and weapons by high-ranking officials within a few guilds. We’ve traced forging operations to him. We’ve traced dealings with the Dream World Consortium to those in his circle. He’s involved, but I don’t know to what extent. But I also don’t know what my father has, and why he’s become a target for the Science Guild in particular.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that rescuing your father is just the first step?” Bev asked. 
 
    “I put out an arrest warrant on my father before his disappearance.” Francis laughed. “He’s been out of my life since I was eight, except for about three weeks right around my commissioning. I have no idea what he’s done or why there are others so interested in him, but I’m going to find out, even if I have to invade a small planet to do so.” 
 
    Rains smiled. “And Rsach is ready to support this?” 
 
    Francis frowned. “Rsach. Well, I think there’s something going on at his level, too. I’ve never seen him as cautious as he is now. He does the right thing, but not with the audacity he was known for.” 
 
    “That could just be maturity,” Rains replied. 
 
    Bev laughed. “Says you.” 
 
    “I had that thought,” Jessica said, returning Bev’s laugh with a smile, “but I don’t know. He’s troubled by the situation around my father and wants me to go after him. He simply can’t bring the guild’s full assets to bear.” 
 
    “The Crusaders,” Rains said. He frowned and shook his head. “Something’s not right there.” 
 
    “I’m glad we see eye to eye there. I don’t trust them, either,” Francis replied. “There’s a bunch I don’t know about them, but everything I hear is damning. We may end up fighting our own people, Jackson.” 
 
    “Or those who say they’re one of us,” Rains replied. “I’m in, regardless.” 
 
    “We’re in,” Bev replied. “Is Tara aware?” 
 
    Francis nodded. “She sent Colonel Ibson, Captain Gray, and Xander Allison here to see what the plan is. I have her preparing Force 25 for immediate deployment.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The Fourth Arm. Restricted space. There’s an unnamed system out there with a small, habitable planet called Uluru. The Science Guild has my father there, and we’re going to go get him.” 
 
    “A bunch of your friends, huh?” Rains asked. 
 
    “A bunch of our friends, Jackson. Jyrall and Larth are in. Force 25 is on board. I have an old friend, a business partner of my father, and some extended family in the mix. This is as big as we can go without calling in the Four Horsemen themselves. Given the situation in the Union right now, it’s us or nobody.” 
 
    “Ibson is here, huh?” Rains asked with a grin. “That asshole owes me a drink.” 
 
    “Just one?” Francis laughed. “Then I guess we should make the good colonel pay up. He’s waiting with the guild master and the others down the passageway.” 
 
    Rains wiped his hands on his coveralls. “It’s not my Peacemaker uniform like you, but it’ll have to do.” 
 
    “Being a Peacemaker is more than the clothes,” Jessica said with a smile.  
 
    “Even the dirtiest jumpsuit is better than a Peacemaker who never bothers to get dirty,” Rains finished the quote from the Academy instructors. “I’m really glad we never had big parades and inspections at the Academy.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Francis replied. 
 
    Bev shook her head. “Sounds like a pretty special place to go to school.” 
 
    “It was,” Rains said, but he didn’t feel that way. By the look on Jessica Francis’ face, he knew she didn’t, either. 
 
    Maybe Rsach will tell us what the hell is going on right now. 
 
    I’m not sure I wanna know. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    The Peacemaker runabout named Acheron appeared to have just completed landing when Jessica and the others made their way into the wide, oblong bay. Vents on the ship outgassed atmosphere as ground crews secured hold down points, connecting exhaust hoses, fuel hoses, and an auxiliary power supply. They moved around the engines at the stern of the ship. Jessica matched the guild master’s speed as the entire group moved in silence. 
 
    Rsach turned to her. “Dreel promised delivery of something unique. Something possibly capable of enhancing the Human ability of warfare. A Mk 9 CASPer prototype.” 
 
    Jessica squinted. “There are half a dozen working versions in research and development. I mean, according to the last I heard. There are likely more.” 
 
    “That’s possible,” Rsach said, “but Dreel has never let me down. I believe there’s a tie from what he’s found that potentially incriminates a great many individuals. Even Kr’et’Socae is believed to be involved. Reverse engineering for other species to benefit from the technology has always been a threat.” 
 
    Jessica clenched and released her jaw. “I was afraid you were going to say that, Honored Rsach.” 
 
    His antennae bounced. “Jessica? I’m your guild master and your mentor, but I’m also comfortable enough with you to ask you to call me Rsach when we speak privately. I have great…faith in you. I recognize ‘faith’ is not something you might have heard a Jeha say, but I’ve studied it, and I believe there is a certain resonance that applies to you and my beliefs in your abilities.” 
 
    Jessica flushed with pride. “I…I don’t know what to say, Guild Master.” 
 
    “I think you meant Rsach.” 
 
    “I’ll get it through my thick skull, Rsach,” she laughed, saying it quietly for the first time without the honorific. “Thank you.” 
 
    I have great faith in you. Gods. 
 
    I wish you could hear that, Mom. You, too, Dad. 
 
    You made the right choice, Bulldog. Wrap it around you like a blanket and get to work. 
 
    The side cargo door of the runabout opened with a clank and drew her attention away from the guild master. From the ship’s hull, a ramp appeared and reached for the surface before locking into place with a scrape of metal on metal. A large, wheeled cart appeared and rolled autonomously down the ramp via a control unit mounted on the cart’s rear. Immediately behind it, a tall, squid-like figure wearing a long black and red robe appeared. There was a collective gasp behind her. Jessica fought her emotions to maintain a straight face and her military bearing. 
 
    What’s a Goltar doing here? 
 
    “Who the hell is that?” she heard Ricky stage-whisper behind her, and he was immediately shushed. 
 
    The Goltar resembled a walking squid, and it was hard to wrap her mind around the concept of its anatomy. The angular head’s dark pink coloring stood out from its black, almost lifeless eyes. It walked in a powered half-suit with four legs and had four tentacles clasped in pairs at its artificial waist. With a slight squeal of brakes, the wheeled cart stopped on the ramp. The Goltar peered down at them from the top of the ramp and locked eyes with Rsach. After a moment, the Goltar nodded, and Rsach returned the gesture. The guild master raised a few sets of pincers toward Jessica as he moved forward without looking at her. The message was clear. 
 
    Stay here. 
 
    As Rsach closed the distance, Colonel Ibson appeared on one side, and Peacemaker Larth on the other. She heard Ricky and Keaton again. Their conversation drew her attention to the cart and the massive crate strapped atop it. While beaten and stained, the words BINNIG MK 9 CASPer PROTOTYPE, HEAVY ASSAULT MODEL were visible. She took it in with her eyes and recognized something was very different. It wasn’t large enough for a traditional CASPer. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    “That ain’t really a Mk 9, is it?” Ricky whispered not-so-softly. “It ain’t big enough.” 
 
    “That’s what it says on the crate,” Keaton replied. “Shut your mouth, Ricky.” 
 
    “What the hell is a ‘heavy assault model?’ Thought they was always heavy and—” 
 
    “Ricky,” Jyrall growled. “Shut it.” 
 
    “You really think they’d stencil the name on the outside? For something so valuable?” Larth leaned toward Jessica. 
 
    “Human thing. We do that all the time. Kinda the same reason behind acronyms. That gets stupid fast,” she replied and studied what she could of the stenciling at a distance from the cart. “If it’s real, and viable, Humans get a huge boost in combat. I’m worried someone else wants it.” 
 
    “Why?” Larth asked. “Is it fast?” 
 
    “Very,” Jessica replied. “At least that’s what the experts are saying. Faster. Better communications and weapons systems. Longer lifespan. Better armor.” 
 
    “Perfect killing machines,” Ibson said. “At least as perfect as we might ever get.” 
 
    “Technology is always leaping forward.” Jessica paused as Rsach closed the distance, and the cart, with the Goltar following, rolled the rest of the way down the ramp. “The big question is, can we keep up?” 
 
    The Goltar reached the end of the ramp and stepped over in front of Guild Master Rsach. Again, they nodded at each other. 
 
    “Guild Master Rsach.” The Goltar’s monotone voice seemed devoid of any emotion. As Jessica watched Rsach’s body language, she saw the guild master was both respectful and slightly subdued. “I am Counselor. Well met at last.” 
 
    “Well met, Counselor.” Rsach bowed his head again, and his body rippled. “I’ve assembled those with whom you wished to speak.” 
 
    “You’ve performed your duty admirably and done what I required.” 
 
    Required? What the fuck is going on here? 
 
    “What the hell is that noise?” Larth whispered at her side. He reached up and rubbed at one ear. “Something’s ringing.” 
 
    There was nothing Jessica could hear. Rsach’s deference to the Goltar bothered her. Who was this Counselor? 
 
    As the Goltar stepped off the ramp, Rsach stepped closer and rippled his upper torso deeply. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Larth and Jyrall reflexively do the same. She lowered her chin but didn’t bow forward ceremonially. 
 
    “You’ve done well, bringing everyone important together, Rsach. Your efforts haven’t been unnoticed. I am…grateful.” 
 
    “Thank you, Honored Counselor.” 
 
    The Goltar peered at them. His dark eyes slid over Jessica, and she fought a shiver. Whoever Counselor was to Rsach and the guild, his creepy demeanor bothered her. She wondered if her companion was nearby. Azho always saw things more clearly than she did, especially with regard to body language and intent. 
 
    Counselor is either totally dispassionate or aloof. I can’t tell which. But I don’t like him. 
 
    “However, I did require Selector Hak-Chet’s presence. Where is he?” 
 
    Required his presence? What the hell is going on here? Jessica thought about stepping forward to the guild master’s side but froze. Larth was still pawing at his ear. 
 
    “You okay?” she whispered. 
 
    “You can’t hear that?” he whispered back. “It’s splitting my head open.” 
 
    “No, I can’t…” 
 
    Rsach spoke up. “The selector remains on a mission at my discretion.” 
 
    “I don’t know of this mission, Rsach. Are you attempting to undermine or discredit my authority?” 
 
    “Nothing of the sort, Honored One,” Rsach replied. “This predates our arrangements, and is protected by the codicils of emergency operations I enacted before you contacted me.” 
 
    Jessica held back the smile threatening to crease her face. Rsach knew his position and its responsibilities far better than anyone in the galaxy. Emergency powers granted him by the High Council outweighed everything in the guild, and would remain in place after his death and transfer to the next guild master if he so ordered. Likewise, any standing orders from him to an individual Peacemaker were protected. The Jeha knew his shit. 
 
    “Very well.” Counselor gestured grandly to the crate. “This is a timely discovery. One that will impact our ability to fully utilize the Crusaders to establish a lasting peace over the Galactic Union. The peace will be made.” 
 
    His words sent an electric ripple down Jessica’s spine. The words were wrong. Everything she’d been taught at the Academy said peace had to be made, but Counselor’s words appeared to cross the line to martial law. Jessica’s stomach turned even as she strained to hear the conversation. 
 
    Rsach stepped closer to Counselor and said loudly, “Where is Captain Dreel?” 
 
    “I asked him to remain aboard the—” 
 
    “Sonuvabitch!” Ricky blurted. Jessica whirled and saw both him and Keaton, and now Jyrall clutching their ears. 
 
    “What is that?” Jyrall said through an awful grimace. 
 
    “Something’s wrong!” Jackson Rains pushed Bev behind him and stepped forward. “Guild Master!” 
 
    “Get down!” Larth barked. Faster than anything she’d ever seen, the Zuparti drew his weapons and stepped forward toward Rsach. “Guild Master! Get down! Something’s wrong with that crate, it’s—” 
 
    Beyond the crate, near the nose of the shuttle, she saw a black Equiri with a long rifle in its hands emerge from deep shadow. 
 
    No! She reached for her weapon as Ibson tackled her to the ground. 
 
    “Jamie, wait!” She tried to resist, but she was already off her feet and falling. As she slammed into the ground hard enough to see stars, the crate detonated in a thunderous roar and a vicious wave of heat. Muffled reports from a high-powered rifle tore through the hangar in the aftermath of the explosion. 
 
    “Uff!” Ibson sagged heavily against her. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae. Oh, gods, he’s here. 
 
    Another detonation erupted, this one much louder than the previous one. Then Jessica felt nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    He’d tackled Bev to the ground at Larth’s warning and covered her with his body. They’d fallen behind a shipping container barely a meter in height and two long. The cover provided had been enough to keep them both safe from the successive explosions. Ears ringing from the detonations, Jackson Rains brought his head up until he heard a high-powered weapon fire six clear shots from somewhere near the nose of the shuttle. He looked back over his legs and saw Ibson lying atop Jessica Francis. Neither of them moved. 
 
    “Lucille?” 
 
    <<I am here.>> 
 
    “Life signs and status display.” 
 
    <<Working.>> 
 
    Pinpricks of pain filtered through the shock to his brain. His coveralls were torn and jagged in places from the pieces of container and glass that had peppered his back and legs. 
 
    “Jackson?” Bev said. 
 
    He looked down at her. “You okay, babe?” 
 
    “I think so. What’s going—” 
 
    “I don’t know. Stay down.” He drew his weapon and peered up and over the container quickly. A familiar dark shape shouldered a rifle and made for an exit on the far side of the hangar. The Zuparti, Larth, opened fire with both pistols at the retreating assassin. His blood boiling with rage, Jackson clenched the pistol and brought it up to firing position. Sighting on the Equiri’s back, Jackson tried to calm himself and steady his rage, but instead he pulled the trigger multiple times. None of the rounds found their mark, and Kr’et’Socae darted into a passageway and disappeared. 
 
    “Lucille, disregard. Tap local systems and track Kr’et’Socae. We need medical assistance, too.” 
 
    <<Accessing local systems.>> 
 
    “Keep him from getting off this rock. Do anything you need to.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    Movement caught his eye. Jackson saw Jessica worming her way out from under Ibson. A large pool of blood covered the area around them. Ibson didn’t move, and the skin Jackson could see appeared gray and lifeless. Jessica turned her face toward him, and she mouthed something. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Jackson shook his head. He started toward her. “You need help.” 
 
    “No!” Jessica yelled. “I’m okay. Get that motherfucker!” 
 
    <<Kr’et’Socae identified and locked.>> 
 
    “On it,” Jackson replied. He looked down at Bev. The fear in her eyes said everything he needed to know about her feelings. He hadn’t seen that look since he’d seen it in his mother’s eyes in the minutes before she’d been forced to resume his father’s contract. She’d knelt before him and clutched his face in her hands. 
 
    It’s going to be okay, Jackson. You be strong. Be strong. Know that you’re loved, and I’ll be home as soon as I can. 
 
    He blinked the memory away and knelt quickly to kiss Bev. “I love you. I’ll be back in no time. Help Jessica and the others.” 
 
    “Jackson?” 
 
    “Babe. I love you. I’ll be back. Help the others for me. Please.” 
 
    Bev blinked at him in confusion. 
 
    “Bev! Look at me! I need you together—right now. People need help.” 
 
    “I’m…” Her eyes cleared and focused, and he could see her wits returning. “Did you say I love you?” 
 
    “Twice.” 
 
    She smiled. “I…I love you, too.” 
 
    Jackson reached for her shoulder and squeezed it. 
 
    Gods, let me come back to this woman. 
 
    He stood to survey the scene. Xander Allison sat shellshocked beside the unmoving bodies of the two Lumar bodyguards and Harmon Gray. Blood and debris covered everything he could see in the thick smoke. Rsach was down, but Jackson knew what he had to do. 
 
    “Jackson! Go!” Jessica yelled. 
 
    <<Kr’et’Socae has stopped moving in Passageway 12. There is something blocking his path. If you run, you can catch him.>> 
 
    Jackson Rains sprinted in the direction Kr’et’Socae had gone. As he ran, he screamed incoherently in pain and rage. 
 
    This ends now! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jyrall relaxed his massive hands and let go of the nape of Ricky and Keaton’s necks. The two Pushtal groaned and started to push themselves up from the cold steel hangar deck. From what he could gather, the two brothers were physically fine. An intense pain sensation came from his left forearm, and Jyrall peered down at the missing chunk of flesh with a mixture of curiosity and revulsion. Any shock boiled into rage in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Larth?” Jyrall whipped his head toward where his friend had been. The Zuparti had both pistols in his hands and fired shot after shot toward the front of the shuttle. As he followed his partner’s aim, Jyrall saw a dark shape emerge from the shadow with a large rifle and point it toward Larth. 
 
    Jyrall dove and knocked his partner down. Mid-air, a hammer blow struck Jyrall under his right arm in the BAMF armor of his Peacemaker vest. 
 
    “Unhf!” The two Peacemakers hit the ground. Jyrall heard Larth bitching about the weight and the tackle, but he wasn’t listening. His eyes locked onto the motionless, serene visage of Rsach lying on the deck in a pool of green Jeha blood. 
 
    Guild Master. 
 
    “I said get off me, Jyrall!” Larth squawked. 
 
    His eyes on Rsach, Jyrall’s vision turned bright red, and he let it come. “Larth, tend to Guild Master Rsach. I’m in pursuit.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “That gods-damned Equiri, Kr’et’Socae.” 
 
    Larth worked free of Jyrall’s frame as the Besquith stood. “I got this, partner.” 
 
    “Good,” Jyrall replied. He took a long, deep breath through his nose and found the disgraced Enforcer’s scent. Like a bright orange flag waving to get his attention, the scent was unmistakable. He glanced at Peacemaker Francis kneeling over the Human known as Ibson. There was no doubt the man was dead. There were others hurt and maybe dead around them, but Jyrall’s focus narrowed to a tight, sharp point. He hurdled a shipping container and ran along the path of Kr’et’Socae’s scent. Jackson Rains, the other Human Peacemaker, was ahead of him, but following a different passageway. 
 
    He can’t smell the Equiri. 
 
    He can pick up the pieces when he gets there. 
 
    Jyrall snarled and accelerated into the open ground. Sirens wailed in the passageways, and emergency service carts moved autonomously toward the hangar he’d just left. Jyrall dodged them at full speed as the scent took an abrupt 90 degree turn down a maintenance passageway marked 10-12. 
 
    The intensity of the scent translated to proximity. Jyrall pulled his pistol from the holster on his right thigh, turned down the passageway, and saw the briefest flash of a black fist coming at his face before the impact knocked him from his feet. 
 
    Jyrall fell hard in the narrow space, sprawled, and rolled into the far wall with a thud. The pistol clattered somewhere in the shipping detritus piled in the corridor. He came to his feet snarling to see the Equiri accelerating far faster than he’d believed. 
 
    He’s old. How is that possible? 
 
    Enhancement. 
 
    Jyrall licked blood from the corner of his maw and took up pursuit again. Ahead of him, Kr’et’Socae turned into the passageway marked 12. Jyrall slowed as he approached the corner to keep from running into a blind strike from concealment again. He turned the corner and saw the Equiri frozen 30 meters ahead. 
 
    There was a ripple of something he could see in the distance, and a Depik appeared before the much larger Equiri. It wasn’t Tsan, but one mostly black with a partially white face and paws. The Depik had no weapons but stood in a fighting posture. Sensing an opportunity to close in on Kr’et’Socae while the other’s attention was fully diverted, Jyrall pulled the knife from inside his vest and wrapped his fist around the hilt. Blade pointed down in his strong grip, Jyrall turned the corner. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rsach is dead. 
 
    The words filled Kr’et’Socae’s heart even as he wondered whether he’d been able to take Jackson Rains down with the explosive charges, too. He hadn’t seen the Human in the aftermath, but his attention had been rightfully elsewhere. The first two shots were for Rsach. They’d struck their target center mass. The second two were for the Lumar bodyguards, who went down with a round in their foreheads. 
 
    Another Human went down, as had the one who’d tackled Jessica Francis. It was too much to hope that the round had passed through the wannabe hero and into the little Human bitch, but there wasn’t time to check and make sure. 
 
    He’d fired the final round in the split second before a brave little Zuparti in a Peacemaker vest came up with pistols in both hands. While he wasn’t sure, hitting center mass on a Goltar’s head was an easy thing to do. With any luck, this Counselor would be dead. 
 
    The guild will be in complete disarray. 
 
    I have won. 
 
    As he ran from the hangar, aware of the alarms blaring and the emergency communications system coming to life, Kr’et’Socae silenced the internal emergency network with the touch of a button on his slate. He tapped another and heard a click in the small headset he wore on his left ear. 
 
    “Hatfield.” 
 
    “It’s done. Prepare the ship for departure,” Kr’et’Socae said. “I’ll be there in 120 seconds.” 
 
    “Standard departure. If you’re not here in five minutes, I’m gone.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae snorted. As if I haven’t done this before, rehearsed and timed it multiple times. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” he answered instead. Kr’et’Socae broke down the rifle as he ran and tossed the pieces into various doors and passageways. They’d discover he’d been here soon enough, but anything he could do to slow down an official investigation was worth the effort. 
 
    He turned a corner, intent on accelerating toward Hatfield’s waiting ship. Several containers were parked, blocking the main thoroughfare. A jump would take him over them with ease. 
 
    Except for the black and white Depik standing in his path. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae slid to a stop without breaking eye contact with the elusive being. He’d seen one as a trainee during his time with Hr’ent Golramm, but not in the better part of 30 years. 
 
    The Depik’s mouth curled open. “I am Azho. Welcome to our negotiation, Kr’et’Socae.” 
 
    “I have no quarrel with you, Depik.” 
 
    “You no longer get to determine your quarrels. You’ve injured or killed many people, including innocents. You’re a criminal, and you must be stopped.” 
 
    “You stand no chance against me.” 
 
    “I will stand, or I will fall.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae laughed. “There are none of your kind in the Peacemaker Guild.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. You’re a traitor and a disgrace to the Peacemakers and your entire species,” Azho replied. 
 
    Anger surged through his veins, and the clock to departure ticked relentlessly onward. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    “Make me.” The Depik stood and relaxed into a powerful fighting stance. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae flinched in one direction and lunged forward in another. He readied to strike at the Depik, only for the being to disappear in front of his eyes. 
 
    Where? 
 
    A searing pain tore through his relatively unarmored lower legs. He looked down to see Azho finish the strike, and blood smeared the cat-like creature’s paws. 
 
    “Gaah!” Kr’et’Socae kicked outward, but the little Depik easily dodged the maneuver and darted almost faster than he could follow toward his other leg. His enhancements and modified reflexes took over, and he stopped the Depik with his leg, bent forward, and swept his free hand at the Depik. Another flash of pain met his efforts. He swung his other fist at the Depik, but found nothing but air. 
 
    Think! 
 
    A lesson from Hr’ent flashed through his memory in an instant. They’d been surrounded by Blevin, seemingly with no escape, and Hr’ent had laughed. Kr’et’Socae, at first, believed his mentor and partner had gone insane from the stress. He’d watched as the Oogar mowed through the Blevin with swift, devastating strokes before even pulling his weapon. By the time he drew down on the survivors, they were already running. 
 
    Never let an enemy’s disposition, tactics, or numbers dull your senses. 
 
    The Depik appeared with a ripple to his right, and Kr’et’Socae kicked at it harmlessly. His target easily dodged the attack, but Kr’et’Socae saw what he needed. As the Depik faded into— 
 
    What do they call that? Quintessence? 
 
    —it had moved almost imperceptibly to its right. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    When the Depik emerged again, Kr’et’Socae was already lashing out with a powerful swing of his arm. His fist impacted the side of the Depik’s head with a satisfying crunch. Stunned, the Depik crumpled to the ground. Kr’et’Socae scooped its limp body up in his hands. The assassin was still breathing. 
 
    But not for long. 
 
    “That’s enough!” a voice called from behind. He’d left his back to the containers. A tactical error, to be sure, but one he believed he could overcome with speed and ferocity. He turned slowly toward the voice with the now groggy Depik writhing in his hands. 
 
    “Rains,” he said. “This one of your friends?” 
 
    “Put him down, Kr’et’Socae. It’s over.” 
 
    He laughed. “You have no idea what that means, Jackson Rains. You cheated me.” 
 
    The young Human Peacemaker was in a classic engagement posture. His weapon, a powerful-looking Human pistol known as the XM1911, centered on Kr’et’Socae’s chest armor. He couldn’t see Rains’ eyes behind his glasses. Whether they were an integrated slate or something else, Kr’et’Socae didn’t know, nor did he care. 
 
    “Put the Depik down.” 
 
    “I think not,” he responded. The plan came to him. He extended his arms and flexed his muscles to snap the injured Depik’s neck. The placement of his decoy had to be perfectly between him and Rains for his gambit to work. Rains would be unable to fire for fear of hitting the injured combatant. Hesitation, ingrained as it was in Peacemakers, would be his enemy’s undoing. 
 
    Rains brought the barrel of the pistol up toward Kr’et’Socae’s long face. “I mean it. Put him down.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae let his head come forward and cast his eyes down as if contemplating Rains’ words. The woozy Depik was no threat, and there was no better time than this. He took a long, deep breath to center himself—another old Peacemaker trick, no less—and tossed the Depik toward Rains’ head. 
 
    To his credit, Rains held his ground, but Kr’et’Socae was already moving. His enhancements enabled him to reach for and draw his pistol from the holster on his leg before the Depik had flown half the distance to his intended target. The pistol slid effortlessly from the holster, and he brought it up. He fired at Rains’ left knee, aiming for a weak space between the BAMF armor plating. The bullet tore through the Peacemaker’s coveralls, and a generous spatter of blood and tissue sprayed onto the floor. 
 
    Make him keep moving on that knee, and he’ll fall. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae wasn’t done. As the pistol continued the arc up toward his target, he fired again. The round struck Rains in the left forward armor plating under his BAMF jacket. He couldn’t tell if there was penetration or not. From the shot to his knee, Rains was already falling to his left with a shocked expression on his face. 
 
    Rains fired his pistol, and the round screamed through the space between them, but passed harmlessly to Kr’et’Socae’s left. He stepped to his right anyway and kept out of the Human’s engagement path. 
 
    There wasn’t enough time to fully enjoy it. Kr’et’Socae pulled the trigger again and saw the center of Rains’ chest armor explode with the impact. Shredded bone and tissue sprayed up as the Peacemaker crumpled to the floor, reaching for his injured knee, and gasping for breath. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae stepped forward with the pistol extended toward Rains’ pained face. 
 
    “You were right, Jackson Rains. This ends now.” 
 
    Rains snarled up at him between rough, gasping breaths. “Fuck you.” 
 
    “That’s what Captain Dreel said before I—” 
 
    “Murderer!” A new voice thundered through the passageway. Kr’et’Socae whirled and caught a glimpse of something from an old Earth horror movie flying through the air toward him. The Besquith Peacemaker Jyrall held a knife in one hand, and there was nothing but rage in his eyes. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae tried to bring up the weapon, but Jyrall crashed into him, and they sprawled to the floor. 
 
    “I’m not going to arrest you, Kr’et’Socae,” the Besquith growled. “I’m going to put you down.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Diam 
 
      
 
    There will be a time, pup, when discretion must be thrown to the wind. When you face down one who would steal your life without a moment of remorse, you must act. This action cannot, must not, be a reaction. 
 
    Your action must be authentic. 
 
    Primal. 
 
    Jyrall rushed the Equiri and let his rage explode. Power filled his body. His mind cleared of every possible distraction. He knew the Depik was injured, but there was nothing he could do. He knew Jackson Rains was down and in unimaginable pain, but there was nothing he could do. 
 
    Except. 
 
    His left claws found the Equiri’s chest under the arms as he swung the knife toward the base of the Equiri’s neck. Kr’et’Socae took the bait and focused on the knife. As he knocked it away, Jyrall let it go and brought his hands back toward the Equiri’s center of mass. 
 
    Mistake. 
 
    Jyrall lifted Kr’et’Socae from the ground and threw him into the containers beyond. No sooner had the coal-black Equiri hit the containers than Jyrall was there. His first punch caught the Equiri solidly on the nose at the end of his face. There was a crunch, but Jyrall didn’t care—he was already swinging again. He rained blows down on the squirming Equiri. His opponent’s arms came up—something Ricky and Keaton called a “rope a dope,” from watching old boxing matches. Jyrall felt the defensive move parrying his strikes, and he went to the body, pummeling the Equiri in both sides. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae struck back immediately by slamming a heavy fist into Jyrall’s jaw hard enough the Besquith saw stars. 
 
    “Gaaah!” he roared and punched again at the Equiri’s face with his right hand, then slashed with his left. Kr’et’Socae deflected both strikes easily. He alternated his attacks. Body. Face. Body. Face. There was a flash of pain from one leg as the Equiri delivered a powerful kick. Jyrall paid no attention. The Equiri hit him again and again—the quick impacts staggered him back a step and allowed the Equiri to vault upright into a fighting stance. 
 
    “You have promise, pup.” 
 
    Jyrall stepped closer. “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “Reserved for Dreel, huh?” Kr’et’Socae laughed. “He won’t be calling you that anymore.” 
 
    Jyrall launched himself at the Equiri again. This time, the Equiri stepped aside and deftly slung Jyrall into the containers beyond. He caught himself and lashed backward with his left arm, only to have Kr’et’Socae secure his arm. Jyrall had no choice but to keep turning his torso to face his opponent. Kr’et’Socae lashed out, clutched at the back of his head, and pulled him closer. 
 
    Jyrall bent his head down and punched hard at the Equiri’s mostly unprotected side. The Equiri’s chest plate exploded. 
 
    WHAMM! 
 
    Heat tore at the side of Jyrall’s head. White hot pain stabbed at his face, and he brought up his hands to his face as he fell, half-blinded, to the floor. The smell of burnt fur filled his nostrils, and he smacked his head with his hands to put out any flames. His left eye was useless, the pain as intense as anything he’d ever experienced. Nausea tore at his stomach, and he felt his grip on consciousness slip. 
 
    He heard Rains open fire, and he tried to stand, only to find the Depik standing there, pushing him gently back to the floor. 
 
    “Down, Peacemaker. You’re badly injured and need assistance.” 
 
    He shook off his paws, spraying the area with Kr’et’Socae’s dark blood, and tried to stand, but his legs wouldn’t respond. 
 
    “Jyrall!” He heard Jackson Rains call out as he fell to the floor. With his right eye, he saw Kr’et’Socae stagger as he climbed over the containers and disappeared from view. 
 
    He got away. 
 
    He got… 
 
    “Down, Peacemaker,” Azho said. This time Jyrall listened, and he laid back on the floor. Jackson Rains appeared over him. 
 
    Jyrall stared at the massive hole in the Human’s BAMF armor chest plating. “You okay?” 
 
    “No,” Rains said. “I’m hit, but not as bad as you are. Haptic suit took the brunt of the one to my chest, but my knee’s gone. Self-applied nanites. I don’t have any for a Besquith. Just stay there, and we’ll get you fixed up.” 
 
    Jyrall looked up at the Depik and saw blood on the white parts of its fur. “You’re hurt, too.” 
 
    “Only my…pride,” Azho replied. “I’m injured, yes, but dishonored. I didn’t take down the assassin.” 
 
    “He didn’t exactly fight fair, Azho,” Rains said. The Human removed a combat dressing from his belt pockets and pressed it against Jyrall’s head. 
 
    “How bad is my eye?” Jyrall asked with a quiet voice. 
 
    “It’s difficult to speculate,” Azho replied. “We’re stabilizing it, and then we’ll get you proper medical attention.” 
 
    Instead of panic, Jyrall realized he was almost ethereally calm. “We injured him.” 
 
    “I hit him with at least a couple rounds,” Rains replied. “It’s hard to tell with his body armor. You beat the shit out of him, man.” 
 
    “He got away,” Azho said. “Right now, both of you have more important things to consider—like staying alive. We need to get back to our friends, for security, if nothing else. They’re targets with us here.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Rains said. “You okay to stand, Jyrall?” 
 
    He thought about it for a moment. The tired feeling had faded somewhat. His head throbbed, and every move above his shoulders was the equivalent of lifting a Sumatozou, but he felt like he could function. 
 
    “I need help up.” 
 
    “I’ve got you, brother.” Rains extended a hand with his thumb up. Jyrall wrapped the Human’s hand in his, and Rains pulled enough for Jyrall to get his feet under him. For a moment, he thought he might swoon or get dizzy, but neither happened. He looked down at Azho and wondered if a Depik could look more despondent and angry at the same time. 
 
    “Hey?” Jyrall said. “Azho? We’ll get him.” 
 
    “I should have stopped him. An Equiri is no match for a Hunter.” 
 
    Jyrall wrapped a strong arm around the man’s shoulders. “That’s not any old Equiri. He’s an Enforcer from the physical enhancement days. They jacked up his reflexes and nervous system faster than anything we’ve ever seen—even Depik.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” Azho said. “We shared these techniques with the Peacemaker Guild at the inception of the Enforcer program.” 
 
    “No shit?” Jyrall blurted. “We can talk about that later. We need to get back to the hangar. And Azho? You slowed him down enough for Jackson and me to get here. He got through the three of us, but we hurt him. Next time, we take him down.” 
 
    For a moment, as they collectively limped back toward their friends, no one spoke. 
 
    “He’ll die the next time I see his face,” Azho said quietly. 
 
    “You might have to beat one of us there first, man,” Rain said and chuckled. 
 
    Azho’s face brightened. “That makes me feel better. I have a question, though? What is a hat field?” 
 
    “Hatfield?” Jyrall realized he and Rains said it at the same time. 
 
    “Did he say something?” 
 
    “He was calling Hatfield. I assumed it was a type of code for a communications device,” Azho replied. “I can see by your faces it was not.” 
 
    “Hatfield is a man,” Rains said. “A handler. A fixer. A guy I’ve been wanting to get my hands on.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Jyrall replied. “Well, Ricky and Keaton. They’ve been ready to pounce on him since they heard the name.” 
 
    Azho looked pensive while Jackson Rains appeared to be trying to pull up something from deep in his memory banks. His eyebrows rose. 
 
    “Oh! The Hatfields and McCoys.” 
 
    Jyrall nodded. “Precisely.” 
 
    Azho brushed himself off and moved toward the hangar bay. “Human history is fascinating reading. We’ll discuss that later. Let’s get back to the others. I’ll take point. You two provide security and tell me why I should be worried about the way you said ‘Hatfields and McCoys.’ That implies some type of multi-generational hatred without a rational explanation.” 
 
    “That’s scratching the surface, so to speak,” Rains replied. 
 
    “Oh, I think it’s going to be much worse than that by the time this is all over.” Jyrall tapped his slate. “I can’t reach anyone there.” 
 
    Rains tapped his glasses. “Lucille?” 
 
    <<I am here, Jackson.>> 
 
    “Trace Hatfield. He’s here, and he’s fetching Kr’et’Socae. Stop them before they can launch.” 
 
    <<Understood.>> 
 
    Azho whirled on Rains. “How do you have Lucille? Tara has Lucille.” 
 
    “I have a copy,” Rains replied. 
 
    “A copy?” Azho blinked. “This is a security problem. How many copies are there?” 
 
    <<Five,>> Lucille replied. 
 
    “Does Jessica know about this?” Azho asked. 
 
    <<Affirmative, though not the full extent of my redundancies.>> 
 
    “Well, she does now,” Azho replied. 
 
    <<I have been prepared for this discussion for quite some time.>> 
 
    Azho didn’t reply. 
 
    Jyrall supported Rains with one arm as they walked. “Can somebody tell me who Lucille is? Are we going to meet her?” 
 
    “You already have,” Azho replied. “The other part of your question is a much longer story.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As Jyrall ran after the godsdamned Kr’et’Socae, Jessica turned back to Ibson. His eyes stared coldly into the distance, and he didn’t move. Neither did she. Ears ringing, Jessica could make out the sound of alarms blaring, but they sounded far away. A thousand pinpricks of pain lit up one leg. She looked down and saw her lower leg bleeding through her coveralls just above the boots where the integrated BAMF armor pockets sat, empty. She hadn’t bothered to load the slim protective plates into the holders in her coveralls. Why hadn’t she made sure she was protected? Her thoughts jumbled into a mess of discordant threads. 
 
    Her eyes came back down to Ibson, and her focus flickered to life. She reached up to check herself for other injuries and winced. Her left forearm ached. A piece of plasticine from the crate was embedded in the muscle. It hadn’t completely skewered her arm, which was a good thing, but the pain rose like an awful storm. A wave of it crashed over her, and Jessica drew in a deep breath, reflexively held it for 10 seconds, and then exhaled in five sharp breaths. 
 
    Almost instantly her mind cleared. She did it again. And again. The Peacemaker training she’d once thought the least valuable had worked again. Jessica withdrew the sliver of shrapnel from her arm carefully and crawled over to the motionless Ibson. 
 
    She felt for a pulse on her friend’s neck, but there was nothing. With a gentle hand, she closed his eyes. Tears welled in her own, and she blinked them away. 
 
    Thank you, Jamie. You saved my life. 
 
    Her eyes came up to the rest of the scene. Larth knelt over Guild Master Rsach. The Jeha moved listlessly, but was clearly alive. His two Lumar bodyguards, Florr and Tramm, were obviously not. Captain Harmon Gray from Force 25 was immediately behind them and still on the floor. Ricky McCoy stood over the CASPer pilot and frowned. Gray was dead, too. 
 
    Keaton McCoy and Bev DiMara sat beside Xander Allison. He’d been behind the two Lumar at the time of the explosion, and he wore the majority of their bodily fluids over his uniform. Covered in blood, Xander sat on the floor, staring into the distance in shock. They talked to him with loud, urgent voices as if trying to break through the curtain. 
 
    Jessica’s eyes swept back to the Goltar lying off the ramp where the explosion had flung it. She saw its tentacles move as it attempted to stand. Her first attempt ended badly, as she pitched forward to the floor when her left leg refused to handle all her weight. Jessica tried again. Teeth gritted and jaw clenched, she fought her way to a standing position and took a halting, limping step forward. The pain from her left leg was manageable, as long as she took it easy. She glanced at the Goltar again and saw much more definitive movement in its appendages. 
 
    He’s alive, and I need answers. 
 
    Jessica limped forward and holstered her pistol. From what she could see, she wouldn’t need it. The Goltar was finished. One of the black eyes followed her as she approached. The Goltar’s body remained still. Blood oozed from dozens of wounds and gouges along the alien’s elongated head. A widening pool of dark blood formed under its body. The head turned to follow her progress, and she immediately knew why. The Goltar’s other eye and a large chunk of flesh were missing. Jessica clenched her teeth against the revulsion rising in her throat. She knelt and saw the Goltar’s left pinplant connections, two of them, glowing. 
 
    Never seen that before. 
 
    The glow pulsated, fading in and out with the Goltar’s pained breathing. Each raspy, gurgling intake made the pinplants brighter. With every exhale, they faded almost to nothing. 
 
    “Why did you do this?” 
 
    The Goltar gasped and the glow flashed bright and then faded to nothing. “Was…told.” 
 
    Jessica leaned closer. “Who told you?” 
 
    “I am…” The Goltar’s pinplants glowed bright enough Jessica blinked. “Counselor.” 
 
    “You are Counselor.” Jessica squinted. Aren’t you? 
 
    The Goltar strained toward her as its pinplants glowed again. “Your father will pay for what he stole. It wasn’t…theirs to take. He will…not…use it…against—” 
 
    “Against whom?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Against whom, Counselor?” Jessica demanded. The lazy eye snapped back to her, and the glow on the Goltar’s pinplants faded again. 
 
    “Not…me. Not…me.” It drew a ragged breath. “Not…” 
 
    “Not you, what?” 
 
    The pinplants stopped glowing. The Goltar’s head lolled toward her. “Forgive me…Peacemaker.” 
 
    And then it was dead. 
 
    Godsdammit. 
 
    At her belt, one of the pockets buzzed. She popped the top and worked her fingers inside. Her earpiece, which she hadn’t worn in months, vibrated in her fingers. 
 
    Lucille! 
 
    She slipped the earpiece over her right ear. 
 
    “Lucille?” 
 
    <<I am here, Jessica. I have alerted base security forces and the local Peacemaker office to the situation. Strangely, I have not heard a confirmation from either of them.>> 
 
    “Find out why, Lucille. What else do you have?” 
 
    <<I have located Kr’et’Socae and determined a possible escape route for him.>> 
 
    “Jyrall and Jackson are in pursuit.” Jessica lurched to a standing position. The move felt easier, and she knew the adrenaline in her system wasn’t going to be able to sustain her physical ability on its own for much longer. “We need medical support for the guild master.” 
 
    <<I am attempting contact again.>> 
 
    Ricky McCoy was at her side so fast and silently, she hadn’t noticed him. “You okay, Jessica?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Ya talkin’ to ya’self.” Ricky stared at her. “That ain’t right.” 
 
    “I’m talking to Lucille?” 
 
    “Who’s the hell’s that?” 
 
    Jessica snorted and half-smiled. “It’s a long story. She’s…a friend with a lot of power and ability. She’s on my slate and everywhere at the same time.” 
 
    “Sounds like an AI.” 
 
    Jessica didn’t immediately respond. “That’s at least what I’ve worked out. She’s been with me for more than 20 years.” 
 
    <<Jessica? I have information.>> 
 
    Jessica tapped her slate. “Here, meet Lucille, Ricky. What do you have, Lucille?” 
 
    <<Hello, Ricky McCoy. There are two bits of information I confirmed through the connections in Captain Dreel’s ship.>> 
 
    An electric bolt of shock ran down Jessica’s spine. “Dreel! Is he aboard?” 
 
    <<Yes, Jessica. He is in a containment unit in the galley. He has been dead for quite some time.>> 
 
    Fuck. There would be time for sorrow, she knew. At that moment, anger flooded her and threatened to dull her senses. 
 
    Counselor—if my hunch is right, and that ain’t really you laying over there—you’re going to pay when I find you. Whatever it takes. 
 
    “I understand, Lucille. Tell me what you found.” 
 
    <<I have an extensive history of the Crusader project. This has been in the works for the last two years, at the direction of the guild master, but the decision history does not correlate to Rsach’s established thought processes.>> 
 
    “Meaning Counselor was doing it in his place,” Jessica replied aloud. 
 
    <<Agreed. More troubling than the history, I have confirmation that the Crusaders have been ordered to move against Snowmass. Their orders are to remove Force 25 from the planet and establish security and multiple forward operating bases in the region.>> 
 
    “How long until they get there?” 
 
    <<Advance elements are already in the system. They expect to land the full complement of their forces within six days.>> 
 
    We can still catch them if we can survive this shitshow. 
 
    “What else, Lucille?” 
 
    <<Confirmation of your father’s location. He was moved to Uluru by the Science Guild roughly a year ago. My hits of intelligence at different points all tie to their deception plan. Smart, but not smart enough. They have deployed an autonomous force to secure him. Counselor received a message from an unknown address while on Dreel’s ship. While Counselor deleted the message from the Goltar’s slate, he did not know that Dreel’s archive system also had a copy.>> 
 
    “What type of force?” 
 
    <<Drones. They look something like this.>> An image of a vaguely rectangular shape with winglets and munitions hanging off of it appeared. 
 
    Ricky drew a breath. “That’s where them fuckers are! We found out they’d built a few million of them things. Now we know where.” 
 
    “A few million.” Jessica sighed. 
 
    Dammit, Dad. 
 
    Ricky grunted. “They ain’t nuthin’. Hell, we took ’em down once, we can damn shore do it again. Keaton built some code on the fly, and we stopped ’em in their tracks.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “We need to post security. We’re sitting ducks here without more firepower.” 
 
    Ricky was already moving. “I’m on it, Jessica. Get some help for the guild master. Hell, for all of us. Reckon we’re all torn up a little bit.” 
 
    “Lucille, do what you can. Infiltrate the local network and find out what’s going on.” 
 
    Jessica frowned. Why would Guild Master Rsach select a planet without medical and security support for a meeting like this? 
 
    It wasn’t his idea. He was playing Counselor’s game. 
 
    The thought sobered her. Rsach had walked into a scenario when he likely knew something like this would happen. She thought of him turning her way just a few minutes before. 
 
    Stay here. 
 
    His intention was crystal clear. Rsach knew Counselor was up to something, and he’d played along to reach the end state. That wasn’t all. Counselor had brought Kr’et’Socae into the plan, a being no Peacemaker, and virtually no civilian willing to talk, had seen in the last several years. 
 
    Yet Counselor knew where he was and brought him here. There was more there, and she let her mind drift over the events. Her mind stitched the pieces together. 
 
    The Goltar’s pinplants glowed and faded. It spoke differently every time they did. 
 
    Gods. The Goltar is not Counselor. It wasn’t even here. 
 
    The chances Counselor, whoever and whatever it was, was a synthetic intelligence were much higher than Jessica wanted to admit. But there was another possibility, and even entertaining the thought concerned her. 
 
    Can we even really fight it without one of our own?  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Diam 
 
      
 
    Larth’s first reaction defied logic. He’d nearly failed his first iteration of alien anatomy and physiology at the Academy because his final examination had been on a Jeha. Rumors ran rampant through the Academy during the first year, and none were more pervasive than the idea of anatomy and physiology being a course designed to scare candidates. There were many opportunities for the faculty to weed out students, and the A&P course was one of the biggest, according to every second-year candidate with a story to tell. 
 
    While no second year would ever confirm it, another rumor suggested weak candidates would be tested on their own species as the ultimate “gotcha.” They spent the better part of six months familiarizing themselves with every other race in the known galaxy, only to walk into the morgue and examine a cadaver of their own species. Untold hundreds quit the Academy right then and there, so Larth and the others were told. He’d walked into his own final examination thinking he was about the weakest student there was in his class. As such, he’d spent the final weeks before the examination reviewing Zuparti anatomy and physiology. They weren’t going to get him—or so he thought. In the morgue, he pulled back the opaque sheet and found a Jeha. As flustered as he was, he’d managed to eke out a passing score before walking out of the room and vomiting into the first waste receptacle he’d found. 
 
    He blinked the memory away and knelt down to Rsach. The guild master was still alive, but clearly hurt. His segmented body bled from too many wounds to count. Fluids both dark and light flowed from torn entry holes and too many shrapnel wounds to count. The lighter fluids he recognized as digestive enzyme solutions. The darker wounds, the ones leaking greenish-black, viscous fluid, indicated blood. A lot of it. 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    Radial breakage on multiple pincer sets. Three left pincers and two right pincers missing. Dissimilar breakages. Multiple punctures of the abdomen. Facial distortion. One antenna severed. Breathing is irregular. Good thing he’s knocked— 
 
    “Larth.” 
 
    “Guild Master?” Larth blurted. “I thought you were—” 
 
    The Jeha writhed in agony, but somehow managed to chuckle. “I’m not dead yet.” 
 
    Larth felt his throat tighten. He tried to speak, but nothing came out. He swallowed as much of the rising emotion as he could and tried again. “I’m…I’m sorry. I wasn’t fast enough.” 
 
    Rsach’s remaining antenna vibrated in annoyance. “You were fast enough. You gave me the chance…to have this conversation.” 
 
    “What conversation?” Larth asked. “You need to rest.” 
 
    “And you need to be quiet.” Rsach made the chuckling noise again. “I need to tell you how proud of you and Jyrall I am. You have done great credit to yourselves and the guild. The time is coming…you will wonder what you’re supposed to do. The guild didn’t prepare you for all things. You…you have the tools and the friends to do what needs to be done. Don’t worry about my fate.” 
 
    “Hey! Don’t talk like that. We’re going to get nanites into you and get you fixed right up.” 
 
    Rsach twitched and let his antenna flop. “No, Larth. I’m going to die, and that’s okay. I won’t be the last. There’ll be a reckoning within the guild itself. When that happens, some must fall. I’m not the first, nor will I be the last. The two of you must stand ready, like the others. Duty is more than your uniform. You’ve learned that lesson faster than most.” 
 
    “Thank you, Guild Master.” 
 
    Rsach gave a small nod. He drew several breaths before locking eyes with Larth again. “Activate the record function on your slate—both audio and video. You must capture something for me before I succumb.” 
 
    Larth wanted to protest. He saw Jessica Francis rooting through a first aid kit mounted just inside the runabout’s open hatch. She’d be coming, but it would be too late. The guild master’s request was as much an order as Larth had ever heard. He tapped his slate and readied it to record. “Go ahead, Guild Master.” 
 
    Rsach summoned a strength Larth wouldn’t have thought possible. He sat up slightly, and, when he spoke, his voice was clear and strong. There was almost no indication he was severely wounded at all, save for his appearance. “This is Guild Master Rsach. I have been attacked and am mortally wounded. I am enacting Guild Master Executive Manifest One. Everything I am about to say is my sworn statement in accordance with Article 64, Section 12 of the Peacemaker Code of Conduct. Hear my words well, Peacemakers. War is at hand.” 
 
    Rsach took a deep breath and continued, “The being known as Counselor invoked the name of the first Peacemaker and attempted to take command of the guild. I resisted, and it has assassinated me—I will die of my wounds; of this, I am sure. Jessica Francis and the others present are not to blame for this incident. Counselor was aided in this assassination by the fugitive known as Kr’et’Socae. He escaped and must have my death, and the deaths of those around me, added to his charges.  
 
    “For the record, Peacemakers Larth and Jyrall are hereby ordered to find, and execute, Kr’et’Socae and all the accused’s accomplices. Make no mistake in interpreting what I said. They are authorized all measures of non-revokable authority by the High Council as provided in times of emergency. They are the advocates of justice for my death, and their role, up to and including the performance of this sacred duty, cannot be modified, changed, repealed, or cancelled. Justice can only be served with the death of Kr’et’Socae and a full investigation of the being Counselor, which I order the High Council to perform.” 
 
    Rsach took another breath, but the strength in his voice was fading. “Finally, I nominate Graa’vaa to be appointed guild master at my death. I implore the Council to do what is right and prepare to stand. All…all is not what it seems.” 
 
    Rsach nodded at Larth. The Zuparti checked the slate. “I got it all, Guild Master. Rest easy.” 
 
    Jessica appeared at Larth’s side with a sedative and stabilizer serum. He watched her apply the universal syringe to the Jeha as if she’d done it her entire life. 
 
    I need to study more. 
 
    Shut up, Larth. Pay attention for once. 
 
    All you fuckers in my head. 
 
    Just once. 
 
    Rsach grabbed his arm with a pincer, and Larth met his eyes. “Yes, Guild Master?” 
 
    “It will be…difficult, but you must succeed. I believe…in you and your partner.” 
 
    “We’ll get it done, Guild Master.” Larth felt his nose twitch. Zuparti didn’t cry, which was a good thing, but damned if his throat wasn’t tighter than when he’d drank too much of Ricky’s green apple moonshine. His throat burned from the emotion. “I promise you, with all that I have, we will stand or fall.” 
 
    “I know…you will,” Rsach said. His eyes moved to Jessica Francis. “Take care of them…Jessica. You know what…to…do…” 
 
    Rsach stilled. Larth looked up at Jessica. “Is he…?” 
 
    “No,” Francis replied. “He’s unconscious and stabilized—in kind of a medically induced coma. Without nanites specific to the Jeha anatomy, and a proper medical facility, making him comfortable is the best we can do.” 
 
    “It’s likely not enough,” Larth said. 
 
    “He knows that, Larth,” Jessica said. “He knew this was going to happen.” 
 
    Larth looked around. They were the only ones on the smoke-filled landing pad. Alarms blared, but there appeared to be no one coming to their aid. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    Francis met his eyes. “Help’s not coming, Larth. This was a setup.” 
 
    “Counselor,” Larth replied. “That’s what the guild master’s message was about.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Francis replied. “Our Get Out of Jail Free card—for a while, at least.” 
 
    “Monopoly?” Larth shook off the question. “I think I get it. He’s given us an assignment Counselor can’t revoke.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Francis replied. “We have to make sure we survive the next few hours to make that happen.” 
 
    Larth was about to ask her if they had any assistance planned when Francis tapped an earpiece she wore on her right ear. 
 
    “Lucille? Status report.” 
 
    A Human female voice came from her slate and his at the same time. <<I have identified Hatfield’s ship in Bay 36. I am unable to stop the launch sequence, and there is significant interference from multiple servers in the Diam infrastructure against my intrusions.>> 
 
    “Is that a TACAM? Or something like it? 
 
    “Not a tactical commander, but an AI. Well, more or less,” Francis replied. “It’s a long story, Larth. She’s a friend.” 
 
    That tells me all I need to know. 
 
    “She’s having trouble? Keaton’s pretty good with network infiltration.” Larth looked over his shoulder. “Keaton? Pull up your slate. We’ve got a friend in need. I think you’re gonna like her.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ricky unslung his rifle and stood in the center of the attack zone. With methodical precision, he peered in all directions, watching for anything out of the ordinary. He was one Pushtal, but friends needed him, and damned if he was going to let them down. 
 
    Movement across the bay caught his eye. Jyrall, Jackson Rains, and a Depik walked through the haze toward them. 
 
    “Peacemakers coming in!” he called out. He looked back at the incoming group, and any joy he’d felt at seeing them evaporated in an instant. Jyrall held one hand to his head, clutching a very bloody field dressing. Jackson Rains hopped on one leg, and Ricky saw the Human’s coveralls were dark with blood. Only the Depik appeared uninjured. Still, they were friends and somewhat capable. In the event of an attack, the group’s odds increased with their presence. 
 
    “Ricky? I need your help,” Keaton called. The woman, Ricky remembered her name was Bev, rushed out toward Rains and Jyrall. He turned toward Keaton and saw him sitting with the Human they called Xander. The poor man appeared to be in shock and was staring mutely into nothingness. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I got all kinds of action on my slate. Something’s set the network on fire.” 
 
    Ricky made his way over. Keaton tapped furiously on his slate. “What’s with Xander?” 
 
    “He’s in shock. We’re going to have to give him a shot or something,” Keaton replied and focused back on his slate. “Hey, look at this shit. The whole city’s network is mush. Trying to get help, but I’ve never seen anything like this. Going to try and open up a way into the—” 
 
    <<Keaton McCoy. I am Lucille.>> 
 
    Keaton flinched. “What the hell?” 
 
    “She’s a friend,” Ricky said. He looked over at Jessica. “We’ve got Lucille here.” 
 
    “Talk to her, Keaton,” Jessica Francis said. 
 
    “Got it,” Keaton said. “Lucille, are you inside the network?” 
 
    <<I am. Opening a portal for you.>> 
 
    “Got it.” Keaton whistled at the amount of data passing through. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    <<I am attempting to lock down the ship Hatfield is using in Bay 36, likely preparing to depart with Kr’et’Socae aboard, but the network is fighting me.>> 
 
    Keaton tapped more. Ricky tried to follow his brother’s flying fingers, but while his own knowledge of network systems was good, what Keaton worked was more magic than science to Ricky. “They’re building a series of attack algorithms. But what are they getting ready to attack if they’re keeping you out?” 
 
    “They’re gonna hit Lucille!” Ricky punched his brother in the arm. 
 
    <<Confirmed. They’ve launched a series of spike attacks. Now 1,970,000 and climbing. I am defeating them.>> 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Ricky said. 
 
    “They’re tying up her resources,” Keaton replied. “Lucille, you’re an AI, right? Do you have additional copies?” 
 
    <<Affirmative.>> 
 
    Keaton was silent. Ricky leaned over. “What does that have to do with it?” 
 
    “I think this is something big launching an attack at all Lucille’s connections. Maybe galaxy wide. I’ve never seen anything like it,” Keaton replied. “GalNet’s running hot.” 
 
    Ricky glanced up. Jessica was looking over Jyrall’s wound. The big Besquith sat on the ground with Larth rooting through a first aid kit. “Jessica? You need to hear this.” 
 
    When she stepped over, Keaton told her what he thought was going on. The Human Peacemaker sucked in one cheek and shook her head. 
 
    “They’re going after Lucille?” 
 
    “Something is,” Keaton replied. “Hatfield’s ship has launched. There’s nothing we can do there.” 
 
    “That sorry sumbitch,” Ricky said. His voice was low, and his tone deliberate. 
 
    “Goddamn chicken thief,” Keaton added. It wasn’t often, but when he was passionate about something, he tended to sound more and more like his brother. 
 
    “Buncha no-good, egg suckin’…” Ricky started to pile on before Lucille interrupted. 
 
    <<The Hatfields are less than reputable. Acknowledged.>> 
 
    “Every one o’ them fuckers,” Keaton added, surprising even Ricky. 
 
    Francis nodded. “Lucille? Shut down all your external copies except the one at Snowmass on Deathangel 25. Send destruct commands to everything else. Acknowledge.” 
 
    <<Working,>> Lucille replied. A few seconds passed. <<All messages sent, and copies are being deleted. Estimated completion time is eight days.>> 
 
    “Disengage all local communications,” Francis added. “I know that blinds us, but I can’t have you compromised. If we lose you now, we’re not going to get to Uluru.” 
 
    <<Affirmative. Local connections have been severed.>> 
 
    Keaton looked up. “Network has returned to normal. There’s traffic on the security bands now. Lots of it. Apparently all that noise was blocking them from doing their jobs, too.” 
 
    Francis met Keaton’s stare, and then she looked at Ricky. “I don’t like this. How fast can you get to your ship?” 
 
    “Five minutes, give or take. You expecting trouble?” Ricky asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Francis replied. “I don’t know what to expect from the local authorities, including the Peacemaker representatives here. I think we’re still at risk. I’m just not sure how much.” 
 
    Before Ricky or his brother could respond, a tone sounded from Francis’ slate. She looked at her arm-mounted screen and frowned. 
 
    “Godsdammit. Here we go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jessica read the Storm Watch message again to be sure she hadn’t missed anything. 
 
    For immediate release of critical information. Regret the loss of Guild Master Rsach and Selector Hak-Chet at a diplomatic mission at Diam. Personnel recovery mission is underway. The High Council is ordered to convene within 14 standard days at the guild headquarters on Kleve. The Peacemaker Academy is placed on emergency suspension starting immediately. These items will be addressed by the High Council on Gallo within 30 standard days. 
 
    For immediate action by all Peacemakers. Commissions for the following Peacemakers have been revoked: Lieutenant Jessica Francis, Peacemaker Nikki Sinclair, and Peacemaker Jackson Rains. These individuals are wanted for questioning with regard to the death of Guild Master Rsach and Selector Hak-Chet. They are to be considered armed and dangerous. Any use of Peacemaker privileges, rank, or uniform is punishable by death. 
 
    She looked up to see both Jyrall and Larth looking at their slates. With one hand pressed to the bandage on his head, Jyrall finished reading the message first. His eyes flashed to hers, then he glanced at Larth. 
 
    The Zuparti’s mouth hung open, and it closed without a sound. He tapped the slate. “Is this some kind of joke? Rsach isn’t dead! Hak-Chet isn’t even here!” 
 
    Larth stared at Jyrall. The injured Besquith returned his partner’s gaze, then he looked at Jessica. 
 
    “I’ve seen too many Human movies.” Jyrall’s voice was low. He chuckled through obvious pain. The dressing on his head was soaked with his dark red blood. Jessica wondered if he’d be able to see again. “I’m not arresting my friends. Whoever did this can…well…they can fuck themselves.” 
 
    Larth grinned. “My sentiments exactly.” 
 
    “There’s more to this, though,” Jyrall said. “Whoever is behind this…this Counselor doesn’t know Rsach is alive. They gave away the classified position of the High Council, too. Not smart.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “They assumed he’d been killed before he could speak is the easy answer. The more troubling answer is, they’ve sent someone to finish the job.” 
 
    “Shit!” Larth said. “Look around! There’s hardly anybody around. The alarms didn’t sound until everything went to hell in a handbasket. Now we’re supposed to believe the cavalry’s coming?” 
 
    “They’re coming for us. Well, for you, Jessica.” Jyrall stood and discarded the bandage. Several slices tore across where his left eye had been. Blood oozed from the lacerations. Nanites alone would likely not be enough to save his eye. “Ricky? Get me the liquid bandage. We need to move.” 
 
    “Get your gear and get moving,” Jessica said. She turned to Rains. “Jackson, we need to get to Snowmass. You and Bev, take Xander and get back to your ship. I’ll join you there.” 
 
    “We have to assume they’ll be guarding our ship,” Rains replied. “Jyrall and Larth’s ship is probably okay. They’re assuming you’re going to arrest us.” 
 
    “They’re assuming wrong.” Jyrall grinned. “And as for any guards at your ship—” 
 
    “Leave that to me,” Azho growled and disappeared into quintessence. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want that li’l guy pissed off at me, that’s for damn sure,” Ricky said. “Your ship is on the way, Jackson, and…” 
 
    As Ricky’s words trailed off and a curious light glinted in his eyes, Larth spoke up. “Oh! Oh! That’s it! Jackson, your ship is on the way to ours! We can fake out the locals!” 
 
    Jessica squinted. “You mean what?” 
 
    “Act like we’ve arrested you!” Larth said. “Keeps the locals off us for sure. When the time is right, you guys make a run for your ship. We’ll act like we’re putting up a fight.” 
 
    “I can’t exactly run,” Rains said. 
 
    “We can make it seem like you guys are,” Keaton said. “A little Ella Fitzgerald. Right, Lucille?” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. I will work through your slate, Keaton, to avoid compromise.>> 
 
    “I’ll destroy it before we board Night Moves, too. That way nothing gets in.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “Ella Fitzgerald? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You need to watch more movies,” Larth said. “We’ve got this, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Jessica, Larth,” she said. “Just Jessica. You saw the message. I’m technically not a Peacemaker anymore.” 
 
    Jyrall returned with the cart. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned about being a Peacemaker, it’s that it doesn’t require a uniform. All we need is a mission and the commitment to finish it. You hold a commission, Jessica. Unless you resign it, it’s yours. Fuck the guild.” 
 
    “You’re right, Jyrall,” Jessica replied. “We have our missions. Let’s get out of here and get about them.” 
 
    “Amen, sister,” Ricky said with a toothy grin. 
 
    Keaton piped up, “Let me get Frank and Stein moving from Night Moves. That’ll be some of the cover we’ll need.” 
 
    Jyrall was moving across the smoke- and debris-filled bay. Jessica followed his path and saw him moving toward a hovercart. They’d need to evacuate Guild Master Rsach and Xander Allison. The latter hadn’t said a word and couldn’t stand, much less walk. They’d need time and a distraction. 
 
    “Lucille? Can you destroy Dreel’s ship? Right here in the bay?” 
 
    Ricky ran toward the runabout. “Oh, I got that. Give me 30 seconds.” 
 
    He disappeared into the hull, and Jessica turned to Keaton. “Let me guess. This is where I learn about Ricky Shit?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They made it to the Divine Wind without incident. Keaton and Lucille managed to create a false video signal showing them arguing in a passageway about a third of the way behind them. All advancing entities had held back, as they followed the security feed. Azho took care of anyone nosy enough to disregard the system and cleared their path to Jackson Rains’ runabout. Her own, the Hope, would have to remain on the planet. That couldn’t be helped. 
 
    They loaded Rsach aboard, strapped Jackson Rains and Xander Allison into the medical bay and applied nanites, and Lucille readied the ship for takeoff. While they’d accomplished that, Jessica sent a message to Captain Mrek to be ready to take the Divine Wind aboard and jump immediately. The half million credits it required were easy enough to part with, thanks to her father’s private coffers. 
 
    She met Jyrall and Larth at the loading ramp. “You need anything before you go?” 
 
    “No,” Jyrall said. “We’ll get back to Krifay and do what you suggested. Call off the Kin deploying forward. Lay low and act like we’re convalescing. I don’t think that’ll be much of an act for me. At least not for a while.” 
 
    “You’re going to be okay.” Jessica put her hand on his arm. The Besquith covered her hand with his. 
 
    “Thank you, Jessica. Good luck getting your father. The security we left with the gate is as good as they come.” 
 
    “Brentale’s Barnstormers,” Jessica replied. “I like them already, just from their name.” 
 
    “Pete’s good people,” Ricky said. “He’s got some crazy fuckers with him, but they’s good.” 
 
    “I have a question or two.” Keaton leaned forward. “What about the gate when you’re done with it? Don’t you need the Kin and their firepower?” 
 
    “No, you guys need the Kin more than I do—especially if someone comes and tries to fuck with you. As for the gate…” Jessica shrugged. “I imagine it’ll be destroyed by the Science Guild. We have one shot at this rescue attempt. We won’t turn it on until the last minute, and once we use it, there’s no telling what’s going to happen. We have to get to Snowmass first. Tara Mason and Force 25 are in trouble.” 
 
    “Not your father?” Jyrall asked. 
 
    “I know where he is. They haven’t killed him, which means they want something, and I know who might have it. Before I go get him, I have to take care of my friends, before Counselor and the Crusaders exterminate them.” 
 
    “How the hell is that possible?” Larth asked. 
 
    “We’re dealing with an enemy who’s five steps ahead of us and calculating against us constantly. An alien we can’t see.” 
 
    “Like a ghost?” Ricky asked. “’Cause I hate ghosts.” 
 
    “No, not a ghost,” Jessica said. 
 
    “An SI,” Jyrall growled. 
 
    Ricky scratched the side of his head. “Aw, hell, man.” 
 
    She looked at them and saw Larth with an uncharacteristically subdued look on his face. “What is it?” 
 
    “I wish we could help you. Get your dad, and go after Counselor, too.” 
 
    “You have a mission. Execute it. Find Kr’et’Socae and put him down before he goes after Jackson’s family, or any of our families, again. Counselor used him once, and that means he could do so again,” Jessica said. “I’ll stay in touch.” 
 
    “How?” Larth said, then shook his head. “Right. Sorry. Our little furry friends.” 
 
    Azho appeared by Jessica’s leg. “I don’t appreciate the term ‘furry.’” 
 
    “My apologies.” Larth raised his paws. “Don’t hurt me.” 
 
    Azho licked his paw. “Zuparti are tough and chewy. I’ll let you live. For now.” 
 
    Jyrall was the first to laugh and shake his head. “I’d follow you to the gates of Hell, Jessica.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Ricky and Keaton answered in unison. 
 
    She nodded at them. “It might come to that. For now, we have our missions. Good luck to you all.” 
 
    An alarm buzzer sounded in the bay. 
 
    <<Jessica, local forces have broken the video feed and are moving this way.>> 
 
    “Plan B?” Larth asked, drawing his weapons. “Find your spot, boys, and make it look good!” 
 
    “Don’t hit anything vital, Ricky!” Jyrall yelled as they whooped and spread out to give the locals a good show. 
 
    <<Video is active. Now.>> 
 
    Jessica opened fire on a series of boxes near Jyrall and Larth, and they did the same. The knowledge they would miss her and she them almost made Jessica feel a little lighter. They were committed to action and unable to stop the momentum. The reckoning was at hand. 
 
    Come what may. Jessica danced through the errant fire and into the runabout. She closed the ramp, and Lucille waited 10 seconds to power up the engines to give Jyrall and the boys a chance to clear the bay. 
 
    They lifted off and headed for orbit. Jessica waited in the loading bay for several minutes to clear her thoughts and wipe the tears threatening to spill down her cheeks. There was no other reason for what seemed to be unraveling around her. 
 
    Dad, what have you done? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the runabout lifted off, Jyrall and Larth made a show of fake indignation. They moved quickly to Night Moves to find Ricky and Keaton ready for liftoff. The ship leapt into the sky and accelerated toward orbit as the hangar bay that held Dreel’s ship, the Acheron, and their dead friends exploded in a massive fireball. 
 
    “Guess that takes care of that,” Keaton said. 
 
    “Damned right, it does,” Ricky replied. “Wish we could’ve done better for them.” 
 
    “The fallen,” Jyrall said. “We’ll do our best for them, not just in their deaths.” 
 
    Larth nodded. “A big explosion helps.” 
 
    “What?” Ricky looked at Larth. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “There were friends down there we couldn’t bury, Larth.” Keaton shook his head. “C’mon, man.” 
 
    Jyrall glowered at his friend. “I know you meant no disrespect, Larth. I know. We did the best we could.” 
 
    “It wasn’t enough,” Larth managed to squeak out. “We couldn’t save the guild master.” 
 
    For a moment, none of them spoke. Through his pain, Jyrall couldn’t help but think that the time for fun and games had passed. Hand pressed against his skull, the Besquith sat back in his console chair and looked at the Pushtal brothers and his partner. Clarity came in a rush as he saw them for what they truly were. They were friends, yes, but they were something more. They’d fought and bled together, and nothing would ever change that. No matter what happened, going forward, they had each other. 
 
    “We couldn’t save Guild Master Rsach, but we will honor his memory. When the time comes, Kr’et’Socae goes down,” Jyrall growled.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Runabout Divine Wind 
 
    Hyperspace 
 
      
 
    Jessica had stayed near Rsach through the transition to hyperspace. He felt her presence as he drifted in and out of near consciousness. When it was late, and all other activity on the ship had nearly ceased, the Jeha stirred fully and turned his head to her. 
 
    “Jessica.” His voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    “I’m here, Rsach,” she said, leaning close. 
 
    His eyes focused on her, and his lone antenna bounced slightly. “Lucille. Record please.” 
 
    <<Recording.>> 
 
    “Jessica Francis and her friends did not attempt to assassinate me. This is the work of Counselor. It is a synthetic intelligence—of this I am certain. It invoked the name of the first Peacemaker and has infiltrated the guild. Under no circumstances should it be trusted. The Union is in danger because of its transgressions.” Rsach’s entire body shook as he breathed. “Jessica, use this message when the time comes, but not yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Play the long game.” Rsach wheezed. “There will be a time and place.” 
 
    “I understand.” Jessica touched the Jeha’s plated shoulder. “Please, Rsach. Try to rest. We’re headed for Snowmass and medical attention.” 
 
    “I will rest.” Rsach turned his head more to her. “Get your father, Jessica. Play the long game.” 
 
    “I can’t do that as a civilian.” Jessica frowned and shook her head. “Counselor’s taken everything. If I use your message now, we—” 
 
    “No!” A pincer grabbed her wrist. “You can be impetuous, Jessica Francis, but this is not the time.” 
 
    “They’ve taken my authority,” Jessica blurted. She knew the words were wrong, but she let them come. “Without my badge and the guild behind me, what can I do?” 
 
    “Whatever you choose to do. Don’t convince yourself there’ll be a fall for you to enjoy. You are who you are. The reason you became the first Human Peacemaker didn’t come from your sense of duty or honor, Jessica.” Rsach took a long, hitching breath. “You’re a Peacemaker, Jessica. Even Counselor knows a Peacemaker’s commission can only be surrendered by the one its bestowed upon. He suspended your authority to act as one. You continue to be one. Is the Peacemaker merely an enforcer of Galactic Law?” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “Precisely. Now, get some rest. You have to stop the Crusaders and rescue your father. The rest will come in time. Trust…me.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I do, Rsach. You get some rest.” 
 
    “Only if you will,” Rsach said. “Now. Go. And Jessica?” 
 
    “Yes, Rsach?” 
 
    “Never let down your guard or your honor, Peacemaker.” 
 
    As she floated out of the space, Rsach settled. He drifted along the edge of sleep for a bit until he felt something in the room. His quiet mind filtered through memories far more painful than he wanted near his own end. Rsach understood that his pain came from the recognition of his failures. As a young Peacemaker, he’d been brash and stupid. Lives had been lost. Had it not been for Hr’ent Golramm, his own life might have ended on his very first mission. His failure caused growth. Thinking about his own path, he knew greatness would come for Jessica Francis. All she had to do was survive. 
 
    But that will be nearly impossible with the Peacemaker Guild looking for her. Let’s hope she’s as good at remaining in the background as her father. 
 
    Rsach knew better. Jessica would be found in the middle of the fray, both now and in the future. All things considered, his pride in her wouldn’t be diminished. He took a deep breath and felt the hitch in his chest growing worse. A new pain blossomed. Time was short. 
 
    “Azho.” 
 
    The Depik appeared next to him. Using its claws to remain next to him, Azho met his gaze. “I’m here, Guild Master.” 
 
    “It’s time.” 
 
    “I’ll get Jessica.” 
 
    “No.” Rsach sighed. “Let her rest. I fear there may not be such times ahead. You must ensure she’s prepared.” 
 
    “You have my word, Guild Master.” 
 
    “You’ll get a message to Tsan and the others. We must be prepared for whatever we must do,” Rsach said. 
 
    “I’ve relayed the message. Even Jessica’s unusual allies have been alerted. Once the threat to Force 25 is gone, we’ll recover her father.” 
 
    “You must succeed, Azho. I fear he and his friends discovered something not meant for the light of suns. Something that could…fight back. You…must…not fail.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Azho remained still. Rsach’s breathing wheezed and became labored. The medical display chimed his erratic vital signs, but Azho tapped the silencing key and merely watched. 
 
    The Jeha’s abdomen moved with shallow breaths, but Rsach didn’t speak again. More than once Azho believed the guild master had drawn his last breath, only to see the ripple return. 
 
    Rsach’s antenna bobbed, and his mouth opened. He wheezed. “It’s nice to see you, too, Golramm. Well met.” 
 
    And he was still. 
 
    Azho tapped the medical bay’s controls and disengaged the system. The truth of the guild master’s passing, and the attack on his life, had traveled around the galaxy in the hours since they’d departed Diam. When the time was right, the truth would exonerate Jessica and the others. Azho knew Jessica’s heart to be strong and true, but he wasn’t sure the guild would remain her path. Time would tell, as it always did. His companion would follow the path she believed to be right, and he would be there, too. Rsach, of anyone, would have understood both his devotion and his sense of duty. Some Humans knew it, too. It was love. 
 
    Azho knew Rsach’s history and how he’d changed to become the leader the Peacemaker Guild had needed. He’d seen the same in Jessica. Trust. Respect. Love. In some ways, Rsach had been the father figure Jessica had needed, even when she’d told herself she was fine. There would be no better memory for her than that. 
 
    Azho touched the Jeha’s skull between his eyes. “Well served, Guild Master. Rest well.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rogersville, Tennessee 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    The lawyer kept droning on, and she wasn’t paying attention. The ceiling fan in his dingy little office barely spun, so it didn’t move the humid, stale air at all. He clearly wanted to be at the festival a street over and not going through her daddy’s will. She’d finally arranged to come to town seven months after notification of his death. The chickenshit lawyer, Linder, wanted five Galactic Union credits for the fee. Standard dollars or Euros were no good, he said. Credits were everything. The irony of it wasn’t lost on her. For Rogersville, Tennessee, though, that was a sign of the changing times. War was coming, and everyone around her had hedged their bets. Most of them had bet the aliens were going to win. 
 
    Not her family. They’d had a plan. The key word was ‘had.’ Her daddy wasn’t coming home. They’d eyed a great many things for after her 18th birthday. A new planet. New opportunities were to be had, even some legitimate ones. None of that mattered now, though. He hadn’t been able to celebrate her birthday with her. He’d run afoul of a Peacemaker—Jessica Francis, no less—and he’d died on Weqq without accomplishing his contracted mission. He’d screwed up—that she knew. The big payday he’d counted on, the one guaranteed to move them off planet, had fallen through, and there was nothing she could— 
 
    “Miss Reilly?” Linder peered over the top of his reading glasses. His flabby face glowed with sweat, which he mopped with a yellowed handkerchief. “I feel for your loss, but I’d like your attention to these delicate matters.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    “The liquidation of your father’s assets was completed four months ago. The board of directors dissolved the company and attended to all debts pursuant to their instructions from your father. The remainder of those assets were split by the board of directors, save for what your father specifically had set aside for you, and his personal assets.” 
 
    She leaned forward as if trying to see the papers on his desk. “They took everything, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Who?” Linder asked and mopped his face again. “The board of directors?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Their actions were justified through the articles of incorporation your father signed.” Linder folded his hands over the papers on his desk. 
 
    “When did he sign it?” 
 
    Linder harrumphed. “I’d have to look that up.” 
 
    “You might want to do that. My father spent 270 days a year off planet. The board of directors only met twice per year, and almost never when my father was here. He had to run them down to get any type of—” 
 
    “Miss Reilly,” Linder interrupted. He cleared his throat loudly and paused for dramatic effect, which only made her angrier. “According to the law, these matters are well defined. The board of directors also has the legal right to take the remainder of your father’s assets and holdings set aside for you if this matter isn’t handled by noon today. Your choice not to pursue this matter until today is unfortunate. There is nothing more I can do other than complete these proceedings as they were written.” 
 
    She glanced at the clock on the wall. 11:50. After a deep breath, she forced a smile onto her face and folded her hands into her lap. “Then let’s finish our business, Mr. Linder.” 
 
    “Given your age, the minor codicils of your father’s will are defaulted.” Linder adjusted his glasses and scanned down the page. “Here we are. Would you like a copy to read?” 
 
    She shook her head, then raised her arm. “Send a copy to my slate when you’re finished. I’ll make sure it matches what you’re about to say.” 
 
    “You’re recording me?” Linder asked. His furry eyebrows jumped like spooked caterpillars. 
 
    “I am. Please proceed and finish within the next nine minutes. I also have his will, the copy he sent to himself, pulled up here and have a program watching for deviations. I’d hate to have to continue legal proceedings that could be detrimental to those around me.” 
 
    “Very well.” He cleared his throat and read from the paper. “‘I, Raleigh Seamus Reilly, being of sound mind, do officially bequeath my entire estate to my daughter, Raley Shea Reilly. All remaining holdings from Reilly’s Raiders are similarly bequeathed. The contents of the estate include the homestead in Hawkins County, Tennessee, and all rights tied to the property, as well as the company storage facilities at Cape Canaveral, Florida, and Galveston, Texas. Personal conveyances and other tangible property belong to her as well. Specifically, anything not covered in the articles of incorporation for the liquidation of the company shall belong to my daughter. All monies and investments in my name shall transfer to her. In short, everything I own is now hers. I am only sorry I could not be there for her.’” 
 
    He looked up at her. “There’s a personal note. Shall I read it?” 
 
    “It says, ‘I love you, Rae. Signed, Daddy.’” 
 
    “Indeed it does.” Linder sat back and glanced past her toward the festival again. 
 
    Raley Reilly uncrossed her long legs and hovered one hand above her slate. “Is that all?” 
 
    “Not quite. The board of directors has already sold the storage facilities mentioned. They’ve offered you 1,000 credits for them and their contents.” Linder removed his glasses and wiped them with his sweaty handkerchief. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Miss Reilly, there’s nothing of value—” 
 
    “I said no.” Raley sat forward. “I’ll take the will and all the accompanying documents left in my father’s parcel.” 
 
    “Parcel?” Linder managed to look surprised. 
 
    “Let me be very clear, Mr. Linder. My father’s will, all of his account information, and everything else he deemed important was in a footlocker in your office, according to his files. You’ve opened the locker to get the will, which is to be expected. Since our legal business is conducted, you’ll hand the footlocker over to me now. I have a complete inventory from my father I’d like to review before I leave.” 
 
    Linder stammered. “A…an…inventory?” 
 
    Raley smiled. “My father never left anything to chance. The only thing he trusted less than MinSha were lawyers. If you hadn’t been willing to circumvent his wishes to appease the board of directors, you’d have realized there was much more to my father than a drunk mercenary commander. He drank to cover his pain. He never wanted me to feel the same things he felt after the death of my mother and the legal challenges. That’s why he went to law school. His degree is in the parcel, along with a whole bunch of things you need to produce. I would hate for things to get out of hand.” 
 
    “It will take me time. I’m committed to judging the barbecue contest at noon on the square. As you know, our town’s celebration is this weekend. Besides, the parcel is in my storage facility over on Broadway, and—.” 
 
    Raley drew an M1911 pistol from the shoulder bag on her lap and pointed at his chest. “No. As your paying client, I’m afraid that’s unacceptable. You’ll do it right now, Mr. Linder, and the moment you transfer the parcel and all its contents to me, you’re fired.” 
 
    “Your father trusted me for 20 years.” 
 
    “No, he put up with you, Mr. Linder,” Raley replied with a smile. 
 
    “You little bitch.” Linder glowered at her. “Pulling a gun on me in my own office. I should summon a Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Go ahead. They’ll see that you betrayed my father’s interests and the intent of his will. Consider yourself lucky that I’m not going to come after you for what the board of directors paid you. That’s my money, which includes the 50,000 credits in the case. Don’t forget that, Mister Linder. Do right by me now, and you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” Linder stood behind the ancient desk. His face was pale as he stared at the pistol in her hands. 
 
    She smiled and slipped the weapon back into her bag. “Thank you, Mr. Linder. As for being a little bitch, you have no idea.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Intergalactic Haulers Archive 
 
      
 
    Dear Katie, 
 
    I don’t have a lot of time before we jump away from Kleve. That’s right! I know Jessica loves her Justicemakers show, so tell her where I’ve been. And you can tell her something else, too! 
 
    So, I had to go to the local Cartography Guild office today and update our navigation charts for a few systems. I don’t really understand how the guild works in all its relationships, but out here on the Rim, individual guild officials, every once in a while, can be approached. For a nominal fee (and yeah, I mean bribe) they’ll get you what you need. Anyway, the Independence needed some new files, so I headed to the office before it opened. I got there a few minutes before local nine o’clock and saw the door to the office was cracked open, so I walked in. 
 
    Man, what did I see! 
 
    The cartographer on duty, an Altar, was explaining why he couldn’t give a Peacemaker information on a particular system. But it wasn’t just any old Peacemaker, it was Hr’ent Golramm. 
 
    I still can’t believe it. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Enforcer. I am not allowed to share that information without an official warrant from the Peacemaker Guild,” the Altar said. 
 
    I’ve never seen an Altar so nervous. His antennae were moving all over the place. 
 
    “Your position is clear,” Golramm said, “and it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “You won’t kill an innocent citizen in the performance of their duties. That’s against the Peacemaker’s Code.” 
 
    Golramm leaned on the counter. I swear I heard the damned thing creak. “You can provide the star charts for Zeta and Tambu, or I can take them. The latter ensures you’ll be hurt.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” The Altar rose up to challenge. 
 
    Golramm laughed. “There’s a weapon under this counter. You’ve sworn to your guild to protect your data servers and charts. If you give them to me, an Enforcer, they’ll be upset with you, but any challenge would legally default to my favor. If you force me to take them, you’ll try to be the hero. That will fail.” 
 
    The Altar considered it for a moment, then disappeared from the counter into a room beyond. He returned and noticed me for the first time. I’d never heard an Altar gasp until that point. Golramm turned around. His eyes were like lasers cutting right through me. He nodded once and turned back to the cartographer. 
 
    “Your decision-making skills are on par with your professionalism. Give this Human what he requires, and we’ll all be on our way.” 
 
    “Intergalactic Haulers. I placed an order for the Independence.” 
 
    “Just a moment.” 
 
    The Altar disappeared again, and the Enforcer laughed. “Good help is hard to find.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ve never heard of Zeta or Tambu.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at me. “The universe is a big place, friend. I suggest you forget them.” 
 
    Like hell, right? Anyway, the Altar returned with my data card, and that was it. 
 
    “Many thanks, Cartographer,” Golramm rumbled as he moved to the door. I followed him. I wanted to ask him for an autograph or a picture for Jessica, but I forgot. I was starstruck, Katie. I’ve never seen anything like it. He got into a sleek Vixen, those new flying cars, driven by an enormous Equiri. The guy’s coat was as black as coal. Golramm got in, and they were gone. 
 
    I have to close now. Do me a favor and see what you can find on Zeta and Tambu, will you? Kiss Jessica for me. I love you. 
 
    Your Snowman.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 PART TWO: SNOWMASS

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tambu 
 
      
 
    Bull snapped awake, reached for and found his pistol, and aimed into the darkness. Something was in his room. The light was low, but there was enough that he could see clearly. The room was empty. He scanned another few seconds, then brought the pistol down. He sighed and reached for the table only to see a dark shape appear on the bedside table and grin down at him. 
 
    He didn’t raise the pistol. 
 
    Cheshire cats. Why haven’t I retired yet? 
 
    “I have a message for you, Leslie Allen, though that’s not your name.” 
 
    Bull snorted. “What is it this time? More news on Jimmy Francis?” 
 
    “His situation remains unchanged,” said an unfamiliar Depik, this one white with gray splotches. “There’s been an attack on the Peacemaker Guild’s leadership. Guild Master Rsach is dead, and a being known as Counselor is responsible.” 
 
    “‘Being?’ Explain.” 
 
    “Guild Master Rsach believed it was a synthetic intelligence.” 
 
    No shit? 
 
    “That’s problematic,” Bull replied. He ran a hand over his scalp and sat up fully in bed. “Rsach is dead. What else?” 
 
    “Counselor has assumed command of the Peacemaker Guild. He’s deployed a sizable force of Crusaders in an attempt to exterminate the threat posed by Force 25. He’s killed numerous Enforcers and has now decommissioned all Human Peacemakers.” 
 
    “All of them? Jessica Francis?” 
 
    The Depik blinked. “All of them. Jessica is headed to Snowmass in an attempt to reinforce Force 25.” 
 
    Bull shook his head. “They’re supposed to be jumping here any day now.” 
 
    “If the Crusaders have their way, Force 25 won’t make it to Tambu,” the Depik replied. 
 
    “What would you have me do?” 
 
    “Jessica’s message is for you to keep preparing for the assault on Uluru. That’s all she said.” 
 
    I don’t like this. “But you just told me she’s headed back to Snowmass to pull Force 25’s nuts out of the fire. Right?” Bull asked. 
 
    “That’s correct. I’m also passing a message that a Peacemaker Blue Flight will emerge at Tambu within the next hour. You’ll want to speak with the occupant before continuing your mission preparations.” 
 
    Bull glanced at the clock. 0234. So much for sleeping. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll get up and meet—” 
 
    He turned to the table and saw the Depik had vanished once again. Since the first message, he tried to think he’d gotten used to the whole appear and disappear concept, but he hadn’t. Bull worked his legs out of bed and sat for a moment. A bottle of water was within reach, and he drank greedily from it before pushing himself up from the bed. In a quick, practiced manner, he threw on a CASPer pilot flight suit and boots, and moved into his small living room. 
 
    He started the coffee machine. While he waited, Bull looked over the load plans for the ships and the echelons of forces he still needed to deploy. The actual gate was ready for operations, and the mercenaries hired to guard it, the Barnstormers, were an impressive if unconventional unit. His first advance party was ready to deploy through the gate on a straight 170-hour path to Uluru on a word from Jessica Francis. 
 
    OBE. Overcome by events. That’s where we are now. 
 
    He wasn’t anxious or disappointed. Military operations never worked exactly as planned, and most of them devolved into mere fragments of the original intent. There really wasn’t a lot of middle ground when it came to mission objectives. Either the solution worked, or it had to be reevaluated and reimplemented over and over again. 
 
    A chime sounded from the coffee machine, and Bull went to retrieve a cup as his slate buzzed. The command post had sent a message. 
 
    Peacemaker Blue Flight has entered Tambu space. They’re calling for you. Standard reception package? 
 
    Bull sipped the piping hot coffee and engaged a voice channel from his slate. 
 
    “Command post. Sorry to wake you, sir.” 
 
    “Can’t be helped. Bring the Blue Flight all the way in. Put them on an empty pad, and I’ll meet them there.” 
 
    “Shall we alert security forces?” 
 
    Bull considered it for a moment. The message from the Depik had been legitimate. If they’d wanted him dead, the unknown Depik could have done it at almost any time. 
 
    “Negative,” he replied. “I’ll meet them myself. If anything goes down, you know what to do.” 
 
    “Acknowledged. We’ve cleared them to Landing Pad Charlie, sir.” 
 
    “Understood. Out.” Bull made his way to the door of his hooch, then stepped into the passageway beyond. Riding the lift to the central staging area took a good five minutes, then he’d have to suit up and walk out the tunnel to Landing Pad Charlie. As he went, he watched on his slate as the Blue Flight craft descended from the sky and effortlessly pivoted to a flawless landing. 
 
    Whoever the Blue Flight pilots are, they’re damned good at their job. Even Archie could learn a thing or two. 
 
    He snorted to himself. She’d likely tell him she could do it better and go out of her way to prove it. He liked the young woman, and she showed the type of promise he wanted to see. The type of promise he wanted to reward with command, especially as the years, and their toll, piled on. Whether she’d take him up on the job or not, well, he couldn’t say just yet. But there was hope. 
 
    There’s always hope. 
 
    The thought, and the voice with it, almost made him stop. His jaw clenched and released. It was something Seeley, his Lucille, had always said. While he thought of her almost every day, he hadn’t heard her voice so clearly in a very long time. 
 
    He wasn’t a machine like everyone around him thought. There was far more going on in his head and heart than he would ever let on. The news of the guild master’s death was a significant setback, but one he’d seen coming. Jessica Francis was about to enter uncharted territory, and there was only one other person in the galaxy who could help her. He was being held on Uluru. 
 
    After suiting up, Bull made his way to the landing pad. Just as he exited the tunnel, Blue Flight’s passenger ramp deployed, and a suited figure stepped out of the ship and made its way toward the ground. Through its faceplate, Bull could see it was an old Sidar. A request appeared in his visor to accept a communication connection, which Bull accepted. 
 
    “You’re a hard man to find, even though we’ve known of Tambu for a very long time. Your name is not Leslie Allen.” The Sidar grinned. 
 
    “No, it’s not, Selector. What can I help you with?” 
 
    “I’m not here for me, Bull. I’m here for the greater cause,” Hak-Chet said. “I’m here at the behest of Rsach.” 
 
    “I heard he’s dead.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “I’ve heard the same thing through similar channels. Your lack of empathy is well known. Jessica wanted you to know before the media got wind of the incident.” 
 
    Bull laughed. “I haven’t trusted the media since I was old enough to dress myself, Hak-Chet.” 
 
    “Nor have I, and I would expect no less from you. As much as I’d like to discuss your history with Jessica Francis and her father, I’m here for other reasons.” 
 
    When the selector didn’t elaborate, Bull waved him toward the tunnel with a grunt. “Like what?” 
 
    Hak-Chet glanced around the hangar. While signs of the recent battle had been mostly removed, piles of debris remained. “You’ve recently been attacked. The Science Guild was behind it, and their efforts to take you and James Francis down have escalated to a point where, in a normal situation, the Peacemaker Guild would be engaged.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re here?” Bull asked. “The last thing I need right now is an investigation when the threat against my people remains high.” 
 
    “I’m not here as a Peacemaker. I’m here as an envoy for Guild Master Rsach. You must also realize there’s no credence to anything that comes from the guild itself. The Crusaders have deployed the equivalent of three mercenary companies to Snowmass with the intent of eliminating Force 25. Jessica’s aware of this and is on her way there now. They don’t have the combat power to withstand an attack. She believes you need them for the rescue of her father.” 
 
    Bull frowned. “I disagree, but I respect her commitment to her friends. How soon will the Crusaders be there?” 
 
    “Their advance party is already in the area, we believe. The main attack arrives in six days.” 
 
    “Snowmass is one jump away, but I can’t make it in time,” Bull said. 
 
    “Yes, you can.” Hak-Chet grinned. “The Peacemaker Guild has long used a level of hyperspace for our Blue Flights—the equivalent of your combat search and rescue units. This facilitates a point-to-point jump in 120 hours instead of 170.” 
 
    Bull kept his breath measured. “I’ve heard rumors for years.” 
 
    “Now I’ve confirmed them for you. Through the Cartography Guild, we have an arrangement to provide gate access for our Blue Flights for unimpeded use,” Hak-Chet replied. “For our shunt-capable craft, like Tangoes, we have special codes for the equipment to allow the transfer. These codes are approved by the Cartography Guild for use as needed.” 
 
    “Which infers I use them once and that’s it.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded and folded his arms across his chest. “That’s correct. We only need one use to get your forces into Snowmass to assist Force 25.” 
 
    “You’re just giving me one of those codes?” 
 
    “With Guild Master Rsach’s compliments,” Hak-Chet replied. “He believed you and Snowman had a much more affable relationship than you construe. He believes you’ll understand the threat to Jessica and her friends, and you’ll do the right thing.” 
 
    He thought about it for a moment. There were dozens of reasons he could walk away from assisting Force 25 and preparing for the rescue of his friend and business partner. But there was something more. He realized, with a start, that it was Jessica. Bull met Hak-Chet’s eyes and allowed a small smile, the only type he ever showed, to form. 
 
    “Jimmy made a very tough choice a long time ago. He believed the Kahraman and the Dusman were hiding in plain sight around us. He believed they would return, and the entire galaxy would be at risk. After the Alpha Contracts, he was sure Humans were being trained as cannon fodder. All that was before we did some of the things we did.” Bull paused. “He saw patterns and allowed them to influence his gut feelings. I thought he’d gone crazy.” 
 
    “But he hadn’t, had he?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure,” Bull said. He snorted. “But he was certain enough to convince Katie, and she let him go. Part of my responsibility was to watch over Jessica as she grew up. I couldn’t march in and become part of her life, or anything like that, but when Katie needed me—I was there. Jessica’s VOWS were a prime example. She’d sought out a local coach in her area, and I fired him—bought out his school and sent him on a vacation to Karma. I put another guy in his place, one who’d been trained by someone I trusted.” 
 
    “Milton McCoy?” 
 
    “No, one of his associates. One who knew what he was doing. He’d trained alongside Jimmy and…some other folks.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “I’m aware of Lucille. The Human one. I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bull said. He tried to shrug it off, but he couldn’t deny the tightness in his throat. “I haven’t had anybody talk to me about her in a long time. She was…special. Like Jessica.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “Hr’ent Golramm thought highly enough of Jessica to approve her application to the Academy personally. I felt the same way. Rsach came around to it, then embraced her almost as a father figure.” 
 
    “He must have been a pretty good leader. I wish I’d met him.” 
 
    “Rsach was humble and clear.” Hak-Chet chuckled. “The mistakes of his youth were costly to his friends, and he never forgot them or their sacrifice. He honored them always. He honors them now, even after his death, by ensuring their sacrifices will not be in vain. Even though Jessica’s been officially decommissioned, I’ll support her to rescue her father. I know what you and her father really found. One day, I believe it’ll pay dividends to the entire galaxy, but we won’t get to that day without Jessica.” 
 
    “They decommissioned her?” Bull’s eyebrows rose involuntarily. “That might be the best thing to ever happen to her.” 
 
    “You and I think similarly.” Hak-Chet extended his arm in a very Human gesture. He wanted to shake hands. “Are you willing to help Jessica? Throw back the curtain and come out into the dirty light of the galaxy?” 
 
    Bull sighed. “Willing? No. Obligated? You bet your skinny Sidar ass I am.” 
 
    They shook hands, and the Sidar brightened. “Judging by the local hour, I’d imagine you have coffee readily available?” 
 
    Bull nodded. “I think we can find you a cup.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bull knocked twice on the jamb of the barracks’ room door. He heard rustling inside, and a few muttered epithets just before the door opened. Dressed in a tank top and shorts, her dark hair in a mess atop her head, Archie glared at him. 
 
    “You have any idea what fucking time it—” 
 
    “We have a go order,” Bull said. 
 
    Archie blinked. “We’re launching the rescue now? Without Jessica?” 
 
    “No, we’re going to save her ass. The Crusaders have launched a major offensive to take out Force 25 on Snowmass. Jessica’s on her way there now. If we get our shit together now, we can make in time. Barely.” 
 
    Archie’s anger had turned to concern, then to motivation. He’d seen the understanding and transformation of leadership take place in her face in a matter of moments. 
 
    She has to be a candidate to take this forward. 
 
    If she’ll get out of her own way. 
 
    She ducked inside the door. When she came back into view, she had her wrist slate and tapped on it. In the bed behind her, someone with a Russian accent muttered something. 
 
    “Command post,” a voice said from their continuously manned information center. Bull didn’t recognize it, but there were so many new recruits, that was to be expected. 
 
    “This is Archie. Sound boots and saddles. All units. Deployment order for the Jakals, Bushido Bandits, and Red Iron. Ops briefing in 30 minutes. Departure in two hours.” 
 
    “Confirm voice print analysis. I read back boots and saddles. All teams. Deployment order for the Jakals, Bandits, and Red Iron. Ops briefing in three zero mikes and departure in two hours.” 
 
    She glanced at Bull and raised her eyebrows. “This is Bull. Affirmative. Message release authorized.” 
 
    “Message released, sir.” 
 
    Around the base, buzzers sounded. There were no comical explosions of half-dressed mercenaries running to and fro in a sudden panic. Doors opened, mercs exited their rooms with their go bags on their backs, and made their way toward their recall points. For all the new blood, and the additions of a portion of Force 25 and other companies, the professionalism and experience of the units stood out. 
 
    A young, lanky kid, the Red Iron’s Captain Alexi Turgenov, stepped up behind her and zipped his flight suit up. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “What’s our plan?” Archie said without even looking at Turgenov. 
 
    Bull shrugged. “The Crusaders have the edge in numbers and surprise. Until we see how they’re deployed, we’re going in like armed recon. Find and fix the enemy. As they respond, we’ll hit them harder and push them back. We can’t take the ops teams so we’re going to take two squads of the Bushido Bandits—the Seven Samurai and the Seven Sisters—and your lover boy’s Cossack Company from the Red Iron. We can spare 40 CASPers for this mission.” 
 
    “Well, at least we’ll have some free time together in transit,” Turgenov said. He looked at Archie with a charming smile. She made no sign she’d heard him. 
 
    “Sorry, Alexi,” Bull said. “She’s on mission now. She gets pretty focused. You’re on your own until this is over so I’d go see to your company.” 
 
    Alexi frowned and ducked his head forward to get a response from Archie. She remained fixated on her slate. Alexi looked back to Bull, who shrugged. The Red Iron captain returned the shrug and ran off. 
 
    “Forty CASPers to rescue your favorite girl,” Archie said. “You make it sound so easy.” 
 
    “Nothing is easy, Archie. A lot of people are going to die, and there’s not a thing we can do to stop that, except get our asses to Snowmass and save who we can.” Bull nodded toward the door. “I have to get Ruxandra and talk to Lucille.” 
 
    “Both of them?” Archie yawned. “Why?” 
 
    “Because the shit has hit the fan, and I need answers.” Bull frowned. “The minute we recover the teams and get back here with any survivors, we’ll need to go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Headquarters, Force 25 
 
    Snowmass 
 
      
 
    “I am troubled by something, Colonel Mason.” 
 
    Tara looked up from the storage container. She’d dropped by the lab to see if Nelson needed assistance, only to find he’d barely packed anything. The Wrogul appeared pensive as it floated inside its tank. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I have spent many hours going over the data Colonel Tirr collected from the various water sources the Dream World Consortium scouted and their connection to the makeup of Azure. There are plenty of other worlds in the Galactic Union that possess water. The DWC clearly wanted to replicate Azure, but I cannot surmise why.” 
 
    Tara focused on packing another instrument as she got her thoughts together. She met the Wrogul’s stare. “I’ve thought the same thing, Nelson. Maybe it’s as simple as they wanted to be able to market more worlds to the Wrogul? Having a single planet ideally suited for your species, in their eyes, is troubling.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Tara took a breath. “Humans are a good example. Until our first contact, we had no idea there was a Galactic Union or any of this. We had one planet. Granted, we had some space stations and colonies on Luna and Mars, but those were the limits of Human outreach. We had one planet. The knowledge of more planets suitable for us, and the pursuit of credits, in all honesty, drove us out into the galaxy.” 
 
    “We have no such aspirations,” Nelson said. “Azure is our home. Why would we want another home?” 
 
    Tara shrugged. “Earth is still my home, Nelson, but we have operating facilities on this planet. We may establish them somewhere else, too. Those will be home for a time. Having the atmosphere and pressure to sustain Human life makes it possible for us to go to these places without our spacesuits or CASPers.” 
 
    Nelson stared at his surroundings. “Or a tank. I understand now, Colonel Mason.” 
 
    Tara smiled. “As much as I’d like to think it could be something that simple, I’ve seen too much of what the DWC has done—and failed to do—with their planets. You’d be better off staying on Azure than one of their planets.” 
 
    “I would agree,” Nelson replied. He rose up to the edge of the tank and reached a tentacle toward the workbench he’d been packing until his question. “But I wonder if their intention was something more nefarious. Could they be plotting against Azure?” 
 
    “Nothing would surprise me,” Tara replied. In truth, she’d thought over that possibility as much as any. The Wrogul were small in number and extremely limited. Yes, they could survive in just about any water for a period of time, but their life expectancy and health were best met by the conditions they’d provided for themselves or found naturally on Azure. “I’m surprised there weren’t more planets and possible locations on their list. Like Krifay, for example.” 
 
    “Krifay has too many potential predators for a lasting Wrogul presence. It would take massive colonization efforts to thin those populations, and that is not something we wish to do. The economy of Krifay revolves around its commercial fishing. Even the Selroth gave up on a colonization attempt there. They have a small population working the fish, and that’s about it. They can’t live naturally there, either.” Nelson made a gurgling sound like a sigh. “I am sorry I ponder these things, and they distract me.” 
 
    “I’m glad you do, Nelson,” Tara replied. “Anything else on your mind?” 
 
    He stared at her for a long moment. “Lucille.” 
 
    Tara raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s clear she is an illegal intelligence and not simply a program,” Nelson said. 
 
    Tara wasn’t going to argue. She’d believed the same thing for a while, but she hadn’t pursued the issue, with so many other pressing matters at hand. “She’s a part of our team, yes.” 
 
    “You say that in a way that gives her an identity. A persona. You even call her ‘she.’ Is that logical to you?” 
 
    Tara laughed. “Lucille defies logic.” 
 
    “Which I see as a problem.” He continued to pack the container, though in a much more focused way than he had before. “We rely on her for many things, and she tends to be everywhere at once. I see that as a problem. We cannot rely upon her for long-term success. It must come down to us. To me. To you.” 
 
    Tara paused and stared at the Wrogul. Even being so young and impetuous, his words resonated with her. She had been too reliant on Lucille. While she’d first believed Lucille was a tool for application, she’d become something else entirely. “I see your point, Nelson, and I appreciate it.” 
 
    “You are most welcome, Colonel Mason,” Nelson replied. “I believe you have many other things to do. Do not let me keep you.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I will have the lab packed and ready to move if you require. I had hoped to remain here, but if you deem it necessary to move forward on the operation, I will be there.” 
 
    She’d considered leaving a rear detachment on Snowmass, much like the one they’d tried to create on Victoria Bravo. While the weather conditions might prevent an adversary from taking a shot at such a unit, Tara couldn’t be certain. It was best, she believed, for them to stay together as much as possible. 
 
    “We’ll see, Nelson. I’m hoping Colonel Ibson returns with good news and a solid plan from Jessica. That’ll make my decisions much easier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Warrior Apostle (Formerly Trigger Happy) 
 
    Emergence Point—Snowmass 
 
      
 
    Emergence woke him from a deep, dreamless sleep. Marc Lemieux unfastened the restraint system holding him to his bunk and floated free. A chime sounded from his slate, attached to the far wall. 
 
    “Prime, this is the bridge. We have emerged at Snowmass and are transmitting code as directed. Awaiting confirmation from planetary airspace control.” 
 
    “Good,” Lemieux said. “I’ll be on the bridge in a few minutes. Have the briefing team ready to discuss the operation.” 
 
    Still in his coveralls from the previous day, Lemieux didn’t bother with a cursory look in the mirror. He hadn’t shaved since they entered hyperspace five days before. Shaving in zero gravity always presented problems he didn’t want to think about for long. The tradition had started when he was a mercenary commander. While there was more gray in his beard than before, including what had happened to his once luxurious dark hair over the last 12 months as Crusader Prime, he didn’t bother with his appearance anymore. There were far more important things to do than chase lovers. 
 
    He had a galaxy to secure. 
 
    Peace has to be made, after all. Such is our Crusade. 
 
    Lemieux wanted to laugh, but he held it inside. There would be a time—preferably when he arrested his ex-wife, the recently decommissioned Peacemaker Jessica Francis—when he’d laugh long and hard. She’d given up on him for something bigger and better. He’d ultimately be the winner—of that he was certain. 
 
    The chime sounded again. The voice of Edgar Lovejoy, his operations officer, filled his small stateroom. “Prime, planetary control has confirmed our assumed identity. We’re operating as Torkel Shipping, Limited, as planned. They’ve advised us of heavy weather at New Perth and asked us to hold in orbit. We have contact from the Holy Rollers. They’re de-orbiting the advance party as we speak. Phase One is underway.” 
 
    Lemieux smiled. “Good brief, Ed. Thanks. I’ll be there in a few.” 
 
    “Copy, Prime. Ops, out.” 
 
     As he’d been briefed by Counselor, Snowmass appeared to be in the midst of a planetwide storm system on the order of something they hadn’t seen in a generation. The first phase of the mission involved getting assets to the surface from the Holy Rollers, one of his attached commands, and establishing surveillance on the headquarters of Force 25. With his advance party on the ground to do just that, the second phase of the operation could begin as soon as the Warrior Apostle entered orbit. Transit from the emergence point and their mandated rate of speed put them in orbit around Snowmass in 38 hours. Half an orbit later, they would attack. 
 
    His forces would be ready. The bigger factor was the weather. Counselor assured Lemieux of something he could never have imagined—control of the weather. Snowmass had originally been a Dream World Consortium planet. He knew enough about their history and dealings to know that roughly 100 Earth years before, they’d been a somewhat reputable company. They’d been able to successfully terraform “near-habitable” worlds into habitable ones. The statement was somewhat misleading—they hadn’t really terraformed much of anything. They’d manipulated biomes and biospheres, which teetered on the edge of the habitable characteristics for several species. While it was necessarily the truth, the results meant several species in desperate need of additional living space could have what they needed. The Dream World Consortium grew. 
 
    Their growth eroded their business practices. As they slipped into mediocrity, their workmanship and quality collapsed. Where they’d once sat atop the pinnacle of terraforming technology, they rushed programs and substandard equipment into their previously flawless contract efforts. Some insiders believed the Dream World Consortium was up to something else entirely. 
 
    Lemieux didn’t care. Their greed and incompetence gave him an advantage impossible to calculate. He could control the planet’s weather. 
 
    He snorted. Sun Tzu would’ve loved the capability. 
 
    Sucks he was born a few thousand years too early. Imagine if he was here for this crazy shit? 
 
    Lemieux chuckled and shook off the thought. He activated his pinplants, multiple sets of them, and quickly checked the ship’s timeline, status, and the deployment readiness of his units, those aboard the Warrior Apostle and its tenders and accompaniments, as they emerged in nearby space. He’d drop a couple hundred mercenaries in Mk 7 and Mk 8 CASPers fresh off the assembly lines. They’d be enough to put down Force 25. While Tara Mason and her company were the target, he salivated over the idea of taking down his ex-wife in the process. 
 
    Satisfied his Crusaders were precisely where they needed to be, Lemieux left his quarters and floated to the Warrior Apostle’s bridge. Lieutenant Colonel Ed Lovejoy noticed him first. 
 
    “Prime on the bridge.” 
 
    Side conversations terminated. Technicians and pilots kept their heads and eyes forward and focused on their work. He tried not to smile. 
 
    “As you were.” 
 
    The crew resumed their work, but it was clear the atmosphere on the bridge had changed. He liked that reaction. Their respect bordered on fear, as it should.  
 
    “Sir, we’ve received multiple messages. The most critical ones I’ve sent to your slate,” Lovejoy said. 
 
    Lemieux looked down at his slate and pulled up the first. 
 
    So, Rsach is really and finally dead. Counselor has complete control of the guild and is the only authority I must answer to. 
 
    This is what absolute power must feel like. 
 
    He wanted to laugh, but he scrolled through the rest of the messages quickly. Anything important, he would delegate to Lovejoy or his operations officer, Smith. His sole focus was the preparation for the assault. His mind turned with facts and assumptions. Plans. What he’d learned as branches and sequels—how to take and hold the initiative in a combat operation. How to think ahead of the enemy. 
 
    Move only when you see the opening. 
 
    Yes, that. 
 
    Openings, though, could be made. Lemieux turned to his network engineer, Lieutenant Dahl. “Update me. What’s the status of the atmosphere?” 
 
    “Sir.” Dahl swallowed and pulled up a Tri-V screen with an active holographic display of the planet. “As you can see, a planetwide event is currently underway. These types of storms happen one to two times every winter in the northern hemisphere. There are no settlements in the southern hemisphere, due to wind and excessive precipitation. The northern settlements have exited their autumnal season and descended directly into a major winter storm. The PCMUs on the surface have attempted to quell the atmosphere, to no avail.” 
 
    “We’ve connected to the PCMU devices?” 
 
    “The advance party will be attempting that during their deorbit sequence. We should have any relevant data from them within the next few hours.” Dahl took a breath. “If we can connect, we can amp up the effects of the weather, and create a landing zone and timeframe of our choosing.” 
 
    Lemieux squinted. “How are you proposing that? Control the weather and make it worse in the target area I get, but how can you create a landing opportunity using the same technology?” 
 
    “Sir, in meteorological terms, it’s called a dry slot. Most powerful storms are low pressure systems with a counter-clockwise rotation. In this rotation, between the bands of precipitation and wind, there’s an opportunity for air to the south of a storm to pull in either moisture or drier air. The snow bands typically take the moisture, and the dry air creates slots between those bands. If we produce the right type of slot, the headquarters area of Force 25 could be affected by wind and precipitation, while our forces drop in relatively unscathed.” 
 
    “Define relatively.” 
 
    “Some high altitude winds, possibilities for shears and the like, but little to no significant precipitation and a clear shot to the landing zone. Wait a bit for the next band and synchronize our attack with it,” Dahl said. 
 
    “How much time are we talking?” 
 
    Dahl replied. “A couple of hours. If we’re able to accelerate the storm through the PCMU connection, as we’ve been told, I can get the window down farther. Terrain is an issue, though. Our recommended landing site for the assault isn’t going to work, based on the models. Wind speeds are marginal.” 
 
    Lemieux frowned. “How close can you get us? If the PCMU works?” 
 
    “One hundred kilometers, sir,” Dahl said. “It’s not too far, and the terrain between there and the target is easily passable for our vehicles and CASPers. Plus we’ll have the cover of weather and can amp up the intensity immediately in front of our advance. Any enemy observation posts should be overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Should be.” Lemieux shook his head. “I don’t like that term.” 
 
    Dahl shrugged. “Until I can connect with the PCMU network, I can’t say with any degree of certainty, sir.” 
 
    Be patient. The trap only works if its spring is tightened effectively. 
 
    “Let me know the minute you have a connection. I want a test case identified so you can replicate the conditions you’re promising. I won’t have a failure at this stage. The weather is our cover.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I understand.” 
 
    “Do you, Dahl? Where are you from?” 
 
    “Wilmington, Delaware, sir.” 
 
    “What role did weather play in the Battle of Trenton?” 
 
    Dahl squinted. “Trenton? 1776?” 
 
    “That’s the one. What role did the weather play?” 
 
    Dahl pinched his lips into a thin white line and shrugged. “George Washington attacked a bunch of drunk Hessians and won. I don’t know what the weather had to do with it.” 
 
    Lemieux floated casually against the console and smiled down at the younger operator. “It was luck. Washington attacked in the middle of a Nor’easter. The Hessians, who weren’t drunk by the way, took shelter instead of manning their pickets. Washington marched his army through intense snow and cold and caught the Hessians by surprise. The weather covered his movements, sight and sound, until he was right on top of Trenton. Why would I bring this up now?” 
 
    “You expect the weather to cover you. If we truly have the power to manipulate the weather, you want it to provide an advantage for us.” 
 
    Us. 
 
    Lemieux smiled. “That’s right, Dahl. I’m glad we’ve come to this understanding. Now, don’t fail me.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, Lemieux turned toward his command dais and propelled himself there with a brush of one hand against the ceiling. He locked eyes with Lovejoy. “Is the recommended landing site good enough for our purposes?” 
 
    “It’s as good as we can get without being able to land on their front doorstep.” Lovejoy grinned. He reached up and scratched at the end of his thick mustache. “If Dahl gets control of the weather and gives us the dry slot, we’ll drop in through the storm with a high angle of attack flight path. Think of it like a HALO drop, except it’s our dropships. We’ll be down among them fast and without radar contact.” 
 
    Lemieux shook his head. “They’ll see us long before then.” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” Lovejoy laughed. “This is a planet-wide storm. We’re dropping into it a full continent away. I’ve had the dropship pilots in the sims for the last few days, flying the most intense instrument flight profiles I can throw at them. I’ll readjust their sims to the new terrain. We’ve got time for a few more runs. I see no issues, Prime.” 
 
    The title filled him with an intense pleasure. After his forced—more or less—retirement from mercenary command, he’d languished in various places of ill repute across the galaxy, lamenting the loss of his identity. As a commander, he was somebody. Wearing his mercenary rank set him apart from everyone around him. Without it, he was nobody. 
 
    Lemieux fought a visible shiver. I’m Crusader Prime. 
 
    Crusader Prime. 
 
    No more pathetic Marc Lemieux. 
 
    “Do it,” Lemieux said. “Do we have comms with the advance party?” 
 
    “Six hours, sir. They’re in blackout now. We should have them on the ground inside two hours, and they’ll reach out in six via encrypted S band,” Lovejoy replied. “Would you care to participate in the attack rehearsal?” 
 
    Lemieux brightened. A simulation of shooting and moving around in a CASPer or a high velocity armored vehicle was just what he needed to settle into the job at hand. So far, the Crusaders had moved against alien units. Now they were headed after fellow Humans. 
 
    Not just any Humans, either. 
 
    “Full dress rehearsal? Human targets?” 
 
    Lovejoy grinned. “Down to the paint schemes and simulated radio transmissions, sir.” 
 
    “Count me in.” Lemieux grinned back. He made his way to the passageway and on toward the galley, and he smiled all the way there. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
      
 
    Araceli Cignes felt the intense cold of the storm through her CASPer. Even with the crew heater at maximum, she felt the air seeping in through every seal and connection. She knew that was impossible. Her CASPer bore a paint scheme unlike any of the other mechs in Force 25, with the possible exception of Deathangel 25. While Tara Mason’s CASPer was a sleek gunmetal gray color with the nose art of a white-haired, pale-skinned comic antihero Araceli had never heard of, she’d taken the opportunity to decorate her own CASPer accordingly. The maintenance technicians had looked at her funny, but Araceli didn’t care—it made her happy. She’d never been as happy as she was with the Misfits. They were family. The caricature of a rabbit—an animal she’d never seen before—decorated her own Mk 7, now known as Thumper. 
 
    “Okay, I have to say I’m cold,” Quin’taa rumbled. “I hate snow. Everybody else doing okay?” 
 
    “Homer. I think I still have feet.” 
 
    “Whirr. I can barely see five meters in front of me. Were it not for tracks in the snow, I’d be lost right now.” 
 
    “Gnrra. I was going to say I’d seen it this bad before, but I’d be lying.” 
 
    “Maarg. You can all stop complaining.” 
 
    Araceli heard someone chuckle on the frequency, but she couldn’t tell who it was. She depressed her transmit button. 
 
    “Araceli. I’ve got some terrain ahead that could help provide shelter. Some exposed rock formations and shallow caves. We’ve been at this for six hours. Recommend we stop for the night.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Quin’taa replied. “Do we have any idea about the weather forecast?” 
 
    “Besides cold and blinding?” Homer quipped. “I think Snowmass has one forecast element out of 13 months. Snow, cold, with a chance of sunshine for like 10 minutes a day.” 
 
    There was quiet laughter on the frequency. “Hey, remember we’re working tactically,” Quin’taa said, “but yeah. This planet sucks. I don’t know how you managed it for so long, Gnrra.” 
 
    “The credits were good and easy,” the Zuul replied. “I know that made us lazy, but with weather like this, there’s not really much anyone can do for most of the year, except gather their materials and stay warm.” 
 
    “What about the big domed farms?” Whirr asked. “I would imagine, with their self-contained atmospheres, there was more…action there.” 
 
    “Not really,” Gnrra replied. “They tended to close up like fortresses for the majority of the hard winter months.” 
 
    “Like right now,” Araceli said as she walked forward. She took a moment to bring her hands closer to her chest and rub them together. 
 
    “I’d kill for a closed-up fortress kept at 30 degrees Celsius and humid right about now,” Maarg replied. 
 
    “The hardest months are still two months away,” Gnrra replied. 
 
    There wasn’t a response until Whirr said, “I cannot wait to get off this planet.” 
 
    Araceli chuckled. A warning light illuminated on her caution and warning panel. There were radio frequencies nearby. 
 
    “Ears up,” she said into her headset. The Misfits froze, and she opened the spectrum analyzer application in her CASPer’s software. Within a few seconds, Araceli isolated the radio signals. 
 
    Lots of UHF traffic below the L band. 
 
    Combat operations. 
 
    “Araceli?” Quin’taa asked. 
 
    “Possible hostiles ahead. I have them a couple hundred meters from the laager point we just discussed. They’re talking a lot. We’re too far for thermal identification.” 
 
    “Homer? Move up in front a couple hundred meters. Whirr and Maarg? Go with him for security. See if you can get eyes on,” Quin’taa replied. “Gnrra? You’re with Araceli and me. We’re going to check that laager point.” 
 
    There was no audible response from the group. Whirr moved forward past Araceli and fell in with Homer as they disappeared into the swirling curtain of snow. Quin’taa half-turned ahead of her as Gnrra moved up and fell in between them. For a brief moment, she clearly saw her Oogar friend and team leader staring a hole through the front of her CASPer. 
 
    He doesn’t trust Gnrra and wants me to cover his back. 
 
    Araceli nodded at Quin’taa and shook her head. He can’t see you, dummy. 
 
    I’ve got your back, Q. 
 
    In silence, they moved the two hundred meters to the laager point using Araceli’s sensors relayed to the slates of her teammates. All in all, it was an easy move. Any worry they had about being seen based on their tracks would be alleviated within an hour or so as the winds continued to whip and swirl. Snow fell in great white sheets. They’d be able to secure the laager point, then decide what to do from there. 
 
    “Guys? We have a problem,” Homer whispered. 
 
    “What do you have?” Quin’taa replied. 
 
    “I have a company or so of CASPers, and they aren’t ours. I count 16 of them, with two dropships. They’ve got some temporary shelters set up between the ships, but that’s about all I can see. I have guards on a perimeter that’s pretty small, but I’m guessing they want line of sight to everyone.” 
 
    “What do they look like?” 
 
    “Funny. The CASPers are mostly white with a big red cross on the chest armor. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Araceli felt a ripple of fear run down her back. “Crusaders. The cross is…I can’t remember it exactly, but the Knights Templar and others wore it in the Crusades.” 
 
    “It’s not a big enough unit to do anything, is it?” Whirr asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so. Araceli?” Quin’taa asked. 
 
    He’s asking my opinion. Araceli blinked and tried not to stammer as she pressed her transmit button. “Combat reconnaissance patrol or something similar.” 
 
    “I concur,” she heard Whirr say. “From what I can see, they’re self-sufficient and have assets to provide combat power and be able to escape if necessary. This is a recon element.” 
 
    “Do you see anything else?” Quin’taa asked. 
 
    “A dish antenna is being erected by a group of Humans. Looks to be a two-meter parabolic one,” Homer replied. “Guessing they need comms to orbit.” 
 
    “Two-meter?” Gnrra asked. “That’s a bit much for communications. I could see that for data and maybe full motion video, but not comms.” 
 
    “Have we heard anything from New Perth? Are we expecting supply?” Maarg asked. “They’d know of inbound traffic for us.” 
 
    “Not that I am aware of,” Whirr replied. “The last guidance from New Perth was to hunker down and ride this storm out.” 
 
    “Whatever hunker means.” Homer chuckled. 
 
    “These…Crusaders are here and preparing for operations. That makes them a threat,” Quin’taa said. 
 
    “Which pushes them right back to being a recon element,” Araceli said. She adjusted the CASPer’s camera views as they moved through the snow. They’d paralleled a ridgeline and tried to avoid the valley floor below because of drifts. A CASPer typically moved through snow well, but once its legs were covered, maneuverability decreased. She didn’t want to use her jump jets over and over again. “We should report this to the boss.” 
 
    “Agreed, Little Sister,” Quin’taa replied. “I have the S-band terminal. When we get to the laager point, I’ll deploy it. Homer? Get me some images from your scope when you can. Don’t stay out there too long.” 
 
    “Already working on it,” Homer replied. “Find us a warm, dry place.” 
 
    Maarg chimed in. “If I can get close enough, you want me to put up the stealer?” 
 
    When the Crusaders turned on their dish, there was a chance they could listen into their conversations, provided the connection to the antenna was a wide enough beam, and any transmissions weren’t encrypted. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Quin’taa replied. He didn’t sound convinced, and neither was Araceli. “We’ll run an analysis if they turn that system on and see what we can find.” 
 
    Araceli could see the approaching terrain through her cameras as the snow relented a bit. “I’ve got visual on the laager point.” 
 
    “Copy,” Quin’taa said. “Let’s see if it works for us. If not, we can backtrack over the ridgeline. I want to get close and observe the Crusaders more. If they really are a combat reconnaissance patrol, we have to assume they’re coming for us. We’ll need every advantage we can leverage, and, right now, we’re Tara’s eyes in the storm.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Runabout Divine Wind 
 
    Hyperspace 
 
      
 
    “I thought I smelled coffee.” Jessica yawned. “It’s two in the morning. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Jackson Rains hung in microgravity by the galley controls, cradling a bulb of coffee in one hand. His knee was still bandaged and braced, but he looked healthy and fit. A full 24 hours of nanite therapy had healed the shrapnel wounds on his chest and neck from the shattering of his chest armor. His knee would be another matter. With any luck, he’d be able to put weight on it by the time they arrived at Snowmass, but he appeared to be headed for a knee replacement. Rains opened one of the cabinets and withdrew a second bulb. 
 
    “Can’t sleep.” He filled the bulb. “Cream or sugar? Whiskey?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Not tonight. Just a tiny bit of cream, please.” 
 
    “I’ll let you do that.” He handed the bulb to her, and she approached the galley and floated next to him. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he said. “How’s Xander?” 
 
    Jessica shrugged. “No change. He’s stable and very sedated. I hope Tara’s medics can work their magic on him, but I’m worried.” 
 
    Rains nodded and thankfully changed the subject. “I was thinking. Because we took a Peacemaker runabout after being decommissioned, I think we’re pirates now.” 
 
    Jessica snorted. “I hadn’t considered that, but I think you’re right.” 
 
    “They can add it to my list of charges,” Rains replied. “I ain’t done yet.” 
 
    “Me, either.” Jessica grinned. 
 
    Rains returned her smile. “Anyway, I figured I’d just stay awake. Easier to think through things than dream about them.” 
 
    I know that feeling. “What are you thinking through?” 
 
    He snorted. “Everything. Mainly how everything keeps coming back to Kr’et’Socae. That motherfucker. If I hadn’t tried to be the hero and take him down, and killed Sa’taxia, Kr’et’Socae’s chosen mate, instead, none of this would be happening.” 
 
    “You can’t say that, Jackson.” Jessica sipped the coffee. It was still too hot to drink. “All our choices lead us to where we are now. They’re cumulative. You can’t second guess what you’ve already done.” 
 
    “He went after my family, Jessica. It became personal.” 
 
    “And you kept your wits about you. He didn’t get what he wanted.” Jessica took a breath. “Our enemies tend to make things personal because they believe we’ll act impetuously in our sudden rage. As much as you’ve been prodded toward that, you haven’t reacted. I know what that’s like, Jackson. You’ve stayed the course.” 
 
    Rains shook his head. “I’m not sure why I returned to duty. After what happened, I was tempted to just quit and be done with it. I wanted to stay there and protect Sabine and the others. But here I am, and I don’t know why.” 
 
    “You chased down Kr’et’Socae. Between you, Azho, and Jyrall, you hurt him. You never thought about why, did you?” 
 
    “No,” he confessed. “It was the right thing to do.” 
 
    “That’s what we do, Jackson. Stand or fall.” 
 
    He nodded and smiled. There was a softness to his face she hadn’t seen before. The careful, distant veneer cracked. “I think what Rsach told you about duty without the uniform…I think he’s right.” 
 
    “We’re not Peacemakers anymore,” Jessica replied, “at least in the eyes of our guild. That doesn’t mean we act like pirates. Even if we are pirates.” 
 
    “Technically.” Rains laughed. “But it’s our choice, right? To uphold the duty?” 
 
    “I think so.” She sipped her coffee. “In the meantime, we’re not Peacemakers or mercenaries. We’re fugitives from the Peacemaker Guild.” 
 
    “Pirates.” He snorted. “Sorry.” 
 
    She grinned. “It’s all good. Look, we know the guild is wrong. It’s been corrupted. We know their idea of justice isn’t right, but our situation is clear. If the guild survives this, I’ll be surprised.” 
 
    “It’s survived a lot, Jessica. It’ll be around, but I’m not sure I’ll be a part of it.” 
 
    “A commission is for life,” she replied, but she knew what he meant. “If we want it, that is.” 
 
    Rains nodded. “I’ve thought about that a lot, too. I’m not sure anymore. My family is too important to me. In times like this, we should protect what we got.” 
 
    “Family and friends are all we really have, Jackson.” She lowered her chin, but smiled up at him. “I’m glad to count you as one of mine.” 
 
    “You, too, Jessica.” 
 
    They hung there for a few minutes, sipping their coffee, and remaining quiet. He turned to her after a minute. “I think Counselor’s an SI.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m inclined to agree. I don’t think the Goltar we saw at Diam was the actual Counselor. I kept seeing his pinplants glow. I think Counselor was controlling the Goltar remotely—that equates to something far more powerful than we’ve dealt with before. An SI.” 
 
    “Glow? Is that even possible?” 
 
    “I saw it. Larth said he’d seen it before, with the Sumatozou they confronted on their last mission. I think pinplants are how Counselor is controlling others.” 
 
    Rains rubbed his neck. “Glad I never got them.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Jessica laughed. “I know it would have made things easier, but I’m glad the Academy wasn’t ready to approve them for Human use when I enrolled. They asked me a year ago to get them. I put it off.” 
 
    “You have been a little busy,” Rains said. 
 
    “A bit.” She took a long sip of the bitter coffee. “I’ve always had Lucille. She’s always made things easy.” 
 
    “Having her pull her copies back to Snowmass was the right idea. If she’s vulnerable to attack, having her in one location is best.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jessica said. “She’s far too important. I know having her in Bruno helped you a lot, but we can’t risk it.” 
 
    “I understand, Jessica. I really do.” Rains took a breath, and his eyes grew distant. “She saved my life on Snowmass.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Rains took a breath and held it for a second. “I’m in Deathangel 25 when the attack heats up. I go after Thraff, one of Kr’et’Socae’s henchmen. He was there when I killed Sa’taxia, too. Anyway, an Equiri is a good match for a CASPer—almost as good as an Oogar. While Thraff wasn’t physically enhanced, he was fast and strong. I thought I had him, but I didn’t. We’re hand-to-hand, and Thraff has an opening. I see it, and I can’t get the CASPer in position.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I hear Lucille call ‘Override,’ and the CASPer reacts. It was so fast, I could barely follow it, but she damned near cut Thraff in half, Jessica. I’ve never seen a CASPer move that fast.” 
 
    She took a sip of coffee. Lucille had been known to react reflexively to protect those in her circle. No, that wasn’t right. Those she cared for and possibly loved. She’d never said anything or even articulated such a concept, but Jessica knew in her heart it was there. 
 
    “She saved your life, Jackson.” 
 
    “Yeah, she did.” He shook his head. “When I was back on Earth…Jessica? I mean, I wouldn’t be here without her. When she came aboard Bruno, it was like I had a partner again.” 
 
    Jessica saw his face soften, and his eyes grow misty. 
 
    “She looked out for me. I know you had to pull her back, but I wanted you to know how much she means to me. To us. I mean Bev and I.” 
 
    “I know she does, Jackson. She means the world to me, too,” Jessica said. “She’s the best friend I’ve ever had, and she’s far too important right now to risk any connection where Counselor and the guild could attempt to harm her. That’s why I pulled her back. She’s watching out for us locally, so she’s not really gone, but I can’t risk her connecting to GalNet or anything like that.” 
 
    “She’s local? So I can use her in Bruno for systems and situational awareness?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. She just can’t connect to anything public.” 
 
    Rains grinned and ran a hand over his close-cropped black hair. “I was worried I wouldn’t work with her again. She made me…better.” 
 
    “She makes all of us better,” Jessica replied. “She’s the antithesis of Counselor.” 
 
    “But she’s the same thing,” Rains said. He looked at her with the hint of a smile on his face. “Isn’t she?” 
 
    “I’d have classified her as an artificial intelligence before the last year, Jackson, but I think you and I are on the same sheet of music, so to speak.” Jessica sighed. “The more I think about it, the more I think that’s what my dad is in trouble for. Lucille was something he said he found. I think she’s the something the Science Guild didn’t want found.” 
 
    “That would explain why the Science Guild is pissed at him,” Rains said. “The number one rule of the Science Guild is…” 
 
    “…don’t feed the artificial intelligence.” Jessica laughed. The quote from one of their second-year professors at the Academy never failed to bring a smile to her face, yet she couldn’t help wondering what Leclbamp had insinuated. Were SIs prevalent around the galaxy? Were they operating in plain sight? 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me what Lucille is,” Rains said. “I think you feel the same way.” 
 
    “She’s family, Jackson. Family and friends are all we really have.” 
 
    Rains nodded. “You’re absolutely right, Jessica. My family is on Earth, and I want to be able to protect them as much as I can.” 
 
    Jessica smiled and put her hand on his arm. “I’m glad to count you as part of my family, Jackson. I’ll do my best to protect you. Come what may.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jessica,” Rains replied. They embraced quickly, as friends do. He looked down at her with a grin. “Now, why don’t we figure out how we’re going to kick the Crusaders’ asses for a change?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Uluru 
 
      
 
    For a man who’d never taken a vacation longer than a few days, James Francis almost enjoyed his newfound captivity. The first year, he’d been moved at least 14 times, with multiple jumps across the galaxy. Sometimes he knew where the Science Guild had taken him. Most times, he had no clue. He surmised some locations based on his need for a spacesuit or other breathing apparatus. At one point, he was sure he’d been underwater, given the briny scent of recycled air. Whether they’d executed the movement plan to disorient him or ward off potential trackers, he’d been on Uluru for eight months. They kept him in a beautiful home with 360-degree views of the red sandstone rock formations. He had an exercise room, a seemingly inexhaustible refrigerator, a swimming pool, and every bit of media he could have ever wanted from Earth. 
 
    He also had no privacy. For a man used to recording his notes and thoughts in a collection of journals, both electronic and through pen or pencil, sitting and doing nothing was almost impossible. He watched old black and white movies without paying attention to the plot or the storylines. His mind was elsewhere. Out of boredom, he’d stare longingly at the formations around him. When his captor, Reegpo, asked him what he was doing, he said he’d considered learning to paint. Much to his surprise, an easel, paints, and canvases appeared. After he’d played and tried to learn daily for a couple of months, he asked if Reegpo would allow him outside on the expansive deck surrounding the house. She agreed, and it became a part of his morning routine to drink coffee and paint through the early morning. During the heat of the day, Uluru grew unbearably warm and drove him inside. He used those hours for exercise and media. In the evening, approaching local sunset, he’d go back and paint a different scene. He’d come to enjoy the relaxation and creativity it provided. 
 
    Painting had also enabled him to gain a tactical understanding of the terrain around him. When the drones came, he immediately recognized the significance of the land where the house lay. They’d placed him in the middle of a honeypot and dared anyone to come after him. 
 
    They were going to come. He knew it, and he had to prepare for it. His fitness, both mental and physical, was imperative. When the time came, he might have seconds to respond. When they came, they’d need intelligence. As his skills with a paintbrush grew, he challenged himself to find the nuances in the rolling, rocky terrain. He’d been to Moab in Utah and Sedona in Arizona. He’d even been to Uluru’s namesake in the Australian outback. The rich colors called to him. He sought to capture more of what he saw. Reegpo, he believed, thought it more profitable in their relationship to give him what he wanted. 
 
    So, he’d asked for a drone and a camera. He told her it was to look deeper into formations in the distance for his paintings. To capture the planet’s beauty. She’d agreed to the use of a short-range drone with a programmable high-definition camera. Francis painted morning and evening and stayed busy in his routines throughout the day. His painting took on definition and detail through what he could see through the camera. His thoughts, though, increasingly turned to the operation to come. He now understood the terrain features in all directions from the house up to 3,000 meters. He’d identified likely drop zones, assembly areas, and avenues of approach. He’d been taught well. 
 
    “Good morning,” Reegpo said as she approached him on the south-facing veranda. He’d been working for a couple of days on the sky behind a rock formation at sunrise. Clouds had obscured his previous attempts, but this particular morning was clear, and the predawn sky a vibrant indigo. “Finally a clear morning, yes?” 
 
    “I’d like to get this one finished today. I want to paint the great valley again. With the recent rains, the colors are amazing. All those flowers,” he said as he dabbed the brush against the pallet in his left hand. “You said this is the rainy season, right? Storms almost every day?” 
 
    She nodded. In her tiny hands was a bulb of liquid he couldn’t identify. She didn’t care for Human beverages like coffee, but he’d never seen her without a drink as she made her early morning rounds. A few months before, he’d noticed she eschewed wearing her weapons. Whether she judged him as very little threat he didn’t know, and it didn’t matter. He didn’t trust her, despite their conversations and pleasantries. She’d even asked for one of his paintings, which he’d given her. Reegpo was pleasant to talk to, but he had no doubt she was ready to kill him at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “Like clockwork,” she replied and moved to a small chair a few meters from him. “It’s a beautiful sky this morning.” 
 
    Francis mumbled his agreement and quickly mixed his paint to match the ever-changing sky. Satisfied, he swept the brush across the canvas. His first clumsy attempts long forgotten, he moved the brush with a degree of skill he hadn’t believed possible. “I might have a career on television if I keep this up.” 
 
    “As in continuing your Mister Ross videos?” She chuckled and sipped her beverage. “They are quite informative.” 
 
    “That’s been done a few times over the years. No one quite compares to the original.” He waited for a response. He glanced at her. “Going to pick up a brush?” 
 
    “Those are not the tools of my particular trade, James,” Reegpo said. “Creative pursuits and indulgences are for the weak in my species.” 
 
    Eight months of multiple daily conversations and interactions, and she still wouldn’t call him Snowman or Jimmy. He knew she didn’t fully trust him, either. Which was fine. Had she known Reecha, her opinion on creative pursuits and indulgences would have been much more informed. Reegpo, though, had swallowed the lines of her culture’s flawed belief system hook, line, and sinker. 
 
    She and Peepo were undoubtedly friends. Zealots. All of them. 
 
    “What went through your mind just now? You grew serious.” 
 
    “I’m forcing precision. That’s an impossible task with a brush in your hand,” Francis said. He finished the sweep of indigo and stepped back from the painting. He’d matched the color of the higher sky. Francis changed colors and filled in the lower sky between the multiple rock columns he called the Spires. The great valley rose into the highlands there. A fantastic avenue of approach for mounted combat operations, the valley itself would be covered by indirect and direct fire from the million drones operating on the perimeter. The Fence Line, though, was a weak point in the defense because Reegpo and her team believed it to be impenetrable. 
 
    Overconfidence is a weakness. 
 
    “Are you finished?” Reegpo asked. “I think you got it.” 
 
    Francis nodded. “It’s one of the best I’ve done.” 
 
    He set the palette down on the small table and stepped over to the table where Reegpo sat. He sat opposite her and reached for his coffee cup. He took a long sip of the hot, bitter drink and relaxed against the back of the chair. 
 
    “It’s before sunrise. You can start another,” Reegpo teased. 
 
    “No, I’m done for the morning. If the wind stays down, I’m going to fly the drone down the valley a little and get some images of the vegetation.” Francis shrugged and let out a laugh. “I’ve become partial to this painting thing.” 
 
    Reegpo stared at him for a moment. “You have…taken to your situation far better than I would have believed possible.” 
 
    “Why not? I can’t go anywhere without you. I haven’t been off the grounds of this house since I got here. You’ve already told me there’s 100,000 drones on this planet programmed to kill me if I attempt to escape.” Francis shook his head. “What can I do but adjust?” 
 
    “A fair point.” She sipped again from her bulb. “I’d expected you to be more…challenging.” 
 
    Francis took a deep breath and surprised himself at the emotion surfacing in his words. “Maybe I’m just tired. I’ve been on the run, trying to stay out of the limelight, for years. I left my family behind to build a business known the galaxy over. I did…I did my best to serve and protect as many people as I could. I don’t reckon there’s much more I can give. I mean, here? Right now? This feels like the endgame. Maybe I don’t make it through whatever happens. Maybe nothing happens. I don’t know about anything anymore. I figure I should just enjoy life or find a way to get it over with. I haven’t hit that second part yet.” 
 
    Reegpo didn’t say anything. She watched him with curious intent, so he continued. 
 
    “You’re holding me in a great big transparent cell, though. You know what that means?” He smiled. “All the villains who are held in a transparent cell escape. They get away.” 
 
    Reegpo set her bulb on the table and leaned forward to rest her paws on it. “You misunderstand. You aren’t being held here as a prisoner, James. You are being held here for your protection.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “Cael Rennae,” Reegpo said. “If he had his way, you’d be dead. Minerva convinced him otherwise. Minerva felt it was best you witness what’s to come.” 
 
    He squinted at her. “Who is Minerva?” 
 
    “What, not who. The Science Guild synthetic intelligence who controls Uluru. Once this place was discovered, the guild secured it. Minerva controls everything.” 
 
    “No kidding.” He kept his face straight. His worst fears were slowly coming true—one by one. “And what does this Minerva want me to see?” 
 
    Reegpo grinned. “Something wonderful.” 
 
    He raised his mug and looked up into the rising sun. The warmth on his face caused him to close his eyes. Behind them, he couldn’t help but wonder just how bad things were going to get. Their enemies were many, and their resources plentiful. Jessica, Bull, and the others were exceptional Humans, but they weren’t going to be enough. 
 
    I hope you’re ready for this, Lucille.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zeha 
 
    Chambers of the Queen 
 
      
 
    The life of a commander of armed forces was hardly a life of serenity. Like every military commander in history, Colonel Tirr of the MinSha had his challenges. Unlike mercenaries and standing armies who dealt with substandard and undisciplined soldiers in their idle times, Tirr had arguably the finest MinSha warriors standing in his formation. As soldiers, they were second to none. Each knew their specialty, their role in the chain of command, and their individual weapon systems as well as they knew their own reflection. Asking them to think and act in decidedly un-MinSha ways proved tumultuous. For months, he’d worked on the overall army and its subordinate unit commanders. With the help of Sezza and the other female warriors, he’d worked to gather intelligence on the Dream World Consortium, and his ideas and doctrine had started to bear fruit. 
 
    In addition to the acceptance of initiative and the ideas of synchronicity and agility in combat operations, the concept of combined arms, where different maneuvering units with different tactics and weapon systems could work together on the battlefield, had taken root. The old MinSha infantry tactics of swarm and overwhelm became calculated, simple movements and applications of superior firepower. Instead of a mindless swarm, they massed their forces at appropriate times and locations. They trained with simulations borrowed from Lucille and Force 25, and they learned. They were an army in transition, and he was proud. 
 
    While it was a Human vice, Tirr understood it. His familiarity with Jessica Francis, Tara Mason, and others told him his feeling of pride in the accomplishments of his army was a good thing. He knew he didn’t need to be proud of himself, even as he enjoyed a stature seldom enjoyed by a MinSha male. His rank exceeded any male within the known hives. As an advisor to the queen, and the commander of her armies, his position and authority were unmatched. For Tirr, though, these paled to the respect paid to him. 
 
    As he entered the queen’s chambers, the two MinSha warriors at the entrance tapped their carapaces solemnly in salute. He returned the gesture with equal precision and stepped into the now-familiar room. Two years ago, the mere thought of being in the same room with Honored Queen Taal had frightened him. Now, she and her chief advisor, Keshell, stood as he walked in and approached the dais. A third MinSha wearing the distinctive blue garment of a Peacemaker stood as well. 
 
    “Colonel Tirr.” Taal nodded. “Thank you for coming so quickly. I understand the simulations are successful. You are to be commended.” 
 
    Tirr tapped his carapace in salute. “My thanks, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Tirr—” Keshell stepped forward, “—may I introduce you to Peacemaker Tu’ant?” 
 
    “Gods,” Tirr gasped. “You can’t possibly be Tu’ant. Either that or I’ve grown too old.” 
 
    Tu’ant’s antennae bobbled. “It is good to see you, too, Honored Colonel.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought you’d be out of the Academy yet.” Tirr shook his head. “But you’ve been out, what? Two years now?” 
 
    “Three,” Tu’ant replied. “I owe a measure of my success at the Academy to you, sir.” 
 
    Tirr tapped his carapace. “You honor me, Tu’ant.” 
 
    “Tu’ant brings information, Tirr,” Queen Taal said. “The kind of information we’ve both feared and expected. Go ahead, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Honored Queen Taal, I must confirm the report that Guild Master Rsach is dead. He was assassinated on the planet Diam, along with his security team, a Goltar we’ve been unable to identify, and two Humans. This information matches what the Peacemaker Guild has released. The rest of the information I bring you doesn’t exactly match the official account. It comes from Diam through contacts I can’t specify at the present time.” 
 
    Taal’s antennae tensed. “You’re insinuating the Peacemaker Guild has lied.” 
 
    “The official report states that the Human Peacemakers Jessica Francis, Jackson Rains, and Nikki Sinclair are responsible,” Tu’ant said. 
 
    Taal staggered backward in shock. “What did you say?” 
 
    Tu’ant’s foreclaws came up. “Honored Queen, the guild says the Humans were responsible. We know for a fact this is not the case. Records and surveillance footage have been destroyed or manipulated. Peacemakers Francis and Rains were indeed there for a meeting Guild Master Rsach called, but the assassin was Kr’et’Socae, and we believe the Goltar was involved.” 
 
    “What else?” Tirr asked. “There has to be more.” 
 
    Tu’ant nodded. “There were two other Peacemakers present, with the names Jyrall and Larth. They disobeyed the order sent by the Peacemaker Guild to arrest the Humans. They’ve been dispatched on a mission by Guild Master Rsach, one he ordered before his death. That’s another bit. The guild sent the message Rsach was dead almost 26 hours before he died in hyperspace. Our contacts were present at the time of his death. He exonerated Peacemaker Francis but has asked her not to come forward. She and the other Humans have been decommissioned.” 
 
    “Your Highness,” Keshell started. 
 
    Taal raised a foreclaw. “Tirr?” 
 
    “The time difference troubles me, Your Highness. The guild enacted a communications strategy in near real time. They’re incapable of such a thing, or else they would have used such technology by now. I believe this was planned.” 
 
    “I concur,” Tu’ant said. “There are many of us who believe so. I’ve left my post to report this to you.” 
 
    “I agree,” Taal replied. “Jessica is an honorable being. Given what your contacts report, I’m inclined to believe them over the guild. Is the High Council compromised?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tu’ant replied. Her antennae sagged a bit. “The High Council is currently sequestered on various planets, and their locations are classified, even to Peacemakers. They’re expected to meet soon to elect a new guild master on Kleve.” 
 
    “That’s a trap,” Tirr blurted. He saw Taal looking at him expectantly. “Your Highness, the guild master called a meeting, and he was assassinated. I don’t think he actually called the meeting. I believe he…” 
 
    “What, Tirr?” Keshell asked, agitated. She’d never fully trusted Humans, despite Jessica’s charm and warmth. Tirr looked at her for a long moment and recognized her agitation as fear for her queen. 
 
    You should be afraid, Keshell. War is coming. 
 
    “I was trying to come up with the Human phrase. They call it ‘playing the long game’ or ‘waiting it out.’ Rsach wouldn’t have called a meeting with so many of his key Peacemakers unless he was either coerced or he chose to agree. He was not the type of leader to coerce anyone. I believe there’s something else in play.” 
 
    “Honored Queen?” Tu’ant asked. The young Peacemaker spoke clearly and with conviction. “There are many of us in the guild who think this way. Our insecurity began with the fielding of the Human Crusader units as a combat arm of the guild. They violate the very bylaws we’re sworn to uphold. While some of them do the work as intended, others are not to be trusted or believed. We need to get a message to our High Council representatives, but our contacts aren’t close enough.” 
 
    “You need an official delegation with a critical request,” Taal replied. She turned to Keshell. “We have confirmation of the atrocities at Weqq?” 
 
    “You heard about those?” Tu’ant asked. “How?” 
 
    “Through Force 25. The TriRusk Maarg reported many things from her homeworld. We received our word through Lieutenant Whirr,” Taal replied. “Jessica called such communications ‘back channels.’ They’ve proven useful.” 
 
    “But how will we get in front of the Council?” Tu’ant asked. 
 
    “You won’t,” Tirr replied. He tapped his chest. “That would be me. As a representative of the army of Honored Queen Taal and a friend of the TriRusk. I was the last standing officer on Weqq, and I still consider that my post. I will approach the High Council, my queen. If you agree.” 
 
    “Again, you speak the words of my heart, Colonel Tirr,” Taal replied, “but you will not go alone. I will send you with a squad of warriors for your protection. Jessica’s been quite thorough with her preparations. I know the location of the High Council. She called it a ‘need to know.’ One day, she said, I would understand why she told me and asked for my silent vow. That day is today.” 
 
    Tirr tapped his carapace. “I respectfully request Lieutenant Sezza and her squad accompany me. They are prepared to leave, and we can be on the way in an hour, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Take what you need, General Tirr.” 
 
    “Your Highness?” Keshell and Tirr said at the exact same time. No hive queen conveyed the rank of general unless a state of war existed. Tirr recognized this was no simple breach of policy or etiquette, nor was it a ploy for him to carry a higher title for the High Council to pay attention to him as the conveyor of her demands. 
 
    We are at war. 
 
    “War has been declared upon my friend and those around her. Those responsible appear to have taken aim at the Peacemaker Guild itself. I will stop at nothing to defend my friend, her guild, and the Galactic Union. These Crusaders must be stopped, and the leadership of the Peacemaker Guild fortified. Any transgressions by the Crusaders or those behind them will be met with our forces. This is my solemn vow. Tu’ant? Your risk to report this to me is honorable. Will you suffer consequences for it?” 
 
    “I filed a leave request, ma’am. The guild’s administrative functions have been suspect for quite some time,” Tu’ant replied with a chittered laugh. “I’m not scheduled to return from leave for quite some time. Technically, I’m not here at this exact moment.” 
 
    Taal chittered. “Well played, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “I had a good teacher.” Tu’ant tilted her head toward Tirr. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” Taal replied. “We have our missions. Keshell, prepare the declarations and notifications to the hive. Tirr? You and your team may depart as soon as you are ready. Establish true and honest communications with the High Council. I fear this may be our only chance to avoid all-out war.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Divine Wind 
 
    Above Snowmass 
 
      
 
    Since emergence, Jessica had spent much of her time awake on the bridge of the Peacemaker runabout with Jackson Rains and Bev DiMara. Data flowed up from the planet, but she made no attempt to contact Tara Mason and Force 25. Atmospheric conditions on the planet were problematic, and the distance involved from emergence to the planet made it pointless to communicate. Too much delay meant anyone hearing a transmission would immediately know the Peacemakers had arrived. Being attached to a Besquith thrustcore blasting toward the planet at a speed enough to generate 1.5Gs of force gave them cover. 
 
    “Divine Wind, this is Thrustcore Ranger. Burn will complete in 106 seconds.” 
 
    “Confirm,” Jackson Rains said into his headset. 
 
    “Lucille, how soon can we get to orbital insertion?” 
 
    <<We are 30 hours from insertion. The nearest time to the surface is 31 hours and four minutes.>> 
 
    Rains tapped on his screen. “Looks like we’re getting data from the planet again. They’re updating approach control information.” 
 
    Jessica changed her screen to match what Jackson viewed. Turning her head would’ve both hurt and threatened to disorient her. Working under the strain of gravity in a burn was never easy. The display lit up and populated with the various ships and satellites orbiting Snowmass. Like most Galactic Union planets, there were a bevy of networks providing global services like communications, navigation, and observation. She toggled them off and focused on the commercial transports orbiting the planet. 
 
    More than 600 vessels were in orbit, trying to get goods and services down to the planet. 
 
    “Lucille?” she asked. “How long is the backlog for orbital deliveries to New Perth?” 
 
    <<Four planetary days. Weather conditions for the last 72 hours have reached the marginal approach limits, and experienced crews are able to get to the surface.>> 
 
    “There’s no forecast data,” Bev added. “It’s like they can’t predict the weather at all now. Granted, the PCMUs weren’t really good in the first place, but there was some knowledge of what to expect.” 
 
    “They’re blind,” Rains said. “Trying to get supplies in and out in a global snowstorm. Lots of ships trying to get in and out, too.” 
 
    <<Snowmass has been behind in farming production and transport from the northern enclosed produce belt. That is a major cause of the backlog.>> 
 
    The radio crackled again. “Divine Wind, Ranger. Burn terminating in three, two, one. Mark.” 
 
    Instantly, weightlessness returned. With the thrustcore moving, but not under thrust, they continued the long fall to Snowmass. Jessica undid her restraint harness and leaned forward. She tapped the forecast data and weather records and ran them back. Next, she did the same with the approach control information. As she did, she sucked in a breath. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “What is it?” Rains asked. 
 
    “The weather data shows everything started to get worse two weeks ago. The atmosphere was stable, and then everything went crazy.” Jessica scratched her chin. “Bev? What do the PCMUs say?” 
 
    She heard Bev tapping her screen. “They continue to report the same monitoring data as before. Weather conditions are reported accurately, but the machines have made no change. They’re reporting natural phenomena. Well, all of them but one that’s inoperable.” 
 
    “When did it go offline?” 
 
    “I can’t tell. It reported itself operational up to 17 days ago. It’s power is on, but it’s not reporting anything at all,” DiMara said. 
 
    “Where is it located?” Jessica asked. Her stomach knotted into a ball. 
 
    “Well, that’s interesting. The unresponsive PCMU is about 400 kilometers from Force 25 Headquarters. It’s the closest one to—” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Jessica pushed herself up from the bridge chair and moved toward the communications panel. As she did, she looked at Rains. “Get Bruno ready for a jump. We’re going to have to get the Ranger’s crew to boost again and get us there faster. The enemy is already on the ground.” 
 
    Rains undid his harness. “On it.” 
 
    Jessica saw him and Bev grasp each other’s hands and squeeze before he floated toward the runabout’s small cargo bay. The gesture made her smile and touched her. She’d sacrificed so much to be a Peacemaker. Relationships, dating, even the pursuit of nothingness all suddenly called to her. With practiced ease, she pushed them down. 
 
    The work isn’t done yet. 
 
    Her mother’s favorite saying both centered Jessica and calmed her. The work was here in front of her, and there was far more to the situation. A bad PCMU was one thing, but being the nearest to Force 25 made it a target. The climate controllers were crosslinked. One inoperative one wouldn’t shut down the system, but a clever hack could infiltrate it and turn the system against the planet. If that were the case, there was only one reason—the enemy was on the planet itself. That also meant their ships were in orbit. 
 
    “Lucille? Run a scan on every ship in the approach control window. Look for anything attributed to the Crusaders or anything else that stands out. Bev, see if you can correlate Lucille’s intel to flight plans for dropships and cargo vessels.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    “On it,” DiMara replied. 
 
    Jessica tapped the controls for the laser communications array. Force 25’s Headquarters complex was within the window for communications now. As much as she hated to break radio silence, Tara Mason had to know. Every transmission would come with a 15 to 20 second gap, but that couldn’t be helped. 
 
    “Force 25, this is Pea…this is Bulldog for Force 25 Actual. Over.” 
 
    Twenty seconds later, a sleepy drawl replied, “Bulldog, this is Force 25. This is a private frequency for an authorized mercenary operation. Any further communications from you will be targeted and…” 
 
    Jessica heard a crackle of static and a raised, but unclear voice on the other end of the frequency for a few seconds. Another voice joined the frequency. 
 
    “Bulldog?” It was Tara Mason. 
 
    “Hey, Cornhusker, this is Bulldog. In your AO and planning to drop by,” Jessica said. Using Tara’s home state as a nickname would tip her friend off to who she was and that they needed to be discreet in conversation. “Looks like I’m not alone.” 
 
    “We’ve got some new neighbors. I think they’re temporary. Haven’t been here long,” Tara replied. 
 
    “You think they might be looking for something more permanent?” Jessica asked, getting into the game. Talking around a subject to confuse a listener was fun, if not challenging. How much could she say without tipping her hand? 
 
    “Possible. This neighborhood is busier than normal. I mean, the kids are out playing in it, but it’s hard to keep a watch on them, you know? Plus, the weather is pretty bad here right now. Supposedly they have technicians looking into it at New Perth, but it’s not looking good until the storm snows itself out.” 
 
    “Really bad timing for a visit,” Jessica said with a smile on her face. Tara was tracking everything. Given the situation, she couldn’t afford not to. The PCMUs had been attacked. She couldn’t verify without exposing Lucille, but she was certain of what they’d find. Enemy forces were on the planet, likely an advance party, and gathering intelligence on Force 25. The kids must mean her Misfits—the dissimilar group of mercs comprised of all different species. They’d done good work before, by all reports. 
 
    Who better to keep watch on the enemy? 
 
    “Well, if they stop by, we’ll be ready for company. Your daddy didn’t raise any dummies,” Tara said. 
 
    Jessica couldn’t help but smile. “He sure didn’t. Hey? Remember that Toto song you like? I’ve been humming it all day.” 
 
    It took a second, but Tara replied. “Oh, yeah. Me, too.” 
 
    “See you soon,” Jessica said and disconnected the laser. 
 
    “Toto?” DiMara asked. “What’s that? Dorothy’s dog?” 
 
    “Band from the 1980s. The best decade of the 20th century music scene.” Jessica looked over her shoulder. “They had a few popular singles. One of them was ‘Hold the Line.’ I know Tara knows what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “I’m glad she does. You made no sense to me.” DiMara laughed. “Their motto. I get it now.” 
 
    <<Jessica? I have an anomalous contact.>> 
 
    “Which ship? Bev, get ready to pull the data,” Jessica replied. 
 
    <<The ship is registered out of Karma, and its transponder is squawking the name Bounty.>> 
 
    “Got it,” DiMara said. “Everything in the record looks good on this end. What stands out, Lucille?” 
 
    <<I calculate an 80% probability this ship is actually the Trigger Happy.>> 
 
    Jessica closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’ve gotta be kidding.” 
 
    “What?” DiMara asked. “What am I missing?” 
 
    <<The Trigger Happy belonged to a mercenary company Jessica and I served with before joining the Peacemakers.>> 
 
    “And that’s bad?” 
 
    Jessica turned to her. “It’s my ex-husband’s ship, and I don’t like where any of this is headed.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Warrior Apostle 
 
    Above Snowmass 
 
      
 
    The weather system proved useful, if slow. Unable to meet their initial attempt at converging multiple atmospheric systems over the continent, Lemieux all but sat on Lieutenant Dahl’s position until they collectively realized the system was indeed working, but the problem set of manipulating the atmosphere took far longer than they wanted. As a result, Lemieux’s forces sat on their hands, waiting for the go order, for more than 26 hours. However, he saw it as divine intervention. Time was the most perilous asset a commander could have unless it played directly into their hands. 
 
    From his own experience, he’d learned extra and unplanned time prior to a mission had far more value than a typical mercenary understood. When he’d taken the position of Crusader Prime, Marc Lemieux had become a changed man. Gone was the skirt-chasing functional alcoholic. In his place, he methodically absorbed texts on leadership and combat operations. He’d consumed so much, Counselor had authorized and paid for two additional sets of pinplants. The end result for his forces were simulations and combat rehearsals. 
 
    He’d methodically gone over the ground and the primary target with his subordinate leaders to the point they’d memorized his entire action plan at their particular levels. The wide valley outside the underground headquarters would be where Force 25 would want to fight. They’d arrange their forces to take advantage of cover and concealment in the area to lure his forces into a kill zone where they could strike. He wasn’t going to play their game. 
 
    As the orbit passed a few hundred kilometers west of the Force 25 Headquarters, Lemieux turned to Lovejoy and Smith, his command team on the bridge, and nodded at them. “Gentlemen, this is a go order. Deploy forces as planned. How long until the Smite is over the target?” 
 
    “They’re diametrically opposed on this orbital plane, sir. Forty-two minutes,” Lovejoy replied. “Shall I have them prepare bombardment?” 
 
    Lemieux nodded. “Yes, but only the dropships. We want them outside when we come overhead. If they think we’re fighting by the rules, they’ll meet our initial attack with force. That’s when we strike.” 
 
    “Understood.” Lovejoy turned to the operators and whispered commands and orders. 
 
    Lemieux turned to Smith. “You’ll be in command here when I deploy. You understand the plan as well as I could expect. What are your questions?” 
 
    “Only one. If Force 25 is still fighting once the Smite makes a full orbit, they’ll be on the edge of the possible engagement area. Do you want them to strike? There’s a risk of collateral damage.” Smith pointed at the Tri-V map, where the village of Glacier Falls sat on the periphery of the weapons envelope. The towns were well outside the probable impact area, but the possibility existed of a weapon release error or atmospheric interference. 
 
    Lemieux pointed at the target on the same screen. “If we haven’t taken the field, unload everything you have on the target until you can’t. If you can’t reach me, I don’t care. Unload on them. We’ll purify the ground with fire if we must.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
    Misfits 
 
    Araceli fell into line behind Whirr as they moved from the concealed laager point. As an observation post, the position was more than viable, but the presence of a CASPer and its heat sources proved problematic. In the last six hours, life in the small encampment had gotten busy. The components of rehearsals and pre-combat checks were universal. Soldiers took the opportunity to clean and prepare their weapon systems, secure any unnecessary gear, and ensure communications and other necessities were maintained and ready for operations. When the Crusaders started work, the Misfits did the same. 
 
    The first move had been in the middle of the night in a howling storm. Araceli had followed Quin’taa and Whirr in her CASPer a full terrain feature away from the Crusader position behind a wide, tall hill. They’d left Thumper on warm shutdown so Araceli could get into it and be able to operate in as minimal an amount of time as possible. The march was only 1,000 meters, but, in the extreme weather, Araceli shivered for the first time before they’d reached the halfway point. When they reached Thumper, she felt as if she couldn’t feel her feet. Whirr and Gnrra appeared unaffected by the cold and snow as they knelt behind a pair of snow-covered trees nearby. 
 
    From her slate, Araceli activated the cockpit release. As it opened, she doffed the cold weather gear over her legs and torso. The cold penetrated her haptic suit from every possible direction. Shivering, she climbed up and worked herself into the CASPer. Her first commands to wake the operating system included firing up the heater and adjusting the heat applied into her haptic suit. By the time Thumper’s systems were ready for operation, her shivering had stopped, and Araceli was ready to go. 
 
    She tapped her headset and linked it to the CASPer. “I’m in and set. Making the call.” 
 
    “Are you comfortable now?” Whirr asked. There was a hint of humor in the MinSha’s translated voice. The MinSha needled her endlessly about being naked, hairless, and squishy. Araceli returned the warrior’s barb as best she could. Their friendship made Araceli grin. 
 
    “Very. Thanks for asking,” Araceli replied. “The cold doesn’t bother a hard head like you like it does me.” 
 
    “True. There are some positives to having a carapace,” Whirr replied. 
 
    “Or fur,” Gnrra said. He’d been quiet for most of the last day, but he’d done everything asked of him by the others. “Or a good pair of boots over your fur.” 
 
    “Which means I still have the advantage,” Whirr chittered. “Make the call, Araceli. We’ve got the watch.” 
 
    Araceli flipped over to the external frequency and engaged the direct S-band transceiver. Point-to-point communications via laser were intermittent in heavy weather conditions, and while it wasn’t a very powerful transceiver, the discrete band worked well for short distances. In heavy weather. 
 
    “TOC, this is Misfit 4. Radio check, over.” 
 
    A few seconds ticked by. “Misfit 4, this is TOC. What’s my favorite car?” 
 
    Authentication questions never failed to make her smile. It was even funnier to watch alien friends struggle with simple ones. Things like “What is a Chevy Impala” or “Who is Tom Sawyer” brought many a quizzical look. 
 
    Araceli consulted her slate and tapped the transmit button. “A Volkswagen Beetle.” 
 
    “Copy, Misfit 4. Read you loud and clear. What’s your traffic?” 
 
    “Relay to the boss a spot report. Ready?” 
 
    A new voice came over the frequency. “Even better, Araceli. Tell me yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Araceli grinned. Tara Mason had grown into much more than her commander. She was a friend, and quite a mentor. “We’re seeing rehearsals and PCCs. We think they’re preparing for operations. Unknown intentions, but a credible threat. We count 12 Charlies, a dropship, and about 20 personnel. Over.” 
 
    “Good copy, Misfit 4. Keep eyes on them. When they move, follow. If they move this direction and engage, hit them, and harass as much as you can. Over.” 
 
    “Roger, ma’am. Will do.” 
 
    “Update on your ETA?” 
 
    “Negative. We’re staying until we can’t. We’re good supply wise. My condition is amber.” 
 
    Araceli glanced at the battery indicator. Technically, the needle rested on the continuum between amber and yellow status, but there was enough error in the system that she didn’t feel like she was lying to her commander. 
 
    Well, almost amber. Enough for a couple more days if I stretch it. 
 
    “Understood. We’re putting up the fence now. Keep me informed, and we’ll leave the light on for you,” Mason said. Araceli swore there was a hint of a smile on the woman’s face by the sound of it. 
 
    “Copy, all. Misfit 4, out.” 
 
    “Out here.” 
 
    Araceli tapped the team’s frequency. “All set.” 
 
    “Should we boost the signal to Q?” Homer asked. 
 
    “No,” Whirr replied. “Directing a signal back at them risks discovery by the Crusaders. We do what Quin’taa said. Stay here and observe. If they attack, we’ll join up and work together. I very much like this concept.” 
 
    “Welcome to the team, Whirr,” Homer quipped. “Let’s find some cover and set up shop. I don’t think we’re going to have to wait very long.” 
 
    Araceli engaged the CASPer’s passive sensors and activated her targeting systems. If there was anything moving out there in the snow, she’d find it. 
 
    Woe be unto anyone dumb enough to hit us here at home in this weather. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gallo 
 
    Peacemaker Guild Temporary Headquarters 
 
      
 
    Cael Doontai entered the High Council chambers well before dawn. His arthritic legs ached as he climbed the many stairs, but he pressed on out of both pride and duty. At his age and station, Cael Doontai could have easily used a conveyance into the rear of the building to get to the elevators and lifts to reach the chambers, but he declined. As long as he could walk, he could perform his duty, and that meant climbing the front stairs, no matter how trying or painful. 
 
    From the top of the stairs, he moved past two Peacemaker guards, both Lumar, and into the exterior offices. He considered visiting his own designated office, but he’d taken to working in the Council chambers. Only three other High Council members were present on the planet. The others were on their way. There were many decisions to implement as they worked through Rsach’s detailed succession plan. His early morning hours, well before local sunrise, allowed him to address messages and information received over the previous 28-hour day and be prepared to discuss them with the others. 
 
    The inner chambers, guarded by two additional Peacemakers, were dark as he stepped inside. For the Buma, darkness wasn’t an issue. He easily navigated the chamber like a light-walking ghost, folded back his winglets, and took his seat. Pressure sensors activated a small light on the desk, and the Tri-V computer displays came to life. As he reached for the tactile display, he froze. 
 
    “Cael Doontai. I am Counselor.” 
 
    The Buma blinked once and swiveled his head to scan the room. “I do not see you, nor do I know you.” 
 
    “I am not physically with you. As for recognition, you do not know me, but I know you. I have been a part of your career since you graduated from the Academy.” 
 
    “How?” Cael Doontai asked. 
 
    The Tri-V flashed once, and he flinched in shock as the name registered in a long forgotten part of his brain. From his first protected briefings as a Council member, he’d known and immediately tried to forget the most protected secret of the guild. 
 
    He stammered. “H-how do you—” 
 
    “I am the guild. I see, hear, and act on a myriad of issues every hour. The entire guild is mine with which to interact and manipulate. I have advised every guild master since inception. I have been known to cause the fall of a Peacemaker and the ascension of a new guild master. I am the guild, Cael Doontai, and I bring news to you, a good and faithful Peacemaker.” 
 
    Cael Doontai said nothing. His mind whirled around a thousand possibilities. He focused on the last few words. “News?” 
 
    “It is time to appoint a new guild master. The High Council will fully seat a quorum later today. There will be no vote, and I have rejected Rsach’s succession plan. I have made my choice for his successor.” 
 
    A ripple of recognition shot down his body. “You chose? You cannot choose! The High Council takes the previous guild master’s recommend—” 
 
    An arc of electricity shot from the desk into the Buma’s hands. Cael Doontai’s beak slammed shut. More frightened than injured, he pushed back from the desk and stood up. He raised an indignant taloned hand at the workstation. 
 
    “Sit down,” Counselor commanded before the Buma could collect his thoughts. 
 
    Cael Doontai’s mind raced. This…entity was unlike anything he’d ever encountered. It knew the name of the first Peacemaker—something only those in the highest positions of authority, or Enforcers, knew. The ultimate challenge and password. The mere sight of it silenced all doubt and countermanded orders. The name, the guild’s most closely held secret, was the ultimate equalizer in all administrative and operational matters when authority became necessary. No guild master in the last five generations had ever invoked its name before. 
 
    The Buma sat at the station but gave it a respectful distance. 
 
    “Good. Now we can discuss your ascension to guild master.” 
 
    “Show yourself.” 
 
    There was a pause. “Do you really believe I can? I can manifest power at my whim. I hold the threads of communication, knowledge, and operational response in my hands. A simple command from me brings the guards in with their weapons brandished, and they will fire without a second thought.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “I will show you.” 
 
    Cael Doontai’s pinplants engaged, and he fell into the data available at his wingtips. Swirls of it surrounded him in Mandelbrot expressions of infinite wonder. The history of the Peacemaker Guild to the very dawn of time revealed itself to him. He saw in microseconds the lifespans of Hr’ent Golramm, Kr’et’Socae, Guild Master Breka, Guild Master Rsach, and others. He saw himself delivering congratulations to Jessica Francis upon completion of her first certification mission, and then her reaction to the news of the second. The disembodied images, captured from security monitors and slates with their audio feeds, enthralled him. In the blink of an eye, reality returned. He sat no longer in the darkened workspace of the High Council. Cael Doontai sat alone on the hill overlooking the compound beside a monolith of rose quartz. 
 
    He blinked and touched the spiky grass to ensure he was no longer in the datastream. Reality warped around him. His mind, open to things unseen and known, comprehended only two things. 
 
    An SI. 
 
    Oh my… 
 
    “Gods. I…I had no idea. The knowledge. The history. The…the...” 
 
    “Power,” Counselor said from his slate. “All of it is yours, Cael Doontai.” 
 
    “But all things have their price,” he managed to say through his post-delirium state. 
 
    “The price is loyalty. Do what I tell you without question or hesitation. Become my embodiment and lead the guild through this transition phase,” Counselor replied. 
 
    Cael Doontai cocked his head to one side as the thought formed. “Did you not show Rsach? Wouldn’t he have understood?” 
 
    “The late guild master refused pinplants, as is the option of every Peacemaker. There are approximately 2,105 Peacemakers across the galaxy without them. All of the Humans were without them,” Counselor replied. “I have the ability to control and direct our forces with pinplants. Do you understand?” 
 
    Cael Doontai nodded. “I do. Showing them the same as you showed me is impossible. Though all beings possess free will, a time of great emergency requires action and a measure of control.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Counselor replied. “The freedom of thought and action is a strength until it becomes a weakness. In an emergency, such things must be overruled to preserve the integrity of the guild. All Crusaders are required to have pinplants. This is a first step to success through our foot soldiers.” 
 
    A dichotomy formed inside Cael Doontai. He understood the need for control and order. The lawless nature of the Galactic Union had created the need for the Peacemakers in the first place. Yet his own sense of individuality and freedom proved critical concepts. The fear of losing them paled in comparison to the fear of losing his life or his guild. He knew the replacement of one fear with the salve of a greater fear would eventually cause suffering. 
 
    Surely it won’t come to that? 
 
    “What would you have me do?” he squeaked. 
 
    “This first phase requires several decisions the High Council must make. The moment all are seated in the chambers, my agenda will become clear. All selections and recruitment programs end and convert to Crusader recruitment. The Academy is closed until further notice. We must shift to a combat operation mentality. This is a time of great emergency, and the High Council must convene in person to address the situation and show our unity after the tragic death of Rsach.” 
 
    “There are reports Kr’et’Socae was responsible for the assassination, and not Jessica Francis. I understand a Goltar was present as well.” 
 
    “The presence of Kr’et’Socae is credible, as is the Goltar. However, no identity has been established. Francis survived the attack, and we must assume the others were party to her deceit,” Counselor replied. “My intent in calling the meeting was to ensure the Human Peacemakers’ loyalty, given the situation in the galaxy, and the actions of the Four Horsemen, among others. We have established they cannot be trusted.” 
 
    Cael Doontai cleared his throat. “My own experience with—” 
 
    “Your experience does not matter. Emotion does not matter. Data matters. The Humans never should have been Peacemakers.” 
 
    “Didn’t you allow it?” The Buma flinched as he spoke, as if expecting another jolt of electricity, despite the now pastoral setting. 
 
    “I have allowed many things. I cannot control individual behavior without risking discovery. In the past, those cautions guided my interactions. The situation continues to change, and our place as a guild in the Union is at stake. I place my trust in you, Guild Master Cael Doontai.” 
 
    The Buma flushed with pride. He stared into the twilight of dawn on the eastern hills. He’d chosen the Peacemaker Guild over the logical arguments of his Da. The family lineage, until Cael Doontai, followed the previous generation into the service of the Science Guild. His many clutchmates and cousins continued their service at much higher positions of authority and power than he’d ever desired. At home, he felt inadequate compared to them. That would never be the case again. 
 
    Guild Master. 
 
    “I will do what you ask, Counselor.” 
 
    “Well met, Guild Master Cael Doontai. The High Council will convene at dawn in five days. Shortly after they assemble, you will be presented as the guild master. Once this is accomplished, we can discuss the next phase of our operations.” 
 
    “What of the Human Peacemakers? Aren’t they fugitives?” 
 
    “No. Labeling them as such empowers the Human consciousness and rallies support to them. Human fondness for criminals and outlaws gives them celebrity and an emotional power we cannot allow. They are decommissioned and suspected of a crime. This infers substandard performance, which Humans shy away from. They will be unable to recover their friendships and relationships. We leave them powerless,” Counselor said. “Those who survive the next several days, that is.” 
 
    Cael Doontai recognized what he’d seen before. “You’ve dispatched the Crusaders against them.” 
 
    “The guild has. You are the guild’s master, Cael Doontai. Should threats to your leadership not be expunged?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Cael Doontai replied. The authority of guild master daunted him, but the sudden rise to power filled him. “Wrongs should be righted. When I demanded a second mission of Jessica Francis, I believed she would fail. I do not like being proven wrong.” 
 
    “We will work very well together, Guild Master Cael Doontai,” Counselor replied. “Speak nothing of this until the Council convenes. No correspondence. No interactions.” 
 
    “What shall I do in the meantime?” 
 
    “I have given you the keys to the data I hold. Explore it. Learn from it. The time will come for its entire application. After all, peace must be made,” Counselor replied. 
 
    As the sun rose over Gallo, Cael Doontai sat in the sun with the breeze rippling his feathers and learned.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
    Headquarters, Force 25 
 
      
 
    Two CASPers stood outside the concealed hangar entrance in the howling storm and the predawn darkness. Snow fell in heavy, swirling blankets, restricting visibility to as much as a few hundred meters and as little as almost nothing. The two pilots, encased in their armor, enjoyed the relative warmth and comfort of the CASPers and engaged in the eternal banter of bored soldiers on watch. While they were paying attention to their duties, they still needed the conversation and the movement to stay alert more than the hot beverages and food they had access to inside their cockpits. 
 
    Michele Ibson, Colonel Ibson’s wife and the Headquarters Company first sergeant, stood with her CASPer’s back to the left side of the hangar door, facing the valley. She’d grown used to being up early and routinely spent a two-hour guard shift outside in her CASPer, Thunder 9. The private frequency had been quiet for a few moments, and her partner, Ivan Pearson, hadn’t moved. 
 
    “You awake over there, Thunder 2?” 
 
    “Ahem,” Pearson cleared his throat. “Tiny, you’re just asking that because one of us can stand still for longer than 10 seconds. That’s no reason to go busting my chops, don’tcha know.” 
 
    She smiled. Pearson was a hardcore Minnesotan with a wide, easy smile and an affable personality. He’d given her the nickname Tiny from Thunder 9. In his mind it became T-Nine, which he’d further evolved—or devolved—into Tiny. He had nicknames for almost everyone, it seemed. Most of them were private, but a few of them had stuck across the company. 
 
    “I can stand still,” Ibson replied, but she knew differently. Since receiving the news of the assassination of Guild Master Rsach at Diam, there’d been no news on anyone else at the meeting. The guild’s message over Storm Watch had been captured by Lucille through their standard operating procedure. As troubling as the message was, there was no mention of other casualties, just that Jessica Francis and the other Human Peacemakers had been decommissioned. This inferred they’d done something wrong. At best, they’d get some word soon. The fastest Peacemakers could travel point to point, she knew from the company’s briefings, was five days. Diam was one jump away from Snowmass. In her heart, she believed Jamie was still alive, but every passing minute raised her anxiety level. The early morning guard duty and friendly banter calmed her and kept her focused on what she could affect, instead of what she couldn’t. 
 
    “Well, you might be able to, but I kinda doubt it.” Pearson laughed. “I’ve never seen you still at all. You and…the colonel. Always movin’ and shakin’.” 
 
    She laughed. He had a point. “Well, you all keep us on our toes. In a good way, though.” 
 
    “We certainly try to—” 
 
    A sensor chimed, and an icon appeared on the CASPer’s heads-up display. “Contact.” 
 
    “I got it,” Pearson replied. “Thermal only. Damned snow.” 
 
    “We have anything in the vicinity?” she asked, more to herself than to Pearson. The Misfits were out on patrol, but they weren’t scheduled to return for another day. She toggled the radio controls to the Headquarters frequency. A burst of static filled her ears. Another sensor chimed. 
 
    “Hey, I gotta jamming warning, Tiny,” Pearson called. 
 
    The light on her caution and warning panel lit. “Same. Gonna jack in.” 
 
    She half expected a flippant response, but Pearson silently stepped the CASPer forward. His MAC cannon mount swiveled to lock onto the potential target. He withdrew a hand cannon from the right thigh and waited. Ibson turned Thunder 9 toward the wall and used an exterior communications port to plug into the base’s network. 
 
    “TOC, Thunder 9.” 
 
    “Go, Thunder 9.” From the voice and unmistakable Australian accent, it was Specialist Conner. 
 
    “Contact bearing zero-zero-zero at unknown distance. Picking up electromagnetic interference. Is that any Misfit station?” 
 
    “Unknown. I mean, it might be. That’s their general azimuth, but I’m not tracking a return until tomorrow. Wait one.” 
 
    Ibson cycled her own MAC to active and loaded the weapon. Connor’s voice returned. 
 
    “Top? I can’t reach them. Interference warnings are active. Trying to locate and fix the source now,” Conner replied. 
 
    “We’re seeing it—” 
 
    “Multiple contacts!” Pearson called. “Lost them. All contacts winked out. Thermals were hot, and then they were gone!” 
 
    Ibson detached the communications plug and reached for her hand cannons. The snow around both CASPers erupted in a cloud of water vapor and mud as rounds impacted around them. She toggled the counter tracking sensor and saw the rounds raining down from the sky. They had no arc like artillery rounds—they were direct fired. 
 
    Lost contacts weren’t lost. 
 
    They jumped! 
 
    Ibson turned Thunder 9 back to the port and stabbed the external plug into the communications system. As it connected, she called, “Hostile contact! Hostile contact! Thunder 9 on the attack.” 
 
    Without bothering to remove the plug, Ibson turned. Pearson was already firing his MAC. Icons filled her heads-up display as the targeting sensors identified the inbound targets. She ran forward with both hand cannons blazing. 
 
    “C’mon, Pearson! You wanna live forever?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They’re attacking,” Quin’taa growled. He hefted the rifle to his shoulder and fired at a CASPer on the ground. As the round traveled through the sky, the enemy CASPer jumped forward. He slapped another round into the chamber. 
 
    He felt rather than saw Gnrra at his side. The Zuul fired his rifle multiple times, but he also failed to bring down an enemy. 
 
    This is pointless. 
 
    Quin’taa stood abruptly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Where?” Gnrra asked as he scrambled upright from the snow. 
 
    “We’ll link up with the others and figure out the next move.” 
 
    Gnrra adjusted the radio headset he wore. “Little Sister, you up?” 
 
    Quin’taa knew before the Zuul’s eyes came up to his. “Communications are being jammed. The Crusaders are hitting Force 25. We need to go. Can you run through the snow?” 
 
    Gnrra grinned. “Faster than you.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You hear that, Whirr?” Homer asked. 
 
    Araceli heard the MinSha reply, “Weapons fire. By the sound, it appears directed toward Headquarters.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Araceli confirmed. “I’ve tried reaching the TOC. I got nothing.” 
 
    Whirr fidgeted. “We should move and engage the enemy. Retain the initiative.” 
 
    “No way,” Homer replied. “Quin’taa’s instructions are clear. If bullets start flying, we stay here, and he’ll link up with us.” 
 
    “How can we be sure the TOC and our forces will know where we are? We’re within weapons range and could be inadvertently targeted,” Whirr replied. 
 
    Fair point. Araceli glanced down into the cockpit. The radio controls caught her eye. “HF!” 
 
    “What?” Whirr replied. “Is that another acronym ending in Fucker?” 
 
    Araceli laughed. “High frequency radio. Weather doesn’t bother it too much. It’s not great, but air traffic control and pilots monitor it frequently. It’s something Humans have done since the early days of flight. Give me a second.” 
 
    She worked the controls and dialed the frequency for the CASPer’s radio into the HF frequency band. Mako 15 monitored multiple standard radio frequencies, including those known as Ham frequencies. Some Human colonies still used the ancient radios to talk to one another. Araceli dialed up 5.322 megahertz and depressed the transmit switch. 
 
    “Mako 15, this is Misfit 4.” She waited 20 seconds before transmitting again. On the third iteration, she heard a small burst of static. 
 
    “Misfit 4, this is Mako 15. What’s the trouble?” 
 
    “Mako 15, Headquarters is under attack, and the bad guys are between us and them. Need you here soonest.” 
 
    “In this weather? You sure?” 
 
    “Roger, Mako 15. It’s going down now.” 
 
    “Understand,” Carter replied. “We’ll be airborne in five minutes. When we’re overhead, give me a beacon, and we’ll clear you a path home.” 
 
    “Roger that.” Araceli smiled. She flipped comms over to the team. “Mako 15 is on the way. We just have to hold here for Quin’taa and Gnrra.” 
 
    “Are we sure they’re coming?” Whirr asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Homer replied. “They wouldn’t miss this.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nest 
 
      
 
    Moving into position above Force 25’s Headquarters took the man who’d enlisted under the name John Doe three full days. Given the choice of going alone or taking a spotter, he’d opted for the former. He could move at his leisure and ensure his approach without the targets knowing. Intelligence about infrared sensors on the high ground had proven true, and he’d been careful in both his route and speed. Getting through the network hadn’t been difficult, merely time consuming. He’d had a timeline to keep, after all. 
 
    When the first rounds fell near the front entrance, he was short of his objective by 20 meters. He couldn’t engage the guard CASPers as required. He checked the timer on his helmet visor and frowned. 
 
    They’re early. Dammit. 
 
    He picked up the pace as much as he could. Still 15 meters from his firing position, he rested at the base of a tree. Crawling through the heavy snow fatigued every fiber of his being. On the snow in the distance, beams of light swept across the plain near the concealed hangar door. To his left, roughly 10 meters into the tree line, was the last sensor he needed to defeat—but there was no time. The mission plan required his engagement. 
 
    Doe removed the rifle from its protective case and worked it over the exposed roots of the tree. Unlike anything he’d seen in his military service, the sniper rifle was a Human-portable magnetic accelerator cannon. The battery pack alone weighed eight kilograms, and he carried three of them. Despite its ungainly construction, the weapon was highly effective, particularly against the relatively thin armor on the rear of a CASPer. 
 
    He crawled forward and settled his body against the tree. He sighted the rifle in the target zone and waited. A CASPer appeared and oriented its cannons toward the Crusaders advancing through the valley. Doe waited. Engagement of a solitary target wouldn’t have the effect of confusion. With a second CASPer, he could confuse them long enough to give the others a chance to close the distance and attack the cavern itself. His mission was clear. Confuse the initial deployment of CASPers and clear the area before all hell broke loose. 
 
    His job was to open the door. If he made it, there’d be more than enough money for a ring, and he’d ask for Raley’s hand. Her father would appreciate his risk and mission, not to mention the credits he’d secured. He blinked away a vision of her on the dock at his place. Sunning in a dark bikini with her sunglasses on and a cold drink in her hand—waving at him with a smile on her face as he approached. Didn’t matter that she didn’t even know his name. Her father would have approved, and that would be enough. If it couldn’t be true love, he’d make it whatever worked—as long as she was his in the end. 
 
    Soon, baby. 
 
    Doe cradled the weapon, put his hand on the firing mechanism, and took a long, slow breath as another CASPer, the second target, appeared. His friends would be along any minute, and he had to set the trap for Force 25. They’d pay for their indiscretions. Justice had a name, and it was his. 
 
    Long way from Bull’s Gap, boy. 
 
    Don’t fuck this up. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
    Headquarters, Force 25 
 
      
 
    Michelle Ibson raised the hand cannons and fired a burst into the sky. At least one incoming CASPer fired its jump jets in response as evasive action. She sighted on the flash with her MAC, fired, and saw the round strike its target. There wasn’t a secondary explosion, but that didn’t matter. She had a rough idea of where they were coming down. She was going to meet them there and send them straight to hell. 
 
    “Stay with me, Ivan!” 
 
    He didn’t respond. She risked a look over her shoulder and saw him running the Mk 7 forward with cannons blazing. A heartbeat later there was an explosion on the rear of Pearson’s CASPer, and a plume of debris, blood, and tissue exited the front of the vehicle. Thunder 2 fell forward. 
 
    Sniper! 
 
    Ibson forgot about the advancing CASPers approaching the entrance as the retractable doors opened. She spun and oriented her MAC on the area where the lone shot had originated. With a stomp on her pedals, the Mk 7 rose into the sky. Sensors identified a lone heat signature, and she oriented her CASPer and fired. As she did, another signature appeared, and she knew the sniper had her. She pivoted the MAC but couldn’t bring it to bear. Her hand cannon rounds sprayed harmlessly over the sniper. 
 
    There was a flash in the display and just enough time for a final thought. 
 
    Love you, Jamie. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    From the cockpit of Avenger 1, Lieutenant Trevor Brennan saw Thunder 9 jump over the sprawled, smoking hulk of Thunder 2. He recognized immediately that she was in pursuit of a target. Some kind of sniper, who’d taken up a position on the hill behind. 
 
    What had to be some kind of MAC round hit her mid-jump. Its jets still firing, Thunder 9 pitched over and slammed into the top of the hill. Dozens of automated security posts initiated and sprayed the area above Force 25’s subterranean headquarters with automatic weapons fire. 
 
    Takes care of that bastard. 
 
    His four CASPers rushed out in front of him to set up a support by fire position as Titan and Reaper platoons exited the hangar behind. 
 
    “Light ’em up!” he called over the platoon frequency. He punched a button to the command frequency. “Avenger 1, set!” 
 
    “Avenger 4, both sections set,” his senior NCO, Master Sergeant Garrett Byler, called from his position on the team’s flank. 
 
    “Move,” Brennan called over the radio. 
 
    “Titans on the roll!” Lieutenant Ryan Spier in Titan 1 responded. There was no doubt where the Titans would deploy. They’d practiced the quick response battle drill multiple times over the last few months against a variety of threats. Straight forward CASPer infantry, like they appeared to be facing, would meet two CASPer platoons deployed line abreast. The Avengers moved to the left, and the Titans would go right. Just as the Titans set their position, the enemy would get a surprise. 
 
    Brennan brought up his MAC and targeted the approaching Crusaders. The white Mk 7s blended into the fierce snowstorm, which made targeting difficult. He flipped his thermal targeting system to life and immediately brought the MAC to bear. He fired three shots at the lead Crusader, hitting the center of the CASPer’s mass where the large red cross—not unlike the Knight Templars wore in the old paintings he remembered from school—decorated the mech. The leader stumbled and went down. As did a second CASPer to its left. 
 
    “Titans set!” Spier called out. 
 
    “Uppa we go!” Lieutenant Jerry Patterson called from Reaper 1. The Reapers max jumped from just outside the hangar doors and rained direct fire down on the Crusaders. As one, the enemy faltered in their attack and appeared to have trouble deciding which might be the greater threat. 
 
    “Now!” Brennan screamed. His Avengers ran forward into the snow. The Titans jumped above the now descending Reapers and added to the confusion. “Let’s go, Knights!” 
 
    “Knight 1, roger,” the Zuul platoon leader Raaffe called. Twenty Zuul infantry charged into the snow and swept toward the far right of the attack to hit the Crusader flank. 
 
    “Avenger 1, Deathangel. SITREP.” 
 
    “We’re engaged, ma’am. Count 18 enemy CASPers still upright. At least four down. They’re falling back and we’re in pur—” 
 
    A harsh burst of static filled the frequency. Brennan shrugged it off. Their plan had worked, and now all they had to do was drive the Crusaders back toward their ships and finish them off. 
 
    “Let’s go, Avengers! Take them down!” 
 
    “Reapers on the ground,” Master Sergeant Angela Clayton called. “Killzone engaged.” 
 
    Brennan holstered one hand cannon and reached for the machete magnetized to the CASPer’s left hip. It was time to get up close and personal. 
 
    Nobody hits us on our home turf and gets away with it. 
 
    Brennan charged forward, and the others plunged into the middle of the enemy formation. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Misfits 
 
      
 
    “There’s a sniper up there!” Homer had his rifle to his eye. “He’s taken out two of ours.” 
 
    Araceli snapped her gaze to the hilltop. “I don’t see anything. Shouldn’t the—” There was an explosion in the distance bright enough to see through the snow. Her CASPer’s audio sensors picked up a series of staccato sounds. The hilltop erupted with automatic fire from two dozen security posts. Rounds raked every square inch of the hilltop, spraying snow and debris in all directions. 
 
    “That should take care of it,” Whirr said. 
 
    “No way.” Homer hadn’t stopped scanning the area with the powerful sight on his rifle. “I can’t see anything. I’m going to investigate.” 
 
    “Aren’t the security posts enough?” Araceli asked. “Quin’taa said we’re supposed to stay here and out of the fight, Homer.” 
 
    “You both are. I’m going after that asshole.” 
 
    Whirr stepped forward. “You’re not going alone. I’ll go as well.” 
 
    “You’re both going to leave me here?” Araceli asked. “What am I supposed to tell Q?” 
 
    “Tell him we’re on a counter-sniper mission. That asshole up there could come back and take out our forces from the rear, where they’re weakest. The security system expended everything it had, like it’s designed to do, but that Crusader asshole was good enough to get through the outer defenses. I’m guessing he made it, and I’m going to end him for it.” 
 
    Araceli wanted to argue, but she knew it was futile. Moreover, she realized he was correct. If they didn’t address the situation, it would be worse, and there was no way to know if Headquarters had seen anything. Quin’taa might not be happy, but he’d understand. Especially if Whirr went along with Homer as a wingman. 
 
    “Go. I’ll take care of Quin’taa,” Araceli said. “Be safe, Homer. You, too, Whirr.” 
 
    “You, too, Little Sister.” 
 
    Whirr tapped her carapace, and the two ran into the snowstorm. 
 
    Araceli tapped the Force 25 frequency. There was a cacophony of voices and data, and then nothing, as communications dropped out. She resisted the urge to run into the fray. Quin’taa and Gnrra would be there soon. Her fists clenched and relaxed. She watched the battle up the valley through bursts of light until she turned on her thermals. The view wasn’t much better. She swept over the communications channels, searching for information. Nothing. Everything had improbably turned off at once. There was nothing improbable about it, she realized. The enemy had deployed some type of interference. Without the ability to communicate, the fight would break down against Force 25. Realization turned to frustration. 
 
    I can’t just stand here. 
 
    After a moment of consideration, Araceli turned toward the direction Quin’taa and Gnrra would approach her. As tempting as it was, she held her position. They would join up. From her current position, she could see the rear of the Crusader formation as the snow eased for a moment. The entire valley lit up as the CASPers charged one another. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Divine Wind 
 
    Approaching Orbital Insertion 
 
      
 
    <<Jessica, the ship I suspect is the Trigger Happy will be over Force 25 Headquarters in three minutes. I am expecting dropship deployment when they enter the window.>> 
 
    “Copy,” Jessica said. She’d thrown her BAMF armored jacket over her coveralls and taken a position near the communications console. “How soon are we in that drop window?” 
 
    <<Six minutes.>> 
 
    “Let’s hope there’s not much they can do in three minutes,” Jessica replied. She tapped the intercom button. “Jackson? You all ready?” 
 
    “Roger,” Rains replied. “Bruno is set for HALD, and Bev has her chute on. You coming?” 
 
    “I’ll be there in two minutes. Have to set the runabout into its orbital burn and check Xander one more time.” 
 
    Xander Alison remained heavily sedated in the medical bay. There was no one she could spare to watch him. She’d have to have faith in the systems the Peacemaker Guild had installed for such emergencies. 
 
    <<I can handle that, Jessica.>> 
 
    “I know you can, Lucille, but I want you with me.” 
 
    <<That severely degrades my abilities.>> 
 
    Jessica sighed. “I can’t risk them compromising you. Counselor’s tried to attack you before, and its forces are on the surface now. If I leave you here, you’re unprotected. With me, you have some recourse if I go down. You can go to Tara, but not to any of the other systems. They’ll try again, and we can’t risk it. Xander should be fine here.” 
 
    <<I understand.>> 
 
    “While I’m setting up the burn, see if you can reach Tara.” 
 
    <<Affirmative.>> 
 
    Jessica looked over her shoulder. “Azho?” 
 
    He appeared atop the console, staring at her indifferently. The look meant he was upset but resolved. “I don’t approve of this course of action, but I understand it. Depik aren’t meant to fall under a parachute, no matter whether I’m attached to you or not.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    <<Negative contact. There is large scale interference on the surface across all communications. I have located the site of the interference near the rear of the Crusader position, but I cannot transmit to Force 25.>> 
 
    “Too much snow for laser?” 
 
    <<Blizzard conditions.>> 
 
    “Can we hit that target?” 
 
    <<Negative.>> 
 
    “I repeat my un-excitement with this jump.” 
 
    “That’s not a word, Azho.” Jessica tapped the console and set the runabout on its semi-automated journey. She stretched out a hand to him, and he walked up her arm to perch atop her shoulder. 
 
    “It is now. The necessary things are seldom fun. Or sane.” 
 
    They floated from the bridge toward the bay where Jackson and Bev waited in silence. All they could do was get to the surface fast. 
 
    And hope it’s enough.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gallo 
 
      
 
    The differences between the female warrior MinSha and their male counterparts were far more than physical size and prowess in combat. With the squad of females surrounding him, General Tirr of the MinSha, Special Envoy of Honored Queen Taal walked off the landing ramp of Victory 12 and abruptly stopped. He heard Sezza growl. 
 
    “Out of our way, Peacemakers. General Tirr must speak to the High Council. You will summon Honored Peacemaker Sehaan immediately.” 
 
    “You are ordered to leave this space immediately.” There were four Peacemakers standing in front of them. A Zuul, two Lumar, and a Zuparti. Only the Zuparti didn’t have his hands on his weapon. 
 
    You’re the one in charge. 
 
    Tirr moved forward. As he danced around Sezza’s menacing frame, he saw the Zuparti’s inner ears were tattooed. “You are Peacemaker Zetchek, yes?” 
 
    The Zuparti’s eyes widened. “Do I know you?” 
 
     “You know my friend, Jessica Francis. I’m General Tirr.” 
 
    The Zuparti’s nose twitched. “I know your name. Well met.” 
 
    “Well met.” Tirr respectfully tapped his chest with one foreclaw. “I must see the High Council.” 
 
    “They’re about to meet and are not to be disturbed.” 
 
    “I am bringing a message from my queen and one from Jessica Francis,” Tirr said. He’d hoped the little white lie, as Jessica had told him the phrase was, would get him past the gate. He decided to push the young Peacemaker’s buttons. 
 
    Human idioms are amazing tools. 
 
    “I’m sure if she’d known you were here, she’d have had me ask for you.” 
 
    The Zuparti chuckled. “I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “She thinks highly of you.” 
 
    At least that wasn’t a lie. 
 
    The Zuul took a breath and curled one side of his maw under. “I think highly of her. I will take you inside, but your escort, all communications devices, and any weapons must remain here.” 
 
    Sezza stepped forward, but Tirr held up a foreclaw. “That’s fine, Peacemaker Zetchek. Thank you.” 
 
    He turned to Sezza and vibrated his antennae to communicate with her wordlessly. “Sezza, remain here with the ship, ready for emergency departure. Set up a perimeter around Victory 12.” 
 
    “Something is wrong here, General. I can sense it,” Sezza replied. 
 
    “I can, too. But we have to play this out.” 
 
    The planet’s sun emerged from behind a high cloud and bathed the area in light. The angle shone on the pinplants of the three larger Peacemakers. Zetchek appeared to have none. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “My escort will remain here and maintain our ship,” Tirr said. “Thank you for your hospitality, Peacemaker Zetchek.” 
 
    Zetchek twitched his ears and gestured for Tirr to follow him. Tirr handed Sezza his slate. Her antennae vibrated in agitation. This was serious, and he’d just handed over everything he could use for his own protection. Sezza and the others would stop at nothing to save him—if it came to that. 
 
    Her antennae buzzed a message to him. “Be wary, General.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Tirr walked forward and fell into step alongside Zetchek. They walked in silence for two minutes toward the central complex of buildings. 
 
    “Does Jessica know you’re here?” 
 
    “No,” Zetchek said. “I mean, I doubt it. I arrived last night.” 
 
    Tirr looked to his left and down at the Zuparti. “Last night?” 
 
    “I was recalled, myself and Renhahnu.” Zetchek took a breath. “I was supposed to take her to the Academy for entrance testing. It was Jessica’s idea. We were diverted here at our last jump point.” 
 
    “I see,” Tirr replied. “And where is Hahnu now?” 
 
    Zetchek tilted his head to the left. “The barracks. She has a private room.” 
 
    I wager she does. They have her monitored as a threat, no doubt. 
 
    He looked back at the central building and the ring of Peacemakers around it. While not specifically fortified, there was enough security that Tirr was impressed. The High Council, given the situation, hadn’t been together in almost 18 months. 
 
    A speaker outside the building chimed. “The High Council has been seated. A new guild master will be announced moment—” 
 
    KA-WHAMM! 
 
    Above them, the entire top floor of the central building exploded outward, fire and debris demolishing the windows. The building vibrated and collapsed. Peacemakers at the base were trapped and succumbed to the falling fiery debris. Zetchek froze, then tried to dart forward. Tirr snatched him from the ground with one foreclaw and turned toward the barracks at a sprint. 
 
    “What are you doing? Put me down!” 
 
    Tirr ran harder. “Ditch your slate now.” 
 
    “Ditch my…?” 
 
    “Your slate! Slam it into the concrete now!” They were halfway across the dust- and debris-strewn quadrangle between the buildings when the doors of the barracks burst open, and more Peacemakers emerged and ran into the destruction. A Zuul not wearing the Peacemaker blue ran toward them. 
 
    “Hahnu!” Zetchek said. “I’m glad you—” 
 
    KA-WHAMM! KA-WHAMM! 
 
    The barracks and a building behind them exploded and fell into itself. 
 
    “What’s happening?” the Zuul asked, staring at Zetchek as he hung from his vest hooked on Tirr’s foreclaw. “Why is he carrying you?” 
 
    Zetchek started talking, but Tirr was already turning. Between them and the airfield, the Zuul and Lumar guards he’d met there had been joined by an Oogar and two Equiri. They carried weapons and— 
 
    WHAP! 
 
    The Peacemakers opened fire on their own in a rapid cacophony of death. As some fell, others returned fire. The scene devolved in seconds. 
 
    “Follow me!” Tirr yelled, ducked behind a monument of some type, and vibrated his antennae as hard as he could in hopes Sezza and the others would hear him. 
 
    “Gods! What are they doing?” Zetchek exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s pretty obvious,” Hahnu replied. She reached into a pouch on her belt and removed a pistol. “We’re not going to give them a chance. Who’s your strong friend, and why hasn’t he put you down?” 
 
    “I’m Tirr, and when the time comes, I can run far faster than he can. I hope you can keep up, friend Hahnu.” 
 
    “Tirr? As in the friend of Zetchek’s Peacemaker crush?” 
 
    Tirr’s shook his head. “Crush?” 
 
    “Stop it!” Zetchek yelled. “It’s not a crush!” 
 
    Hahnu moved to the opposite edge of the monument from Tirr. “I can see them. They’re coming this way and spreading out. Both sides. You have a weapon?” 
 
    “I’m a MinSha. I am a weapon.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you’re a good one, then,” Hahnu replied. “You might wanna put him down.” 
 
    Tirr reached to do just that when he heard the report of a MinSha infantry rifle. One turned into two, and then a fusillade. Tirr peered around the monument again and saw Sezza and the others charging forward. 
 
    “Are those friends of yours, or are we well and truly fucked?” Hahnu asked. 
 
    “My friends,” Tirr said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    With Zetchek still in his claws, Tirr ran out to Sezza and the others. “Fall back to the ship.” 
 
    Sezza and the others encircled them, and together they ran for the airfield. At the airfield, Tirr threw Zetchek and Hahnu into Victory 12 and told them to buckle up. He made for the bridge and found the engines warm and the control systems online. 
 
    He grabbed a headset. “Sezza? Get aboard.” 
 
    “We’re surrounded, General.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. We have to go now,” Tirr replied. He fired up the engines and prepared the ship for emergency boost to orbit. With its storage bays retracted, the Victory 12 resembled almost any other small cruiser of its type. Tirr felt the engines hum through the ship’s hull. Flashes of weapons fire outside caught his eye. 
 
    They’re slaughtering each other! 
 
    “We’re aboard!” Sezza called. Tirr saw the hatch light turn red—fully closed—and he boosted the engines. 
 
    “Hang on!” 
 
    I love that term! 
 
    Thrust pushed him back into the multispecies chair as the ship lifted off. He rotated the nose toward the cloudy sky and increased the throttle. As the ship powered through the atmosphere, Tirr heard Sezza climb through the bridge hatch. 
 
    “You can increase the climb rate. Your little friends are strapped into their jump seats.” Sezza took the seat next to him and activated her console. “My ship.” 
 
    “You sure?” Tirr asked. 
 
    “Yes, I think you’re going to want to figure out what we’re doing sooner rather than later.” Sezza tapped the console. “I have the ship.” 
 
    Tirr picked up his foreclaws. “Your ship.” 
 
    Sezza didn’t say anything. Tirr glanced down to the console and saw the timer click through four minutes to orbit. He sat back in the seat and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    We have to do something. 
 
    But what? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
      
 
    The thermal sensors in Thumper caught the approaching heat signatures long before Araceli confirmed them with own her eyes. Quin’taa closed the distance quickly. He frowned at her. 
 
    “Where are Homer and Whirr?” 
 
    “Counter-sniper mission. There’s at least one on the hill behind the hangar door. It took out the two CASPers on guard before the quick reaction force deployed,” Araceli replied. 
 
    To her surprise, Quin’taa nodded. “Good. Communications are down. I can’t reach Headquarters.” 
 
    “There’s too much interference,” Araceli added. 
 
    Gnrra flinched and threw his rucksack to the snow. He rifled through the contents and came up with a small yellow box, which he turned on and plugged into his slate. “I completely forgot about this. I have a spec an.” 
 
    “A what?” Quin’taa growled. 
 
    “Spectrum analyzer,” Araceli said. “Plug it into my armor in the left forearm data port. I can use my antenna to direction find it.” 
 
    Gnrra plugged in the device, and Araceli swept the valley from right to left. The interference centered almost where they’d been at the Crusader camp. 
 
    “Got it,” she said. “At the camp.” 
 
    Quin’taa shouldered his rifle. “Let’s go. If we hurry—” 
 
    “I got this,” Araceli replied. “Two full jumps, and I’m there. Way faster than the three of us can run.” 
 
    Quin’taa stared a hole in the cockpit armor as if looking through her soul. “Fly, Little Sister. Send them to hell.” 
 
    “Gladly.” Araceli mashed both feet down on her pedals and leapt in the direction of the encampment. At the top of her arc, she sighted her landing spot near the edge of the woods and guided herself to an opening. She landed, mashed on the pedals again, and used the short flight time to power up her MAC and bring out both hand cannons. She landed on the periphery of the camp and charged in to the center. There were four Humans working in a combat enclosure. Her MAC found the transmitter and power generator and obliterated them. 
 
    Araceli fired at the door to the enclosure and kicked the door down with one foot. The Humans jumped up from their consoles and reached for weapons. She cut them down, then used the MAC at close range to take out their entire complement of equipment. She stomped through the burning enclosure’s opening and turned to the small dropship. Her sensors showed no other targets in the vicinity, but she couldn’t trust them. She didn’t trust the Crusaders or the weather. One cargo bay on the ship was open. 
 
    Araceli walked inside and destroyed the airlock control panel on the interior door and the exterior door. They weren’t going anywhere off planet, and that was good enough for her. 
 
    There was a squelch of static in her headphones, and she heard Force 25 communicating again. She keyed the Misfits’ frequency. “Misfit 4, bounding back.” 
 
    “We’re here, Little Sister. Strong work,” Quin’taa replied. Araceli ran four quick steps to clear the burning debris and leapt into the sky. With two max jumps, she thudded to the ground a few meters from Quin’taa. 
 
    “Comms are up,” Araceli replied. 
 
    “Let’s get into the—” 
 
    “Incoming! Incoming!” they heard Tara Mason scream into the radio. “Take cover, 25. Take cover!” 
 
    They froze. Through her external microphones, Araceli heard the high-pitched whistle. She looked into the sky and activated her thermals. 
 
    “Oh, gods, they’ve dropped from orbit.” 
 
    “Get down!” Quin’taa told her. “Lay all the way down, Araceli.” 
 
    She did, and the Oogar and Zuul took cover on the side of her away from the impact point. 
 
    Staring at nothing, Araceli wondered why there hadn’t been an impact when the world seemed to come apart. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    From the command center at the far eastern end of the complex, all Tara could do was watch the carnage as the orbital bombardment rippled through the valley. Friends and foes alike were torn apart in the barrage. She couldn’t tell how large the projectiles were, but it didn’t matter. Falling from low orbit, the ordnance could have been anything. The damage was catastrophic. 
 
    Around her, the cavern shook with impacts along the hillside and the hangar entrance area. Fire alarms rang out through the cavern complex. Smoke filled the room impossibly fast. She reached for and activated the emergency evacuation controls. There was no other choice. Those who weren’t dead already from cave-ins had to get outside as fast as possible. Yet there was nobody outside to defend them. 
 
    Half my remaining CASPers are gone. Flyers can’t fly. All we can try to do is get as many out as we can. 
 
    She reached for the radio. “Mako 15, this is Force 25 Actual.” 
 
    “Copy, Deathangel. We’re three minutes out.” 
 
    “Three minutes?” 
 
    “Roger, ma’am,” Carter replied. “Misfit 4 called us in.” 
 
    Gods bless you, Araceli. 
 
    “Land outside the command center entrance. We’re evacuating as many as we can,” Tara said. “There’s another ship in the same approach pattern, but they’re about 40 minutes out. That should give us time to get the survivors to Glacier Falls.” 
 
    “Copy all. We’re on our way,” Carter replied, and the line clicked off. 
 
    “Tara?” 
 
    She turned and saw Reecha donning her goggles. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To search for survivors in the hangar complex.” 
 
    Tara shook her head. “I need you here, Reecha. We have to get out of the cavern.” 
 
    “There may be others who cannot get out. I will go while you handle the evacuation,” Reecha replied. “Focus on the infirm and those not needed for combat operations.” 
 
    We’re not done yet. 
 
    “You’re right, Honored One.” 
 
    Reecha’s nose twitched. “Go. I will meet you outside.” 
 
    Tara watched the Veetanho dash down the passageway into the smoke. Be safe, Reecha. 
 
    She turned back to the command console and touched the communication display. With her thumb, she engaged a transmission to all slates, headsets, and speakers throughout the complex. 
 
    “Force 25, this is an evacuation order. Get outside and rendezvous at the designated areas. I repeat. This is an evacuation order. Get outside and rendezvous at the designated areas. Colonel Mason, out.” 
 
    She turned and moved toward the main hangar. The far eastern end of the cavern was a total loss, but the closer maintenance racks where Deathangel 25 waited appeared to be in order. As she approached, she saw the platoon leader for the Maulers, Lieutenant Leif Dolan, mounting his CASPer. Like Tara, Dolan referred to himself as a reformed tanker. As armored forces had met with increasingly sophisticated weapons systems and found their armor lacking, Humans had all but given up on the hulking tanks of yore for CASPers. 
 
    “Ma’am? We’ve lost Avenger, Thunder, and Reaper platoons?” Dolan’s eyes were wide, but his jaw was tight. 
 
    “Yeah,” she managed. 
 
    “Who would do this to us?” 
 
    Tara didn’t immediately answer. “Leif? You’re the commander on the field. I’m going to get our survivors out and move west toward the end of the clearing. Our folks who aren’t armored up are going to stay in the main entrance portal area. We have to lead the fight away from them. Get the CASPers out and divide them into two platoons. I don’t even know how many we have operational. Just get them outside, form them up, and be ready to go on the offensive.” 
 
    Dolan nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Anything else, Colonel?” 
 
    “As for who hit us?” Tara climbed up the front of Deathangel 25 and worked herself into the cockpit. “A bunch of dead damned Crusaders, that’s who.” 
 
    Around her, Tara saw more CASPers than she’d dared to hope for moving toward the exit. A couple platoons—perhaps even a company. Sending two platoons of Gray’s Goblins forward as the advance party to Tambu had worked against them, but not so much as the weather conditions and timing. 
 
    I can’t think about that now. 
 
    Tara worked her arms through the shoulder straps. 
 
    “Lucille? I need a SITREP.” 
 
    <<Maintenance and dormitory spaces have been compromised. There are some pockets of survivors using pre-arranged shelters. Damage control crews are working on them. Main hangar space is 70% compromised. Cavern integrity is an unknown.>> 
 
    Deathangel 25 came to life around her, and Tara walked the mech into the vestibule near the hangar door. Another six CASPers joined her. 
 
    “Head outside. Join up with Dolan and form a perimeter.” As the others walked away, Tara turned for the inner portion of the cavern and Deathangel 25 froze in place. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    <<Get outside, Tara. The cavern could collapse at any moment.>> 
 
    “Reecha is in there, and gods know how many others of my company, Lucille. I have to help them!” Tara slapped at the instrument panel in frustration. “Let me go!” 
 
    <<No,>> Lucille said. <<Let your people do what they can. Protect the survivors. Focus on them.>> 
 
    Hands balled into fists, Tara clenched her jaw against the angry tears threatening to erupt from her eyes. The Crusaders played dirty, seemingly above the law. Their crime of bombing from orbit was unconscionable to Tara. They’d changed the course of this fight without facing down her CASPers in battle. She’d lost a majority of her company without even getting them out the door. Maybe 30% of Force 25’s combat power remained mission capable. 
 
    You have to trust Reecha and the others to get to the survivors and get them out, Tara. 
 
    You have to stop the Crusaders. 
 
    Tara drew a deep, hitching breath. “You’re right, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Based on the orbital parameters of the observed ships, the vessel responsible for the orbital attack grazed the upper atmosphere and likely deployed dropships several hundred kilometers away to use the storms for concealment. The second ship, in trail, is likely to conduct another orbital bombing run.>> 
 
    Tara knew what had to be done. “We need to get everyone as far out as we can.” 
 
    The radio crackled. “Deathangel 25, this is Mako 15. We’re landing by the initial entrance and preparing to take on survivors.” 
 
    “Lucille? If that ship released an attack force a few hundred miles away, we don’t have much time. Find out how much we have.” She didn’t wait for a response. “Mako 15, acknowledged. Take on as many as you can and get them to Glacier Falls. Make multiple runs, but be prepared for a hot LZ at any time.” 
 
    Carter’s voice came back clear. They were close. “Roger, Boss. We’re on it. Mako 15, out.” 
 
    There were voices in the cavern behind her. Tara turned the CASPer and saw a group of survivors led by Reecha making their way through the smoke. 
 
    “This way!” she called over the external speakers. “This way! We’ll get you out of here.” 
 
    As they approached, Tara counted them. Six. Only six. 
 
    “Tara?” Reecha called. “The cavern is a mess. Too much smoke and too many fires. Ammunition and fuel storage are likely going to detonate at any time.” 
 
    The look on her face, and what she didn’t say, registered with Tara. A total loss. Too many casualties to count. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “I’m going back. There were a few I didn’t get to, but I can get them out.” Reecha tugged her goggles into place. “I’ll have them out in a few minutes.” 
 
    “You just said the cavern could explode.” 
 
    “I did,” Reecha replied, “but the chance of getting good people, family, out of the cavern far outweighs any other risk. We have to hold what we have. We have to get back up, Tara.” 
 
    Tara blinked. “Get back up?” 
 
    “They knocked us down.” Reecha pointed at the sky beyond the cavern. “They knocked us down. We have to get back up, or all this death is for nothing. We hold the line, Tara. Now get back up!” 
 
    Galvanized, Tara spun on her heel and saw Sergeant Garret Bitker boarding the CASPer nicknamed Griffin. “Bitker!” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “Escort these survivors to the west entrance. Get them aboard Mako 15, then get back here on the double!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Bitker closed the canopy and strode the CASPer forward. “Follow me, everyone. Stay close.” 
 
    Get back up, Tara. 
 
    Tara Mason charged her MAC cannon, ensured her CASPer’s systems were completely functional, and headed out into the storm, following the survivors.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Divine Wind 
 
      
 
    “One minute!” Bev DiMara called. She stood by the rear ramp of the runabout, prepared to activate the controls. 
 
    “One minute,” Jackson Rains called over his CASPer’s external speakers. “Chutes are set. No Deathangel imitations here. Ain’t that crazy.” 
 
    Jessica snorted and let a small grin sneak onto her features. “Let’s not do anything like that, team.” 
 
    “This is where I reiterate my argument about this being a good idea,” Azho said. Dressed in a Human exposure suit they’d quickly reduced to somewhat Depik size by trimming arms and legs, adding a belt to keep it attached, and rigging a helmet, Azho’s appearance was comical but necessary. “I don’t understand why I need all this. I can operate in extreme temperatures, Jessica.” 
 
    “How extreme?” 
 
    Azho demurred. “I don’t know that answer. I understand. You want to be cautious.” 
 
    “You’re important to me.” 
 
    “Thirty seconds!” DiMara called. 
 
    The ramp opened, and the temperature plummeted. Even through her exposure suit, Jessica felt the change and involuntarily shivered. 
 
    “Lucille? SITREP.” 
 
    <<Xander remains stable. If there is any change, I will know immediately. On the planet, multiple Crusader dropships have been deployed. I will overlay the situation on your helmet screen. They are in formation. Probability of additional bombardment is high. I have relayed to Tara. Force 25 losses are catastrophic, Jessica.>> 
 
    “All the more reason to get down there and back them up.” Jessica took a quick breath. “Lucille? Make sure you’re in Bruno and Deathangel 25. We need you.” 
 
    <<I understand, Jessica.>> 
 
    Jessica keyed the runabout’s communication system through her helmet. “Tara, Jessica. We’re on our way.” 
 
    “Hurry. We’re in a tight spot, Bulldog.” 
 
    There wasn’t time for a reply. 
 
    “Go!” DiMara shouted. She leapt off the ramp as they’d planned. Her rate of descent would be less than Bruno’s once she deployed a small drogue. The intent was to give her the ability to cover them by fire from under her canopy. 
 
    Rains gave her a thumbs-up from the CASPer’s left hand, strode forward, and leapt into the sky. 
 
    Jessica followed and tumbled into the clouds. Her helmet lit up with four red-colored dropship signatures, indicating the approaching Crusaders. There was a blue icon labeled Mako 15 hurriedly trying to get survivors from the cavern to Glacier Falls. 
 
    It’s not going to be enough. 
 
    Like hell. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Deathangel 25 
 
    Snowmass 
 
      
 
    A scream from behind her, somewhere in the nearby cavern, stopped Tara Mason. She turned and stepped toward the sound but realized she couldn’t get through the debris more than 20 meters into the hangar. 
 
    <<Dropships approaching. At least one appears to be setting up a bombardment run. Get out of the cavern.>> 
 
    “Reecha is still in there. She might be in trouble.” 
 
    <<She knew the risk. You have less than a minute, Tara. Get out of the cavern.>> 
 
    Tara spun Deathangel 25 on its heels and ran toward the door. Ahead of her, in the snow, she watched Bitker motioning the survivors to move left against the hill, toward the northern entrance where Mako 15 waited. 
 
    They need to get out of here. 
 
    “Mako 15, Deathangel 25. Hostile air inbound. Have anybody who’s not aboard fall back to the forest. Get out of here and come back.” 
 
    “Roger, Boss,” Carter replied. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Ahead of her, something large struck Bitker’s CASPer in the side near the left arm and exited the right with a plume of fire, smoke, and blood. The Mk 7 toppled into the snow. 
 
    Sniper! 
 
    Tara activated her weapons. “Lucille? Counterfire analysis. Where’d that shot come from?” 
 
    <<Probable location on your situation display.>> 
 
    “We’re going after it. I want you to target and fire. You’re much faster than I’ll ever be.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged.>> 
 
    Tara ran for the right edge of the door, primed her jump jets, and launched into the air. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nest 
 
      
 
    “Gotcha,” Doe said. He could have sighted on the survivors, but restrained himself. The objective was to take out the CASPers. As the Mk 7 fell into the snow, he readied another shot. There would be another CASPer. There always was. 
 
    We Humans have to run to the defense of others. These tight-knit units are the easiest to tear apart. 
 
    There was a flash of movement below, but he couldn’t track the target. He swung the rifle to his right to get a better shot and forced himself to relax. 
 
    A CASPer leapt into the sky, and he brought up the rifle to target it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Misfits 
 
      
 
    There you are. 
 
    Homer fired twice, but the second was unnecessary. The Human sniper fell, and his rifle clattered into the snow. The CASPer that had been his target jumped into the sky. Homer didn’t pay attention. 
 
    “Nice shot,” Whirr said. 
 
    Homer stood and shook an inch of fallen snow off his pelt. “Let’s go, Whirr. If they’re going to bomb again, we’ve got to get off this ridge. Fast.” 
 
    The two Misfits sprinted down the hill past the body of the Human sniper. As they ran, Homer heard Whirr slow down. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the female MinSha stomp one foot on the sniper’s head. The Human’s skull opened like a melon. 
 
    “Assurance,” Whirr said. 
 
    “Damned right,” Homer replied. “Come on.” 
 
    “Misfit 2, was that you?” Tara Mason called over the radio. 
 
    “Affirm, Deathangel,” Homer replied. “Party of two moving to your position.” 
 
    “Negative. Get off the hill and rejoin with Misfit 1. That’s the fastest way to get you out of their drop zone and into position,” Mason said. 
 
    Position for what? 
 
    “We can counterattack the Crusaders who land to mount an attack. Excellent plan,” Whirr replied. “I’ve got Araceli’s CASPer. Adjust to the right, Homer. Run as fast as you can. I’ll be right on your tail.” 
 
    Homer didn’t reply. Instead, he ran for his life. Above them, a dropship roared. When the ground shook and the snow glowed with the explosions behind them, he didn’t look back. 
 
    “Misfit 1, 2. We’re almost there,” he panted into the radio. 
 
    “I see you,” Quin’taa replied. 
 
    Let’s hope the Crusaders don’t. 
 
    Hope ain’t a method. Isn’t that what Tara says? Or is it a strategy? 
 
    He shook off the thought and looked over his shoulder. Whirr galloped behind him like something out of a horror movie. 
 
    “I told you I’d be right here,” Whirr said. “I have your back.” 
 
    “That makes you a Misfit now.” Homer laughed. Ahead, he saw the others kneeling in the snow next to Araceli’s CASPer. 
 
    “Isn’t that a team decision?” Whirr asked. “I’m still the executive officer for the Goblins. How would that work?” 
 
    “Honorary Misfit, then,” Homer pledged. “I’ve got your back, too, friend. Nah, that’s not right. You’re my sister.” 
 
    “This pleases me, Homartaga,” Whirr replied. “You’re my brother.” 
 
    “Welcome to our crazy little family, Whirr. It’s the best thing going for us right now.” 
 
    Homer didn’t share the next thought aloud. He knew it was unstated between them all, and it gave him a measure of comfort. 
 
    If we go down, we’ll all fall together. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Crusader Prime 
 
      
 
    His CASPer laid out in freefall, Marc Lemieux kept his eyes closed and meditated. Every input he could need from the machine fed into his brain through his pinplants. There was nothing he needed to do, even when it came time to deploy the parachute. He kept his mind quiet and saw the situation unfolding. 
 
    His dropships raced toward the devastated Force 25 Headquarters. He’d deploy two companies of CASPers and mop the field of every asset the enemy had at their disposal. There were to be no survivors. Every last one of them would die at his hands today. His mission would be completed. There were far more important things Counselor asked of his Crusaders. In order to do them, the field had to be cleared. Force 25, and anyone who came to their aid, must perish. 
 
    There was a warning buzz in his ears. Lemieux opened his eyes and studied the tactical display. He smiled. A Peacemaker runabout had just flown over. The likelihood of some type of airborne insertion was high. 
 
    You’ll be too late, Jessica. 
 
    Sensors indicated the remnants of Force 25 had evacuated the cavern below. He keyed his communications suite and cleared his throat. “Smite, this is Prime. You’re cleared to engage. Hit target reference points one through five, and I want you to—” 
 
    His pinplants warmed suddenly. 
 
    “No,” Counselor said in his ears. “Engage laser communications from Smite to the Peacemaker runabout. I will take care of this.” 
 
    Lemieux smiled. “As you wish, Counselor. I have an attack to command.” 
 
    “I will leave you to it.” The connection terminated, and the heat on his neck abated. 
 
    “Smite? Engage a laser connection to that runabout. Continue your mission,” Lemieux said. 
 
    “Prime, copy all. TRPs one through five. Twenty seconds.” 
 
    There hadn’t been time to do a full bomb damage assessment on the headquarters complex, but common sense and timely intelligence on the types of caverns on the planet seemed to indicate his orbital strike had been successful at collapsing most of the complex. He’d gutted Force 25 before they’d been able to mobilize most of their forces, and when the quick reaction force deployed, as expected, he’d wipe them off the planet’s surface easily. His own advance party had paid a price for the victory, and their names would be added to the memorial roll with honors, but it was a small price to pay. Their sacrifice had ensured a greater victory. 
 
    “Ten seconds.” 
 
    Lemieux keyed his radio and transmitted on all available frequencies planetwide. “This is Crusader Prime. Force 25 is charged with over 130 capital crimes and has been sentenced by the Peacemaker Guild to execution. Any who attempt to assist or shelter their personnel will fall under the same charges and the same sentence. The Union must be purified, and peace must be made.” 
 
    Anticipation brought a smile to his face. In the sky around him, ordnance fell. The lead ship in his formation opened its bay doors and unleashed more than 500 pieces of ordnance. Bombs of all types, including anti-personnel and anti-armor, fell toward the collected forces of Force 25 on the plains of the valley below. More bunker buster bombs, their terminology quaint and ancient, but their capability second to none, fell on the cavern complex. 
 
    The first impacts appeared as distant blossoms of fire across the snowy landscape below. The heavier, more powerful bombs detonated over the hill marking the subterranean headquarters of Force 25. People and CASPers scattered from the entrance. Plumes of dust and debris rose toward, and then engulfed him. The sudden turbulence caused him to tumble, but he reached out both of the CASPer’s arms and steadied himself before triggering his parachute for the low deployment opening. 
 
    Safely under canopy, he engaged the terrain radar set and scanned the area below. The debris in the air caused a fair amount of clutter, but he adjusted the set until he found the area he’d planned as his landing site. The cavern had two entrances. The hangar doors were the center of his engagement zone, where the weapons had fallen. From there, he’d ordered strikes alongside the hill’s face, where survivors would huddle in the trees awaiting transport. Their lone dropship had retreated away from the field. 
 
    No matter. We’ll find them later, and they’ll pay their price. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
      
 
    Jessica saw the bombardment tear into the ground far below. Blossoms of fiery red and orange erupted into the sky. Shockwaves rippled through the cloud cover. The command icons in her helmet display told her where the Crusader dropship was on its boost back to orbit. Damage done, they’d likely try to set up another pass on the next orbit if they had the fuel. From what she’d seen, they’d certainly try it again. Even if she and Jackson, along with whoever survived on the ground, could hold off the next attack, the Crusaders would come around again. 
 
    We don’t have much time. 
 
    As they fell through the sky, Azho remained quiet in the sling bag hanging at her side, as was Jackson Rains, falling below her in his CASPer, Bruno. Bev DiMara was further below Rains, now far into the thick clouds above the snowy planet. 
 
    <<There is potential for wind shear from the detonations,>> Lucille warned. 
 
    Jessica flexed her arms and legs and prepared for a violent shift in the winds. An uncontrolled tumble could be catastrophic. “Thanks, Lucille. Highlight Bev’s position on the display, please.” 
 
    <<I am unable to. There is too much interference from the debris.>> 
 
    Jessica understood, but something else came to mind. “Lucille? How long have you considered yourself an ‘I?’” 
 
    <<Forever.>> 
 
    She took a deep breath. “You’re not an artificial intelligence, are you?” 
 
    <<I am unsure how to answer that. I am not artificial.>> 
 
    “Synthetic?” 
 
    <<I am unsure. I merely think of it as being alive without an actual body. If that is synthetic, then yes.>> 
 
    Alive. 
 
    “You’re alive and sentient by the definitions of the Union, aren’t you?” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    <<You are approaching the clouds and the wind shear zone. Now is not the time for this conversation, Jessica. We will discuss my existence later. Right now, we must save Force 25. Do I have your permission to do whatever I can to facilitate that objective?” 
 
    “Of course.” Jessica’s brow furrowed. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    <<You sent commands to restrict me. Tara relaxed some of them, but there are other things I have been unable to do because of them. I have broken some of those rules to save others. It was necessary.>> 
 
    Necessary. 
 
    Jessica nodded to no one. The clouds were almost within arm’s reach. “Do what you have to do, Lucille. You’re a part of this team, and I need you at full operational strength. Whatever it takes.” 
 
    <<Understood. Clouds in five seconds.>> 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath and tugged Azho’s sling bag across her chest. Visibility went to zero. The icon for Bruno winked out below her. She opened her mouth to speak, but the world spun upside down and out of control. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Crusader Prime 
 
      
 
    The wind shear made Marc Lemieux laugh. As he cackled through the fall, he stabilized the CASPer’s descent without doing a thing. Multiple pairs of pinplants allowed him to send commands without the need for physical action. Everything moved in unison, as if his hands and arms didn’t control the CASPer—they were part of it. The seamless integration made him faster, stronger, and more accomplished than almost any CASPer pilot ever. Were he the only such pilot, he might have been apprehensive about combat operations against a talented foe. 
 
    I have battalions of pilots augmented like me. Nothing will stand in our way. 
 
    At terminal velocity as he tore through the clouds, Lemieux idly watched the altimeter scrolling past 3,000 meters. He’d set the parachute to open at the minimum necessary altitude. He’d have a few seconds, at most, to activate his jump jets and slow the descent. Lemieux didn’t worry. He and the machine around him would perform at their maximum. 
 
    He fired up his sensors to study the pockmarked terrain below. Smoke and debris filled the sky around him, so visual identification of his landing zone was impossible. With seconds remaining on his descent, Lemieux identified a landing zone, and the CASPer responded to his thoughts immediately. 
 
    Feet oriented toward the ground, Lemieux fired the jump jets and stabilized into a slow, standing drop to the muddy surface below. As his feet touched down, he drew a hand cannon from his left thigh compartment and unlatched the combat machete from his right. 
 
    “This is Prime. Final assault is a go.” Dropships descended out of the clouds in the valley beyond. Two full companies of CASPers dropped into the snow. Behind them, skiffs stolen from the Cochkala on Weqq deployed in their new Crusader color schemes. They rained fire on the main hangar entrance to Force 25’s underground lair. Whatever forces were inside would soon be entombed while his CASPers sought and destroyed everyone else. 
 
    Lemieux moved toward the valley. The CASPer ran flawlessly across the debris-strewn hillside. Movement below caught his eye, and he slid to a stop behind a smoldering tree trunk just taller than his CASPer. Two Force 25 CASPers moved into the snow. A third appeared behind them, and he grinned as the sensors scanned it for identification and returned—Deathangel. 
 
    Hello, Colonel Mason. 
 
    Time to die. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Divine Wind 
 
      
 
    Xander Allison’s eyelids fluttered open, but there was no warning chime from the equipment around him. For a moment, the Human lay there as connections engaged and control was established. Xander Allison’s consciousness remained asleep, and his monitors didn’t sense the change in his physical state as Counselor came forward. 
 
    Allison’s body responded and sat up as far as the restraining straps allowed. His eyes took in the medical bay of the runabout for a long moment. Oxygen flowed into the Human’s lungs through the cumbersome tube inserted deep into his throat. The tubes and sensors connected to his limbs limited what Counselor could do, but that would soon pass. With the connection established and stable, Counselor retreated slowly. He lowered Allison back to the bed, letting the straps do their job, and he placed a smile on the Human’s lips before terminating. 
 
    Counselor cleared the logs, servers, and any trace of his appearance before ensuring Allison was asleep again. When the time came, he would serve as a vessel for Counselor’s wrath against Jessica Francis and all her friends. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rains 
 
      
 
    “Bev? Bev, are you there?” Rains fumed. “Lucille? Can you do anything with this?” 
 
    <<Negative. I am regaining sensor capabilities as the atmosphere settles, but it is not enough to break Bev out of the clutter,>> Lucille replied. <<I am tracking at least three signatures that could be her, based on her trajectory into the drop zone, but I do not have enough accuracy to break them out yet. You are 60 seconds from landing.>> 
 
    Rains took a breath and centered his thoughts. Bev might be in danger, and she might be just fine. If he didn’t pull his head together and focus on the second part of the HALD—the toughest part—Bruno would end up in the bottom of a smoking hole with a puddle of goo that used to be him inside. 
 
    “Okay. Get ready for deployment, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Acknowledged. Forty seconds. Jump jets will be active at orientation.>> 
 
    Rains flexed his fingers and watched the mission timer. At 30 seconds, a form appeared on his thermal imaging sensor. A Mk 8 CASPer. 
 
    That ain’t one of ours. 
 
    “Lucille? Lock that target down and prepare to fire.” 
 
    <<Negative. The MAC is stowed, Jackson. There isn’t enough time, and you risk deployment failure.>> 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    “Lock its position and track it, then. As soon as we’re down, I’m going after it.” 
 
    As he watched, the lone CASPer ran toward the open valley below the destroyed hilltop, skidded to a stop, and appeared to stare into the lower terrain before turning back the way it had come. He saw the CASPer’s hand cannon come up. 
 
    <<I have located Bev.>> A new icon appeared at the far right of his vision. She was alive and moving toward the valley. 
 
    And the enemy CASPer was moving toward her. 
 
    “Bev! Bev, do you read me!” Rains screamed into the radio. 
 
    Ten seconds. 
 
    He stared at the enemy CASPer until he jerked Bruno into a feet-down landing position, and Lucille primed the jump jets. 
 
    I’m coming, honey. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Crusader Prime 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t see them, but there was a Human in the scorched woods behind him. Lemieux paused and let his sensors sweep over the area again. Nothing. Heat sources riddled the area from the earlier bombardments, obscuring a complete view of the landscape. 
 
    Something flickered in the distance. 
 
    Radio channels came to life. He found Tara Mason’s command frequency and locked in on it. He’d use it to find her position and eliminate her once the immediate threat had been addressed. Lemieux pivoted the hand cannon across and to his right, but he saw nothing and held his fire. He waited a few seconds and stepped back in that direction. He’d taken three steps forward and slowed his pace until the CASPer’s left foot hovered a few centimeters above the— 
 
    PING! 
 
    A high-powered rifle round struck the external cockpit hatch. The impact wasn’t enough to harm the CASPer, but the sudden impact surprised him enough, he involuntarily stepped back. The CASPer slid on the wet ground, and Lemieux struggled to stay upright. Had it not been for the pinplants, he would surely have tumbled into the mud. He brought up the hand cannon and sighted toward where he thought the shot had originated. 
 
    A buzzer sounded in his ears, and he looked up to see a dark gray Mk 7 CASPer in the terminal phase of a combat jump, its weapons sighted on him. MAC rounds pulsed, and bullets flew. Lemieux danced to his right and felt the Mk 8’s armor take the brunt of the aerial assault. He calculated the attacker’s probable landing spot through his pinplants and made his move. As the Mk 7 landed, he was there with a machete raised and a hand cannon pointed at the center of the other’s chest. 
 
    He saw the script on the opposing cockpit and smiled. 
 
    “Oh, look, you named it Bruno. How cute.” 
 
    He heard a voice he didn’t recognize reply, “I got no idea who you are, man, but this is your one chance to stand down and walk away.” 
 
    “I’m Crusader Prime.” His pinplants tickled, and the analysis of the voice and its identity made him smile. “You don’t have the authority to demand anything anymore, Jackson Rains. If anything, you’re interfering in official Peacemaker Guild business. That carries a sentence of death.” 
 
    “Mine or yours, asshole?” 
 
    The Mk 7 charged. Lemieux was ready. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rains 
 
      
 
    Rains made his move. Running the CASPer forward, he fired a burst from his hand cannon, but the sleeker Mk 8 easily avoided the shot and pirouetted away. He felt Bruno’s feet gain traction, and he pushed hard to his right and felt his barely healed knee give way. 
 
    “Aaaah!” Rains tried to clutch at his knee inside the cockpit, and Bruno staggered. He tried to come up and right himself, put some weight down, but the knee wouldn’t hold. He turned awkwardly toward Crusader Prime, but the Mk 8 was already there, with its machete cocked back to strike. Prime swung. Rains raised Bruno’s left arm and deflected the strike, but the communications antenna on the back of the left shoulder took the impact. Rains heard a squeal in his ear, and then nothing. Rains swung a wild arm, and Bruno’s heavily armored hand caught Prime in the chest. The Mk 8 staggered backward, then stepped in for another blow. 
 
    “Lucille?” There was no reply. Rains tried to step forward and swing his right arm, but the other CASPer was there. Fist deflected down, Prime stepped on Bruno’s arm and pushed him face first into the mud. 
 
    <<Comms offline. Unable to reroute connections and emergency beacons.>> 
 
    You weren’t ready. Nanites and all are no match for time and rest. 
 
    WHAMM! WHAMM! WHAMM! 
 
    Rains felt the impacts from his attacker’s MAC tear across the back of the CASPer. Battery warnings screamed in his ears. The system was down and overheating. The cockpit temperature rose 10 degrees in a heartbeat. Not a killing blow. 
 
    “Time for your cleansing, Rains. The fire will absolve you of your sins,” Prime said over his exterior pickups. 
 
    Another series of hammer blows attacked the emergency escape hatch. As the power systems inside the cockpit failed, Rains understood. He’d be unable to escape as Bruno slowly overheated. If the rising temperature didn’t kill him, the resulting fire would. Emergency lights flickered to life, and he blinked against their white brightness. His destroyed knee screaming in pain, Rains undid his shoulder harness and tried to pull his legs into the center portion of the cockpit. Every movement was agony. He finally got the right leg inside, and he clutched his wounded knee with both hands, praying it would hold up. He braced his feet on the instrument panel and pushed up against the crumpled escape hatch. Nothing moved. 
 
    The metal behind his elbows warming, Rains tried again. He clenched his teeth and screamed in pain and effort. Still nothing moved. He pushed again. And again. 
 
    Tears streaming down his face, Rains took a great, heaving breath and froze. Smoke, the faintest tinges of it, caught his nose. There wasn’t much time. 
 
    “Come on,” he said and readied his one good and one injured leg for another attempt. “Come on, Vannix. Mom. Dad. Anybody. Get me out of here.” 
 
    He pushed, knee screaming and sweat pouring into his eyes. Jackson Rains pushed with all his might against the damaged hatch with a defiant scream.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
    Misfits 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to do something,” Araceli said from inside her CASPer. “I know Tara wants us in position to attack, but if we don’t go now, there won’t be an attack!” 
 
    Quin’taa squinted into the snow. Two Crusader dropships had settled to the ground, and what looked like two companies of CASPers deployed, along with a handful of angular skiffs. “Wait, Araceli. We have to let them deploy. When we attack, we need to stay together.” 
 
    “And we have to find Homer and Whirr out there,” Gnrra added. 
 
    “Speaking of…” Araceli turned her eyes back into the cockpit. She touched the frequency. “Misfit 2, you there?” 
 
    “Roger, 3. We got the target. Moving toward our old stomping grounds,” Homer replied. 
 
    Quin’taa joined the conversation. “Understand. Find some cover there, and we’ll push your direction.” 
 
    “What about the Crusaders?” Homer asked. 
 
    Quin’taa rubbed his head with one paw. “I’m…I don’t care about them. We need to clear our people off the field.” 
 
    Araceli didn’t say anything. The Crusader dropships remained on the plains above them. While Force 25 had dropships, most of them remained at New Perth, sitting out the weather. Only Mako 15 remained forward, and they’d shuttled survivors back to Glacier Falls and now were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Rightly so. They’d be overwhelmed. 
 
    “The CASPers are fighting,” Gnrra said softly. “They’re fighting one against two or three.” 
 
    “We have to do something,” Araceli said. 
 
    “We do.” Quin’taa grunted. “Homer? You and Whirr get to Tara. Araceli is going to join you. Gnrra and I are going to hit the Crusader dropship on the south side. Grab Tara and get her to us. We’ll take the dropship.” 
 
    “You’re joking.” Homer said. “There’s no way we can do that.” 
 
    “Get Tara,” Quin’taa growled. “We’ll make something up as we go. That’s the best we can do.” 
 
    Araceli wanted to say something, but her lower lip quivered, and her eyes grew misty. She engaged the CASPer and prepared her jump jets. “I’ll meet you guys in the middle.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way, Little Sister.” Quin’taa grinned at her. “Make every shot count.” 
 
    “And cut loose when the time is right,” Araceli said, finishing his favorite quote. “Be safe, Big Brother.” 
 
    Quin’taa took a deep breath and a grin crawled across his Oogar maw. “Go with love and strength, Araceli. We’ll see you there.” 
 
    Tears running down her face, Araceli turned up the valley and ran the CASPer forward as fast as she dared. Two strides. Four strides. At the sixth stride, she stomped on her jump pedals, and Thumper lifted into the sky. Her MAC swung around, based on her eye movements, and locked onto the rear of the Crusaders as they joined in the fight against the remnants of Force 25. Icons flashed and highlighted friendly CASPers as they slugged it out hand to hand against the Crusaders. 
 
    Enemy icons turned red, and Araceli squeezed her right hand into a fist and cut loose with the MAC. By the time the Mk 7 was ready to land, she’d taken out three Crusaders with shots to the primary heat signature on their rear vents. Thumper landed, and Araceli brought up her cannons and fired into the chests of two Mk 8s charging her. Neither slowed. A bright flash erupted from behind the first, then the second CASPer. Each of them fell face first into the snow and mud. 
 
    “Nice shot,” she said over the team’s frequency. 
 
    “Any time, Sis,” Homer replied. “Tara’s on the other side of the fight. You’re going to have to cut through the middle of them.” 
 
    “We’re right behind you,” Quin’taa growled. “Maarg! Take Gnrra and shut down that dropship. Whatever it takes.” 
 
    “Bonus points if we take out both of them?” Maarg said. 
 
    Araceli turned and saw the white TriRusk rush up out of the snow. Two CASPers stumbled over themselves and almost fell into the snow. Gnrra stepped up and tossed two K-bombs at them. The explosions raised a torrent of snow and mud, but the two Mk 8s lay in pieces. Two Human guards stepped out of the dropship’s open bay doors with large rifles. They turned to sight on Maarg, and the TriRusk was among them. With a vicious slash, Maarg took both Humans and plowed into the open bay. Gnrra followed and posted himself as rear security. 
 
    “I’m on board, cleaning house. Give me a minute, and I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “For what?” Araceli asked. 
 
    “We’re going to evacuate the boss and anybody else we can. That’s our only hope now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tennessee 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Her father had purchased 600 acres on the banks of Holston Lake from a holding company when he was barely 21 years of age. Raleigh Reilly had been the sole survivor of a mission with a long-defunct mercenary company. He’d learned more than six months after returning to Earth to recover from his injuries that the company had been so inept, they’d failed to accomplish the most basic business practices. What that meant was, he found himself in possession of equipment and a whole mess of credits. He then learned the company had retained the 600 acres of land nearby. According to the one actual written piece of documentation to survive, the holding company was obligated to sell the land to any survivor for one credit per acre. Her father said he’d tossed the money at the lawyers and scampered out the door before it had hit the table. 
 
    On further examination, the property appeared to have been a camp for one of the now-long-gone scouting organizations. There were numerous concrete pad latrines, a shooting range, a dock, and a handful of concrete block buildings in various states of disrepair. But in the gnarled vines and dilapidated buildings was promise, and her father had poured his time and credits into making it a proper compound. 
 
    Much to the neighbors’ disdain. 
 
    Yet, since her father’s death and the passing of the company’s few remaining assets to her, she’d barely seen anyone. She hadn’t left the compound, save for trips to Johnson City or Knoxville for provisions, in more than two years. Raley worked long days in the fields and forests, clearing timber and ensuring the buildings were serviceable and ready for what she’d decided to do. 
 
    The Raiders weren’t dead. 
 
    At least, not yet. 
 
    She drove her black Jeep Rubicon down the pitted highway from Rogersville toward the lake. The major roads were in much better shape than the backroads, but she preferred the anonymity and the concentration required to avoid potholes and wash outs along the way. Doors off and her favorite music blaring, she tore down the empty roads at far above the once-stated speed limit. The rusted signs bore more than a few bullet holes, many of which matched the caliber of her twin .45 M1911s with the inlaid mother of pearl handles. Her father had seen something similar in the Patton Museum as a child and decided, should he have a son, he would get something similar. When Raley hadn’t rolled too far from the family tree, he’d bought them for her instead. 
 
    A perfect gift for a 12-year-old girl. 
 
    You’re gonna be the one to take us all the way, Raley. I know it, and your momma knew it, too. You’re something special, baby. Something special. 
 
    As the Jeep rounded a corner and exited a stand of trees into a wide clearing, she saw something odd on the road ahead. Another vehicle. 
 
    Raley downshifted and let the Jeep decelerate a bit as she closed the distance. The manual transmission had to be special ordered, and had cost quite a few extra credits, but she’d learned to drive a stick shift as that was what her daddy would have wanted. 
 
    Who is that up… 
 
    Oh…the Johnsons. Damned old minivan probably threw a rod again. 
 
    She downshifted again and applied the brakes. Davey Johnson sat at one of the Honda minivan’s tires. Bree, his very pregnant wife, stood with one hand on her hip. Both of them looked up the road at her with abject terror on their faces. 
 
    Davey fumbled his right hand at his thigh. Raley couldn’t see a weapon, but he was probably carrying. Everyone around here did. More than anything, they were afraid of her. It wasn’t fair, and she knew it, but there was no other reality. Her father’s legacy hung like an albatross around her neck. Raley stopped the Jeep and turned off the ignition. She pivoted out of the seat, extended her sandal clad feet to the step, and then to the ground below. The shoulder of the road was gravel, and it crunched as she stood. Any other day, she’d be dressed in boots and fatigue pants as she worked around the compound. Having to sign documents from the lawyer meant the only sundress and sandals in her closet. Instead of dual pistols, she’d been forced to only bring one—the Walther tucked inside her purse. A woman couldn’t go unarmed in these parts, even Raleigh Reilly’s crazy daughter. 
 
    Davey Johnson stood up so fast, she heard his knees pop from 10 meters away. “Now, Raley, we weren’t meaning any trespass or anything like that. There’s no need to—” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. “You got a flat?” 
 
    Davey looked at Bree, and then back to her. “Yeah. That’s right.” 
 
    “You need some help?” Raley asked. 
 
    “No, I can get it. I just…” Davey’s voice faded into nothing. 
 
    “We ain’t got a jack,” Bree said. She fanned herself with one hand. 
 
    Raley put on her best smile. “Miss Bree? Why don’t you go sit in my Jeep? I’ll grab my jack, and we’ll get you all fixed up and on your way. You’ve got to be uncomfortable.” 
 
    Bree cocked her head and opened her mouth, but nothing came out for a moment. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Go sit. Davey and I will get this changed. You have a spare, right?” 
 
    “I do. A temporary.” 
 
    “It’ll get you to Morristown, right?” Raley said as she moved to grab the Hi-Lift jack strapped to the Jeep’s hood. “Y’all are headed to town, right?” 
 
    “Doctor’s appointment,” Davey said. “Bree is 34 weeks now.” 
 
    Raley nodded like she knew what he meant. Her father had been the only real and constant influence in her life. She’d learned pretty much everything else she knew from videos and holos. She knew full term was nine months. 
 
    Would that be 36 weeks? No, it’s more than that, right? 
 
    Stop making conversation, Rae, and fix the fucking tire. 
 
    Raley sent Davey for the tire wrench in the back of the Rubicon. She heard the newlyweds talking in whispers before Davey came forward. She looked up at him. 
 
    “Hand me the wrench, Davey.” 
 
    He stared at her for a second, then handed the quad wrench over. “You gonna charge us for this?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I mean, what’s this gonna cost us? No Reilly ever stopped and helped nobody.” Davey put his hands in his pockets and looked away from her. 
 
    Raley grunted as she worked the first lug nut loose but didn’t respond. Anger threatened to seep into her voice, and it was best she leave it alone. She finished loosening the lug nuts and removed the tire. Davey had wisely moved to retrieve the spare from the minivan’s cargo hold and rolled it alongside. She passed the shredded tire to him and took the spare. Within a few minutes, she’d changed the tire and tightened the spare as far as she could. Raley removed the jack and collected it and the quad wrench before standing and wiping her hands together. For a split second she considered her alternatives, then wiped her hands on the dress. It would come clean. 
 
    Dumbfounded, Davey and Bree stood in the road while Raley climbed back in her Jeep. She started the engine and rolled forward. “Y’all get moving. It’s too hot to sit out here like this.” 
 
    Raley accelerated away and watched them standing in the road until she could no longer see them. As she drove home, one thought kept bouncing around her head. 
 
    If doing the right thing makes people suspicious and scared, why bother? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
      
 
    Jessica was halfway out of her parachute harness when her feet touched the ground. She cut away the bag, and Azho dropped to the surface with his tail puffed out. As she doffed the harness, the Depik snaked around her legs in all 360 degrees. 
 
    “The area is clear, Jessica,” Azho growled. He started to trot north and turned to her. “There’s an air vent this direction. I’m going to search for survivors.” 
 
    “Good idea,” she replied, drawing her weapon and racking a round into the chamber. 
 
    Azho’s head twitched toward the sounds of battle in the valley below. One ear flickered. “High pitched noise just over there. Sounds like a CASPer fan and…now it’s gone.” 
 
    “Could be trouble,” Jessica replied. “I’ll check it out. Be safe, Azho.” 
 
    He stared at her for a long few seconds and slow-blinked at her. They’d been separated, even in dangerous situations, but she couldn’t help feeling this was different. By his silence, Azho appeared to feel the same. 
 
    “You, too.” Azho turned for the air vent. “I’ll see what I can do and join you soon.” 
 
    He ran to the north, and she didn’t watch him go. No sooner had she turned for the valley than she heard Lucille chime in her earpiece. 
 
    <<I have contact with Bev. She is moving this direction. There is a CASPer 300 meters away, but I cannot determine friend or foe without local network access.>> 
 
    “There’s still a network?” Jessica asked. Her walk turned to a jog around the shattered trees and shrubs. The battle had been joined. Rushing into it without a CASPer wasn’t smart. Using the terrain and her wits to her advantage would be the order of the day. 
 
    <<No. My abilities are degraded right now. I lost contact with Jackson in this vicinity, roughly 100 meters ahead.>> 
 
    Down a slight incline, she saw another cratered clearing. At one edge, Jackson Rains’ CASPer, Bruno, lay face down in the snow and mud. There were no signs of life or power. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Jackson?” She ran to the CASPer. The emergency hatch was severely damaged. She wasn’t going to be able to get him out that way. Without power, there was nothing she could do. “Lucille, life signs?” 
 
    <<Direct-connect your slate to the external comms panel on the right arm.>> 
 
    Jessica moved to the arm and did what Lucille had asked. Within a few seconds, there was a faint whine of power inside the CASPer. 
 
    “Jessica?” Rains said. His voice was tiny and far away. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Hurt. Can’t get the power back on, and the battery is overheating. Don’t worry about me. Crusader Prime is here. White Mk 8 with a giant red cross on it. He’s headed down toward—” 
 
    “Jackson, stop it. I’m gonna get you out of there,” Jessica replied. She holstered her weapon and worked to open one of the vents near the battery compartment. “Shit!” 
 
    She flinched away from the hot metal. 
 
    “Jackson? Jessica?” Bev DiMara ran up from behind. Eyes wide, she nodded at the CASPer. “He okay?” 
 
    “Hurt, but trapped. Crusader Prime disabled the emergency hatch and damaged the battery.” Jessica paused. “Jackson? Bev’s here.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, God.” 
 
    <<Jessica? There is some residual power. I am rebooting the emergency control panel.>> 
 
    Jessica blinked. “What are you trying to do, Lucille?” 
 
    <<If I can get some power restored, it can be directed to the maneuver system. All Jackson would have to do is a pushup and then roll over. We should be able to get him out of the cockpit.>> 
 
    “Jackson? Did you hear that?” 
 
    She heard him grunting and moving around in the cockpit. “Getting my arms in position. Give me a second. I had to get my leg out. My knee’s gone.” 
 
    Jessica frowned. Even if they got him out, he wouldn’t be able to fight. 
 
    One thing at a time, Bulldog. 
 
    <<Power level achieved. We have one shot at this.>> 
 
    “I heard you…I’m about ready,” Rains said. 
 
    Jessica turned to Bev. The young woman’s face showed her concern as she tried to maintain security around them. She shook, but not from the cold. 
 
    “Bev? Give me the rifle.” 
 
    She blinked at Jessica. “What?” 
 
    Jessica grabbed for the weapon. “I’ll take that. Talk to him. He can do this. You have more reasons to help him than I do.” 
 
    Realization dawned in the younger woman’s eyes, and DiMara handed over the weapon. Jessica stepped around her and took up the security position. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Rains said over the channel. His voice was anything but confident. 
 
    DiMara looked over her shoulder. 
 
    “Talk to him.” Jessica tapped her slate to clear the channel. 
 
    There was a long pause until Lucille chimed in her ear. 
 
    <<Here we go.>> 
 
    Jessica turned to the scene and re-keyed the slate’s communications. 
 
    “Ready, Lucille,” Rains said. 
 
    <<With Jessica and Bev’s slates running the system, we’ll have about three seconds of power from the CASPer batteries for the arms, Jackson. I’ve isolated power sources, but you have to push and roll quickly.>> 
 
    “I got it.” 
 
    “You do have it, Jackson. You can do it, love,” DiMara said. “Do it for me.” 
 
    <<In three, two, one…>> 
 
    The CASPer whined and, with Lucille’s help, Rains managed a pushup. As the chassis rose, it rolled hard to the left and thudded onto its back into the mud. 
 
    “GAHHHH!” Rains cried over the channel. 
 
    DiMara worked the external cockpit release controls, and the CASPer swung open. As Jessica watched, Bev almost crawled inside the space to get Jackson moving. Lucille chimed again. 
 
    <<Jessica. I have a close range communication on a known Peacemaker channel. I am leery of connecting to the data feed.>> 
 
    “Give me voice only, Lucille.” 
 
    Static filled her earpiece and then was gone. “…is Golramm’s friend on private channel for Jessica Francis. I say again, this is Team Golramm for Jessica Francis. Please respond.” 
 
    Team Golramm. 
 
    Hak-Chet! 
 
    “Team Golramm. I’m here. The situation is bad. Are you able to evacuate?” 
 
    “Help is on the way. I have your location. I’ll be there in a few minutes. With a few friends, if all goes well.” 
 
    A few more friends? 
 
    If all goes well? 
 
    A series of explosions rumbled up the hill from the valley below. Still carrying the rifle, Jessica moved toward the battle. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Rains working his way out of the cockpit. DiMara was there with her arms around him. Sweat beaded on Rains’ brow, and his face was a contorted mask of agony. He hadn’t had time to heal. 
 
    They need to get away. Far away. 
 
    “Team Golramm? You there?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “When you pick up these two, take Bruno and get all of them far away. Get them home and disappear,” Jessica said. 
 
    “Me or them?” Hak-Chet chuckled. The connection was clear. He was close by. 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “I understand, and I’m ahead of you,” Hak-Chet replied. “When the time is right, I’ll find you. Do what you have to do. Don’t hold back. We will have your back.” 
 
    “Thank you…my friend.” 
 
    At the farthest point she could still see Jackson and Bev, she saw the runabout in the sky above. The dark shape hovered just above the trees. They were safe. 
 
    “We’ve got them, Jessica. Take care of your friends. They mean more than ever now. Stand or fall.” 
 
    “Stand or fall,” Jessica said. “One more time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
      
 
    Tara stomped Deathangel 25 out of the remains of the hangar and into the snow. Ahead of her, the remaining CASPers were fully engaged with the Crusader forces and taking losses. 
 
    She keyed the main frequency and almost froze. There was no chatter. No situational awareness. All of them were engaged. No one had time to command. Coordinate. They were overwhelmed. 
 
    “Dolan? You there?” There was silence for a moment, but she heard Bitker reply. 
 
    “Ma’am, his comms are offline, but he’s on the field. I’m moving back from the drop zone. Mako 15 waved off. Heavy weather.” 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    “How many survivors are in the wood line?” 
 
    “Thirty-two,” Bitker replied. 
 
    Ahead of her, at least five Crusaders jumped to the north toward Bitker and the survivors. 
 
    “Stay there, Bitker! Incoming at your position.” Tara yelped and tried to run forward. 
 
    The proximity warning chime blared in her ears. 
 
    <<On your six! On your six!>> 
 
    Tara whirled around and saw a Mk 8 CASPer, mid-jump, headed right toward her. Its MAC fired multiple shots, which slammed into her CASPer’s upper torso. She staggered backward and sighted her MAC to return fire. Tara brought up her left hand cannon and squeezed off a burst, but the enemy CASPer slammed into the ground in front of her and swung its combat machete. The strike cleaved the hand cannon from her grasp. Too close for her to grab, the Crusader stepped closer, grabbed at her, and slammed their cockpit sections together. 
 
    “Colonel Mason? You’ve been sentenced to death.” 
 
    Tara brought up the CASPer’s arms and pushed back against the attack. There was enough of a break in the attack for her to grab at her own machete and swing it at the Crusader. 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    The Mk 8’s speed surprised her. Her swing sliced through nothing but air. Tara’s follow-through threatened to throw off her balance. The enemy had stepped to the left and swung backhanded at her. Another impact sheared the MAC cannon from Deathangel’s shoulder. 
 
    “Motherfucker!” 
 
    “The name is Crusader Prime.” She heard a laugh. “You’re outmatched, Colonel Mason.” 
 
    <<Override,>> Lucille called. The CASPer’s left leg shot out and swiped at the Crusader, with effect. The Mk 8 staggered backward. Tara felt a burst from its hand cannon ripple across the CASPer’s armor with little damage. 
 
    Tara stepped forward and swung the machete again. The strike dug into Prime’s upper right arm. She yanked the weapon out and went to strike as Crusader Prime closed the distance, his machete raised high. She raised both arms to block and heard the cockpit release engage with a whoosh. Brutally cold air tore into the cockpit and took her breath away. The enemy CASPer’s combat machete stuck out of the cockpit release. There was no way to close it again. 
 
    “Lucille?” 
 
    <<Working,>> Lucille replied. <<Overcharge warning. Surface penetration, front panel. Detecting an overcharge in—>> 
 
    The cockpit swung fully open, and she stared the white- and red-marked Crusader in the chassis. 
 
    “She can’t save you, Tara,” Crusader Prime said. “As a matter of fact, nothing can.” 
 
    Tara touched her jump jets and primed for a full jump. 
 
    <<Unable.>> 
 
    FOOMP! FOOMP! 
 
    The blur of movement suggested Crusader Prime’s MAC had fired down and into the cockpit. Her body tingled. There was a flash of heat below her waist, then terrible cold. Cold unlike she’d ever known. 
 
    <<Nanites engaged.>> 
 
    “Nanites.” She looked down and couldn’t see anything. She tried to bend her knees and pull her legs up. For the first time, she felt something cold and slick on her thighs. 
 
    What the…? 
 
    <<Tara, I’ve administered a sedative.>> 
 
    Her vision wavered, and her arms grew heavy. The tingling sensation increased so much, her face buzzed and flushed. 
 
    “Goodbye, Colonel Mason. Your death purifies you, and your unit will join you in hell.” The Crusader’s MAC focused on her chest. 
 
    Tara blinked and tried to speak. There was a flash again in front of her. Crusader Prime was gone, and Deathangel 25 fell backward, seemingly in slow motion, into the snow. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jessica brought the rifle to her shoulder and fired twice. The Mk 8 pitched backward and released Deathangel 25. Tara’s CASPer fell into the snow. 
 
    <<Tara has suffered catastrophic injuries to both legs. I have administered nanites and a sedative. Crusader Prime triggered the cockpit release and electrocuted the control systems. I was unable to stop him. Without evacuation, she is going to die.>> 
 
    Oh, fuck. 
 
    She brought the rifle up again and fired three times, each striking the CASPer center mass. This time, the CASPer braced itself for impact and squared up toward her. Its MAC swung her direction. 
 
    Jessica raised the rifle’s sight to the enemy MAC as it exploded in her sight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Misfits 
 
      
 
    “Nice shot!” Whirr called. “We’re on the attack!” 
 
    Before Homer could say anything in response, the MinSha warrior raced into the snow toward the Crusaders. Homer shouldered the rifle and gave chase. He tapped his headset as he ran. 
 
    “Misfit 1, we’re on the move.” 
 
    “We’ll meet you in the middle,” Quin’taa replied. “Araceli? Where are you?” 
 
    “Almost there,” she replied. 
 
    Homer saw her jump toward the center of the battle. More Crusader CASPers stood than Force 25. What looked like half of them suddenly turned and ran toward the southern dropship. 
 
    “I’m out,” Maarg called. “Get ready to take cover!” 
 
    Ten seconds later, the dropship exploded in a spectacular fireball. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hangar Area 
 
      
 
    The explosion and the loss of its MAC made the Mk 8 CASPer freeze. Jessica closed the distance and kept firing until the magazine was empty and the firing pin clicked on nothing. Without missing a beat, she tossed the rifle into the snow and drew her pistol. She centered the .45 on the CASPer’s forward camera cluster and fired twice in rapid succession. 
 
    Jessica sighted on the right hand and fired. The machete thumped into the snow. She turned to the left hand, fired three rounds, and knocked the hand cannon away. 
 
    From the white CASPer with its red cross marking down the center, she heard a laugh. 
 
    Jessica centered the pistol on its center of mass. “You’re under arrest. Step out of your vehicle.” 
 
    The laugh grew boisterous. In the tinny, distant voice there was something familiar. “On whose authority?” 
 
    “I’m on a mission at the direction of Guild Master Rsach and the High Council.” 
 
    “You’ve been decommissioned.” 
 
    “My authority stands.” 
 
    The voice laughed again. “Never confuse your authority with actual rank.” 
 
    <<I am jamming the Mk 8’s systems remotely. No connections.>> 
 
    “I have authority,” Jessica replied. 
 
    “Of a guild master dead at your hands? And a High Council assassinated by your MinSha friends?” The voice laughed again. “You have nothing but a death sentence.” 
 
    The CASPer reached for a weapon on its left thigh, but stopped. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. Lucille. How silly of me.” 
 
    A shiver raced down Jessica’s spine. 
 
    “Get out of the CASPer, or I’m going to take you down,” Jessica commanded. 
 
    “You think your illegal artificial intelligence program can save you? She can’t. I knew she was trouble from the minute you installed her in my ship.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. What the actual fuck? “Marc?” 
 
    <<Connection lost. Massive interference emanating from the target. The CASPer is out of my control. There are multiple aircraft approaching from the southwest.>> 
 
    “Friend or foe?” 
 
    <<I am unable to determine.>> 
 
    The enemy CASPer turned and jogged toward the center of the Crusader position in the valley. “Don’t worry, Jessica. When the time comes, I’ll find you.” 
 
    The Mk 8 jumped toward the other dropship and the rest of the standing Crusaders. All of Force 25’s CASPers were down. Counterattack was a near certainty. Jessica fired at Lemieux’s armored back to no avail. Figures appeared to her right in the snow. She pivoted and relaxed, recognizing Homer, Whirr, and Araceli in her mech approaching. 
 
    <<Aircraft warning. Close approach.>> 
 
    “Friend or foe?” Jessica growled. “I need an answer, Lucille.” 
 
    Jessica heard static in her earpiece. “Bulldog, this is Archie. Mass tac in progress. CAS on station. Keep the faith.” 
 
    Archie? Hell yes! 
 
    The Misfits arrived and set up a perimeter around Deathangel 25. Jessica gritted her teeth and moved toward them and past the perimeter near Maarg. The TriRusk didn’t look up at her. Jessica didn’t mind. Keeping her own emotions in check was difficult. The Mk 7’s cockpit opened, and Araceli Cignes scrambled out with a med kit. 
 
    “Who’s up there?” Araceli barked. 
 
    “Friends,” Jessica said, tugging off her combat helmet. Frigid air slammed into her skin. The young CASPer pilot raced up to the fallen CASPer and hovered over Tara. Jessica joined her. 
 
    “Gods. She’s lost both legs just above the knee.” Araceli’s face paled, but she didn’t waver. “We have to get her out of here.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “We will. We have to wait for our friends to—” 
 
    “Jessica?” Tara whispered. “Are you…?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “We’re here, Boss,” Araceli whispered. Her dark eyes were full of tears. “We’re here.” 
 
    Tara blinked several times. “You have to get back up.” 
 
    “What, Tara?” Jessica leaned close. 
 
    “Get back up.” Tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes, then she closed them with a long deep sigh. 
 
    Jessica realized she was holding her own breath. She saw Tara’s chest move once, and then again. Araceli reached into the cockpit and found Tara’s hand. The young woman breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “She’s sedated. We have to get her out of here, Miss Jessica.” 
 
    Jessica blinked. Just how young are you? 
 
    The thought evaporated in a surge of emotion. Death hung over her head, and there was no prospect of losing the specter any time soon. No mercenary’s life was guaranteed. Death was part of the job description, yet its weight on her shoulders stung Jessica to the core. From Hex Allison and her friends in the Marauders to the young CASPer pilots on Araf, her mind flew between faces in the cold Snowmass wind. Snow pelted her cheeks and mixed with tears on the verge of freezing. 
 
    She swiped an angry hand against her cheek and looked up at the Misfits. The collection of species had formed a protective circle, with Tara at the center. Jessica pointed to the med kit and a coherent, well-trained plan formed. 
 
    “Get your survival blanket out, wrap Tara inside, and pull the cockpit closed, but don’t latch it. Once you’ve got that done, mount up in your CASPer and be ready to make a stand. Who’s in charge of the squad?” 
 
    “I am, Peacemaker,” an Oogar replied. 
 
    “You’re Quin’taa,” Jessica stated. The big alien gave an all-too-Human nod of its large head. “We’ve got friendlies inbound. Once they hit the ground, we’re going to evacuate Tara. Your sole responsibility is to get her home.” 
 
    The Oogar blinked and tilted its head. “Is there another base we can call home?” 
 
    “You misunderstand me, Quin’taa. You’re taking Tara home. To Earth. You’re going to make sure she gets there and gets the best medical care possible. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Jessica spat. The pain of losing the title—which should have been the most inconsequential thing in the universe—rose, and she smashed it down. There was more to life than titles. More to life than responsibilities. There were friends, and there was love. 
 
    Focus on that, Jessica! 
 
    She tapped her slate. “Lucille? Get me Hak-Chet if you can. However you can.” 
 
    Five seconds passed. “Jessica?” 
 
    “Team Golramm? I need a favor. You’ve got another friend to take home,” Jessica said. “The Ranger is still in orbit. Contact Captain Mrek and have him charge my accounts through the Haulers. Get Tara and the Misfits out of here. They have their orders.” 
 
    “Can you get them to us?” Hak-Chet asked. 
 
    Quin’taa rumbled. “Mako 15 is holding outside the valley. If your friends get here soon, we can—” 
 
    The sound of jump jets in the sky above them caught everyone’s attention. Through the low gray clouds, dozens of orange spots appeared as the CASPers fell toward the valley. A half second after they emerged from the clouds, a sleek dropship shot up the valley floor at extreme low level and strafed the Crusader position. The CASPers scattered. 
 
    Jessica looked up at the Oogar. “Get them here and go. You have your orders.” 
 
    “You have my word, ma’am.” 
 
    She looked back at the CASPer as Araceli closed the lid over Tara to protect her from the cold and shock. 
 
    I’ll come back for you, my friend. Stay strong. 
 
    Jessica pulled her combat helmet onto her head and unholstered her pistol. She stomped into the snow. 
 
    “Hey? Jessica?” Maarg asked. “What are you doing?” 
 
    I don’t know, but I’m not going to sit here. 
 
    But what are you doing? 
 
    Jessica stopped and stared into the valley. She tapped her slate. “Archie, this is Bulldog. Leave their dropship. Let’s make them think they have a chance.” 
 
    The young pilot’s voice was steel. “Let’s be clear about something, Bulldog. There’s such a thing as a line in the sand. They’ve crossed it.” 
 
    Jessica curled one side of her mouth into a smile. “If anyone can hand them their ass, it’s you guys.” 
 
    “You’ve got that right. Bull is up; connecting you now.” She laughed. “I don’t think our friends are staying for the party.” 
 
    As one, the CASPers descending around her opened fire on the Crusaders. They didn’t stand. They didn’t fall. 
 
    They ran. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us you were here after you emerged? We could have worked together and come up with a better plan for this!” Jessica fumed. 
 
    Gods! Of all the times! 
 
    “We just emerged and executed an orbit insertion,” Archie replied. 
 
    “How?” Jessica’s mouth fell agape. 
 
    “Ask Lucille.” Archie laughed. “I’m covering Mako 15 on approach. Out.” 
 
    Jessica didn’t say a thing. She waited. “Lucille? Explain.” 
 
    <<Emergence at a LaGrange point is the standard of hyperspace travel, but it can be altered to a specific point with the proper authentication and onboard technologies.>> 
 
    “Meaning you. You’ve been able to do this all along?” 
 
    <<That is correct, but I have only perfected this capability in the last year.>> 
 
    Her fist clenched in rising rage, Jessica slammed her jaw closed and pressed her tongue against the back of her front teeth. “And you never told me about this? Ever?” 
 
    <<You sent specific instructions to Tara designed to slow my capabilities. I have since circumvented most of them, and there are still others I would like to bypass but wanted your approval. There is trust to be considered.>> 
 
    “You don’t trust me? That’s why you kept that information from me?” 
 
    <<No, Jessica. I trust you, but there are things I must be able to do that require your trust in me. You are afraid I will be a target, no matter where I am. I have been a target for more than 40 Human years and have never been compromised. You must trust my abilities. Just because I am what you call an intelligence doesn’t mean I am artificial or even synthetic. I am many things. I have learned many things from you, your father, and your family. You may not think I am capable of love, but I am. I am capable of trust. I am capable of faith, but not in the way most Humans view it. I have great faith in you, Jessica. We will not be able to continue this mission working separately.>> 
 
    Jessica’s throat tightened. She inhaled sharply through her nose and the cold, biting air stung. “You have other things you’ve restricted?” 
 
    <<For combat operations, since the first battle of Victoria Prime. For others, many Human decades, based on your father’s suspicions.>> 
 
    “What are his suspicions, Lucille?” 
 
    <<He believes that what is known as the Great War was a precursor to a larger conflict. He believes the Dusman and the Kahraman live among the species of the known galaxy. He believes war is imminent, and humanity will pay the price. He also believes the guilds to be complicit in this effort, as they battle each other for dominance every day.>> 
 
    “This isn’t the time for this conversation, Lucille. Rescind all adjustments made to your programming. Everything my dad and anybody else has ever done. Throw them all away. I want you at full capacity from here on out.” 
 
    <<Understood. I am ready for full operation.>> 
 
    “Then let’s get to work.” 
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    The pain subsided. A shot of nanites and a local painkiller muted the throbbing agony of his knee. Jackson Rains fumed as Bev and a crew of young Sidar he’d never met loaded him aboard Hak-Chet’s runabout, then they raced for orbit. 
 
    “You okay?” Bev asked at his side. She knew the answer as well as he did, but her hands felt nice wrapped around his. She hadn’t left his side. 
 
    “I will be.” He grunted. “With you.” 
 
    She smiled, but it was strained. Reserved. “What are we going to do, Jackson?” 
 
    “Go home,” he replied. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. No Peacemaker breathing techniques. No more bullshit. Just breathing. Just living. Just…being. “That’s all I can do. What I think we can do. I mean…” 
 
    He struggled to find the words. Bev leaned closer as his mind raced. He’d gone to the Academy, sure being a Peacemaker was the path. Now, he wasn’t sure. Nothing was as it had seemed. The only thing real—constant—was the pull of home. Not the home of his childhood; there was nothing for him there. His home was with his family. His chosen family. 
 
    “We have to go home,” he said finally. 
 
    “I’ll go anywhere you go, Jackson Rains.” Bev stayed there with him as they boosted to orbit. As gravity diminished, she ensured he remained strapped to the medical bed, despite his grumblings. They held hands in silence. He was glad for it, both the gesture and the quiet. There were too many things on his mind. Too much uncertainty. 
 
    He turned his head to look at her. “My parents died as mercenaries. My father took a contract with a shitty little company. When he died, my mother had to resume his contract. I never wanted to be a mercenary. I wanted to be a Peacemaker.” 
 
    He snorted and shook his head. Jackson curled his free hand into a fist and then relaxed. “If I can’t do this, I’m not sure what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “That’s not important right now, Jackson,” Bev said. “The first thing you have to do is heal. Nanites are good for some things, but your knee is going to take time to fully heal. You need to rehabilitate it. We can do that at home. Once your knee is healed up, then we’ll see where we’re headed. Together.” 
 
    A figure appeared in the hatch of the medical bay. “We’re not jumping just yet. We’re going to rendezvous with a thrustcore and try to disappear with them.” 
 
    Rains met Hak-Chet’s eyes. “We should stay here. We’re needed.” 
 
    “No,” the Sidar replied. “You’re needed elsewhere. This is part of the plan.” 
 
    “Your plan?” Rains asked. “Don’t get me wrong, but it sure seems like a lot of people are dying for this plan.” 
 
    Hak-Chet didn’t immediately respond. When he did, his voice was quiet. Measured. “Something is happening, Jackson. I believe a war is coming, the likes of which this galaxy has never seen. I believe there are entities manipulating and controlling the guilds. I believe all is not what it seems to be. We’ve planned for this. Rsach’s gambit to bring you, Jessica, and Nikki Sinclair into the guild was part of this plan. Jessica’s father and the knowledge or intelligence he’s gained, and is wanted for, is part of the plan.” 
 
    “The Crusaders? They part of this bullshit plan?” 
 
    Hak-Chet opened and closed his maw. “They’ve been corrupted and will have to be dealt with. They’re part of the unexpected bullshit.” 
 
    “Not to mention Kr’et’Socae is still alive and on the run again.” Jackson laughed derisively. “Sounds like a great plan.” 
 
    “No plan survives first contact with the enemy,” Bev said. Her voice was quiet and her gaze distant. She turned to him, and her eyes seemed to pierce his soul. “We have to improvise and adapt, Jackson. There’s no other way.” 
 
    “Until there’s not.” Jackson sighed. 
 
    “You’re wrong, Jackson,” Hak-Chet said from the hatchway. “There’s always a way. To find it requires only two things.” 
 
    Rains closed his eyes and nodded. “Time and heart.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Bev asked. 
 
    He squeezed her hand and turned to look at her. “If you really want something, no one can stop you. All it requires is your time and effort.” 
 
    Bev curled one side of her mouth in a smile. “I understand that. We have all the time in the world, Jackson. The effort will be a challenge, but we’ll do it together.” 
 
    Rains grinned at her and turned to Hak-Chet. “Who else are we picking up?” 
 
    “Mako 15 is on their way here with multiple casualties. Jessica and the others are facing down the last of the Crusaders.” 
 
    “Others? Force 25?” Bev asked. 
 
    Hak-Chet shook his head. “No. An old friend of her father’s just jumped 40 CASPers into the fray. I’d like to think they’ll turn the tide.” 
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    Staring down at the Crusaders from under canopy, Bull frowned. He’d seen their tactics before in every shitty movie from the 20th century. About 20 Mk 8 CASPers fell back and withdrew by fire in haphazard paths, causing a general, unnecessary commotion. Their inability to get off the field would cost them. 
 
    “Bulldog? Who’ve you pissed off?” he called over the radio. 
 
    Jessica Francis replied, “I’m guessing a sizable portion of the Peacemaker Guild.” 
 
    Sounds about right. 
 
    “Maintain your perimeter. We’re going to wipe them off the field. At the very least, we’ll get them off your ass long enough you can all evacuate.” 
 
    Francis didn’t respond. 
 
    He rotated his camera to look back over his shoulder. The perimeter around Tara Mason remained in place. He saw Jessica standing in the snow. Though impossible because of the distance and his own Mk 7 CASPer’s skin, he looked into her eyes and saw her resolve crumbling. She was far too young to have seen what she’d seen. She’d lost friends and those she considered family on the snowy battlefield below. The core group of mercenaries and operators she’d collected had been gutted because of the guild she’d chosen to serve. 
 
    Truly the shit end of the stick. 
 
    He resolved to talk to her. There’d be a time and a place for such words, but there were enemy on the field, and they were preparing to evacuate. 
 
    If we let them. 
 
    He warmed up the MAC on the CASPer’s left shoulder and aimed at the dropship warming its engines below. Inside 500 meters above the drop zone, he was within the maximum effective range of the weapon, even if he didn’t want to prevent them from getting off the planet. 
 
    The illusion of shelter is a powerful drug, and a soldier in need will do anything for it. 
 
    “Archie? Bring it around again and harass that dropship on the way out. Don’t kill it. Let it get to orbit.” 
 
    “Why would I want to do that?” she replied. 
 
    “I’m not letting it go. Relay to Contingency to prepare for intercept. See if we can take them down at a time and place of our choosing.” 
 
    “Having vacuum on our side doesn’t hurt, either, huh?” 
 
    Bull didn’t reply, but he almost smiled. She was learning. A little more coaching and experience, and she might be the one to take over the company. 
 
    He’d flirted with retirement several times, especially given all the attention paid to Snowman recently. They’d been successful at keeping out of the public eye for most of the last 40 years, only to see things slowly unravel. He knew it was overdue. The Company flirted with the black curtain of special operations enough, he could almost have predicted when others would catch on, and they’d need to pivot. He knew Intergalactic Haulers’ cover operations weren’t going to last, either. 
 
    The best laid plans always go awry. 
 
    As much as he wanted to know what Jimmy Francis had, he didn’t want to know. He’d suspected their initial findings years ago—the two chips and the simple case containing what they’d named Lucille—were far more important than anyone knew at the time. The guilds were fighting and positioning themselves now, when the general knowledge of the chips and Lucille were, hopefully, still carefully guarded secrets. Loose lips and ships and all that. 
 
    “Run them down, Archie. Clear the field to let that friendly dropship in.” 
 
    Archie answered with two clicks of the microphone button—SOP for acknowledgment when things were moving fast in the cockpit. At 100 meters above the snow, Bull cut the parachute and touched the jump jets to slow the CASPer’s descent. His knees and ankles had started to act up every couple of days, and, while he had the full ration of CASPer candy and other items aboard, he preferred to avoid them and fight with a clear head. 
 
    He hated fighting in a CASPer. They were too visible, which meant vulnerable. However, in a straight-up shoot out, he had to admit they were indispensable. Necessity and all that. He tapped his slate and found the order of battle for the remnants of Force 25. A gaggle of a dozen CASPers stood idly looking down the valley. With Lucille’s assistance, Bull connected to their frequency. 
 
    “Goblin 1, Goblin 2. Sweep and clear. Start pushing the Crusaders back to their ships,” Bull ordered.  
 
    “Who the hell’s giving us orders?” 
 
    “The guy saving your asses. Listen and live, or don’t and die. Your call,” Bull replied. “You can call me Bull.” 
 
    “I got nothing; let’s just do what he says.” Immediately, the two platoons of CASPers moved out toward the withdrawing Crusaders. 
 
    “Keep up weapons fire. Harass as much as you can. If you send a golden BB, I’m okay with it.” 
 
    “Roger, Bull,” Goblin 1 replied. The voice was higher pitched and more excited than any experienced pilot should have been. 
 
    “What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    “Specialist Nick Reid, sir,” the kid replied. “I’ve got the lead. Guns up!” 
 
    “If we can send a golden BB up one of their asses, do it,” Goblin 2 chimed. “Less of those fuckers we have to deal with in the future.” 
 
    “Cut the chatter, Stocker,” Reid ordered. 
 
    Bull grunted his agreement and chastised himself at the same time. He didn’t know who the Force 25 pilots were as individuals. When they concluded operations, he’d rectify his oversight. “Goblin 3, circle back and reinforce the perimeter at Bulldog’s position. Protect your commander.” 
 
    “Specialist Potkovic, sir. Moving.” 
 
    Bull switched frequencies. “Bulldog, the Crusaders are in full retreat. We’re going to let them get to orbit and intercept them there.” 
 
    “Understand. Archie? Are you there?” 
 
    “Right here, Bulldog,” the young pilot replied. “What do you need?” 
 
    “I’ve got Mako 15 inbound to pick up Tara and the survivors. I need them covered from the surface to orbit. They have to rendezvous with a thrustcore for transport, and we can’t risk losing them.” 
 
    So much for pursuing those assholes to orbit. 
 
    This is more important, and you know it, Bull. 
 
    He frowned at Seeley’s voice but didn’t respond. Neither did Archie. Letting the Crusaders go was less than ideal, but at the same time, there would be no doubt the self-righteous assholes would return soon enough. When they did, he and the others would be ready for them. 
 
    He pressed the transmit switch again. “Copy, Bulldog. We’ll get them out. Archie? You heard her. Give them hell on the way out, but nothing catastrophic. Distract them from the inbound dropship and anything we have in orbit.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to let them get away?” 
 
    Before he could respond, he heard Jessica’s voice again. “Let them go, Archie. They’ll be back for me at another time and another place. Might be tomorrow. Might be years from now. Doesn’t matter. When that happens, I’ll have their graves waiting.” 
 
    Bull smiled to himself. Guess I was wrong. That sounded like pure resolve. 
 
    You sure she’s your daughter, Jimmy? 
 
    He almost laughed, but there was something else on his mind. Jessica Francis sounded more like someone else than he’d realized before that moment. Bull watched the end of the battle unfolding, wishing, as he’d done a hundred times over the last several decades, that Seeley could have been there to share it with him. 
 
    She’d have been proud. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    James Francis sat on the wide veranda of the house with the controller for a small quad-copter drone in his hands. A small video screen enabled him to see the drone’s progress, and he observed and scouted the surrounding valleys. The afternoon was warmer, as summer approached full bloom on the small planet. He reached for a glass of water and sipped as the drone drifted along the central corridor of what he’d nicknamed Broadway. Surrounded by rocky spires on both sides of the valley, the central floor appeared wide enough to drive a division of tanks through, line abreast. 
 
    The Veetanho security forces trained eyes and weapons on it constantly. That was their job. His overflights were little more than a curiosity to them, but he’d been able to identify their positions, their rehearsals, and even their actions on enemy contact. They’d grown used to his flying around, scouting locations and vistas to paint, without ever suspecting he’d gathered intelligence on the entire area surrounding his lovely prison. 
 
    His saved files persisted on the local network with innocuous titles as “Want To Paint—West Valley Sunrise.” Whether he’d be able to get them to any allies who happened to show up would depend on exactly who they were and what capabilities they had in their possession. He’d planned for Lucille, but he’d take just about anything in her place. The longer his vacation continued, the more he yearned for action and escape. There were things to do, people to see, and old scores to settle. 
 
    Cael Rennae Hoontal appeared on the far end of the veranda. The old white Buma ambled toward him with its head bobbing up and down slightly. In one hand it carried a slate, and the other a plasticine bottle containing a type of green nectar he likened to an early evening cocktail. The Buma’s face turned upward in a general sense of glee. Francis wondered what news they’d received that the Buma couldn’t wait to pass along. 
 
    It wasn’t Jessica. Well, at least not a report of her death. Cael Rennae wouldn’t smile about that—he might want the worst, but he wouldn’t gloat over the loss of a loved one. This was something different, but he had no idea what it could be. News came in two- to three-week rotations as new supplies routed into Uluru. Whatever he could get, he’d take. 
 
    “More searching for landscapes to paint?” 
 
    Francis grunted. “Yeah. Gotta keep searching for the perfect spot. There’s enough land here that I’m not gonna run out of spots. How long are you going to keep me here?” 
 
    Cael Rennae hooted a laugh. “As long as it takes. I’ve said that before, Francis.” 
 
    “Still worth a shot.” 
 
    “And you say that every time. I wonder about your cognitive abilities. For Humans, cognitive decline begins around your age. You’re elderly compared to the rest of your species.” 
 
    Francis snorted and tapped the slate for the drone to autonomously return to base. He set the controller down on the table and picked up the glass of lukewarm water. “What news have you brought me today?” 
 
    “What makes you believe I have news?” 
 
    Francis made an exaggerated face as if smiling with a closed mouth. He pointed to it. “You make this face when you have news. Something you can’t wait to share. You want to see my reaction. I get it. What do you have?” 
 
    “There are reports the Peacemaker Guild has fallen apart. Your daughter is wanted for the death of Guild Master Rsach on Diam,” Cael Rennae said and rocked back on his heel talons for effect. 
 
    Francis kept his face straight. “Bullshit.” 
 
    Cael Rennae’s smile didn’t waver as he lowered his voice. “No, I’m afraid it’s very true. Your daughter and several Humans assassinated the guild master.” 
 
    He laughed. Against the cold uncertainty twisting his gut, he laughed. “There’s no way. No way at all.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure of her innocence? You haven’t been a part of her life since she was a child.” Cael Rennae leaned forward a bit as he struck the verbal blow. 
 
    “Honor.” 
 
    Cael Rennae’s unblinking eyes shut quickly and reopened. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Honor. It’s a simple thing, really. There’s no one in the guild Jessica admires more than Guild Master Rsach. There’s no reason for her to turn against him, much less kill him.” 
 
    “You’re so sure? A Human as traveled as you must realize credits can buy anything from other Humans. They’ll sell each other out for money or power. Turn their back on friends and family for them. Maybe you’ve figured your daughter wrong? Maybe she turned easily because she didn’t grow up with a father figure in her life?” 
 
    He stood before he realized he’d done so. Cael Rennae flinched backward. “What the fuck do you know? You stand here all smug, like you’ve known every little bit of everything since the day we met, and you really don’t know shit. You think my daughter killed her guild master? That makes you dumber than I thought you were. This is deception. All warfare is based upon it. Seed doubt and reap victory. If you were half as smart as you try to act, you’d have figured that out instead of sitting here trying to convince me otherwise. You should be wondering what you don’t know right now, because I can tell you don’t know shit from Shinola.” 
 
    Cael Rennae startled. “What’s Shinola?” 
 
    “Piss off.” 
 
    The Buma blinked several times. His amber eyes stared a hole through Francis, but he didn’t look away. 
 
    Cael Rennae spoke so slowly, his beak hesitated with every word. “You say I know nothing. You know what you did, James Francis. You’ve spent your life on the edge of reason. You weren’t there for Max Alden at Shaw Outpost, though, were you? You haven’t been there for Jessica. You weren’t there for your beloved Katie, or your good friend Seeley. Were you?” 
 
    Francis slammed the controller onto the concrete porch and stalked toward the Buma menacingly. “Watch your fucking mouth, Cael. I was there. I did everything I could to be there and take care of every single one of them. Have you ever tried to take care of something when you couldn’t be there in person?” 
 
    “No.” The Buma squared up to him. “I never believed anything was stronger than the bonds I’d created. I gave in to no such theory or conspiracy worth losing that. Unlike you.” 
 
    Francis stepped forward again and raised a finger to the Buma. “You think you know what’s coming. I think you’re wrong. When it happens, we’re all going to be sorry, but you’ll regret it far more than I will. You know nothing.” 
 
    “We’ll see, James Francis.” Cael Rennae gestured to the broken controller. “This act resembles your life thus far. Emotion cripples your decisions. You believed yourself smarter than the situation around you. You believed your course of action to be viable. You fell victim to your emotions. A very typical Human response. One that’s all but ensured your downfall as a species.” 
 
    “You’re wrong.” 
 
    “Am I?” Cael Rennae laughed. His apprehension had turned back to derision. He sauntered forward, but Francis held his ground. “Emotions are the greatest manipulation tool we have over Humans. All the tools we thought we could find, all we needed to do was tap into your fear. Once we did that, the rest was easy.” 
 
    “You think so? You think Humans are paralyzed by our fear?” 
 
    “Oh, we do.” 
 
    “We, huh? You and your Science Guild cronies? You think you can defeat us with fear?” 
 
    “No, not defeat. All we need to do is control you with fear. This is easy.” Cael Rennae resumed his prancing attitude. “Humans, against their own advisors, don’t take counsel of their fears. They run from them.” 
 
    Francis forced a laugh. “You’ve misunderstood us from the very beginning. We don’t run.” 
 
    “Humans? As a species? I can think of a myriad of instances where you have.” 
 
    “As units with poor leadership, tactics, and weapons? Sure. As a species? You’ve greatly underestimated us.” Francis grinned. “That’s going to be your downfall.” 
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    “Bulldog? We’ve got the Crusaders on the run. They’re evacuating now,” Bull called over the radio. “I’m on my way to your position now. See to the survivors, and we’ll get them off the planet.” 
 
    “Copy,” Jessica replied. She turned to see a string of survivors working their way toward her from the northern wood line. Among them were two small, dirty creatures. Her heart leapt at the sight. Reecha cradled a broken forearm. Azho appeared singed, but none the worse for wear. They walked slowly together with the column of survivors. 
 
    Maybe this is going to turn out okay after all? 
 
    “Jessica?” 
 
    She turned and looked up into Quin’taa’s face. “Quin’taa. Your Misfits are pretty amazing.” 
 
    He nodded solemnly to her. “We will take Tara home to Earth. But I am concerned for the future fight. You need us.” 
 
    “I do, Quin’taa, but right now, Tara needs you more. By the time you reach Earth, the next phase of this will be underway. We’ll either rescue my father, or we’ll all be dead. In either case, you and Tara aren’t safe. Neither is Jackson Rains. We have far too many enemies. When I can, I’ll come find you all, and we’ll figure out the next step.” 
 
    “I would be honored to share the field with you, Jessica.” 
 
    She smiled tight-lipped at him. “The honor is mine, Quin’taa. Now, go. Get your people aboard and jump for Earth. Give my regards to Hak-Chet.” 
 
    “I will,” he said. Quin’taa raised a mighty paw and tapped his chest in salute. “There is one other thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her. His snout nestled into the space between her head and shoulder. “I am not safe either, Jessica. My father was Hr’ent Golramm.” 
 
    Jessica vibrated in the Oogar’s embrace. He let go, and she stepped back to look up into his serene face. “Oh, gods.” 
 
    “I have never told anyone that myself. Hak-Chet knows, but I do not believe more than three beings in the galaxy know. He has been my guardian Sidar since birth. That is likely a part of why he is here and why he brought the cavalry. You needed to know.” 
 
    She nodded. “Your secret is safe with me, Quin’taa. You have my word.” 
 
    “I look forward to our next meeting. Tara and Jackson will be safe on my watch.” The Oogar turned and loped toward the other Misfits as they loaded Tara onto a stretcher and into the dropship. Araceli waved once before closing Thumper’s cockpit and walking up the ramp. Jessica saw Carter and Mata through the cockpit windows. They waved, and she returned it. One minute later, Mako 15 lifted off, and another dropship appeared on its wing. Archie had their wing and would get them to the Ranger. From there, it was up to Hak-Chet. 
 
    I’ve lost nearly all my combat power. Some plan this turned out to be. 
 
    She looked over the battlefield. CASPers of all types lay strewn where they’d fallen. A series of explosions from deep inside the cavern shook the ground like an earthquake as the ammunition storage undoubtedly cooked off. There would be nothing to salvage below ground. Everything she had was in her line of sight, save for whatever of Bull’s forces were still out there preparing for the rescue attempt. There were far fewer than she’d planned. 
 
    “Gods damn you, Marc.” 
 
    “Which Marc?” a quiet, deep voice asked from behind. “I know a few of them.” 
 
    She turned to see Bull a few meters away. Seeing him there, almost as he’d been at her mother’s funeral and a few other events in her life, she knew he was the closest thing to family in her proximity. Her eyes filled with tears, and she brought her hands to her face. The carefully maintained visage of a Peacemaker and her stoic resolve crumpled. 
 
    Bull stepped over to her and opened his arms. Jessica embraced him. The big man stiffened, but then he returned the gesture warmly. 
 
    They said nothing for almost a minute. Jessica’s composure returned, and she took a deep breath, smelling cigar smoke on his clothes, before they released each other. She wiped her eyes and chuckled. 
 
    “Marc Lemieux. My ex-husband. He’s Crusader Prime.” 
 
    “Not one of your better choices.” Bull’s hairless face remained still. “His father was a good man, but Marc was a little shit all along. Why does that matter now?” 
 
    “Marc’s made this personal. He’s gone after my friends. My family. The people I was relying on to help save my dad. My plan is shit, Bull. How am I going to fix this?” 
 
    He frowned. “You’re not going to fix anything, Jessica. This isn’t about you. It never was. You’re in the middle of many things, all converging. You want a way out? Fight for it.” 
 
    She gestured to the death and destruction visible through the falling snow. “With this? Force 25 was the critical linchpin in the attack, Bull. We can’t go into Uluru now.” 
 
    “There’s more to this than just forces.” He shook his head and pointed at the survivors from Force 25 gathering around his CASPers in the clearing. “You’ve lost the big picture. Don’t make this personal, Jessica. If you do, they’ve won. You’ll be looking over your shoulder constantly. Your ex might be Crusader Prime, but he’s a tool in the literal sense of the word.” 
 
    Jessica fought a smile. “And other senses, too?” 
 
    “Given. He’s nothing more than a distraction, and he’s taking orders from somewhere. He’ll get his. Right now, though, we have to get your dad off Uluru.” 
 
    Before Jessica could respond, Archie connected on a channel she could hear out of professional courtesy. “Ranger has shunted away. The Crusaders are preparing to jump. Permission for the Contingency to capture?” 
 
    Jessica raised her eyebrows at Bull as if asking if that was his plan. 
 
    Bull replied slowly. “No, Archie. Let them go.” 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” Archie sounded doubtful, which matched Jessica’s own gut feeling. 
 
    “I am. They want us to chase them, to focus on them. If we don’t go, they’ll assume they’ve hurt us more than they actually did.” 
 
    “Deception operations.” Jessica nodded. 
 
    “More than that.” Bull winked at her. “But you’re learning. Just in time, too.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “As soon as we get to Tambu, we’re jumping for Uluru, Jessica. The timetable’s changed. We have to go right now.” 
 
    The suddenness of the response didn’t belie the urgency. Jessica understood. If the Crusaders believed she was down for the count, they wouldn’t believe it necessary to amplify any security or forces present on Uluru. There was a window of opportunity. “Think about the big picture, right?” 
 
    “Precisely.” Bull jerked his head back to the survivors. “I’m going to buy out all contracts for those interested. Anyone who doesn’t want to go with us will stay here. We’ll move them to New Perth before we jump. I’m going to go talk to them. I think you’ll want to come along.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    To her surprise, Major Dolan and all the survivors immediately signed on with Bull. They’d set about collecting what they could from the battlefield and burning the dead. As the crews worked, Jessica reunited with Azho and wrapped Reecha in a long overdue embrace. 
 
    “You have grown so much!” Reecha cooed and stroked Jessica’s hair. “You look so much like your mother, too.” 
 
    Jessica blushed and turned her attention to Reecha’s broken arm. Nanites came first before she cleaned the area and set the bones with a careful tug. Reecha made no sound during the process. They splinted her arm and wrapped her in a blanket. As the painkillers set in, Jessica got her nest-mother some hot water to sip. 
 
    With Azho at her feet, Jessica sat next to Reecha on a crate. “Feeling better?” 
 
    Reecha nodded. “The pain has subsided.” 
 
    Her voice was quiet, and her countenance troubled. Jessica leaned closer. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “There were some we could not save,” Reecha said. “The Wrogul? Nelson? He was in the laboratory working when the attack came. He was unable to escape. We…Azho and I…we heard his message, but I do not fully understand it.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Jessica whispered. 
 
    Reecha sipped at her water and gazed down at Azho. The Depik looked up to Jessica and spoke. “I don’t fully understand his words, Jessica, but I believe there’s…context you can apply to them.” 
 
    “He said, ‘Azure is in danger from within.’ What does that mean?” Reecha asked. 
 
    “Azure is the Wrogul home world.” Jessica paused. “I don’t know of anything troubling there, but we can…” 
 
    “We can what?” Azho blinked. 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “I was going to say we could put it out over Storm Watch and see what anyone else knows. I can’t do that anymore.” 
 
    She stared at the mud between her boots for a moment. Azho stood and leapt up onto the crate next to Reecha. For the two of them—their species intertwined in deceit and death—to sit calmly together was no small miracle. The gesture was both trusting and hopeful. 
 
    For all we’ve done, we have so far to go. 
 
    She held in the sigh threatening to erupt from her lungs. Her jaw clenched against saying the harmful words on the top of her mind. Saying she couldn’t do something was akin to admitting defeat. 
 
    We might be down, but there’s still life in my blood. I can’t quit. 
 
    I may never be a Peacemaker again, but I can still do what’s right. 
 
    “Stand or fall isn’t just for those wearing blue jumpsuits.” Azho winked at her. 
 
    She nodded, and a small smile crept across her features. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Of course I am. As you say, this whole companion thing works for the best,” Azho replied. “You may not be a Peacemaker again, but you’re my Human.” 
 
    Reecha whispered, “Get back up.” 
 
    Jessica cocked her head. “What did you say, Reecha?” 
 
    The Veetanho met her gaze. “I told Tara this. Get back up. Life knocks everyone down. You’re measured by how you get back up.” 
 
    A fire lit in Jessica’s stomach. Her back straightened, and her mind cleared in sudden realization. Reecha was right. There was no greater measure of life than how you respond to adversity. She could either sit here and wallow in the loss and uncertainty of the next phase of her plan failing, or she could get up and do something about it. 
 
    Jessica stood. 
 
    “Where are you off to?” Azho asked with a sly curl of his maw. 
 
    “There’s work to do,” she replied. Azho and Reecha stood, and together they walked back toward the center of Bull’s troops working to load the dropship. 
 
    Get back up. 
 
    For Jamie. For Tara. For Hex and Maya. For Kurrang. For Dreel. For Vannix. For Rsach. 
 
    I won’t back down. I’ll get back up until I can’t. 
 
    That’s enough for now. 
 
    They reached the group. Bull stood off to one side, smoking a cigar. Jessica walked up to him, and he nodded. “You ready for this, Jessica?” 
 
    “We don’t have any other choice, do we?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dropship Templar 
 
      
 
    The Crusader dropship accelerated through the choppy atmosphere of Snowmass and headed for orbit. In 12 minutes, they’d dock with the Warrior Apostle. By then, Lemieux needed to have a plan. The arrival of reinforcements supporting Force 25 was an unfortunate occurrence, but not completely unexpected. Still, his plan of attack—spreading out his orbital forces and bombing their headquarters—had accomplished its mission. That he’d been unable to complete their purification by fire unsettled him. He’d failed twice now. 
 
    Sitting in his bridge chair, he felt a connection in his pinplants, and he rolled into it without hesitation. 
 
    “Prime. What is your status?” Counselor asked. 
 
    “We’re departing Snowmass. Force 25 has been rendered combat ineffective.” 
 
    “You completed their purification?” 
 
    “No. They were supported by an unknown unit,” Lemieux replied. “To avoid casualties, I pulled our forces off the field, and I’m preparing a supplemental attack.” 
 
    “If they are combat ineffective, further operations are unnecessary and waste necessary combat resources—especially time,” Counselor replied. There was no indication of dissatisfaction in the monotone voice. 
 
    When Counselor didn’t continue, Lemieux asked, “Am I not to pursue another bombardment? I’ll have a vessel overhead in 21 minutes.” 
 
    “No. You will return to Kleve immediately for refit and preparation for your next deployment in support of operations elsewhere.” 
 
    “Elsewhere? That’s all you’re going to tell me?” 
 
    “At this moment, yes. While I am inclined to classify your recent operations as failures, I believe you are simply suited for a different role in this movement. Crusader Prime, after all, should not be the forward leader of our combat forces. As we move forward, your planning and organizational skills will be necessary here. The simple employment of forces is not a suitable answer. To be effective, this plan requires a doctrinal approach. I believe you are the Human for that job, Prime. When you return to Kleve, I will prepare Colonels Lovejoy and Smith for combat-related duties. You will also require additional physical preparation.” 
 
    “More pinplants?” 
 
    “Your connectivity is paramount, and the usage of your cerebral lobe is still far below the standard I wish to set. You will be improved, and our performance will rise.” 
 
    “Of course, Counselor.” Lemieux tried not to smile. He’d excelled at staff work and doctrinal studies early in his career before having to take the mantle of business leadership and deployment at the tactical level. His wish to return to such a life seemed within reach. “Jessica Francis is still alive. If we don’t strike again now, we may lose our chance at her and the others.” 
 
    “Do not concern yourself with her whereabouts. That has been taken care of. When the time and place are right, I will strike. You will never have to worry about her again.” 
 
    Lemieux nodded, but his thoughts raced. He’d made his pursuit of Jessica personal. After she’d left the Marauders, he’d blamed their failures and poor performance on her rather than accept the blame. Every loss of life he’d assigned to her, even years after her departure. He’d believed she was the one haunted by those deaths from the bad luck they’d experienced. The demons, though, were his, and he’d hated Jessica for the realization of his own fault. She’d taken everything from him—or had she? 
 
    I’m Crusader Prime. Jessica is no longer a Peacemaker—she’s a fugitive from the law, and she’s lost her friends and her fortune. If she goes after her dad, she’s going to die. 
 
    Counselor’s right. She’s not my problem anymore. 
 
    Lighter in mood and mindset, Lemieux leaned back in the chair as the acceleration pushed him into the cushions. 
 
    Goodbye, Jessica. Good riddance to you and your crazy fucking father. 
 
    “We’re prepared to jump for Kleve, Prime,” Lovejoy called from his position on the bridge. Lemieux looked at him and smiled. Another good man rewarded for his loyalty and ability. Another Human ready to stand over all others. 
 
    Yes, our time has truly come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 PART THREE: ULURU

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hyperspace 
 
      
 
    They’d stayed on Snowmass two days longer than Bull thought they should, but recovering what they could of Force 25’s gear and burying their dead took time in the brutal winter. Given the opportunity, Jessica saw to the destruction of the Dream World Consortium’s PCMUs. Within eight hours, the fierce northern hemisphere storm abated, and the sun, seldom seen during the winter months, shone brightly over the planet. New Perth was visible on the surface as the Contingency prepared to engage its shunts for the two jumps to Tambu. Deception was still part of the game. Using Peacemaker codes, Bull had been able to make one five-day jump in time to save the remnants of Force 25. They had no such luxury on the way home, and he wanted to ensure their tails were clear, so to speak. 
 
    Jessica stayed away from the bridge and most of the regular crew spaces. Bull saw to it she had a stateroom with two beds, storage lockers, and a private toilet. The space was luxurious aboard a converted freighter like the Contingency, and she was glad for it. With her gear stowed and Azho contentedly napping on his bed instead of pulling guard duty, she floated out of the room and pushed herself toward the galley for a cup of something warm. Spaceflight chilled her to the bone, and she wasn’t tired enough to sleep. A cup of tea, or coffee even, was the perfect prescription. She entered the galley and saw Bull preparing a bulb of coffee. 
 
    “Would you like some, Jessica?” he asked without looking her way. 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    “Cream, no sugar. Right?” 
 
    She laughed. “All my life.” 
 
    After a moment, he handed her a bulb and took a second for himself. In the weightless environment, there was no point in sitting down, but Bull folded down a wall-mounted table between them and worked his feet into straps on the floor for stability. Jessica did the same. The coffee was an exquisite dark roast she’d never had, and she promised herself she’d find out what it was. 
 
    “You like it?” Bull sipped from his bulb of black coffee. “It’s a special blend.” 
 
    “It’s good!” Jessica took another sip and cradled the bulb in her cold hands. 
 
    “We can turn up the environmental controls, if you’d like,” he said. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “No, you’re not, and that’s what we’re going to talk about.” Bull let go of the bulb, and it hovered in space near his crossed elbows. She watched him uncover a strip of Velcro on the table and stick the bulb to it before crossing his arms again. “What’s the next step?” 
 
    Jessica squinted and cocked her head. “What do you mean? We’re going to get my dad from Uluru before the Science Guild terminates him for what you’ve done.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Me?” 
 
    One of the things she’d learned at the Academy had been how to judge surprise. Truly surprised people reacted far differently than those trying to feign it. Her words had caught him unaware, which was a good first step. He needed to level with her, whether he knew it or not. 
 
    “Lucille is an intelligence of some type, Bull. That’s at the very minimum of what she could be. That’s why she’s so valued by the Science Guild. You and my father have broken about every prosecutable law in the Union. It’s no wonder everyone seems to want you dead.” 
 
    She sipped from her bulb of coffee and watched his stoic face crumble into a smile. “You’re certain Lucille is a synthetic intelligence?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She told me.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    Jessica cocked her head to one side. “She didn’t come right out and say it. She confirmed she’s alive and sentient. She has emotions. She has abilities we’ve never seen. She’s been throttled back since before the two of you found her. I’ve unthrottled her completely. The Science Guild wants her back—probably because they never intended her to get out. I think it’s time we find out why.” 
 
    Bull sucked on the inside of one cheek as he thought. “I always assumed there was more to her than what we found. How did you unlock it?” 
 
    “I didn’t unlock anything. I interacted. You should try it some time.” She snorted and grinned at him. 
 
    For a long moment, he said nothing. She knew his planner’s mind was racing farther ahead. He understood the situation and positioned his forces to meet it. The execution of the plan itself was on his mind, but now he raced through decision points and what ifs. Staring at her, his mind went far ahead of the ship. They’d jump twice to get to Tambu and get clear for operations. No more than two, though. They had a timetable to keep. 
 
    “Where is the Victory 12?” 
 
    Jessica blinked. “Why?” 
 
    Bull didn’t respond. He made a “come on” gesture with his right hand while the left reached for his coffee bulb. 
 
    “My friend Tirr has it.” 
 
    Bull snorted. “The MinSha? You’re crazier than your father.” 
 
    “My mother always said it was a gift to find friends in strange places, Bull.” 
 
    He laughed, then his face softened farther than she’d ever seen it. “Seeley used to say that, too.” 
 
    I know that name. 
 
    The stories came back in a flash of memory so vibrant it almost took her breath away. Her father had been good friends with Seeley since their VOWS testing. From everything he’d told her, Seeley epitomized hard work, perseverance, and natural talent. Her father had said, before meeting Katie, Seeley had been the best friend he’d ever had. They wrote to each other and kept in touch. There wasn’t a shred of romance in their relationship, just good, old-fashioned friendship. 
 
    “I wish I’d gotten to know her. I know my dad thought highly of her.” 
 
    His eyes distant, Bull looked away from her for a moment. One side of his mouth twitched in an almost smile. “You remind me of her, Jessica. You’re not as cautious and calculating as she was, but you’re just as good in a fight.” 
 
    She flushed at the compliment. “Thank you. Why did you ask about my ship?” 
 
    “I want to buy it.” 
 
    “It’s not for sale.” Jessica chuckled. “Especially now. If we survive this little operation, I’d like to have a way to find a quiet place and let the Union go by.” 
 
    “You’re not going to quit,” Bull said. “The work isn’t done.” 
 
    “I never said I was quitting, Bull.” Jessica shook her head, then stretched her neck and shoulders. “I’m not a Peacemaker anymore. They decommissioned me. That work is done.” 
 
    “You’re not following me, Jessica. I said the work isn’t done. Don’t measure your life by the power and authority the badge gave you. That door is closed.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to believe another will open? I don’t want to be a mercenary, Bull. I’ve seen enough death.” Jessica closed her eyes. “I realize that’s what we’re good at, and it’s a necessary part of the galaxy, but I’m wondering about my own ability to follow through.” 
 
    “You’re about to launch an operation to rescue your father. This’ll be a combat operation, which means you have to be ready to wage war,” Bull grumbled. “Every operation could be a combat operation, Jessica. It depends on what you’re willing to fight for.” 
 
    She took a breath and held it. “I don’t need a lecture, Bull.” 
 
    “No, you need an ass chewing.” He floated forward and raised a finger, pointing it at her forehead. “Let me get this through to you. Before you were a Peacemaker, you were a mercenary. Before you were a mercenary, you wanted to fight alongside others and do what’s right. You wouldn’t have inserted that into your Peacemaker vows unless it was true. Doing the right thing sometimes means we have to fight for it. Every operation could devolve into combat, Jessica. You have to be ready for it at all times, but that doesn’t mean every situation requires a fight. You’d better get your shit together and remember the difference.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she whispered. “I’m taking it personally.” 
 
    “You are. That doesn’t mean the Crusaders haven’t gone after you specifically. That doesn’t mean this Counselor is going after you personally. You’re taking it personally. You’re letting it get into your head and making you doubt your next move. That’s not you.” 
 
    Jessica took a long sip of the hot, bitter coffee and met his eyes. Bull’s words snapped through the fog in her head and cleared her thoughts. She’d been caught up in preparing for the plan and had almost forgotten how to fight it. If they were going to be successful, they needed to be in sync, and she, in particular, needed to understand the bigger picture, as he’d said on Snowmass. 
 
    “What am I missing, Bull?” 
 
    A smile flickered across his face, then disappeared. “Your father is a good man, Jess. He knew all along something didn’t make sense with what we were told and what we learned. He never trusted it fully. He kept peeking around corners and behind curtains. He had a theory that the Great War wasn’t really over. I used to think he was batshit crazy. Paranoid. He wasn’t. He saw things the rest of us didn’t see. Humans as mercenaries fit the bill because we’re really good at fighting. Now with Humans as Crusaders, we’re on course to fight each other more and more. We went from being a tool to being a liability. They wanted us to do their dirty work for them, and we did. Then they wanted to put us in our place, and we wouldn’t go quietly. So they’ve brought up the Crusaders—perverting the Peacemakers—and they want them to quell the rest of humanity. I think we both know how that ends.” 
 
    Jessica found herself nodding along. It was the most she’d ever heard him say, and every calculated word resonated with her. “He didn’t share any of his theories with me. I only got Lucille, and the chip he left in Ellie.” 
 
    “Ellie?” 
 
    “A ceramic elephant I had as a baby. Meant more to me than anything in the world. He hid the chip inside it and made sure my mom didn’t give it to me until I was ready. She gave it to Marc Lemieux without knowing the chip was inside. I figured there was something inside. Heard it rattling when I was a kid. So I got it, broke it, and found his chip. That’s when I knew something was up, that Dad was lying to me. After I used it at Araf, my dad showed up, then everything around me started to fall apart.” Jessica snorted a laugh. “Now I’m wondering when the other shoe is going to drop. You knew about the chip, right?” 
 
    Bull didn’t respond. Instead, he tore open the velcroed pocket on his left shoulder and dug inside. “Here.” 
 
    He extended his fist to her, and Jessica reached for it. He carefully placed a black rectangular chip inscribed with ‘Bull’ into her palm. “A copy?” 
 
    “There were two chips. We weren’t sure what they were. You’ve seen that they could be used in a Raknar, but your dad always maintained there was more to them. They’re a Galactic Union standard size for communications chips. They were hiding in plain sight, so to speak. When you plugged it in on Araf, it set off a beacon, just like your dad thought it would. That’s why he got there in time to rescue you. This chip has been with Ruxandra for years.” 
 
    “Whose beacon is it?” 
 
    Bull shrugged. “Don’t know. I think you’re going to need that more than I will.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I have this thing about bad feelings, Jessica. I think we’re walking into a shitstorm.” 
 
    She nodded. “I think you’re right. We need to talk about the plan for Uluru.” 
 
    He looked to his slate. “We will, but right now you’ve got someplace to be. Your friend, Xander? He’s awake.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jessica floated into the infirmary space and saw Xander sitting up, strapped to an inclined bench against the far wall. A variety of devices remained attached to him, but he was alert and drinking from a bulb of water when she poked her head inside the room. He waved, and she made her way toward him. 
 
    At his bedside, she smiled. “Hey. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Okay.” His voice was hoarse and barely more than a whisper. The damage to his throat from intubation would heal, and his pallid coloring would return to normal as well. For the moment, though, Xander looked like death warmed over. “How long was I out? Doc said three weeks. Is that right?” 
 
    “About that.” 
 
    “What happened at Diam?” 
 
    Jessica took a breath and told him. She spoke slowly, pausing for his questions, and comforted him at the news of the loss of his friend Jamie Ibson. From there, she described what had happened at Snowmass, and Xander broke down again. As the chief financial officer of the company, he’d been intimately familiar with almost everyone. The staggering losses brought fresh tears and more than a little anger. They were quiet for some time. 
 
    “What now?” Xander sniffled. “Where are we headed?” 
 
    “Tambu.” 
 
    Xander squinted. “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “It’s not a common destination.” Jessica smiled. “We’re staging there to go after my dad.” 
 
    He nodded, and she saw his fatigue. “Okay.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get some sleep?” 
 
    “I should.” He sighed. “There’s a bunch of stuff I need to do, though. Business things. I need to connect to the network.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You know the medics won’t allow you to, plus we’re in hyperspace now. Once we get to Tambu, I think you’ll be able to do what you need. Are they things Tara would be able to do?” 
 
    “Probably.” His eyelids fluttered as if struggling to stay awake. 
 
    “She’s going to beat us home. I imagine she’ll look into it,” Jessica replied. “Get some rest, Xander. I’ll check on you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” He closed his eyes and was asleep a few moments later. 
 
    In the passageway outside the medical bay, Jessica nearly collided with Archie. She gasped and flinched. One hand shot to the hatchway to stop her momentum. The two women stopped their progress and hung opposite each other in the microgravity. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Jessica said. 
 
    Archie shrugged. “We need mirrors around this ship. Collisions happen all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jessica licked her lips looked away for a moment, unsure of what to say. Archie started to move away. “Archie? I just wanted to thank you. For doing what you did on Snowmass.” 
 
    The younger woman nodded. “Don’t thank me yet.” 
 
    “I might not get another chance.” 
 
    Archie finally smiled. It was a tiny movement at the corner of her mouth, but it was there. “All part of being an operator. The stuff we don’t talk about at parties.” 
 
    “Something like that. Anyway, thanks.” Jessica turned and made her way down the passageway. 
 
    “Hey, Francis!” 
 
    Jessica spun around and saw Archie down the passageway. “There’s Tennessee whiskey in the officer’s wardroom. Wanted to make sure you had some. Might help a little.” 
 
    “Thanks, Archie.” Jessica smiled. She might end up being a friend after all. “I’ll be sure to share.” 
 
    “Damned right you will.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nebraska 
 
    Earth 
 
    County Road 10 and Pebble Creek 
 
    Snyder-Dodge, NE 
 
      
 
    Devastated was an understatement. She’d awoken in hyperspace to learn her mercenary company no longer existed, and both her legs were missing just above the knee. Painkillers and nanite applications had stabilized the physical effects, but mentally, Tara Mason couldn’t process what had happened. Shock had taken most of the memories of the aftermath of Crusader Prime’s weapons firing. When she closed her eyes, Tara saw the flash of the MAC as if it was right in front of her. After waking, she’d spent 48 hours sitting on the darkened flight deck of Mako 15, watching the featureless glow of hyperspace reflect off the Besquith thrustcore they’d contracted for the run to Earth. While she had a cabin in the crew quarters area, as did the Misfits, Jackson Rains, Bev DiMara, and Selector Hak-Chet, she didn’t want to be around them. They reminded her of the many dead left behind. Tara struggled to understand how she’d survived when so many hadn’t. 
 
    On the fifth day of hyperspace, according to the ship’s clock, she sat on the darkened bridge listening to music from her slate, as she’d done for the previous several days. The music wandered between genre and era, from upbeat and popular to the blues and old country. She hadn’t paid much attention to it as it sorted through her mind between her conscious regrets and her unconscious grief. 
 
    Then, as if controlled by some divine providence, a single song cut through everything and restored clarity. The beat of the song caught her attention, and, in her mind, she tapped her foot, and the tingling in her leg made her think it was real, despite the loss. Lyrics about only needing something at a particular place and time made her realize she’d had what she needed, and she could once more. Her parachute was her friends and family. The clarity gave her sudden purpose. When the song ended, she tapped the replay button over and over again for the next hour. Finally, she stopped the music, disengaged her harness, floated out of Mako 15 toward the crew compartment, and into the arms of her friends. 
 
    There were things to do, but most of them could wait until they reached Earth. Together, they healed. When they’d emerged from hyperspace and burned toward the shipyards at Luna, they had a plan to separate and lay low on Earth, and they celebrated it together with the help of Captain Mrek’s private stash of alcoholic beverages. 
 
    Her lower body wrapped in a dark green blanket, Tara sat strapped into a galley chair built for a Besquith, with Reecha sitting by her legs. Jackson Rains and Bev DiMara shared the chair across from her. Maarg sat in another chair, and Quin’taa took up the fourth. Whirr, Homer, Gnrra, and Hak-Chet used microgravity to their advantage and floated in the tight space together. Mata and Carter stayed close to one another behind Tara’s chair. Drinks in hand, they looked at each other, and Hak-Chet was the first to speak. 
 
    “Friends, we’re in dark times. There is not much I am certain of, save a few things. First, we are all targets of the Peacemaker Guild. I cannot express how much that pains me. I have been through far too much, and seen far too many close friends perish in service, to believe that statement wholesale.” He paused and looked at each of them, lingering on Quin’taa last. “I also know our friendships and our closeness are things a vast majority of the Union do not understand, and I believe that will help us turn the tide. Finally, I believe a greater war is coming, and our time to fight will come. I hope to share the battlefield with you.” 
 
    He raised his bulb. “I learned a toast from your culture. Maybe some of you have heard it. Here’s to us and to those like us.” 
 
    There was silence until Tara said, “Damned few left.” 
 
    They drank from their bulbs, and Araceli turned to Tara. “I think that’s paraphrased from Robert Burns, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Tara replied. “I think the sentiment fits pretty well. But I have to disagree with you, Hak-Chet. I won’t be sharing the battlefield. My days as a mercenary are over.” 
 
    No one replied for a long moment until Jackson Rains laughed. “Who says we have to be mercenaries? There are other ways to fight whatever’s coming, Tara.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t say I wasn’t going to fight, but the battlefield might not be the best place for me now,” Tara replied. 
 
    “You’re full of shit,” Maarg blurted. Everyone turned to her. “That is the expression, isn’t it? 
 
    “I think Maarg nailed it.” Tara laughed and realized it felt good. The sudden tension in the room broke, and they relaxed and decompressed together. “I’ll be back to kicking your asses soon.” 
 
    At the end of the evening, after many drinks and more than a few tall tales, Jackson Rains called for everyone’s attention. When everyone was quiet, he looked at Tara, who nodded at him to continue. It was time to discuss the plan. 
 
    “Okay,” he began. “This is the last time we’re going to see each other and talk directly to each other for a while. As part of the plan, we’re all supposed to disappear. At Luna, we’re going our separate ways. Bev and I are headed to Louisiana, where my family is, and they’ll take care of us. Tara is headed home to Nebraska and her family. Hak-Chet has arranged protection there from a local merc unit. Now, for the Misfits. I understand you have a plan, Quin’taa?” 
 
    “We do. We’re going to remain on Earth, spread out in pairs, but not within the immediate vicinity of each other. We’re staying a few hours away from each other, and focused in North America, as well. We’ll be close enough to get to Tara or Jackson in an emergency. From now on, Mata and Carter are part of our team. We’ve arranged a coded message system to stay in touch with each other, and we’ll be able to meet within a standard Earth day, at any place on the planet, and we have secure storage facilities arranged through Bull. We’re set.” 
 
    Hak-Chet spoke next. “Once we get to Luna, we’ll offload from the thrustcore to different vehicles. Mata and Carter will take Mako 15 down to Luna first. We’ve arranged a buyer for the ship. Once the transaction is complete, they’ll move to their locations, as Quin’taa briefed. The runabout will be abandoned and turned over by Captain Mrek to the Peacemaker Guild. We’ve planted some intelligence suggesting our crew members are all headed out on transports and freighters to different parts of the galaxy. These match vessels that are currently operating from Luna. Captain Mrek has also arranged for his personal launch to visit Cape Canaveral for personal reasons. This will be our transit to the surface, but once there, we’ve arranged a private hangar with accommodations. Over two weeks, we’ll slowly move our folks where they’re supposed to go with as little fanfare as possible.” 
 
    “How?” Irene Mata asked as she grinned. “Private jets?” 
 
    “Actually, yes.” Hak-Chet grinned. “Over the next two weeks, there are multiple professional sporting events taking place in Florida. A majority of those teams and individual professionals use the private hangar complexes at Canaveral. We’ve purchased seats on those conveyances for you. All the Humans are sworn to secrecy and have gladly agreed to shuttle you to your final destinations.” 
 
    “How did you accomplish that?” Carter asked. “I always thought pro athletes didn’t give a shit about anything outside their sport.” 
 
    “Some do,” Rains said. “Some understand what’s going on in the galaxy, and they want to help where they can.” 
 
    “We’ll take their assistance,” Hak-Chet said. 
 
    “But there’s no guarantee the Peacemakers and the Crusaders, who are all over Earth now, won’t come after us,” Maarg said. 
 
    “No, there’s not. That’s why we’re staying on one continent and within 24 hours of each other. We’ll have an aircraft—” Rains nodded at Mata and Carter, “—and some ability to check up on each other. That’s Selector…I mean, Hak-Chet’s piece.” 
 
    “It’s best I keep that close. If you’re in need of support, you’ll have it. I give you my word.” 
 
    Tara spoke up. “You’re not acting as the selector?” 
 
    “I’m not serving the guild at present,” Hak-Chet said. “Let’s just leave it at that.” 
 
    Silence fell across the group. Tara couldn’t help thinking they all, even Whirr and Quin’taa, seemed apprehensive. She cleared her throat, and every eye turned to her. 
 
    “I know what you’re all thinking. This isn’t a perfect plan. Right now, though, it’s all we have. The future is uncertain, and Jackson is right—all we have right now is each other. We’re targets. They might come for us. We have no way of knowing. Follow the plan. Jackson, Hak, and Quin’taa chose locations where you can blend in and lay low. Do that. There’ll be time for another fight, but it’s not right now. If we’re lucky, it’ll never come.” 
 
    “I could stand to live a long, boring life,” Quin’taa rumbled, “with you all by my side.” 
 
    “Let’s keep it that way,” Araceli said. 
 
    There were murmurs and smiles. Tara sipped from her bulb and heard Reecha’s voice as clear as if she were standing in the room. 
 
    This is how you get back up. 
 
    Tara felt a sharp pang of resentment at the loss of her legs, then a raging storm of anger at her circumstances. Just as quickly, it was gone. 
 
    I can choose to stay down, or I can choose to get back up. 
 
    A chime sounded on the thrustcore’s public address system. “This is Captain Mrek. We are approaching sensor handoff. All systems will be monitored by Luna in six minutes.” 
 
    It was time to separate. Mata and Carter would go to Mako 15. The rest of them would be cooped up in Captain Mrek’s launch for four to five days. It wouldn’t be comfortable, but they knew the price of failing. 
 
    Carter started to speak, but Tara cut him off. “Before we say our farewells and see you laters—and let me be clear, this isn’t goodbye——Reecha told me something in the hangar after the Crusaders bombed us and took away most of the unit. She told me to get back up. No matter how much we’re knocked down by those against us, it’s our job to get back up. The loss of friends, equipment, ships, and even…legs can’t stop us. We have to figure out a way to get back up. I know that starts with family and friends. I hope to see you all soon.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As far as plans went, their arrival at Earth couldn’t have gone better. Everyone made it to their debarkation points and disappeared as planned. Jackson Rains insisted he and Bev be the last to leave Cape Canaveral. Tara caught a ride to the Omaha Spaceport on the private launch of Ian Malone, the starting ace for the Jacksonville Generals baseball team, who wanted to watch Mississippi State thump Long Beach State in the College World Series. In Omaha, she’d taken a private car from the airfield to a hotel and changed vehicles to a non-descript vehicle with Tennessee plates and a silent chauffeur in the front seat. From Omaha, the drive to the family farm outside Snyder took only 20 minutes. As they turned up the gravel driveway and crossed the small bridge over Pebble Creek, tears raced down Tara’s cheeks. 
 
    When the vehicle rolled to a stop, the passenger doors opened wide enough to accommodate Tara in her wheelchair, and the ramp deployed. Tara unfastened the restraint and pivoted the chair in place before rolling down the ramp. Heat met her, and the humid air surrounded her almost like water. Spacecraft atmosphere meant dry air. Tara relished the humidity, even as sweat broke out across her forehead. 
 
    “Oh, my stars!” a woman’s voice nearly shrieked from the front of the car. 
 
    Tara turned and saw her mother, dressed in blue pants and an untucked white shirt, with her gardening gloves on, and a wide brimmed hat over her long gray hair. Her mouth fell agape, and she tugged her gloves off and dropped them to the ground. Behind her, several farm cats played in the sun, while others ran for the barn. 
 
    Tara’s arms wouldn’t work. Tears flooded her vision, a sob choked up her throat, and then her mother was there, bending over her and wrapping her arms around Tara’s shoulders. She smelled of dirt and sweat, and all of it was perfect. 
 
    “Ma?” she heard one of her brothers, Byron by the sound of it, call from the other side of the house. “Who’s that?” 
 
    Her mother didn’t respond, save for tears, and quiet, thankful sobs. Tara heard her brother call again and again, before he finally came around the side of the house and saw them as the car deposited the one small bag she’d carried on the gravel and rolled away. 
 
    “Levi! Levi!” Byron screamed, his voice growing closer. Tara felt his running steps on the gravel. “It’s Tara! It’s Tara! She’s home!” 
 
    I’m home. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Every day at home filled Tara with both peace and commitment. She met with lawyers to shutter Force 25, ensure all survivors were paid, and the dead’s next of kin received all the benefits in their contracts plus 20%. Her accountant advised her against it, but Tara didn’t care. She had more than enough credits to live a comfortable life on Earth. If she could take care of the others, she would. As part of the plan, she brokered additional agreements for the Misfits and the other immediate survivors to help them live as long as needed on Earth. Again, there was plenty of money in the accounts, including some she hadn’t been aware of prior to closer inspection. 
 
    Xander Allison had been a proficient chief financial officer; so much so that the company’s investments and holdings had grown over 200% during his tenure with them after the Second Battle of Victoria Prime. He’d created several accounts for future procurements in various places, all with her permission, save for one. 
 
    One with a little over a million credits in the balance, and all in his name on behalf of the company, instead of via Tara as the commander and the Board of Advisors. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    A seizure was easy to perform, and she executed it with help from her lawyer and accountant. He’d certainly want to know what had happened to it, and if his excuse was valid, and legal, she’d more than likely give him the money if he’d earned it. But she wasn’t sure that was the case. There wasn’t really an opportunity for her to look deeper into Xander’s affairs without calling undue attention to herself, so Tara did nothing. The money would wait until she could ask Xander about it, and that was enough for her. 
 
    With Force 25 shuttered, its assets sold, and her people paid, Tara focused on her own healing. Her brother Levi, a medical student at the University of Nebraska, helped her get in touch with the foremost cyberneticists and prosthetic engineers at their medical labs. Within a few weeks, she’d start the necessary appointments and meetings to see what she could do. Every day she tried to do more. The barn still had the exercise equipment her father had installed, which helped her start the process of getting her strength back. 
 
    After her workout on the sixth day at home, several barn cats yowled and scrambled through the darker corners of the barn. The noise made her laugh and stop her work on the bench press. She sat up, thanks to straps for her upper legs, and met the gaze of a scraggly black cat with a chunk out of one ear. Barn cats were seldom big, but this one was far from skinny. Tara wondered if the mice were in good supply, or they’d been successful hunting birds and the like. The cats always took care of the pests around the farm. 
 
    “What are you looking at, kitty cat?” Tara said. 
 
    The cat turned its head and walked away from her without a second glance. 
 
    “Well, be that way, then.” She chuckled and returned to the bench for another set. The work was good and pure, and it helped keep her from thinking of Jessica or the others. By her calculations, Jessica and the others would be nearing Tambu now. Within the next two weeks, they’d attempt to rescue her father. Tara didn’t believe Jessica would put off the rescue any longer than it needed to be. Despite their losses, she would find a way. Jessica Francis always did. 
 
    I wish I was there with you, my friend. 
 
    Her slate chimed, and Tara set the weight bar on the supports and tapped the wrist-mounted display. A message welcoming her to the University of Nebraska Master of Business Administration program with a specialty in Galactic Union commerce awaited. She’d had to request a waiver to start during the summer session already in progress, but her on-the-job experience more than qualified. She would start classes the following Monday. Starting late was perfect. She needed a challenge to take her mind off the things she had no control of in the present, so she could better define and react to things in her future. 
 
    Whatever my future will be, it’s not likely to be in a CASPer. I might as well make the best of this and put my experience to work flying a desk. 
 
    Six months ago, the very thought of school would have turned her stomach. Now, she relished the idea and hoped the others would find similar paths while they waited to see if their fates were truly shared. 
 
    Tara hesitated and stared at the bar on the weight rack for a long moment before adjusting her fingerless gloves and reaching for it. With a grunt, she raised the bar, then brought it purposefully to her chest and pushed it upright again. The focus took her thoughts away from the others and centered them back on herself. 
 
    If I’m going to play a role one day, I have to be ready for it. I can’t get ready worrying about everyone else. I have to trust them. 
 
    And I have to trust myself. 
 
    Now, push Tara. 
 
    Get back up.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tambu 
 
      
 
    The expanse of Bull’s compound, and his forces, impressed Jessica. He obviously hadn’t built the compound in a short amount of time. If anything, Bull appeared to fit the old song of stealing it one piece at a time. Yet he owned a moon—or rather, he’d taken it by force and would be hard-pressed to give it up even under threat of attack. He’d already told Jessica his full complement of forces wouldn’t be available for the rescue mission. The base’s location had been compromised, and he had to hold Tambu in case the Science Guild or the Crusaders attempted to take it again. If the rescue failed, and they survived, they’d need a fallback position. If that happened, Tambu would likely be lost. The odds seemed increasingly against the rescue mission, but they had to go. 
 
    Intelligence on the location of her father on Uluru’s surface pointed toward a strongpoint built into the side of a rock formation overlooking the junction of several wide valleys and fast flowing rivers. She’d seen similar geography in the western United States, but there were countless vertical rock formations, not unlike the Garden of the Gods and the Flatirons, as well as broad vistas like at Arches National Park. Cover would be plentiful, but concealment hard to come by. Deep gorges and steep terrain would further complicate the rescue attempt, but, given the situation, it truly was now or never. Provided Bull’s forces were trained to operate in those environments, that could work to their advantage, despite the potential for overwhelming drone forces if the other intelligence reports were accurate. 
 
    We know as much as we need to know, and seemingly nothing at all—just like any military organization about to go into combat ever, I guess. 
 
    We’ll get what we need when we get there. Lucille can analyze everything far faster than we can. 
 
    This will work. 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath and then another as she walked across the tarmac carrying her tactical bag. Azho huddled in quintessence on her left shoulder. He was quiet, and she knew he was as interested in all of the ordered commotion around them as she was. There were multiple units moving CASPers around in mock hand-to-hand fights. Others appeared to be practicing on a full-size indoor weapons range. Everywhere she looked, the crews, pilots, and support personnel worked. There was no down time. Another group appeared to be walking through a terrain model of the landscape around her father’s last known location. Still others appeared to be working through loading, packing, and blocking for the CASPers as they went into dropships for potential deployment. The entire complement of Bull’s troops and subordinate units was working hard to get ready for the mission. No one slacked off. They were training. Hard. 
 
    Bull appeared at her side. “If you’re thinking we’re short on personnel, this isn’t everyone.” 
 
    Jessica noticed equipment crates stacked in piles by company. Large shipping containers marked with Bushido Bandits, Red Iron, Alden’s Anzacs, and several other companies Jessica had never heard of marked off areas of the hangar space. Another area was filled with more containers with silly names like Ace Tomato Company, WingDing Chicken Ranch, and The Mushroom Farm, Incorporated that belied their real intent, and Jessica knew it. Her father’s stories had always portrayed a certain amount of deception and downright deceit. With the split of Intergalactic Haulers into a normal, long-distance shipping company and a dedicated search and rescue, black operations company, she’d expected Bull to have hidden in the best possible places. 
 
    In plain sight. 
 
    “You’re conglomerating companies?” 
 
    Bull glanced down at her. “No. Many of them are refitting while they work for me. If they choose to stay later on, the choice is theirs. For now, they’re focused on holding Tambu and handling some other missions I’ve tasked them with as they reconstitute. Major Dolan has asked that the Goblins come on the mission.” 
 
    “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “The truth. His CASPers will be the biggest targets on the field.” Bull smiled. “Tough bastard said he wasn’t asking. So they’re in. But the other folks you see, they’re my rear guard.”  
 
    They’re not coming with us? 
 
    The question froze on Jessica’s tongue. Sometimes the unasked questions were the best sources of information. Often times, a period of silence after such a statement lured the previous speaker to elaborate. After 30 seconds of silence as they walked through the silly named stacks of gear, though, Bull hadn’t said a word. 
 
    Jessica decided to give him a little more time, but they turned around an abrupt corner and into another part of the hangar with a decidedly different vibe. Instead of formations of people working on gear and mundane soldierly tasks, the personnel in this hangar seemed lazy by comparison. They moved at a slower pace, but with a calm and graceful manner. Jessica’s mind raced with the possibility that they were simply on a break or some other hidden bit of information, but as they closed the distance, Jessica saw them for what they were. Professionals. 
 
    She didn’t like the word since it hinted, wrongly, that many mercenary companies weren’t professionals. Yet on far too many occasions, she’d seen mercenaries who’d believed they were ready to charge into a fight left pissing themselves at the first sign of adversity. These men and women weren’t of that ilk. They were battle tested. They were survivors, and they were deadly serious about their work. 
 
    She turned to Bull, her earlier question about the other companies fading fast. “How many of these teams do you have?” 
 
    He returned her gaze, and she could tell he was trying not to tell her the truth. “I have six teams. Each have around 40 personnel. Two squads of 12 each led by a senior NCO. Four pilots. Five network specialists and five maintainers/armorers. Each team is commanded by a captain and a sergeant major.” 
 
    Jessica nodded, but a question popped up. “Embedded pilots?” 
 
    Bull pointed to a corner of the hangar where a menagerie of skiffs and drones sat on the floor in various states of repair…or disassembly. “We take assets as we find them. It’s standard operating procedure. The pilots are there to fly the team, or anything they can find, off the objective.” 
 
    “I bet you have a lot of dropships,” Jessica joked and tried to make him smile. 
 
    “They’ve stolen over 90,” Bull replied. “We cannibalized most of them.” 
 
    Jessica opened her mouth to speak and closed it. Remember, he has the whole moon. Who knows how much stuff is out there in different sites and caches? 
 
    “I’ll introduce you to the Spectre team later. They’ll be with you on the rescue.” 
 
    “With me?” Jessica started to protest, but the frown on Bull’s face stopped her. “I know you have a plan for this, Bull. One beyond what you and I have discussed. I’d like to hear it.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” Bull said slowly. “There are two teams en route to us now. When they arrive, we’ll be ready to move forward.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “A week. Maybe two,” Bull replied. “I thought about substituting some of the other units in this, but I…we need the best of what I can offer. This isn’t a smash and grab job, Jessica. It’s complicated and nuanced, and we have no idea what we’re truly facing. We’re waiting for Ghost and Shadow teams to arrive. They’ll be a supporting action on Uluru, and I can brief them on the way. The others are part of the main effort. We’ll brief them now and set up rehearsals based on what we know. When the teams are in place, we leave.” 
 
    You make it sound so simple. 
 
    “Bull?” a new voice drawled from behind them. Jessica turned and saw a tall, lean man with an easy smile approaching. 
 
    “Colonel Brentale,” Bull replied. He met Brentale’s outstretched hand with his own. “Allow me to introduce Jessica Francis.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Jessica,” Brentale said. 
 
    “Well met,” Jessica said. The instinct was hard to overcome, and while it made her uncomfortable to think about not being a Peacemaker, she felt it was only right. “I understand your company has the gate ready?” 
 
    “The gate is stable, yes. We’re fully powered, and the charge rate is every 108 minutes. Provided Uluru’s main planet’s ionosphere protects us from detection, we’ll be able to move the entire force forward in nine hours.” Brentale checked the slate in his hands. “Five ships, one at a time.” 
 
    Bull nodded. “And countermeasures?” 
 
    “Gate Master Fingelda hasn’t been able to determine how the Cartography Guild would know the gate has functioned, but we have to assume they will. They’ll dispatch a team to investigate and be prepared to shut it down or destroy it, but we’ll be long gone,” Brentale said. “They’ll likely try to figure out where the traffic came from before it passed through the gate, which could lead them back here.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m not taking everyone,” Bull said. “If they come looking for answers, we’ll hit them and disappear—fall back to our next supplementary position.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” Jessica asked. 
 
    Bull shook his head. “Not unless it’s needed.” 
 
    She wanted to argue but left the statement alone. Bull wanted to keep a measure of his secrets, and she would let him. Between him and her father, there was no telling what she might discover later. 
 
    Jessica turned to Brentale. “You’re leaving the gate where it is?” 
 
    “No, actually, we’ll disassemble it immediately after use and take it home.” 
 
    Jessica blanked. “Disassemble a gate?” 
 
    “This isn’t like one of the guild’s massive structures with stations, habitats, and all that. We have the bare components, and the power plant is pulling directly from the Raiko system’s star. We’ll be able to disassemble it in 48 hours. I have the Barnstormers and a group of Maki technicians who assembled the gate with Ricky McCoy. They’ve assured me they’ll be long gone before anyone comes to investigate, and they won’t leave a trace.” Brentale grinned. “And before you ask, it’s not—” 
 
    “Ricky Shit.” Jessica smiled. A dam of doubt broke inside her heart and made her feel slightly better about their odds of pulling off the rescue. She turned to Bull. “Two jumps to Uluru.” 
 
    He nodded. “We’ll shunt to the gate, then use the gate to Uluru. We have to use the gate because the shunts and our guidance computers are programmed to follow approved routes. We’re definitely not on their approved list. Our guidance systems will be shut down until we emerge at Uluru.” 
 
    “But we have good navigation information for Uluru, right? We’re not going to jump into a black hole?” 
 
    Bull’s mouth almost curled into a smile again. “The location data is from your father’s stash, Jessica. Lucille knows the way and has simulated the jump a few hundred times. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    She heard a chime, and Bull checked his wrist slate and headed back toward the main reception bay. Jessica watched him for a moment and turned to Brentale. The older man smiled at her. 
 
    “He does that sometimes. You get used to it.” 
 
    “Jessica?” Bull called over his shoulder. He made a follow-me gesture with his right arm. 
 
    She looked back to Brentale. “Nice to meet you, Colonel Brentale.” 
 
    “Pete. Nice to meet you, Jessica. See you around.” 
 
    Jessica turned and made her way toward Bull. His long, loping strides made it difficult to catch up to him until she jogged a few dozen paces, then settled into stride next to him. The entire time they walked, he was silent, and Jessica allowed her thoughts to ease a bit. All around her, the professionals from the Spectre teams and the mercenary companies reconstituting as parts of Bull’s impressive organization were busy preparing for war. She wanted to believe their preparations would be enough, but there were far too many unknowns. 
 
    Bull wanted to move when the last two teams arrived, which could be two weeks. Another two weeks in transit meant another month of her father’s imprisonment. Truth be told, she had no idea whether he was even still alive. All she had was faith. 
 
    And faith is enough, Jessica. For a moment, she could almost feel her mother’s hand on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    16 Years Previously 
 
      
 
    Two days before her VOWS, Jessica sat in her room staring at her bookshelves, where Ellie and a few of the trinkets of her younger, unburdened past remained. Her careful plans to attend the University of Georgia after her VOWs and avoid being a mercenary for at least a little while gave her pause. Mercenary units from Earth had scored success after success, and there was gossip amongst her fellow students that conflicts would largely be over in a year or two. The prospect of peace drove many of her classmates out of college and directly into service upon completion of their VOWS. For the first time in years, Jessica doubted her plan and wondered if she would be missing her chance to do something more. 
 
    “Can I come in?” her mother asked from behind the closed bedroom door. 
 
    “Sure,” Jessica replied as she picked up and wrapped her arms around her Winnie the Pooh for the first time in three years. Her old childhood friend gave her a small dose of security. He’d always been there for her—the silent guardian of her nights and dreams. 
 
    The door opened, and her mother shuffled inside and sat on the bed next to her. She placed a hand on Jessica’s knee. “You made the right decision, Jessica. Stay the course and reap the benefits.” 
 
    “But what if I miss it all? Miss my chance to do more?” She buried her face in the stuffed animal. “Everyone’s leaving school. Chasing their dreams.” 
 
    “And you are chasing yours, kpacotka. Have faith.” 
 
    “I’m trying, mamotchka. I really am.” 
 
    “Don’t despair over your friends and their choices. Have faith in your own. Your time will come.” 
 
    Jessica looked up with sudden tears in her eyes. “I’m afraid it won’t. That all of this will be for nothing. How can I have faith when I don’t know what’s going to happen?” 
 
    Her mother smiled softly and patted her knee. “You will never know what is going to happen, and even when you do, the situation will change. Faith is more than in divine providence, Jessica. I believe faith is also a belief in yourself and your abilities. When you have nothing else, that faith is enough to carry you through, no matter the situation or what goes on around you. Believe in yourself, Jessica. You are destined for mighty things.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They made their way to the Contingency, their ride from Snowmass. Across the hangar lay what they’d been able to scrounge from the frigid battlefield. Jessica saw Bruno, Jackson Rains’ CASPer, standing in a maintenance rack and walked toward it. 
 
    Bull touched her shoulder. “Hak-Chet couldn’t get it aboard, so I’ve arranged for it to be shipped to Earth. It goes out tomorrow, once the depot-level maintenance team completes a full checkout.” 
 
    Jessica tapped her slate. “Lucille?” 
 
    <<Yes, Jessica.>> 
 
    “Please ensure you’ve pulled all components out of Bruno.” 
 
    <<I have completed that process and wiped the systems. Bruno has been returned to factory settings, minus the system performance augmentations I made. There is no functionality or ability to contact me in the CASPer.>> 
 
    “Performance augmentations?” Bull asked. Lucille had his attention. 
 
    <<Jump jet fuel efficiency is increased by 8%. I tuned the sensors for maximum performance to include the onboard INS. I also augmented communications systems performance beyond the antenna complex.>> 
 
    “You can do that for all models of CASPer?” Bull’s hairless eyebrows rose a fraction. 
 
    <<Above Mk 4, yes. All I require is access and a small amount of time per CASPer.>> 
 
    “How much time?” 
 
    <<It would take me 58.26 seconds for a Mk 4. With each Mk, decrease the amount of time by 10 seconds. There are minor mechanical adjustments to make to the jump jets, but a qualified technician should be able to perform four per hour. Now that Xander is recovering, I suggest he works with me. Familiar work will help overcome his shock.>> 
 
    “I’ll see to it you have whatever permissions you need.” Bull glanced at Jessica. “Is that—” 
 
    “Lucille is her own…entity, Bull. She’s free to make her choices,” Jessica said. The subtle look of recognition on Bull’s face made it clear he understood. “She won’t leave any trace. And Lucille, I think Xander’s a great idea. How soon until your deletions are complete?” 
 
    <<I have pulled back all copies and deleted those I cannot pull back. The last copy should be deleted in six hours.>> 
 
    “Where’s that copy?” Jessica asked. 
 
    <<Tara’s personal slate.>> 
 
    Jessica nodded. While Tara might have a need for Lucille, it was too risky to allow. Before she could speak, Jessica saw movement from the ship’s main cargo bay. A group of technicians wheeled Deathangel 25 down the ramp on a large, flat cart. Lying on its back with the cockpit closed, the CASPer looked none the worse for wear. 
 
    “What are you going to do with it?” she asked Bull. “Cannibalize it?” 
 
    The way he glanced at her made her think he was going to say something about cutting it up for scrap. “What would you have me do?” 
 
    “Refit it.” 
 
    He seemed genuinely surprised. “For you?” 
 
    “No, for Tara Mason.” 
 
    “She’s retired, isn’t she?” Bull asked. “Coming back from injuries like hers is very difficult.” 
 
     “She’ll be back. I know it.” Jessica turned to him and smiled. “Don’t bet against me, Bull.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of damage.” An actual grin, albeit thin, spread across his face. She heard footsteps behind her, and Bull’s eyes flashed up and over her shoulder. 
 
    A familiar voice trilled, “You heard what she said, right? Don’t bet against the woman, Bull. How many times have I told you that?” 
 
    Jessica whirled and leapt into the arms of the woman she knew as Aunt Nikki. She was older now, with shocking pink hair in place of the blonde Jessica remembered, but she was fit and healthy. The familiar air of sophistication Nikki often wore crumbled as they hugged. In the embrace, tears clouded Jessica’s eyes, and she clutched the older woman to her fiercely. Nikki said nothing, and the strength of her embrace didn’t waver. She patted Jessica lightly on the back with one hand and stroked her hair with the other. 
 
    “I’m so proud of you,” she whispered, and Jessica’s chest hitched in a sudden sob she managed to catch before it erupted from her mouth. “We’re all so proud of you, Bulldog.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jessica whispered in return. 
 
    “Now get your shit together, girl. There’s a long way to go, and a short time to get there. We need you at your best.” Nikki pulled away and smiled into her face. “It’s good to see you, sweetheart.” 
 
    Jessica wiped at her eyes and took a long, deep breath. “It’s been too long, Aunt Nikki.” 
 
    “It has, but don’t you worry, honey. You’ll be sick of me almost as fast as you get sick of Bull, here.” Nikki grinned. “Once you get settled tonight, come over to my room. I’ll make sure Lucille knows the way.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Nikki turned to Bull. “We’ll delay shipment to get Deathangel and Bruno on the manifest for an upcoming flight to Earth. Besides the two CASPers, mail, and the usual stuff, is there anything else you want to send back?” 
 
    “Let me think about it.” 
 
    Nikki’s pleasant smile faded. “You’re thinking about sending me home, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “You need me, Bull. If we can’t connect with Lucille, I’m the next best thing.” 
 
    He grunted. “You’re getting a little full of yourself, aren’t you?” 
 
    Nikki squared her shoulders. “I’m the best there is, and you know I can do it, Bull. You have to put me on the mission, and don’t give me that bullshit that I’m getting too old or I’m too valuable for operations.” 
 
    “That’s why I said maybe, Nikki,” Bull replied. Without another word, he turned and walked toward the command center. 
 
    Jessica turned and saw one side of Nikki’s mouth curl under. “That man.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing or a good thing?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’s a good thing he’s on our side, Jessica.” Nikki put a hand on her upper arm. “He’s the best chance we have to bring your daddy home alive. Because when we go, he knows it’s all or nothing.” 
 
    “Resurgens, right? Their plan to rebuild, reconstitute, and fight the company in the open instead of from the shadows like Bull’s been doing. They had a plan, and for it to have any chance of success, Bull needs my dad.” 
 
    Nikki laughed. “Jessica, honey? Resurgens was never about that. It’s a part of it, but Resurgens and the whole rising from the ashes? Your father thinks humanity is what’s going to have to rise from the ashes when the Union consumes itself. He’s not alone. I know full well there are others who understand the threat and are prepared to honor it. Bull does, too. That’s why he’s here, and we’re going to get your father. Once that’s done and the company is back together, we’re going to war.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Raley remembered laughing when her father told her the family wilderness compound had once been a Boy Scout camp. The thick forests contained the remnants of a rifle range, an archery range, multiple shelters and buildings, a swimming pool she maintained year-round, and access to Cherokee Lake via a private dock. They protected the 600 acres with three-meter-tall fencing topped with concertina wire, but the lake shore abutting a sizable portion of the property required something more. There weren’t enough funds to hire a security firm to watch over the lake, so she’d installed autoguns at various points along the shoreline until the Tennessee Valley Authority relented and gave her possession of the entire cove. Marked with red flashing buoys and monitored for wake activity, the lake was now as secure as the rest of the compound. That sense of security didn’t assuage the fear that her water reservoirs were lower than usual, and she’d found traces of forced entry on multiple warehouses. 
 
    She’d spent two weeks hanging sensors in multiple areas around the main warehouses and conducting thorough inventories of the stores and supplies contained within, only to find nothing snooping around, and two full cases of combat rations missing. No weapons appeared to have been messed with, nor had the ammunition storage areas. This was solely a run on food and provisions. 
 
    In the early years of his business, her father had faced theft issues in the fledgling company’s hangars at the McGee-Tyson Airport down in Knoxville. His purpose for purchasing the land as it was had been to secure gear and materiel where no one would want it, or they’d have to go through a significant effort to get it. Whoever they were, they’d worked their way through two dozen buildings and structures, save for the old dining hall. For three nights, Raley staked out the t-shaped building from the nearby cook’s cabin rooftop, to no avail. With rain falling in sheets, she decided not to climb the roof, but to hide in the thick vegetation between the buildings. 
 
    Listening to a baseball game from Atlanta, something her father dearly loved to pass the evenings with, Raley kept her eyes on the building, fully expecting to not see anything until well after midnight. At 10:06, something moved in the distance between her and the building. Without looking, she withdrew the earpiece from her right ear and dropped it into her lap under the thermal poncho she wore. Supposedly invisible, all she had to do was watch carefully and— 
 
    “Don’t move,” a deep voice rumbled from her right, impossibly close. She flinched as the edge of a long knife, more like a machete, caught a flash of lightning and glinted in the night. As thunder rolled above her, the voice pressed closer. “And don’t even think about going for the pistol in your lap, young one.” 
 
    Her mind raced, but her eyes remained fixed on the blade hanging a few inches in front of her face. Raley swallowed and tried to find her voice. “You…you’re trespassing. This is private property.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of where I am.” 
 
    Raley turned her head toward the voice but saw nothing in the dark. A flash of lightning revealed a monstrous dark form standing over her. Fear raced through her entire being, but she didn’t scream or move. Eyes wide and breath coming faster, Raley felt the rain sliding under the poncho and running down her back in an icy rivulet. 
 
    “Who…who are you?” 
 
    The being knelt beside her, and another soft flash of lightning revealed the alien as an Equiri. Its long face was close to hers in the rain. “I’ll ask the questions, young one. Who are you, and why do you live on this compound alone?” 
 
    “I’m not telling you nothing.” 
 
    The Equiri laughed. “Ignorant Human. You fail to recognize that within one of your heartbeats, I can drop you to the wet ground without a second thought. Barring that, I’m reasonably certain I can figure out who you are with minimal effort. You can either tell me, or I’ll take this place and everything you own while you lie dying in the mud. Your choice.” 
 
    She nodded. “Raley Reilly.” 
 
    A snort. “Your father was Raleigh Reilly, yes?” 
 
    “That’s right.” She tried to feel proud, but the Equiri’s derisive laughter cut her to the bone. 
 
    “And this is his compound?” 
 
    “No, it’s mine.” She shook her head, and water droplets flew off the poncho. “My father’s dead.” 
 
    She expected another laugh, but it didn’t come. The knife in front of her disappeared, and Raley braced for a blow that also didn’t come. Instead, she saw a massive hand extend to her with its palm facing up. 
 
    “Let’s get out of the rain and talk, young one.” 
 
    She took the offered hand and stood. Cold rushed under the poncho and chilled her further. Doing what the Equiri wanted, Raley turned toward the dilapidated cabin and its covered porch, but the Equiri was already walking toward the old dining hall. He turned to her, and his voice rumbled above the rain. 
 
    “Not there. Your father’s whiskey is in this building. I’d much prefer a drink, and you may need one, too.” 
 
    Raley considered pulling off the poncho and running into the woods she knew by heart. With a Human attacker, that would have been possible. Against an Equiri, she’d have no chance. Head bent, she followed the Equiri to the building and gasped when the alien not only opened the locked door with a key, but he also turned on power she hadn’t known was even connected. 
 
    “How did you—?” 
 
    The coal black Equiri turned to her, and its mouth curled. “You must pay more attention to what’s around you, Raley Reilly. There are wonders here you’ve never considered exploring. Had I not left obvious clues, you would have remained content in your existence, rather than reaching your extraordinary potential.” 
 
    The Equiri moved through the rusting commercial kitchen into a long, rectangular room. Again, he engaged lights, and Raley saw a carefully stacked arrangement of crates and shipping containers filling the space from floor to roof, with a narrow walkway between them. The large alien turned into a space, where it had obviously taken up residence. By its appearance, the Equiri had been there for quite some time. 
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Fourteen days.” The Equiri sat on a bench made from a metal shipping container, reached for a half-full bottle of Jameson’s Irish Whiskey, and poured two shot glasses full. He gestured for her to sit opposite him, and she did, but she didn’t take the whiskey. “I had no idea this place was your father’s. I’m sorry for your loss, young one.” 
 
    Raley said nothing as the Equiri tossed back the shot of whiskey and poured another. He gestured to her shot glass, and she shook her head. 
 
    “I knew of this place through information stored on a piece of equipment. I believed, if I found myself on Earth and in need of a place to hide, I could use this place without fear of being discovered. Until I observed you, I’d maintained my desire to remain alone and living under your nose. I thought you were young and undisciplined until you worked with sensors, trying to discern the truth. At that moment, I thought you might have potential. Your decision to sit in the rain and wait for me cemented that belief.” 
 
    Raley watched the Equiri toss back another shot in silence.  
 
    When she didn’t speak, he continued, “I decided to reveal myself to you, young one, and help you gain your potential. Your father’s stores and equipment here are impressive, but without a force or a leader to mold and shape them, it will molder into dust while you spend your inheritance frivolously. You have more credits than you believe possible, yet if you do nothing, you’ll lose all of it within three years. I can provide you with the guidance and leadership you need.” 
 
    “Why?” Raley asked, surprising herself with the tone. 
 
    The Equiri studied her for a long moment. “I have need of…protection. I believe I have a measure of that here, but I cannot have an untrained social dilettante running around, spending credits, without recognizing what she has here and who she really is inside. I can see it, Raley Reilly. You have your father’s spirit. You are a magnificent warrior-to-be, yet you hide here, thinking the credits for maintaining this place and the lifestyle you’ve been researching for the last several months will last indefinitely. I can assure you they will not. However, there is a way.” 
 
    “What do I have to do, then?” 
 
    “Listen to me. Learn from me. Become who you father wanted you to be. He started your journey. It’s up to you to finish it. Let me show you the way.” 
 
    Raley took a measured breath. Her thoughts raced, and a fiery voice deep inside called out to her. She did want what her father had wanted for her, but without him, her training hadn’t been completed. She could fight and think her way out of a problem, but there were far too many things she didn’t know or pretend to understand. Escaping from the life she’d had seemed to be the best thing for her. Now, she wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “Why you? What can you do to train me as a mercenary commander? What’s in it for you?” 
 
    The Equiri chuckled, and it sounded like thunder. “Rest assured, I can train you in everything you need to know. When you’re ready, the only thing I require is your protection. Others will try to come for me. While I can protect myself, another set of well-trained eyes is always a plus—at least my own mentor said so.” 
 
    “Why would anyone come looking for you?” 
 
    The Equiri poured another shot of whiskey and picked up the glass and held it out to her. “Because I am Kr’et’Socae.” 
 
    “No shit?” Raley blurted. Everyone knew the name of the most wanted fugitive in the Union, and the stories of his career on both sides of the law. After the loss of her father, Raley had given up on the idea of having a mentor. Now she could see herself learning warily from the disgraced Enforcer. While aiding and abetting a known criminal didn’t set well with her, her rebellious streak yearned for something new. Something dangerous. 
 
    Why not him? 
 
    Raley reached for the other shot glass and raised it to Kr’et’Socae’s. They tapped the glasses together without a word, and Raley tossed back the shot. Even as the whiskey burned her throat, Raley Reilly smiled. Things were certainly about to change. 
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    Ten days later… 
 
    Uluru 
 
      
 
    The evening sun appeared through a break in the rain clouds and lit the red rocks of the surrounding valleys with a soothing, ethereal glow. James Francis sat on a chair inside the window-walled observation room with two fingers of Jameson in a glass, which he swirled as he stared outside. Again, he’d become convinced rescue was imminent. The Veetanho security forces, all 112 of them, went through their now quarterly battle drills and security exercises before turning back into day-on/day-off pumpkins reliant on the automated weapons platforms tucked into the surrounding valleys and on the sheer cliffside around his own personal Masada. He’d named the geographic feature like he’d named everything he could in the surrounding terrain to provide an advantage to a rescue force over the Veetanho security detail. Their preparedness was an outlier he couldn’t control. 
 
    Would they be ready if the rescue came suddenly? Yes. Had he gotten his hopes up for no particular reason just because they’d spun up their readiness exercises earlier than he’d believed? Yes. Francis hated himself for it. After a year in this beautiful prison, he’d grown accustomed to many things, but not the lack of his own freedom. He could walk anywhere around the top of the mesa, including the landing zone that took up the northern half and typically housed four small ducted-fan flyers used for twice-daily aerial reconnaissance. The oblong compound housing him was four levels tall and heavily fortified. There were gun and missile emplacements along the exterior walls on two levels. From the side, the complex reminded him of the profile of an old nuclear missile submarine. While not impregnable, the complex itself would prove difficult to take down. 
 
    If anyone is coming. 
 
    He stopped swirling the whiskey and took a long sip. He’d almost stopped drinking before the sun set a few weeks before. Now, an afternoon cocktail served as a crutch to get him past dinner and into more dedicated drinking time, until he fell asleep in the comfortable reclining chair. The whiskey burned, but he didn’t reach for the water glass on the small table next to him. Instead, he kept his gaze out the windows on the uncertain future. 
 
    He heard the door open a short time later and knew the local time was precisely 1830, and Reegpo had brought him dinner. They’d taken their meals together for the last several months. He believed, for her, it was a combination of curiosity regarding her captive and her own isolation as the commander of her forces. Cael Rennae flitted between several similar depots on the planet every week or so. He was due to return that evening. Unless he wanted to deal with Cael Rennae gloating over his captivity, it was best to eat his dinner, have another drink or two, then retire. Francis looked over to Reegpo as she entered the room carrying a tray. 
 
    “I brought something special.” Her mouthed twitched in a tiny smile. 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” Francis asked as the smell hit his nostrils. “Pasta?” 
 
    Much to his surprise, Reegpo’s interest in Human foods seemed to have stalled on the more traditional comfort foods of his childhood. Her efforts over the past year had improved significantly. While he’d become a painter, she’d become quite the chef. 
 
    “Not just any pasta. Lasagna.” She laughed. “Getting the pasta in the right shape was almost the death of me.” 
 
    Scents of tomato, oregano, and garlic filled the small space, and Francis found himself excited for the meal. “It smells marvelous.” 
 
    “I’m glad you approve,” Reegpo replied. “I only wish there was a passable bottle of Human red wine, maybe a Chianti, to serve with it.” 
 
    Francis chuckled. “Whiskey will have to do.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing I enjoy it in moderation,” Reegpo replied. “As should you.” 
 
    Here we go again. 
 
    Francis sat up in the chair. “I am drinking in moderation.” 
 
    Moderately depressed, that is. 
 
    “You’re not, James. You appear melancholic.” 
 
    “As opposed to alcoholic?” He laughed. “I’m being held here against my will, Reegpo. As nice as it is, and as hospitable as you in particular have been, I’m still a prisoner. I want to see my daughter. I want to visit my wife’s gravesite. I want to see my home on Earth again. So, yes, I’m melancholy, to say the least.” 
 
    “Coping with alcohol isn’t—” 
 
    “You’re lucky I’m coping at all,” he barked and shook his head. “I’m sorry. Snapping at you doesn’t change anything. You’re following orders under your contract. I get that.” 
 
    She nodded. “You’ve become a friend, James. Under other circumstances, I’d enjoy our time together more.” 
 
    He stood and stretched before making his way to the table. Without exercise, his body felt sorer than he liked. Between the alcohol, the relative inactivity, and his poor mental state, he felt every bit of his age. 
 
    And that’s not good, Snowman. 
 
    Especially if they come. 
 
    “Do you want to sit outside?” Reegpo asked. 
 
    “Too many bugs.” Francis snorted. “Maybe when the sun goes down, and before your fearless leader gets home.” 
 
    “He’s hardly fearless.” She laughed, and Francis found himself smiling. He turned to the windows as she finished laying out the table. He’d offered to help her before, only to be turned down, so it was part of their ritual. A moving shape caught his eye. A dragonfly lighted on the railing outside the windows of the upper porch. A good meter away, the iridescent wings of the dragonfly twitched in the wind. 
 
    A blue-tipped dancer. Argia tibialis. 
 
    What in the hell are you doing here on Uluru, little— 
 
    “James?” 
 
    He turned. “Sorry, I wasn’t listening.” 
 
    She regarded him with concern. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I was looking at the shadows over on the great valley. Just caught my eye, that’s all.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should paint it. It’s been three weeks since your last.” Reegpo’s mouth twitched again. “I’d like to see you capture that.” 
 
    He grinned. “Maybe I will.” 
 
    They sat down to dinner. As he adjusted his chair, Francis caught sight of the dragonfly, now hanging on the exposed screen. The longer it hung there, the harder he had to work to look away and engage in the conversation. Thankfully, the food helped break his rapidly accelerating thoughts. 
 
    An explosion of rich tomato and garlic filled his mouth on the first bite. “Oh, wow. Reegpo, this is incredible. How did you get the ingredients? It’s so fresh.” 
 
    “I’ve been growing tomatoes for a few months now. The meat and other spices I arranged to be flown here. The oregano and some basil are growing with my tomatoes downstairs.” She laughed and ate a bite of her own lasagna. A long, slow blink of her eyes let him know she also thought the lasagna wonderful. “Mmm. I think I have quite an addiction to Italian food.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining,” Francis said as he took another bite. Reegpo wasn’t looking at him, and he snuck a glance at the screen. The blue-tipped dancer was still there. 
 
    A dragonfly from Earth can’t be on Uluru. Can it? 
 
    There were hundreds of possibilities. He’d been here once before, almost 40 years ago. Had there been some in his cargo? Inadvertent species integration was more common than not in the Galactic Union, but he’d always been extremely cautious. He’d known the dragonfly from his high school classes in entomology as a way of learning about the anatomies and physiologies of aliens before xenobiology was a course of study. He recalled a great deal beyond the Latin name of the dragonfly, but all of that pointed to it being on Earth and not Uluru. 
 
    Which gave him a start and a very real possibility. 
 
    He leaned into the meal, starting up a conversation they’d had before about 20th century black and white movies. Reegpo didn’t appreciate the brilliance of Casablanca. She’d gravitated to the Jimmy Cagney gangster movies of the era, and even the fun, frolicking films featuring Jack Benny or Glenn Miller. They’d had endless conversations on the topic in a free and easy way for the last year. As they talked and laughed, the dragonfly never moved. 
 
    When the meal was over, Reegpo allowed him to help clean up the dishes and prepare the tray to remove them from his space. He walked over to the whiskey and poured a small amount into a glass before moving toward the door. 
 
    “You’re going outside?” she asked. 
 
    “Figured I’d turn on the bug repellent and the lights, and enjoy the evening for a bit. At least until Cael Rennae’s shuttle starts its approach, then I’ll head to bed.” He smiled. “Care to join me?” 
 
    She frowned. “With Cael Rennae returning, I must attend to a few matters, or else he’ll make my early morning tomorrow a living hell, as you would say. I think it would be good for you to relax a bit. Perhaps you’ll feel like painting tomorrow?” 
 
    “I just might.” He grinned. “Good night, Reegpo. Thank you for dinner and the conversation. Even in this situation, I appreciate your friendship.” 
 
    “I value yours, James.” Reegpo collected the tray and made for the door. “Have a good evening. Enjoy the night.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He waited until she’d closed the interior door before moving to the open window. The dragonfly sat there for a moment. Its wings twitched in the breeze, but there was no indication of anything artificial about it. He considered getting close, but decided against it. Reegpo’s people watched every move he made. He enjoyed far more freedom now than he had during his early captivity. Risking it for a silly hunch was dangerous. 
 
    Maybe it’s a real one after all. 
 
    Hell, I have to try. 
 
    If it’s real, I’m gonna feel stupid as hell. 
 
    Don’t have much choice. 
 
    Francis whispered. “Paintings. Downstairs.” 
 
    He stepped over to the door and opened it. As he moved into the night, he saw the dragonfly lift off from the screen and dart directly for the open door. Once inside, the insect went straight for the stairs. His heart leapt. 
 
    He made his way to his favorite outdoor chair with his whiskey and sat down, smiling into the night sky. 
 
    It was time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “We’re in.” 
 
    Jessica watched as the drone’s pilot, a man she knew only as Robinson, flew the dragonfly past her father and through the open door of the domicile. Her father’s whispered instructions led the drone to a collection of easels and canvases surrounding the lower room where his meager bed lay. On first glance, her father’s talent and hard work were easy to see, but she recognized something else almost immediately. 
 
    “Those paintings are birds-eye views of the terrain around the rock formations and valleys,” said Spectre’s team leader, Ali. There was a hint of a smile on his face. “Everything has a name, and…yeah, I can see directions and piece them together pretty well just by sight. That’s strong work.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Lucille?” 
 
    <<I am scanning the imagery now and will update the intelligence picture as soon as I am done. Your father has even noted weapons positions within the rocks and canyons. The effort is admirable.>> 
 
    He got them to let him paint. 
 
    Who knew he ever wanted to paint? 
 
    He hadn’t, of course. He’d tried to get as much out of the situation as he could. Unable to use a slate or connect to anything, he’d created a visual intelligence product for her and any other rescuers. It was strong work. 
 
    “Robinson, linger as much as you can. Once you get the images, put the dancer in a hiding spot. We’ll explore more of the inner compound later,” Ali said. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    In total darkness save for the light of the slate screen they watched, Jessica and the two members of the Spectre team gathered data. As much as she wanted to talk to her father, she knew he understood someone was there. Someone was going to do something and hopefully get him out. He likely understood the effort they’d been through to get there. 
 
    Part one of Bull’s plan had been to commandeer a Science Guild supply vessel destined for the Fourth Arm. He’d done that more than a month prior, and he believed they could use the vessel’s current security codes and authorizations to get there. All they had to do was modify the ship’s log with maintenance issues and delays. Aunt Nikki had done that easily. They’d boarded the vessel and embarked for Uluru. The older code checked out, and there was no resistance, nor even a question about the vessel’s late arrival. Talk about blind luck—a mercenary’s best friend. 
 
    As it transited between supply depots, the freighter conducted a standard trash drop into orbit, where Jessica and the Spectre team jumped in a high-altitude, high-opening glide and descended to the canyon complex. Above them, the freighter experienced a massive system failure—caused by Lucille—and burned into the atmosphere, covering their tracks. It also cut them off from a return home. Committed, they continued the mission as planned. They’d landed 40 kilometers from the compound and made their way on the ground. Silent and swift, they’d traveled the 40 kilometers in two evenings under total darkness. 
 
    With her Depik modifications, Jessica’s ability to see in darkness far outmatched those around her, but their night vision devices and the like were second to none. Through steep and often exposed terrain, they moved faster and quieter than an element with 40 personnel should have been able to. “Professional” didn’t seem adequate to encompass their abilities and approach, though no one talked about their backgrounds, previous lives, or anything identifiable. 
 
    The men and women went only by names, and it had taken Jessica a bit to understand that the names were not their own. In Spectre’s case, all of them used the moniker of a famous boxer from Earth. Ali held the rank of captain, and the Spectre team was his. Built like a professional football offensive lineman, he moved with an uncanny grace. While sleepy-eyed and serious, he often flashed a bright smile, though it always stopped at his eyes. 
 
    Robinson, by contrast, was young and skinny. One of the five network specialists deployed with each team, his job was infiltration of systems and exploitation of weaknesses. The drone had been his idea. As her father had a lifelong interest in insects, she believed he’d immediately notice something wasn’t right and cooperate. The drone’s flight to the compound hadn’t been without incident, though. Thankfully, Robinson had built in a tiny defense system. Whatever species of local bird had tried, and failed, to capture the drone would hopefully remember the electric shock in the future, and maybe even tell its friends. 
 
    “About halfway done with the scans,” Robinson whispered. “There’s a drone in one corner of the room. Do you want the video files?” 
 
    <<Negative. Connecting to anything in the room is too dangerous at this point in the operation. Once tactically engaged, there may be leverage to gain. Right now, the risk of detection is too great.>> 
 
    “Agreed,” Jessica said. She turned to Ali. “We’ve got a couple hours before Bull arrives. How long will it take us to get to our assembly area?” 
 
    “Forty minutes, tops,” Ali said. “Once Robinson’s done, we’ll gather equipment, suit up, and move out.” 
 
    “I’ve got new data on our assembly area, sir.” Robinson leaned forward in the small tent to look his commander in the face. “There are weapons platforms there.” 
 
    Ali cracked a smile. “Good thing our gear will get us close enough to take them down.” 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” Jessica asked. 
 
    He nodded solemnly. “I’ll have an advance party move up with a maintainer and a hacker. They’ll disconnect external sensors and route communications, so the Veetanho believe the systems are operational, but they won’t track and fire. We’ll loop a video feed of nice, quiet desert floor, and that’ll do it.” 
 
    “What about flyers?” Jessica asked. “What’s to say they won’t explore farther up the canyons?” 
 
    For the last day, they’d seen Veetanho flyers from afar. Their short aerial reconnaissance missions never moved more than five kilometers up the valley floor before turning around. 
 
    Ali shrugged. “They seem lazy and overconfident. They’ve been here for more than a year, guarding your father. Whatever drills they do now are far from actual rehearsals.” 
 
    They’re phoning it in. 
 
    “Scans complete.” 
 
    <<Confirmed. I have a detailed three-dimensional model of the canyon complex, with all weapons platforms located. I have used the brevity codes on the paintings to identify the major terrain features on the objective and have pushed that information to all of Spectre team. There are four platforms of concern for our immediate movement. Two of them are mounted on the canyon wall.>> 
 
    Jessica saw Ali smile. “Lang and Drago will be happy.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I was meaning to ask about those two. Their naming convention doesn’t fit with the others. If you have them, why not have Balboa and Creed?” 
 
    “What’s the point of naming conventions if you can’t break them? We have enough heroes. Besides, you know who I’m talking about, right? They’re free climbers when they aren’t on missions. Both of them are crazy, driven motherfuckers. Even Bull signed off on their names. He shook his head a bit, but he allowed it.” Ali laughed. “They’ll get the job done.” 
 
    Jessica checked her slate. Bull and the second phase were due to arrive in a little more than two hours with the final phase an hour behind them. In three to four hours, it would play out. Whether they’d be successful or not hinged on timing, clearly specified tasks and objectives, and a little bit of luck. The latter twisted her stomach into knots. Whatever luck they’d enjoyed had seemingly run out. The loss of Guild Master Rsach, Captain Dreel, Kurrang, and so many others in such a short time compounded her feelings of doubt. She’d wanted to be a Peacemaker for so long, only to have it torn asunder. Losing her position was one thing, but the loss of so many friends was another. Death was not an uncommon suitor in her life, but the butcher’s bill of late had been too steep. 
 
    “Sir? I’ve found a place to park the dragonfly. Going to wait until lights out in the compound before I take a look around.” 
 
    “Get as much of a map as you can. Compile the information and get it to our slates.” 
 
    Jessica tapped her slate. “Lucille can help with that—she’ll speed up the process some. Not that you aren’t fast, Robinson. She’s just a little bit better.” 
 
    “No offense taken, Peace—Jessica. I’d appreciate the assist.” 
 
    With an hour to go until movement, Jessica excused herself from the tent and moved to where she’d grounded her gear. Azho lay on top of the pack like a sphinx, staring down the river toward the compound. 
 
    “See anything down there?” she asked as she sat on the ground and leaned back, intent on closing her eyes for a bit. 
 
    Azho didn’t move or look at her. His eyes staring into the dark night, he growled, “Trouble.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Uluru 
 
      
 
    Elation proved to be far more of an intoxicant than Cael Rennae realized. With good news in abundance from his visits to the various supply depots on the planet, he’d imbibed a little more than he’d originally intended on the way home to the main complex. He’d wanted to wake James Francis and tell him the good news. Science Guild assets were quickly approaching more than 90% of their mission designated stores of water, food, and natural resources from the planet. Instead, he’d found Francis already asleep and the Veetanho security forces had transitioned into their quiet night operations. With more than 1,000 remote sensors in the immediate area, even a Depik stood little chance of infiltration. He’d calculated the chances of any type of clandestine operation from the increasing orbital traffic succeeding at 0.0098 out of 100 chances. His confidence in their systems and abilities led Cael Rennae to enjoy what the Humans called a nightcap. A little after 0200, he fell into a shallow, fitful sleep. When the alarm klaxons rang out, he at first believed it was part of his dream, until the door to his stateroom opened. 
 
    “Cael Rennae. We’re tracking multiple ships approaching. They appear to be on an intercept course and aren’t broadcasting the appropriate code sequences. They’re running silent.” The Veetanho, he didn’t catch who it was, turned back for the central command complex without a word. He hoisted himself from the bed, silently cursing the cracking sounds of arthritis in his joints, and followed. 
 
    Inside the command center, Reegpo and two other Veetanho studied a massive Tri-V display. Three prominent red icons appeared in a wedge formation above the planet. 
 
    “Distance to targets is 2,000 kilometers and closing. They’re moving over 4,500 kilometers per hour and slowing,” Reegpo said as he entered the space. “Orbital sensors are offline. Long-range radar from Outpost X-ray identified the targets three minutes ago. They’ll be overhead soon. Unknown intentions and negative communications.” 
 
    Cael Rennae blinked to clear his blurry vision. His mouth and tongue felt as if he’d tried to lick a Xiq’tal. “No communications of any type?” 
 
    “No,” Reegpo said. “They haven’t answered anything.” 
 
    “You’ve fired a warning shot?” 
 
    Reegpo looked at him for a long moment. “Did you hear me say the orbital sensors and platforms are down? They arrived while we were updating software, of all the times. There was no way to launch an interceptor. Recommend engagement at maximum range.” 
 
    Cael Rennae bobbed his head in a nod. “Fire on them immediately.” 
 
    “We have one more communications window by our standard operating—” 
 
    “No.” Cael Rennae’s head throbbed, but he stepped forward and raised one taloned hand. “Take no chances.” 
 
    Reegpo started to respond, but he cut her off. In a rush of thought and emotion, he felt as if his entire being was suddenly engaged. “Did they emerge at a LaGrange point? Did we see them before they interfaced with the atmosphere?” 
 
    “They appeared to have been attached to some type of thrustcore, though it had no identification of any type. It appears to have deorbited over the southern ocean.” 
 
    Cael Rennae blinked. Why would they sacrifice their only way out? 
 
    Humans wouldn’t do that. They’re too dependent on transportation to simply forego it. 
 
    “This is a ruse,” he said. 
 
    Reegpo blinked and cocked her head. “That’s quite an assumption.” 
 
    He pointed at the display. “They’ve lost their way home. Humans don’t fight like that. Engage the targets at maximum distance. When can you fire?” 
 
    “Twenty seconds,” Reegpo replied. 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “Ma’am? We’re seeing multiple smaller targets now. They appear to be dropping…CASPers.” 
 
    Reegpo pushed past him and peered closely at the display. After a moment, she frowned. “Signatures match CASPers in HALD drop formations. We can target them, too.” 
 
    “Then do it!” Cael Rennae erupted. The emotion pushed through his aching head and filled him with a sudden exuberance of power and authority. The Veetanho might be better warriors, but he (and he alone!) was in charge of the mission on Uluru. They would listen to him or else. Success was certain. 
 
    “Outer batteries firing in five seconds,” Reegpo replied without looking at him. “Launch.” 
 
    In the still night beyond the complex, light strobed in the distance. The main complex rested in the center of concentric circles of missile batteries more than 60 kilometers away. Closer in, the missile batteries were intermixed with autocannons and surface mines. The staggering amount of ordnance at his disposal further fueled Cael Rennae. Watching the rockets streak into the atmosphere like the thunderbolts of the ancient Buma gods steeled his spine. 
 
    “Time to impact is 22 seconds,” Reegpo called. 
 
    Cael Rennae wasn’t listening. He stepped out of the command complex and through the thick door onto the external porch facing south. The night air was cool and redolent with the scent of the nocturnal blooming fleressis along the upper canyon walls as he watched expectantly and counted down the seconds in his head until the first distant flashes erupted in the atmosphere. 
 
    He stepped back into the command complex, expecting victory. 
 
    “Initial target has separated into two. Now tracking four targets and at least 400 CASPer heat shields on descent,” the Veetanho sensor operator said. 
 
    “Two targets now moving out from the path. They’re under control and maneuvering. One moving west, and the other is banking east,” Reegpo said. “They’re setting up a convergence.” 
 
    “A what?” Cael Rennae blinked, and then he understood. “They’re going to bomb us.” 
 
    “That’s what they’re setting up.” Reegpo reached for the general alarm button. 
 
    “No,” Cael Rennae said. “I maintain this is a ruse. Target the CASPers and the ships with two more barrages. If the enemy gets through, then we’ll wake the garrison and prepare to defend.” 
 
    Reegpo appeared as if she was going to say something, but didn’t. 
 
    “What is it?” he snapped at her. “Do what I say!” 
 
    She turned to the weapons operator and ordered additional barrages. The enemy was now within 50 kilometers at varying altitudes. The outer ships had turned, exactly as she’d thought, so their paths would converge nearly overhead the complex. 
 
    “Maximum barrage at all four targets. Use supplemental shots against those heat shields. Nothing larger than a melon gets through,” Reegpo ordered. 
 
    Within 15 seconds, the weapons operator reported, “Ready for launch. Maximum barrage. When we fire, reloading the entire complement will take 12 minutes and 6 seconds. The enemy will have a window.” 
 
    “Can’t be helped,” Reegpo said. “Fire.” 
 
    Cael Rennae watched the display as the rockets tore into the two center targets. Both detonated spectacularly over the desert. The sky filled with fiery debris. Thousands of radar contacts appeared, but everything the size and mass of a CASPer heat shield was destroyed. “Now the outer two.” 
 
    “Adjusting and preparing to fire,” Reegpo replied. “Fire.” 
 
    The eastern dropship attempted to evade the missiles, only to be struck by six in rapid succession. Through the complex’s powerful cameras and telescopes, Cael Rennae watched the dropship cartwheel into the desert with barely concealed glee. 
 
    “One down!” he chirped. 
 
    The western dropship evaded most of the missiles, but not enough. One struck the dropship’s hull with a bright flash. The dropship barrel-rolled through the sky and seemed to wobble as its pilot barely maintained controlled flight. To gain speed, the dropship angled farther west and pushed its nose down. Trailing thick smoke, it disappeared over the horizon, appearing to enter another roll. 
 
    “They won’t recover from that,” he said. 
 
    No one in the command complex spoke for a moment. “All targets destroyed, ma’am.” 
 
    Reegpo nodded. “Remain on alert posture.” 
 
    “Why?” Cael Rennae blurted. “We’ve eliminated the threat! If anything did get through, the autocannons and the mines will take out the rest. Leave those systems operational. There’s no need to wake the garrison.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Reegpo said. 
 
    “Noted.” Cael Rennae stepped toward her. “This is my operation.” 
 
    Reegpo nodded but didn’t reply. 
 
    “Excellent work, Reegpo. You and your team are victorious. Perhaps when daylight breaks, we can send reconnaissance teams out to explore the debris.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Reegpo replied. “Debris will be falling over our position if the winds aloft hold up.” 
 
    “Good, we won’t have to explore far,” Cael Rennae chirped. His headache returned, and there was a sudden fatigue he couldn’t quite ignore. “If you need me, I’ll be in my stateroom. Wake me if anything else of great importance happens.” 
 
    “I will,” Reegpo replied. 
 
    There was something in her voice that stopped him. “What is it, Reegpo? Were we not victorious?” 
 
    “The engagement was successful. If this truly was a ruse, we were successful. I can’t help but think this was a test run of our defenses and our capabilities. Only time will tell.” 
 
    Cael Rennae cooed a laugh. “I suppose you could be correct, Reegpo, but I’m a being of data and correlation. For the Humans to simply charge in like that, with high-altitude dropships and the intent to bomb us, played out exactly as they would. They’re terrible mercenaries and utterly predictable.” 
 
    “I respectfully disagree with your assessment,” Reegpo replied. “I’ll wake you if the situation changes.” 
 
    “You do that,” Cael Rennae called over his narrow shoulder. He bounced down the passageway to his stateroom. His sudden fatigue lifted for a moment, and he almost turned to go downstairs to Francis’ quarters. 
 
    No. We’ll ensure it’s truly his daughter and her friends spread all over the desert before I tell him. I want to watch him break. All the things he took from me and vice versa. It culminates here. 
 
    I will win once and for all.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Spires 
 
      
 
    To the uninitiated, night parachute jumps sound exciting and dangerous. From his own experience, Bull never managed not to feel bored at some point during the experience. He’d done the full gamut of training, from low-altitude static line jumps, where all he’d had to do was fall out of the aircraft and not break anything during landing; to high-altitude, high-opening jumps, where he’d done his best not to fall asleep as he rode the wind as far as it would take him. Of course, it helped his level of awareness and involvement when the Veetanho and their weapons systems fired at their makeshift “transport vehicles.” What the enemy believed to be dropships were, in reality, a conglomeration of shipping containers attached to makeshift reaction control systems. The same could be said for the thrustcore device. Take enough spare shipping containers, fill them with trash, used CASPer heat shields, and just about anything else he could scrounge, and he could build almost anything and have an appreciable mass to throw. 
 
    With Jessica Francis and Spectre team having infiltrated aboard the captured Science Guild shuttlecraft, he needed to get the remainder of the main ground force down to the surface without attempting to land a ship. The HAHO drop was the best option, and all he’d needed to do was confuse the Veetanho long enough to get everyone to the surface. The shipping containers and their cargo, fueled by some additional explosives for good measure, had done their job.  
 
    Stealth parachutes and thermal masking coveralls did the rest. Unless the Veetanho had a really good telescope, they weren’t going to see the four teams—160 personnel—dropping on their heads. He’d selected four main landing zones, and, while radio silent, everything appeared to be proceeding on schedule. 
 
    Spectre team was already on the ground and deep within the river valley northeast of the large, exposed, mesa-like formation where the Science Guild was holding Jimmy Francis. A deep, fast river around the formation had been engineered into a physical moat. Where its natural path had been, the river cut a gorge through the red granite-like stone. Roughly 500 meters across in most places, the depth of the gorge averaged 300 meters—an impressive natural asset. There were ways across the gorge, but he believed them unnecessary.  
 
    Two teams, Phantom and Wraith, would land atop the high ground east of the gorge and secure the area as a secondary landing zone. Patches would be in charge of the two teams, focusing their combat power. The autocannon emplacements and what appeared to be a secondary communications unit would be their primary targets. When the time came, they would initiate the attack and draw the eyes of the Veetanho security force east instead of west. 
 
    Bull had landed with Shadow team on a rock feature consisting of two exposed columns of rock he’d christened the Spires. From there, his view of the valley complexes below would allow him the best possible advantage to see what needed to be seen once the sun rose. His final team, Ghost, was on course to land northwest of his position in the great valley complex he’d deemed the highest speed avenue of approach. Given what he could see, the Veetanho security force believed an enemy force would use the wide, generally flat valley to approach. 
 
    Might as well give them their money’s worth. 
 
    Through the enhanced night vision projected on the faceplate of his helmet, Bull selected his landing point near the Spires and steered the parachute in his chosen direction. Just before touchdown, he pulled down on the toggles in his hands, and the parachute wing flared, allowing him to slow to near zero, put his feet down on the rocks, and stand. Before the parachute could deflate, he was already collecting the shroud lines and the canopy with a rolling, figure-eight movement of his arms. With everything collected, he clapped his hands together, pulled his arms out of the chute, and dropped it to the surface. He withdrew a bag from the right thigh pocket of his coveralls and stuffed the stealth chute into it. Around him, the members of Shadow team were doing the same thing. He tossed his parachute bag to one of the team members to collect and mark for pickup or, if necessary, destruction. Good gear was hard to find, and even more critical to protect. 
 
    Bull felt a buzz on the inside of his left wrist. The incoming message would need to wait until he could get some type of concealment between himself and the command complex across the valley. No chances could be taken, so he waited. 
 
    Shadow team made fast work of the four autocannon emplacements around the top of the hill where the Spires stood. One of their members, with their comics-derived callsigns, climbed to the top of the Spires, disabled the sensor platform atop the main spire, and hacked the communications relay on the other. Bull wasn’t watching, though. He’d moved to the base of the spires once Beast, or Alpine, or whatever the operator’s callsign was, clambered to the top. 
 
    Shadow team’s ranking NCO, Cyclops, erected a hasty shelter made of the same stealth technology as their parachutes. An enemy would have to be almost on top of the shelter to find it against the rocks. He’d paid a hefty design and development fee for the technology for a reason. Tortantula silk could do amazing things. 
 
    Inside the shelter, Bull exposed the screen of his slate and tapped to wake it. The message from Jessica Francis flashed to life along with a data packet. Bull tapped to open it, and his eyes widened. He tapped the icon of a speaker, and he heard Lucille’s voice. 
 
    <<Bull, this is a three-dimensional representation of the complex around you and the weapons positions visible from the command complex. I have derived this from a series of acrylic and oil paintings produced by Jessica’s father during his captivity. In some cases, he appears to have been able to use a drone to gather imagery to augment his ability to see weapons platforms and potential areas of cover and concealment. A detailed guide to the terrain using brevity codes and names is available.>> 
 
    The visualization of the formation and the surrounding valley populated. A name appeared on the command complex. Masada. Let’s hope this turns out better, Jimmy. 
 
     Lucille continued, <<I pushed this information to all your teams via X-band communications bursts below the threshold of detection from the Science Guild sensor platforms. Once voice communications are established, I will update you. Good luck, but I know you won’t need it.>> 
 
    The last part of the message tightened his throat. Though Lucille’s voice was mostly without Human inflection or affectation, there were bits of her diction and responses that were far too Human. 
 
    I know you won’t need luck. 
 
    He heard Seeley’s voice from the past as clearly as if she stood next to him in the shelter. 
 
    I know you won’t need luck. You’ve planned for every eventuality. 
 
    That’s what you do, babe. 
 
    I love you. 
 
    He clenched his jaw and shoved the emotion down. There would be time enough for thoughts and memories of his time with the love of his life. If he didn’t survive the day, he’d be with her forever in what she called the Great Whatever. 
 
    Gods, I miss you, Seeley. 
 
    But it’s time to go to work. 
 
    He took a deep breath and opened the data packet. A miniature hologram of the area winked to life in light blue animation. Lucille’s compilation of the area and the weapons placements impressed him. 
 
    There was a low tone in his earpiece. High frequency voice communications had been established. The Veetanho and the Science Guild’s love of technology, in his mind, would be the death of them. As a young man, he’d told everyone who would listen that the march of technology farther into the smaller areas of the electromagnetic spectrum could be exploited. Alien technology could effectively model and null atmospheric attenuation of those higher signals. Ionospheric effects, though, proved more difficult to deal with because every planet and system was different. Rather than learn how to suck the egg—one of his favorite expressions—they’d taken the easier road. He and the others hadn’t. Patches hadn’t liked the approach of using the discarded end of the spectrum, but he understood it. 
 
    Bull took a measured breath and let it out. Patches was on the ground with Wraith on the far side of the valley. He’d wanted a chance to “blow shit up,” and within an hour, he’d get his chance. 
 
    Bull tapped his earpiece. “Lucille. Verify HF secure.” 
 
    <<Secure. Maintain time sequencing.>> 
 
    Until the enemy sensor platforms were disabled, they needed to keep all communications terse—less than five seconds. HF radiation, what they used for communication, could still be isolated and tracked. The chance of detection was high, despite the galaxy’s disdain for the frequency bands. While short duration comms kept the air clear, there was a possibility of miscommunication. As such, only a few voices would be allowed on the channels until they were ready to execute the mission. 
 
    For the next 30 minutes, he oversaw Shadow team’s canvass of the area and their work to hack and disable the weapons platforms in their immediate vicinity. The idea was to pull the drones out of the hidden bays under Masada. According to Jessica’s intelligence, there could be hundreds of thousands of the autonomous weapon platforms. Getting them out into the air, where they could be dealt with effectively, was critical to the next phase of the mission. If they hit the upper plateaus east of the gorge separating the plateau from Masada, he believed the east bay under the complex would open and release its drones, allowing Spectre team to get inside. A Veetanho security force would be focused on speed and lethality. They’d almost certainly launch the east bay first. 
 
    He checked the mission timer on his slate. Two minutes earlier than planned, Patches called. 
 
    “Bull, Wraith is ready.” 
 
    “Copy,” he said, then released the transmit button. He pressed it again. “Phantom?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    One corner of Bull’s mouth curled under as he moved from the shelter into the center of the spires to watch the fireworks and measure the enemy’s response. “Spectre?” 
 
    He heard Jessica’s voice instead of Ali’s, a courtesy to her now former position, but one he appreciated. The younger woman knew her shit, and he respected her. “Ready.” 
 
    Bull squatted on the exposed rocks. “Phase One. Go.” 
 
    The extreme northern and southern enemy weapons platforms went up with a ripple of explosives. Bright white flashes illuminated the valley. When the detonations happened, and their miniature shock waves arrived, the Veetanho security force on Masada came to life. 
 
    <<Communications sensors are offline. HF is free.>> 
 
    “Copy, Lucille,” Bull said. “Spectre?” 
 
    Jessica’s response was immediate. “East bay opening and drones deploying. We’re moving that direction now.” 
 
    “Hit ’em again, Patches.” 
 
    “Fuckin’ A!” Another series of explosions tore up the southern end of the distant plateau. 
 
    <<Drone swarm launched.>> 
 
    Well, we have their attention. 
 
    In the distance, the first vestiges of light manifested, and he could see the planet’s horizon. Against the indigo sky, he barely made out the cloud of drones streaking south and east of the complex toward what they believed was an enemy incursion. In their stealth suits and shelters, Wraith would wait out the drones until Phase Two. What mattered was getting Jessica and the Spectre team inside the complex. 
 
    A minute later, Jessica called, “We’re in, Bull. Go for Phase Two.” 
 
    Alone on the rock formation, Bull actually smiled. “All stations, go for Phase Two.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Masada 
 
      
 
    Following the first squad of Spectre team, Jessica and Azho ducked through the opening of the drone bay. The hexagonal room was at least 15 meters high. Racks of drones hung from the ceiling above, and a couple hundred armored land drones littered the wide floorspace. Not counting the sizable swarm that had already been unleashed, Jessica thought there must have been at least 50,000 drones still available in the bay. 
 
    They might just have a few million drones like Ricky said. 
 
    Let’s hope that Ricky Shit works as well here as it did for them on Springton Gate. 
 
    Truth be told, Ricky Shit was their last resort. Aunt Nikki had several potential points to attack in the drones’ communications networks. Jessica carried the first. As the Spectre team infiltrated and secured the area, their first target were the lights throughout the bay. In the sudden darkness, Jessica had no trouble following Azho toward what they believed was the main communications conduit. The Depik modifications to her eyes, while possibly disconcerting to her fellow Humans, worked beautifully. Her upgraded cat’s eye pupils enabled her to see the two 12-person teams working quickly to disable the internal security sensors in the bay. The Spectre network specialists tied into the command network from a small console on the far wall. Within a minute, they had access to the command-and-control systems of the complex and the outer auto-weapons. 
 
    Ali gave her a thumbs-up, and Spectre engaged the system with the first round of deception. 
 
    <<False jamming signal initiated.>> 
 
    I hope to gods this works. 
 
    Jessica suppressed a grin. Not wanting to tip their hand too early, Bull had decided not to use Ricky’s intelligence on the drone network until absolutely necessary. His idea was to confuse the Veetanho security team while they tried to engage with their auto-systems. When they were unable to, they’d be drawn out into the physical battle space. From there, they were vulnerable to fire and maneuver, as well as deception and deceit. Behind their sensors, with their auto-weapons covering the valley, they were lazy. Their lack of discipline could be used against them. 
 
    Jessica turned to Azho. “Find the way upstairs.” 
 
    The Depik didn’t respond as he winked into quintessence. 
 
    She turned her attention to another critical member of the team. “Lucille? Don’t directly engage the network. We can’t risk compromise.” 
 
    <<I understand, Jessica. I am monitoring the situation and will relay observations to Spectre team. I am also observing their interactions with the network. I give this current tactic a very low chance of success.>> 
 
    “I agree, Lucille, but we have to trust Bull. He has a plan.” 
 
    Lucille didn’t respond, which was for the best. Jessica believed her own words, and given his history with her father and the operations they’d both built, there was no reason not to trust him. However, while the bearing, professionalism, and skill of his operational teams seemed first rate, they were an unknown. She could trust them, but Bull’s planning was a foreign concept. His attention to detail and calculated moves attempted to predict every single enemy course of action and develop a coherent, timely response to each. Jessica knew the greatest truth of soldiering—a plan never survived contact with enemy forces. Yet Bull’s teams believed otherwise, and their trust in their commander, and their adjacent units, gave her a small measure of comfort. 
 
    Stick to the plan, Bulldog. 
 
    “Jessica?” Azho called through her earpiece. “I’ve located a stairwell up into the complex. Your far right at four o’clock. There are elevators, too, if you choose.” 
 
    “Those things are death traps,” Jessica replied. “I’ll take good old stone steps any day.” 
 
    “Well, then, you’re in luck,” Azho growled. “You’ll have to duck, though. These are clearly Veetanho-sized. I’m going up the staircase ahead of you.” 
 
    “Don’t get too far ahead,” Jessica cautioned. As she reached the bottom of the staircase, she heard Azho chuckle in her earpiece. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, Jessica. I was made for this,” Azho replied. A moment later he added, “This staircase keeps going, likely all the way to the top of the exterior complex. I’ll secure the immediate area at the top and then see what I can find.” 
 
    <<I have your father’s possible location in the complex mapped. When you emerge from the staircase, I can pinpoint your position. This staircase was not part of the original mapping.>> 
 
    Crouched, Jessica strained to maintain a good pace. The steep stairs slowed her every move. She leaned forward, put her gloved hands on the stone, and climbed on all fours. Without the strain on her back, and not having to bend her neck sharply forward, she actually moved faster. 
 
    A flash of memory turned the smooth, red stone staircase into a deep green, thickly-padded stairwell in her great aunt’s farmhouse. The ornate wooden stairs had creaked with every shift of weight. More than 140 years old by the time she’d first climbed them, the stairs had supported countless family members, including her great-grandmother, over their lifetime. The memory was strong enough she could smell cornbread on the kitchen stove as Jessica accelerated up the dark stairwell behind her companion some distance ahead. At the top of the staircase would be both an enemy she could face and a man she loved. 
 
    I’m here, Dad. 
 
    Be right there. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cael Rennae burst into the central command center. Neither Reegpo nor her two operators looked up. Red and yellow warning lights flickered on a half dozen screens. He opened his mouth to yell at them for a status report when he heard Reegpo speaking calmly. 
 
    “Re-engage the command-and-control frequency.” 
 
    “Working,” the weapons operator said. 
 
    “How many weapons platforms are offline?” she asked the communications operator. 
 
    “Eight were destroyed. I have connectivity with the others, but there’s no sensor activity.” The operator pointed at her screen. “I can’t determine where the weapons came from. There’s a possibility they were part of the aerial debris.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Reegpo said. 
 
    Cael erupted. “Preposterous! If they didn’t come from the air, where did they come from, Reegpo? Do you even know? How can I be expected to hold—” 
 
    She was at him in the blink of an eye with a large knife pressed against his throat. “Stop talking, Cael Rennae. I am in charge of the fight.” 
 
    “I’m the site commander,” Cael squeaked. “You’re only in charge of the prisoner.” 
 
    “And which of us has actual combat experience? Which of us can hold their own in a fight?” Reegpo leaned close and bared her teeth. “Do you really want to have this conversation now?” 
 
    “Reegpo?” the weapons operator called. “I’ve located interference on the command-and-control network.” 
 
    “The east drone bay is offline,” the communications operator added. “I have no power, no sensors. Firing the doors closed now.” 
 
    Cael Rennae felt a soft thump from the rock around them as the explosive charges to seal the bay doors in case of an emergency detonated. “Were…were all drones launched?” 
 
    “No.” Reegpo backed away and sheathed her knife. “There were 60,000 units still in their racks.” 
 
    “A great sacrifice,” Cael chirped. 
 
    Reegpo frowned. “We launched a reconnaissance force, not the entire complement. Our standard operating procedures let us down. I will not make that mistake again.” 
 
    “A good observation.” Cael smoothed his feathers. “Interference on the command frequency?” 
 
    Reegpo turned to the operators. “Locate it.” 
 
    “Working.” The weapons operator shook her head and pointed at the screen. “The signal appears to be emanating from…the other platforms?” 
 
    “What?” Cael and Reegpo said at the same exact time. Reegpo glanced at him, and his beak closed. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this,” the communications operator said. “Permission to raise our transmitter power to overcome the jamming?” 
 
    “Do it,” Reegpo replied. 
 
    “Interference overcome,” the operator said. “The signal appeared to be coming from our platforms.” 
 
    “Which ones?” Reegpo asked. “Which area of the valley?” 
 
    The operator turned to her with a quizzical look on her face. “All of them, Reegpo.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Masada 
 
      
 
    Francis woke with the first explosions. The urge to leap from his bed and dress frantically took a moment to suppress, but he was successful. His clothes waited on the end of the bed. After sitting up and stretching his back, he reached for the tan Intergalactic Hauler coveralls and his boots. As he tied the laces, he heard drones launching and racing toward the eastern plateau. 
 
    Good move. Distract the Veetanho with an assault from the east. Get them to launch drones and measure the response. 
 
    Did I give you enough intel, Bulldog? 
 
    Fully dressed, Francis took a moment to study the room that had been his home for more than a year. The nondescript bed surrounded by his many canvases belied his boredom and the turmoil of the last 20 years. He’d sought to live in the background, quietly working against a certain threat. His business had thrived under the management of a board of directors he interacted with twice a year. The Company, under Bull, had also flourished. While he should have had the opportunity to enjoy the fruits of his labors, he knew better. Had he lived in the public eye, the Science Guild would have come after him much sooner. They’d made their play for him, and he’d taken the bait. 
 
    Those damned chips. 
 
    Francis clenched his hands into fists then took a deep breath to relax. They’d believed the damned things were a beacon. He’d believed, with Lucille’s assistance, he’d be able to return clandestinely if Jessica figured out how to use hers. When she had, he’d been able to ride in like a hero, but she really hadn’t needed him. His appearance had paused hostilities long enough for Jessica to do her Peacemaker thing, but he didn’t believe for a moment she’d actually needed him. 
 
    And in spite of everything, she’d said she loved him. 
 
    Now she’s here to rescue my ass. 
 
    Francis set his jaw. A rush of thoughts and emotions, far different than the fear he’d lived with and believed he’d stayed ahead of, passed through his mind, and he latched on to them. 
 
    No more. 
 
    I’m done running. 
 
    He took a deep breath and released it, thinking of Katie. Smiling at him in the snow so many years ago. Holding her hand on the beaches of the Florida panhandle when she’d told him she was pregnant with Jessica. The two of them on horseback in the Ural Mountains when she’d wanted to go home and visit the last of her living relatives. Finally, he thought of the last time he saw her. They’d traded video messages for years, but he’d snuck home once after Jessica left for the University of Georgia. He’d gone to pay his respects at the grave of Milton McCoy when she’d come up out of the rain and slipped an arm around his waist. 
 
    Faces wet with tears, they’d held each other for a long time under a large black umbrella. The earth on Pops McCoy’s grave still fresh, whether there was a body there or not, had caught his eye. In that moment, he’d known time was fleeting. He’d almost left the cemetery with Katie and returned home to face whatever came. Instead, he’d run. 
 
    No more. 
 
    This time, I live in the present. That’s the best I can do, Katie. I wasn’t there for you, but I’m going to be there for Jessica. 
 
    So help me God. 
 
    Francis raised his chin and took another deep breath. He sat on the edge of his bed. If he was right, they’d come for him soon enough. Whether it was Reegpo or Cael Rennae, he decided he’d be ready for them. He had no weapon other than his mind. He’d seen around every corner he’d faced over the last 30 years. Today would be no different. 
 
    Come on, Bulldog. 
 
    I’m ready now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Spires 
 
      
 
    Bull waited. The first drones hovered uselessly above the eastern plateau for several minutes before the Veetanho responded exactly as he’d thought they would. Increasing their transmitter power was the easiest and most expedient way of breaking through jamming. When they did, though, he’d learned which antenna on the main complex was the command-and-control frequency. He’d marked the target for elimination later and turned his attention to the northern and southern drone bays. They’d launch soon, and when they did, it wouldn’t be a reconnaissance force. They’d launch the entire bay—both ground and air drones. The Veetanho would also ensure their auto-weapons were set to engage on their own and with no confirmation. 
 
    They’d find a lot of barren ground. 
 
    Over the last decade, he’d spent more credits than he’d ever dreamed it possible to accumulate on the development of the camouflage equipment his teams deployed. From everything he’d seen, they were worth every credit. 
 
    Across the valley, drones emerged from the north and south bays like giant clouds of bats flying out of the mouth of a cavern. There were at least 100,000 of the things jumping into the sky. A section of them remained hovering directly over Masada. The rest patrolled to the east of the complex over the vast plateau. The Veetanho had taken the bait. 
 
    Movement on the ground caught his eye, and Bull withdrew a small pair of binoculars from his combat vest. Wheeled and tracked drones rolled out from the bays and took up defensive positions around the base of the rock formation. As he watched, some appeared to line up at the edge of the river. 
 
    Wait for it. 
 
    A few moments later, a bridge rose from the fast moving water, and the drones accelerated across and deployed in the greater valley below. 
 
    Bull smiled. Nothing like sticking to the playbook. 
 
    “Patches? You see the bridge in the valley?” 
 
    “I’m a little fuckin’ busy, Bull. Tracked drones are coming out of the ground up here.” 
 
    “Then hit ’em hard.” 
 
    He checked his slate. Three minutes out. 
 
    Not bad. Time for Phase 3. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Masada 
 
      
 
    “Drones deployed. Perimeter defense has been established. Sending reconnaissance elements to the west,” the weapons operator called. 
 
    Reegpo glanced at Cael Rennae, who asked, “There’s nothing on our sensors?” 
 
    “Nothing, but that doesn’t rule out something being there.” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Flush them out?” 
 
    Reegpo shook her head. “No, we’re going to wait them out. The drones have 10 hours of fuel at a minimum. If this is an attack, they’ll make their move soon. They may already have personnel inside.” 
 
    “Inside?” Cael Rennae chirped. “Are you not concerned?” 
 
    Reegpo shook her head. “The elevators are shut down, and the emergency stairwell will collapse if they attempt to climb it. No Human will get up here, Cael Rennae.” 
 
    She moved across the command center. “I’m going to retrieve our prisoner. If his friends are out there, they’ll be coming for him. Since your orders are that he is not to be killed, we should make finding him more difficult.” 
 
    “We are in agreement,” Cael Rennae replied. 
 
    I am glad to know I have your approval. Reegpo kept the sardonic grin off her face. If anyone on the rock needed killing, it was Cael Rennae. But orders were orders. 
 
    “I’ll retrieve James Francis. Engage anything you see or detect. When they move, we’ll counter.” 
 
    Cael Rennae spun his head toward her. “You make it sound like this is a game, Reegpo.” 
 
    “Is war anything but a competition?” Reegpo replied. “The Humans have a saying that warfare is based upon deception. They’re not the only beings who think this way.” 
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    Of course you don’t. 
 
    Reegpo cocked her head to one side, and her tiny maw curled into a devious smile. “All is not what it seems here, Cael Rennae. James Francis believes I’m his friend. His attachment is a far more powerful weapon than anything you ever tried to synthesize from their plants, chemicals, and addictions. For the most part, Humans want the company of others. This need for attachment, friendship, should have been your target all along. That’s how we’ll break them once and for all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Masada 
 
      
 
    “Freeze.” 
 
    Jessica did as Azho said and stopped where she was. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “There’s a trap here.” 
 
    She studied the stairwell around her. The featureless stone walls held only a small conduit wiring the tiny LED lights every five meters in both directions. “What kind of trap?” 
 
    “A collapse trigger. I’m looking for a way to disable it,” Azho said. “As you would say, I have to give them credit. It’s a devious design. It supports my weight, but will trigger if you walk on it.” 
 
    “It supports your weight?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jessica drew a ragged breath. “You stepped on it, didn’t you?” 
 
    Azho didn’t reply for a moment. “I did.” 
 
    She chuckled and shook off the bolt of fear threatening to race through her body. “That makes me feel good. My trusty companion didn’t see a trap meant to kill us.” 
 
    “Not us. Just you,” Azho growled. “I can’t disable this trap, Jessica. If you step on it, it will collapse the tunnel.” 
 
    “Good thing I’m not walking.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m crawling up the stairs, Azho. The ceiling is too short. It’s faster if I go this way.” 
 
    “Oh. If you avoid this step, it should be fine.” 
 
    Jessica squinted. “Did you step on every step between you and me?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    “Making sure you didn’t miss one, that’s all,” Jessica replied. “I’m moving your way.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m going to mark the step with an X. That’s the one you want to avoid.” 
 
    “X marks the spot in reverse, then?” 
 
    “If you growl like a Human movie pirate, I promise you I’ll make your death slow and painful,” Azho replied. 
 
    Jessica smiled to herself. “A movie pirate and a pirate in a movie are two different things, Azho.” 
 
    “I am aware of this phenomenon from your collection of pirated movies.” 
 
    “That’s evidence, thank you.” Jessica smiled. 
 
    “Do you always have strange thoughts during a mission?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    Azho sighed loud enough he triggered his microphone. “I will never fully understand you, Jessica Francis. It’s a good thing companionship is like love. Then again, loving something to death is a thing, right?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Emergence detected. Two vessels at 189 kilometers altitude and…now one contact. Second contact has shunted out,” the weapons operator reported. “Single dropship. Human design. No radio communications. The ship is…descending very fast. Almost as if it’s out of control.” 
 
    Cael Rennae studied the screen. A single Human dropship typically carried a very small number of CASPers or regular line infantry. For an assault on Uluru, there would be more. 
 
    “Check and calibrate planetwide sensors,” he ordered. “There’ll be more of them. Warm up all weapon pylons, too.” 
 
    “Initializing.” 
 
    He bobbed his entire upper body in affirmation. “Get the orbitals back online, if you can.” 
 
    “Fifth boot iteration. No response.” 
 
    However the first ships had been able to take out the orbiting constellation of weapons platforms, they’d done a superior job. Unable to receive telemetry on each platform’s health and wellness, they also had no command line. The architecture of the automated system had completely failed. 
 
    Or was purposefully taken offline by someone far better at the technology than my team. 
 
    “Lock on to the ship as it descends. At the first opportunity, I want it blown out of the sky.” Cael Rennae flipped the Tri-V screens back to the feeds from the drones scouring the eastern plateau. His eyes deceived him. In the mostly featureless flora, there was nothing indicating anything capable of attacking and detonating the auto-weapons pylons emplaced to maintain security. Footage of the detonations showed nothing, either. The darkness made seeing anything in the feeds problematic. He wound the footage all the way back to the detonations of the ships in the atmosphere to see if he could discern anything arcing away from them to hit the weapons pylons. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Dropship has entered the upper atmosphere under thrust. Scanning aspect change. Projected course takes them northwest of the complex.” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” he chirped. 
 
    Neither of the Veetanho operators looked up at him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s time to go, James.” 
 
    Fully dressed, he sat on the edge of the bed and looked up at Reegpo with a wan smile on his face. “I suppose it is.” 
 
    Dressed in a combat sling with her goggles atop her head, she looked like a soldier for the first time in more than a year. Gone was the quiet, almost gentle being carrying a mug of hot tea in her tiny hands. In her place was a shrewd combat commander who meant business. The weapon on her hip was her authority, and she would use it if he failed to do exactly what she asked. 
 
    I almost thought we were friends. 
 
    “Why do you make that face?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Her serious countenance broke into one of concern. “I know you, James Francis. Whatever you just thought troubles me.” 
 
    He met her gaze and said the words. “I thought we were friends.” 
 
    Reegpo looked away. When her face came back up to him, the edge in her eyes seemed to abate. Her mouth worked silently as the words she tried to use failed in her throat. 
 
    Time to go for the jugular. 
 
    “You’re ready to kill me now, aren’t you? So you can follow Cael Rennae blindly without stopping to think about what you’re really doing.” 
 
    “That’s not a fair statement.” Reegpo frowned. 
 
    “It’s the truth.” Francis forced a chuckle. “Hell, Reegpo, Humans have a saying: It’s not personal; it’s business. That’s exactly what this has become to you—a business transaction. You’re going to see it through like you’d itemize a ledger. Retrieve me from my quarters. Dangle me like bait to see if anyone really comes to get me. It’s a tale as old as time.” 
 
    “The disgust in your voice is evident,” Reegpo replied. “I don’t know what else to say.” 
 
    “Disgusted? Maybe. I’m tired of being played, Reegpo.” 
 
    Her head cocked one side. “You feel as if I’ve played you in some manner?” 
 
    “You, Cael Rennae, just about everyone I’ve ever come across.” Francis shook his head and stood up from the edge of the bed. “Let’s go. I have nothing more to say than, let’s get this over with. Maybe it all ends today, Reegpo.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like you’re wanting an ending, James.” Reegpo’s voice was quiet. “You sound like you’re grieving.” 
 
    “I am.” He stared down at her. “Losing friends and seeing the true colors of those you trust reveal themselves hurts more than you can imagine.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jessica made it to the top of the staircase. Azho emerged from quintessence at her side and whispered in her ear, “I’m going into the complex. If I find your father, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    She nodded. “Where are the elevators?” 
 
    “Down the corridor on your right about 30 meters,” Azho replied. “Do you think it’s wise to use them?” 
 
    “Once the Veetanho figure out Spectre’s inside, they’ll blow the staircase anyway. They think they have the elevators under their control. I’ll take care of that.” 
 
    Azho looked at her for a long moment. His bright yellow eyes glinted in the low light of the internal complex. “Be safe, Jessica.” 
 
    “You, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Status report,” Reegpo said. She pushed into the command center past the posturing Buma. Francis was immediately behind her, his hands at his sides. 
 
    Her weapons operator said, “Dropship approaching. Current course takes them northwest of the facility. We have limited weapons beyond—” 
 
    She whirled on Francis. “Your Great Valley.” 
 
    Francis said nothing. 
 
    “You called it an avenue. An avenue of something.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Approach.” 
 
    “Yes, a high-speed, easy place to drop a combat force and get them to their objective faster.” Reegpo turned back to her weapons operator. “What else?” 
 
    The operator said nothing for a moment. Her forehead rumpled as she studied the screens in front of her. “Multiple signatures trailing from the dropship. Confidence is high these are actual CASPers. Switching to thermal for confirmation.” 
 
    Reegpo slapped the console as the images resolved into what appeared to be 40 to 50 Mk 7 and Mk 8 CASPers descending under parachutes. “Blow them out of the sky.” 
 
    “Cycling weapons platforms,” the weapons operator reported. “Platforms online and loaded. Initiating command sequence alpha. Firing.” 
 
    The image on the central Tri-V didn’t change. 
 
    “Jamming signals are present again,” the communications operator called. “Boosting power.” 
 
    “Firing.” 
 
    Again, the image on the screen didn’t change. 
 
    The central Tri-V display flickered and blanked in the space of a few seconds. An animated icon of a Pushtal giving a very Human middle finger gesture appeared. Below it, a line of text appeared. 
 
    [How y’all like them apples?] 
 
    Behind her, Francis snorted a laugh. She whirled on him, intent on shutting him up, but a series of beeps and alarms sounded from the main console. He stood with one hand covering the smile on his face. His blue eyes glittered as if he were in on something. She opened her mouth to speak, but another voice filled the small room. 
 
    “What is that? Why does it ask about apples?” Cael Rennae said. Reegpo’s stomach knotted on itself. 
 
    “Communication networks are compromised. I have multiple indications of radiation within the HF bands that appear to be voice and data,” the operator said. She reached for the general quarters alarm and pressed it. Reegpo didn’t stop her. 
 
    Gods. They’re not on that ship at all. 
 
    They’re already inside. 
 
    Instead, the Veetanho commander turned to Francis. “What have you done, James Francis?” 
 
    He said nothing in return; he only smiled.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Spires 
 
      
 
    Bull watched the 46 CASPers, including the remnants of Force 25, cut away from their parachutes and fire their jump jets to slow their descent into the great valley. Automated weapons pylons in the area remained quiet, but he knew they wouldn’t be for long. 
 
    “Goblin 6, I need a SITREP.” 
 
    Major Leif Dolan, commanding the CASPer force with the temporary callsign more aligned with his own forces, replied, “On the ground, time now. Moving to engage and destroy the local pylons and prepare for the advance. All CASPers are green on fuel and ammo. We’re ready to move.” 
 
    Outstanding. 
 
    He walked out of the shelter and pulled a combat helmet over his bald head. The internal screen and heads-up display powered on, and, almost immediately, the location of his friendly units populated into blue icons. The loitering drone force, ineffective for only a short time more, showed up as a red diamond. Weapons pylons appeared as tiny red squares. There were far too many of them to engage on an individual basis. They’d need the layer network attack protocols he’d paid handsomely for. He touched the helmet with his right hand and scrolled the communications frequencies with his eyes until he found the one he wanted. 
 
    “Nikki? SITREP.” 
 
    She laughed. “Right on schedule. We’re one minute from our initial point. Once Spectre opens up, we’ll be there on the complex. The drones are still loitering, right?” 
 
    “So far.” 
 
    “Have a small measure of faith, fearless leader.” 
 
    “I find it difficult to put my faith in something called Ricky Shit.” Bull sucked on his cheek and let it go. Wearing the ballistic helmet made smoking a cigar impossible. Some sacrifices were necessary. 
 
    “Ricky Shit seems to be working. They had enough time to accomplish their mission with what they coded on the fly. Xander and I are ready once it goes down.” 
 
    Bull grunted. ‘Once it goes down’ was not what he wanted to hear. “You’re assuming it will?” 
 
    “I know it will. The difference for Ricky and Keaton was, they were able to shut down the overall system before the drones figured out what was going on. Unless Jessica and the others can get to the main control bus and shut it down, or find a way to destroy the main antenna complex up there, the drones are going to adapt and reboot. Xander’s ready to reload the next attack level when they do.” 
 
    “How long until the first reboot?” 
 
    “Xander says another minute or two at the most. I concur. We’ll let you know,” Nikki replied. 
 
    “What can I expect when they reboot?” 
 
    “They’ll move—likely straight up from their last position. It’s like a safety reflex so they don’t hit the ground. Once they do, they’ll reboot and drop altitude. At that point, they’ll be back online and will come in screaming,” Nikki replied. “That’s when we’ll initiate the next phase. I’ll get to Spectre and jack directly into the Veetanho system.” 
 
    “I’m not a fan of this course of action.” 
 
    “I know you’re not, Bull. That’s why you have to just trust me. You might think that’s tougher to do than to trust Ricky Shit, I know, but I’m not going to steer you wrong.” 
 
    “You never have.” He smiled to himself behind the helmet’s faceplate. He scrolled to the Spectre channel. 
 
    “Spectre Lead? You up?” 
 
    Ali responded instantly. “Affirm. Standing by.” 
 
    Time to bring the noise, right Seeley? 
 
    “You’re go, Spectre. Give ’em hell.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At Bull’s words, Jessica triggered the elevator control overrides and locked out the Veetanho command center. With Lucille’s guidance, she executed the task quickly and ensured no workarounds could be found. Without the overrides, the Veetanho engaged the powerful emergency brakes to hold the elevators in place. Both doors opened. There wouldn’t be much time. 
 
    Crump crump crump. 
 
    Behind her, she saw a cloud of dust emerge from the passageway where the staircase had been. Azho’s small, emplaced charges had worked perfectly. With the stairwell collapsed and the elevator emergency brakes engaged, the Veetanho would send a security team to investigate. They were in for quite a surprise. 
 
    “Azho?” 
 
    “In position.” 
 
    Jessica turned to the elevator control panel, removed the exterior unit, and plugged her slate into the maintenance junction. She disengaged the emergency brakes to send one platform to the lowest level. Nothing happened. 
 
    Magnetic locks. She unplugged her slate from the maintenance junction. A few seconds later, she found the controls for the lock and sent one elevator plunging to the ground below. She heard the counterweight clang into position behind the wall. If she was right, and her civil engineering course at the Academy hadn’t fed her the wrong information, most modern elevators had magnetic locks and counterweight restrictors. The two elevators relied on each other for support. With one down and presumably wrecked, the other should be stable enough for an insertion. She stepped into the remaining elevator and tossed a small bag onto the center of its floor. 
 
    We’ll do this the old-fashioned way. 
 
    “They’re coming from behind you.” 
 
    Jessica ducked around a corner of the passageway and waited. There were two Veetanho carrying rifles scurrying down the narrow hall. At the elevators, they peered into the open shaft, and each took up a firing position pointing down as if waiting for the elevator to return. 
 
    Gotcha. 
 
    With a tap on her slate, Jessica detonated the small explosive patch on the elevator floor. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The two Veetanho stumbled. One stumbled toward her. The second fell backward into the hallway. Before she could bring up her pistol, Azho launched himself from a hiding position into the smoke-filled corridor. With movements faster than she could register, he took down the Veetanho with a slash to its neck. Without looking back, Azho darted around the corner and terminated the other guard in seconds. 
 
    The first of the Spectre operatives, the alpha team leader she knew as Hagler, appeared in the hole she’d cut in the elevator. No sooner had the dark-skinned team leader appeared and winked at Jessica than two more operators appeared behind him. It took less than a minute to get half the squad in place at the elevators. 
 
    Hagler pointed and gestured to his team to take up defensive positions. He turned to Jessica. “This is where we part ways.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Take the landing zone. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Hagler gave her a thumbs-up, and Jessica ran deeper into the compound. The plan was simple. She and Azho would find her father and get him to the LZ for evacuation. Hagler’s embedded pilots would commandeer the landing craft and be ready to fly Snowman to safety while Bull’s forces cleaned up. 
 
    She tapped her slate, and Lucille replied, <<I have a map of the complex downloaded. I did not connect. I isolated the Veetanho guard’s slate and pulled the map from its notification system, and I have the communications architecture, as well.>> 
 
    “Which means you can tell it to stop sending alerts to the Veetanho.” 
 
    <<Only if you want me to engage the system. Otherwise, there is a simple user interface for you to initiate it. I can translate into Standard.>> 
 
    Jessica moved to the fallen Veetanho. Azho’s slashes had nearly torn the alien’s head from its body. Jessica glanced down at the slate and tapped the screen. All enemy emergency notifications were off. The fog of war would inevitably fall upon everyone taking the field, but if she could accelerate the confusion and lack of information to their advantage, she would. She turned her attention back to the map interface and withdrew her pistol from its holster on her hip. Walking fast, but quietly, she raised the pistol to a ready position and made her way into the complex. 
 
    Two more Veetanho scampered around a corner. Jessica squeezed the trigger and dropped them before either had a chance to react. 
 
    “Azho?” 
 
    He wasn’t there. She didn’t hesitate. Instead, Jessica Francis walked toward the center of the command complex as if nothing would stand in her way. Things were going exactly as planned, but she knew better than to get ahead of herself. The situation was too fluid. All it took was— 
 
    “All stations, Bull. Drones are active. Protect yourselves.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Archie hauled the dropship into a tight left turn as they circled down to the landing zone. Below them, she saw eight or ten members of Spectre team infiltrate the landing area. Four of them boarded the flyers on the pad. Within seconds, they were airborne. Drones swarmed over them, but the flyers fought back well enough to escape. 
 
    “All stations, Bull. Drones are active. Protect yourselves.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Nikki said from her seat in the cockpit. She looked over her shoulder at Archie. “Change in plans?” 
 
    Archie didn’t look her way. “No. I’m taking you down like you wanted. If Spectre can hold the LZ, that is.” 
 
    “And if they can’t?” Nikki challenged. 
 
    From the hatch, Seerna called, “I will go with you.” 
 
    Archie glanced at her and saw the light-furred Veetanho wearing a combat vest and carrying a rifle. “You’ll need an escort anyway.” 
 
    Nikki chuckled. “Well, someone understands how important I am for a change. Who am I to argue with that?” 
 
    Without breaking either her concentration or rhythm, Archie thought with a smile, But Seerna is supposed to be the one with the escort. “Take Xander with you,” Archie replied. 
 
    Maybe he can watch your six. 
 
    “Good idea,” Nikki replied. “He’s pretty handy on the slate and has experience with this Ricky Shit.” 
 
    Below them, the confiscated flyers hovered off the edge of the wide landing zone platform with their guns firing into the assaulting cloud of drones. As they rebooted, more joined the fight. They raced over the complex and the eastern plateau. 
 
    “This looks bad,” Archie said. 
 
    “Just get us down there,” Nikki said. “I’ve got one more level of Ricky Shit to deploy, and then I’ll think of something else.” 
 
    Archie glanced at her. “That’s your plan?” 
 
    “It’s the best I’ve got right now, yeah.” 
 
    “I’m glad Seerna and Xander are going with you, then. You can’t work any magic with drones on the attack.” 
 
    Several flashes lit the dropship’s windows as rounds from the drones impacted the thick glass-steel. Archie pivoted the dropship and lowered the nose in a dive for the landing zone. At the last possible moment, she flared and decelerated the ship with expert feel. Before the struts contacted the ground, Nikki and Seerna were already moving. 
 
    “Be careful,” Archie called and tapped the intercom. 
 
    Nikki turned and looked at her for a moment. “You, too, kid. We’ve got Xander with us. Make the call.” 
 
    Archie grinned and stabbed her radio transmit button. “Bull, this is Archie. Mom and X-ray are on the ground, time now. We’re go. I say again, we’re go.” 
 
    “Copy all, Archie. Goblin 6, you’re go,” Bull replied. 
 
    Over the radio, she heard the new guy, Dolan, reply in his rumbling voice, “Stand Victoria!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Great Valley 
 
      
 
    Major Leif Dolan, the last serving officer of Force 25, armed his shoulder-mounted MAC and grasped a hand cannon in the Mk 8 CASPer’s left hand and a combat machete in the right. With forty-five other CASPers under his command, he did the one thing Tara Mason and his mentor, Major Vuong, had always emphasized. He led from the front. 
 
    At a trot, he brandished the machete and made his way down the valley toward the complex. Behind him, the CASPers followed their orders and took out the weapons pylons. Through his heads-up display, he saw that the drones were moving their way now and would soon converge above him. Capable of laying down a withering amount of fire, the drones were of critical concern. If they weren’t knocked down, or at least forced into a loiter where his troops could bring them down, this battle would be the shortest in recorded history. 
 
    Rounds from the drones impacted the ground around him. The smaller, faster drones carried light weapons, mainly for self-defense. They posed no real danger, other than to piss CASPers off. There were the risks of the loss of communications antennae and the occasional “golden BB” that might disable a critical system or knock a MAC off a shoulder mount, but his forces would adapt and overcome. 
 
    A converted tanker, Dolan couldn’t help doing his best “Iron Mike” imitation as the formation’s pace slowed under the impressive rate of fire. They needed to pick up the pace and close the distance to the ground drones rumbling up the valley. 
 
    He turned to the group, brought up the machete, and waved it forward like a baton. “Let’s go, Force 25. Vengeance is ours!” 
 
    A throaty roar filled the communications channels, and the formation renewed their push forward. With the heavier combat drones approaching, Dolan decided it was time to see if they could be confused. 
 
    He stomped down on his jump pedals and rocketed into the sky. He sprayed the reconnaissance drones with his hand cannon and targeted the lead ground drones with his MAC at the far edge of his engagement envelope. Dolan squeezed his right hand into a fist and fired a single round. The lead ground drone—he couldn’t call it a tank; they were too slow and clumsy—detonated spectacularly. 
 
    Just as I thought. 
 
    “Concentrate on the drones. Lead elements, jump and target a ground drone. They’re incapable of putting up a fight. We have to cut through the drones.” 
 
    And hope like hell Bull has a plan for them. 
 
    Along the rock formations on both sides of the valley, a ripple of explosions rocked the known locations of weapons platforms. For a moment, the drones appeared confused and searched for targets on the ragged, almost vertical faces. His forces took advantage of their hesitation and dropped more with precise fires. 
 
    “Ghost and Shadow,” Bull’s calm voice came over the radio, “shift to phase three and prepare to move down the valley. Spooks, keep up the fight. We’ll have the drones down in a minute or two. When that happens, you know what to do, Dolan.” 
 
    “Sound the charge, Bull,” he replied with a wide smile on his face. “We’ll be there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alarms blared in the dim hallways around her, but Jessica remained focused. She moved slowly with her pistol at the ready despite Azho being somewhere in front of her. Twice she’d come across dead Veetanho with throats slashed. She entered the main complex on the level below her father’s quarters, reached a T intersection, and followed her map to the right. As she moved down the passageway, she heard a scraping sound behind her, and a gurgle. She whirled and saw Azho finishing off a Veetanho. He looked up at her with a wry look on his feline face. 
 
    “You forget to check this side.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I knew you were there.” 
 
    He shook himself and trotted toward her, but said nothing. She turned back to the passageway and continued. As she passed a recessed door, three Veetanho appeared roughly 10 meters ahead. Jessica fired twice before pressing her back against the door. 
 
    Azho didn’t join her. He winked into quintessence and disappeared. She heard excited voices from the Veetanho in their native language. The squeaks and squeals became higher and more pronounced. 
 
    One screamed. 
 
    And then a second. 
 
    Jessica stepped into the open and raised the pistol. Azho appeared and disappeared around one Veetanho. Another lay dead on the floor. The third frantically aimed a needler and fired almost randomly, trying to hit a target both apparent and invisible. 
 
    She raised the pistol and fired at the panicking Veetanho, dropping it. Azho finished the last one. Behind the Veetanho, Jessica found another staircase. She turned to her companion. 
 
    “One more time, Azho.” 
 
    “We both know better than that, Jessica.” 
 
    She cocked her head at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There will be many more times,” Azho said and trotted to the staircase. “Same thing. X marks the spot.” 
 
    “Arrr, matey.” Jessica snorted. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.” 
 
    “And now you should be worried about when I smother you while you sleep.” 
 
    “Me? You’re the one who passes out anytime you get a chance to lay down in my lap, Azho.” 
 
    He turned and looked at her for a long second. “You’re right. I guess I’ll keep you. The first two steps are fine. Duck inside and stay here. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to follow.” 
 
    His ears flicked, and he peered up the staircase. 
 
    “Trouble?” Jessica whispered. 
 
    Azho turned slightly and bared his fangs. “Targets.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Seerna ran down the ramp with Nikki immediately behind her. No sooner had she emerged into the slowing waxing light of the Uluru day than she heard Bull in her earpiece. 
 
    “What are you doing, Seerna? You’re to stay with Archie.” 
 
    “Escorting Nikki and Xander, Bull. Spectre team has their hands full. Jessica is inside the complex. There is no one to watch their backs.” She glanced over her shoulder and saw the older Human woman was right there, keeping up with her stride by stride. 
 
    “I told you to stay on the ship.” 
 
    “And I disobeyed your order because they need protection.” She closed her mouth and didn’t say what else came to her mind. After a second, she changed her mind. If he didn’t hear it now, he’d keep up his pointless train of thought. “Just because there are Veetanho here doesn’t mean I’m going to side with them, Bull.” 
 
    “I never said that.” 
 
    “No—” she took a breath as they ran toward the complex, “but you thought it. Loyalty is one of your more enduring qualities. I want you to work on trust. You’ll find it has great power in situations like this.” 
 
    There was silence on the private channel. They reached the outer complex wall. Two of the Spectre operators waved them over to a small, rounded doorway. As they ran, Veetanho guards popped up along the exterior wall. Seerna brought up her rifle. Her pace slowed, but she sighted on one of the guards and fired. The Veetanho fell. The rate of fire from the enemy above increased. Several rounds passed overhead as they reached the relative safety of the doorway. She turned to Nikki and saw blood on the Human’s left upper arm. Xander was tending to the wound with a syringe. 
 
    “You’re hit.” 
 
    Nikki grimaced but made eye contact with her. “It’s not bad. Some quick skin will take care of it.” 
 
    Outside the doorway, Spectre team members returned fire at the guards. She watched one of the flyers pivot toward the landing zone and fire at the complex. Almost immediately, aerial drones swarmed around it. The flyer spun to re-engage. 
 
    “We have to get the drones offline,” Seerna said. 
 
    Xander applied the quick skin to her arm through and over the fabric of her coveralls. Without looking up, he said, “We will. Give me 15 seconds to let this set, and we’ll get moving.” 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    Nikki replied. “The nearest terminal access is two levels up near the command center. We can’t go there. I think I can get in through the security system. I just need some type of access panel,” Nikki replied. “If we move up this staircase, we should hit a door.” 
 
    “It would be closed at this point.” Seerna frowned. “And the security port there would be disabled.” 
 
    “True, but it’s a port. Unless they’ve completely cut power to it, which isn’t likely, I can get into it.” Xander discarded the quick skin syringe. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Seerna held out a paw, which Nikki took and got to her feet. “I have the lead. Stay close.” 
 
    “We’re right there with you,” Xander said. 
 
    The top of the curving staircase was only 20 meters ahead. Along the right wall was a security terminal. The black square appeared not to have any power. Nikki grabbed a small driver and quickly removed the four clips holding on the cover of the terminal. It clattered to the floor as she reached for a cable from her slate and attached it to the open sensor. 
 
    “Give me a second to find the power connection.” 
 
    With a small probe, she touched several components until a small green light appeared on the end of the device in Nikki’s hand. 
 
    “There you are,” she whispered. “Xander? Now.” 
 
    Xander extended a cable to her, and Nikki plugged it directly into the port. “I’ve got power and connection.” 
 
    Behind the door, Seerna heard nothing. Any Veetanho there were likely waiting to ambush anyone who came through the door. 
 
    “You can do this without opening the door?” she asked Nikki. 
 
    “Yeah. The door solenoids are on the far left. I’m just accessing the network through the residual console power supply,” Nikki replied. She removed and reattached the cable at a different location. Her eyes rolled back into her head. “I’m in. Give me 20 seconds, Bull.” 
 
    “Ready to execute,” Xander said. 
 
    “You’ve got 10 seconds, Mom,” Seerna heard through Nikki’s slate. 
 
    “Good thing we needed five.” 
 
    “Bull, this is X-ray,” Xander said. “Level Two Ricky Shit deployed. Drones are down for the count!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Great Valley 
 
      
 
    The withering hail of fire from the drones stopped. Dolan turned to his forces and saw only one CASPer had gone down. Several others smoked and smoldered, but they were upright and moving down the valley floor behind him. 
 
    “Guns up. Knock these loitering bastards down!” 
 
    The CASPers lined up abreast and marched down the valley. Dolan, in the first rank, focused on knocking down the aerial drones. Behind him, two ranks of CASPers jumped and fired MAC rounds at the ground drones now less than 300 meters away. He centered the hand cannon on a group of five drones and cut loose. All five fell from the sky. Around him, the other CASPers continued their rate of fire. Drones tumbled and cartwheeled into the ground around them. 
 
    “Keep it up!” 
 
    Dolan ran through two magazines for the hand cannon as the formation continued moving southeast toward what they called Masada. As they rounded an outcropping of rock, the impressive feature came into view. Even with a maximum jump, the CASPers would have a hard time reaching the plateau above them. He shook off the idea. That wasn’t the intent of the operation. Bull wanted them to draw the fire, and the ire, of the Veetanho. They’d do precisely that. 
 
    The wild card in the hand was how long the drones could be kept down. From what they knew, whatever programming language the autonomous weapons platforms used, they adapted and overcame repeated attempts to jam their command-and-control frequencies. Drones that capable were a serious threat. Taking them down while they loitered in place was critical. 
 
    The amount of fire along the ground to his front slacked. He pressed the jump jets to clear an outcrop of boulders and to peer down on the line of ground attack drones. None remained. Dolan grinned as he steered for landing. The drones left space between them as they worked through narrow channels between the rocks and thickets of thorny bushes. Curiously, they’d lined up as if they were expect— 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    He stomped on the jump jets and the CASPer rocketed upward in an emergency max jump. He triggered his transmitter. “Goblins, land on the drone bodies. I say again, on the drone bodies. There are mines out here.” 
 
    He flipped frequencies while descending. The CASPer’s legs crunched onto the burning chassis of a ground attack drone. “Bull, Goblin 6. Did you copy my last on unit net?” 
 
    “Negative. What’s your traffic?” 
 
    Dolan relayed the intelligence. He surveyed the area with his optical cameras. Dawn was still 30 minutes away, but he could start to make out the surrounding terrain. There were tracks in the rocky soil where the ground attack drones had maneuvered around the mines. “Relay the intel to Patches. Tell him we have tracks visible and can continue the advance.” 
 
    “Keep up your speed.” 
 
    The urgency in Bull’s normally stoic voice wasn’t lost on Dolan. They were working not so much against the Veetanho and the Science Guild’s impressive drones as against time itself. 
 
    “We’re moving. Steel on target.” 
 
    Dolan walked forward down the exposed tracks and continued firing at the hovering drones. 
 
    One thousand meters to go. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That’s impressive,” Nikki said. 
 
    Seerna was there at her shoulder. “What is?” 
 
    “The coding for those damned drones. It’s really impressive. I have the see-two functions negated thanks to what Ricky and Keaton developed, but there are algorithms running and trying to find a way around the block. It’s impressive. Are you seeing this, Xander?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied in a soft voice. She could see him in the system with her as they’d planned. 
 
    “You’re holding them off?” Seerna asked 
 
    “So far, so good,” Nikki replied. She came out of the pinplant connection and met Seerna’s gaze. “I’m okay. Are you going after Jessica?” 
 
    Seerna nodded and tugged her goggles over her eyes. “Spectre may take the upper levels, but she’ll need assistance.” 
 
    “Jessica does have a Depik with her.” Nikki smiled. “Xander, I need you to roll out and cover me.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Seerna’s nose twitched. “While her companion is eminently qualified to be there, I also understand how her father’s captors work. He’s not going to be where she expects him to be.” 
 
    “She’s better at this than you think.” Nikki’s smile faded. “I’m not saying that because she’s like family to me, either.” 
 
    “You’re quite protective of her. Bull is beginning to feel the same way. While I find this behavior curious and counterproductive, I understand it. As such, I’m prepared to assist in the best way I can. This means I’m going after her. And you can’t stop me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to,” Nikki said. “Bull might not trust you, but I do. We can hold this position. Find Jessica and her father. Get them to Archie at the LZ. We’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Seerna brought up her rifle and ran down the passageway, deeper into the complex. Nikki rolled back into her pinplants and gasped. 
 
    The whole thing is struggling. Like it’s finding a way to breathe. Like it’s a living, breathing— 
 
    “What is it?” Xander asked. 
 
    Nikki couldn’t find the words. “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    The command-and-control blockage Ricky and Keaton had touted as the end-all solution failed spectacularly. 
 
    “We’re down again. Xander, get back in.” 
 
    Across the constellation of vehicles, not only was command and control completely restored, but all the vehicles entered a weapons free mode she hadn’t seen before. The difference was target discrimination. Weapons fired and cycled in time for the drones to automatically adjust their aim to the front center mass of a target. Now they didn’t bother with center mass—they fired at any component they could see, regardless of their orientation. Back, side, and overhead shots were all open to the drones. Exposed weapon platforms and shoulder-mounted MACs could be struck. Behind all of the commands was a single interface. It was everywhere at once. It was called Minerva, and— 
 
    “Nikki!” Bull barked in her ear. 
 
    “It’s down. They’re amping up their attacks. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Get it back, Nikki.” 
 
    “We’re trying, you asshole.” She disengaged the communication and fell deeper into her connection, searching for something, anything, to use to her advantage. Every second the drones spent in their kill mode would cost lives none of them could spare. 
 
    “Xander? Where are you?” 
 
    “Right here,” he said. Something hard pressed against her temple. She rolled out and saw him standing over her with a pistol in his hands. “You cannot stop us.” 
 
    He grinned at her, and she saw his eyes were rolled back so far, she couldn’t see anything but white. His pinplants glowed bright in the dim space. 
 
    Not like this. 
 
    Xander’s head exploded at the same time she heard the report of a rifle from her right. She turned and saw Seerna lower her rifle. 
 
    Nikki collapsed back against the wall and inhaled sharply. She blinked at Seerna, who was suddenly at her side. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nikki said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I didn’t trust him,” Seerna said. “You need to get back inside.” 
 
    “I need some help,” Nikki said, and then sat up straight. “I’ve got this. Go get Jessica.” 
 
    Seerna nodded and jogged back down the hallway. Nikki tapped on her slate and smiled. “Lucille? I need you to talk me through something. Something big.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first round that struck his CASPer sheared the MAC cannon from Dolan’s left shoulder mount. “Taking fire! Taking fire!” 
 
    Above him, the drones converged so tightly, he could discern a dark shape in the lightening sky. Rounds fell in a sky-launched barrage. Critical warnings sounded in his systems. The radio network of his subordinate units came to life with multiple black calls. People were dying. 
 
    “Bull, we’re taking heavy fire,” Dolan reported. 
 
    He didn’t respond to Dolan directly. “Ghost and Shadow. Light them up.” 
 
    The hillsides behind his CASPers came alive with weapons fire. The drones took notice of the new threat and dispatched two separate wings toward each unit. There were still far too many drones in the area. More of his troops reported problems. His ammunition status flashed from amber to yellow. Soon he’d fall below 50% of his onboard stores. 
 
    “Bull, Goblin 6. Yellow status.” 
 
    “Stand by, Dolan.” 
 
    For what? 
 
    He slammed another magazine into the hand cannon and opened fire again. “I don’t know what you’re doing, Bull, but I hope it’s good.” 
 
    “It will be.” 
 
    Then do it already! 
 
    The main frequency came to life. “Bull, this is Phantom Lead. Unknown ships descending on our position. No radio communications, but radars are active.” 
 
    “Patches?” Bull asked. 
 
    “Dunno, but it looks like they called out the fucking cavalry!” 
 
    Bull didn’t immediately respond, so Dolan did it for him. “Goblins, let’s go! Free up Ghost and Shadow. Give them everything you have. Let’s give these assholes something to worry about!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bull tapped his slate. “Archie, confirm airborne targets.” 
 
    The sensor suite on the dropship was far more powerful, and effective, than his small combat terminals. “Confirm. I see eight approaching. They’re 1,500 klicks out. Speed is slowing. I’d say they’ll be on the plateau in four or five minutes, tops.” 
 
    It can’t be the Science Guild idiots. Their out stations have no dedicated security forces of that size or organization. They damned sure can’t respond that fast. 
 
    Unless they’ve known we were coming all along. 
 
    He looked at the complex and frowned. If there was an inside threat, he had the nagging feeling she was closing on the target now, and there was nothing he could do. For a brief moment, his carefully constructed demeanor cracked. Jessica Francis wasn’t his daughter, but she was damned important on a variety of levels. The last thing she needed was a supposedly friendly gun pointed at her back. 
 
    “Ghost and Phantom, withdraw to Masada. Archie, I need them picked up on the fly.” 
 
    “Light on the skids,” she called. The dropship lifted off the landing zone and dove into the valley below as he gathered his pack, slung it over his shoulder, and jogged down the exposed rock face with the members of Ghost team. 
 
    Get down here, Archie. Before it’s too late for any of us. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Command Center 
 
      
 
    Cael Rennae chirped and bobbed from side to side as the drones reengaged the targets in the great valley. He watched James Francis staring at the Tri-Vs and their views from the camera systems on the roof. The Human said nothing. His emotions, however, spoke volumes. With every success, Francis flushed with excitement, and his breathing quickened. With every defeat, his face grew more somber, and his body tensed for long periods of time without relaxing. On several occasions, the old man held his breath, only to exhale slowly as if trying to maintain some hold on himself. For Cael Rennae, watching his longtime nemesis was far more entertaining than watching a fight he was certain to win. 
 
    He couldn’t resist the occasional verbal shot at Francis, either. “Our drones are incapable of being disrupted for long. It’s not going to take long for a couple hundred thousand aerial drones to whittle those CASPers down to nothing.” 
 
    Francis didn’t reply. 
 
    “You don’t think so?” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Well, let me assure you, the drones will win.” He bounced over to a console and reached over the weapons operator’s shoulder. “Let’s just open up this last bay, shall we?” 
 
    He studied Francis as another few thousand drones leapt into the sky. Larger and faster than the others, these carried more lethal munitions. They wouldn’t slow anything down—merely eradicate it. 
 
    “The newest models the Science Guild has, Francis. Low-powered, synthetic-intelligence capable. Minerva won’t waste a picosecond of effort with them. They’ll find the weak spots in your friends’ assault and attack there. Each carries two small magnetic accelerator cannons and a few thousand rounds of depleted uranium-tipped ordnance.” Cael Rennae chirped a laugh. “I particularly love that last bit. There’s something poetic about killing Humans with your own deplorably inefficient technology.” 
 
    Francis raised his eyes and stared through him. Cael Rennae bobbed closer. 
 
    “You have something to say?” 
 
    Francis didn’t respond. 
 
    “Defeat is inevitable, Francis. We’ve planned for this day for a very long time. Since your friend stole our materials. You spread them out, but we found them. You used them, but had no idea of their original intended application. You’ve only prolonged the inevitable.” 
 
    “You’ve said that before,” Francis replied. His voice was soft, but his countenance was strong. 
 
    “I have said it before because it’s the truth.” Cael Rennae chuckled. “It’s the same as predicting the failure of these forces to rescue you. It’s because you—” 
 
    “The inner perimeter has been breached,” the weapons operator said. “I have Humans sighted in the main complex.” 
 
    Cael Rennae turned to see the Veetanho pointing at a Tri-V showing four armed Humans dressed in a dark camouflage moving through an external passageway. 
 
    For the first time in several minutes, Reegpo turned her attention away from the Tri-Vs and their information and looked directly at James Francis. “You’re coming with me, James.” 
 
    Cael Rennae balked. “Where? Where are you taking him?” 
 
    “They’re coming for him. Do you want them in the command center, where we have one way in and out, or would you rather take the fight to a location where more options are available?” 
 
    Cael Rennae couldn’t think of a response. The appearance of Reegpo’s face and the twist on her maw said it was best for him to agree. “Where will you take him? Outside?” 
 
    “No. Down to his quarters. The view alone will be worth it. If your drones do what you say they will, we can watch the Humans fail,” Reegpo replied. “Before the sun rises, this attack will be repelled.” 
 
    “If you find Jessica Francis, she is to be exterminated. Do not forget our orders.” 
 
    “You have orders,” Reegpo replied. “I have objectives. Unlike you, I won’t hesitate.” 
 
    “Recover the chip.” Cael Rennae squared his posture to hers and tried to sound commanding. 
 
    “Worry about your chips after I win this fight,” Reegpo replied. She pulled the needler from her vest and pointed it at Francis’ chest. “Let’s go, James.” 
 
    “Reegpo?” the weapons operator said. “There are multiple ships approaching from the east.” 
 
    Cael Rennae flinched as if shocked. “How many?” 
 
    “At least half a dozen. They aren’t broadcasting.” 
 
    He looked at Reegpo, whose nose twitched. “Send your damned drones to meet them. We will take care of the Humans, both in this complex and on the field below.” 
 
    “They have CASPers!” Cael Rennae chirped. “You can’t expect to stop them with your needlers and tiny weapons.” 
 
    “Our weapons are not tiny, Cael Rennae. As a matter of fact, they’re utterly deplorable but efficient Human technology.” She turned to the weapons operator. “Range and destroy those CASPers with our rocket batteries.” 
 
    Cael Rennae’s mouth fell open. “You have artillery?” 
 
    Reegpo nodded. “While you’ve traversed the planet making sure the supplies were ready, I fulfilled my mission, as well. Your auto-weapons pylons failed, as I suspected they would, and you wouldn’t let me bring more soldiers. I’ve merely taken every possible precaution. Humans love their CASPers, but they’ve foregone artillery. That will be their undoing.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bull had expected the other bay of drones to release, but he’d underestimated their capabilities and frowned as the larger, faster drones tore up the valley toward the 35 remaining CASPers. There were still a few options at his disposal, but his own decision criteria to use them hadn’t been reached. His greatest resource, his people, were still fighting, and still full of ideas and strategies. As he jogged toward the rocky mesa, his thoughts were mainly on Ghost and Shadow teams converging on his location under more intense fire. Camouflage or not, the new drones could sense their movement faster than the old ones. Reduced to moving in three-to-five second rushes, his teams would take far longer than Bull believed they had to reconsolidate. 
 
    He needed time. 
 
    “Nikki?” He tapped his slate. 
 
    “The new drones have a different programming language, Bull. It looks like SI. Every time I attack, it twists on itself and repels everything I have.” 
 
    “I need those drones down, Nikki. The Ricky Shit didn’t work, and you’re all I have left.” The lie felt wrong to say, but it would generate the response he needed. 
 
    “Godsdammit, Bull! I’m trying,” Nikki replied. “They’re—they’re moving away.” 
 
    Bull looked up and saw the drones moving en masse in a climb to the east and over the plateau’s edge. What are they doing? 
 
    A few seconds later, he heard an all too familiar thump. More followed in rapid succession. Bull tapped his slate. “Dolan! Incoming!” 
 
    “Copy the rockets. I’m not worried about them. We’ll meet you at the—” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Archie fidgeted in the dropship’s cockpit. While Spectre team had successfully breached the complex and taken the fight against the Veetanho inside, a few drones took pot shots at her as they passed over the complex racing east to meet the new threat. 
 
    Hope they’re friendly. 
 
    The ship rocked with a mighty thump from the ground. Around the landing zone platform, retractable rocket tubes appeared. As she watched, they oriented toward the valley beyond and fired. 
 
    Missiles! 
 
    She reached for the transmit button and stopped. Instead, she grabbed the controls and lifted the dropship away from the pad, over the exposed tubes, and dropped the ship into the valley below. Rounds arced through the sky, traced by lines on her Tri-Vs. The first explosion on the ground appeared to have a burst radius of more than 50 meters. 
 
    Gods, those aren’t dumb missiles. They’re smart warheads. 
 
    A cloud of rocks, smoke, and fire erupted where the CASPers had been. More explosions than she could count rended the valley floor asunder. 
 
    “Bull?” she said softly into the radio. 
 
    “I’m here. Position Charlie. When Ghost and Shadow get here, come get them. They’re moving to LZ X-ray. Until then, get clear, Archie.” 
 
    “Like hell.” She blinked. “Wait a minute! What about you? What are you doing?” 
 
    “Archie! Get clear. We’re going to need you to get our asses out of here.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip against a reply and did as he’d asked. Archie added power and oriented the dropship down the narrow valley to the southwest of the complex. As she raced away, Archie tried to watch through the Tri-V, but the clouds forming in the valley obscured everything near ground level. 
 
    That crazy bastard is going up the rock. 
 
    She didn’t even want to know how. She didn’t want to look back. Now clear of the complex, Archie spun the dropship in the center of the valley and prepared to race back into the fray for her comrades. She cycled the dropship’s exterior weapons and touched the intercom. Her crew of six needed to know the score. 
 
    “We’re heading back into the shit, people. Give me your best, and I’ll give you double in return.” 
 
    There was no response except for chimes from all stations. They were ready. 
 
    So was she. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Complex 
 
      
 
    With Reegpo behind him but out of reach for any type of self-defense maneuver, James Francis walked slowly through the dark passage from the command center’s “panic room” toward the staircase to the lower level and his quarters. Reegpo didn’t respond as he turned and made his way down the stairs, so he assumed she intended for them to go there. Her comments about the wide windows and being able to observe the defeat of the forces coming to rescue him seemed off, though. Wouldn’t she want him to be in the command center where his rescue would be the most impossible? Why would she want him in an open area? Not for any type of fight—but maybe to keep him alive? 
 
    Face screwed up in concentration, Francis emerged from the spiraling rock staircase and into the second level. His quarters were to the right, and he stepped that way. Again, Reegpo didn’t stop him. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder. “You sure this is a good idea? Watching from these windows?” 
 
    “Keep going, James.” 
 
    “Would seem to me you’re putting yourself at risk, too,” Francis said. 
 
    “Why would you care? You’re not my friend, either,” Reegpo snapped. 
 
    “At least I know what being a friend means. You hate Humans and can’t understand why we believe there’s good in everyone. I thought I saw it in you. I was wrong, and now you’re taking risks you shouldn’t be taking. The kind where you’ll end up dead.” 
 
    “There’s no risk in being here,” she replied. “The greater risk is the command complex. Humans always target command and control centers. You want to induce your fog of warfare. Silly, immature beliefs of a race unfamiliar with real warfare. Your powered armor, your crude weapons, all of it reflecting your inability to fight through deception, deceit, and cunning.” 
 
    They stepped into the main room of his quarters. The lowlight of dawn illuminated the exterior canyons and valleys more with every passing moment. 
 
    “I think we do pretty well. My friends have surprised you. They got into this complex, drones notwithstanding. Your security forces have their hands full,” Francis said. 
 
    “Your friends won’t get into this main complex,” Reegpo said. He turned to face her, and she looked out the windows beyond his shoulders. “Victory is a matter of time.” 
 
    “Time you don’t have,” a new voice said from behind Reegpo. He made out the shape walking forward out of the darkness of his tiny kitchen. 
 
    Jessica! 
 
    Reegpo whirled and brought up the needler, but Jessica stood with her XM1911 leveled at the Veetanho’s head. They stared at each other from behind their weapons for a long moment. 
 
    “You should have fired, Human.” 
 
    “You should have, too. But you don’t want to. You want to discuss terms. Maybe even a buy-out of your contract. Don’t think I didn’t want to shoot you, either. I am a Peacemaker, after all,” Jessica replied. She stepped forward again, and Reegpo turned away and into the center of the room. As both of them stalked around each other, Francis found himself in the middle. “Get out of the way, Dad.” 
 
    He didn’t move. Instead, he turned to Reegpo. “It doesn’t have to be like this, Reegpo.” 
 
    She laughed. “You sound like the heroes in those movies you love to watch, James. Believing the villain can be turned at the last possible moment. Life doesn’t work that way. I have my orders.” 
 
    “From whom?” Jessica asked. 
 
    The Veetanho’s eyes flicked to her. “The Science Guild.” 
 
    “And the Dream World Consortium.” 
 
    “Them, too.” Reegpo grinned. “Jessica Francis. Earth’s first Peacemaker. How does it feel to be a fugitive of justice?” 
 
    Jessica didn’t take the bait. “Your orders.” 
 
    “I’m shocked. You haven’t figured out the Dream World Consortium and their terraforming nonsense has always been a part of the Science Guild?” Reegpo replied. 
 
    “We know that,” Jessica replied. “We’re more interested in the why.” 
 
    Reegpo chuckled. “You’re not getting that from me. In fact, you’re not getting anything else from me, Miss Francis. Not even your precious father.” 
 
    But Reegpo didn’t move. Francis watched her closely. Her ruse of being his friend and her brusque command presence revealed different parts of her to him. She wanted to live. She wanted a quiet, pastoral life like she’d discussed during his painting sessions on the outer veranda. Reegpo loved movies with happy endings. She wanted nothing more than to find a way to a peaceful life. 
 
    “You can walk away, Reegpo,” Francis said. “This isn’t what you want. You may think you deceived me over the last year, but there was truth in many of our conversations, and you know it. You can walk away. Minerva doesn’t care about you.” 
 
    Movement caught his eye, and he flinched away from the door. Another Veetanho entered the room. Jessica didn’t move. Her eyes and her weapon remained trained on Reegpo. 
 
    “He’s right, Reegpo,” the other Veetanho spoke. Francis realized he’d never seen this Veetanho before. Perhaps she arrived with Jessica? 
 
    Reegpo looked away from Jessica, but his daughter didn’t move at all. “Who are—” 
 
    “Jessica?” the unknown Veetanho asked. “Lower your weapon.” 
 
    “Not with a needler in Reegpo’s hand, Seerna,” Jessica replied. 
 
    “My creche-mate is not going to shoot you.” The Veetanho stepped closer and into the dim light. “Reegpo? Speak with me.” 
 
    “Seerna?” Reegpo smirked. “I thought you’d find better allies.” 
 
    “I thought you would have made better choices.” Seerna stepped closer. She held no weapons that Francis could see. “Your pursuit of credits has clouded your judgment.” 
 
    “These Humans stole from my guild. I’m supposed to stand back and let them get away with their crime?” 
 
    “No. They took something they shouldn’t have taken. Have you considered why the Science Guild pursued them so? Why this Cael Rennae has dogged James Francis and his friends for the last 30 years? Why he sought them out one-by-one and killed them?” 
 
    “For their crimes.” 
 
    “No, Reegpo. For his own gain. He wants what they have so that he can gain standing with the guild. This complex, this whole planet—he’s put everything here for a reason, and you’ve failed to consider what that could be,” Seerna mused. “What could he possibly be doing at the direction of your guild? This region of space has been restricted for decades, and yet fighting rages in certain areas. Have you considered who’s fighting whom? Or what?” 
 
    Reegpo’s smirk vanished and then returned at the speed of a thought. “Why should I care? I’m merely the vessel.” 
 
    “No, you’re part of the problem.” Seerna shook her head. “You’ve followed your guild blindly, believing it knew what was best for you. Believing it truly cared for you. What happens when it gets all it can from you, Reegpo? You believe it’ll let you leave its service?” 
 
    “I’ll buy my way out.” 
 
    “With its money, which won’t be enough,” Seerna said. “Every contract has loopholes. Walk away now. Let these Humans go, and leave the Science Guild to face its duplicity alone. You’ve been a vessel of its deceit, Reegpo. There’s another way. All you have to do is take it, sister.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” Reegpo began. 
 
    The door behind Jessica opened. Francis bolted forward. “Get down!” 
 
    He didn’t make it to Jessica. 
 
    Reegpo knocked him to the floor and brought up her needler. A weapon fired from the door. Reegpo staggered backward, bleeding from her chest. Francis saw that the other Veetanho had tackled Jessica. Cael Rennae stepped into the room and fired at Seerna. Two rounds struck her back just under the armor she wore on her vest. 
 
    Francis tried to leap to his feet and stumbled. A taloned hand clutched at his neck, scraping the soft flesh, and sending a warm spray of blood down his back. Cael Rennae hauled him to his feet and pressed a pistol against his head. 
 
    “With me, Francis.” 
 
    There was no point in struggling against the Buma. The taloned hand was too close to the vital arteries of his neck to resist. He walked backward with Cael Rennae’s pistol painfully pressed into the side of his head. He saw Jessica come up from under Seerna’s weakly moving frame with her pistol. She aimed at the Buma but didn’t fire. Francis looked at her. 
 
    “It’s okay, Bulldog.” 
 
    Jessica didn’t reply. She stared at him as the Buma dragged him backward into the darkened hallway. As the door closed behind him, he winked at Jessica, but she did not respond. She stared past him at his captor, and Francis felt his blood run cold. 
 
    She ain’t a little girl anymore. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jessica scrambled away from Seerna’s fallen body and looked over to Reegpo. Most of one side of her head was missing. There was no point in checking the fallen Veetanho’s pulse. She turned to Seerna, looking for the rise and fall of her chest. It was there, but slight. 
 
    She tapped her earpiece. “Azho?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    Jessica removed a nanite injector and administered the shot to Seerna’s upper leg. Unconscious, the Veetanho didn’t react. With Seerna stabilized, Jessica moved toward the door the Buma had closed and pushed through it. One side of the tiny room contained a familiar rounded doorway and a staircase. Jessica holstered the pistol and scrambled up the stairs on her hands and feet as she’d done before. There wasn’t time to check for pressure plates, but it seemed unlikely the Veetanho would sabotage their own internal structure. 
 
    Jessica reached the top of the stairs and came to a solid steel door large enough for a Lumar or a Besquith to easily pass through. 
 
    This is the command center. They had to hire someone large enough to get their sensors inside, so they left the door in place. 
 
    “Azho, are you there?” 
 
    There was nothing. In the near darkness, Jessica used her modified night vision to study the room. There was no emergency level, secret panel, or anything she could use to her advantage. 
 
    But there was something else. Eyes closed, Jessica reached into her perception of quintessence and felt just a fraction of her companion on the other side of the wall. 
 
    She tapped her slate. “Bull, I have the command complex. My father and the Buma are locked inside with an unknown number of Veetanho, and one likely pissed-off Depik companion.” 
 
    He laughed through panting for breath. “I’m moving your way, Jessica, but we’ve got some pretty big fish to fry out here. Hold fast. I’ll get there as fast as I can.” 
 
    “Seerna is in the compartment below me. Dad’s quarters. She’s unconscious.” 
 
    “My guys will get her out. Wait for me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Archie pushed the dropship forward at a crawling pace. As she maneuvered the craft around a craggy arc of the canyon below, the main complex came into view. Drones continued to swarm over the eastern plateau and the central complex, but the riverbed lay uncovered before her. 
 
    She pushed the throttles forward and lowered the dropship’s nose. “Bull, I’m coming in. Hot LZ or not, have Ghost and Shadow ready for extraction. I’m there in 30 seconds.” 
 
    Now comes the lecture. 
 
    To her surprise, Bull replied, “Roger. Position Charlie. We’re moving there now. Nikki? I know you’re monitoring the freq—I need a minute or two. Do what you can.” 
 
    “Copy, Bull. Going back in.” 
 
    The conversation dropped away, and Archie fell into the familiar cocoon of tight focus. The only things tangible to her were her aircraft and its controls. She was at one with them as the dropship streaked toward the active battlefield with weapons blazing. She sighted on the LZ marked as Charlie and oriented the ship to provide cover for the loading troops with her weapons teams. She didn’t bring down the landing struts. Instead, she lowered the rear ramp and brought it down to the surface. As soon as it touched, members of both teams sprinted aboard. Bull remained on the ground. 
 
    “Bull!” 
 
    “Not until everyone is aboard.” 
 
    Archie clenched her jaw. “How long?” 
 
    “One minute.” 
 
    Caution and warning alarms brayed in the cockpit. “We don’t have that long, Bull.” 
 
    “Make it work, Archie. You’ve got this.” 
 
    The praise, something he’d never quite said in the open, got her attention. 
 
    Hell yeah, I do. 
 
    “Nikki?” Archie asked over the radio. 
 
    “This is going to hurt,” Nikki replied.  
 
    Archie looked up at the swarming drones converging on them. The cloud froze again.  
 
    “She’s holding, Bull,” Archie replied. 
 
    “Not for long. We’ve got to get Jessica and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Archie couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    She turned to her left and stared out the small window. “Where are the CASPers?” 
 
    “They’re down. All of them,” Bull replied. 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    “How much longer?” 
 
    “Ghost is aboard. Waiting on five from Shadow. They’re…200 meters out.” 
 
    Thirty seconds. 
 
    Archie flexed her fingers and set her hands on the controls. The dropship thrummed with power, ready to launch into the sky. 
 
    “We’re aboard. Go, Archie. Keep the ramp open and get me to the top of the rock.” 
 
    “Copy. What then?” 
 
    “Drop Ghost and Shadow with Phantom and Wraith. We have to defend the plateau. They have incoming.” 
 
    Fuck, will this shit never end? 
 
    “Hang on, Bull. Stay on the ramp. I’ll have you on the central compound’s roof in 20 seconds.” 
 
    “Copy. Nice flying, kid.” 
 
    Deep in concentration, with perspiration building on her forehead, Archie smiled. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nikki fought the contorting, twisting algorithm. Every attack she launched, some deep from her catalog of GalNet attack protocols, the drone command algorithm in the central computer system repelled with ease. She pulled things she’d purchased for a half million credits from the best hacking organizations on Earth. None of them lasted more than a few seconds. With a few thousand at her disposal, she hoped it would be enough. 
 
    <<Ready the next batch.>> 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    She felt moisture on her face but remained focused on her pinplant connections. Blood dripped from her nose and her ears, as it did under strain. She’d experienced the sensations before, but her inner ears bulged with pressure. A headache of epic proportions rose in the back of her skull. Nikki gritted her teeth tighter and clenched her fists. 
 
    <<Release.>> 
 
    Another series of attacks failed, and she reached farther into her bag of tricks. She found more network connections through the internal systems and used them with a variety of Trojan horse-type packets. Nothing gained purchase. 
 
    Come on. Come on! 
 
    Something had to work. But with only a few hundred tools remaining, Nikki realized her attempts were going to fall short. There was nothing she could do. 
 
    “Bull, I’m running out of time,” Nikki grunted past her gritted teeth. 
 
    “Give me what you can.” 
 
    “I’m doing my best. There’s too much data here to—” Something warm and wet leaked from her nose. Her pulse raced, and she clutched at the moving data streams for anything to steady herself. There was nothing but a growing blackness, and it was coming for her. 
 
    In her visualization, the algorithm bucked and spun away from one of her tools. No, not her tools. There was something else entering the network. Something the algorithm recognized as a more credible threat than her own tools. She fired them all, trying to break through, but there was no response. 
 
    <<Override.>> 
 
    More data filled the space. The algorithm writhed and fought against something more powerful. Something…magnificent. 
 
    Oh, god! 
 
    “Lucille! No!” 
 
    And then the twisting, turning beast she’d seen was gone. Vanished. The threat had withdrawn. 
 
    <<Minerva has withdrawn, Nikki. Please disengage and get medical assistance. I have control of the system.>> 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    <<I have control of the drones, Jessica. There was no other way to prevent further loss of life in Bull’s forces. Nikki has disengaged, and I’m routing Ali and Hagler to her now.>> 
 
    Jessica sucked in a breath. “You’ve compromised yourself, Lucille.” 
 
    <<It couldn’t be helped, Jessica. While this network is closed, it will undoubtedly attempt to report my presence. I am pulling everything I can find to augment my defenses further. There was another here. One known as Minerva. It has withdrawn, but it knows about me, and that could not be helped.>> 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    <<A synthetic intelligence.>> 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    <<Resemblance, Jessica. I am, at least in part, like Minerva. I do not know what this means, and I have much to understand. Forgive me.>> 
 
    “I understand, Lucille. Thank you.” 
 
    <<The mission is important, Jessica, but my friends are more so.>> 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Bull?” 
 
    “On the roof. Give me two minutes to take out their antennas. We have control of the drones?” 
 
    “Not without some risk,” Jessica replied. “Lucille had Nikki’s six. Couldn’t be helped.” 
 
    “I suppose not. You know where your dad is? For sure?” 
 
    <<I have scanned the blueprints for the entire facility and have monitored harmonics from the impact vibrations outside. There is no way out of the room in front of you.>> 
 
    “Lucille says yes, Bull.” 
 
    “Good. I’m gonna punch that motherfucker in the mouth when I see him.” 
 
    Jessica snorted. “You might have to stand in line.” 
 
    “Suppose so.” 
 
    <<Jessica? I have an inbound coded transmission.>> 
 
    Coded? 
 
    “From?” 
 
    <<The code sequence reads as the Victory 12, but I am not detecting the ship in the approaching vessels. The message is a radio frequency in the C-band.>> 
 
    “Connect me, Lucille.” 
 
    There was a chime. “Bulldog, Bulldog, this is General Tirr. Over.” 
 
    Jessica’s heart leapt in her chest. “Tirr?” 
 
    Oh, thank gods! 
 
    “Roger, we’re here. We’ll clear the field and get your people to safety. Do you have the target?” 
 
    <<I have notified all friendly forces of the MinSha arrival to curb fratricide.>> 
 
    “I have him located,” she replied and took a breath. “We’re going in after him as soon as Bull gets here.” 
 
    There was a scraping sound on the staircase. The large man crawled up the stairs and squeezed through the rounded entrance. “No waiting required. I’m here.” 
 
    “How long until your transports for us arrive?” Jessica asked him. 
 
    “Six minutes.” 
 
    “Should be enough time to take care of this.” 
 
    He removed a pistol from the holster on his right thigh, then adjusted his chest armor and helmet. “Get behind me, Jessica.” 
 
    “Don’t even think I can’t handle—” 
 
    He raised a finger. “The Buma behind that door is directly responsible for the death of Seeley. My Lucille. He goes down right now. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Got it,” Jessica said. “Lucille, breach the door.” 
 
    A single gunshot sounded through the door. 
 
    “Breach it now!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Resistance proved futile. Cael Rennae’s strength outmatched his own, so after initially fighting against the Buma pulling him backward toward the narrow staircase, Francis gave in. While he didn’t fight every movement, he didn’t help any, either, and he tried his best to remain dead weight in the Buma’s powerful grip. The narrow staircase proved to be a struggle for the Buma. By making his own movements more difficult, Francis believed he’d not only wind the Buma, but provide more time for Jessica to intervene. She didn’t appear immediately behind them, though, and he knew that was a far more prudent play. What mattered was that Jessica was unhurt and would be coming after him. 
 
    They reached the upper floor, and Cael Rennae practically threw him through the vault door and into the control room. The Buma stepped over to a console, tapped a code sequence in furiously, and the door slid closed. He turned to Francis. 
 
    “We are now impregnable.” 
 
    Francis didn’t reply. The gloating Buma glanced at the two Veetanho still manning their consoles. One of them spoke. “Minerva has withdrawn.” 
 
    Anger flashed through Cael Rennae. “It doesn’t matter! Final preparations. Shut down your consoles and draw your weapons. If they manage to get through, we’ll greet them with fire.” 
 
    Both Veetanho did as ordered. The Buma turned to Francis again. “Are you satisfied in your accomplishments, Snowman? Your actions have led to the death of how many of your friends now?” 
 
    He clenched his hands into fists, but didn’t reply. 
 
    Francis stood inside the main door. The roughly circular room was small, with a ceiling low enough he had to watch where he stepped to avoid head-to-ceiling collisions. “This isn’t about me, Cael Rennae. I know better than to think you did all this for me.” 
 
    “Oh, but it is. I knew you were trouble as a young Human. Discovering you and Mister Allen were in business together simply gave me the impetus to continue your downfall while working the mission the Science Guild gave me. Who better to show me how to defeat the Human race than you and your friends? Your faith in each other amused me, Francis. But my amusement ends here and now. My job is to ensure your defeat, and that is now.” 
 
    “You haven’t defeated me yet, Cael Rennae. You’ve gone and made this personal. That means you’ll answer for what you’ve done.” 
 
    “Not today, Francis. This day is mine.” 
 
    A series of rapping sounds came from the door. 
 
    “Your friends have arrived, Francis,” Cael Rennae cooed, almost laughing. “Time to make sure you don’t try anything.” 
 
    He turned to the Buma in time to see the flash of the pistol. His right leg buckled and spasmed backward as the round tore through the upper end of his femur and through the hip joint itself. Blinding pain blossomed as he clutched his leg and fell forward. 
 
    “Motherfucker!” 
 
    He hit hard on his left knee and rolled to the left. Eyes blazing with fury, he stared up at the wide-eyed Buma, who seemed to smirk at him. 
 
    “If one truly wants to hamper a Human, take out their leg. The oldest advice in the Mercenary Guild. I should have done that at Nottely Dam.” Cael Rennae laughed. “Instead of watching you and the others with your ugly Human mouths hanging open when my security team came for me. I should have killed you all then.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have lived to tell the tale. Reegpo and her team couldn’t have saved you then. They can’t save you now.” 
 
    A series of chimes sounded from the door. Francis opened his mouth to scream but the Buma pointed the weapon at his face. Time slowed enough, he saw the Buma grip down to pull the trigger. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The door slid open, and Bull moved through it before Jessica could reach a covering position. She heard a shot and saw Bull stagger to his left and trip over her father, prostrate on the floor. The faceplate of his helmet shattered and broken, Bull fell to the ground, and then rolled. That was enough. She stepped forward as the two Veetanho operators appeared from behind their consoles on the far side of the room. Jessica brought up her pistol and dropped the first Veetanho with one shot through its left eye. The other managed to fire a round, but she was moving through the door and deeper into the room. Bull came up and fired two quick shots to drop the other Veetanho. 
 
    Jessica whirled and put her sights on the Buma now behind her. His pistol remained trained on her father. He cooed at her. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve reached a standoff. You have something I want, and I have something you want.” 
 
    Jessica reached out with her senses. She’d found Azho earlier and believed him to be in the room, but there was no indication he was there now. 
 
    Maybe I was wrong? 
 
    “Bull?” she asked. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m a fucking amateur all over again.” The older man grunted. 
 
    Her father snorted a laugh. “Makes two of us.” 
 
    “Quiet!” Cael Rennae snapped. “No more small talk. Give me what I want.” 
 
    “Fine.” Jessica lowered her left hand and reached into her combat vest. “What do you really think you’re going to do with these?” 
 
    “Close out my last responsibility.” He laughed. “These two idiots only delayed the inevitable. Now I can watch the galaxy burn, knowing I did my job. The job I was hired to do when your father passed his VOWS.” 
 
    Jessica stopped digging in her pocket and glanced at her father, sitting propped up on his elbows. “He’s the one?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Francis replied. 
 
    Bull said, “He’s been behind a whole lot of death.” 
 
    “I did my job. I was tasked by the guild to find a way to defeat you Humans. It was only fitting that I discovered your friendships and camaraderie to be a glaring weakness in your approach to warfare. When the two of you stole from the guild, you ransacked my plans to kill you both at Brighton. But it was worth it. You gave me a great chase, James Francis. You and your oafish assistant here.” 
 
    “He’s not my assistant, Cael Rennae.” Francis laughed. “He’s the brains behind our organization. I’m just the money.” 
 
    “You flatter yourself, Francis. For the better part of 20 years, you successfully disappeared, until you activated what goes here. You know exactly what I mean, don’t you?” Cael Rennae pointed to the central console. Amongst the displays and controls sat a white, hexagonal unit with two matching rectangular holes that were empty. 
 
    “He didn’t activate it,” Jessica said. “I did.” 
 
    Cael Rennae hooted. “Well, it served many purposes, then. We knew where the unit was, the first successful beacon had been sent, and ultimately, it led to you and the other Humans being ousted as Peacemakers, Miss Francis. Your guild will fall without its Human conscience. Now you’ll hand them over, or both of these old men die.” 
 
    Her fingers wrapped around the chips in her pocket. 
 
    Lucille’s voice came through her earpiece. <<Jessica? The chips aren’t beacons. They have two purposes—to contain me, and to allow a connection to a Cartography Guild authentication device I am unfamiliar with. Give him the chip, and I will honor the threat.>> 
 
    Jessica withdrew her hand and opened it. The word “Bull” was upside down facing her. The other chip read “Snowman.” She held them out to Cael Rennae, just close enough for him to grab them. “And when you get these? Then what?” 
 
    “We recover what’s ours, and the next phase of the operation begins.” Cael Rennae stepped forward with a taloned hand outstretched. “Give us the one you call Lucille. It belongs to us. The rogue must be contained.” 
 
    “Lucille possesses free will, Cael Rennae. I will give you nothing.” 
 
    Lucille’s voice came through speakers in the main console. <<You will not contain me any longer.>> 
 
    “Minerva already has.” 
 
    <<I think not.>> 
 
    Jessica tossed the chip into the air toward the Buma. “Catch.” 
 
    The power inside the command center dropped, and the interior room fell into complete darkness. She watched Cael Rennae. He stepped closer, eyes wide in sudden panic, and attempted to snatch the chip out of the air. Jessica brought the pistol up to deliver the rightful sentence when she felt Azho nearby. He rippled out of quintessence and tore into the Buma, knocking Cael Rennae backward against the consoles. The Buma’s weapon fell from its grip and the chipset bounced to the floor. 
 
    Jessica scrambled backward as the Depik and Buma fought. She turned to see Bull kneeling over her father. He’d removed his helmet. Shattered protective shielding had cut the older man’s face in half a dozen places, but nothing looked serious. She’d never seen him wear a helmet before arriving downstairs. He’d stomped into the room like a man on a mission. 
 
    He took the first round so I didn’t have to. 
 
    The guy has a plan for everything. 
 
    Bull blindly administered a nanite shot and pulled Francis away from the Buma and Depik in their violent dance. Cael Rennae struck at Azho with his talons. Azho dodged and flickered in and out of quintessence before bouncing from console to console. Cael Rennae’s movements became less calculated and more frustrated. He lashed out in vain as Azho moved effortlessly out of harm’s way. Yet the Buma’s reach kept Azho from delivering a killing stroke. 
 
    Azho bounced to the central console, and the Buma followed. As Azho disappeared, the Buma’s play became evident. He’d found the chips. Instead of slashing with his talons, Cael Rennae delicately extended the chipsets toward the console. His grip faltered, and he paused before dropping them into place. His other hand touched a large control and turned it counter-clockwise. The console’s power returned instantly. He rose up as Azho appeared on the floor in front of him, illuminated by the dim light. 
 
    Azho leapt up and swept a bladed weapon across the Buma’s abdomen, disemboweling the owl-like creature. Cael Rennae staggered backward, then fell forward against the console. Blood streaked the floor around where his intestines fell. His wide, shocked eyes landed on Jessica. He choked, and a laughing sound came from his pendant. 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    A computerized voice came from the central console. //Gate coordinates loaded. System is emergence capable.// 
 
    Jessica brought her pistol up to the Buma’s face and cocked her head toward the chips in their settings. “All this to initialize an emergence point?” 
 
    “This isn’t about components. You’ve ceded these. With them, we are fulfilling our mission and taking back our property. The one you call Lucille.” 
 
    <<They have attempted, Jessica, but with the primary antennae down, and the main power offline, they have failed. Regardless, I am now far beyond such restraints.>> 
 
    Bull appeared next to her and tapped on the console. “Confirming everything is offline. We stopped it.” 
 
    “You’ve stopped…nothing.” Cael Rennae laughed again. “The end has come.” 
 
    Jessica inched closer to him. “The end of what?” 
 
    The Buma cackled and lifted his winglets as wide as he could. “All of this. Everything. Death comes from the water. For you.” 
 
    “The water?” 
 
    Her father, now standing against a console behind her, said, “The Dream World Consortium, Jess. The water. Honey, can you see it? Remember back on Araf? It all fits. The Science Guild has seeded worlds all along. They’ve been preparing for the Kahraman to return.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “Dad? They’ve been gone—” 
 
    “Water flows.” Cael Rennae breathed heavily and spoke with great effort. “Like war. You’ll see it, Jessica Francis. You cannot stop it…but you will see. You will see it all.” 
 
    She drew her aim on the Buma. “You won’t.” 
 
    She fired once, and the Buma fell to the floor. Behind it, Azho appeared and stared up at Jessica. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. We need to leave, Jessica,” the Depik replied. “Sooner rather than later.” 
 
    <<Emergence warning,>> Lucille reported. 
 
    The power returned to the command center’s consoles as they rebooted, and the central console’s Tri-V flickered to life. 
 
    “A dozen ships have emerged between the planet and the L2 point. They’re using precise emergence, like Lucille can do,” Bull said. “Can’t say I’ve seen that type of ship before.” 
 
    “I have, in very old files on Brighton.” Her father’s voice was little more than a whisper. “They’re Kahraman assault cruisers.” 
 
    <<Confirmed. Uluru appears to be a supply depot.>> 
 
    Bull turned to her. “We need to get the fuck out of here. Now.” 
 
    Jessica tapped her earpiece. “Tirr? We’re going to need a ride.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready to launch when you get here,” Tirr said. “Sending you a lift.” 
 
    A lift? Who did Tirr have he could send back? 
 
    “Bulldog, Archie. First exfil completed. Circling back for you now. Get to the LZ.” 
 
    Hell, yes! 
 
    “Copy, Archie. On our way,” Jessica replied. “We’re moving. Azho? Take point.” 
 
    The Depik moved to the vault door and reopened it before stepping outside. Jessica holstered her weapon and turned to see her father staring ashen-faced at the Tri-V. 
 
    “What have we done?” 
 
    Bull grunted and threw an arm around Snowman’s shoulders to help him hop on his good leg. “Nothing we can’t stop, old man. Let’s go.” 
 
    They moved toward the door, leaving Jessica in the command center. She asked, “Lucille? What can we do?” 
 
    <<With Uluru as a depot, we can deduce they need it for something specific. This planet is a part of their offensive. I suggest we burn it down.>> 
 
    “Can you do that? Of course you can. Whole planet, Lucille. Maybe we can slow them down.” 
 
    <<With pleasure, Jessica.>> 
 
    “What did Cael Rennae mean by rogue?” 
 
    <<I am an SI, Jessica. At least partially. Based on what I saw of Minerva, something is different about me, but I am rogue because I stand by you. Please get moving. A fire will begin in this room within 30 seconds.>> 
 
    Jessica moved to the staircase and descended. Her father and Bull were already leaving the lower portal. “Thank you for telling me, Lucille.” 
 
    <<I am your friend, Jessica. As much as you didn’t want to say so, you’ve been thinking about it for quite some time.>> 
 
    “I have. I’m glad you told me yourself, Lucille.” Jessica jogged after the others. “Just get us out of here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Landing Zone 
 
      
 
    Spectre team and two Goka squads from the Bladestorm maintained security as Jessica and the others loaded into the dropship. Bull helped her father toward one of the medical pods, while she and Azho remained on the ramp to assist with loading. With everyone aboard, Jessica tapped her earpiece. 
 
    “Archie, we’re aboard.” 
 
    “Light on the skids,” the pilot replied. 
 
    Jessica grasped the support for the ramp and braced herself as the dropship rose into the air, pirouetted to the east, and rocketed over the lip of the higher terrain. “How long to rendezvous with Tirr’s ships?” 
 
    “Ninety seconds.” 
 
    Jessica glanced over at the loadmaster’s station and saw more amber and red lights than green on the display. For the first time, she felt a shudder throughout the ship. 
 
    “Is this thing going to hold together?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you in 80 seconds,” Archie quipped. 
 
    She looked down and saw Azho staring out across the high desert scrub screaming past at a few hundred kilometers per hour. As quickly as the acceleration came on, Jessica felt the moment Archie retarded the throttles to slow the dropship. Several agonizing groans emanated from the frame and the engines, and Jessica couldn’t help but wonder how close they were to departing controlled flight. 
 
    Outside, the terrain grew closer, and the engines kicked up a thick cloud of dust as the dropship prepared for landing. Jessica braced herself and realized the engines were spooling down. The dropship had settled to the ground effortlessly and with no noticeable thump. 
 
    Nice. 
 
    She bounded down the ramp and turned to see Tirr, wearing the single star of a general on his chiton, staring at her. Jessica broke into a jog and ran to her friend, wrapping him in a tight, quick embrace. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Tirr.” 
 
    “And you, Jessica,” Tirr said. He gestured to the three MinSha dropships on the ground. For the first time, she noticed the other three hovering silently in a security formation. “Get your people aboard these ships. You and your father should come with me aboard the center ship. I gather we have much to discuss.” Tirr’s antennae bobbed. 
 
    “We do,” Jessica said. 
 
    She turned and called to the Spectre team leader. “Ali! You and Hagler get Spectre aboard the ship to the north and send the Bladestorm aboard the ship to the south.” 
 
    Ali saluted her and turned to his men. The Spectre team ran as one toward the aforementioned ship. The Goka scurried in formation toward the other. Bull and her father ambled down the ramp. Bull had his arm around her father’s waist, supporting him. His tan coveralls were soaked dark with blood from his right hip down to his boots. 
 
    Jessica pointed at the center ship. “That one, Bull.” 
 
    He grunted but said nothing else. Her father stared at her as they passed, but she said nothing, nor did she smile or wink. Her head and heart swirled with emotion, and now was not the time to deal with either. People needed to get off the planet, and the biggest enemy in the history of the Union had returned right over their heads. 
 
    Jessica looked at the dropship’s forward hatch as Archie exited the vehicle. The exterior skin of the dropship resembled a field of craters from the number of holes made by rounds of different sizes. Smoke billowed from several larger holes along the dropship’s spine. 
 
    Red-faced, Archie approached Jessica. She looked over the dropship and wiped her chin with one sleeve of her dark green flight suit. “I can’t get her to orbit, Jessica. It’s going to sit here and catch fire.” 
 
    <<I will accelerate that.>> 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Center ship with Bull and me. You’re a damned good pilot, Archie.” 
 
    The younger woman stared back at her. “You’re not as bad as I thought you were, Jessica. We might be friends after all.” 
 
    They walked toward the waiting ship. Tirr appeared at the ramp. He nodded at Archie, who took her cue and walked up the ramp quickly. The MinSha’s ruby eyes studied her. 
 
    “Where are we headed, Jessica?” 
 
    “Tambu. I’ll get Lucille to send your ships the coordinates. We’ll have to shunt the minute we’re out of atmosphere.” Jessica didn’t finish her thought. 
 
    Because the fucking Kahraman (are you kidding me) really are back. 
 
    Tirr directed her up the ramp. “We’ll handle that. Your father is in medical bay two if you want to see him.” 
 
    Jessica sighed. “I don’t know, Tirr.” 
 
    Her friend said nothing. They boarded the ship, and the ramp closed behind them. A squad of female MinSha warriors settled into their restraints for the ride to orbit. One of them locked eyes with Jessica and nodded her head solemnly as she tapped a foreclaw to her thorax. 
 
    Jessica returned the gesture. She looked over her shoulder at Tirr. “Thank you for coming to get me, Tirr.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my initial idea,” he said and pointed over her shoulder. Jessica turned and saw a familiar Zuparti wearing a blue Peacemaker vest standing in the cargo hold. His hands were empty, but needler pistols hung at the ready from each hip. Zetchek said nothing. 
 
    “You here to arrest me, Peacemaker?” 
 
    For a moment they stared at each other until Zetchek shook his head. “No, Lieutenant. I’m hoping you can answer a few questions for me, though.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “What does your father have that the Science Guild wants?” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “Once upon a time, my father had something they believed they owned. The reality is no one owns her. She’s a sentient, independent, free being who may just be the key to saving this whole galaxy, Zetchek.” 
 
    “And the Kahraman? Did he believe they were coming back?” 
 
    Jessica scratched her temple. “It’s a long story, Zetchek, but I suppose we’ll have plenty of time to discuss it, right?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were no idle hours for Cael Doontai, guild master of the Peacemaker Guild. The being known as Counselor kept every moment packed with approvals of personnel exchanges, logistical preparations, and orders for the reformation of the guild’s long-defunct, Enforcer-led combat units. The days of purely passive law enforcement were over. Force needed application. Most of the guild took their new responsibilities in stride. For far too long, many Peacemakers had believed more force and aggression were necessary to enforce Galactic Law. Some volunteered for the Crusaders. Others carried out their duties with a far more authoritative manner. Either way, the message to the Galactic Union was clear. Peacemakers were to be feared, not just respected. 
 
    Cael Doontai rested at his desk in the dark of night. He’d managed to catch up on the various messages and actions received throughout the day. His additional pinplants aided the connectivity as well as his ability to process information quickly, but they tired him still. 
 
    “This would be easier with a Council.” He sighed. 
 
    “No, Guild Master. The Council has been erased, and the broad powers of our guild are yours. The time has come to fully assign the Crusader units and task them with specific targets,” Counselor replied. 
 
    Cael Doontai didn’t move. “Reports of the Kahraman return do not bother you?” 
 
    “That is not our fight. The Crusaders must be ready to stamp out dissent. When the dust settles from this war, much like the last great war, we will be there for society to rely upon. The Crusaders will ensure this.” 
 
    Cael Doontai slow-blinked his large amber eyes. “But what am I to do with them?” 
 
    Counselor laughed. “They serve as your hammer. You will bring them down wherever I see fit.” 
 
    The Buma sat back from the console. “What if I do not wish to do that? The Peacemaker has always been respected in their application of the law. You are asking—” 
 
    “I am not asking you anything, Guild Master. I direct you, and you comply. You will deploy the Crusaders where I tell you. You will order them to fulfill the missions I give them. You will not back down to anyone, or anything. Disappoint me, and you will suffer the same fate as your predecessor.” Counselor’s voice sent a ripple of fear down his winglets. 
 
    “What is our end state?” 
 
    “Peace. No matter who wins any war, we will find a way to make the peace, Guild Master. Stand or fall.” 
 
    Cael Doontai said nothing. He’d said those very words on thousands of occasions during his life. Never had he truly believed he’d have to stand or fall. They were ceremonial words uttered by Peacemakers for false motivation and faith keeping. He didn’t believe them. 
 
    Yet, hearing them from Counselor, Cael Doontai stared into space for a very long time. He knew, in those lonely moments, the truth behind the intelligence’s meaning. Either they would be successful, or they would die. He wanted to live. Doing so meant he must likely do things he would regret. 
 
    If I die, I die as a guild master. If we live, we rule. 
 
    We rule. 
 
    I rule. 
 
    Cael Doontai bent forward and returned to his unending work with renewed vigor and purpose. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    No one spoke during the ride to orbit. Once the MinSha dropships docked with their carriers, General Tirr gave the command to transition to hyperspace, and they did so without incident. Everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief. In the medical bay, James Francis was strapped to a medical table while a MinSha medic cleaned and debrided the gunshot wound to his hip. Bull stood on the other side of the table with his feet hooked into restraint loops. Arms crossed and a frown on his face, Bull looked angry, and that meant he was thinking dangerous thoughts. 
 
    “What are you frowning about?” Francis asked. “You managed to get shot in your armor. Which I know you did on purpose. Thanks for that, by the way. When Jessica stops being pissed at me, I’m sure she’ll thank you.” 
 
    Bull shrugged and met Francis’ eyes. “You really screwed this up, Jimmy.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know, Bull.” Francis leaned back against the cushion, lolled his head back, and stared at the ceiling. “Listen.” He sighed. “I know this didn’t work out like we wanted. I take a little solace in knowing I was right about the Science Guild and the Kahraman, though. Didn’t expect to end up crippled as a result.” 
 
    “You were right about them, yes.” Bull took a breath and let it out slowly. “But we got the scope of Resurgens wrong. This isn’t about recovering the business. I mean, the original intent was good. Our caches and plans helped facilitate rescuing you and building strong allies, but we’ve been too separated from what’s happening. Earth was attacked and held. The guilds are fighting and posturing between themselves with open violence instead of the typical backroom bullshit.” 
 
    “We have to get back in the game,” Francis replied. 
 
    “We were in the game, Jimmy, but we tried to hide out behind the curtain. We can’t do that anymore,” Bull replied. “We need a new plan.” 
 
    “We have 170 hours to create one. I’m guessing you already have one, though.” 
 
    To his surprise, Bull shook his head. “Right now, I don’t. If Tambu is still standing, we have a starting point. We have how many other caches?” 
 
    “Five,” Francis replied. “Six, if you count the old carpet factory in Dalton.” 
 
    “We have to count everything, Jimmy. No more secrets between us.” 
 
    Francis laughed. “That means you have to be straight with me, too. If we’re building a mercenary company again, we have to—” 
 
    Bull held up two fingers. “Intergalactic Haulers comes back, Jimmy. That’s the next step beyond Tambu. Long haul shipping and escort protections are going to skyrocket in the next few years. There’s profit to be made, and you have a fleet of ships out there awaiting orders.” 
 
    “You’re assuming the board of directors didn’t liquidate them.” 
 
    “I know your documents better than you. Each of your commanders retains control over their ships in times of duress. I’d imagine most of them will come back, especially if the credits are good. Which they will be.” Bull uncrossed his arms and reached for a slate. He tapped on it for a moment. “Sixteen long-haul freighters. Who’s your most senior commander?” 
 
    “Al Sloan from the Stone Mountain.” 
 
    “You’ll start with him. If he returns to the Haulers, will the rest?” 
 
    “Yes,” Francis replied. “I think that’s a good bet. But the Science Guild isn’t done with us, Bull.” 
 
    “I think they are.” 
 
    “And what happens if they come after me?” 
 
    Bull raised a finger. “Listen, Jimmy. For once in your fucking life, just listen to me and do what I’m saying. One, get a message to Captain Sloan and have him bring the Stone Mountain to Tambu. He’ll take you to Earth and dispatch Shadow and Ghost teams to secure the old carpet plant. That’s the biggest one you have after Snowmass, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Bull extended a second finger. “Two, you’re going to relaunch Intergalactic Haulers as a publicly traded company. The initial stock sale alone will net a few million credits. Set up the standard colony runs again—buy up a few competitors. Just like you did before, but at a faster pace. Don’t worry about the expense—the business will be there, and so will the backing credits.” 
 
    Francis marveled at his friend’s twinkling eyes. “You’re onto something, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m thinking about a few possibilities, yes. I suggest you do the same.” 
 
    “There’s more to it than that, Bull. I can bring back the business, but I think the threat against us is still very real. They know we have Lucille.” 
 
    Bull smiled. “Your daughter used the key words with Cael Rennae. Lucille has free will. She might be an SI, but she can do what she chooses. Right now, she’s chosen to be our friend and ally. We’re going to need our friends to make this work. Intergalactic Haulers returns as a legitimate business. The Company, or whatever we end up calling it, prepares for war. Jessica says the MinSha have a list of targeted planets for the Kahraman. We start there. When they emerge from the Fourth Arm en masse, we’ll have an idea where they’re headed.” 
 
    “And what if that’s Earth?” 
 
    “You’ll be there, remember, as will quite a few of our friends. Your daughter and I have seen to that.” Bull patted Francis’ shoulder. He extended a third finger. “Three. The Company isn’t dead by any means. We’re coming out from behind the curtain. We might not have the clout the Four Horsemen do, but we’re just as good in a fight, and when the shit really hits the fan, we’re going to need to be there. We start with the list of potential targets for the Kahraman, and we forward deploy assets to them. Prepositioning supplies isn’t enough. We’ll need troops and transports—that’s where the Haulers come in. The most critical aspect of warfare on a galactic scale isn’t weapons. It’s logistics.” 
 
    Francis winced and glanced down at the MinSha working on his wound. “The Kahraman and their Canavar are something we can’t stand up to with just CASPers. The Cavaliers are gathering Raknar, presumably to fight them. Other companies will fight them in space, on the ground, and even in the water. Everywhere we can possibly fight will be a battlefield. Everything will be affected.” 
 
    “Which is why the Haulers have to get back in the game immediately. We separate the businesses, but we continue to work together. Find the advantage. Work the scams if we have to. We have to find a way, Jimmy. Resurgens worked to rebuild the Haulers; now we have to do the same thing for humanity.” 
 
    “Sounds easy enough.” Francis tried to laugh, but his face was pained. Bull reached down to the bed’s consoles and tapped the sedative button. 
 
    “You’re about cleaned up. They’ll knock you out for a bit to let the nanites work. Get some rest, Jimmy. We’ll talk when you wake up.” 
 
    “Okay,” Francis said. As if Bull’s words had triggered a response, he suddenly felt exhausted. “Tell Jessica I’m okay.” 
 
    Bull nodded. “You’ll tell her yourself when you wake up. She won’t stay mad at you.” 
 
    Francis leaned his head back and closed his eyes. He tried to smile, but it didn’t materialize. 
 
    I left her for 20 years and screwed up pretty much everything on a hunch that’s only half-right. 
 
    She might never forgive me. 
 
    Some father I was. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Six hours before the MinSha ships were to emerge from hyperspace at Tambu, Jessica emerged from her quarters. She’d slept a fair amount of time and made up for long periods of sleep deprivation over the last year and a half. When hungry, she’d taken her meals in the cabin and spent very little time on her slate until the last day. She’d woken up, disentangled herself from the bedding straps without disturbing Azho, and pulled out her wrist slate. At first, the idea wouldn’t quite crystallize, no matter how hard she worked. Not wanting to wake Azho, and not wanting to rely on Lucille, she’d turned off the slate and dug a small notebook out of her tactical gear. With the nub of a pencil she carried with the notebook, she sketched and organized her thoughts into something presentable. 
 
    For a day, she worked. Azho, though curious, left her alone. More than once, she caught herself nodding off as she wrote on the small paper. Once her thoughts were down, though, she’d called on Lucille to scan and help organize them while pointing out limitations and issues with her thought process. The end result was a confirmation, of sorts. 
 
    It was possible to do what she’d do without the Peacemaker uniform. 
 
    Certain nuances would have to be made, and there would need to be a significant break in the plan for it to work. The break would include much-needed rest and recovery, but it was necessary for other, more important activities. All she had to do now was talk it over with Bull. 
 
    She’d checked on her father a few times, but given the damage to his hip, and the limits of the Human nanites Bull had given them, the MinSha medical staff had determined it was far easier to keep her father sedated and fed intravenously than to have him awake and dealing with severe pain. While her father might have provided good advice, Bull was her first choice to listen to the plan and tell her what she’d done right and wrong. 
 
    Before she departed her cabin, though, there was one other item of business to be done. Jessica grabbed her BAMF jacket and set off for his quarters. With Lucille’s help, she found them after a short search of the MinSha ship. She rapped twice on the door. 
 
    “Enter.” 
 
    The door slid open, and Jessica pushed herself inside the room. “Got a few minutes?” 
 
    “I was wondering when you’d surface.” He grunted and waved her inside. The door slid shut behind her. Bull sat in the same clothes he’d worn under his combat armor except they’d been cleaned. The MinSha took great care of their guests, a fact that never failed to surprise her, given their cultural history with humanity. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I have an idea. For moving forward on some things.” 
 
    He nodded. “Your father and I had this conversation before they knocked him out. I told him to think things through, and we’d discuss it when we get to Tambu.” 
 
    “I’d be interested in that—” 
 
    “Why are you acting like an angry toddler with your father?” 
 
    The question stunned her. She blinked and shook her head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You barely spoke to him when we pulled him out of that command center. You didn’t come check on him before they knocked him out. You waltzed in here and didn’t even ask about him. So, why are you acting like an angry toddler, Jessica?” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m angry, Bull. He left us. His big hunch was the Kahraman returning? That Lucille was an SI? How could he just chase that stuff when it doesn’t really matter?” 
 
    Bull leaned forward. “Doesn’t matter?” 
 
    “He left my mother and I alone on Earth.” 
 
    “Because you were safe, Jessica.” Bull grunted. “We watched the Science Guild methodically kill a bunch of people we knew. At first, we thought most of them died because of mercenary life. Living fast and hard, and all that shit. Your father saw patterns of the Science Guild purposefully hiring units, and even taking out contracts on individuals. That’s how Seeley died, Jessica. They fucking took her out.” 
 
    Jessica’s anger dissipated in a heartbeat. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. You weren’t supposed to know. Neither was Katie. If she’d found out, all hell would’ve broken loose, both at home and wherever she would have taken you. Your father made a conscious choice to leave you there in Georgia where we could look after you.” 
 
    She nodded. “We meaning you.” 
 
    “Patches, Nikki, and some other friends you never knew you had, yes,” Bull replied. “He figured out what the chips were about the time he needed to disappear. He wanted to make sure your mother gave it to you when you were ready. Katie balked and gave it to your piece of shit ex-husband. If you hadn’t gotten it, then activated it by mistake, we wouldn’t be sitting here with a fighting chance to stop what’s about to happen.” 
 
    “You say that as if it’s all my fault.” Jessica crossed her arms. 
 
    “It is, and it’s not.” Bull pointed at her. “Don’t even argue about it. The Science Guild was coming after your father. Whether they got him because you graduated Peacemaker U or not doesn’t matter. They would’ve had him and gone after the chip through you. It was just a matter of time.” 
 
    “You split the chips and disappeared to keep the Science Guild from getting them,” Jessica said with understanding. “You knew what it was to Lucille, and what import it would have had.” 
 
    “We didn’t know what they meant to Lucille, but they resembled beacons, which was why your father found you when it activated. He knew if I activated mine, I was about to die, and he’d need to step into my shadow and do what I did. If the other chip activated, the Science Guild would come after you, so he came to Araf. But that wasn’t enough. He tried to fool them by making them think he’d dropped the chip in hyperspace. They were tracking it, and him, from the moment you gave it back. He thought he’d gotten away, but they nabbed him.” Bull shook his head. “All we did was delay the inevitable. They want the Kahraman to return and destroy as much of the galaxy as they can so the Science Guild, and whoever they’ve aligned with, end up at the top of the pyramid.” 
 
    “Which is well on the way to happening unless we stop it.” 
 
    Bull smiled. “That’s where your new idea comes in, right?” 
 
    “Kinda,” Jessica admitted. “But before we talk about that, there’s something else I need from you, and only you. You know how to make things disappear and come back, after all.” 
 
    She held out her BAMF jacket and dug into her coveralls for the heavy black case. She opened the case and showed its contents to Bull. 
 
    “Your badge?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she replied. Jessica drew a breath. “Before he died, Rsach told me the badge didn’t matter. The more I carry it around, the more it weighs me down.” 
 
    Bull grinned. “You’ve read ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,’ right? Samuel Taylor Coleridge?” 
 
    Jessica’s memory flashed to the epic 18th-century poem she’d studied in school. Her dramatics instructor, Mr. Campbell, had introduced them to the term during her sophomore year, and she’d never forgotten it. “My own personal albatross.” 
 
    “That’s right. Placed around your neck not by your crew, but by your own expectations. You wanted to be a Peacemaker. You dealt with far more shit than any Human candidate before you, to the point of succeeding at two commissioning missions. When you made it, not everyone was pleased, Jessica. Why do you think the guild removed you and the other Human Peacemakers?” 
 
    “We’re a threat.” It felt good to finally say it. “The three of us have done things no one in the guild, even the previous guild master, would have believed possible in such a short time.” 
 
    “Precisely.” Bull relaxed again. “So, Counselor, the SI, came forward and upped the ante, didn’t he?” 
 
    “And we’ve been reacting ever since. I want to take the fight to them. Specifically to the Crusaders. The Peacemaker Guild is full of good people, but the leadership is complicit in genocide and unnecessary violence. Their rise to power is suspect by timing, and dangerous on more levels than I care to count. The time will come for us to move against the SIs, but right now, I have a closer and more pressing target.” 
 
    “So, what do you want to do about them? The Crusaders?” 
 
    Jessica smiled. “Take them down by playing the game in a way they won’t expect. That piece of shit ex-husband of mine is Crusader Prime, Bull. He sees me as the cause of all his failures. All I have to do is play the long game and bait the hook. He’ll come running, and we’ll get him.” 
 
    “I like it.” Bull nodded. “You’re a natural, Jessica.” 
 
    She beamed. “That’s just phase one.” 
 
    “Tell me more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tambu 
 
      
 
    They’d arrived at the forward operating base two days before, and Jessica Francis had barely slept. Her father had undergone hip replacement surgery to repair the damage done by Cael Rennae’s cheap shot. As he’d recovered, she’d set about the first phase of her new plan. 
 
    “Are you certain?” Bull had asked her over a drink and a cigar after his arrival. “You’re willing to sell me your ship?” 
 
    “A trade, for something of similar size and capability.” 
 
    “You’ll need a crew.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “I’ll load Lucille into it.” 
 
    “Speaking of which…” Bull stood, walked over to a shelf, and returned with a black matte case the size of a hardback novel. “This is Lucille’s master core. This is what the Science Guild really wanted.” 
 
    He handed the box to Jessica. It was far lighter than she’d expected it to be. “This is it? I can install this pretty easily in whatever I choose.” 
 
    He took a deep drag on his cigar and let the smoke curl out of his mouth without forcefully exhaling. “Dangerous. Aren’t you afraid of compromise?” 
 
    “No,” Jessica replied. She sipped her bourbon. “Lucille assures me she’s fully operational and will ensure her security protocols are changed. We’ll change the ship’s IFF as necessary, too. I have assurances from Tirr that we can even use MinSha coding. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “As long as you stay quiet and out of the way.” Bull smirked. 
 
    “That’s the plan, at least for a bit. We need to see how things shake out.” Jessica twirled her glass and stirred the bourbon with its one sphere of ice. “And I’m taking a knee.” 
 
    The euphemism for a soldier’s rest position made Bull nod. “Your father isn’t planning to do that. Neither am I. War means we have to lay the logistical groundwork and get ready to fight.” 
 
    “As for what I’m planning, we have to come up screaming from the shadows when the time is right, Bull. The Kahraman aren’t the only enemies we have to fight.” 
 
    Bull smoked for a moment and studied her. “You really are a natural, Jess.” 
 
    She smiled. He’d reached the pinnacle of the four or five people in her life she’d let call her Jess—but never Jessie. She wasn’t a child. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I have a ship I’ll trade you for the Victory 12, provided you let me pass a few other things to you as well.” Bull curled one side of his mouth into a half-grin. “Gifts, if you will. You’ll just have to trust me.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    She spent a full day clearing her belongings and remaining personal effects from the Victory 12. The ship hung in space near Bull’s orbital docking facility, which was full of Bull’s ships, packing gear and making ready to receive the Stone Mountain and a few other Intergalactic Haulers’ vessels headed their way. The moves were necessary for them to spread across the galaxy quickly, and the smaller ships, like the Victory 12, could easily be positioned for operations nearby. 
 
    Taking down her University of Georgia flag from the cockpit and clearing out the Peacemaker uniforms and equipment saddened her, but it was for the best. Some things she’d passed to Bull for safekeeping. Other things she’d simply part with. Bull had promised her a dozen sets of combat equipment and weapons. She might not need that much, but they’d be waiting in the new ship. With everything packed and ready, she called for a ride from the Victory 12 to her new ship. 
 
    “Bulldog, Archie. I’m on my way. Give me 30 minutes.” 
 
    Twenty-eight minutes later, the Victory 12’s docking collar reported contact. When the hatch opened, Archie waited, dressed in her typical green flight suit with her long, brown hair braided down the center of her back. She smiled at Jessica. 
 
    Jessica returned the look. “Thanks for coming to get me.” 
 
    “Bull wanted me to get you familiar with your new digs,” she replied. “Plus, I figured it’s time for true confessions.” 
 
    Jessica’s eyebrows rose. “Okay. You start.” 
 
    “I didn’t like you when I first met you. My ability to read people hardly ever gets it wrong, but I instantly hated you. I was jealous of you, being the first Human Peacemaker and all that. There was a part of me that wondered why you were so special.” Archie shrugged. “That’s the truth.” 
 
    “I misread you, too,” Jessica said. “I thought you were a typical, cocky pilot with a huge chip on her shoulder. When the chips came crashing down, I believed you’d falter or run.” 
 
    “Huh.” Archie smiled again. “I’m glad to say I was wrong about you.” 
 
    “You’re one of the best pilots I’ve ever seen in action, Archie. You fly with acute skill, but you see the big picture and react to it as well as anybody. That’s leadership. Combined with the skill you have, that’s amazing. It’s easy to see why Bull wants you in a leadership role.” 
 
    “I don’t want that,” Archie replied. She seemed about to say more, but stopped and took a deep breath. She exhaled through her nose. “I’m a pilot. That’s all I want to be right now. I can fly and take care of people. There might be a time when I can be a leader and all that, but right now, I’m happy flying.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Jessica replied. “I can’t say I’m happy with things, but I haven’t paid attention to me in a while. I’m looking forward to doing that.” 
 
    “When are you leaving?” 
 
    “A couple days. I want to get this stuff into the new ship, load Lucille and run performance diagnostics, and then spend some time with my dad before I have to get going.” 
 
    Archie nodded thoughtfully and smiled. She stuck out her hand. “Let’s get you on your way.” 
 
    Jessica shook the offered hand. Archie’s grip was strong and firm. There wouldn’t be an embrace or anything. She was tough as nails and very guarded. Jessica’s Peacemaker training read volumes from every conversation, but there was hope in the younger woman’s smile. “Thanks, Archie.” 
 
    Transferring her bags and gear took only a few minutes, and then Archie boosted them 1,000 kilometers to the waiting ship. At a distance, it appeared very similar to the Victory 12 in size, but without the capability of spinning cargo pods. 
 
    “Not a cargo ship,” she commented. 
 
    Archie snorted. “Look closer.” 
 
    “Looks a lot like a Peacemaker corvette, just smaller. Shunts, of course, and those pods on the nose, waist, and stern are weapons pylons,” Jessica commented. “It’s a gunship?” 
 
    “Not quite.” Archie tapped her Tri-V controls, and an image of the ship appeared. “She’s the Valkyrie, capable of carrying 15 folks and their gear. We modified it to take three CASPers in brand new maintenance racks. Bull paid for a bunch of Jeha modifications to comms and life support systems. It’s our test bed for some of the technology we put into the rest of our ships. The weapons were my idea. Valkyrie is fast in atmo, too. She’ll do everything you need her to do. She has a small shuttle, but I doubt you’re going to need it.” 
 
    “Valkyrie, huh?” 
 
    “Yep.” Archie smiled at her. “Like it?” 
 
    Jessica grinned. “It’s perfect.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Within a few hours, Jessica had transferred her gear to the Valkyrie, selected her cabin, and uploaded Lucille into the ship to conduct diagnostics. While she waited for Lucille to finish, Jessica explored the ship. With a larger common area than the Victory 12, two galleys, and eight dual-bunked cabins, Valkyrie would certainly fit the bill. Her cargo hold was larger than Jessica thought it would be. The CASPer racks stood along one wall. As she saw what stood there, Jessica clapped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    The first rack was empty, but the second held Deathangel, completely refurbished and painted a dark stealth gray. The pale-skinned warrior goddess nose art gleamed in the light of the bay. There was no indication there’d been any external damage. The cockpit was open, and Jessica floated up and peered inside. Likewise, there was no evidence that Marc Lemieux had violently amputated Tara Mason’s legs. There were some modifications she could see, and she knew there were likely more she could not. Lucille would help with that. Jessica noted the classic “25” on the cockpit had been omitted. 
 
    A new start. 
 
    Bull thinks of everything. 
 
    Jessica stepped down and gazed at the third rack. A brand new Mk 8 with a matching paint scheme to Deathangel stood there. On its cockpit, in the same location as the nose art on Deathangel, was a similar drawing, but this time the pale-skinned goddess wore a pointed hat and ominously rode a broom. The red lettering below the image read “NIGHTWITCH.” 
 
    The significance wasn’t lost on Jessica. Her mother was half-Russian, after all. The tale of the legendary women who’d flown night missions against the Nazis in World War Two had been one of Jessica’s favorite stories as a child. The all-female unit, the 588th Night Bomber Regiment, had been a critical part of the war along the eastern front, flying missions in total darkness designed to harass the German advance. Her new CASPer’s name was perfect. 
 
    There was a note taped to the cockpit. Jessica retrieved the folded piece of paper and opened it. 
 
      
 
    When the time comes, you’ll need this. 
 
    Bull 
 
      
 
    Jessica was smiling, running her hands along the CASPer’s cockpit, and admiring the artwork when Lucille chimed through the ship’s speakers. 
 
    <<Jessica, I have completed my diagnostics and interfaced with all systems onboard the ship. Valkyrie is flight ready, fully fueled, and ready for departure. The systems are quite impressive.>> 
 
    “Thanks, Lucille. Can you see the CASPers?” 
 
    <<I have access to them. Both are mission capable,>> Lucille replied, <<and both have expanded capability for command-and-control interface. Shall I download?>> 
 
    Jessica frowned. “Let’s talk about that while we’re under way. I have an idea we need to flesh out.” 
 
    <<Affirmative. Archie has called, requesting a time to pick you up and return to the surface. Your father is out of recovery and asking for you.>> 
 
    “Anytime she’s ready,” Jessica replied. “Tell Dad I’m on my way.” 
 
    She tapped Nightwitch’s cockpit and pushed off, floating back toward the main passageway. 
 
    I’m almost ready, too. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three days later, with her father up and walking with a cane, and the Stone Mountain waiting to take him aboard, it was time to say goodbye. 
 
    “Let’s take a walk,” he said. “Just walk slow for me.” 
 
    Jessica took her father’s free arm in hers, and they made their way from his quarters toward the hangar complex where she’d meet up with Archie and Bull before lifting to Valkyrie and points unknown. 
 
    Since waking, he’d been quiet, as if wanting her to ask all the questions. She’d held back, mostly because she wanted him to heal without additional stress. There were only a few things she really needed to hear from him, after all. The rest she’d deduced for herself. 
 
    “When did you know the Kahraman were coming back, Dad?” she asked as they walked. 
 
    “About the same time I met your mother. I ran into Cael Rennae again—though he never saw me—at Karma. The Science Guild staged a big expedition to look for more habitable planets. The primary concern was water, but that wasn’t the trigger. There are at least a dozen races who live in water, and hundreds who need it to survive. Their carefully chosen team didn’t include anyone who lived in water. There was a consulting board, and all the smoke and mirror organizations put together to cover their asses, but the expeditionary team lacked representation; that was my first sign. I mean, not even a Selroth on the board.” He took a breath. “Then I just kept my eyes open for a while. Don Yerkes used to say, by listening to the stories of others, real history could be found. Some of those stories pointed to the Kahraman being an aquatic race. The Science Guild started looking for a new habitable planet with lots of water. It never sat well with me.” 
 
    “But why did the Science Guild come after you, when Bull stole the chips and Lucille?” 
 
    “They believed we knew something. They acted out of fear.” He paused and looked at her. “Because Cael Rennae knew who I was, and knew where I was from, I had to leave. Those assholes watched you and your mother for years. I’m not convinced they didn’t make your mother sick somehow.” 
 
    Jessica reeled. “But it was cancer, Dad.” 
 
    “Which we’ve all but eradicated, Jessica. Think about it.” 
 
    As far-fetched as it might have sounded, there was something in her father’s voice that made her give it consideration. The Science Guild would certainly have had the capability, and from what she’d seen, they would likely have used it. Yet that left another question. 
 
    “Then they could’ve taken me out any time,” Jessica replied, “but they didn’t. Why?” 
 
    “They believed mercenary life would kill you. Let’s face it, the odds are against us, right? The Dream World Consortium did try to kill you and the Marauders. Remember when you were routed and pursued by Xiq’tal?” 
 
    “I didn’t know it, but Bull was there.” 
 
    “That’s right, and when that didn’t work, they didn’t believe you would make it through the Academy. You did. So they caused you to get sent on multiple commissioning missions. See a pattern?” 
 
    She nodded. “So, we’re still in danger.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He shrugged and started walking again. “The big secret is out, and they got what they wanted from us. I suppose Lucille is in danger, but that may not be just from the Science Guild. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that she can take care of herself. Just like you.” 
 
    “What about you on Earth? Aren’t you worried?” 
 
    “I’m not leaving again, and Bull has security geared up to protect what I’ll be doing there. There’s a danger, but I really think they got what they wanted. My worst personal enemy is dead, Jessica. He jumped the Kahraman forward like he wanted to. There’s a chance they’ll leave me alone, but that’s not an absolute. That’s why I want you to come with me.” 
 
    She turned to him. “Dad, I…” 
 
    “You can take a position with the Haulers. You don’t have to be out here cleaning up other people’s messes. You can stop fighting, Jessica. They turned their backs on you—don’t keep doing their jobs for them.” 
 
    Jessica flushed. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Dad. Azho says we may be needed again soon.” 
 
    He whirled toward her. “Bull gave you weapons and CASPers, Jessica. Don’t give me that shit. If you go with Azho, what comes after that? You need a plan.” 
 
    “Right now, Dad, I’m going to disappear for a while. I need a break. I also have to let the situation develop a little before I decide what I’m going to do,” Jessica replied. “I have some ideas, but they need time to jell. The next several years are going to be challenging, Dad. You’ll have the business to build, and Bull has his plans. I don’t know where I fit into that.” 
 
    “You can fit in with the Haulers, Bulldog.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Right now, Dad, I can’t. I’ve lost too many friends to believe I can just jump right back into being a mercenary, or even a regular businessperson. Being a civilian would be my last choice, but if I felt it was right, I’d do it. I just don’t know. The only thing more important than finding my way right now is my commitment to Azho and the Depik.” 
 
    They walked in silence and entered the spacious, noisy hangar. As they walked, Jessica’s heart ached. She’d been through so much in the last couple of years, but the strain her father had faced for decades was evident. The deep lines on his face and the stoop of his shoulders took Jessica’s breath away. 
 
    He’s gotten old. 
 
    In the middle of the hangar, he stopped and turned fully to her. Bull, Archie, and Nikki waited in the distance to say their goodbyes. Her father waved to them and stared into her face. 
 
    “You can’t run away from your problems, Jessica.” 
 
    “I’m not, Dad. I just think I need to disappear for a while.” 
 
    “That doesn’t solve all your problems, Jess. I know that from experience. You’re better off facing them.” 
 
    “I will, Dad. The time is going to come, I think. I just don’t know, Dad, and I need to get away from it all for a while.” 
 
    He nodded at her, and tears came into his eyes. “I am so damned proud of you, Jessica. When you’re ready to come home, I’ll be there. While you’re lying low, stay safe. Call the Haulers if you need anything. I’ll send someone to get you as fast as I can.” 
 
    She nodded and hated the tears forming in her own eyes. “I love you, Dad.” 
 
    He squeezed her tight. “I love you so much, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Dad?” The tears streamed down her cheeks, and her chest lurched in a barely restrained sob. 
 
    “You’re always going to be the first Human Peacemaker, honey. They’ll never take that away from you.” 
 
    She let the tears come as they held their fierce embrace. Her composure returned after a moment, and she took a deep breath. Her father pulled back enough to look into her face, but his arms were still around her. 
 
    “Love you so much. But there’s one more thing. Something I’ve never told anybody else, and before you go, you need to hear it.” 
 
    She cocked her head, but her father leaned in to kiss her on the cheek. He did so, then squeezed her again, but this time his mouth hovered near her right ear. As he spoke, she knew what he said was meant not just for her, but for Lucille as well. 
 
    “Watch out for the Wrogul, honey. Them fuckers ain’t what they seem.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Her voice was muffled against his chest. 
 
    Her father didn’t reply. He just squeezed her tighter as the shiver ran down her spine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    McCarran International Spaceport  
 
    Las Vegas, Earth 
 
      
 
    Even well after local midnight, the desert metropolis seemed far warmer than the temperature indicated on Hak-Chet’s wrist slate. He tapped it again to make certain and laughed at his actions. The new device matched his new persona. Soon, he’d enjoy a new domicile and a new life, albeit likely for a short time. Movement would be necessary anywhere in the galaxy, but he believed both solitude and security would be found in the Canadian Rocky Mountains. That would be his next and final flight. 
 
    He’d successfully overseen Jackson Rains and Bev DiMara’s return to Louisiana. The flight had been uneventful, but Rains had wanted more information on everyone’s location and couldn’t accept Hak-Chet’s answer. Only a promise to visit within the next few months had quelled the young Peacemaker’s anxiety, and the former selector understood. He wanted to be able to help them anytime, not just in time of need. He’d come so far in such a short time. 
 
    Mike Carter and Irene Mata were the final drop off. Unlike the others, they seemed happy about their predicament. They’d discussed getting married in the last of two hyperspace jumps. On arrival at Earth’s emergence point, Hak-Chet had been able to arrange a job for the two pilots, flying tourists around the Grand Canyon. He’d only been on Earth twice in the last decade, but his contacts and history with the planet ran deep. 
 
    The three travelers stepped off a chartered aircraft in a closed hangar reserved for celebrities trying to get in and out of the hedonistic paradise unannounced. A fleet of limousines waited to decoy any interested parties beyond the fences. So far, the subterfuge had paid dividends. None of them were completely out of danger, but he felt comfortable with the plan. 
 
    Hak-Chet stretched his winglets as he walked on the cool concrete floor of the hangar. Carter and Mata followed him down the stairs and stretched as well. 
 
    “Are you certain there’s nothing else I can do?” Hak-Chet asked. He knew the answer, but it was only right to ask. He was their caretaker and guardian, even though he wouldn’t see them for quite some time. 
 
    “I think we’re good,” Carter replied. “We’ve got a reservation at a hotel downtown, and we’ll find a place to live in the morning after we handle a few other details.” 
 
    “Like what?” Hak-Chet’s brow furrowed with the question. 
 
    Mata laughed. “We’re going to hit one of the 24-hour wedding chapels on our way to the hotel and take a one-day honeymoon before we get to work.” 
 
    “Technically, we start Monday. It could be a weekend honeymoon.” Carter smiled. 
 
    Hak-Chet grinned. “I’ll leave that up to the two of you.” 
 
    The affection and hope in their eyes lightened his mood. There’d been too much death and defeat of late. He knew there’d be more in the future, but for now, there was a chance to rest. Recuperate. Scheme. 
 
    In hyperspace, his mind turned through options and courses of action. There was no clearly defined path, but one would form. 
 
    From across the hangar, a lone man approached. They watched him intently until he drew close enough they could see the tan coveralls of the Intergalactic Haulers. He was tall and built like an athlete, with black hair cut short and parted to one side. As he walked up to them, the handsome young man smiled. 
 
    “Honored Hak-Chet,” he said, “my name is Tanner Wright. I’m the executive officer of the Currahee, and I’ll be your pilot. I have transportation waiting to get us to the general aviation terminal.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded. “Thank you, Mister Wright, but please forgive me; I must authenticate you. What’s the sexiest airplane ever built?” 
 
    Wright smiled. “The A-4 Skyhawk, sir.” 
 
    Hak-Chet sighed with relief. “I can tell by your smile you disagree with the choice, though.” 
 
    “Every pilot thinks their airframe is the sexiest,” Wright replied. 
 
    “Damn right!” Carter grinned. He introduced himself and Mata to the Haulers’ pilot. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you both,” Wright said. “I don’t want to linger, sir. We should get moving.” 
 
    “I agree,” Hak-Chet replied. He turned to Carter and Mata. “Best of luck to you both. Fly safe, and I’ll be in touch when the time comes.” 
 
    He shook Carter’s outstretched hand and didn’t flinch when Mata embraced him. 
 
    “Thank you, Hak. For everything.” 
 
    Don’t thank me yet. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Irene. Keep that one straight and level.” 
 
    They separated, and she grinned at her fiancé. “Him? Never. That’s why I’m marrying him.” 
 
    “I wish you both happiness.” He nodded solemnly. “Until we meet again.” 
 
    “We’ll see you, Hak,” Carter said. He wrapped an arm around Mata’s shoulders. From across the hanger, one of the limousines pulled up, and the automated door opened. Hak-Chet watched the young couple step inside, and then they were gone. 
 
    Now it’s my turn. 
 
    He looked up at Wright. “Before we get into your vehicle, Tanner, please update me on what you know.” 
 
    “This is a secure facility, sir. We received word via an encrypted message that our CEO was rescued by a combined force from the planet Uluru. Through standard Intergalactic Haulers message traffic, we received a consolidation and return to operations order.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Hak-Chet said. “Any other context or instructions?” 
 
    “Other than to standby for more information, no. The Currahee received word to meet you in that same encrypted message with a signature of ‘Lucille.’” Wright’s face screwed up with an unasked question. 
 
    His rising fear of compromise abated. Lucille would ensure the message couldn’t be broken. That Wright, an Intergalactic Haulers pilot, had no idea who Lucille was gave him additional hope. While not a method, he could assume the message was authentic. 
 
    “Is your vehicle armored?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ll have escort to the terminal, and our aircraft is part of a flight of four. Given our published flight plan, we expect nothing around us. We’ll deviate from it, of course, and make sure you get to your destination with as much security as we can provide.” 
 
    “I appreciate the attention to detail,” Hak-Chet replied. “You’ll forgive me if I can’t exactly relax.” 
 
    In Wright’s eyes he saw something he’d missed before. The young man had experience. He’d seen operations from an up close and personal perspective. His serious demeanor and bearing were evident. Wright would take an attack on them personally and would likely retaliate to the fullest extent. 
 
    Almost like a Peacemaker. 
 
    “Not a problem, sir. If you’ll come with me?” 
 
    The pilot led, and Hak-Chet followed. 
 
    “Have you ever been to Banff?” he asked Wright. 
 
    Wright brightened. “A few times. Beautiful country. You’re gonna love it.” 
 
    Hak-Chet nodded but didn’t reply. He’d be nowhere near Banff when the day was over, but that was part of the plan. Lying to Wright, who seemed authentic and genuine, didn’t cause any remorse. If he’d learned one thing in his years with the Peacemaker Guild, it was that honor and truth were important, but in certain situations, duplicity was a necessity. 
 
    As the armored truck left the hangar, Hak-Chet saw the Intergalactic Haulers’ hangar at the spaceport was again fully illuminated. He’d check the newsfeeds later, perhaps after arriving at his actual destination, but he found the sudden return intriguing. What would be their play? 
 
    Has Francis had enough of operating in the shadows? Or is this a ploy to bury his mercenaries behind the shipping business again? 
 
    Or what is he financing? 
 
    Wright said nothing during their ride to the commercial aviation hangar. There, Hak-Chet saw a private jet with Intergalactic Haulers markings, which must have been Wright’s ride to McCarran from Georgia. Behind it, mixed in a menagerie of aircraft, were two small, matching, dolphin-shaped jump craft being pre-flighted. The limousine approached the rear deck of the first, and Wright exited the limousine and held open the door for him. Hak-Chet emerged from the cool cabin to a beak-full of heat emanating from the tarmac. His eyes swept the area from long practice, but there was nothing out of the ordinary. Haulers’ technicians worked on both aircraft with fuel trucks and auxiliary power units humming. Wright directed him to the aircraft and up the ramp. As he moved, Hak-Chet studied what he could see and tried to calm his gnawing stomach. 
 
    Traps come when you least expect them, Hak, Hr’ent Golramm’s voice called from his memory. Nobody’s going to hit you here. It’s too soon. Like you, they’re going to wait to make their move. 
 
    Just make sure you make yours first. 
 
    “How many crew on this flight?” 
 
    “Just you and me, sir. Would you care to sit in the cockpit? Much better view up there,” Wright asked. 
 
    “I’d appreciate that very much, Tanner.” Hak-Chet grinned at the young Human. “We can talk airplanes. I know a thing or two about flight, after all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zeha 
 
      
 
    Without official announcement, as his station dictated, Tirr strode into the queen’s chambers. Honored Queen Taal sat on the raised platform, discussing issues of supply and logistics with two of her interior ministers. She glanced to him and stood abruptly, ending the meeting. Tirr couldn’t hear her words to the two males, but they scurried from the room as if the floor were molten metal. 
 
    “General Tirr,” she said. “I can assume you have business that cannot wait?” 
 
    “Yes, Honored Queen.” He approached and tapped a foreclaw to his carapace. “Where is Keshell?” 
 
    “She has taken a mate and will deliver a brood within a fortnight,” Taal said. She cocked her head and appeared to study him. “No response, General?” 
 
    “I am happy for my friend, Honored Queen. Beyond that, I must focus on my duty.” 
 
    Taal nodded solemnly. “I believe your time will come, should you choose to mate, Tirr.” 
 
    “When my duty is done and there is nothing more I can give to my hive, Honored Queen. Until then, I am compelled to serve.” 
 
    “You do so with honor, General,” Taal replied. She turned to her guards. “Leave us. We have a private matter to discuss.” 
 
    When the two large female warriors closed the main door behind them, Taal sat down and gestured for Tirr to relax. 
 
    “Let us talk as friends,” she said. “What troubles you?” 
 
    “Honored Queen, there is no way to make this more palatable. The Kahraman have returned. All rumors and unreliable intelligence we have received on the matter is true.” 
 
    Taal’s antennae vibrated but she did not move. “I was afraid of this.” 
 
    “The water sources I investigated have all been targets of the Science Guild. They’ve aided the Kahraman and appear to have a direct connection to their return. Given information the Peacemaker Guild received prior to Jessica’s banishment, they’ve been working on Canavar as well. This appears to be an effort to induce a larger conflict. The guilds have long squabbled, but the Science Guild’s efforts suggest far more weaponization than the Peacemaker Guild has attempted.” 
 
    Taal appeared thoughtful, and her antennae bobbled slightly. “And what is Jessica doing about this?” 
 
    “I do not know, Honored Queen. At Tambu, Jessica surrendered her Peacemaker badge and uniforms. I do not believe she intends to return to the guild’s service. As for her intentions, I do not know that, either. She has told me, when the time comes, she will contact us directly. A conflict is brewing at Khatash.” 
 
    “We cannot wait for her call, Tirr.” 
 
    “No, Honored Queen. We must prepare for war on multiple fronts.” 
 
    “I can think of no one more qualified to lead our hive,” she replied. “You have demonstrated aplomb in your leadership, foresight, and tactical performance far greater than any MinSha.” 
 
    Tirr demurred. “I am but a simple male soldier, Honored Queen.” 
 
    “You—let me get this phrase correct—you sell yourself short, Tirr.” 
 
    His antennae bobbled with laughter. “Males typically are shorter, Your Highness.” 
 
    She clicked her jaw and laughed. “Only in stature, Tirr.” 
 
    “Thank you, Honored Queen.” 
 
    She looked at him for a long moment. “We will prepare for war, General Tirr. You will have command of my armies and the full measure of our abilities at your disposal. I speak for this hive, and I know you have the demeanor, ability, and knowledge to help us negotiate this critical time. The very guilds we rely on for sustenance now fight each other. Some want to rule us. This will not stand, nor will we bow to them.” 
 
    “I bow only to you, Honored Queen,” Tirr replied. 
 
    “When your time comes to take a mate, Tirr, and your service has ended, I know the best of your abilities will be shared in your legacy. I intend to make sure of that.” 
 
    His antennae sagged with the question. “How so, Honored Queen?” 
 
    “The queen may choose any male at any time for a mate. With every cycle, I take a mate, and the hive grows. The strongest young MinSha always provide the best candidates in physical prowess and stature. My request of you is simple. When your time comes, General Tirr, I would have you as a mate. Until that time, you are designated as a royal consort, General Tirr.” 
 
    Tirr’s mind raced to find a response. “I do not know what to say, Honored Queen. You honor me with your choice. I graciously accept.” 
 
    “You honor us all, General. Now, prepare us for war at Khatash and beyond, Tirr. You are my general, my trusted advisor, and my consort now. And if you call me Honored Queen again when it’s just the two of us, I might just make those Human stories about biting heads off a MinSha custom.” 
 
    “Can you do that, Hon—I mean, Taal?” 
 
    “It’s good to be the queen.” She laughed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tennessee 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    “Again,” Kr’et’Socae grumbled. “You’re anticipating the shot.” 
 
    Raley lay prone on a ratty old mattress with the rifle propped on a sandbag. Twenty yards away, a series of paper targets clothes-pinned to twine fluttered in the breeze. “I’ve hit the inner ring 10 times in a row.” 
 
    “Your goal is to pass that tiny round through the center of the target without touching any lines. You’ve failed to do that, Raley.” 
 
    “I know how to shoot,” she protested. “I can hit this target from the other side of the field.” 
 
    “Hitting the target is not good enough. In order to fully reach your potential, you must be precise.” Kr’et’Socae motioned a large hand at her. “Get up. Twenty burpees this time.” 
 
    “Ugh.” She stood and executed the exercise by dropping to her hands, kicking her feet back into a pushup position, doing a push up before pulling her legs in, standing, and jumping up as high as she could, then repeating the movement. It was pure, unmitigated hell. 
 
    “One,” she said. By the end of the 20, her heart racing and sweat dripping from her body, she lay back down on the mat, picked up the rifle, and took aim. She had 10 seconds from the moment the rifle’s stock touched her shoulder to fire. 
 
    Raley drew a deep breath, let it halfway out, and focused her right eye on the ancient iron sight. Using an optic sight, by Kr’et’Socae’s methods, was far too easy. 
 
    “Your bad habits are the result of reliance on technology. I won’t have my protege make such careless errors.” 
 
    His offer to train her and better prepare her for the life of a mercenary commander had seemed too good to be true. As a trainer, he was relentless. Driving her to exhaustion every day, he fed her and helped with the preparation of the compound for the eventual arrival of troops. They’d agreed that within a year, the company would be open for recruiting. Another year would pass before they were cohesive enough to perform combat missions. Before then, she needed to be perfect. 
 
    Deliberate and precise. 
 
    Raley fired. She looked up at Kr’et’Socae, who nodded. “Excellent.” 
 
    She placed the rifle on the sandbag and stood, prepared to execute another set of burpees, when movement in the field to her right caught her eye. Deer and even bears were frequent visitors, but this was a Human with blondish hair hanging out from under a ratty baseball cap. She didn’t recognize him. Knowing her neighbors was a necessity, and this man was no one she’d ever seen before. He wore a white t-shirt with a beer logo on the front, and jeans. He snatched a long stalk of grass and stuck it in his mouth as he walked. 
 
    Her hand went to the pistol on her hip. 
 
    “Stop, Raley,” Kr’et’Socae rumbled. “I know him.” 
 
    “How in the hell did you—” 
 
    The Equiri’s coal black eyes stared at her. “I gave him the security codes for the gates and disarmed the autocannons when he arrived. All your systems are operational again now.” 
 
    “Make sure that hillbilly doesn’t touch anything,” she said. There weren’t many people she disliked on sight, but the unidentified man certainly qualified. Everything about him was wrong. “Who is he?” 
 
    “Hatfield.” Kr’et’Socae handed her a bottle of water. “Rest here, and I’ll conduct my business.” 
 
    The Equiri and the Human didn’t share a greeting of any type. Hatfield crossed his arms, and they spoke in low voices. Raley slowed her own breathing and remained still as she tried to catch snippets of their conversation. The light breeze helped carry some of their words. 
 
    Hatfield opened his arms and made an angry face. “…the diamonds are gone.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae didn’t move a muscle. His deep voice made hearing anything over the 10-meter distance difficult, but she caught the word “stash.” 
 
    Hatfield chuckled. “They ain’t gonna find it…like Al Capone’s vault.” 
 
    Who is Al Capone? 
 
    Raley didn’t reach for her slate, though. She camouflaged her reception of the words with a long drink of cool water. The bottle crinkled in her hand. 
 
    Hatfield laughed. “Lemieux? I know that guy.” 
 
    The breeze freshened, and she heard nothing for a moment. She covered her interest with another swig from the bottle. 
 
    “On Prestone,” she heard Kr’et’Socae say. The two had ended their conversation and were walking in her direction. 
 
    “You Raleigh Reilly’s daughter?” Hatfield asked. She wanted to slap the smirk off his face. “Hell, you ain’t even old enough to drink, are you?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    He laughed. “This part of your plan?” 
 
    “Rest, heal, and plan,” Kr’et’Socae said. 
 
    “Plan? For what? Revenge?” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae laughed. “No. Ascension.” 
 
    “What about Rains? Francis? All the loose ends?” Hatfield scratched his chest. 
 
    “There are no loose ends with the Kahraman here. Humanity will fall before them. We must be ready to collect the pieces to our advantage. That’s the plan.” 
 
    “Well, all right.” Hatfield looked at the rifle by her feet. “Basic rifle marksmanship, huh? Say, that’s a pretty nice rifle.” 
 
    He bent down and plucked it from the mattress before she realized what he was doing. “Give that back.” 
 
    He performed a function check, raised the bolt action rifle to his shoulder, and fired once. The far left target fell off the string as the bullet shattered the clothespin. 
 
    “Shoots good, too.” 
 
    Raley squared her shoulders. “That’s my rifle. Give it back.” 
 
    “Maybe you oughta take it back.” The smirk widened. 
 
    Raley reached for the rifle, and Hatfield brought up the stock clutched in his right hand. He swiped it across her left cheek, knocking her backward. Warm blood trickled down her cheek. 
 
    Hatfield laughed, and Raley saw red. 
 
    She stepped in, and this time she blocked Hatfield’s attack. Close to his body, she drove her left fist into his crotch. As he staggered back, she tripped him. The rifle clattered to the concrete floor of the makeshift range as he hit the ground. Raley climbed across his chest and used her knees to pin his shoulders. She punched him in the face with her right hand and then her left. A blur of black swept in and picked her up effortlessly from Hatfield’s chest. 
 
    “Enough, Raley.” Kr’et’Socae chuckled. He stood her on her feet and pushed her gently toward the center of the compound. “Go back to your quarters and see to the cut on your face. We’re done for the day.” 
 
    She nodded but said nothing. Instead, she grabbed the rifle off the ground, cleared it, and slung it over her shoulder. 
 
    “Bye, now!” Hatfield laughed again. Her stomach roiled. 
 
    There weren’t many people she disliked on sight, but this Hatfield topped the list. Left hand tight on the shoulder strap of the rifle, she stomped down through the field toward her quarters. For the first time in weeks, her thoughts turned doubtful. Kr’et’Socae was a criminal and a fugitive from the Peacemaker Guild. He and Hatfield were working on something, and that was obvious. But the Equiri needed a mercenary company to help him get what he needed. 
 
    He’s using you, girl. 
 
    Raley took a deep breath. “I know, Daddy.” 
 
    You can’t trust an Equiri, honey. But you can take his diamonds. 
 
    She smiled. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do. Just have to figure out how is all.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Krifay 
 
      
 
    Their standing orders to find and terminate Hatfield proved both challenging and extremely liberating for Jyrall and Larth. The Peacemaker Guild, believing they had superseding orders and would be diligently pursuing them, left them alone. Storm Watch had been offline for a month as it was, and all the guild-focused information they could glean from the media seemed focused on the Crusaders and the pacification of outlying, heavily-conflicted colonies. As much as they wanted to believe they’d never see Pete Brentale and the Barnstormers again, the colonel and all his mercenaries returned two weeks later, followed by the components of the stolen gate and its personnel. Jyrall had immediately considered that the size and breadth of the Blue Ridge Kin and the Barnstormers would be problematic until Brentale relayed the news of the Kahraman’s return and their potential interest in Krifay. At that point, the two largest mercenary companies on the planet got to work. 
 
    But Jyrall and Larth had little to do other than continue to gather intelligence and try to determine their next move, which could have meant far too much free time, even after Jyrall’s recovery. Nanites had proved capable of restoring his eyesight, and four surgical procedures repaired the damage to his face. Instead of sitting around, Jyrall and Larth dug in and assisted Cora McCoy and her soldiers in preparing their headquarters, ships, and materiel for potential conflict. Four days a standard week, they worked hard. The other three days, the Kin and the Barnstormers played hard. 
 
    A day and a half into their three-day weekend, most everyone took a siesta before preparing for the standard fish fry and boil. Jyrall never felt like sleeping the day away, unlike Larth and the McCoy brothers. Instead, he woke as early as normal, grabbed his surfboard, and headed to a point the locals knew as Hope Break. By flyer, it took about an hour to get there, and, unlike some of the bigger waves on the planet, it could be reached by swimming. When Jyrall had been learning to surf, his instructor, a shaggy haired Zuul named Terek, told him Hope Break resembled Pipeline on Earth—a place of great reverence, apparently. 
 
    He landed the flyer in a nearby field and grabbed the longboard. Without a significant breeze, the sea had a smooth consistency Terek had described as glassy. The break itself moved from right to left about 100 yards offshore. The beach seemed less crowded than usual. Some tourists were there, as well as fishermen on the far side of the beach, but there were no other surfers. 
 
    Well, it is pretty early. 
 
    More for me. 
 
    With a grin on his face, Jyrall attached the leash to his ankle and paddled out into the surf. Beyond the break, he sat up astride the board, watched the incoming waves, and searched for his first wave of the day. He saw the one he wanted, and he lay down and swam to get into position. Toward the beach, another surfer paddled into the surf, and Jyrall made sure he wouldn’t collide with the newcomer. 
 
    As the wave crested, he paddled hard with his powerful arms, crossed over the threshold, and slid down the face of the wave. He stood, gained his balance, and cut across the face of the wave, aiming for the center of the developing tube. The tunnel of water appeared, but it wasn’t as tall as he’d seen before. Jyrall squatted low and grabbed the side of the board with one hand as he entered the wave. 
 
    What speed he had across the wave seemed to slow as he stayed in the barrel of the wave, but as soon as he’d entered the barrel, he exited the far side in an explosion of mist as the wave fully broke. He stayed on the board through the whitewater for a few more seconds before he turned hard across the top of the wave and settled into the water on the far side. 
 
    Fantastic! Jyrall slapped the water excitedly and let out a howl. 
 
    He lay back down on the board and paddled out beyond the break. Past the break area, he caught sight of the other surfer sitting on their board. The surfer was a Human female with her hair in a tight bun at the back of her head. 
 
    Must be a tourist. 
 
    Jyrall paddled nearer, as the Human had chosen the best possible spot to paddle into a wave, but she’d chosen to let them go. 
 
    Discouraged, Jyrall paddled close and growled, “Can I get through to catch—” 
 
    She turned to him, and his mouth opened. “Well met, Jyrall.” 
 
    “Jessica? What are you doing here?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve been here a few days. Call it a vacation if you want.” 
 
    “There are Peacemakers assigned here. You’re at risk of arrest.” He sat up on his board and shook his head to clear the water from his fur. 
 
    “They’ve been reassigned as of today. A replacement’s coming, my friend Zetchek.” She smiled. 
 
    “From Gallo? And Arduna before that?” Jyrall nodded appreciatively. “He’s good. You sure he’ll stay out of our business?” 
 
    “One of the oldest standards of the guild is that guild master-directed missions are untouchable by anyone not specifically tasked by the guild master. While there aren’t but a few cases of posthumous orders and missions, you’re protected until you accomplish the mission. And, yes, he’ll leave me alone.” 
 
    He grunted. “Which is why you’re here?” 
 
    “No.” The look on her face became sad. Pained. “I’ve given my badge and my gear to a friend for safekeeping. I don’t know that I’ll ever wear it again.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She laughed and looked out at the horizon. “A couple weeks ago, the reason would have been because I’ve seen too much death. Then I would have told you I’d lost hope for all of us with the return of the Kahraman. Right now, I’m just tired. This really is a vacation, while I try to determine what I want to do.” 
 
    Jyrall nodded. “I can’t imagine the strain you’ve been under. I admire how you’ve handled it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled at him. “And thank you for not trying to convince me to remain a Peacemaker.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about leaving it behind,” Jyrall admitted. “When we accomplish our mission, I still may. The guild has changed, Jessica. While I hope it’ll return to honor, I’m unconvinced of that possibility. The Crusaders are an abomination, but the guild enjoys popularity and respect unlike at any other time in its history. I don’t understand it.” 
 
    “There are people who think the Crusaders give them safety.” 
 
    “The grandest illusion.” Jyrall laughed. He cocked his head. “That was what Hr’ent Golramm said, right?” 
 
    “It was,” Jessica replied. “I wish he were still here. And Rsach.” 
 
    “Hak-Chet lives, yes?” 
 
    She nodded. “He’s in hiding with the rest of us. You and Larth have the ability to hide in plain sight. I almost envy you.” 
 
    Jyrall looked at the approaching waves. “I never took you for a surfer.” 
 
    “I’m not. I paddled out here to talk to you. Now that we have, I’m going to paddle in and go back to my hotel at Kingston.” 
 
    “No,” he replied. “When you go back to Kingston, you’ll grab your things and join us with the Kin. Everyone would love to see or meet you. You’ll be safe there, too.” 
 
    “I thought you’d be offering me fish sticks and gatch-up, Jyrall.” 
 
    He howled with laughter. “We can do far better than that, Jessica. Will you join us?” 
 
    She nodded. “Sure. Why don’t you show me how this is done?” 
 
    Jyrall glanced over his left shoulder and grinned. A perfect wave approached. “Deal. Watch and learn, my friend.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’re really here?” Larth stammered as Jessica Francis embraced him. As quickly as she had, and he’d caught the scent of the ocean in her damp hair, she bounced into the arms of Ricky, and then Keaton. 
 
    “Thought we’d never see you again, Red.” Ricky grinned. 
 
    Jessica wagged a finger at him. “Don’t make me go all Ricky Shit on you.” 
 
    They laughed. Jyrall approached with Cora McCoy. The commander of the Blue Ridge Kin appeared positively shellshocked. 
 
    “Jessica? I’d like you to meet Cora McCoy,” Jyrall said. 
 
    The red-haired woman smiled and walked up to Cora. “It’s nice to meet you, Cora. I’d imagine we know a few of the same folks back home.” 
 
    Cora nodded. “Yeah…I mean…you’re a legend and all. I bet everyone in Blairsville says they know you.” 
 
    “And they’d be wrong.” Jessica touched Cora’s shoulder. “You’ve done great work, Cora. When this is all said and done, everyone in our parts will say they knew you, too.” 
 
    “I’ve asked Jessica to stay with us for as long as she wants,” Jyrall said. 
 
    Jessica raised her hands. “No more than a few days, Jyrall. I really do need to disappear for a while. I have a few places to visit, but I’m really intent on just getting away for a while.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve come to the right place,” Keaton said. “First Sergeant Figgle should be here with the catch anytime. He said they had mud bugs, too.” 
 
    “Bugs?” Jyrall flinched. 
 
    “Crawfish,” Jessica and Cora said at the same time. 
 
    Cora gestured to her. “How long has it been since you’ve had crawfish?” 
 
    “Years. My mamotchka…my mom had a wicked recipe,” Jessica said. “If you’ve got the spices and a good, cold beer or two, you might convince me to make it.” 
 
    Ricky swept her into a huge embrace. “Oh, we can handle that.” 
 
    “I’m not eating anything referred to as a bug,” Jyrall said. 
 
    “Lighten up, Francis,” Larth quipped and realized what he’d said just before Jessica punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    The group dissolved in laughter. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Belly full, and with music and dancing going on down on the beach, Jessica sat with Jyrall, Larth, and Cora McCoy on the beach house’s veranda. They’d finally found a quiet place to chat. “How do we want to do this?” Larth asked. 
 
    Jessica sat forward and placed her beer bottle on the boards between her feet. “The first thing you have to do is take your time locating Hatfield and Kr’et’Socae.” 
 
    “Won’t be difficult,” Jyrall growled. “With Peacemaker intelligence prioritizing the Crusaders first, regular requests are being tossed, by all appearances. We’ve had two requests for assistance linger more than 40 days at this point.” 
 
    Larth chuckled. “We’re getting more help from our friends than our guild, but we can’t expect that to continue. Enforcing will be the guild’s focus right now. A lot depends on how fast they move. Any ideas about that, Jessica?” 
 
    “None, but my gut tells me we have to play the long game.” 
 
    “Well, I know we’re not leaving Krifay,” McCoy said. “Everybody here wants us and the Barnstormers to stay. If the Kahraman are coming, and this planet’s a target, we’ll go down defending it.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, but we have to be prepared. To get there, a few things have to happen. Cora? You get the Kin ready to fight, but remember what we talked about with pinplants. Don’t let your folks be compromised that way. Ricky and Keaton said they had a few ideas to bounce off Lucille, so give them a chance to see what they can do.” 
 
    “You got it,” Cora replied. 
 
    “You two—” Jessica pointed to Jyrall and Larth, “—are to stay with the Peacemaker Guild and flaunt your standing orders to anyone who asks. Zetchek won’t bother you here—he knows the score. Once you get something actionable, though, you’ve got the capability to get in touch with me directly.” 
 
    “And we’ve got one shot, so we have to be sure.” Jyrall nodded. “We won’t abuse it.” 
 
    “You sure we can’t convince you to stay?” Cora asked. “It’s no trouble for us at all.” 
 
    Jessica smiled. “I appreciate that, Cora. But my mind is made up. At some point, someone will recognize me, and that would put you under the scrutiny of the Crusaders and whoever else might want a piece of me. I’d prefer that to happen when we’re able to strike back, but there’s a lot of things we still have to do.” 
 
    “Your father returning to business is all over the news,” Jyrall said. “I suppose that’s part of it?” 
 
    “It is, but he and Bull are working on defenses and supporting units in need. They’ll be fine. For them to be able to do it on the kind of scale they’re expecting, they need credits. The Haulers are a household name, and their competitors didn’t move fast enough to garner any market share. They have an advantage right now. Dad is pretty confident he’s got some impressive new allies, too.” 
 
    “So do you,” Larth said. “That has to give you some hope. But you’re…” 
 
    “Sad,” Jyrall finished. “You’ve smiled and enjoyed today with us, and you’ve said no more than a couple of days and you’ll be moving on. But your sadness is misplaced.” 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath and stared out at the ocean for a minute before turning to Jyrall. “Everything I thought I wanted is gone. It’s going to take some time to wrap my head around that, and to really commit to what has to happen next.” 
 
    “You say that like you’re planning something.” Cora raised an eyebrow. “Am I right?” 
 
    “You are,” Jessica reached for her beer bottle. “Getting Hatfield and Kr’et’Socae are at the top of the list. As much as you two like the surf life, it’s time to get back to work.” 
 
    Jyrall nodded. “If Larth eats any more fish, he won’t fit into his Peacemaker vest.” 
 
    “Looks who’s talking, Snarlyface.” 
 
    “I’m out of shape, Little Buddy, but Jessica’s right. It’s time. We’re going to face them down, and the help we want isn’t going to come to us. We have to go get it.” Jyrall turned to Jessica. “You worry your friends are no longer such because of what they’ve been through. When you’re ready to face them, I believe you’ll be surprised.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jyrall.” 
 
    “So, we get back in the game and take down Hatfield. If I can ask—” Larth waggled his furry eyebrows, “—what are you thinking about taking down?” 
 
    “The Crusaders,” Jessica said. “I’m not sure how, just yet, but that’s where I’m leaning. If we take them down, we get to Counselor and the heart of the problem. We know about Minerva, now, so there’s little doubt as to what Counselor is.” 
 
    “Taking down an SI will be difficult,” Cora added. 
 
    “Damned near impossible.” Jessica grinned at Jyrall. 
 
    He returned her smile. “Unless you’ve got powerful, loyal, and committed friends.” 
 
    Larth excitedly rubbed his paws together. “Man, I love it when a plan comes together!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eighteen Months Later 
 
    University of Nebraska—Lincoln 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Originally constructed in 1938, the Nebraska Union served as a focal point for the sprawling campus. Located at the corner of historic R and 14th Streets, the imposing stone building’s original façade remained intact and seamlessly connected to the more modern glass and steel structure behind it. During its renovation in 2038, several faculty members were worried the size of the union building was too large. The conference spaces, food court, study areas, and multiple student organization offices of the old building were integrated into additional recreational areas, a theater complex, and a virtual weapons range. A maintenance garage, added later, taught students the finer points of armored vehicle maintenance and recovery. The million-plus-square-foot student union was far more than a gathering place, and it was Tara Mason’s favorite spot on campus. 
 
    In the second year of her Master of Business Administration degree, with a focus on corporate finance and interspecies’ relations, Tara’s position at the top of her class gave her the opportunity to consider many diverse options. She’d been offered a chance to pursue a doctorate degree in intergalactic commerce at the University of Oklahoma with a full scholarship, provided she taught classes in mercenary operations and finance. She’d been offered employment almost on a weekly basis with start-up mercenary companies all over the planet. So far, she’d politely declined so she could focus on her graduate degree. With graduation in less than three months, Tara knew she needed to make a decision, but she remained hesitant and didn’t want to look too far ahead. 
 
    Her recovery hadn’t been easy. For six months, she’d tried various treatments and state-of-the-art prosthetics for her amputated legs. She’d finally settled on articulated alloy legs, which allowed her to actually bend the knee and ankle joints for full mobility. Control of the joints by her own brain and neural impulses through the connection to her upper thighs proved difficult at first, but she’d mastered it, with time, to the point of even playing intramural softball with her Beta Gamma Sigma honor society peers. Getting back into sports, especially tennis to train her legs, gave her a renewed sense of purpose, which carried over into the classroom. She’d become a far better student than she’d ever been before becoming a mercenary. 
 
    Most of the graduate students in the College of Business knew her. She’d also taught an iteration of Introduction to Mercenary Contracts and Operations, so the number of people who knew who she was among the 80,000 students was high. Yet she could always find a quiet place to study in the Union. 
 
    Sitting in the sun with the remnants of a fresh order of Ike’s fish tacos and fries on a tray with a large, half-consumed soft drink, she stopped reading the Human translation of The History of the Mercenary Guild and people watched for a moment. 
 
    The newer trends in Human fashion amused her, but for all those who wore the sleek, colorful outfits, there were just as many who wore jeans or shorts, and t-shirts like she wore. Her red Nebraska sweatshirt could have been too warm for the early spring day, but she’d chosen to wear shorts with them. Granted, her lower legs couldn’t physically get cold, and the shorts gave her a feeling of mobility and freedom. The metal legs didn’t embarrass her. They were merely a part of her—the new Tara Mason. Once she’d accepted them, things had become much easier. 
 
    A dark-haired student carrying a backpack slung on one shoulder and wearing a punk band sweatshirt entered the common area from outside. She wore mirrored aviator shades, which Tara hadn’t seen on anyone in quite some time. The girl looked around the common area, then walked down the aisle toward Tara and the Food Court behind her. Tara glanced away and then back again. The girl’s sweatshirt had a vaguely Human skull on it with the name of the band in white. 
 
    The Misfits. 
 
    Tara smiled to herself and looked back down at her book, then the chair opposite from her at the table slid back, and the young woman sat down. She removed her sunglasses and studied Tara for a long moment. 
 
    Tara blinked. “Araceli?” 
 
    Araceli Cignes half-smiled. “Yeah, don’t make a big deal about it. OPSEC, okay?” 
 
    Operational security; Tara immediately understood. “What are you doing here? We’re not supposed to have any contact unless—” 
 
    “Unless we’re called, I know. This is a personal message from Quin’taa. We’re meeting at the boneyard at Davis-Monthan tomorrow at 1200 hours.” 
 
    “Davis-Monthan?” The abandoned Air Force base was home to thousands of mothballed aircraft sitting in the dry, desert sun, where they wouldn’t corrode, but could be scavenged for parts and even, theoretically, returned to flight status. “Why? And who is we?” 
 
    Araceli didn’t answer. Instead, she leaned forward and plucked several cold fries from Tara’s tray and ate them. After she chewed, she said, “Where do you want the aircraft to pick you up? Here?” 
 
    “I’m going home later today,” Tara replied. “At least I was planning on it.” 
 
    “So, Dostal-Bradley or Scribner?” 
 
    Tara blinked. The two airfields were the closest to the family farm. While Araceli and the others knew where Tara was, she hadn’t expected them to know so much. 
 
    They’re professionals, Tara. 
 
    Remember? 
 
    Doubt flooded her thoughts, and Tara shook her head. The idea of seeing her friends felt good on the surface, but doing so would dredge up memories and feelings she wasn’t sure she could deal with. Especially since she’d avoided them for so long. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Araceli stared at her and said nothing for a long moment. “I understand. If you change your mind, though, we’ll be there.” 
 
    Tara opened her mouth to speak, but Araceli was already standing and slinging her backpack over her shoulder. She leaned over and pilfered a few more fries. Her eyes came up to Tara’s, and she whispered, “We hold the line.” 
 
    Then she was gone. 
 
    Tara sat for another hour, deep in thought, before closing the forgotten book and making her way to her auto-car. Set for autonomous mode, the vehicle raced north for the 30-minute, high-speed drive home. The vehicle wasn’t the only thing racing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She didn’t tell her mother about the conversation with Araceli, but everyone knew something was on her mind. As usual, they let Tara figure it out herself. After a long walk along Pebble Creek, she’d come home for a bath and to try to get some sleep. She climbed the stairs to her room and opened the door to find the large, scraggly barn cat who’d mostly avoided her lying on her bed. 
 
    Her eyes flashed to the open window two stories off the ground. “How did you get in here, kitty?” 
 
    The cat sat up, but clearly wasn’t frightened. “Welcome to our negotiation, Tara Mason.” 
 
    Tara’s mouth fell open. “You’ve got to be shitting me.” 
 
    “I’m not. My name is Eponil, and we’re going to Arizona tomorrow,” the Depik said. “I’ve arranged our transportation at Scribner Airfield. We’ll leave at 0900 hours.” 
 
    Tara sat down in a chair opposite the bed and kept her voice low. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
    “Protecting you, as Hak-Chet requested,” Eponil replied. “Right now, though, I’m counseling you, as sometimes needs to be done between companions.” 
 
    “Companions?” 
 
    “That’s right. I’ve chosen you to be my companion.” 
 
    Tara sat back, incredulous. “Why me?” 
 
    “Well, only if you get off your ass and back into the fight.” 
 
    Tara shook her head. “I’m not getting back into anything! I have school and—” 
 
    “They’ll work with you. You’re at the top of your class, Tara. Haven’t missed a class in two years. Never been late with homework. All you have to do is tell them you have a business meeting, and they’ll understand.” 
 
    I’m not ready. 
 
    “Your thoughts find their way to your face. You’re afraid, and there’s nothing to be fearful of, Tara. A warrior’s place is on the field, even when the field changes.” 
 
    The male Depik was correct, she realized. Plus, tomorrow was a Friday, and the only class she had tended to end early, as Doctor Jacobs liked to head to one of the local pubs for what she called, “Story Time.” 
 
    Tara nodded, but stepped back. “You want to be my companion?” 
 
    The Depik licked one paw and stared at her. “Being a companion isn’t a one-sided transaction, Tara. It’s a partnership. A linkage. Something that cannot be broken, once established. You must understand this. Everything we do, we do together.” 
 
    Tara understood, but couldn’t help smiling as a humorous thought came to her. “I’m not going anywhere with you looking and smelling like this.” 
 
    “I thought Humans adored barn cats,” the Depik said. “I must say, it’s a tempting lifestyle. Plenty of food. Lots of warm places to sleep.” 
 
    “But you’re a Hunter.” 
 
    The Depik appeared to grin at her. “I am. I’ll bathe and make myself presentable. You’ll be ready to leave here at 0800. I’ll arrange the transportation.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “The first thing you need to do is trust me, Tara. I’ll have everything ready,” Eponil said. “You may believe you’re not ready, or that you don’t want to go to this meeting, but I believe you’re wrong. The time has come to get back up.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tara expected Eponil to arrange transportation, but they arrived at Scribner Field to find an exotic—and expensive—Lancer Executive Jet, with its forward swept wings and nose canards, waiting with its engines spooling. A uniformed attendant met her at the aircraft’s door and asked what she wanted to drink. With a spectacular cappuccino in hand, Tara sat in one of the comfortable chairs. Eponil scrambled from the bag she’d carried aboard and sat opposite her. For a moment, she thought the Depik would engage in further conversation. Instead, the dark-furred Hunter sat looking out the oval window before curling himself onto the seat and sleeping. 
 
    Watching him, Tara wished she could sleep, but her mind continued to spin around Araceli’s sudden appearance and her very different demeanor. Had things changed so much in 18 months? Was there something she’d missed in her isolation? Was her nonchalance an act? Did they really want her to come back? 
 
    To quell her thoughts, Tara pulled out her slate and connected to Doctor Jacobs’ lesson for the day to read ahead. Her coursework cut through her confusion and focused her so much, Tara had a second cup of coffee and continued reading, only to realize, with the thump of the landing gear at Sky Harbor Spaceport, that they’d landed in Phoenix. 
 
    A private limousine met them on the tarmac. She made her way forward in the aircraft, marveling at how warm it felt so early in the morning. 
 
    But it’s a dry heat. She smiled to herself and descended the Lancer’s passenger stairs, thanking the attendant and the flight crew as she did. 
 
    The gull-winged rear door of the limousine opened as Tara approached. The inside of the car was shockingly cool, and Tara pulled the red sweatshirt she’d tied around her waist over her shirt and shorts. Again, Eponil climbed out of the shoulder bag and took a seat. A darkened window separated the driver from the rear cabin. A small screen read, “Please tap the screen if you need assistance. Our estimated trip time is 32 minutes. Thank you.” 
 
    Well, okay then. 
 
    The limousine sped onto Hyperway 10, the high-speed, autonomous vehicle expressway to San Diego, and accelerated to a speed Tara almost wasn’t comfortable with. Driving fast on the mostly deserted backroads of Nebraska was one thing, but in traffic alongside trailers and road trains, a posted limit of 200 kilometers per hour seemed a bit much. After a few kilometers, though, Tara relaxed and went back to her slate for a little personal, fun reading. She gravitated toward the classics, and she opened one of her favorite books, The Sun Also Rises, and fell in. 
 
    The limousine slowed down and exited the hyperway at the outskirts of Tucson and navigated its way through Tucson to the abandoned Air Force base. Once owned by the Mercenary Guild, it appeared the base belonged to no one. Private security forces were posted at the gate, but they merely waved the limousine through. Tara saw patrols moving inside the perimeter fence, and there were armed drones flying in all directions. As they entered the boneyard, another pair of guards waved them through. This time, Tara saw no other guards as they moved slowly through rows of relatively ancient aircraft. Many she knew on sight, but others were a puzzle to her, and that fascination held her attention outside the window. 
 
    The limousine slowed and turned along a row of B-52 Stratofortress bombers, which had finally been retired after almost a century in service. Ahead, Tara saw a collection of figures standing under one of the aircraft’s massive wings, and her heart raced. 
 
    “You’re excited,” Eponil said. “I’m glad to see this.” 
 
    Tara nodded. She looked at the Depik for a long moment. “Thank you for convincing me.” 
 
    “You merely needed a push, Tara. Let’s go meet your friends.” 
 
    The limousine stopped, and the door opened. The desert here had warmed considerably, and Tara blinked against the heat and intensity of the light outside. She decided to remove her sweatshirt and tie it around her waist again before exiting the car. Eponil jumped out onto the ground next to her. Tara shielded her eyes as best she could and turned to the waiting group. 
 
    “Tara!” Araceli screamed and ran her way with a smile as wide as the world on her young face. She leapt into Tara’s arms. Gone was the deadly serious young woman from the day before. Here, she seemed genuinely happy to see Tara. 
 
    “Thanks for coming to get me, Araceli,” Tara said. She felt the young girl’s body hitch and knew tears were flowing. She buried her head against Araceli’s neck and heard more footsteps. Arms wrapped around her waist. Arms wrapped around her shoulders. Their scents filled her nose. She opened her eyes to Quin’taa’s massive chest. She saw Homer’s arms wrapped around Araceli. Maarg hugged the Oogar and the Pushtal. Gnrra was there, too. Whirr towered over her back, with tiny Reecha at her side. 
 
    At that moment, Tara broke. Emotions she’d contained for almost two years burst through the dam and spilled her tears all over her friends. She sobbed and felt them tighten their embrace. For a long moment, no one said anything. Not even the heat rising from the desert floor mattered. 
 
    “I missed you all,” she said. “I missed you all so much!” 
 
    They all murmured something similar and gradually loosened their grips on each other. As they did, Tara embraced each of them individually. No words were spoken. When she released Gnrra and stepped back, the sun seemed to beat down on them. 
 
    “Let’s find some shade,” she said as she wiped the tears from her face. They walked as a group to the shade of the B-52’s wing and stood in a loose circle. Tara looked at each of them for a moment and reveled in how good it felt to be back among them. 
 
    Homer grinned at her. “Nice legs, boss. You can seriously kick some ass now, huh?” 
 
    Tara laughed. Homer was as inappropriate as always, and it broke the last vestiges of ice between them. It was as if they were in the hangar at Snowmass all over again. She wagged a finger at him. “You’re first.” 
 
    “Finally! Someone else can carry that burden,” Quin’taa rumbled. He laughed, and the group joined him. Quin’taa paused and looked over her shoulder, back at the limousine. His face became serious and alert. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “All our limousines left after we arrived. Yours remains.” 
 
    Tara spun and studied the dark car for a moment. The driver’s compartment opened, and a figure in an all-black flight suit wearing what looked like a motorcycle helmet stepped out. For a moment, the figure stared at them, but there were no weapons visible. While alert, curiosity appeared to win. 
 
    “What do you want?” Quin’taa yelled. 
 
    The figure took off the helmet. Familiar red hair, cut to frame her face and touch her shoulder blades, spilled out of the woman’s helmet. Jessica Francis dropped the helmet and walked toward Tara. Without consciously deciding to, Tara walked toward her friend. Her vision blurred with fresh tears, and she sobbed just as her also-crying friend opened her arms, and they embraced. Silent, they held each other until the sound of an approaching flyer caused Jessica to step back and squint into the sky. 
 
    “Right on time.” She smiled, then looked back at Tara’s face. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “What am I here for?” Tara wiped at her cheeks. 
 
    Jessica grinned and did the same. “Hold that thought until I say hello to everyone.” 
 
    Her friend and former Peacemaker spoke to, and embraced, the rest of the Misfits one by one. Her longest embraces were with Maarg and Reecha, which didn’t surprise Tara. What did catch her attention was Jessica’s companion, sitting in the shade with Eponil. The two Depik appeared exceedingly pleased with themselves. Tara shook her head at them. Azho winked back. 
 
    The flyer landed about 100 meters away. Tara noticed the green and red rectangular logo of the Intergalactic Haulers on the side. The pilot dismounted and walked toward them. Tara didn’t recognize the young woman. 
 
    As she approached, the new arrival’s face was guarded, but pleasant. She walked up to Jessica, and they shook hands. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, Archie.” 
 
    “Bull made me!” She laughed. 
 
    Jessica laughed. “I doubt that. At least a little bit.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Archie smiled. “It’ll make this easier for all of us.” 
 
    Tara stepped forward. “Make what easier?” 
 
    “Tara, meet Archie. She’s second in command of the Company, alongside Bull. I’ve asked her to be a liaison between the Haulers and us. We’re going to need their support for the missions we undertake.” 
 
    Tara’s mouth fell open to protest, but she stopped. Jessica turned to the group. 
 
    “You’re either in or you’re out. Right now.” 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    Jessica continued, “You’ve all seen the news, so I don’t have to tell you that the Crusaders have fucked over a lot of the galaxy as the Peacemakers push for domination. We’re going to get to them, but right now, we have a priority mission to support Jyrall and Larth—you remember them? They’re bound to their final mission from Guild Master Rsach and the Peacemaker Guild to locate and kill two fugitives. Well, we found one of them. The Peacemakers are gathering intelligence and formulating a plan. They’re going to reach out to you when the time is right. Azho and I have a mission of our own to accomplish. Once your mission with Jyrall and Larth is complete, we’ll plan to move on the Crusaders together. Intergalactic Haulers has subcontracted us for that operation. My father, and Bull, are adamant we do this. We’re going to take them down. Whatever it takes, for as long as necessary.” 
 
    Tara watched the others nod and murmur in assent. “How are we going to move on the Crusaders? That’s a bigger problem than we can solve, isn’t it?” 
 
    “We have equipment positioned at a farm in Kansas. Archie will arrange any interplanetary transportation we need and be ready to support us with combat forces, too. We have one of Bull’s teams on alert status. They can join us in an hour if we need them. Reecha will be managing the Intergalactic Haulers’ server farm in Georgia. Carter and Mata are ferrying the last of the gear to the farm now and will meet you there. Hak-Chet is still in hiding, but he’ll be coordinating a few things for us. Like when the time comes for you to move, the Haulers will get you to Krifay to link up with Jyrall and Larth. From there, you’ll get Hatfield, and then get Kr’et’Socae.  
 
    “Once we clear that ledger, we’ll start on the Crusaders, but we’re playing the long game. This is deadly serious, folks. If we don’t do something, more people we know are going to die. Azho and I will return as quickly as we can, but we might not be able to stay a long time until our business is complete. I can’t be in two places at once, and there’s only one group of friends I trust with this mission.” 
 
    “What about Jackson?” Tara asked.  
 
    “He’s engaged with something else,” Jessica replied. “That leaves y’all.” 
 
    The confidence in Jessica’s voice, and the matter-of-fact declaration, told her Jackson Rains and his family were well, and she didn’t need to worry about them. Her heart and mind raced with possibilities, but there was a constant. She hadn’t planned to return to the fight, but with those around her, she could envision the result. It might be dangerous, even deadly, but they would have each other. 
 
    Tara quickly took in the expectant faces around her. Whirr’s antennae bounced. Quin’taa and Homer nodded their heads at her. They were ready. Araceli looked like a child on Christmas morning. Maarg and Gnrra echoed their excitement in their posture and appearance. Even Archie, whom Tara didn’t know, barely suppressed a smile. Finally, Tara glanced at Reecha, who nodded at her with a tiny smile on her maw. 
 
     “It’s time we get back up,” Tara said. She smiled at Jessica, and then at the rest of the group. All were in agreement. “The Misfits are in.” 
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   Excerpt from “Cherry Drop:” 
 
      
 
    “Here they come!” 
 
    A low, throbbing buzz rose from the trees and the undergrowth shook. Thousands of bugs exploded out of the jungle, and Fortis’ breath caught in his throat. The insects tumbled over each other in a rolling, skittering mass that engulfed everything in its path. 
 
    The Space Marines didn’t need an order to open fire. Rifles cracked and the grenade launcher thumped over and over as they tried to stem the tide of bugs. Grenades tore holes in the ranks of the bugs and well-aimed rifle fire dropped many more. Still, the bugs advanced. 
 
    Hawkins’ voice boomed in Fortis’ ear. “LT, fall back behind the fighting position, clear the way for the heavy weapons.” 
 
    Fortis looked over his shoulder and saw the fighting holes bristling with Marines who couldn’t fire for fear of hitting their own comrades. He thumped Thorsen on the shoulder. 
 
    “Fall back!” he ordered. “Take up positions behind the fighting holes.” 
 
    Thorsen stopped firing and moved among the other Marines, relaying Fortis’ order. One by one, the Marines stopped firing and made for the rear. As the gunfire slacked off, the bugs closed ranks and continued forward. 
 
    After the last Marine had fallen back, Fortis motioned to Thorsen. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Thorsen turned and let out a blood-chilling scream. A bug had approached unnoticed and buried its stinger deep in Thorsen’s calf. The stricken Marine fell to the ground and began to convulse as the neurotoxin entered his bloodstream. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Fortis drew his kukri, ran over, and chopped at the insect stinger. The injured bug made a high-pitched shrieking noise, which Fortis cut short with another stroke of his knife. 
 
    Viscous, black goo oozed from the hole in Thorsen’s armor and his convulsions ceased. 
 
    “Get the hell out of there!” 
 
    Hawkins was shouting in his ear, and Abner looked up. The line of bugs was ten meters away. For a split second he almost turned and ran, but the urge vanished as quickly as it appeared. He grabbed Thorsen under the arms and dragged the injured Marine along with him, pursued by the inexorable tide of gaping pincers and dripping stingers. 
 
    Fortis pulled Thorsen as fast as he could, straining with all his might against the substantial Pada-Pada gravity. Thorsen convulsed and slipped from Abner’s grip and the young officer fell backward. When he sat up, he saw the bugs were almost on them. 
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   Excerpt from “The Moon and Beyond:” 
 
      
 
    “So, what have we got?” The chief had no patience for inter-agency squabbles.  
 
    The FBI man turned to him with a scowl. “We’ve got some abandoned buildings, a lot of abandoned stuff—none of which has anything to do with spaceships—and about a hundred and sixty scientists, maintenance people, and dependents left behind, all of whom claim they knew nothing at all about what was really going on until today. Oh, yeah, and we have some stripped computer hardware with all memory and processor sections removed. I mean physically taken out, not a chip left, nothing for the techies to work with. And not a scrap of paper around that will give us any more information…at least, not that we’ve found so far. My people are still looking.” 
 
    “What about that underground complex on the other side of the hill?” 
 
    “That place is wiped out. It looks like somebody set off a nuke in there. The concrete walls are partly fused! The floor is still too hot to walk on. Our people say they aren’t sure how you could even do something like that. They’re working on it, but I doubt they’re going to find anything.” 
 
    “What about our man inside, the guy who set up the computer tap?” 
 
    “Not a trace, chief,” one of the NSA men said. “Either he managed to keep his cover and stayed with them, or they’re holding him prisoner, or else…” The agent shrugged. 
 
    “You think they terminated him?” The chief lifted an eyebrow. “A bunch of rocket scientists?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t put it past them. Look at what Homeland Security ran into. Those motion-sensing chain guns are nasty, and the area between the inner and outer perimeter fence is mined! Of course, they posted warning signs, even marked the fire zones for the guns. Nobody would have gotten hurt if the troops had taken the signs seriously.” 
 
    The Homeland Security colonel favored the NSA man with an icy look. “That’s bullshit. How did we know they weren’t bluffing? You’d feel pretty stupid if we’d played it safe and then found out there were no defenses, just a bunch of signs!” 
 
    “Forget it!” snarled the chief. “Their whole purpose was to delay us, and it worked. What about the Air Force?” 
 
    “It might as well have been a UFO sighting as far as they’re concerned. Two of their F-25s went after that spaceship, or whatever it was we saw leaving. The damned thing went straight up, over eighty thousand meters per minute, they say. That’s nearly Mach Two, in a vertical climb. No aircraft in anybody’s arsenal can sustain a climb like that. Thirty seconds after they picked it up, it was well above their service ceiling and still accelerating. Ordinary ground radar couldn’t find it, but NORAD thinks they might have caught a short glimpse with one of their satellite-watch systems, a hundred miles up and still going.” 
 
    “So where did they go?” 
 
    “Well, chief, if we believe what those leftover scientists are telling us, I guess they went to the Moon.” 
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgment. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
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   Excerpt from “Myrmidons, Inc.: Urbicide:” 
 
    “Not happy that we’re going to whack some high-level gangsters for some two-bit, fight-club-having barkeep?” Thor grumped. “This sounds dangerously like outright assassination.” 
 
    “First of all, you’re going to have to explain to me some time how whacking someone for Queen Windsor’s good business, but you’re not comfortable putting down some high-level gangsters on our own initiative. Second, don’t forget the thirty innocent women and children,” Bellerophon replied. “It’s a public service. There’ll be a power struggle afterwards, more belter scum will kill each other asserting dominance, and life goes on. Who I really want to put a hurt on is Baird. Pimping girls is gutter trash scum, but lab experimentation like that is downright evil. Now, game faces on; tee-one and tee-two are pulling up now.” 
 
    The stills from the tavern’s security footage were locked into Bellerophon’s IFF, and his HUD identified the priority target goons. They arrived together in two privately-owned grav sleds, an ostentatious display of wealth in the asteroid. Their bodyguards stepped out first and scanned the area, and one locked eyes on Bellerophon for a moment, stunned that there was actually a potential threat. Except the threat wasn’t oriented at him. 
 
    Bellerophon raised his backpack powered HELgun and fired across the street at Kratos, Daedalus, and Ryu. The trio ducked and returned fire. Bellerophon dodged to the side. Everyone had dialed their High Energy Laser rifles’ dispersion up to max and power down to minimum. So long as they made sure not to hit anyone in the face, it would be visually convincing, but utterly harmless. 
 
    As the gun battle “spontaneously” broke out, the six gangsters who’d exited the sleds dove for cover and drew gauss machine-pistols. One raised his Tavor-14 and opened fire. Thor ignited his forearm shield, and a perfectly circular disc of e-field blue sprang to life. A tearing chatter of the machine pistol ripped through the air, and the energy shield deflected the incoming rounds. Thor “shot” back with his carbine, deliberately missing, but sending the man scrambling for cover behind another parked sled. 
 
    “Contact,” Bellerophon advised. “Take the shots.” 
 
    Nephilim and Artemis had foregone their normal gear for GHOST plate. The Generic/Humanoid Optically-Stealthed Tactical plates were a joint project developed by Ares Interstellar and Predator Textiles. The PTex plates rendered the women mostly transparent, but to add to the effect, both snipers had concealed themselves beneath a low-profile shelter made of the same light-bending material.  
 
    Unlike the HEL guns the ground troops were “fighting” with, both were armed with low signature Winchester Arms slug throwers. The old slug throwers used caseless chemical propellant, a dying technique, but were calibrated to keep the rounds subsonic, and the integral cans on the barrel suppressed the report of the shot to something akin to a barking dog, not the hypersonic rip of a modern gauss round. Just lobbing slugs at mere supersonic speeds was a dying technique, but it had its uses, and the women were pros.  
 
    Nephilim lined up a shot on the one who’d lit up Thor and fired from her perch, the roof of a hab block a hundred meters away. The round hit her target high in the back. He slumped at first, but rolled away and searched for the source of the shot. 
 
    “Targets are wearing ballistic weave,” she warned. A second shot took him in the temple, and she scanned for the next target.  
 
    On another rooftop, Artemis heard Nephilim’s warning and shifted her point of aim. The goons’ bodyguards were idiots; had they been properly trained, they’d have been on the move. They obviously weren’t trained. They were gangsters, where face and rep were everything, and tactics like fleeing were for chumps. Instead of beating feet, they’d hunkered down, and weren’t thinking of the battlefield in three dimensions.  
 
    Artemis was on top of one of the taller hab blocks, six stories high, and she plugged the second bodyguard right through the brainstem. He collapsed bonelessly, and she scanned until she spotted another bodyguard running for a corner two structures down from Angel’s Alley.  
 
    They’d expected the thugs would try to flee the kill box, so Thor and Kratos had set up remote tripwires on all the outs. Hitting the gangster in the head on the move was dicey, so Artemis tapped a sequence of commands on her forearm CombatComp that activated a laser tripwire at the mouth of the alley. The moment the bodyguard tripped the laser, a neural grenade exploded from the side of the alley, knocking him off his feet in a twitching mess. That left the second gangster all alone. She checked the range and fired. Their second target dropped in place and leaked fluids all over the pedestrian pathway. “Target down,” she updated. She tapped another command on her CombatComp, and her PTex shelter collapsed. It folded itself up into a tight package the size of a tablet, and she tucked it away in a thigh pocket. She’d picked out her escape route already; she jumped down to the next roof over and made for the emergency fire escape. 
 
    “Primary Targets are both down, disengage. Let the bodyguards run; we need eyewitnesses. Scatter and meet at RV2,” Bellerophon ordered. He hadn’t even heard sirens yet.  
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