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Approaching Bear Town, New Mexico, Earth

“Son, give these alien motherfuckers what for.” Blood trickled down the side of Bjorn Tovesson II’s face, staining his silver beard red. He grunted as his CASPer shook, and the illumination flickered. “I’ll see you in Valhalla.”

Wrenching metal drowned out all other noise. After a moment, a savage voice snarled, “Meat.”

“Fuck you, sukin syn,” Tovesson spat back. “Bettie, Ragnarök.”

The image ended with a white flash, then static.

‘Video ended.’

Bjorn Tovesson III blinked as he allowed the pinview to fade and focused on the physical world. “What’d you say, Corporal?”

“We’ve cleared traffic control and are on approach to Bear Town,” the copilot replied. “Ten minutes until we’re on the ground.”

Bjorn nodded. The last message from his father reached him weeks ago at the Berserkers’ new headquarters on Vishall. He’d lost count of how many times he’d watched the video.

‘147.’

The ensuing news of the disastrous liberation attempt by the Four Horsemen left Bjorn and the Berserkers cooling their heels at Vishall. They didn’t have the firepower to tip the balance of power at Earth on their own, and the bulk of Earth’s surviving mercenary companies were incommunicado. Word finally arrived of the Peacemaker Guild’s intervention in the Mercenary Guild’s invasion of Earth. In the blink of an eye, the Omega War ended.

Merc Guild forces assaulted Vishall, targeting both the Berserkers’ new base and the burgeoning Human population on the colony world. The invaders were beaten back despite the bulk of the Berserkers being off world, but it was closer than anyone wanted to admit out loud. Even Bjorn’s wife, Talita, faced an attacker in her own living room.

Talita had put on a brave face when Bjorn announced his intent to return to Earth two weeks later. She couldn’t begrudge Bjorn, especially after the news that Bjorn’s father died buying Bjorn’s mother time to escape an alien attack on the family homestead.

Bjorn returned with only two ships, a frigate and a transport, and a single mixed platoon. The invasion trapped a company of Berserkers on Earth. Even though the fighting halted, Bjorn wanted room to ferry as many people as possible back to Vishall.

Bjorn checked the time. It would be three minutes until they were in sight of Bear Town.

‘Play video, starting at indexed time stamp,’ he ordered his pinplant.

“Son, give these alien motherfuckers what for.”

* * *
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Reverend Jim Hawkins squinted against the afternoon sun. The dropship roared over the ruins of Bear Town. At least the landing pads were clear. There was little around the tarmacs for the Mercenary Guild to reduce to rubble.

The same couldn’t be said for Bjarnarsal. The burnt-out hulk had been the heart of Bear Town, built by the commander’s grandfather. A few charred buttresses remained, resembling skeletal fingers pushing up from a grave.

Temporary shelters were the only intact buildings. After Mercenary Guild forces chased off the civilians sheltering in Bear Town, they used any upright structure as target practice. After the aliens vented their fury and departed, local banditos swept in to pick over the wreckage. 

The Peacemaker Guild lived up to its name ten days ago. Jim, ostensibly the senior officer through attrition and chicanery by those who wanted the job even less, arrived a week ago. It made little sense to bring down the bulk of the Berserkers on Earth from the Alaska Redoubt. At least there were shelter and provisions in Alaska.

The dropship kicked up a maelstrom of dust and sand as it settled on the fused asphalt pad. The cloud hadn’t settled before the ramp dropped and Commander Tovesson strode down. The commander wore the full charcoal grey duty uniform, a rarity prior to the invasion.

“His wife is expecting,” Corporal Priya Surjit remarked. While Priya stood close to Jim, he appreciated she refrained from taking his hand. He wouldn’t mind, but he wanted to keep up the air of professionalism in front of the other mercenaries.

Mercenary. He never thought he would call himself a mercenary, not even when he signed up to be the chaplain for Bjorn’s Berserkers. “Does Lynn know?” The commander’s mother had broken the personnel holed up in the Redoubt of calling her Mrs. Tovesson. While she framed it as congeniality, Jim knew the appellation reminded her of her deceased husband.

“If she does, she’s pretending it’s going to be a surprise,” Priya replied.

The commander lacked the lumbering gait typical of men his size. At two meters and 140 kilos, Bjorn loomed over Jim. “Lieutenant Hawkins,” he rumbled.

“Commander Tovesson,” Jim replied. What should he do, welcome him to the ruins of their former headquarters?

“You guys had a ringside seat when Cartwright kicked the US in the nuts during the Texas Secession Incident,” the commander remarked. Bear Town sat on a large patch of land north of Route 70. Before first contact, it was part of White Sands.

“If we had foxholes, we would have dived for them, not that it would have done any good,” Jim replied. The US government maintained its base a few miles to the south, including several missile silos. When the US launched missiles at Texas, an orbiting warship lazed the missiles out of the sky then cut loose on the base, itself, with a particle cannon and orbital kinetic weapons. “It made for a spectacular fireworks show, but we didn’t suffer any collateral damage.”

Commander Tovesson nodded. “I relieve you as officer-in-charge. Well done, padre.”

“Does this mean I can give you these bars back?” Jim asked. He hadn’t felt comfortable wearing the rank insignia given that he was a contractor at the outbreak of the Omega War.

“Keep them,” Commander Tovesson countered. “Don’t panic, I’m not going to throw you in a CASPer. You’ll still be our chaplain.”

A good thing. It had been years since Jim had trained to use the Combat Assault System, Personal powered armor. “I stand relieved, in more ways than one,” Jim said.

The commander’s eyes flicked from Jim to Priya. He raised an eyebrow. “Corporal Surjit. Congratulations on your promotion.”

“Thank you, Commander. Your mother is in the mess tent,” Priya said in her lilting Indian accent.

A cloud passed behind the commander’s eyes as he sought the large tent. “Thank you. If you’ll excuse me, I should talk to her.”

* * *
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Had she seen the video? Bjorn hoped not. His mother stood in the shade of the mess tent’s entrance. Bjorn’s boots felt like they were made of lead. Had the hill always been this tall?

“Trip.” She used the nickname she had given him, to distinguish him from a line of Bjorn Tovessons.

“Mom.” Bjorn engulfed her in his arms. His mother released the pent-up sobs she’d held for weeks. Bjorn had fought alongside countless women in his years as a merc, but his mother was the strongest woman he knew. It broke his heart when she shuddered against his chest. “I’m sorry. I should have been here.”

Lynn Tovesson shook her head and wiped her eyes. “They would have gotten you too. You wouldn’t have sat still in the bunker. You would have hunted every Besquith you could find until they came for you.”

“Fucking Besquith,” Bjorn muttered. He’d never harbored a grudge against any of the aliens he’d fought over the years, but the Besquith had made it personal. They’d killed his father and burned down his ancestral home.

His mother peered past his bulk. “Did Talita come with you?”

“No, she stayed on Vishall. It’s safer there,” Bjorn said, even though Besquith had landed on the colony world. Unlike the Xiq’tal, who had assaulted the world a year before, few of the Besquith survived the assault. When the crab-like aliens’ home world refused to repatriate the Xiq’tal, Bjorn and the H’rang struck a deal with the huge crustacean mercenaries. When the Besquith splashed down off the sole land mass, the crabs were waiting for them.

“Besides, morning sickness is tough enough without throwing micro-gravity into the mix,” Bjorn added.

His mother’s face transformed from barely quelled grief to delight. She began crying again, but this time they were tears of joy. “I’m so happy for you!”

Bjorn resisted springing the suggestion she should move to Vishall. His arrival had opened the barely healing wounds of his father’s death. Besides, having a grandbaby to spoil would make an enticing incentive later.

Bjorn’s officers stayed a respectful distance away, acting busy, even though half of them were waiting to confer with him, and the other half were awaiting the outcome of those meetings. 

“Go ahead, Trip. I know you have a ton to do.” His mother patted him on the chest. She knew the demands on a commander’s time, especially in the midst of a crisis.

“Where are you staying?” The makeshift facilities Bjorn spotted while flying overhead were spartan.

“The house in Las Cruces. I guess they didn’t dig deep enough to find it,” she replied. “Your room is still the way you left it. Why don’t you come by for dinner?”

Bjorn checked the time. “Would 1900 be too late?” It would give him five hours.

“That’s fine. Geneva roasted a brisket, just in case.”

“She’s still keeping house for you?” Bjorn asked. The Austrian woman had worked for Bjorn’s parents for as long as he could remember, but she didn’t follow them north to the family estate in Alaska. “She must be pushing 70.”

“As if a few years could slow her down,” his mother countered. “I’ll see you at 1900.”

Bjorn waited until a corporal escorted her to a personal transport vehicle. He strode to a vacant table and slumped onto the plastic bench. “Alright, I’ve read the preliminary reports. It sounds as though Bear Town is a total loss.”

“Succinct and correct,” Jim Hawkins remarked. “The only part of the facility not destroyed or looted was the utilities bunker. The contractors filled in the external stairwell and loading ramp, and the administrative offices collapsed onto the internal stairwell when Bjarnarsal burnt down.”

“Looters stripped the solar farm on the south slope, as well as any building-mounted panels,” Staff Sergeant Toshi Yamaguchi stated. “They also knocked down all of the windmills and scavenged the turbines.”

“Those are all supplementary power supplies,” Bjorn said, gratefully accepting an offered cup of coffee. “Any indications the Thor reactor is still online?” The thorium reactor wasn’t as powerful as a fusion reactor, but it wasn’t dependent on the expensive F11 used in fusion power generation. 

“If it is, Bettie hasn’t turned the lights on,” Stefan lisped. The white-haired man had served as Bjorn’s father’s secretary before continuing in the same role under Bjorn’s command. “As I’m sure you’ve figured, not a peep out of her.”

Bettie was the battlefield tactical intelligence, a multi-nodal software hive-mind developed to assist the Berserkers. It fell short of being an AI, which were illegal in the Galactic Union, but sometimes Bjorn forgot the BTI was a web of programming code.

“Has anyone tried digging up one of the fiberoptic feeds in Bjarnarsal and plugging in manually?” Gina ‘Gizmo’ Zomorra commanded the Berserkers’ technical branch. If anyone knew Bettie better than Bjorn, it was Gizmo. “She’s probably hunkered down in safe mode. Even with the reactor offline, the batteries should keep the basics running for 12 months.”

“Sergeant Zomorra, commandeer whatever help you need,” Bjorn instructed. “If we can talk to Bettie, we can find out the status of the reactor and the rest of the bunker.” The upside of the thorium reactor was it wouldn’t meltdown.

“Excuse me commander, but are we going to rebuild Bear Town?” A Thor hammer pendant similar to the one Bjorn wore dangled below the sergeant’s salt and pepper beard. A pair of long talons flanked Sergeant Keith Cripe’s hammer.

“Are those Besquith claws, Sergeant?” Bjorn asked. A bear had mauled Bjorn as a teenager, costing him his left arm and a promising football career. He kept the claws as a grisly reminder after he shot the beast dead.

“Yeah, I know we’re not supposed to trophy sentients, but the fuckers were relentless,” Cripe replied. “If they weren’t so long, I’d wear one for every Besquith I killed.”

Bjorn crooked a wicked grin under his beard. “How many would it be?”

“Four, sir. Maybe more, if you count the ones who drowned in the Tanana River.”

“Thor be praised,” Bjorn intoned. “Not many mercs can say as much, let alone infantry. In answer to your question, no, we’re not rebuilding Bear Town on Earth. I’m still mulling over what we’ll do with this patch of dirt, and part of it depends on what shape the bunker is in. We also need to find out what the hell is going on with the government.”

Cripe dug into a pouch and fished out a 15-centimeter-long Besquith claw. “Here you go, sir.”

“Hang onto it, Sergeant. You earned it. I plan on collecting a few of my own.” Bjorn clenched his cybernetic left fist. “Tyr demands justice.”

Bjorn watched the sergeant leave. How many Besquith were left on Earth? That’s how many claws Bjorn wanted to collect—one from each of the murderous werewolves who joined the Mercenary Guild invasion and still drew breath.

The remaining reports were the same. The Berserkers’ HQ had been leveled and looted. Most of the civilian contractors left behind during the mercenary exodus had fled to the safety of nearby towns. Bjorn would offer any he could find the chance to emigrate to Vishall.

Once Bjorn was alone, he double checked his appointments. Nothing was scheduled, and all his mercs had their assignments. It would be an hour until he headed into Las Cruces to join his mother for dinner.

‘Play video, starting at indexed time stamp.’

“Son, give these alien motherfuckers what for.”

* * * * *
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Nildgar, Cimaron Region, Peco Arm

“I apologize, noble Pushtal, but your UAAC does not report sufficient funds for your purchase.” The diminutive Jovlin merchant suppressed a nervous shudder.

“What do you mean?” The tiger-like Pushtal snarled, baring his fangs. “I deposited sufficient hard currency a ten-day ago! It was more than enough to cover the cost of this transport!”

The Jovlin shrugged helplessly. “Do you have hard currency? I would happily accept it.”

“I deposited all my red diamonds and credit chits at the Union Credit Exchange!” The Pushtal’s claws dug into the desk.

The Jovlin gulped as the Pushtal loomed over him. “Perhaps you should revisit the UCX to straighten out this discrepancy. I can hold the transport for a few days.”

“I already spent hours at the only UCX bank on this Entropy-forsaken world!” The Pushtal tore grooves into the desk’s surface. Slaver dripped from his bared fangs.

The Jovlin stabbed a button under the desk. “I’m sorry. They may not have reported your deposit to the Information Guild, but there is nothing I can do.”

“Perhaps if I rip those ridiculous ears from your head, you’ll figure out—”

The door slammed open as two Jivool guards burst into the office. The Pushtal had enough time to hiss at the ursine mercenaries before two high-frequency stunners scrambled his nervous system. The felinoid collapsed in a drooling, striped heap.

“Deposit our would-be customer outside,” the Jovlin instructed. He tossed the Pushtal’s Universal Account Access Card to one of the Jivool. Only the owner could use a UAAC, so it was useless to anyone else.

“Can we bounce him off the curb a few times?” one of the guards rumbled.

The Jovlin shook his head. The preliminary data indicated the Pushtal was a viable customer. “There have been some glitches in the UCX database today. They must have missed an update window to the GalNet. Hopefully this will be straightened out quickly.” Very quickly—a sizeable sale hung in the balance, and who knew how many more?

The Jivool frowned as they grabbed the Pushtal by his equipment harness and dragged him from the office. The Jovlin waited for them to leave before he checked his professional chat-space with his pinplants. Three of his peers reported failed transactions today, all because the UCX didn’t update the UAAC database.

“Perhaps we should stick to hard currency for large transactions?” the Jovlin suggested.

“Why? So our accounts can be the ones delayed? Maybe we should let the Information Guild handle it,” one of the others stated. “They already run the Yacks.”

Yack was a common nickname for the UAAC. The Jovlin shook his head, recounting a Human customer’s reference to regurgitation. “If we wanted hard currency, would the Information Guild cough up the credits? I doubt it.”

“If the Guild could keep it straight, we wouldn’t need hard credits,” another remarked.

The Jovlin resisted asking who would keep the Information Guild honest. This chat was over the GalNet, so the guild could be listening in.

* * *
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Information Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet

The Chaar waited until acknowledged, resisting the urge to shuffle his four feet. He was only a Grade Four Archivist. Surely the master archivist had greater matters on her vast mind than the news borne by a mere Grade Four. However, his news was chosen to be delivered in person to cut through the cloud of data updates bombarding the master archivist.

“I see you, Archivist,” Master Archivist Heloxi croaked. Her bulbous, glistening bulk shifted. Kimmiloks were amphibians and preferred their skin moist. Even the master archivist’s robes were damp. Heloxi blinked her bejeweled eyes and smacked her painted lips. “Approach the lectern.”

The Chaar dipped his head and walked forward. “Master Archivist, I bring most concerning news flagged for organic delivery.”

The sac below the master archivist’s meter-wide mouth undulated, full of her squirming tadpoles. She gestured with a stubby arm for him to expedite his news. “Out with it, Acolyte Ashok.”

Of course she knew his name. As a master archivist, she could even tap into the Index Prime if she chose. “There was an irregularity in the financial streaming update on five worlds in the last two weeks. Hard currency deposits were not credited to UAAC accounts for a full two day-cycles.”

Master Archivist Heloxi’s jaw worked as though she was chewing something. “I know. There have been eight incidents in the time frame you reference. There are concerns both red diamonds and hard currency chits of dubious authenticity have been introduced into the economies of several worlds.”

“Credit chits cannot be counterfeited,” Ashok protested. “Synthetic red diamonds would be detectable as fakes.”

“Indeed, assuming one takes the time to analyze the diamonds circulating,” Heloxi countered, swallowing. “Doing so delays confirmation of deposits—but I cannot blame the Union Credit Exchange for being cautious. As for forged credit chits, some things are above your grade, Acolyte Ashok.”

Ashok clutched his four hands in pairs. Surely the master archivist could not be intimating that someone had successfully counterfeited hard currency! Between brutal punishment and technical difficulty, it was folly to attempt forgery of credit chits.

“You understand this matter is classified?” The Kimmilok narrowed her eyes until they were barely visible between rows of glued-on gemstones. “It would embarrass the UCX if someone implied they had lost even a modicum of their stringent control over red diamonds and hard currency.”

“Of course, Master Archivist.” Ashok bowed and backed away. “If you have no questions, I will leave you to your contemplations.”

Heloxi waved him away, her pupils dilating as she shifted her focus from him to the pinview provided by her pinplants. The hardware-brain interfaces let her sift through data at the speed of thought. Ashok only had Tier Two pinplants, but he suspected the master archivist had Tier Three, the best cybernetic brain implants available. Someday Ashok would be worthy of Tier Three implants.

The metal double doors of the Master Archivist Heloxi’s office boomed shut, shaking Ashok from his reverie. He quelled his whirling mind. Had someone cracked the UCX encryption around hard credit chits? How was it possible without a credit imprinter? Had someone stolen a credit imprinter? How could such a thing be kept secret?

Ashok would ask his mates. Even though the information was classified, one of his circle of mates worked in the Peacemaker’s headquarters. Perhaps they had heard something? Chetan knew to be discreet with such sensitive matters.

* * *
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Hevrant System, Tolo Region, Core

Urgent updates and requests for communication bombarded Nxo’Sanar as soon as his yacht emerged from hyperspace. Entropy! They could at least give him time to collect his stomachs. Nxo’Sanar’s pinplants sorted the messages by priority flags, then a daemon-script highlighted those from individuals he trusted not to abuse the priority ratings.

Seventeen communiques glowed in Nxo’s pinview. What he hated most about hyperspace travel wasn’t the disorientation or the eternal whiteness; he hated the isolation from the rest of the galaxy. Three demands for live communications flashed before Nxo’s eyes. He smoothed his sable feathers and opened a channel to Dbo’Dizwey, his assistant. She could be trusted to not only have something useful, but also to keep hysterics from overcoming the fact that there was a three-second delay each way.

Dbo’s avatar appeared in Nxo’s pinview. She blinked her four eyes in respect. “Honored Nxo’Sanar, I have urgent news,” she recited in the honorific tense.

“How many moltings have we known each other?” Nxo cocked his head, knowing his avatar would mimic the gesture. “Speak plainly, old friend.”

Dbo dipped her beak in acknowledgement. “There have been more reports of delays in UCX deposits reflecting on UAAC accounts. The latest includes multiple incidents of local deposits not appearing for two day-cycles.”

Nxo clacked his beak in frustration. With Dbo’Dizwey, he did not have to be as restrained. “What is the Information Guild playing at?” Nxo fumed.

“Our monitors have recorded a seven percent increase in support for a virtual credit standard,” Dbo stated. “Endorsements are especially high among the Zuparti, the Eosogi, and the Veetanho.”

“Of course the rodents would come out of their burrows at the sniff of money. Don’t the Veetanho have enough to worry about?” Nxo fumed. “What’s the excuse now?”

“There are rumors of artificial red diamonds and counterfeit credit chits,” Dbo replied. Two of her four eyes flicked back and forth as she read data in her pinview. “People speculate we are delaying deposits because of the synthetic red diamonds. A few have been found on scattered worlds.”

Entropy! The one thing the Union Credit Exchange and the Information Guild agreed on was that the accursed TriRusk needed to be wiped from the galaxy. Even if the creatures couldn’t create fake red diamonds in abundance, their mere existence could send tremors through the Union’s financial network. If the Depik had still been around, Nxo would have contracted an assassin for each and every TriRusk.

“I will arrive at Hevranix in less than 9 hours. I will meet with all in-system chairholders and department heads there,” Nxo said. Not only were Depik assassins not an option, but the TriRusk were under the protection of the Peacemaker Guild. Nxo needed to focus on what he could control.

“All will be made ready.” Dbo blinked her respect. “I await your arrival.”

Nxo opened a new channel as Dbo’s image faded from his pinview. The Nevar who answered bore a beak mottled red with age. “It took you long enough,” the elder reprimanded.

“You are the second person I called, Mel’Sizwer,” Nxo protested. “We have a crisis brewing.”

Mel clacked his beak. “You think I don’t know? Every ship brings bad news.”

“The Information Guild is attempting to undermine our petition for recognition as an independent guild,” Nxo said.

“Of course they are,” Mel snapped. “I would do the same in their position. You know how much money they rake in by handling all transactions to and from UAACs. No one notices their miniscule fee, but multiply it by a trillion transactions a day, and it’s a fortune.”

“Any word from the Galactic Senate regarding our petition?” Nxo asked. If the Union Credit Exchange could get out from under the thumb of the Information Guild, they would be free to conduct business as they saw fit...within whatever parameters the market would bear.

Mel dismissively waved a wing. Red stained the ends of his pinions. If he lived long enough, his whole plumage would turn crimson. “Our request languishes in three different commissions, none of which seem motivated to act upon it. Meanwhile, they discuss the abolishment of the diamond standard with keen interest.”

“Perhaps it is time for a solvency check on the members of the commission?” Nxo suggested. “Surely they have some outstanding debts, and it would be a shame if their creditors would only accept verified hard currency.”

Mel’s four eyes narrowed in glee. “It won’t be easy—which will make it quite gratifying. Especially since it could cause others to panic and convert much of their virtual assets to tangible wealth.”

“Make it so.” If the Information Guild wanted to play games, they needed to be reminded of the stakes.

* * * * *
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Las Cruces, New Mexico, Earth

The room was unchanged from two decades ago. Once he joined the Berserkers, Bjorn lived in Bear Town, and family get togethers were in Alaska. Bjorn used to wonder if he’d move to the family estate once he retired. Now it was no longer an option—their ancestral home had fared no better than Bjarnarsal. After killing his father, the aliens had torched and leveled the house.

Fucking Besquith.

“Trip, there’s someone here to see you,” his mother called from downstairs.

Who would track him down here? Bjorn lumbered down the stairs. Any of his people could call him. Bjorn reflexively reached out with his pinplants before he recalled that the BTI node had been removed from the house when his parents moved north. When Bjorn reached the foyer, Lynn Tovesson stepped aside to reveal a blonde woman in business attire. 

“Heather?” Despite the passing of two decades, Bjorn’s eyes found the girl he remembered. She had been his girlfriend in high school, before the bear attack.

“Hello, Bjorn. It has been a while.” Heather stepped forward and gave him a halting, awkward hug.

“Heather, would you care for something to drink?” Mrs. Tovesson asked. “Geneva could make some coffee, or perhaps some wine?”

“Some wine would be lovely, Mrs. Tovesson.”

Bjorn led Heather to the living room and ensconced himself in an overstuffed chair. “It’s nice to see you, but this can’t be a coincidence,” Bjorn said. “I’ve had boots on the ground for less than 12 hours, and you show up.”

“Your family went to a lot of trouble to keep this house off the books, but I remember it,” Heather replied. “The government noticed your return and put out feelers. Since aliens are no longer hunting down and rounding up people associated with Human mercenaries, I thought it would be safe to reach out to you.”

Bjorn’s mother deposited a wine glass and a beer mug on the table. “I’ll let you two talk. If you need anything, I’ll be in the kitchen.” For a moment, Bjorn was 16 again, sitting in the living room with his girlfriend while his mother pretended not to eavesdrop.

“You’ll have to be more specific about government,” Bjorn remarked. The beer was a roasted Icelandic porter, and he took a moment to savor it. “As I understand it, the Earth Republic fell, and the new world order is called the Terran Federation.”

“The United States government is the one interested in you,” Heather said after a sip of wine. “The US is not a signatory to the attempt to cobble together a new global government before the corpse of the old one cools.”

Bjorn initiated a search for relevant articles in his pinplants while taking another draw from his beer. Information scrolled through his pinview, allowing him to read it ten times faster than someone using their eyes. He gleaned the highlights in six seconds.

“It seems like only a few countries are holding out,” Bjorn stated. “What’s this about the Republic of Texas?”

“Using your pinplants?” Heather swirled her half empty glass. “I don’t blame you. There’s a lot to take in. As the new world order arose, not everyone favored what boiled down to a coup over the Republic. While the capitol in Sao Paolo was devastated, it would have been possible, not to mention constitutional, to reassemble the government.

“Our mercenary liberators had different ideas. They scrapped the old government and set up one more amicable to their demands. The United States held out against usurping the rightful government, so mercenary agitators convinced Texas to secede from the United States.” Heather set down her wine and leaned forward. “The majority of American mercenary companies are based and registered in and around Houston.”

“What does that have to do with me?” Bjorn asked, leaning back in his chair as the article on the secession of Texas scrolled through his pinview. Ironically, the Texans formed the Republic of Texas to bail on the Earth Republic. “The Berserkers rent an office and a logistics depot in Houston Startown, but that’s it.”

“The Berserkers are now the largest American mercenary corporation,” Heather replied. “Congratulations.”

“The problem is that I’m moving the firm off-world to Vishall. Someone else gets to be top dog.”

“The US is hoping to convince you to change your mind.” Heather finished her wine.

Bjorn shook his head. “I’ve already moved the bulk of my operations. Bandits and aliens leveled Bear Town. There’s no reason to stay.”

“Will you at least hear them out?” Heather asked. She reached out and placed her hand over Bjorn’s. “I know many in the mercenary industry blame the United States for not resisting the alien occupation fervently enough, but there are two sides to the story.”

“I know. If you had put up a fight, the people would have suffered,” Bjorn recited. “When Texas seceded, Cartwright called in an orbital bombardment to thwart the attempt to nuke Texas back into the country. He damn near cooked my people on the ground in Bear Town.”

“How about Jim Cartwright destroying the Earth Republic government and conveniently volunteering to assemble a new ruling body from scratch?” Heather countered. She cut off Bjorn’s protest. “Cartwright’s Cavaliers leveled the General Assembly Building, and Cartwright, himself, bombarded Sao Paolo and the surrounding metropolitan area with antimatter weapons. They still haven’t figured out how many people he and his cohorts vaporized with their giant robots.”

“Antimatter?” Two axioms of science stated you couldn’t safely accumulate and contain enough antimatter for anything useful, and there was no such thing as artificial gravity. Bjorn shifted his hand out from under Heather’s and picked up his mug. “Antimatter ranks with AIs on the list of forbidden research. How could Colonel Cartwright pull it off with antiquated war machines?”

“Perhaps you should ask him?” Heather suggested. “Good luck getting an answer. The mercenaries style him as a savior, but others would use the term war criminal.”

Bjorn held his mug without drinking. “Shit. I met the kid at my wedding. I would have never guessed he’d turn nukes or worse loose on civilians. As opposed to certain governments.”

“That’s right, you’re married,” Heather remarked.

“We’re expecting our first kid in five months.” Bjorn smiled.

“So this will be Bjorn IV?”

“If it’s a boy. We don’t know yet,” Bjorn replied, the grin still plastered on his face. “If it’s a girl, it becomes a stickier subject. Talita favors the name Adelaide, after one of her avós, her grandmothers. I favor Sif.”

“Good luck with that,” Heather said. “So, would you be willing to meet with a delegation from the government? You could at least hear their pitch.”

“Fine. I always had a hard time telling you no, but don’t promise anything.” Bjorn polished off his beer. “I’m doing this because you asked, and maybe I’ll get a free dinner out of it.”

“Free dinner—I’ll pass it along.” Heather stood, smoothing her skirt.

Bjorn escorted her to the door. “I’ll send you a comm-link to pass on.”

“Thanks.” Heather leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. “It was good seeing you.”

“You didn’t ask about Roberto,” Bjorn’s mother stated after he closed the door. She stood in the hallway behind him.

Bjorn turned. “No, I didn’t.” Heather had dumped Bjorn for his best friend Berto in high school. “She didn’t marry him, and I don’t know what happened to him after graduation other than that he joined Finn’s Fools. Even if I wasn’t married, I wouldn’t want to pick at scabs.”

“It was clever of them to send her,” Lynn said.

“It was obvious,” Bjorn countered. “I don’t know what they hope to accomplish. The Berserkers HQ is already off-world. However, I want to have some words with Colonel Cartwright.”

* * *
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Bear Town, New Mexico, Earth

“Charlotte?”

Sergeant Charlotte Wicza turned at hearing her name. “Pastor Hawkins! Or should I call you Lieutenant Hawkins?” Jim Hawkins was the Berserkers’ chaplain and counselor as well as one of the few men Charlotte respected.

Hawkins rolled his eyes. “I’d be happy to put aside this rank and return to the simpler tasks of saving souls and mending spirits. Now that the crisis has passed, I expected the brevet rank to be rescinded. I may yet convince the commander to let me return to being a contractor.”

“I wouldn’t get your hopes up, Lieutenant,” Stefan, the Berserkers’ senior administrator, remarked. The white-haired man chuckled knowingly. “If I know the commander, he won’t change his mind. You earned the rank.”

“Is Priya here?” Charlotte asked tentatively, cursing herself for not checking the roster beforehand. A third of the Berserkers stranded on Earth never made it to the Redoubt.

“Yes, and she’s up to her elbows in work,” the chaplain replied with a hint of a grin. “Before you ask, yes we’re...how would you put it? An item? She sends her regards, but she’s coordinating the transfer of personnel and material from the Redoubt. How’s Tamara?”

Hawkin’s tone told Charlotte that not only did the chaplain know Charlotte’s girlfriend had survived the Battle of Patoka, but that he knew they were still together. “Great. She’s here somewhere, trying to scare up transportation for our mission.”

“Mission?”

“The commander wants us to go to Houston Startown and try to chase some leads in the alien ghetto,” Charlotte replied. She’d been surprised when Commander Tovesson pulled her aside and gave her the assignment. “I’m trying to find the Besquith commanders responsible for hunting the Berserkers and killing Papa Tovesson.”

Pastor Hawkins shook his head. “No good can come of this.”

“We’re trying to track them down, not get into a fight,” Charlotte protested. “Even in my APEX scout armor, I wouldn’t want to get into a scuff up with Besquith.”

An older infantry trooper approached them. “Excuse me, are you Sergeant Wick-za?”

“Despite the spelling, it sounds like ‘vista.’ Folks call me Whisky,” Charlotte replied. She spotted the stripes on his shoulder. “What can I do for you, Sergeant?”

“Sergeant Keith Cripe. I’m supposed to go with you on your werewolf hunt.”

“I see you’re still wearing those Besquith claws, Sergeant,” Pastor Hawkins remarked with a frown.

Cripes’ hand went to the pair of talons dangling from a chain around his neck. “I’ll stash them before we go to Houston.”

“Where did you get them?” Charlotte asked.

“Off the Besquith I killed,” the older infantry sergeant replied with a smug grin. “The werewolves hounded us all the way from here to Alaska, and they killed a lot of Berserkers in the process.”

“Still think this is merely about tracking them?” Pastor Hawkins asked.

“They engaged in war crimes, and these Besquith are on the new government’s shit list,” Charlotte countered. The commander’s orders had been to seek, but not engage. “They’re probably hiding in the Galactic Union’s territory around the starport.”

A dark grey personal transport vehicle with the Berserkers’ logo ground to a halt nearby. The window on the driver’s door slid down, and Tamara leaned out. “Hey, Pastor Jim! Charlotte! I mean Sergeant Wicza, I’ve got wheels, and a flyer is waiting at the tarmac. We can roll as soon as you’re ready.”

“Corporal Reeves.” Hawkins waved back. “Are you going to keep Sergeant Wicza out of trouble?”

“It’ll be tough, but someone has to do it,” Tamara Reeves replied.

“We’re waiting on our civilian consultant,” Charlotte stated.

Sergeant Cripe rolled his eyes as he stashed his trophy claws. “A consultant?”

“Commander’s orders.” Charlotte shrugged. “Supposedly, he has contacts in the alien community. Some that might be less than inclined to help Humans trying to find a Galactic.”

A motorcycle pulled up next to the PTV in a cloud of gravel dust. Despite a modern electric engine, the machine was built with classic curves and chrome. The driver dropped the kickstand and peeled off his helmet.

“I’m looking for Sergeant Wicza.” The Zuul tucked his helmet under his arm as he surveyed the group. The alien wiped the dust from his canine snout.

“I’m Wicza,” Charlotte replied. Not only did the Zuul speak English, he pronounced her name correctly. “Who are you?”

“I’m Vurrn.” The Zuul held out his hand. “My father owns Vurr Vroom Vehicles and is a family friend of the commander.”

“Nice bike,” Sergeant Cripe remarked. “What make is it?”

“It’s a Triple-V Vector 09,” Vurrn replied with a toothy grin. “It’s modeled after classic Earth designs but built with Zuul performance. I can get you a good deal on one.”

“You guys can discuss your boy toys while we’re in the air,” Charlotte interjected. “Vurrn, find somewhere to park your bike.”

* * *
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Sergeant Gina Zomorra tugged her focus away from the code scrolling through her pinview. A man in a Berserkers’ uniform stood across from her makeshift workstation, staring at her with a goofy grin. “How long have you been gawking at me?”

The smile vanished, and his cheeks flushed red. “Oops, sorry. It’s...well...you were engrossed in your pinwork, and I didn’t know how to get your attention without being too disruptive and maybe ruining whatever you were doing.”

“You could have tried ‘hello.’”

“Actually, I did. Twice.”

It was Gina’s turn to blush. “Sorry. What can I do for you...?” She checked the name tape on his shirt, “Corporal Brand?” 

“Corporal Surjit sent me over to see if I could be of any help,” he replied. “I’m Glen, from logistics. Priya, Corporal Surjit, said I should call you Gizmo.”

Gina eyed Corporal Brand suspiciously. Was Priya already trying to play matchmaker? Gina hadn’t been back on Earth more than 24 hours. It didn’t help her mood that Gina’s last prospective boyfriend had turned out to be a spy and traitor working for El Espejo Obscuro, a mercenary unit employed by General Peepo to eliminate Earth mercenary firms.

“While I appreciate the offer, Corporal Brand, I’m trying to make contact with the mainframe, specifically the Battlefield Tactical Intelligence node housed within it,” Gina stated. “It’s buried too deep for a wireless signal to handshake.”

“Why don’t you use the power network as an antenna?” Brand asked, pulling a chair over to the workstation.

“The mainframe’s communication portals aren’t wired to the power grid,” Gina countered. “I have to wait until they excavate an intact fiber-optic line. The fire slagged the lines near the surface.”

“Why don’t you hook your terminal into the power grid and use it as an antenna on your end?” The logistics corporal grinned. “You would have an antenna straight into the mainframe room, and you’d be able to talk to Bettie.”

Gina paused halfway through forming a protest. “It could work. I’d need an adapter to hook a wireless network output into the powerline.”

Brand reached into his satchel and plunked a piece of hardware on the table next to Gina’s slate. “One wireless repeater with antenna leads. Let’s give Bettie a call and see if she’s awake.”

Gina returned his smile.

* * *
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“We could have used Corporal Brand’s help, yes?” Hcuff’t asked as he checked the manifest for the latest shipment from Alaska. “Yes. There is much work to do.”

“Certainly,” Priya admitted, especially since the corporal had been among the personnel holed up in the Alaska Redoubt during the Mercenary Guild’s occupation of Earth. “Did you miss how he watched Gina in the mess tent while trying not to be obvious about it?”

“No,” the H’rang replied. The felinoid alien moved to the next pallet. “Even though Human mating rituals are still confusing, despite spending months confined with them, Corporal Brand’s interest was obvious. There was a great deal of mating in the Redoubt. Even you and Lieutenant Pastor Hawkins—”

“There wasn’t much else to do,” Priya interrupted. She checked the bill of lading for the shipment. There were seventeen more pallets to inspect and stage so dropships could take them to orbiting transports. “Glen seems nice, and he appears smitten with Gina. Maybe they’ll hit it off.”

“Glen Brand appears to be an inferior physical specimen to the previous candidate for Sergeant Zomorra’s romantic coupling,” Hcuff’t observed. “Tom Diller was a CASPer trooper with an impressive physique. I believe the term was ‘slab of beef,’ yes?”

“Diller was also a douche and a traitor,” Priya countered. No one had seen through his charade, but Priya suspected Gina beat herself up over being fooled.

The H’rang cocked his head. “I am unfamiliar with this term. My translator indicates the word references a hygiene product.”

“It’s slang for he was a jerk,” Priya said. The asshole had betrayed the Berserkers and framed one of the new kids for the deed. “If it hadn’t been for Gina, someone else would have been shot for Diller’s crimes. You’re right—Brand isn’t a slab of beef like Diller, but from what I saw at the Redoubt, he’s a nice guy. Gina could use a nice guy for a change.”

* * * * *
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Ulaan Beta System, Gresht Region, Tolo Arm

“Captain Paxxo, our target approaches,” the XenSha sensors operator reported. “As you predicted, it will pass within weapons’ range of the drones.”

The Khabar captain rubbed his hands together, the thick horn-like nails clacking. “Excellent. Sound acceleration warning, and all stations stand by for combat operations.”

Paxxo’s ship, currently named the Chance Windfall, and a pack of drones coasted in the direction of the stargate, halfway between Ulaan Beta Three and the system’s stargate. Their target, a Cochkala transport with the uninspiring name Transport Wey 327, was about to flip over and decelerate on its journey to the stargate.

“The fools lack even a rudimentary escort,” Blattu bleated. The older Khabar was first mate, and most of the crew were Khabar. The goat-like humanoids were known for their toughness and moral flexibility. Paxxo kept an eye on Blattu in case his flexibility extended to mutiny once they had obtained their prize.

“It would draw attention, and secrecy is their greatest defense.” Paxxo studied the Tri-V display. Yes, Blattu would try to usurp him. “Besides, the transport is a converted destroyer. She retains her military-grade shields and anti-missile laser batteries.”

Blattu grunted. “Expensive for a transport. It also means they’re sacrificing offensive punch for cargo space.”

“Any sign they’ve spotted us or the drones?” Paxxo called.

“Negative, sir,” the XenSha replied with a shake of its face tentacles. “They’ve cut off their fusion torch.”

Paxxo watched on the Tri-V as their quarry flipped 180 degrees and pointed their engines toward their destination. In the upper corner of the Tri-V, a timer showed the next known stargate activation. The transport would spend half its journey decelerating so it could coast through the open gate or safely veer off if something was wrong.

“The target has ignited their fusion torch,” the sensors operator announced. “As predicted, they’re thrusting at .5Gs. Updating trajectory plot.”

The orange line depicting the transport’s flight path barely changed. “Good. They will pass within range of two drones,” Paxxo remarked. Each drone was armed with a single-shot pulse laser and a pair of seeker missiles. Warm up our torch and shields.”

“That will give us away,” Blattu protested.

“Their own torch will obscure us until we go to full power,” Paxxo countered.

“Drone firing range in 30 seconds. One minute until they enter our fire envelope.”

“Helm, stand by for intercept. Gunnery, on my command, fire on their engines.” Paxxo double checked his safety harness. They would have to thrust hard to reach the transport.

“The assault shuttles report ready,” Blattu stated. The boarding parties would be in for a rough ride at high-g thrust.

The indicators on two of the drones blinked blue. “Fire!” Paxxo yelled. “Order the remaining drones to close and engage.” On the Tri-V, their quarry raced toward the Chance Windfall. It would only take a couple of seconds to pass through the Windfall’s weapons range. “All systems full power. Ready...fire! Helm, set pursuit course and close—3Gs.”

Laser pulses from two drones raked the transport. Anti-missile fire caught the two missiles from the further drone, but the closer pair detonated near the stern of the target, hammering its shields. The particle beam barbette in the Windfall’s ‘chin’ fired once before the pirate vessel pirouetted to give chase.

The lasers from the other drones flashed against the transport’s intact forward shields, and none of their pursuing missiles penetrated the defensive fire.

“Their fusion torch went out!” the XenSha called. “They have zero thrust.”

“Launch the assault shuttles,” Blattu ordered over the rumble of the ship accelerating. He glanced at the captain.

“Charge the particle beam and bring in the drones,” Paxxo ordered. The drones could catch the Windfall in moments. “Any return fire?”

The XenSha shook its face tentacles. “No sir. I’m picking up fluctuating power readings. We may have damaged one of their reactors in addition to their engines.”

“Stay on alert.” Paxxo scrutinized the combat footage and the current sensor readings. It seemed too easy. “Time to intercept?”

“Twenty-eight minutes,” the Pushtal helmsman replied. Paxxo didn’t care for the tiger-like pilot, but he was competent and hated the first mate. “The assault shuttles should intercept in 14 minutes.”

* * *
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Jokka sucked in a deep breath as the g-force abated. Khabar were tough, but nearly 15 minutes at 5Gs thrust was brutal. The boarding-party sergeant assessed the other troops in the shuttle. The other Khabar shook their heads and caught their breath. The two ursine Oogar were either unconscious or asleep—Jokka wasn’t sure which. The lone HecSha appeared unfazed by the high-thrust flight. 

The HecSha tilted its reptilian head. “We are about to dock,” Vashk hissed. HecSha possessed keen talents for piloting and 3-D tactics. Vashk wasn’t a pilot because he would miss out on the killing.

“Docking in 30 seconds,” the copilot announced over the intercom.

“Someone wake the Oogar,” Jokka ordered.

One of the purple, bear-like aliens swiped a paw at the trooper who prodded her awake. She yawned, then roared at her sister. Oogar couldn’t do anything quietly.

Jokka checked his gear. Satisfied, he sought the technical specialist. “Where is C’rk’tyk?”

“Here, Sergeant.” A pile of armor rippled as the Jeha technician unwound himself. C’rk’tyk had cobbled together a protective covering from discarded sections of body armor.

“Stay behind me and don’t get your head blown off,” Jokka ordered. He needed the technician to disarm any traps on the cargo.

A thump reverberated through the boarding shuttle. “We have a solid seal on the transport’s port airlock. Shuttle two is docking on the opposite side,” the copilot reported.

Both shuttles surviving to dock was a bonus. It would force the defenders to split their numbers. Too bad more survivors meant lower shares, Jokka mused. But with a prize as rich as this, even smaller shares would be a fortune.

The hatch hissed open, and the Oogar sisters surged into the airlock, each bearing a salvaged CASPer laser shield. Vashk and the Khabar followed. The transport’s crew fired from the junction with the ship’s spinal corridor, taking what cover they could by ducking around the corner. One of the defenders tossed a grenade, caroming it off the corridor wall. An Oogar batted it back with her shield.

The grenade detonated with a brilliant flash and painful bang. Luckily for the transport’s defenders, it was designed to incapacitate. Only an idiot would throw around high-yield explosives inside a starship.

The Oogar’s roars were almost as deafening as the grenade. The sisters hauled themselves into the central corridor, splitting fore and aft. At least one defender was coherent enough to fire on the Oogar. Jokka could smell burning fur, and an Oogar bellowed as she disappeared around the corner. A Maki’s scream was cut short with a loud metallic crunch.

Jokka’s troops swarmed in the Oogars’ wakes, disarming the crewmembers addled by their own grenade.

“Keep the carnage to a minimum,” Jokka called for the benefit of anyone watching over a camera. “If they surrender, give them quarter.” In truth, they didn’t care about the crew or the ship. Even if they seized the ship, it was still hurtling toward the stargate and no longer decelerating. Unless the engines were brought back online in short order, the vessel would sail past the stargate before the next gate opening. The transport was a lost cause. The cargo was the prize.

The opposite airlock opened, and the other boarding party emerged.

“Too slow, Vibbi,” Jokka teased. “Take your team forward and secure the bridge. We’ll fetch the cargo.”

Vibbi, the other boarding-party sergeant, surveyed the scene. “A handful of Maki? These puny primates can’t put up much of a fight; you had it easy.”

“Easy or not, the clock is running.” Jokka gestured for the Oogar to proceed aft. “You only need to hold the bridge long enough to ensure they don’t give us any trouble.”

Vibbi snorted, but after a moment, ordered her team forward.

The Oogar were waiting at the four cargo bay hatches. Nothing denoted anything special about any of the two-meter-wide doors evenly spaced around the central corridor.

“C’rk’tyk, get these open,” Jokka instructed. “We’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way, but hurry. Vashk, take the sisters and secure engineering. We don’t want them getting power restored before we’re well away.”

“We only have an hour if we don’t want to approach the gate at suicidal velocity,” Vashk remarked.

“Then don’t be late when I call you back.”

The HecSha and the Oogar floated aft while C’rk’tyk set to work. Once the first door blinked blue, the troops with Jokka readied their weapons. The hatch slid up to reveal dozens of large metallic drums. Would the crew have hidden the prize in one?

Jokka pointed at one of the Khabar. “See if you can figure out what’s in the drums, but if it’s not F11 or what we’re after, I don’t care. C’rk’tyk, open the next hatch.”

“Since I have their codes figured out, it’ll be quicker.” The Jeha rippled to the next access panel. “Unless, of course, the bay is open to vacuum, as is this one.”

“Try the others.” Could the crew have opened the external hatch to keep the pirates away from the precious cargo?

“Vacuum...but this last one has atmosphere.” The Jeha’s tiny limbs flickered across the access panel. After a moment, the hatch slid up.

This cargo bay had more of the drums lining the walls, but in the middle, a high security crate was strapped to the deck. Jokka prevented one of his troops from stepping forward.

“Check for booby-traps,” Jokka told C’rk’tyk.

The Jeha crept forward, swaying his long, segmented body from one side to the other. “I don’t see anything. It has tamper-detection and a challenging lock, but I don’t think they rigged it to blow up.”

Jokka clanked across the deck in magnetic boots. The side of the crate bore the markings of the Union Credit Exchange along with warnings in several languages against unauthorized access.

“This is our retirement. Unstrap it and get it back to the shuttle,” Jokka said. “Vibbi, what’s your status? We’ve secured the prize.”

“They’ve blocked off the bridge hatch with four drums. We’ve held back since they’re probably some sort of trap.”

Jokka glanced at the dozen drums in the cargo bay. “Hold your position until we have the prize aboard the shuttle. Vashk, what’s your sitrep?”

“The engineering crew has retreated into the access tunnels,” the HecSha replied. “It’s too tight for the sisters to go after them, so we’re watching for them to pop their heads out.”

Hopefully it would stymie repair efforts. “Get ready to withdraw to the shuttle.”

A blood curdling shriek echoed from the other open cargo bay and abruptly cut off. Jokka readied his weapon, deactivated his boots, and launched himself toward the hatch. In the other bay, the Khabar floated in a cloud of blood droplets. Beyond the corpse, glowing, red eyes stared back.

Two sinister black and red mechanical constructs skittered forward on four magnetized legs. Four bladed scythe-like arms dripped blood. The armored heads had a menacing avian quality.

Even as Jokka opened fire, drums in the cargo bay split open and more of the machines emerged, unfolding their razor-arms. He nailed the lead construct dead center with his laser carbine. It barely blemished the surface.

Yelling and weapons fire erupted in the bay behind Jokka. “Everyone to my position. They have robots in the cargo bays!” He fired the grenade launcher underslung on his laser carbine. Instead of explosives, the weapon was loaded with a rocket-propelled, armor-piercing projectile. It was a risky weapon for shipboard use, but less dangerous than facing an armored opponent equipped to deal with lasers.

The robot emitted an electronic shriek as the projectile punched into it. Caught midstride, the robot lost its footing and hurtled back from the hatch. It slammed into the next black and red construct, dislodging it.

Jokka slapped the control to close the door and fired a laser pulse into the upper corner of the seam between the hatch and the wall. If he could slag the path for the hatch, it might freeze the hatch shut.

C’rk’tyk scuttled into the corridor. Jokka spun to help his troops in the bay with the prize. One of the Khabar was a nebula of gore. Even though he was eviscerated, a robot continued to stab at the dead pirate with its wicked arm-blades. One of the other Khabar drifted higher in the bay with nothing to grab onto. He fired his laser carbine as fast as it would cycle, but the shots had little effect. One of the robots pointed its ‘beak’ toward the drifting Khabar and returned fire with two lasers built into its head.

The remaining Khabar backpedaled toward the hatch. As opposed to a grenade launcher, he had a plasma torch mounted on his carbine. He dodged the first swipe of a gleaming scythe and a tongue of plasma severed the limb. Another sweeping blade cleaved open the weapon, and flames engulfed the Khabar and the robot. 

Along the walls, drums split open and additional robots emerged. Jokka spared the crate one last longing glance as he closed the hatch. “Lock this!” he told the Jeha.

“What in entropy is happening?” Vashk hissed as he floated up the corridor with the Oogar at his heels.

“They have some sort of security robots,” Jokka replied. Were they drones, remotely operated? The constructs were far more vicious than he’d expect from machine code. “We need to get off this ship before we’re all dead.”

“I’ve got the hatch scrambled, but I don’t know how long it will take for them to override it,” C’rk’tyk declared.

“What about Vibbi’s team?” the HecSha asked.

“I told them to fall back.” Jokka could hear a distant fire fight. “We can’t wait for them. Back to the shuttle.”

Metal screeched as the hatch across the corridor rose halfway before freezing. Bladed limbs protruded through the opening as robots crawled through the gap.

“Go!” Jokka shouted, not waiting for the others as he shoved off toward the junction leading to the airlocks. Behind him, the roar of Oogar and reports of gunfire were deafening.

Nothing approached from the fore, but the Maki at the junction were gone. Jokka swung around the corner, his weapon at the ready. The paths to both airlocks were clear. C’rk’tyk didn’t stop as he skittered around the corner, clinging to a handrail with dozens of limbs.

The Oogar bellows of rage crescendoed to pain. “Is the shuttle clear?” Vashk hissed from behind Jokka.

“If not, we are dead.” Jokka hauled himself toward the airlock. C’rk’tyk reached the hatch, checked it, and cycled it. The interior of the assault shuttle was never so inviting. Jokka tensed as he reached the entry, but no robots waited within.

“How long should we wait for the sisters?” Vashk asked, floating into the boarding craft.

Jokka hit the hatch control. “We don’t. There were dozens of those things.” He tapped the intercom. “Detach and head back to the Chance Windfall.” He tapped on the communication controls to raise the ship. The captain would be pissed, but maybe they could threaten the transport into pitching the crate out of an airlock in exchange for not being blown full of holes?

Why hadn’t they detached? The robots could be at the airlock at any moment. “Detach now!” Jokka ordered over the intercom. A metal scrape rasped on the hatch to the cockpit before an ebony metal scythe punched through. Air hissed through the hole as the blade withdrew. Another blade poked through the hatch, then another. On the hull of the shuttle, Jokka could hear the click of metallic feet.

* * *
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“What’s going on?” Captain Paxxo demanded. They’d lost contact with the boarding parties once they entered the transport. The Chance Windfall hung three kilometers from the other ship, clear of the fusion torch.

“One of the shuttles has detached,” the XenSha replied. “It’s...it’s thrusting away at high G.”
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