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Weqq, Fourth Planet of Gharra-4, Cimarron Region

It had only been a few weeks since the Mercenary Guild had taken over Earth. Many not in the immediate area were slow on the uptake as old allegiances remained strong, and all turned their backs on the upstart Humans. Armies and allies regrouped to their respective banners, and rebellious factions within every guild saw opportunities. The status quo had changed, and for the first time in millennia there was a different feel inside the Galactic Union. It was as though a long-festering boil had been lanced and the poison was being drained, albeit slowly.

Blame was laid upon the feet of humanity, but this was an error. Appearances were deceiving. The rot could not be blamed on Earth. After all, the Humans had only been part of the Galactic Union for a mere hundred years or so.

Information was exchanged, and plans were formulated as everyone responded differently to the unprecedented actions of the Mercenary Guild.

This far away, though, information passed at a slower rate than rumor and fear. Not everyone knew of the Mercenary Guild’s takeover of Earth, and those who did simply didn’t care. What was one planet in the midst of the millions upon millions throughout the galaxy, especially when it was a species whose membership into the Mercenary Guild wasn’t yet official?

All this went through the Buma’s head as he watched the pilot skillfully handle the control of his personal atmospheric shuttle. They came in slowly and at a shallow angle before landing just outside the rebuilt MinSha research facility on Weqq. He patted the Sidar piloting his shuttle on a narrow shoulder.

“This will be accomplished in less than two hours,” the Xeno Guild representative told the pilot. “Keep the pumps primed and ready for liftoff.”

“I understand,” the Sidar pilot chittered. The guild representative had worked with this individual in the past and knew his capability for efficiency and timeliness. Plus, since the pilot had been paid a hefty sum beforehand, he wanted to be done with the job as quickly as possible.

“When we arrive, if you join me on the platform, stand behind me and to my left,” the representative instructed. “Let me go first.”

“But if they start firing...?”

“They won’t,” he replied.

The rear doors opened, and the bright light of Weqq’s sun poured into the shuttle. The representative squinted as his eyes tried to adjust to the change. It wasn’t difficult to make out the tall MinSha shapes against the bright backdrop. Slightly shorter but thicker figures were also there, intermingled with the insect-like aliens. Those are definitely TriRusk, he thought with a satisfied nod of his head. Once more he was blessed with good fortune. The SooSha’s information had been correct.

Behind him, he could hear his Sidar pilot fall into place. The Buma clicked appreciatively. He hadn’t been sure if the Sidar would join him or not. The pilot was unusually skittish for his kind and seemed overly cautious. Not that caution is necessarily a bad thing, he observed silently as he began to recite the proper greetings.

“Hullo brave and noble peoples. This is my pilot, Pa’ed,” he said from within his billowing cloak. “I am a representative of the Xeno Guild. I am Boileau. On behalf of the Xeno Guild, I would like to extend greetings and welcome.”

The lead MinSha administrator stepped forward. His arm was in an immobilizing cast and the MinSha equivalent of a sling, though both appeared old and ready to come off. His ruby red eyes glittered under the light of Weqq’s sun. He showed other signs of recent injuries. Upon closer inspection he could see there were signs of recent battle around the area. The Xeno Guild representative felt a shiver run up his spine.

Someone else knows about the planet, he realized. The SooSha really had sold the information to just about everyone, it seems. Time was not an ally.

“I am Tirr,” the MinSha said, looking at the representative curiously. “I was under the impression the Peacemaker Guild would be heading their reintroduction to the Galactic Union.”

“There have been more pressing matters which have arisen in the weeks since,” the representative answered smoothly. “They are currently en route and will not arrive for another two weeks. We are a neutral party in everything involved and were tasked with this assignment. The Administrator spoke with Hak-Chet personally, a rare honor indeed. The Administrator is very busy and can spare no time for idle chitchat. All the details and confirmations are here on this slate.”

The representative handed the slate over to Tirr, who accepted it with his good arm. After a few moments of reading he gave the MinSha equivalent of a grunt as he passed it back.

“I see,” Tirr muttered. He straightened his back. “Very well. The TriRusk have determined not to send their leader to Capital Planet. They have chosen instead to send the leader’s niece, along with a small retinue of guards.”

“While I was looking forward to seeing the Peacemakers again, I know my duties,” a smaller, female TriRusk stated as she stepped forward. “I am Caarn.”

“An honor, Caarn, daughter of the TriRusk.” The representative bowed his upper body ever so slightly in her direction. His feathers ruffled slightly in the mild breeze while his large eyes stared out from beneath the cowl, unblinking. “Have you made preparations to depart?”

“We have, but we will need one hour,” Caarn replied. “It will take time to load everything we will need for the journey.”

“Understood,” the representative agreed. “I will be waiting.”

An hour later, the TriRusk had said their goodbyes to their families and friends before boarding the shuttle. The Xeno Guild representative turned to Tirr and bowed respectfully.

“You have done well here,” the rep stated as his large eyes took everything in. He’d removed his cowl but kept the cloak on for appearances’ sake. “The Xeno Guild will undoubtedly place a small relay substation in the system for your use in the future. This will increase your data transmission rate and not leave you at the mercy of the gatekeepers or the Information Guild. It would also be more efficient this way.”

“We don’t need—” Tirr began but was quickly cut off by the representative.

“We insist.”

The Xeno Guild representative watched, bemused. The MinSha squirmed uneasily. It was clear the local MinSha had few dealings with the Xeno Guild in the past. They were undoubtedly one of the quieter guilds in the Galactic Union, often overlooked by others and considered to be one of the weakest. However, the Buma knew Tirr was no fool. He would know the value of information and communication. It was why the MinSha were on Weqq in the first place. The value of the planet was immeasurable, and it was clear they weren’t quite ready to let the galaxy know what medicinal research they were accomplishing here.

He is well aware their secret won’t remain one for much longer, especially after the Peacemakers become involved, the Buma thought as he watched the dizzying array of emotions pass over the MinSha’s insectoid features. Unreadable by most lifeforms, the Buma had great experience dealing with the aliens and knew every one of their subtle facial expressions. It was clear the MinSha Tirr was a warrior and not a politician. His negotiating face told the Xeno Guild representative more than words ever could. Someone already made a grab for the planet. That much is obvious from the newly arrived battlecruisers in orbit. Someone really determined could dislodge them, but after everything that had happened in the past, who wants to get into an all-out war against the MinSha? Would the ensuing death toll be worth it to the attackers?

Of course, there was also the unspoken desire for red diamonds. Between the planet and its inhabitants, it might very well be worth it in the end.

“Bahütcagi,” Tirr finally responded to the representative in rustic but passable Bumani, catching the Xeno Guild representative slightly off guard. He hadn’t known the MinSha were even able to pronounce his people’s language with their insectile mouths. “I will inform my superiors so they do not destroy the station builders when they arrive.”

“Your people’s restraint is much appreciated,” the Buma stated as he pulled his cowl back over his head; the sun on Weqq was most unpleasant. His oversized eyes continued to stare unerringly at the MinSha. “I thank you, Tirr, for your assistance.”

The MinSha dipped his head a final time as he boarded the shuttle. The doors sealed with a hiss, and the MinSha and TriRusk backed away, giving the shuttle’s engines a wide berth as they flared to life. Trees and fauna waved in the stiff winds caused by the powerful engines.

The small shuttle lifted off, leaving behind the MinSha and remaining TriRusk. Within an hour, it rejoined the Paya Ouvurlar high above in orbit. MinSha scientists on Weqq would track the ship for an additional three hours before it disappeared through the stargate to its supposed destination of Capital Planet.

Weeks passed, then months. No news returned to either the MinSha administrator on Weqq, Peacemaker Guild Master Rsach, or for the TriRusk involved. The ship never arrived at its final destination. The Paya Ouvurlar would be considered lost in hyperspace by everyone involved, though no one ever figured out who chartered the ship when it came time to pay the insurance claim. The loss of all onboard was mourned, especially by the TriRusk who had viewed Caarn as a future leader and their first tentative link to the Galactic Union. The mysterious disappearance of the Paya Ouvurlar would go down in history as a minor footnote and nothing more, soon forgotten as more pressing matters arose on Weqq and throughout the galaxy.

* * * * *
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K’tamyl’s Merc Pit, Valyn, Entilles System

Lieutenant Sunshine, late of the Kakata Korps, was going to kill someone in very short order.

It had been many weeks since she left Earth in search of someone, anyone, who could rebuild her CASPer and find the message she was supposed to deliver to the intergalactic police known as the Peacemakers. That was her mission, given to her by her late commander, Mulbah Luo. In a manner of speaking, at least. Nonspecific mission parameters were a tricky thing, and his parting message only offered confusion later as she sought to find help.

Time spent with the terrifying Depik killer named Tsan had given Sunshine a fresh perspective on life in general. Her old bass had believed in protecting humanity by assisting the alien occupiers to lessen the damage caused. It was meant to keep the death toll of the occupation down, to assist those in need and prevent further atrocities. Only in his final hours had he realized he’d been wrong and sent Sunshine away. This led to the eventual death of her beloved mercenary company and the man she had come to view as a father. Mulbah was a visionary and had dreamt of a world, a galaxy, where his people would have a chance to not screw everything up the first opportunity they got.

He almost did it, too, Sunshine silently mourned as she recalled the Fall of Liberia and Peepo’s betrayal of the Korps.

Sunshine had found Tsan in the middle of the Sahara after trekking for what seemed like forever across the forbidding sands. Or rather, the vengeful little Depik had discovered her. The tiny killer believed Sunshine to be both amusing and mysterious, a lost kit surviving when she should not have. A child inside a fully armed CASPer added spice to the mystery. With all these factors combined, it made for one curious Depik. The only thing more dangerous than a curious Depik was a murderous one, and as it turned out, Tsan was both.

Sunshine smiled fondly at those frantic days. Their crazy journey to Sao Paolo, Brazil to assist with the fall of the Mercenary Guild had helped heal her heart a little after the brutal fall of the Kakata Korps. There was still a large scar upon her soul where the loss of her friends and country hurt the most, but thanks to Tsan, Sunshine knew time would help her forget the pain and live with the good memories. She might not fully heal, but sometimes the best way to remember past misdeeds by others was through the very scars they left behind. Sunshine knew she would never forget how the Mercenary Guild had taken everything from her. Everything except the good memories. Nothing they could do now would take those cherished moments away.

There was one recurring issue, though; her sleep was constantly plagued by nightmares. She could never quite remember what they were about, only the sense of looming danger and her own conflicted feelings of guilt which came after. The nightmares woke her up almost every night, but each time she opened her eyes, they quickly faded, leaving only a strong sense of loss and terror. The nightmares threatened to drown out the only good memories she had, but the dreams left nothing but shadowy impressions upon her waking mind. It was both irritating and chilling. The logical part of her brain suggested this was her subconscious being a jerk, tormenting her with the knowledge that she had left the rest of the Korps to their deaths when she fled the battle because of a message she’d been ordered to deliver. It helped some, knowing she’d been ordered to leave.

The illogical part called her a disgusting coward.

Her mind snapped back to her current state of affairs. The merc pit was a dump, though it did offer a room for rent if she needed one. Exhaustion kept her emotionally on edge while also causing her mind to wander.

Sunshine looked up as the merc pit’s proprietor, a burly K’kng, came bustling over to her table. The small, gorilla-like alien was nervous around her, which would have been amusing in any other situation. However, alone and on her own, it was disconcerting. She was no threat to anyone. At least, as far as she knew.

“Sorry, so sorry,” the K’kng dipped his furred head a few times, trying to apologize. “We don’t get many Humans out here and finding things you can drink is difficult. My father owned a Human once who made this undrinkable bile called ‘mulled wine’ before he went off with two—well, that’s another story, and you’re probably not interested at all. Many years ago. This was sitting on the shelf, all bottled up. Half a credit for it all.”

Sunshine felt an angry shiver race up her spine at the mention of a Human slave but ruthlessly clamped down on it. It was to her detriment to show any emotion whatsoever. Instead, she smiled politely and shook her head.

“Quarter, no more,” Sunshine retorted. She wasn’t born last night and had learned the subtle art of negotiating in the Duala Market, which hadn’t been too far from the Kakata Korps headquarters. Before it had been destroyed by Peepo, of course. “It’s taking up space you need. I’m doing you a favor by buying it.”

“I thought Humans were horrible negotiators,” the K’kng mumbled. He paused for a moment to consider her counteroffer before nodding his gorilla-like head in a jerking motion. “Fine, a quarter.”

Using her pinplants Sunshine slipped a quarter credit to the K’kng from her meager personal account. She had a little bit left, courtesy of the monthly salaried payments received upon joining the Korps, but travel across the Galactic Union was expensive, and she was quickly running low on funds. She really couldn’t afford to spend any more, but experience had taught her an important lesson: business owners were more prone to allow a paying customer to linger. Hence, the lack of further argument.

Truth be told, Sunshine was running low on options. Every single mechanic she took to her CASPer told her the same thing: there was no message hidden in her suit. Many tried to purchase the “derelict and destroyed CASPer” from her, but she refused. It wasn’t derelict and definitely wasn’t destroyed, merely disassembled. Only one other merc race used power armor the way Humans did, that she knew of, and she was not about to encourage more. As limited as her knowledge of galactic politics was, even she knew letting someone like the Zuparti access to a fully functional CASPer was a bad idea.

News from Earth was scattered and disjointed, but after parsing through the data passed along through the gates by the Information Guild, she was able to determine a few things. From what she could gather, the rebuilding of her home planet was ongoing, though she could find no mention whatsoever of anything regarding Monrovia. To be fair, the fall of Liberia was barely covered by the Earth news agencies in the immediate aftermath, so for anyone to expect aliens to care was silly. It still hurt, though, knowing everything the Korps had tried to save was probably going to be forgotten in short order. There was no mention of Peepo or any arrests of Mercenary Guild council members, which irritated her to no end. Once more the Veetanho and her cronies managed to avoid punishment for their crimes. Sunshine could only hope the little rat got what she deserved soon enough.

With no news on the Peepo front, rumor about someone who could find the hidden message within the CASPer had taken her to a place called Troubadour Station. The bass and the Korps had once run an op through the location. It was strange being there, though nobody seemed to have heard of the Korps. There she met with a twitchy Zuparti which seemed to have a nose for trouble. In turn, he put her in contact with a representative of an individual named “Mister Z.” After paying off the Zuparti with some of her emergency funds, she hopped aboard a transport freighter to come to this forsaken hole in the wall, where she was to meet with a representative of this Mister Z. Supposedly, the contact would help Sunshine find what she was looking for. While she wasn’t certain the organization the mysterious representative represented was what one would call “legal,” it was her last hope for finding the ghost message her bass had left in the worn-out, beaten up, old CASPer.

She’d only been given a codename for the young entrepreneur and the time, day, and location for the meet. In spite of it all, Sunshine found her situation to be darkly humorous. Six months ago, she had been nothing more than a tiny fearful girl who was owned and controlled by a drug lord, pimped out to whoever wanted what she had for the right price. Now? Now she was free, and carried a weapon which ensured her freedom. She was in charge of her life now, and would remain so until she ran out of ammunition.

Sunshine was still frustrated, though. Freedom didn’t cure this, only exacerbated it. Checking her pinplants for the time, she growled softly. Her contact was over an hour late. She had learned much under the tutelage of Mulbah, but the most important thing was a lesson learned while working with Captain Zion Jacobs, the Third Company’s commander.

“If you want to be a true professional, punctuality is key,” he had told her what seemed like forever ago. “Leaders who seek to keep people waiting to feed their own egos are not fit to lead.”

It was just one of the many lessons she had taken to heart the moment the company had rescued her.

The door to the pit slid open and a silhouette filled the brightly lit doorway. A short, slender woman entered the mercenary pit, catching Sunshine’s eye almost immediately. Given the decided lack of Humans this far out in the galaxy, it was almost certain this woman was her contact. Sunshine inspected her from afar, both visually and using her pinplants through the pit’s network to run a heat signature scan.

The woman’s dark brown hair was pulled back into a tight braid and hung over her right shoulder. A bright pink streak ran through the middle of the braid, offsetting the otherwise professional image the woman maintained about her. The business suit was clearly expensive, more so than anything Sunshine had ever wore in her life. Except for her CASPer, at least. Sunshine suddenly felt very underdressed in her utility coveralls, which were stained from months of abuse and wear. While clean, she felt they were entirely inappropriate for this meeting, and she wished she had picked up something dressier.

The woman approached Sunshine’s table and offered a smile. She stuck her hand out.

“Ms. Sunshine? I’m Cubby or, now that we’re in person and not on monitored comms, Taryn Lupo.”

“Just Sunshine, no miss,” Sunshine said as she shook the woman’s hand. “Or lieutenant if you have to. Please, sit?”

“Thank you.” Taryn slid easily into the chair across from her. Sunshine noticed immediately the woman somehow managed to keep her back toward the entrance without making it painfully obvious. There was an edge about her which fascinated Sunshine.

This is a dangerous woman, Sunshine thought.

Taryn continued, still smiling. “My apologies for running late. Moving unimpeded through certain areas of this sector sometimes requires payment and negotiations. Some need to be negotiated a little more forcefully than others.”

“I see,” Sunshine said, though she did not. Just how corrupt is the Galactic Union? she wondered.

“Yes, well, things happen,” Taryn said as she folded her hands on the table. “I was a little surprised to hear about your situation and need, to be frank. If the Fae—excuse me, the Dusman—couldn’t find what you were looking for, I’m afraid our organization has little more it can offer. But you intrigued my boss, so here I am.”

“My bass said there was a message for the Peacemakers in my suit,” Sunshine answered as her old stubborn streak threatened to boil over into the conversation. She ran her fingers over her close-cropped hair, took a deep breath, and counted to five before continuing in a calmer tone. “Colonel Luo, I mean. The bass never lied to me, so there has to be a message somewhere. Even if no one’s found it yet.”

Taryn tapped her lips with a well-manicured nail, a thoughtful expression upon her face. “And this is a Mk 7 CASPer, but features a fully-integrated pinplant system?”

Sunshine nodded. “Yes, it was designed by...a friend of mine. It used to be a command CASPer but...I never got to use it for command. The bass got it from an old merc company on Earth, I think.”

“I see,” Taryn murmured, her expression vacant. Sunshine recognized the look of someone deep in their pinplants and remained quiet for a moment. Taryn blinked and shook her head. “You know, a fully-integrated Mk 7, while not impossible, is very unusual.”

“Why?”

“Well, the design of a Mk 7 is what you can generously call sturdy, not nearly as lumbering as previous versions,” Taryn explained. “The circuitry and hardware are usually not up to fully integrate pinplants, which means someone with a lot of money wanted this suit to be able to work on full integration. How many people in your company were fully pinned?”

Sunshine blinked, startled. This was not the direction she had expected the conversation to go. “Three, maybe four? I know everyone had the minimum, but fully? I think it was only the officers who had full pinplants.”

“Okay, that could explain it, too,” Taryn replied. “Designed for you specifically. Nice. This Mk 7 seems a little odd but...meh. Mechanical stuff isn’t really my forte. I’m more of an independent urban chemist and retired street pharmacologist.”

“Do I even want to know what that means?”

“No, probably not, given your history.” Taryn shrugged. “In any case, I do know someone who can help us get to the bottom of this mystery, but we also need to talk price.”

“I’m...not wealthy,” Sunshine paused. She wrestled for a moment before deciding upon honesty. “I spent almost all of my money getting here.”

“Galactic transport isn’t very expensive, especially for a solitary merc,” Taryn frowned. “Don’t you have funds through a business means?”

“I don’t understand.” Sunshine rubbed the back of her hand across her sweaty forehead. “Business means?”

“According to the TOE the Kakata Korps filed with the Mercenary Guild before the events in Monrovia—which I’m sorry about, by the way; something like that is what I thought the Peacemakers were created to prevent—you were listed as being in an officer slot. Mercenary Guild rules state that any registered mercenary officer can claim contracts and payouts so long as the mission has been completed,” Taryn recited from memory. “As far as my boss can tell, the Korps completed its final mission despite the fallout with the guild afterward. Their earnings have not been confiscated by the guild, nor have their accounts been frozen. The Korps should have millions of credits in their account, if not more.”

“How—”

Taryn offered a small smile. “We do our homework on prospective clients. Especially ones who could be potential problems.”

“Potential...problems?”

“Yes, Lieutenant. Problems.” Taryn chuckled and gently patted Sunshine’s arm. “You were listed as presumed dead after the Fall of Monrovia, then miraculously turn up in the company of a Depik months later and assist another merc company with a takedown of Peepo’s hired thugs and participate somewhat in the ensuing battle, though we lost track of you for a brief time before you turned up with the Fae. Considering the mysterious fate of almost all the Depik, the fact you were assisting one back on Earth was enough to raise more than a few red flags. Then you disappeared again, before suddenly turning up on our radar a week ago when you arrived at Troubadour Station seeking help from a Zuparti of all things. You’re the walking definition of a mysterious and potential problem. My boss agreed to send someone to meet with you because, according to records, the Korps should be flush with cash. Also, you’re not boring and, truth be told, the old man has a soft spot for lost and broken things.”

“Lost and broken...”

“Yes, Sunshine, you are lost,” Taryn said levelly, staring into Sunshine’s dark eyes. “You are not broken, though. I can see that fire in you. Plus, nobody could survive traveling with a Depik unless their heart and mind were solid and powerful. But lost? Yes, you are lost, seeking a way, a new truth since yours was so brutally and viciously taken from you. Until you find your way and your purpose, you will remain so. However, my boss also understands this is not your fault, so instead of being his curmudgeonly old self he sent me. I have a gentler disposition, apparently. He’s a weird old man.”

Sunshine was quiet. In a manner of speaking, Taryn was spot on with her assessment. Sunshine was lost, on a mission which seemed to be all but impossible. Nobody had been able to find anything, and the thought of Mulbah being wrong, potentially lying to her, had begun to chip away at the mental armor she’d built up within her mind. Self-doubt and exhaustion were beginning to creep in, and she had no one else to turn to. Plus, finding a Peacemaker was a lot harder than she had been led to believe.

She’d always believed the whole idea of her escaping during the fighting was to inform the Peacemakers about what the Mercenary Guild was doing right under their noses. The massacre in Liberia was just the tip of the iceberg. She knew Thorpi, who had never returned from his meeting with General Peepo before the assault on Monrovia had begun, had urged Mulbah to prepare for the assault and make contingency plans. She hadn’t been to many staff meetings within the Korps, but she had made this particular one.

“You know what?” Taryn abruptly jolted Sunshine out of her memories with a tug on her arm. “Let’s discuss us helping you someplace else. I have a ship available. Where is your suit stored? We can transport it and discuss terms there.”

“What? Why—” Sunshine stopped as a creature which haunted many mercenary nightmares slipped in through the front door of the pit. Well over two meters tall and covered in fur, the Besquith was an imposing sight. The alien wore a set of crossed harnesses upon its chest, filled with what appeared to be loaded rifle magazines. The yellow eyes of the Besquith scanned the room briefly before it met Sunshine’s gaze. A long tongue lolled out of its mouth as it gave her a predatory smile, fangs flashing in the light. They were very large indeed. Sunshine swallowed nervously but felt mildly reassured when Taryn reached across the table and patted her arm.

“Don’t worry about her,” Taryn said. “She’s an old acquaintance.”

“She’s your friend?” Sunshine asked, still anxious.

Taryn chuckled quietly. “I wouldn’t say friend, precisely. Let’s just say we have a little bit of history together, and she respects my boss.”

“Is there going to be a fight?” Sunshine asked, sliding her hand down to thumb the clasp off her thigh holster. Carrying a loaded weapon was something she was still getting used to, but it was better than being unarmed and helpless. Merc pits were not typically known for wild shootouts, but then everything had turned upside down lately. “I’m better in my CASPer than without it.”

“Against a Besquith? Aren’t we all?” Taryn’s voice was filled with dark humor. “No, I don’t think there will be a fight. If anything, this will probably be phase one of some odd negotiating. Besides, I’m kinda expecting her. Just play it cool and try not to freak out.”

“I don’t...” Sunshine’s voice trailed off as the massive Besquith approached the two women. Golden eyes sized up both of them before the Besquith let out the equivalent of a chuckle.

“Taryn Lupo, it is a pleasure to speak to you again in person,” the Besquith growled humorously. The alien looked over Sunshine a second time and sniffed the air. “Your little friend seems...delectable.”

“Quit trying to scare the merc, Dref-na,” Taryn said in an easy voice, leaning back in her seat ever so slightly. Neither Sunshine nor the Besquith missed Taryn’s hand sliding down to her hip, where her own weapon was obviously stashed. The Besquith’s humor became even more evident than before. Taryn continued. “You were supposed to meet us later. Much later, in fact.”

“Humans usually have a hard time telling us apart, yet you don’t seem to have this issue, Taryn Lupo,” Dref-na said with a snap of her jaws. “You never cease to amaze me.”

“It’s simply paying attention to your friends, closer attention to the unknowns, and closest to your enemies,” Taryn pointed out. “Besides, how many other Besquith do you think I actually know? One? Two?”

Sunshine’s eyes widened as the duo argued a bit more. She had been under the impression Taryn was a friend of Dref-na, but now she was no longer certain. Taryn jerked her chin toward Sunshine.

“This is the girl I messaged you about.”

“You?” The Besquith looked at her, amazed. “So tiny! You wouldn’t even be a snack worth eating! You fought against my kind and lived?”

“And Zuul and Tortantulas.” Sunshine nodded, trying not to show the fear which hammered her heart. In a CASPer, she was a goddess of the battlefield, completely in her element. Without the armored suit, she was exposed, but she would not let the alien see a single iota of fear. “It’s my job. Kill aliens, get paid.”

“Very fierce as well,” Dref-na acknowledged, evidently pleased by her response. “Yes, Taryn Lupo, this youngling is one who is born of battle. A true alpha in every sense of the word, and both a worthy adversary and staunch ally. Now I see why you called for this meet. I approve of this one. Tell me, young child, is your mercenary company hiring?”

“Are we—what?” Sunshine looked at her, confused. The conversation had taken a very unexpected turn. She gave herself a mental shake. Unexpected was the theme of her life now, ever since she had been caught stealing from the Korps with the Lakko brothers long before. “What do you mean?”

“You are obviously a leader of mercenaries, and your yack states you are a mercenary officer,” Dref-na explained as she casually picked a large chunk of something out from between her teeth. She briefly inspected it before popping it back into her mouth and swallowing. “Ah, lunch was better fresh. Just my luck. Such is life, I suppose. As I was saying, you are Lieutenant Sunshine of the Kakata Korps mercenary company, yes?”

“I was,” Sunshine answered, her tone carefully neutral. “The Korps was destroyed.”

“Not all of it.” Dref-na pointed with a razor-sharp claw directly at Sunshine’s chest. “An officer still lives; one who has seen battle. One who has the power and authority to hire mercenaries to work for them. Your charter remains as well, and in good standing no less. The Korps has never failed a mission, either. Word spreads among all mercenaries who are the good, who are the bad, and those who would be considered bait by the rest of us. Yours has a very good record, something my old company couldn’t even claim. Would you hire me?”

“I’m so confused right now,” Sunshine muttered and looked at Taryn for help. There would be none forthcoming, however, because the other woman looked as gob smacked as Sunshine felt. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin...Why do you want to work for me?”

“Well, truth be told, I’ve recently had a bit of a run-in with one of the companies my fellow Besquith operates,” Dref-na admitted in a sullen tone. “Their alphas are stupid bitches who simply want to charge blindly in for the kill. To satiate their thirst. Drink the blood of their enemies and so on. They have no concept of flanking, or even how to perform a pincer movement with two squads. I pointed this out and was...spoken to. Harshly.”

“Oh, the truth comes out at last!” Taryn laughed. She shifted slightly in her seat and leaned forward, placing her elbows upon the table. “I was wondering why you were so eager to catch up with an old friend, considering the last time I saw you I put a gun to your head.”

Dref-na sniffed, her pride and arrogance on full display for all to see. “I would have gutted you before you applied enough pressure to pull the trigger.”

“Maybe.” Taryn’s smile was infectious and, unless Sunshine was sorely mistaken, the Besquith was smiling now as well. One could never be sure with aliens. “We’ll never know, will we?”

“I suppose not.”

“I don’t understand what’s going on here,” Sunshine murmured as she delved into her pinplants. She needed a task to focus on, since the interplay between Taryn and the Besquith was confusing at best. She began to look into the prospect of her being in charge of the Korps. Was it legal for a Liberian mercenary company to hire an alien? She wasn’t sure, though she had seen evidence that other companies like the Winged Hussars did. Well, there was Thorpi, but he was different. How could she afford it, though? Perhaps Taryn was right, and the Korps was flush with money, but Sunshine hadn’t even thought to look for it. Which would be on par with how things had been happening over the past six months. Searching for Mercenary Guild contracts, she was surprised to see the Korps’ number and license was still intact and operational.

So that much is true, she thought and quickly investigated further. She saw, much to her amazement, there were indeed multiple payouts made to the company account just before the Fall of Monrovia. Nobody had shut it down, and the accounts were still active.

On a whim, Sunshine tried to log in to see the account. Predictably, it was password locked. She thought about it for a moment before trying the first thing which came to mind:

PAINTTHESKY

Access denied, the computer told her. She frowned. It would have been so simple, but she knew the bass was not stupid. She thought about him some more, his love for both Liberia and the Korps. Sunshine tried to remember things both he and Zion had talked about in her short time with the company and came up with another possibility. What was his name though, she asked herself, and how many tries do I get before it locks me out?

KHEANWARING

The first casualty of the Korps, and one which had left a lasting impact on Mulbah. On a wet ball of mud protecting a species which was being harvested by pirates for their young, Khean Waring had died ensuring the mission succeeded. He had been a CASPer mechanic, as had the others, before being recruited by Mulbah to become a pilot and founding member of the Kakata Korps. Khean, from everything Sunshine had been told by Samson and Antonious both, had been the diplomat of the original trio, as well as a skilled mechanic. Antonious had been particularly devastated when his friend died. Mulbah and Zion, she recalled, had only met him later when the bass had purchased the company.

Access granted, the program replied, and Sunshine saw the account balance. She audibly gasped as she realized just how rich the Korps was, courtesy of the successful contracts paid out by the Mercenary Guild. There was a lot of money, as well as continued payments well after the Fall of Monrovia. Which was odd. Perhaps it had been payments from the varying governments of Africa as a “thank you” to the Korps? She almost laughed out loud at this idea. It was simply too absurd.

On the spot she decided to change the password for security purposes just in case Taryn Lupo and her mysterious associates could do more than simply “confirm” the credits in the account. Sunshine might be ignorant in the ways of the Galactic Union, but the criminal underworld? That was something she was all too familiar with. When credits were involved, trust no one.

“Is this...is this blood money?” she whispered and pulled herself out of the pinplants. She sighed. “The bass was paid with blood money. I don’t know if I should use it.”

“Well, either you use it, or you starve and get abandoned here on this horrid little hellhole,” Taryn suggested. She held up an open palm to forestall the expected argument. “I know you’re tough and independent, and you have an edge of the street about you which I am very familiar with. This is more than a matter of pride, though. This is survival, and you getting your vengeance on. You want to honor your boss and his memory? Use the money to get your message—whatever it is—to the Peacemakers.”

Taryn had a point. Sunshine’s entire existence since the death of the Korps was to pass along the message to the Peacemaker Guild. While the Fae/Dusman had been unable to find anything, it could have been hardwired so only a Peacemaker could access it. In order to find it, though, it would take a mechanical genius who could put even the irritating little Splunk to shame. But who in the Galactic Union was better at machinery than those who created the Raknar in the first place?

She posed the question to Taryn.

“I know of one, and my boss had it on retainer a long time ago,” Taryn replied after giving it some thought. She shrugged. “Helped customize his CASPer, actually. It was who I was going to take you to anyway. She’s a Jeha by the name of Kl’nk’nnk. If she can’t find your message, she’ll at least be able to reassemble your CASPer, and maybe even add a few upgrades to it. Last I heard she was hired by a mining company called B’Hono. She should be relatively easy to track down, all things considered.”

“Upgrades to a CASPer?” Sunshine asked, intrigued.

Taryn nodded. “That’s right, upgrades,” the other woman reiterated. The Besquith laughed, a horrible sound to Sunshine’s ears.

“As if the little fierceness needs a more powerful suit,” Dref-na pointed out. “Humans are both frustrating and amusing at the same time. Oh, a Human only killed ten Tortantulas on the battlefield in their powered armor suit? They make a newer suit so they can kill twenty the next time.”

“It’s a good way of thinking,” Sunshine defended. Dref-na chuckled at the comment. “You go step-by-step over your path before you figure out where things went wrong, then fix it for the next time.”

“I never claimed to disagree with it,” the Besquith pointed out.

“Well, let’s get to the Velut Luna so we can head out to our rendezvous point with the Jeha,” Taryn said as she offered her hand to Sunshine. The young girl accepted it, albeit with some reluctance. She did not know precisely what Taryn’s game was, but Sunshine knew this woman was pretty much her last option. It was either go with her or concede defeat and admit the sacrifice of the Korps was all for naught.

“Fine,” Sunshine said. She turned and looked at the Besquith. “I don’t know about restarting the Korps yet, but I can hire you on as a bodyguard to begin with. Not many will mess with a Besquith, ken?”

Dref-na’s mouth split open wider as her smile grew. “Not many indeed.”

​

* * *
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Xeno Guild Relay Substation Jeyla-5, Jeyla System

Junior Administrator Vah Gorna looked nervously around the small, nondescript station one final time before activating the timer for the bombs.

Vah was a CozSha and not particularly prone to violence. Nobody in her race was. The CozSha abhorred it, considering their timid nature, though they were perfect for the boring administrative duties performed within the Galactic Union. Mostly because they were efficient when it came to orderly filing. It was almost borderline obsessive, their instinctual need to categorize and file information away in the proper manner and order. There was a place for everything in the galaxy, and it was up to the CozSha to ensure it was categorized, stamped, and filed away in its proper place, in triplicate no less. She, like the rest of the CozSha who eventually found their way into employment within the various guilds of the union, was content with living in the shadows and performing her task flawlessly, week in and week out.

Which was why when the Administrator, Guild Master of the Xeno Guild, ordered Vah to blow up the relay station which had been her home for years, she had nearly gone catatonic from the shock at his instructions.

Destruction was chaos, not order. Her files, uploaded and forwarded to the next relay station, would remain safe. This was orderly and efficient, true. Destruction was the anathema of order, however. The memory banks and crypto gear used for transmitting data would be lost in the explosion, since it was all too much to be moved off the relay station in the short amount of time she’d been given. Dazed and confused, Vah had consulted a mercenary acquaintance on explosives placement to destroy sensitive equipment. Once the Zuul had quit laughing and realized Vah was deadly serious, he had given some instruction on bomb placement for maximum efficiency, as well as ensuring that electromagnetic pulses from the explosions were strong enough to wipe out any of the equipment which might survive the initial blasts. It had been free advice, which was unexpected but welcomed.

This had pleased Vah somewhat. Chaos and destruction were things she did not understand. Efficiency? This was her bailiwick. It was a word she lived by, one which made her soul sing and her heart beat with excitement. Vah could be efficient, even if she did not truly comprehend violence. Her CozSha brethren would understand this reasoning, the logic behind her efficient usage of the bombs. It was merely a mental block, she had repeatedly told herself as each shaped charge was pressed against the small memory banks within the relay station. There were forty in all, each with a small amount of explosive material powerful enough to take down a quarter of the station. It was overkill. It was necessary, said the Administrator, whose word was law within the Xeno Guild. It was bringing order to chaos in a roundabout manner.

Overkill is efficient, she repeated over and over again as the counter slowly ticked down, and efficiency is my purpose. It became a reassuring mantra, one she used to cling to her own sanity. Taking a final breath of the recycled air from her home of three years, she stepped into the shuttle and sealed the doors behind her. The shuttle thrusted away from the access tube and accelerated quickly away from the doomed relay station, the pilot putting as much distance as it could between them. Vah stared out into the blackness, believing she could see her former home in the dark but knowing this was impossible. Daydreaming was not orderly. She rubbed her furred arms and watched the inky blackness of space. Any moment now...

The muted explosions were anticlimactic, really. The small shuttle was too far away to see the true carnage wrought by the junior administrator’s bombs. In her mind, however, she could see it all. The ruined berthing spaces, her own quarters, destroyed. The precious hardware, gone. It was too much. This was her life’s work, and now it was all rendered moot by the Administrator’s word. There was nothing left for her now. Her purpose in life had gone up in flames with the destruction of the Jeyla-5 substation.

The shuttle crew found her in the same position an hour later, her vacant expression staring into the void of space. There was little they could do for her except drop her off at their pre-determined destination. She was small, even for a CozSha, and the two larger Maki managed to place her in one of the spare compartments without too much difficulty. They were seasoned pilots and had been hired to transport the junior administrator off-site. However, they were not without heart and understood the tumultuous shock the CozSha was going through, even though they could not relate to it. What was a little violence in order to complete a task? It boggled their minds to see the CozSha in such a state over a little destruction.

Vah began to rock back and forth in her bunk. The safety straps kept her in the bed, though they weren’t as tight as they could be. She was upset. The hurt inside was growing with each triple-beat of her multi-chambered heart, a darkness spreading like a poison within. Pain and sadness threatened to break her spirit, and she hated herself for it. Sadness was not efficient. She couldn’t help herself from feeling this way. Something wasn’t right. Why had the Administrator asked her to embrace chaos, to destroy order? She was methodical, efficient, hardworking, and good at her job. She had run the Jeyla-5 substation perfectly for years. Why now? What had changed? A low moan escaped her lips as no answer was forthcoming.

“I broke it,” she whispered and closed her eyes. She dry-heaved and sobbed, her body twisting in the straps as she curled up against the bulkhead. “I ruined order with chaos. It’s all my fault.”

The shuttle joined with its parent ship, translated through the stargate and disappeared into hyperspace, leaving the destroyed relay substation behind.

* * *
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Xeno Guild Outpost, North American District, Earth, Sol System

A senior commissioner of the Xeno Guild was used to having all the information available at hand. Frustrated, Boileau sat back in his seat and frowned after the fifth and final attempt caused his terminal to be locked out of the system. What was supposed to have been a quiet side hustle had turned into something messy and potentially devastating if he did not get a handle on it soon enough. He crooned softly and snapped his beak shut. He tried to think about what had gone wrong and—more importantly—how it could have happened.

Getting the location of the last known TriRusk world from his contact was a boon to him and his bank account. The Mercenary Guild leader—the true leader, not the puppets who sat idly on the council and spoke only when told to by Peepo—had given it up almost too easily from all reports, and for such a low price to boot. He chalked it up to her mind simply being on other, more pressing matters. Inattentiveness to detail was always a mercenary’s downfall. Earth had been engulfed in the flames of revolution during Peepo’s negotiations with the SooSha and the infamous Four Horsemen of Earth were planning to return with a vengeance. The only thing he could imagine was that Peepo, in desperation, had made a mistake while dealing with the treacherous Information Guild member.

Information was more valuable than credits, platinum, or even F11. Without information, the entire Galactic Union would grind to a halt. The Mercenary Guild might carry the biggest guns, and the Trade Guild had the most money, but without the Xeno Guild to allow them to communicate with one another they were all just idle observers reacting to things instead of planning. Even the Information Guild found itself at the mercy of proper communications. Power lay in the weaponization of words.

Using the information sold to him by his SooSha contact, he had immediately made his plans to ensure he got the biggest slice of the pie imaginable. Let his own buyers squabble over who earned the grand prize: the planet itself. The winner did not matter, only the number of contestants. It would keep the Peacemakers busy and out of his feathers. The information he had turned around and sold as well had attracted many interested parties. There had been only one problem, though. If he transferred it through his regular accounts, the Administrator would know immediately and begin asking questions. Questions he did not feel like answering.

Hacking into the Kakata Korps’ accounts had originally been childishly easy, given everything he knew about the mercenary company. Mulbah Luo had been a soft-hearted and sentimental individual, which had led to his eventual downfall and death. He had figured this out early on and, once the destruction of Liberia occurred, he checked the accounts to ensure they were still active and valid. He didn’t touch the regular credits in the account, as much as he was tempted to. The Mercenary Guild paid very well, and the Korps had benefited from subjugating their fellow Humans. However, Boileau was no fool and left them alone lest they draw attention from any banking authority. Earth still fell under Galactic law, even while pinned beneath Peepo’s thumb. Besides, the open account allowed him to funnel funds out into the wilds without alerting the Administrator to what he was doing. Nobody ever checked for money going into an account, merely the outgoing. If the Kakata Korps had been around still, they would be disgustingly wealthy.

For months, he had built up quite a stash of credits within the account, letting it sit there, idle. He was patient, and something this big, which would set him up for life anywhere within the Galactic Union he chose, was well worth the wait. He couldn’t just buy a planet, but an entire system. It was a perfectly executed plan. His mentor would have been proud.

Until it had all come crashing down.

He hissed through his beak, trying to figure out where it all went wrong. It took him almost a full hour to determine not only was one of the signees of the account he had been laundering credits through alive, but this person had managed to inadvertently lock him out of the account by the simple measure of changing the password. His anger boiled but deep breaths helped keep him from losing his temper completely. It was temporary, a minor setback. An unexpected turn of events, but one he should have foreseen.

Peepo might believe herself to be infallible, but all of his kind knew from their own history the importance of anticipating something going wrong. Buma were explorers, and to do so in a tumultuous galaxy required planning and having contingencies by the dozens. He had grown careless and complacent, dreaming of how he would live out the rest of his life in grandiose luxury. Planning should have taken precedence over daydreaming, and he cursed his own inattentiveness.

A quick search on his slate brought up the information he needed. After flipping through a few of the security checkpoints designed to keep anyone from doing precisely what he was currently doing, he found just the individual he was looking for.

He never thought he would need this particular assassin’s services again. He fired off the message along with the retainer fee and added everything he knew about the officers of the Kakata Korps. They were the only ones who could have accessed the account besides himself, and one of them had screwed him out of a lot of credits. The easiest part? The target hadn’t masked their address, so he already knew where the first step of the hunt would begin. He added a quick note to take the target alive for questioning. A corpse couldn’t share a secret, after all.

He paused. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why anyone would want to go to Valyn. The place was a cesspit of scum, only fit for thieves and down-on-their-luck mercenaries. It was the last place any reputable individual would want to be found.

Perhaps this is why they chose this location to run to? 

* * * * *
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[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


295 Km Above B’Hono Mining Colony-B, Zav’ax, It’iek System

Having safely emerged from hyperspace a day earlier, the Velut Luna began a slow, steady approach to the Jivool-controlled world below. It was a tedious process, especially when the crew onboard the ship couldn’t figure out who, precisely, to ask for permission to land.

Three kilometers away, to either side, were four large patrol vessels of XenSha design, evidently under contract with the B’Hono Corporation to protect the area against pirates and saboteurs. Judging by the lack of comms, however, Sunshine wasn’t sure what mercenary race, if any, was piloting the vessels. The Velut Luna’s databanks could not identify the owners, and neither Dref-na or Taryn could guess precisely who these mysterious aliens were. Taryn was able to joke about the odds being one in thirty-seven but Sunshine didn’t get it.

“Let me pass along our request to land and see what happens,” Taryn offered as Sunshine began to grow more impatient by the minute. “We’re just here to pick up a Jeha. It’s not like we’re going to rob the place.”

“With you? One never knows,” Sunshine muttered under her breath. Over the seven-day journey she had gotten to know the temperamental young woman very well.

Taryn’s head whipped around, and she shot the young teenager a feigned dirty look. “Slander and lies,” Taryn replied easily, doing her best to sound insulted. “I have never committed a crime off Earth.”

“You mean ‘been charged with a crime,’ don’t you?”

“You say potato, I say corned beef hash. They’re all slanderous lies—”
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