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Hotel Jim Bowie, Houston, Texas, Earth

Sansar Enkh woke in a sweat. The sheets were on the floor, as were her pillows. She didn’t notice as she ran to the window and threw open the curtains. The sun, halfway above the horizon, greeted her, and she stared at it for several moments while her breathing slowed.

It wasn’t growing—it definitely wasn’t flaring out of control in a massive explosion—nor was it shrinking to oblivion. It looked the same as it had every day that week—the harbinger of another scorching day in eastern Texas. Hot? Yes. But roast the planet to cinders hot? Definitely not.

When it didn’t blow up after 30 seconds of intense scrutinization, she finally felt safe enough to consider her surroundings, and she realized several people were looking at her from the street two floors below with their mouths open. 

She looked down. At some point during the dream, she’d torn off her clothes as Earth’s star went nova. Her face ignited in a flush, and she snatched the curtains closed, then she went back to sit on the bed.

The dream had been the most vivid she’d had since the one where the Tortantulas had overrun the former Golden Horde base in Uzbekistan. The fact that she’d now had it twice was terrifying. 

She had asked her scientists about it after the first dream, and they had tracked down every helioseismologist thought to be a leader in the field and asked for their opinions. While all agreed that the sun would eventually explode, not a single one of them had said it would be anytime soon. The earliest was six billion years from now, so she had put it down to bad Tex-Mex and happily earmarked it as “someone else’s problem.”

But now...a second time. And so intense...

Something was coming. Something awful. 

* * * * *
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Near the Starkiller Inner Chamber, Aneb-4

From: Major Sun, Aneb-4

To: Assembly Member Ayean, McPherson-3

Message Body: Type/Universal Text/Human/Eng4

Message Text: Ayean, I shall return to McPherson’s Star as soon as I can, but this cannot wait. I request you investigate any signs of unexplained activity on the planet. I have learned there may be weapons of fearsome potential which have been hidden away in the nebula for tens of thousands of years. Endless Night has learned this too. We can’t allow them to control such power.

Shipments to nowhere. Offworlders being brought in and taken to remote locations. Power generators being imported—big ones. That kind of thing. And take another, deeper look at what those Besquith were up to. I think we may have missed something. 

As the local Spine Patriot commander, I have requested the same of Keriwoot. Keep him apprised, but please send your response directly to me.

Good luck. 

Sincerely,

Major Sun.

* * *
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There ‘may’ be weapons.

That was a lie. Sun knew damned well there were two more starkillers hidden somewhere in the nebula. At least Hopper had believed so, and the Jeha scientist hadn’t been wrong about her science so far. Only in her choice of employer.

What was the point of contacting the Jivool miner on McPherson-3 if she gave him only half the story? Better to not contact him at all.

She opened her eyes onto the gloomy cavern.

Trust was becoming a scarce resource. 

She knew the Patriots were riddled with Endless Night spies. The Scythe had been lurking for centuries, so deeply compartmentalized even they had no idea of the extent of their operations.

And there had been growing signs of another organization operating out of the nebula’s shadows. Observing but not yet acting.

Who were they? If pushed, she’d say the F11 conglomerates closing in on the source of the Goltar’s so-called Infinite Flow of credits. But that was just a guess.

Damn it!

If she jumped at every shadow, she’d never achieve anything.

Sun sent the message packet. Her pinview reported a viable network path had been established. Within fifteen minutes, it would be queued up with other data packets for transmission with the next ship out the local stargate.

With a few modifications, she sent a similar request for information to Keriwoot.

“Problem?” called a man’s voice.

She turned around, wearing her sweetest smile, and stared into the face of one of the precious few people in the galaxy she could trust.

She’d thought him dead. These past two hours had proved he was still very much alive.

Her smile grew more genuine with every moment.

“A problem?” She shrugged. “I think so.”

She shuffled over to him, trying not to think about the origins of the jumble of blankets and garments they had requisitioned and bundled into makeshift bedding material. Or whether they had ever been cleaned.

They were in a mineral-encrusted storage compartment inside the battle-torn inner segment of an ancient underground war machine. Sometimes you just had to take your pleasures wherever you could find them.

Branco waited patiently for her answer while she gently ran her fingertips through his hair.

“I was so desperate to get back to you, my love, that I think I might have brushed aside some warning signs.” She looked down, distraught. “We all did.”

“You know where one of the other starkillers is located.”

It wasn’t a question. “I think so. I thought the Besquith we encountered in the McPherson system were a distraction to keep us away from Aneb-4, but now I’m not so sure.”

She thought back to the cavern hacked out of the rock in a deep gallery of the Gelheik Sands Mine and shuddered at the memory. Alien bodies had been smeared over every surface. A powerful detonation in that enclosed space had practically liquidized everybody in the blast zone.

At first, she’d thought it had been Besquith ammunition cooking off, but Ayean had insisted the explosion had come from blasting charges.

A lot of them.

Certainly more than the Besquith had needed to make a distraction. The longer she thought about it, the more she decided they had been planning to do some tunneling of their own.

“I just sent a message to my contacts on McPherson-3,” she explained. “We need to look again, and harder.”

“If you’re so certain it’s there,” Branco said, “we should be marshalling our forces and heading there immediately.”

“You’re right. But our forces here are mostly aquatics. Unless we can flood the mines, they’d be useless, flapping like a landed catch on the bottom of the mine floor.”

“Fair point,” Branco admitted. “We’re beneath an island right now, but Aneb-4 is essentially a waterworld.” He rubbed his chin. “Most of the forces don’t have rebreathers, but what if we could manufacture them? Shouldn’t be too hard.”

She sat on her haunches and rested her hands on his shoulders, looking into the face she’d missed so badly. He looked so haggard. Splotches of scaly green skin were spreading over his throat and down his chest, but Branco was alive. For now.

He gave her his boyish smile and winked. “To the devil with being sorry, Sun. We snatched two hours for ourselves. Earlier today, I was cowering on the ground as a barrage of kinetic torpedoes rained down over my head. That’s two hours more than I thought I’d get. Let’s be grateful and accept that now it’s time we got back to work.”

She held his gaze mournfully, regretting that their time together would be so brief.

And then brightened into a smile. Branco was right. That was why he was so good for her. She should forget about what they couldn’t have and be grateful for the precious gift of time together.

But it was hard to think that way. He looked so damned ill.

She mashed her lips against his and then dressed herself with speedy efficiency.

As she laced her boots, she paused and looked a question at Branco, who was still lying on the makeshift bed.

He grinned back at her, but his expression looked forced this time. “I’ll follow later,” he said. “I need a rest. I’ve had a busy day, and you’ve worn me out.”

She laughed. “It has been a busy day.”

With a final kiss, she left him behind, adding under her breath, “And it’s not over yet.” 

Sun was still making her way to the surface when she received news from McPherson-3.

It was Keriwoot. From the timestamp, the Gliboonian had sent his message eight days ago. And, from the fragmentary wording by the normally bloviated alien’s standards, Keriwoot had been in a hurry to send it.

“Ayean is dead. We’re under attack. Besquith and...Major Sun, I have learned there are things worse than Besquith. All is chaos here. I shall send an update once the situation clarifies. Keriwoot.”

A freighter arrived from McPherson’s Star the following day.

And the next.

But there were no further updates from Keriwoot.

* * * * *
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[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Earth

Someone tapped on her doorframe and Sansar looked up to find Nigel Shirazi. Why didn’t someone tell me he was in the building? “What are you doing here? I didn’t know you were coming. Are you here with good news? We can begin taking contracts again?”

“No, sorry,” Nigel said, looking down. “We keep trying,” he said, his gaze coming back up to meet her eyes, “and I mean all of us are trying—but the Speaker is against doing anything that might split us up while the Kahraman are at the doorstep.”

“How about the fact that while we sit around on our asses, we’re not getting any good training? Working on tactics and techniques? Remember those things?”

Nigel hit her with his boyish smile. “I remember them well, and we keep reminding the Speaker about them, too.” He shrugged. “Still...I’ve got nothing. Well, nothing you’d be interested in, anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, right before I left, the Speaker approached me about a job that was very much off the books. A friend of his wanted some help in an out-of-the-way place.”

“What’s it pay?”

“He didn’t know. Said it was negotiable. The thing is, they’re looking for CASPer troops, and it sounded like some sort of assault mission. Didn’t think you’d be interested in it, especially since you’d be on your own dime to get all the way out there, and might not find the job worthwhile once you did.”

“Where is it?”

“Out on the ass end of the galaxy somewhere. Place called the Spine Nebula or something like that?”

“What?” Visions of the Sun exploding clouded her eyes.

“You know about the Spine Nebula?” 

“Never heard of it until today,” she said. But the reaction I just got tells me it’s involved. “But I’ll take it.”

Nigel shrugged. “The contact info is to meet Gloriana at Station Five in the Beta-Caerelis system.”

“Could the Speaker have been any less specific? I wonder how many Glorianas there are there.”

“I don’t know. That’s all he said; sorry.”

“That’s fine,” Sansar replied. “So really, why are you here?”

“I’m here to pick up a new transport for another off-the-books mission I picked up.”

“Another one? Maybe I need to come to Capital Planet. It seems like all the good contracts are happening there. They sure aren’t happening at the merc pits...”

“I’ll continue to work on that. Also, when I get back from this mission, I may have some new toys to play with.”

“Toys? What kind of toys?”

“I can’t say yet. It’s a surprise.” Nigel glanced at his watch; he was late. “Sorry, I have to go. Say hi to Jim for me when you see him.”

​

* * * * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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Patriot/Midnighter Command Post, Inside the Great Engine, Aneb-4

“You have incoming,” announced Blue from her orbital eyrie. “Two old dropships and what looks like a commercial passenger shuttle. Oh, and there’s an executive yacht making a suborbital hop over to your little party island that I wouldn’t mind for myself. You want Midnight Sun to take them out?”

Sun wasn’t sure whether her sister was joking. There were a lot of things she wasn’t sure about anymore.

She sighed. Branco had shown her that she could be more than the straight foil to her sister’s antics, but it was a pattern Sun found difficult to break.

“Negative,” she said. “Galactic law prohibits firing at atmospheric craft from orbit.”

“Seriously?” Blue’s laugh sounded genuine. “After releasing a bombardment of kinetic torpedoes over your heads, a few shots from Midnight Sun’s lasers is hardly going to make any difference.”

“You will not fire,” Sun insisted. “And that...”

“And that is an order? You forget yourself, Major Sun.”

Difficult words were left unspoken but somehow still seethed along the comm link between the sisters and draped an uncomfortable silence over everyone in the room.

Sun glanced awkwardly at Lieutenant Colonel Mishkan-Ijk. Her superior officer stared back impassively through his bony Goltar eye sockets. On the Midnight Sun Free Company TO&E, Sun was two levels below her sister, but she had since assumed command of the Spine Patriots, an organization with a distinct agenda that had been at war with the Midnighters only a few weeks earlier.

Events had careened forward so aggressively that Sun had managed to bypass the question of where her loyalties lay.

For now.

But that was only possible because the CASPer contingent she nominally commanded had mostly been wiped out, and First Sergeant Albali was more than capable of commanding the survivors.

When Gloriana arrived with reinforcements, all that would change.

Neither sister chose this moment to speak on the matter. It was a question to kick down the road for a little while longer. 

“Easy, Bad Dog,” said Blue.

“Dog?”

“Sorry. Been reading texts by early mech combat theorists while I’ve been cooling my heels waiting for you to take the planet.”

“Captain Blue!” said Mishkan-Ijk with a sharp snap of his beak. “Major Sun.”

The Goltar didn’t say anything more. He didn’t need to. Sun burned with shame at the Goltar’s disapproval of the sisters’ conduct.

“If we may return to the present situation,” he said, “this base still has significant antiair defenses, but the fire control systems have been sabotaged. Captain, we need to release our dropships from orbit now to intercept and either shoot down the bogies or force them down.”

“Agreed,” said Blue. “Dispatching First Flight now.”

“Receiving signal from bogies,” reported one of the Goltar in the signals team. “They identify themselves as the Anebian system government.”

“Unlikely,” said Branco. 

Sun swallowed hard at his voice. He sounded like a brittle husk.

“I’ve not set foot inside the capital,” he continued as he walked over to the Tri-V on prosthetics Sun had retrieved from the bottom of the base’s inner chamber. “But I did set up resistance cells around Port Chinto. Endless Night was busy taking over.”

“But you said you established resistance cells?” said Sun gently. “Perhaps they...resisted?”

“I don’t know.” He stabbed fingers at the crown of his head and dragged them down. “I haven’t yet reappraised myself of the situation.”

“Dropship flight issuing instructions to bogies.”

A Tri-V holo-display appeared at the floor. “What’s going on?” asked the image of an angry HecSha. It wore a silken green scarf stained with blood.

“The transmission is coming from the yacht,” supplied the signals team.

Branco peered at the alien. “I know you,” he said.

“And I know you, Gleaming Fool.”

“Gleaming what?” asked Sun. She cast a querying glance at Branco, who shrugged back. 

“What can I say? I’ve made a name for myself in this world.”

Branco spoke to the HecSha. “I greet you, Rievskegg. It’s good to see you. We’re still racing to keep up with events, which is why you’re getting the military escort. I can tell you’ve come a long way from Port Chinto City Hall, but can it be true that I am speaking with a representative of the planetary government?”

“My friend, I am now the prime representative of this world. Endless Night has withdrawn. The old establishment is in hiding, and the Patriot resistance has taken its place. I have been selected as the prime representative of this system until such time as we have eradicated Endless Night and have time to think of—” he growled, “—alternate forms of representation.”

The prospect of relinquishing power clearly didn’t appeal to Rievskegg. Typical HecSha. 

“You vouch for him?” she asked Branco.

“I do. He’s one of mine.”

“No, Branco,” said the HecSha. “I am one of hers.” He bowed. “I pledged fealty to Major Sun as commander of the Spine Patriots. I am her servant.”

Sun didn’t know whether to groan or cheer. The Spine Nebula had been a dumpster fire for so long that its people were desperate for leadership. Everywhere she went, aliens kept going all feudal on her, wanting her to be some kind of medieval queen.

That wasn’t Sun’s style at all.

Still, she needed all the support she could get.

“Thank you, Rievskegg. You’ve done well.”

She paused. Unable to help herself, she went ahead and asked, “What was the process by which you were selected? I inquire because political legitimacy could soon become an important factor.”

“You don’t have to worry on that count, Major. My selection was fair and completely above reproach. We didn’t have time for anything as complicated as an election, so we decided leadership in a wrestling contest. No weapons. No armor. Clad only in hot, oiled mud, as is the HecSha way.”

“What about the other races?”

“Few survived the opening round. And that is good, because these difficult times require strong leadership.”

“Looks like the HecSha way it is,” she said. “At least for now. I’ll meet you shortly.”

Mishkan-Ijk gave the inbound delegation landing coordinates on Romalin Island and cut the link.

“This world is on our side,” said Sun. “At least that’s one headache out of the way.”

She froze, noting Branco’s pained expression. But then, he always looked drawn these days. She decided there was a lucid intelligence behind his concern. “What is it?”

“The Tyzhounes forced Endless Night to abandon the island and the great engine,” he said. “I understood that. But as soon as Midnight Sun arrived to retake Romalin, the Night didn’t just withdraw from the battlezone to let us slug it out with the Tyzhounes. Rievskegg is from Arizcazar, the landmass on the other side of the planet. Why did the Night abandon that? I think they’ve evacuated the entire system. We’ll need to use our contacts to verify that, but this looks like an evacuation. They aren’t coming back.”

“Scorched Earth,” said Blue from orbit.

Sun shuddered. She cast a recording of the destruction of the Unthor system to the Tri-V disc. The violated star pulsed every color in the spectrum under the lash of the starkiller, sending out deadly waves of destruction at two percent of lightspeed.

Unthor had been home to a third of a million people. Aneb-4’s population was 120 million.

Of course. It made perfect sense. If her guess was right that Endless Night had located one of the other starkillers on McPherson-3, and they were prepared to use it, then what better target could there be than Aneb? It was, after all, the system where the Night’s deadliest foes were currently concentrated.

“Holy shit,” said Mishkan-Ijk.

Heaven knows, there’d been enough interspecies misunderstandings between Goltar and Humans. Not this time.

None of the Humans dirtside or in orbit could add to the Goltar’s words.

Holy shit, indeed.

* * * * *
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[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Med-Bay 13, Midnight Sun, Orbiting Aneb-4

“Stand still!” Sun demanded.

Since the day she’d been born, Blue had rarely shown signs of paying attention to her big sister, and that wasn’t about to change now. If anything, her pacing outside the med-bay door grew more frantic.

“I said, stand still, dammit. You’re like an expectant father from the days of yore. Should I bring you a fat cigar and a glass of cognac?”

Blue looked up and gave a grin. “There’s an idea. Swap the brandy for a decent Scotch and I’m in.”

Sun grabbed her sister by the shoulders and shook her.

Entropy! When had Blue lost her muscle tone? She was bones wrapped up in pallid skin.

Sun released her grip. Blue had always been small, but Sun had never thought of her as frail until today. Not that any of that would make Sun go easier on her sister.

“You never liked Branco. Why are you suddenly acting so concerned?”

Blue looked away. “He’s slowly rising in my estimation.” 

“Bullshit! He’ll never be good enough for your big sister. That’s what you think of him. Deny it!”

Blue stared back fiercely. “It doesn’t matter what I think. You love him.”

“You know I do.” 

Blue bit her lip. “I need you to tell me that. Don’t ask me why.”

What game was she playing?

“Please,” said Blue, a word that came rarely to those lips.

The fight drained out of Sun. “Fine. I love him, all right? He means the universe to me.”

“If you could, say, give up your legs in return for having him whole and healthy again, would you do it?”

Sun frowned as she peered behind her sister’s reddened eyes, trying to make sense of the chaotic mind behind them. She didn’t understand what was going on here, but she did recognize her sister was at a crisis point. Blue wasn’t playing games.

“Would I allow myself to be mutilated?” Sun mused. “I can’t see myself ever rolling over and letting something like that happen to me. But, yes, I would sacrifice everything to see Branco well again. I’ve spent my entire credit balance seeking a cure. I won’t stop there.”

Blue nodded slowly as if having arrived at a fateful decision. 

Sun waited, watching Blue as she assembled her words of explanation.

But before they came, Doctor Decima DiMassi emerged from the med-bay. With a dearth of Human patients, Med-Bay 13 had spent much of the past two years as Branco’s personal residence.

DiMassi took a deep breath before she began, but her somber expression told Sun all she needed to know.

“I’ve given Branco every test and analysis available to me,” the doctor began.

Sun held up a hand to stop her. A priority message was coming through her pinplants.

It came from the Spine Patriot observation network. The Endless Night ship, Crazy Notion had emerged at the Wahrner’s Grise system. It was traveling under a false name and an altered engine signature, but those old smuggler tricks wouldn’t fool the Patriot observers. Half of them were smugglers too.

According to their best intelligence guesswork, Hopper was on board Crazy Notion. Since the Jeha scientist understood the starkillers more than anyone, her location carried enormous significance. 

If Endless Night had seen fit to take her to Wahrner’s Grise, then Sun had a new odds-on favorite for the location for the last of the three starkillers.

“My apologies, Doctor,” Sun said. “Please make your report.”

“This Selroth aquatic herb Branco’s been taking. Ribbwah. It’s fascinating. I want a larger supply for my analysis. And not just for Branco. This herb could prove invaluable to Earth’s pharmaceutical industries. It’s given him another burst of life. Without it, he’d be dead. The disease Branco picked up in the jungles of Rakbutu-Tereus is still progressing, but it’s significantly slowed by the ribbwah. However, the herb is highly addictive and is causing poisons to accumulate in his body. I’m unsure whether the disease or its treatment will kill him first.”

“And his mind?” asked Blue. She shrugged guiltily at her sister. “Branco said himself that he’s been having unsettling memories.”

“Yes,” said DiMassi. “His brain chemistry’s misfiring. I’m no expert in neural meshes, but those in his head are working outside of pattern norms. He told me that it hurts to access his pinplants. I’m afraid that is not a good sign.”

“Let’s summarize,” Sun said. “Branco is going mad, he needs alien seaweed to survive, and the cure will kill him. Copy that. How long has he got?”

DiMassi gave a palms-up shrug. “A lot of this is guesswork. But I’d measure his lifespan in weeks. Sorry. Normally, I would say I could do something to ease his pain, but to be honest, there’s nothing I can do for him that the Selroth herb can’t do better.”

Sun moved to enter the med-bay, but the doctor shot out an arm to bar her way.

“Some of the tests were invasive, which is why Branco is sedated. You’ll be able to speak to him in a few hours.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” Blue’s dismissal was strangely curt. “You may leave us.”

Sun took a deep breath as the doctor retreated from view. The war continued with or without Branco, and Blue needed to know the intel update. “I have a possible location for both Hopper and Starkiller-3.”

“Screw that,” said Blue. “We’re here about Branco. Tell me again, would you sacrifice a limb if it made him whole? Does he really mean that much to you?”

“He does, and I would. Why do you keep asking that?”

It was Blue’s turn to grab Sun by the shoulders. She’d lost muscle mass, but there was nothing weak about her grip. “Keep him alive,” Blue said. “He needs to hang on until Molina gets here.”

“The Wrogul? How did you...?” 

Years ago, Blue had snuck into startown to get herself an alien-tech morphogenic tattoo. It hadn’t taken properly, leaving Blue completely hairless and with a skin tone several notches paler. Sun often forgot about her sister’s appearance—she’d love her however she looked—and worried instead about the deep damage to her mental state.

Every so often, though, Sun saw her sister’s visage afresh and freaked the hell out.

Blue’s face had gone as pale as a blood-drained carcass. The blood vessels cutting through her cheeks glowed like flowing lava.

She’d witnessed Blue’s demon impersonation on a handful of occasions. Most ended in violence and death. Either Blue was thunderously angry or petrified with terror.

Sun swallowed hard. “Molina...What price will we have to pay?”

“Leave that to me,” Blue replied in a trembling voice. “God knows you’ve sacrificed plenty to look after me. Now it’s my time to return the favor.”

* * * * *
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Endless Night Base, McPherson-3

“Out, slug, before I turn you into lunch!” the Besquith roared.

“Yes, sir. Right away, sir,” Jombon said, keeping his head down and backing out the door. “Just trying to straighten up the place.” He bowed, turned, and fled the area, hoping the Besquith wouldn’t sweep the room again. If the Besquith did, his life would be forfeit.

This was the chance he’d been looking for ever since his last trip to Station 5 in Beta-Caerelis. While there, he’d met with the Human known as Beowulf, Jombon’s long-time source for Sparkle. Lately, though, Beowulf had been less interested in Jombon’s money than what he knew.

Beowulf’s organization was looking to push deeper into the Spine Nebula, but they were worried about the ongoing turmoil between the various factions with interests there. The one they were most worried about—obviously—was the Endless Night, who Beowulf, quite rightly, saw as competition, and who Jombon worked for as a low-level minion.

He’d offered Jombon a hundred thousand credits and free Sparkle for a year if he could find out any information on their plans. It had seemed like an easy enough task, and with that kind of wealth, Jombon could leave the Spine Nebula forever. The free Sparkle was a bonus. All he’d have to do was plant a few listening devices and pass on the information. 

When he’d heard that someone important was coming, Jombon had known this was his chance. He’d gotten access to the VIP quarters and injected the listening devices into two of the pillows in the room. He’d almost gotten out unnoticed. Now, however, his life was forfeit. The Endless Night monitored for transmissions from inside and outside the base. When the listening devices transmitted, someone would find them, and the Besquith was sure to remember who’d been in the room.

He had to flee.

* * *
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Shove ‘n’ Done Tavern, Station 5, Beta-Caerelis

“Need something?” the Blevin waitress asked.

Beowulf looked up. “No, thanks,” he said, picking up his half-full drink. “We’re good.”

“She comes around a lot,” Sha’Gar noted. 

“She does,” Beowulf agreed, watching the Blevin sashay over to the next table. “Almost too much.” He waited until she was headed back to the bar, then slid the slate over to the Zzardar. The small lizard-like alien picked up the slate. “What’s this?”

“Transcript of a conversation between two of the leaders of the Endless Night. It was very interesting because the two people who we thought they were, obviously aren’t.”

“What does that mean?”

“We thought the local Endless Night leaders were a female elSha named Coron and a male Zuparti named Retenex. As it turns out, though, once they got talking, we found out they are actually a female Lumar named Grael and a male Oogar named Jankel, based on the languages spoken and the names they used with each other. It took some time to parse this out, and it ended up burning two of our operatives within their organization. They call each other sister and brother, which threw us for a time until we could get verification of the people who’d been at this meeting. We think the elSha and Zuparti are covers for the people really in charge.”

“How does this affect me?”

“It probably doesn’t,” Beowulf said. “It is background info for when you read the transcript.”

Sha’Gar looked down, and Beowulf followed along on a second slate.

Jankel: “Good seeing you again, sister.”

Grael: “And you as well, brother.”

Jankel: “And it is always nice when we can put aside Coron and Retenex.”

Grael: “Truth.”

Jankel: “I have been giving the use of the starkiller some thought.”

Grael: “And what have you come up with?”

Jankel: “I think we need a demonstration of it before we blackmail the guilds on Capital Planet.”

Grael: “A demonstration?”

Jankel: “Yes. We need to show them the power of the weapon. If we just tell them about it, they will send mercenaries to try to wrest it from us. If we show them the power, they will be worried that we will fire it when we see their forces appear.”

Grael: “So, keep them in awe, and allow them to pay?”

Jankel: “Exactly. I don’t think 4% is too much to pay us to not destroy all their headquarters buildings, do you?”

Grael: “Four percent of what?”

Jankel: “Four percent of everything. If the major corporations and guilds paid 4% of their revenues in return for a guarantee that Endless Night would not obliterate their stars, the wealth would be unimaginable. Four percent. Surely that’s not too much to ask?”

Grael: “It doesn’t seem so to me, but I know what the starkiller can do. Of course, if the weapon fired successfully last time, so do the people of the Tau-Rietzke system. At least, they did...briefly.”

Jankel, chuckling: “I’m sure they did. Unfortunately, that system is too far outside the cognizance of the Galactic Union for it to be a good example.”

Grael: “You’ve changed your attitude, brother. It was you who persuaded me to power down after we targeted Aneb. To wait, watch, and consider before being so bold as to shake down the guilds themselves. Such caution was so unlike you that I listened. What’s changed?”

Jankel: “Just a little detail in the latest public update from the Cartography Guild. They’ve listed the Tau-Rietzke stargate as temporarily out of service.”

Grael: “Out of service! Melted to slag in starfire more like. Excellent. We know the weapon works. So why not target our enemies at Aneb-4?”

Jankel: “Because they are but an irritation, their strength infinitesimal compared with the guilds. We must think bigger, sister.” 

Grael: “You have a better target in mind, I presume?”

Jankel: “I do, and one that no one will miss.”

Grael: “Are you going to tell me, or are you going to make me beg?”

Jankel: “Of course I will tell you. The Mercenary Guild just fought a war, right?”

Grael: “Against the Humans, yes.”

Jankel: “One which they lost, right?”

Grael: “The Peacemakers intervened and stopped it. No one really won or lost.”

Jankel: “But the Merc Guild wouldn’t mind if the Humans all of a sudden disappeared, would they?”

Grael: “No, they would not.” Grael chuckles. “There are probably many people and guilds which wouldn’t miss the Humans overmuch.”

Jankel: “Exactly. So they will be happy to have the Humans gone and paying us won’t seem so bad. The alternative is their star goes nova and everyone dies. Four percent doesn’t seem like much at that point, does it?”

Grael: “No, it doesn’t.”

Jankel: “When should we do it?”

Grael: “As soon as possible.”

Jankel: “And no one knows about it?”

Grael: “No one. A Jivool was sneaking around in the tunnel system, but he was found and eliminated, and the tunnels filled with sand burrowers. No one will be venturing down there anymore.”

Jankel: “Good. Good.”

“There was more,” Beowulf said, reaching over to take the slate, “but it was inconsequential to the matter at hand.”

Sha’Gar raised a scaly eyebrow. “Which is?”

“I want you to go take a look at this starkiller and let me know where it is for sure, so we can put together a strike team and eliminate it before they destroy Earth.”

“You really think they can do that?”

“I don’t know whether they can do it or not, but they obviously think they can.” Beowulf shrugged. “I don’t get back there very much anymore, but I’m sure our bosses don’t want to have their star go nova.”

“I suspect they don’t,” Sha’Gar said with a chuckle.

“Do we know where this is? I didn’t see a planet, much less a location on one.”

Beowulf tapped his slate a couple of times then handed it back. “We think it’s in the Gelheik Sands Mine of McPherson-3.”

“Looks like it,” Sha’Gar said. “‘Local Jivool miner goes missing; feared eaten by sand burrowers.’”

“That’s what we thought, too.”

“Sounds dangerous. What’s in it for me?”

“One hundred thousand credits if you can confirm/deny that the starkiller is in the mines there, and bring back targeting information.”

“So I don’t have to destroy it? I just have to find it?”

“Correct.” 

Beowulf could see the Zzardar thinking about it. “Sand burrowers?” the Zzardar said. “Adults can eat someone my size in a single bite.”

“So don’t let them see you.”

“They can’t see for shit. They have great senses of smell and touch though.”

“So don’t let them smell or touch you.”

“Yeah, if it were only that easy.”

“If it were that easy, I’d go myself and save the organization 100,000 credits.”

“I’d like to talk to the spy who captured the conversation you showed me.”

Beowulf shook his head. “He didn’t make it out of the Endless Night base. How do you think I came up with the 100,000 credits so easily? They would have been his.”

Sha’Gar seemed to think about it some more. “Okay,” he finally said. “I’ll do it.” He held up a claw. “But, it’s going to cost you 500,000 credits. If I do this, I want to be able to retire to a nice warm planet somewhere, preferably outside the range of this starkiller thing.”

“I can give you 250,000,” Beowulf said, “but that’s as high as I’m authorized to go.” He shrugged. “I’m sure Sandoval would go for 250,000.”

“I’m sure he would, too,” Sha’Gar said. “And he’d probably get caught. He can’t evade sand burrowers, nor can he camouflage like I can.”

“A quarter million. Take it or leave it.”

“Oh, come on, Beowulf, you know I’m going to take it, just like I know you could go to a half million if I really insisted. I also know that you’ll do something else for me when I return from successfully completing the mission that will make it worth my time.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t know yet. I’ll tell you when I return.”

“Fair enough,” Beowulf agreed. “Sold.”

Sha’Gar handed back the slate as the Blevin waitress returned, then he stood. “I’ll get right on it.”

* * * * *
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Speaker’s Chambers, Merc Guild HQ, Capital Planet

There was something foul in the water. Effluent that was also carried on the breeze.

Ever since she’d debarked her shuttle and swum into the blunt urbanization that housed the guild headquarters on Capital Planet, the place had seemed off to Gloriana.

When she passed into the air-breather zones that dominated the place, she’d put a name to the taste.

Desperation.

It was the merest hint, but there nonetheless.

Two months? Was that all it had been since she’d last been here to see Toyn-Zhyll? So much had happened since then. She ground her beak at the memory of losing a large slice of Goltar military assets to a rabble of low-species...pirates!

During that short stretch of time, it seemed that much had transpired on Capital Planet, too. This had always been a dangerous place, but now it was blanketed with a brittle wariness, a sense that trouble was on its way and would be arriving any time soon.

Nowhere was this more apparent than Merc Guild headquarters.

Additional security posts had been set up, and the mercs stationed at them bore the heightened paranoia of veterans who understood that the most lethal dangers often came from unexpected sources.

“What is happening here?” she demanded of Toyn-Zhyll when his guards finally permitted her access to his personal chambers. “Are we at war?”

Her old friend, and now the Speaker of the Mercenary Guild, regarded her coldly through eyes so recessed into their bone shrouds they were barely visible.

This wasn’t the welcome of a warm, scented pool he’d lavished on her last time.

“There is always conflict,” said Toyn-Zhyll.

“With whom? This Weapons Conglomerate you mentioned last time?” An electrifying thought sent jolts through Gloriana’s limbs. “Are we at war with the Veetanho?” she whispered, unsure what answer she would prefer.

But Toyn-Zhyll gave no answer, instead moving to the padded stump behind his grand desk and seating himself there.

He didn’t offer a seat to Gloriana.

She took one anyway.

“Conflict is a constant that affects us all,” said the Speaker. “Even Grand Admiral Aru-Zzat, who was recently kidnapped on his own flagship and stranded in another system. A flagship I believe you now command, Gloriana, although I note you chose not to bring Blunt Justice with you to Capital Planet. Can you explain the admiral’s unfortunate experience?”

“I demand total loyalty,” Gloriana thundered. “The Goltar Navy answers to the High Council of our people, not the other way around. Aru-Zzat forgot that.”

“News of further conflict beat you here by a few days. I heard of the loss of Tau-Rietzke and almost the entirety of the assets you were concentrating there. Strangely, I did not hear this news from you.”

“If you don’t give me what I want, the destruction will continue. I need assault specialists. I want CASPers and a commander who knows how to use them. Moratorium be damned, I need to hire Asbaran Solutions.” When the Speaker responded with stony silence, she added, “You do realize there is no defense from this weapon once it has fired.  No bunker can be shielded well enough. No ship is fast enough to outrun the shockwave. Perhaps Capital Planet is the next target?”

Toyn-Zhyll was so shocked, he bunched all seven limbs in an instinctive reaction to jump away from a sudden threat.

“I perceive you hadn’t considered that, Speaker.”

“What is this new threat we face? Who did this?”

Gloriana blew her disgust out of her blowhole. “Nothing but an unwashed mob of pirate scum. With the right assets, I can wipe them from the Spine Nebula and claim these supreme weapons for ourselves.”

Toyn-Zhyll licked the rim of his pallid beak. “It appears Asbaran Solutions is otherwise engaged, although I am trying to arrange an alternate.”

Gloriana was too surprised to be angry. “How could anything be more important than the nebula? I don’t understand.”

“Your understanding is not a requirement. You have all the assets we can spare you. Proceed to the Spine Nebula without delay and eliminate the threat. Any weapons of disruptive magnitude shall be placed under Goltar protection for the commonweal of the Galactic Union. If there is even a hint of a possibility of losing control of those weapons to a third party, you are to destroy the weapons utterly. Sterilize the worlds that house them without hesitation.”

“How dare you give me orders! As if I were some mere underling officer. I am a High Councilor of the Goltar people. You will explain what is so important that you will not give me Asbaran Solutions. And you will apologize for your insulting demeanor.”

Toyn-Zhyll blinked and then leaped into a fighting stance. Two limbs curled around his sitting stump while the other five weaved a confusing pattern through the air. She glimpsed throwing knives and bone pistols being passed from one limb to another so she wouldn’t know where his strike would come from.

Gloriana sat still. Outwardly calm, her insides were churning with the urge to respond in kind.

She quietly eased her dagger from its place of concealment that even Toyn-Zhyll’s guards had not detected. As she was squeezing the dagger into a fold in her flesh, Toyn-Zhyll cooled and sat down. “I do not doubt the seriousness of the crisis in the Spine Nebula,” he told her. “Which is why you shall lead the expedition there. To facilitate this, you shall retain your position as High Councilor as a temporary convenience. If you saw clearly, my old friend, you would perceive that you have been granted a chance to redeem your name.”

My old friend. She’d like to slit him open with her dagger, rip out his intestines, and use them to hang him from the Mercenary Guild logo at the top of the building.

But this wasn’t the time. She circled and counter-circled her arms in amusement because none of his politicking mattered to her anymore. Vendetta burned through her veins like the pure white heat of a protostar.

Revenge against Xal-Ssap’s murderers came first, and she had all the assets she needed for that. As for what happened once she had extracted her revenge, let the pieces fall where they may, and when the game restarted, she would be playing on her own team.

She pushed her eyes to the outer limits of their orbits. “I will not fail,” she told him, and she was confident she would not.

Toyn-Zhyll stiffened. She was gratified to see the smear of worry that spread across the face of her treacherous old friend.

* * * * *
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Gelheik Sands Mine, McPherson-3

Sha’Gar had done many things for the Gray Wolves that were illegal in the past, and many which—for the majority of the races in the Galactic Union—were probably considered immoral as well. For those races which worried about things like morals, anyway. In all of those pursuits, though, nothing had scared him to the extent that he was right now.

He had filed the claws on his back feet to their quicks to keep them from clicking and giving him away, or making little scratch marks that could be used to track him. A naturally soft walker anyway, if anyone had seen him, they would have wondered at his strange gait as he slowly transferred his weight from one foot to the other to keep from generating the impact tremors sand burrowers used to track prey.

He had been to one of the Gray Wolves’ bases on their home planet of Earth one time and watched a bird called a robin hunt. It could feel the movement of worms under the surface of the Earth through its feet. If the little bird could do that, he had no doubt the sand burrowers could use sentient beings’ steps in a similar manner against them.

The sand burrowers weren’t the most dangerous entities in the tunnels, though; that designation belonged to the Endless Night troopers, who were armed and moved through the tunnels in groups. While he was worried about the potential for sand burrowers—which had been reported in the tunnels—he was far more worried about the armed soldiers. He’d already seen one group, easily identified by their black garb and distinctive infinity emblems.

Sha’Gar was armed with a knife, and that was it; if he was seen and it came to violence, he wouldn’t last more than a second or two against either of the predators. He didn’t have armor or even clothes to help protect him; all he had was his natural ability to camouflage himself. Which had worked well when he’d passed the first band of Endless Night troopers. He’d found a small alcove in the tunnel and blended in with the pattern of the rock.

He reached the end of the tunnel and could see where someone—probably Ayean, who was known to be mining here before he disappeared—had broken through into a new area. Sha’Gar smiled as he entered the new tunnel; the bands in the rock were almost perfectly parallel. It would be even easier to mimic.

Although the tunnel was new to him—and to whoever had broken through—it seemed impossibly old. There was lighting on the ceiling, but some sort of rocky crust had grown over most of it over an immense period of time. The coating made the light inconsistent and strangely patterned, which concerned him. While it made pockets of darkness that would be easy to hide in, it also made pockets of darkness where enemies could hide and spring out at him; he slowed his pace even further as his eyes darted around.

He passed an emblem on the wall. Although it had been crusted over, someone had scratched most of it off, and he could see three interlocking circles; the one on the bottom left was a darker color than the other two. The emblem meant something to someone, but he’d never seen it before. He stored the image in his pinplant for later analysis.

The tunnel slowly curved around to the right, but the curve was broken up with zigzags that forced him to go even slower as he negotiated them. 

He had traveled some distance—time and space had lost their meanings as he sneaked through the tunnel—when he came to an orifice in the right wall. That was all he could really think to call it. It appeared organic, and if a rock wall could have had an asshole, this was what it would have looked like. It smelled like ass, too, lending credence to the thought. He pushed on it gently; the material was pliable, had a hole in the center, and had some sort of foul-smelling slime on it.

Also, just like an ass.

He was still considering it when he heard voices coming up the passageway from behind him. As he looked about for an alcove to press himself into, he heard voices coming from the opposite direction as well.

There were no alcoves he could make it to in time. Hating the thought of doing it, he closed his eyes, held his breath, and pushed himself up against the hole in the wall. It gave a little, and he stepped back against it, trying to create a smooth flow along the wall so that no one would notice the lizard-shaped protuberance sticking off.

The material gave a little more, and he pressed forward again, knowing the Endless Night soldiers would see him if he didn’t. The material of the opening gave suddenly, and, overbalanced, Sha’Gar fell forward and through it to land in a puddle of slime on the other side. He climbed to his feet and dropped into a fighting stance in case any of the soldiers pushed through the orifice after him, but they either hadn’t seen him go through or didn’t want to follow.

As Sha’Gar began breathing again, he couldn’t blame them if it was the latter. He smelled as if he’d been coated in the funk of 40,000 years. When no one followed him, he used the back of his blade to scrape off as much of the slime as he could—not only did it smell disgusting, but it would play hell with his camouflage—then he continued on.

The curve was more pronounced in this passage, and he recognized it was—at least from what he had seen so far—a circle within a circle. Concentric circles. Weird. Who mined like that?

A better question, he also realized, was who puts a weapon in a mine? There hadn’t been time to really think about it before he’d come—everything had been go, go, go—but how could a weapon, surrounded by foul-smelling assholes, reach the surface of the planet, much less worlds hundreds of light years away?

He continued along the new passageway and came to another one of the holes along the right wall. He sighed as he got closer. If anything, this one smelled worse. The other just smelled like ass; this smelled like a garbage dump baking in the sun. In summer. He closed his eyes and held his breath as he pushed up against it. The secret to the installation lay at the center, he suspected.

As he fell into another puddle of slime on the other side, his one fervent hope was that he wouldn’t have to go through any more of the openings. Knowing what was coming, he had minimized the amount of slime he got on himself, and he only had to take two breaths while cleaning the muck from his scales. Both were torturous. Zzardars had excellent senses of smell; his would probably be ruined for weeks, if not months.

As it turned out, he had to go through two more orifices, but as he scraped the slime off from the second, he realized he had to be close to the source of...whatever the thing was. The walls had changed—no longer were they the crusted over fake-gneiss of the outer tunnels, they now were...something else.

The walls were now organic in appearance, and they seemed alive. A shudder went down his back as he noticed visible, pulsing arteries running through them. Sha’Gar watched them for a second and wondered if he pierced one of them if it would bleed, and what color blood would spill. He went so far as to put the point of his knife to one, but then thought better of it. If it was actually alive, and if he could actually pierce it, the wall would probably have some way of getting even with him or calling for aid. As both of those responses were contraindicated, he withdrew the knife and continued sneaking along.

He continued to shudder, though, as he walked along; it was like being inside a monster, somehow. A rock monster, to be sure, but a living, breathing creature nonetheless. Susurrations of the airflow through the passageway seemed to confirm the facility’s living status.

Fifty meters later, he came to a chamber, and he realized he’d arrived at his target. He pressed along the wall, camouflaging himself against it and looked down into the “heart” of the space. 

Several levels of lattice grid work gave access to the thing—some sort of bulb?—that grew from the center of the floor and flowered out like some sort of large bush. Everything was old—even older than the tunnels, if that were possible—and the mineral crust here on things was thicker than in the passageways. At some point, it probably had even filled the chamber, and it appeared that the Endless Night—or whoever had originally found it—had mined away at it to reveal the central structure. In other places, the crust reached from floor to ceiling, forming pillars that helped hold up the roof. The lights that had been emplaced reflected off the crust with an ice-blue shimmer.

As Sha’Gar inched into the chamber, he could see the bulb in the center had piping that had been inserted into it, and standard Galactic Union equipment had been mated to the artifact in something straight from a mad scientist’s laboratory. Sha’Gar was no engineer, so he didn’t understand the functions of most of the machinery in the room, but he did recognize the slates mounted to much of the equipment.

His lunch threatened to revisit him as he looked closer at some of the things attached to the tube system. While some looked like machinery, others had leathery pouches and wrinkled hide covered in waving cilia. This was all held inside some sort of translucent gel, with a thin, transparent skin that was shot through with silver lines that seemed to function like capillaries. Where piping was inserted through the skin, a residue of silver remained, though whether it was crusted silver blood or some sort of leftover welding material was beyond him.

While Sha’Gar may not have understood the room in general, he could easily parse what was going on in it; they were getting ready to fire the weapon—whatever in the Eight Hells of Zithar it was.

Seven technicians were stationed at slates throughout the room, going through the steps of a checklist. He’d seen enough movies where people fired a massive weapon for it to sound eerily familiar. Two Zuul troopers in Endless Night gear oversaw it all from a platform on the other side of the chamber.

“Target selection required,” a Zuul in the middle of the chamber called out.

“Set for Sol,” an elSha called from one of the slates on the side. It then followed with a series of numbers that was lost on Sha’Gar, but which probably identified the coordinates of the system.

They were already firing the weapon, and it was targeted at Earth’s star! He didn’t have a moment to lose!

Although his pay didn’t funnel through Earth, he knew that his organization would undergo trauma if whatever bad thing they were about to do to Earth happened. Trauma was always bad for an organization, as people tended to lose their lives as individuals used the period of trauma to advance their causes. While Sha’Gar didn’t think he was in a position someone else wanted—nor did he have any aspirations of moving up the “company” ladder—all things considered, it was better to keep organizational trauma to a minimum. People tended to live longer that way. And the bonus he’d get for stopping an attack on Earth ought to let him retire like a king, somewhere far, far away from the Spine Nebula.

He had to stop them...but how?

While he was sure he could infiltrate the chamber, he was only armed with a knife; he couldn’t kill everyone without being noticed. Especially the security team; they would have to go first. The problem, however, was that there were two of them. Hmm.

It would take forever to sneak across the chamber without being seen. It would be faster to come around behind them. He started to ease back out of the chamber but froze when one of the security personnel looked in his direction. 

“Step complete,” the central Zuul said. “Ready the energy channels.”

“Readying the energy channels,” a different elSha replied.

The Endless Night trooper looked back down as the scientists talked, and Sha’Gar slipped the rest of the way out of the room. Once clear, he jogged as quickly as he could through the innermost circle, while still trying to go slowly enough to hear anyone who might be patrolling. Happily, he made it to the other side of the chamber without running into any opposition.

He went back into stealth mode as he reached the chamber opening on the other side. Both soldiers were watching the scientists below them rather than the doors to the chamber, and Sha’Gar slid forward to the Zuul on the right. The one on the left was turned slightly away; it would give him a better chance to approach unseen, and an extra half-second of reaction time.

Sha’Gar didn’t like killing—he’d much rather get in, grab what he was there for, and get back out again—but there was a difference between disliking it and not being good at it. Like most in the Gray Wolves’ organization, he had plenty of training in killing people, and killing them quietly.

“Weapon pulse forming,” an elSha said from below him.

The Zuul flinched as one of Sha’Gar’s hands covered the trooper’s mouth, and the other drew his knife across the trooper’s throat. The Zuul struggled for a second then went limp. Unfortunately, his head flipped to the wrong side, and a spray of blood fountained out to hit the other Zuul on the arm.

“What the—” the other Zuul said, turning.

Sha’Gar released the first soldier and sprang forward as the Zuul tried to bring up his laser rifle. He slapped the rifle’s muzzle to the side with one hand, while the other plunged the knife into the Zuul’s throat. Both of the soldier’s hands went to the hilt of the knife as Sha’Gar and the trooper hit the railing and bounced back. Sha’Gar used the momentum to saw the blade from side to side, and the Zuul’s eyes went wide before dimming. He collapsed to the grating, and Sha’Gar sliced through the laser rifle’s sling and ripped the weapon away from the soldier.

“What is the meaning of this?” a male Oogar roared from across the room. He’d been underneath Sha’Gar when he was at the other entrance, and Sha’Gar hadn’t been able to look down far enough to see him.

“Guards!” a female Lumar next to him screamed. “Guards!”

Sha’Gar snapped the rifle up to his shoulder and fired, but the Oogar pushed her out of the way. Sha’Gar fired at the Oogar, but he dove out the door. All Sha’Gar managed to do was singe the hair off his ass. 

He spun back to shoot the Lumar, but she was already running out another door. Sha’Gar turned to target the head Zuul, only to find the alien staring up at him. Their eyes met as an elSha nearby said, “Pulse balance achieved.”

The Zuul smiled. “Fire.”

Sha’Gar fired and hit the Zuul in the leg as he dove to the side. The creature screamed. Sha’Gar was unable to target him further due to the grating underfoot, though, so he fired at one of the elSha, and the little alien dropped. He shot a second, and then a third before the rest fled in terror.

Knowing he didn’t have much time before the scientists sounded the alarm and brought additional troops, Sha’Gar ran down the steps to the closest slate. A countdown timer was running on it, slowly ticking off the numbers in elSha. “97...96...95...” The weapon was still going to fire!

“Ugh,” one of the elSha he’d shot said, and Sha’Gar ran over to him.

“How do you turn off the weapon?” Sha’Gar asked, grabbing the smaller alien and flipping him onto his back.

“Can’t,” the reptilian gasped. “Can’t be...stopped. Only...paused.”

“Can you pause it forever?”

“No.” The aliens eyes rolled back and he stilled.

“Shit,” Sha’Gar said. 

He ran back to the slate again. “78...77...76...”

His eyes scanned the room as raised voices came from the hallway. Whatever you’re going to do, you’d better do it soon. He was just about to flee when an idea came to him, and he stepped up to the slate where the elSha had called out the targeting data.

“Coordinates accepted,” it read. A button at the bottom read, “Tap here to re-enter.”

He counted the digits quickly—36—then tapped the button. The screen changed to a series of blanks with “Re-enter coordinates.” He randomly tapped in numbers until he’d entered 36. 

“Accept?” flashed on the screen, but then his shoulder detonated in pain, and blood sprayed up into his face.

He looked up to find several Zuul in black aiming lasers at him. “Step away from the slate!” one of them ordered.

Sha’Gar looked down at his arm as blood dripped onto the floor. It was hanging by a tendon, and there was little chance of it getting put back on right. Even if he stepped away from the panel, it was unlikely the Zuul would get him the treatment he needed. All he could hope for was a quick death at their hands...one which wasn’t very likely as they’d have all sorts of questions to ask him.

“19...18...17...”

“Last chance!” the Zuul roared. “Step away from the slate!”

He could see his peripheral vision starting to go, and his knees started getting wobbly.

“6...5...4...”

“Fuck you!” he said with a snarl as his left hand came up to slap the button on the slate.

He got a glimpse of “Coordinates accepted,” then everything went white.

* * * * *
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Chapter 8
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Hrothgar’s Import/Export, Station 5, Beta-Caerelis

Beowulf shook his head as he reread the transcript from McPherson-3. Sha’Gar had been his best operative, able to get into anyplace Beowulf had needed him. Now he was gone, and his loss would be felt throughout the entire operation in the Spine Nebula. Worse, Sha’Gar was a friend—or as close to a friend as Beowulf had—and he would miss him on a purely personal level.

At least he hadn’t sold his life cheaply.

Transcript Begins:

Jankel: “Have we found out where the pulse went yet?”

Grael: “No. Only that the creature entered new coordinates. We blew up something, but Sheerho is unable to figure out exactly what.”

Jankel: “Worthless Zuul. Have we at least been able to figure out how the...whatever it was got into the facility?”

Grael: “It was a Zzardar. They have the ability to camouflage themselves. The answer is no; we don’t know how he got in, but it had to be through the mines. Probably where that Jivool got in.”

Jankel: “I thought you stepped up the security there. Why the hell did we hire the Besquith? Aren’t they supposed to be handling this kind of thing? Finding gaps in our defenses and filling them? We’re spending a ludicrous amount of credits on security, and some chameleon can just waltz right through?”

Grael: “We have roving patrols and the sand burrowers in the mine tunnels. I guess they thought it would be enough.”

Jankel: “Obviously, it isn’t enough. Tell them you’re going to dock their pay for incompetence.”

Grael: “If you want to tell the Besquith you’re docking their pay, go ahead. I enjoy having all four of my arms attached.  I will, however, tell Saunorak to increase the patrols and set up fixed defensive positions, especially where the mine entrance is. Stop pacing and sit down. You’re making me nervous.”

Jankel: “I can’t sit down. The damn whatever-it-was shot me in the ass.” Beowulf chuckled at this every time, although the Oogar would be less of a problem if Sha’Gar had shot him in the head, instead.

Grael: “Stop being such a baby. You got a nanite treatment for it hours ago.”

Jankel: “And that hurt worse than getting shot.”

Grael: “Well, the wound has closed now, so it’s all in your big, fat purple head. Sheerho got shot worse than you did, and he’s not whining anywhere near as much—he’s supervising the training of new elSha technicians to replace the ones the never-to-be-sufficiently-damned Zzardar shot. Now, can we please move forward with our planning?”

Jankel: “Planning? This will set us back at least 25 days!”

Grael: “I thought the recharge time for the weapon was 10 days.”

Jankel: “The recharge time depends on the distance it has to shoot. Sol was a longer shot than Tau-Rietzke, so it was going to take longer to recharge in any event. But then that thing—”

Grael: “The Zzardar.”

Jankel: “Yeah, the Zzardar retargeted the weapon and made it fire somewhere on the other side of the galaxy. The weapon wasn’t ready for that kind of shot, and a number of the seals blew and will have to be replaced.” Pause. “Hey, what’s this?”

Grael: “What’s what?”

Jankel: “There’s something in this pillow I just sat on. It feels like something metal.”

Grael: “Let me see.” <Sound of cloth ripping.> “By the seventeenth hell! It’s a listening device!”

Transcript ends.

Beowulf pursed his lips and let out all his breath. They’d obviously found Jombon’s transmitter, so there wouldn’t be any more intel on the Endless Night, at least until he could get someone else in there. Which would be expensive, if he could find anyone interested in the job in the first place. And time was at a premium. It had taken ten days for the message to get to him, and it would take nine days to get to McPherson-3—seven for the trip to hyperspace and two more to get from the emergence area to the planet—so he was down to only six days to figure out a way to stop the weapon from firing again. And he was flat out of Zzardars. 

He needed more information, and there was only one person on the station who could get it for him. If he was even currently on the station. And if Joi-Hoi would even talk to him.

The future of Earth was starting to look bleak.

* * * * *
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CIC, Midnight Sun, Aneb System

“All hands, ready for hyperspace transit,” announced the XO.

In the last moments before leaving the Aneb System, Blue glanced at the approaching stargate control facility and wondered about the strange relationship Midnight Sun had struck up with the Sumatozou gate mistress. Khatripowl was her name. 

The squad Blue had left at the stargate had proved invaluable according to her. Khatripowl had accepted stoically when Blue had recalled Sergeant Jex’s troopers because they were the only intact squad of CASPers she had left. At least until the reinforcements arrived.

Blue hoped to meet her in the flesh one day. It was just as well the bulky alien had flesh aplenty for the both of them, because if they ever did meet, by that time, Blue would have precious little left.

Her symbiotic interface with the ship gave her an enhanced perception of the universe that Blue only half understood. She felt a thump to her chest that she took to be the stargate superconductors spooling up. A split-second later, a swirling vortex materialized within the hoop of the gate, throwing off cascades of strange quarks that warmed her throat.

Each stargate carried its own unique taste. Aneb-4 was rich layers of sweet fire, like a fine old brandy.

She felt a slight flicker of nausea as Midnight Sun shot through the portal, and she was remade into a new form as she passed into the weird realm of hyperspace.

I wonder whether I’ll still feel that after they’re done with me.

In her intimate relationship with the ship, Blue was already set apart from the other Humans on board. For most of the aliens too, hyperspace was an abusive white totality that hurt your head if you stared into it too long. Jenkins had explained to her that many Jeha found hyperspace soothing.

With her enhanced perceptions, Blue found nothing soothing about hyperspace. Nothing safe, either. There were things here. Dangers stalked at the periphery of her perception. They would haunt her waking dreams until they either emerged safely at Wahrner’s Grise, or she fell foul of their predation, and Midnight Sun became another occasional hyperspace disappearance.

Just as well she would be conscious for most of this transit.

“Hyperspatial bubble integrity green,” announced the Helmsman.

“All three reactors report transit shock well within acceptable parameters,” said Engineering. “Green across the board.”

“Well done, everyone,” said Blue. “We didn’t blow up, which means we’ve still got work to do. Commander Flkk’Sss, you have control.”
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