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A Lovely Mission

A child screamed when Goran Minaret flew around the turn. He chewed his lip and wiped his hands on his shirt. Can’t stop now! He dropped the lorry’s speed enough to finish the turn. When he jammed the accelerator again, the lorry shot along the dirt road. Another child yelled.

“A lovely mission!”

“What, Sergeant?” said Seta Tesco.

“This job’s a bust. Less than five klicks from the base and rebels pop out of nowhere. They knew our route. Cargo. Everything. A lovely mission!”

“I expected opposition.”

“Me, too. Just not so soon.”

Goran tugged the wheel, the supply cart yanking at its harness. Kids squalled. Dust bloomed through the cab’s windows, grit sucking into his mouth, turning to mud on his tongue.

He glanced in his side mirror. The guncars still chased them. Closer. He activated his eye camera and took a picture of the man who led the insurrectionists. No insignia of rank. A handlebar mustache. Bald head. Who is this guy?

His mind accessed the global web address for Intel at headquarters. “Identify,” he said, then sent the picture.

Seconds later, Intel responded. “Suspect: Major Jaber Fencer. Last reported position near Norumboro. Insurgent commander for the sector. Standing order: Eliminate.”

“Great!” Goran said. “The guy’s a commander. With a kill order.”

“Doesn’t mean the mission’s a bust.”

“You, me, and the spy lady have to keep these kids from becoming pawns in the war.”

Corporal Tesco studied the opposition in the passenger mirror. He leaned out, then twisted backward. “Three guncars. Nope. Five. Two at the bend.”

After a silence, he spoke from outside. “The lorry was built for dirt roads. Those guncars are modified street vehicles. Big guns in the backseats. But we’ll outmaneuver them.”

“I doubt it,” Goran said. “They’re light, faster. We’re charged but limited.”

“At least they aren’t shooting.”

“Can’t afford to kill the kids.”

“That’s a mark on our side of the board.”

As Goran swung into another bend along the hogback, a weapon sucked air and puffed. An explosion erupted near Tesco. Rocks, dirt, and dust clouded Goran’s view. A stone the size of his fist smacked the windshield. A crack formed from bottom to top. Tesco yelled and hauled himself inside. “Rock hit my back.”

“Show me.”

Tesco yanked his shirt up to mid-torso.

“No blood. It’ll hurt tonight.”

The window between the cab and the lorry’s cargo compartment slid open. Zimmer Rogan said, “Slow up.”

“Tell the rebels to ease the chase.”

“The children are frightened.”

“Who isn’t? Put them flat on the floor. Pad them with blankets. Put boxes to the outside. Shield the kids.”

“By myself?”

“You want Tesco to crawl over the roof? Have the teens help.” He grabbed the window knob and shut the opening.

“I tell you, she’s a spy.”

Seta Tesco chuckled.

Another bend. Another blast of the cannon. It struck on Goran’s side. A stone hit the side window but did no damage. He jumped and straightened the lorry, pouring fuel into the engine. It roared, lurched, and raced.

His mind rattled with questions. Diplomats’ kids, through rebel country, on mountain trails. Not the highway, not an airlift. A setup—plain as the dirt under our wheels. Command doesn’t care if we make it. A lovely mission.

Water struck the windshield. Huge drops. The sky was blacker than before. Lightning accented gray clouds in the veiled light of the two daytime moons circling Daros. The rain fell in sheets. The lorry’s computer started the wipers. A smear of dust, water, sludge. The computer added more water. Its headlights brightened in the gloom. When the deluge dropped faster, the wipers stepped up their pace, and the window cleared. Thunder. The dirt road will turn into a sluice soon. Runoff, stones, branches, slime racing downhill.

The glow from the instrument panel lit the cab. Goran glanced at Tesco, who stared in the mirror. He asked his corporal, “Any weakness?”

“In the guncars? No. But they’re falling behind. The road’s too wet for them to keep traction.”

“Skidding?”

“Some, but not the lead car.”

“Major Fencer’s in it. Motivating his driver,” Goran said. “Tell me if they fall farther behind.”

The lorry’s computer kicked in the four-wheel drive. Goran issued a command to the global web. He wanted a weather report. The feed buzzed in his skull: Rain on the ridges, wind thirty klicks, maybe hail. He cut the link.

He might use the windy conditions. The guncars were cut open to allow gunners to shoot from the rear seats. But they won’t stand in a cloudburst. Focusing on a target is impossible, and Fencer didn’t want to risk hitting the kids. He wants us halted. That’s why he shot ahead of the cab. No kill yet. Strategy? Push steady, not fast. Hold speed, make it last. Outdistance him.

Sunlight gone. Headlights a risk. Taillights worse. He ordered the lorry dark, cart included. No glow, no range to judge.

“Tesco, are they dropping back?”

“Or you’re leaving them behind.” The corporal adjusted the mirror. “They won’t rush us in mud. God bless all-terrain tires and four-wheel drive.”

“Tell me how far behind their headlights are.”

Goran peered through the rainwater. Tree branches hung low. The forward lights revealed a brown river as wide as the road. Caution. A little more. Minutes slid by as the torrent washed the windshield and the sergeant kept his pace.

“No lights anymore,” Tesco said.

Mirror clear. Accelerator down, the lorry jolted. No lights behind. Lost them? Doubtful. Press on. Hold speed, bleed only on turns or when the cart skids. Kids wailing. Drop a notch. Mirror still empty, but no stopping. Keep distance. Let the storm cover us.

With the road straightening, Goran replayed Fencer’s video. Eyes steady. Jaw grinding. Orders barked sharp. Confidence in every glance. Certain he’ll catch us. A truckload of diplomats’ children means medals, bargaining power. The smirk tells the rest. Not while I breathe.

Then Goran froze the frame. Behind Fencer in the guncar’s shadow—the gray muzzle of a wolf, panting. This idiot keeps a wolf in the back seat?

He pushed the accelerator, and the cart bucked behind him. He backed off. Nothing in the mirror but swirling darkness. Steady now. Fencer might hold until the storm breaks, but each klick gained is a stolen heartbeat.

But Fencer doesn’t quit. Storm or no, he’ll track. He smells a prize. He knows what these children mean. And he knows I know it too.

An hour on, they’d put eighteen klicks behind them. Not far, but on these muddy alpine roads, fair enough. Norumboro lay far ahead. Three days’ run. Weather against him. Time against him.

The cart jolted, the kids groaning in the back. Too long without rest, too long without food. They needed both, but stopping means Fencer’s dogs close in.

The storm screamed louder, shoving rain into every crack in the lorry, turning the road to sludge. Fencer’s pursuit was silent, but silence was Fencer’s trick. He’d wait, measure, strike when the cart faltered.

Goran eased the throttle, steadied the wheels. His father used to race cars on mountain passes, daring the cliffs. As a boy, Goran had clung white-knuckled to the seat, the wheels vibrating under him, wind tearing his eyes raw while his father laughed into the void. That terror rode in his grip now. Hold speed tight, no wasted swerves, not with children in back and a hunter on our trail.

Lights appeared behind them, closing fast. Fencer got a break. Goran poured more fuel into the lorry and eyed the fuel gauge. Plenty, maybe enough for the journey. Time will tell. “Time.”

“What?” The voice belonged to Rogan. She was at the window. “They’re back.”

“I’m doing my best.”

“Can I do anything from back here?”

“Throw a kid at them.”

“I’m serious.”

“Do you have a weapon?”

“Only a phaser. You wanted the kids separated from the armament.”

“Empty wooden crates?”

“Couple. Not empty. Food in them.”

“Dump it and be ready when I signal you. If they come close enough, we might scare them into an accident.”

“Good plan,” she said, then left the window.

“Tesco, shoot from the running board.”

“Do you want me to hit something?”

Goran rubbed his face. “If they catch up, I’ll wave the supply cart in their faces. Make them jockey. You might get a shot at the front end of a car. That a big enough target?”

“On the running board? Might blast once or twice. Don’t promise I’ll hit it. I’ll be shooting left-handed.”

“Do it. I’m easing up.”

“Don’t brush me off with a tree.” Then he scrambled out the window and settled outside the door, a hand inside the window.

The sergeant cut the lorry’s speed and locked it steady. Auto-drive engaged, route fixed. He slipped from the wheel, crawling through the window.

Fencer’s guncars roared closer. Five still. Goran linked with the lorry’s computer: easy pitch, slow yaw, pause, repeat. Stay on road. Turn when required.

The machine obeyed.

Fencer’s lead car closed in, mirroring each swerve in reverse.

Tesco’s communication relay popped open in Goran’s brain. “The truck’s in the way, cart’s in the way. I can’t shoot.”

“That’s what I want,” Goran said. “Bide your time and be ready to light them up.”

He yelled to Rogan. “Zimmer, get ready.” He waited until two cars were jockeying with the truck and cart. “Go!”

He saw a wooden box fly from the lorry, bump the cart, and bounce onto a car.

Its driver veered, coming into Goran’s sight. He triggered his phaser, and the tang of smoke flipped through the air. A blaze struck the guncar in a headlight.

Goran grinned when the vehicle careened wide and struck a bank that rose beside the road.

The gunner flipped out of the car as it rolled.

Another car stopped beside it.

Tesco’s weapon burned the air, leaving the tang of scorched ozone in Goran’s throat. A flash behind the lorry, then the shriek of crumpling metal. A tire burst, rubber smoke mixing with storm-soaked mud. The lorry bounced hard, shocks groaning. In the mirror, a car skidded to a halt behind a short wall of mud, sticks, and stone.

While he clambered back into the truck, he laughed. “Good shot, Seta!”

The other cars passed the injured vehicles, then stopped.

Fencer halted them. He wouldn’t waste cannon fire in a storm, not with rain hissing against hot barrels, steam ghosting in the gray daylight. He’d bleed them later, when the road turned on them like a wet, vicious wolf in the dark. Besides, he has a wound to lick.

Goran took command of the computer. The shower ended, though he and Tesco dripped water. He jabbed the engine to life and raced forward. A smirk traced his lips.

Wisps drifted across the sky. Leaves dripped slowly as faucets not shut tight. Goran drew a steady breath.

Tesco whooped. “We did it!”

Goran laughed, then checked the mirror. The guncars shrank, lights fading to pinpricks. Fencer needed to regroup, count losses, maybe mourn a gunman. One less rifle aimed their way. 

“Kids are okay,” Rogan said from the window.

Goran didn’t respond. He steered into a turn and straightened, then he spoke. “You throw well, Rogan.”

“Box scared the driver. Your shots did the rest.”

“Well, settle the kids. We aren’t stopping until nightfall.”

“We should feed them. It might be noon. My watch went with the crate.”

“Hand out the food you just emptied.”

“You want lunch?”

“Not much. A drink.”

An hour later, three guncars ambushed them. No lights. Daylight gave them cover. One rammed the cart, lifting it off the road, but the hitch held. Goran forced the lorry faster.

A shot cracked, mud spraying beside him. He swerved.

Another round shredded the cart’s tarp, spilling debris into Fencer’s path.

In the mirror, his eye camera caught fury on the rebel’s face.

An explosion ripped the road, pelting Fencer’s car with shrapnel. The driver jerked the wheel, nearly overturned, and then halted.

A second car roared past, a wolf on the hunt.
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