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Chapter One
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New Persia

Torgero System

The MinSha fleet transitioned into the system and spread into battle positions. At the head of the wedge formation of six ships, the cruiser Shendil-ya powered up her weapons and sounded an approximation of general quarters on the orders of the group commander, Major General Drehnayl. Using wall-mounted grapple holds, she vaulted onto the bridge and clambered to the ceiling holds before pushing off and dropping into her specially-molded command chair. The mantis-like alien’s wide and unblinking compound eyes took in the scene. The command crew of eight hunched behind Tri-V screens and monitored the fleet’s transition from hyperspace to combat deployment. 

“Colonel Chee. Report.” Drehnayl activated her consoles, and the cluster of Tri-V displays came to life showing their target and a significant debris field approaching.

“General,” her executive officer replied with a respectful bow of her head. “New Persia appears to be a standard planet capable of supporting Humans. It’s smaller than Earth and doesn’t have quite the same ecosystem. There are significant deserts and minimal fresh water resources on the surface. We’ve found—”

“Where is Nigel Shirazi?” Drehnayl interrupted. “Have you located his ships?”

“Negative. We sent a request for information to the gate master, but we’ve not heard a response.” Chee paused. “We are prepared to bribe them, as required.”

“Get the information however you need to. If the gate master doesn’t respond, send an assault force to make my point known.” Drehnayl’s antennae vibrated slightly—a sign of annoyance—and her compound eyes studied the mission timer on her Tri-V. The strike force would not reach a tactical parking orbit for more than a Human hour. They could use this time for high-speed reconnaissance and preparation. “Launch the full remote sensor suite, Colonel. We need as much information as possible.”

“Probes launched.” Chee looked up from her console. “There is the matter of the debris field bearing 120 mark 5, declination minus 15 degrees.”

“Analysis?”

“Debris pattern and type suggest MinSha vessels, General. A destroyer and a cruiser for certain. Possibly a gunnery frigate,” Chee said. “By the position and distribution of debris, we can assume the ships were lost attempting to transit to the gate, which would suggest Shirazi has indeed been here and fled. We’ll need the passage records from the gate master before we can confirm.”

Drehnayl’s antennae sagged. Asbaran Solutions was a ground-focused mercenary unit of despicable Humans. That they, and not a true space-faring company like the Winged Hussars, could destroy several MinSha capital ships and successfully flee without significant casualties worried her. Humans were agile and capable fighters who could adapt and improvise much better than the collected Union believed. Since their first combat engagements, Humans had managed to inflict significant damage on technologically-superior species. Drehnayl and the immediate sisters in her clutch shared genes with some of the MinSha killed on Earth during what the Humans called First Contact. Like her sisters, Drehnayl’s hatred of the ugly, bipedal, furless things bordered on legendary.

“Time to sensor engagement?”

“Forty seconds. Long-range, preliminary scans are complete,” Chee replied. “Atmospheric readings suggest high levels of radiation consistent with multiple nuclear detonations. All settlements, except one, are destroyed. There is no artificial activity of any type on the electromagnetic spectrum. Debris patterns at all settlements are consistent with extremely high-yield nuclear devices.”

Drehnayl perked up her head. “One settlement survived?”

“A small settlement in the southern hemisphere known as Tal-al Badr. It lies near one of the planet’s natural, fresh water lakes. Union records show it as a long-term storage facility, what the Humans of North America call a boneyard. Sensors over Tal-al Badr show an active perimeter defense system, and the population is estimated to be 5,000 Humans.”

Drehnayl’s head jerked back to Chee. “That’s not what Union census data shows.”

“Affirmative. The data is inconclusive but appears to suggest 93 percent of this settlement are females.”

“That bastard,” Drehnayl chittered in disgust. “Shirazi came here and recruited all the males capable of fighting. Our sisters came to stop him, but Asbaran Solutions managed to inflict great damage and get away. But why would he annihilate the other settlements?” She let the question die on her mouth. Shirazi was a decent mercenary commander, but he was Human enough that she did not believe him capable of such an atrocity against his own kind. Humans had certainly done so before, but a rebuke of any recruiting effort hardly called for nuclear retaliation.

Unless someone else used nuclear weapons. There were certainly other mercenary commanders willing to take on a mission like Drehnayl’s and eliminate humanity from the outer settlements, but Chinayl had asked her privately and specifically. The idea that Chinayl believed she would fail and send others to ensure mission success left a horrible taste in Drehnayl’s maw; however, she was far from certain. There was nothing to suggest such a course of action from her commander, and Drehnayl believed she held her clutch-sister’s trust. 

“Orders, General?” Chee asked. 

Drehnayl clasped her foreclaws together and stared at the image of the distant settlement. Though it was fuzzy, she could see Human figures moving through the streets and between dwellings. Annoyed, she snapped the display away from the destroyed MinSha ships and back to the debris field. Someone else had eliminated the major settlements on New Persia. Who it was didn’t matter—they’d failed. They had not completed the final job of cleansing the entire planet which left her forces to do the dirty work. Her anger rose quickly, and she did nothing to prevent its seeping to the surface. As it did, she had a convincing thought. 

The Four Horsemen had been reduced to scouring the galaxy for soldiers and equipment. Shirazi had made a grievous tactical error. In his quest to bolster his forces, he’d likely taken all the defensive capability of the planet. His belief that the MinSha debris field would deter additional attacks was presumptive and stupid. Unless he’d left ships behind, his gambit was foolish and surprisingly careless. The remaining Human settlement, prepared for battle as they seemed to be, had been left there, alone. Why? Was it needed for Human sustainment? Was it hiding something valuable?

“Are there any ships in the system capable of mounting a defense?” Drehnayl looked at her operations officer, sitting across from Chee. The young MinSha turned her eyes to a curved Tri-V display for ten seconds before answering.

“Negative, General,” Colonel Nyalla replied. She’d been appointed to the crew only six months before at the personal recommendation of General Peepo. To her credit, Drehnayl had never seen a better tactical officer. 

Drehnayl glanced again at the mission timer. Every second she gave the Humans was a second vital to her success. On her Tri-V screen, thick columns of smoke rose like pillars of obsidian from the shattered cities. Destruction on such a massive scale was simply impossible for a Human mercenary company. Shirazi had most certainly plucked the planet clean of capable soldiers, but he wasn’t the one who destroyed the cities. Nor were the destroyed MinSha ships near the gate to blame. 

Nigel Shirazi had been there, though. Sensors suggested the fires and destruction across the planet had raged for several days. Whoever the colonists were, they meant something to Shirazi. That was enough to justify their deaths. “What equipment sits unused at the depot, Chee?”

“There is a significant amount of spare parts and useful debris, but I’ve been unable to ascertain what weapons they have in their possession.”

“Worst case scenario?” Drehnayl asked.

“If Shirazi came through, he’s likely taken everything useful from them. Whatever remains is probably colony defense turrets and the like,” Chee said.

“I disagree,” Nyalla said. “Pardon my interruption, General, but I believe Shirazi would not have left the colony completely defenseless. I expect heavy resistance from stand-off distances. I also expect them to have at least a few armored vehicles and CASPers at their disposal. We will outnumber them, to be sure, but they remain capable of causing losses.”

I detest humanity. Drehnayl seethed with anger. “Dispatch the Astriya to the gate. Get the records and find out when Shirazi was here.”

Chee responded. “Affirmative. Recalling sensor platforms and—”

“I did not order that, Colonel.” Drehnayl stressed Chee’s rank with pure disdain. “Did I?”

“General, I presumed we would jump—”

“We will, but only when I say so.” Drehnayl looked over the bridge. “Set battle conditions, load weapons platforms, and prepare the infantry for deployment.”

A flurry of activity began, and Drehnayl could not help but notice Colonel Chee and Lieutenant Colonel Nyalla locking eyes across their consoles. “Is there a problem?”

Nyalla turned to her. “No, General. Preparations are underway. Combat Level Alpha forecast in twenty-six minutes. Fueling landing vehicles has commenced.”

The general turned her eyes to Chee, who stared back. The colonel’s antennae twitched in agitation. So, you’re the problem.

“What is it, Colonel?”

“General, these Humans are hardly worthy of an attack. From what we can see, women and children comprise the population. They have little fighting ability and minimal defenses. Shirazi and his mercenaries have taken everything they need to survive,” Chee said. “Attacking this settlement endangers recent progress. You’ve read the reports from Weqq. The Human Peacemaker defended—”

“Enough!” Drehnayl screeched and stood, straining against the restraints holding her to the floor. “You will never mention that Human in my presence again, Colonel! I do not care about her or any of them! Do you understand?”

Chee bowed her head respectfully. “Yes, General.”

A green light appeared on Drehnayl’s Tri-V display. The automated sensor suites had reached the planet and were broadcasting. She leaned against her chair and calmly looked at Nyalla. “Scan for defenses as well as any operational garrisons or defensive positions. I want to know what these Humans have and what they might be hiding.”

“Yes, General.” Nyalla looked up at Chee, who took over the report without glancing in the general’s direction.

“Confirmation of the population estimate from earlier—there are five thousand, six hundred and thirty-eight Humans in the settlement. There are no other species represented. There are only six males in the settlement over the age of eighteen. We have a video feed.” Chee opened a display window from the distant probe.

Over the settlements, low concrete-walled structures flew the flag of Asbaran Solutions which was all Drehnayl needed to see. “Commit attack forces at the earliest opportunity. We will raze that settlement and burn it for good measure.”

Nyalla replied. “Combat forces confirm receipt of mission order. They are prepared to deploy in eighteen minutes.”

A chime sounded over the bridge. Chee responded immediately. “Incoming transmission from the gate master.”

Drehnayl tapped her console, and the gate master’s rumbling voice came through as clearly as if the Sumatozou was next to her.

“General Drehnayl, my compliments. This is Akchtart, the Torgero Deputy Gate Master. Your cruiser has arrived and has threatened to destroy the gate should our office not cooperate.”

Drehnayl chittered. “My compliments, Akchtart. Yes, my crew is prepared to do what I order them to do. You have a clear choice in the matter. Either give me the flight information plans for Asbaran Solutions, or my crew will specifically target the administrative areas of the gate and extinguish your light from the universe. You have thirty seconds to comply.”

“Honored Drehnayl, certainly such information is worth something.”

Greedy bastards, gatekeepers all. Drehnayl felt her anger rising. Her vision tightened as she spoke slowly and carefully. “Akchtart? I will spare your life for the information I demand. That is my offer.”

“Firing on this gate is punishable under the agreements of—”

“Do not quote agreements and treaties to me! I am under the orders of General Peepo, herself. Your guild has acquiesced, in full, to her demands. You will transmit said information now, or I will destroy you.”

There was silence for ten seconds, then the transmission icon flashed twice and turned red. Data packets received. “Transmission complete,” the deputy gate master replied, defeat in his rumbling voice.

“You chose well, Akchtart. You will receive my landing party now and turn over all other information they demand.”

“But, I’ve given you the Asbaran flight plans. What else could you need?”

“Besides your unwavering loyalty?” Drehnayl chittered. “Let’s just say I must plan for any eventuality. You will understand once my team arrives.” She terminated the transmission and glanced at Nyalla.

“Combat forces at Condition Alpha. Reconnaissance elements prepared to deploy.”

“Send them now. I want a clear picture of the enemy before we destroy them.”

* * *
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New Persia

3km NE of Tal-al Badr

Captain Lurne glanced through her combat binoculars and ground her lower jaw. Below her, the Humans were blissfully unaware of the MinSha presence. There was no evidence of planetary sensors or defensive systems. The settlement teemed with activity, but she saw no weapons. Women and children in long, flowing robes worked in small gardens or hung laundry to dry in the light breeze. For a Human colony, it was almost idyllic. Among the low buildings stood several large, industrial facilities surrounded by equipment of different shapes and sizes—many things the infantry commander had never seen. 

Tal-al Badr was a maintenance and storage depot with the necessary harnesses and facilities to support work on two hundred mechs simultaneously. Humans called the things CASPers, and while Lurne couldn’t see any, she could see the cannibalized hulls of more than two dozen tanks in the center of a vast storage yard containing at least five thousand pieces of equipment. Lurne knew Humans sometimes stored combat implements in arid climates, and there were plenty of those facilities on Earth.

Boneyards, she thought. Humans and their silly terms.

Lurne tapped the communications specialist on the shoulder. The connection to the Shendil-ya activated, and she heard General Drehnayl’s voice. “Report.”

“Confirmation of automated intel, General. No weapons or sensors observed. There is an active perimeter defense, but it looks soft.”

“Understood,” Drehnayl said. “Set attack conditions. We have authorized landing at your position. Once the infantry offloads, wait for sub-orbital bombardment to complete before you sterilize the settlement.”

Lurne twitched her head. “Say again, General? Sterilize the settlement?”

“You heard me, Major Lurne.”

“Acknowledged,” Lurne replied with something like pride in her voice. The promotion was most unexpected. The transmission cleared, and she looked over her squad of reconnaissance troops. All were anxious and ready for battle. They cradled their weapons and maintained the perimeter security flawlessly. She clicked her jaw twice, and all twelve female mercenaries turned to look at her. Lurne twitched her head and let her antennae bounce with laughter. “Who wants Human for dinner?”

* * *
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Aboard the Shendil-ya

Above New Persia

Drehnayl watched her ships descend toward the surface of New Persia. In orbit, her cruisers spun up their weapons systems and prepared to fire. The troop-carrying transports were already far ahead and lower, accelerating over the sandy deserts toward Tal-al Badr. She breathed slowly, focusing her mind on the task at hand and not letting bloodlust dull her senses. There would be a time for the complete loss of control, a time to exult in the blood of her enemies, but command and control of the situation meant that she, above all her warriors, must maintain her presence and bearing.

“Landing sequence initiated,” the lead transports’ commander called over the command frequency. Within one minute, two thousand armored troops would skitter from the ships and take their positions alongside the reconnaissance elements to the west of the settlement. Two minutes later, the second transport would position its troops on the reverse slope of a hill to the settlement’s south. Once they were in position, artillery would fall from the sky. The temptation to eliminate the settlement from orbit had been strong, but Drehnayl wanted the Humans to see them coming. She wanted anyone who came to investigate the damage to see that everything had been done in accordance with the Union’s regulations. Moreover, she wanted the Humans to see the face of their conquerors.

“Infantry deployed in all positions.” The call shook her from her thoughts. Drehnayl looked up at her helmsman. 

“Initial point. Fifteen seconds to bombardment.”

Her weapons officer continued the litany. “Weapons armed and primary targets selected.”

“Exterior bay doors opening now,” Colonel Chee replied.

Nyalla called, “Humans have sounded alerts, and they are deploying weapons systems.”

A fusillade of laser fire came up from the settlement. The amount of fire surprised and impressed Drehnayl. Automated fire control systems clearly protected the sleepy little settlement, but they were too little, too late.

“Target all laser batteries with secondary weapons.”

“Engaged!” Nyalla replied. 

“Cleared to fire,” Chee said. Her voice was low but focused. There was no point in discussing her attitudes and beliefs now. There would be a time to confront her superior but during combat was not it.

Drehnayl leaned against her harness. “Commence firing.”

The Shendil-ya shuddered as her weapons fired. The wall of Human laser fire wavered and collapsed within a matter of seconds. Thousands of bomblets fell through the atmosphere toward the settlement and littered the sand with resonating explosions. In the streets, the Humans scattered like Altar. A few raised handheld weapons, but the rest panicked and ran into domiciles and structures which soon felt the brunt of the MinSha attack.

“Commit the infantry!” Drehnayl watched her forces swarm over the surrounding hills and charge at full speed into the settlement. Smoke swirled up and obscured her view as her cruiser struggled against the upper edge of the planet’s gravity. “Prepare secondary barrage!”

“Barrage prepared.”

There was a harsh burst of static from the command frequency. “Mines! The Humans have deployed—”

Along the outskirts of the settlement, a fusillade of explosions roared up from the sand. Scores of MinSha fell. Through the swirling dust, Drehnayl saw the sandy soil littered with the shattered bodies of her infantry.

Drehnayl roared. “Kill everything that moves! No quarter and no mercy!”

“Taking fire from secondary Human weapons systems,” Chee called. “Autotargeting engaged.”

“Preparing to boost,” the helmsman called. The Shendil-ya couldn’t hover for long. The gunnery frigate, ten kilometers behind, would have no such trouble.

Drehnayl pointed at Nyalla. “Order the Flulear to eliminate the settlement.”

“Orders relayed,” the young operations officer replied. Her antennae were calm unlike those of her console-mate. Colonel Chee looked pensive, and her antennae slumped. “The Flulear is preparing to deploy weapons. They are three minutes out.”

“Recall the infantry, Chee. Ensure they clear our wounded and damaged equipment from the field.”

“Initiating recall,” Chee replied. “We’ve taken fifteen hundred casualties. More than sixty percent of those are deaths.”

“We’ve caused more than that, Chee,” Drehnayl chittered. “This was an acceptable loss.”

For a moment, her executive officer’s antenna wavered, then slowly stood erect. Chee met her eyes. “Acceptable for us, maybe. But when the Humans investigate this loss, and they find our soldiers, there will be no question who was at fault.”

“I don’t care about fault, Chee, and neither should you. Our orders are clear. We are to eliminate Human settlements meeting General Peepo’s criteria. We must sterilize any settlement openly supporting the Four Horsemen. Clear our soldier’s bodies from the field. Leave no trace, and we scare humanity into submission. The Mercenary Guild will use the fear we create to turn the rest of the Union to their cause. We will have the advantage, because the Humans will distrust all other species. Their fear will subvert them. Humanity is meant to be governed and controlled. All we have to do is show them the folly of their ways. The galaxy is a dangerous place, and peace is not possible without control.”

Chee did not respond, nor did she look away. “I believe you’re wrong, General. Humans have shown incredible resilience, and some of them,” she paused for effect, “have created bridges between species that may not be broken by General Peepo’s desperate war.”

“There is nothing desperate about this conflict, Chee.”

“Then why eliminate Humans?” Chee asked. “You use violence to control them, but I’m afraid you’ve miscalculated, General. Their anger will overtake their fear. Against a known enemy, humanity has shown it will band together and stand.”

Drehnayl laughed. “Your insolence is only superseded by your naivety, Chee.”

Chee shook her head. “You know the truth, but you are unwilling to see it, General.”

“And just what is that, Colonel Chee?” Drehnayl replied. The bridge was quiet. External cameras showed the Flulear hammering the settlement from above.

“Humans will not give in to pressure.”

“Nonsense,” Drehnayl chittered. “I suggest you use our remaining time in this system to determine what destroyed those Human cities. I want to know who did it and why. No one takes my bounty without a fight.”

“And if there is no immediate indicators? No actionable intelligence?” Chee asked.

“We continue our mission to the next target world, Chee. And the next. And the one following. We will cause humanity’s capitulation through their own fear. They are dangerous and must be controlled; tamed, as it were.”

Chee’s antennae waggled in disagreement. “As long as one of them is willing to lead the charge, the rest will follow.”

“I can forgive your contradictory opinions, Chee, but I believe you give the Four Horsemen far too much credit. They cannot save humanity,” Drehnayl mocked. She knew there was no way for Humans to do anything but grovel for their miserable lives in the coming cycles. 

“I wasn’t talking about them, General.” Chee looked back at her display as the Shendil-ya climbed back to orbit. 

Drehnayl sat in silence, watching the swirling clouds of choking, black smoke rising into New Persia’s atmosphere. As a youngling, she’d heard stories of those first engagements in Iran and imagined herself being there as the galaxy changed. Although she’d initially had no doubts about the mission, as her battle fervor cooled and she pondered Chee’s words, she started to wonder if she’d inadvertently recreated the scenario. Then she pushed those feelings aside. Chee was wrong. The Humans needed to be destroyed, and she knew it. 

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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Peacemaker Barracks

Dryod Four

Returning to the Peacemaker barracks at Dryod Four as a lieutenant was more anticlimactic than life-changing for Jessica Francis. She’d long held the opinion that organizations, especially the outstanding ones, operated with minimal disruptions from promotions, losses, or changes of ownership. The Peacemaker Guild should be no different. As a mercenary, she’d seen companies fail with minute changes in leadership. As she returned carrying a new rank and a load of responsibility, her peers would notice, but ultimately, they understood the Guild always moved forward. Proof came as she exited Guild Master Rsach’s private yacht and came face-to-face with her former commander, Lieutenant Pt-dah. The Jeha officer merely nodded and welcomed her back to the barracks, calling her by her first name, without a shred of pretense or ceremony. That, Jessica decided, was good enough for her. She’d half-heartedly expected some type of media coverage, but there was nothing of the sort.

Turns out war was a much better story for the Earth media to follow.

Quarantine had been an interesting experience, to say the least. Given the freedom to do anything she wanted—except go outside the Peacemaker barracks—gave Jessica hours to exercise and recover from her injuries between additional training and intelligence briefings. For the first two weeks, her treatment bordered on relatively benign physical therapy on her regenerated leg tissue and restoring full motion and strength to her damaged shoulder. Restored to good health by the best physicians in the galaxy and a considerable haul of medicinal products from Weqq, she’d returned to her normal routine by the start of the third week...in time to spend multiple hours a day in briefings. Outside of the things her guild wanted her to know, Jessica spent hours poring over additional reports on the Four Horsemen and their orders of battle and tactics, techniques, and procedures. 

When she’d covered all she could, she’d turned her intelligence gathering skills to finding her father, but there was nothing, and Tara Mason had disappeared. In her frustration, she’d grown impatient with the artificial lighting and canned air of the barracks. She longed to go outside, but there was no way to do so without letting the galaxy know she was on Dryod Four instead of deployed. Subterfuge was necessary for her next mission, but there was no indication of when she’d finally be set free from quarantine and deployed. 

Twenty days into quarantine, she walked into the Peacemaker Operations Center and found Lieutenant Pt-Dah speaking to a tall, muscular Besquith. The wolf-like alien’s fur was obsidian black and his eyes were narrow and eternally chilling. She recognized him immediately. Pt-Dah nodded in her direction, and the Besquith turned its head to her and grinned, exposing a mouthful of sharp teeth. His cold black eyes sparkled in recognition. 

“If it isn’t my best student,” Captain Dreel rumbled with laughter. He stepped toward her and opened his arms. The idea of embracing a Besquith wasn’t something most Humans could wrap their minds around. The two-meter tall wolf was something from most people’s childhood nightmares, but in Dreel’s case, he had been her favorite instructor at Peacemaker U, and he’d been instrumental in preparing her for her mission to intercept Lemieux’s Marauders. That he was on Dryod Four, undoubtedly to prepare her for her next mission, eased her frustrations. 

Jessica bounced forward and wrapped her arms around her friend and mentor. “I’m so glad to see you, sir.”

“As am I,” Dreel rumbled. They separated after a moment. His eyes roved over her for a bit, and, when he spoke, there was more than a hint of pride in his bass voice. “Lieutenant Francis. I’m afraid you’ve cost me a thousand credits to Hak-Chet. I was off on the date of your promotion to lieutenant by more than a year.”

Jessica blushed and swept her hair away from her face as she looked up at him. “I’m glad everyone other than me has such a good idea of where I’m headed.”

“You have succeeded beyond our wildest imagination, Lieutenant.” Dreel nodded at Pt-Dah. “We’ve gathered the final bits of intelligence for you, and I’m here on the orders of Guild Master Rsach to personally brief you. Your mission is classified at the highest level. Lieutenant Pt-Dah has seen to it we won’t be disturbed. Once we are done, you’ll be ready for immediate deployment. I trust you have your bags packed?”

“Always, sir,” Jessica nodded. 

Here we go, Jess. 

“Good,” Dreel replied. “Because the situation is much worse than you know.”

Compared to Araf and Weqq, it can’t be that bad, can it? Jessica thought of Earth under siege by the Mercenary Guild. Oh, no.

“Lieutenant Pt-Dah? Would you excuse us?”

“Certainly, sir.” The Jeha bowed stiffly, contorting in more ways than Jessica thought possible before bowing out the door and sealing Jessica and her instructor inside. Dreel said nothing for a moment. He reached inside the dark blue combat vest he wore over his large, fur-covered chest and brought out a small cube Jessica recognized from her training. Dreel activated the device and waited until three green dots flashed before he leaned forward and touched a clawed digit to his maw and grinned. The Human gesture looked positively evil on the Besquith. 

The elSha listening-device detector scanned every centimeter of the room on multiple frequencies at the same time. As it found weaknesses, it filled those frequencies with harsh white noise and simultaneously dampened vibrations. In sixty seconds, they were as secure as possible. “The walls have ears, Jessica. Even here.”

Jessica nodded. “Loose lips sink ships and all that, right?”

Dreel grinned. “More or less. You do realize you are still wanted by the Mercenary Guild?”

So that’s part of this. Dammit.

“Yes, sir. I’d hoped they would rescind that order after what happened on Weqq,” Jessica said. “I guess all I managed to do was piss them off even more.”

“Well put,” Dreel said. “Yes, the Mercenary Guild leadership is not happy with you. We’re told the price on your head is now twenty million credits, which is precisely why you’ve been placed in quarantine. We’ve transmitted a likeness of you on every outbound ship for the last three days. You’ll depart here in an hour and we’ll keep up the ruse for three more days. Hopefully, that will give you enough of a head start.”

Jessica sucked in a breath. The Peacemaker Guild was doing more than she’d imagined to ensure her safety. Promoting her to Lieutenant made any attempt on her life a guild-level crime. Given that the Mercenary Guild still offered a bounty for her, they played from a position of perceived authority and power, which was exactly what Guild Master Rsach wanted. Cockiness, as he’d say, led to destruction more times than not.

“Where am I headed?”

“Pursuit,” Dreel said. “Do you know who Lieutenant General Chinayl of the MinSha is?”

“She’s the MinSha representative to the Mercenary Guild council. General Peepo’s operations officer, of sorts,” Jessica said. 

“That’s her.” Dreel frowned. The result was an extremely sinister look. His discomfort chilled Jessica to the bones. “On Peepo’s orders, we believe Chinayl has hired her clutch-sister, Major General Drehnayl, for the sole purpose of attacking and eliminating Human settlements in the Rim territories. Drehnayl commands a fleet of six vessels and about eleven thousand infantry and, like Chinayl, she has nothing but contempt for Humans.”

Jessica frowned. “I thought Weqq might have changed a few opinions.”

“You did great things there, Jessica, make no mistake.” Dreel put a heavy, clawed hand on her shoulder. “You created allies from enemies and brought the TriRusk back into the fold. You may never change the minds of all the MinSha, but what matters is you made some of them change. Remember that.”

Jessica felt a swelling of pride in her tightened throat. “I’ll try, sir.”

“You’ll do much better than try, Lieutenant Francis.” Dreel’s tone was serious and low. “I’m afraid Drehnayl and her forces may have already destroyed the Human settlements on New Persia in the Torgero system. I opened the intelligence packet delivered to the gate today via Blue Flight. I’m afraid the planet is a total loss. The damage, however, is inconsistent. It appears someone razed the major cities with a type of nuclear weapon. One settlement, Tal-al-Badr, exhibits a different damage pattern—one consistent with a ground fight. Over five thousand Humans were killed. We need to confirm the MinSha are behind this attack.”

Jessica bit the inside of her lip. The Blue Flight was a classified Peacemaker Guild delivery system. Even with her rank and newfound responsibility, she still did not have the need to know all the specifics on Blue Flight. Rumors among the students at Peacemaker U was it could get through hyperspace faster than the 170-hour standard flight. 

Focus, Jess! Jessica mentally slapped herself. In her rising fury she no longer cared about something as trivial as Peacemaker rumors. Lives had been lost. “Why that colony?”

“That’s what is so troubling, Jessica. Gate records showed Nigel Shirazi and Asbaran Solutions completed a recruiting trip through the system in the days prior to the attack. They engaged and destroyed three MinSha vessels as they left the system. They took virtually all the Human males of fighting age and physical ability with them. Apparently, they took the bulk of the technology they found in the maintenance depot as well. Sometime after they departed, all the major population centers were ravaged with nuclear weapons. One settlement was spared that fate but was wiped out by something else. If it was Drehnayl’s forces, they rolled in on the settlement of Tal-al Badr and took heavy losses. The settlement has been silent ever since, and the gate master banned all landings on the planet. That’s why we are sending you.”

Bastards.

“What do you need me to do?”

“You’re Human, Jessica. We need you to confirm the battle damage personally. I know this will not be easy, but I also know you have seen enough battlefields to retain your composure and determine the responsible party. We’ve quarantined the entire planet, which really wasn’t difficult. New Persia isn’t high on the list of planets any species wants, except for Humans.”

Jessica’s stomach twisted into a knot. The moisture in her mouth and throat evaporated, leaving her unable to speak for a long moment. Five thousand Humans were dead. They were mostly women and children and by the laws of warfare on Earth two centuries earlier, they would have been protected from such an attack. The regulations of the Galactic Union did not specify any being as a non-combatant. All species were fair game; she’d learned that from her own near assassination. The loss of five thousand defenseless Humans would hardly faze most of the species in the Union, but to Jessica the fault lay squarely on the Mercenary Guild and their pursuit of the Four Horsemen. 

Nigel Shirazi and his company weren’t without blame. To loot a maintenance depot of every weapon and soldier capable of defending the settlement was a gross miscalculation. He’d likely figured the MinSha would not return after he destroyed their ships. 

“Besides Nigel Shirazi, you mean?”

Dreel nodded, impressed. “Certainly, his actions were rash, and he did not anticipate reciprocity from the MinSha against women and children, which is curiously naïve for a Human mercenary commander. Your orders are simple, Jessica. Get to New Persia, assess the damage to the settlement, and trace the culprits. If they are Drehnayl’s forces, report to the Peacemaker Guild at once for further instructions.”

Jessica blinked. “You seem sure this is the work of Lieutenant General Chinayl and the Mercenary Guild.”

“That’s part of what we have to confirm. If Drehnayl’s forces are behind this atrocity, that is a tie to Chinayl. They’ve ordered MinSha mercenary forces to engage in genocide on the planet, Jessica. While not expressly forbidden by the Union laws, they are clearly approaching Human colonies in the Rim Territories with prejudice. Every species has a right to colonize the galaxy, and unless the Humans did something threatening to the MinSha, there is no reason for their forces to wipe out a settlement in this manner.”

“Save for terrorism.” Jessica frowned. From her years of schooling, the word left a sour taste in her mouth. “They want Earth to cower at their feet, so they attack the far-out colonies that likely can’t defend themselves and use those losses to stoke fear. Gods, what bullshit.”

Dreel nodded. “I am inclined to agree, Lieutenant.”

“So, I’m taking a team?”

Dreel shook his head. “No. You’re going alone.”

“What?” Jessica flinched. “You just said the Mercenary Guild has a price on my head! Why would you send me on my own without even a strike team?”

“We have reason to believe they won’t attack you directly.”

“Directly?” Jessica shook her head hard enough for her neck to pop. “Oh, hell no! You want me to be bait, sir.”

“I never said that, Jessica.” Dreel sighed. “Master Rsach believes the Mercenary Guild may try to intercept you. If that happens, he has probable cause to confront them at Luna. Your being Human is the only reason Peepo and her litter-mates want you dead. If they act now, with your rank and position, they risk a tribunal, if not direct confrontation. As you’re probably aware, mercenaries and tribunals do not make a good match. Things will get messy.”

“If I’m dead, that won’t matter,” Jessica fumed. She bit back any further comment because it wouldn’t serve any purpose. Sending her on her own was a significant risk, but she’d likely have a vessel and a flight crew—they would be capable of protecting her to a certain extent. She also had Lucille and her wits. The near-AI program was much more than a virtual assistant, especially when a situation turned bad. Lucille had her back. If their quarantine efforts had been enough to confuse potential enemies, then her mission could succeed, and she could return to Dryod Four before prying eyes figured things out. After giving it some thought, she realized leaving on her own, without support, bordered on delusional, but sometimes the best tactical moves deftly walked the line between brilliance and stupidity. “Fine. I’ll take the mission. It beats sitting in quarantine for three more weeks.”

Dreel nodded. “You’ll have an Excalibur-class scout vessel and enough supplies and ammunition for sixty days of operations. The vessel has a crew of four, including pilots and gunners. You should have everything you need at your disposal. Assess the damage and, if possible, prove Drehnayl and her forces are behind this attack. Do so, and our guild has some much needed leverage to stop Peepo’s war.”

* * *
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With her go-right-now bags slung over her shoulders and a weapons case containing a laser rifle in her hand, Jessica moved through the subterranean passages of the Peacemaker barracks to the main flight hangar. As promised, the hangar was empty save for Lieutenant Pt-Dah and Dreel. Behind them, three sleek Excalibur-class scout vessels hummed gently. All the other craft were quiet, and the usual complement of maintenance workers and ship captains were nowhere to be seen. The craft represented a final shell game.

Jessica walked around the rear entry ramp of a Peacemaker Guild standard transport, likely the one Dreel arrived on, and into the soft circle of light. Dreel nodded solemnly at her and Pt-Dah twitched a series of its limbs in succession much like a wave. She’d never seen the Lieutenant do such a thing and wondered if it was something done for equals.

“Lieutenant Francis,” Dreel said. “Your steed awaits.”

“Thank you, sir.” Jessica couldn’t help but smile. The giant Besquith intelligence officer had been her favorite instructor and, over time, had been her biggest cheerleader. “Let’s hope this little ruse works.”

Dreel chuckled. “It will work, Jessica. Provided, of course, we do everything exactly as rehearsed.”

Jessica’s breath caught in her chest. Dreel’s familiar words dredged up a memory she’d almost forgotten from the academy. In one of Dreel’s more boring lectures, he prattled on about the need for rehearsals in operations to the point that one student, an Oogar named Arkus, had gone berserk. He’d charged the mighty Besquith, and they’d wrestled for a moment before collapsing in laughter in front of the shocked student body. Dreel had stood, opened his brawny arms to the class and told them anything rehearsed to the point of exhaustion was staged and devoid of authenticity and initiative. Remaining flexible and, more importantly, ready were the hallmarks of being a Peacemaker.

Jessica set her bags carefully on the deck and checked her position to both Dreel and Lieutenant Pt-Dah on instinct. She was much closer to Pt-Dah, and something about her garrison commander’s fidgeting set her on edge. As she bent down to set the weapons case on the floor, the Jeha rippled forward with a shriek. Hand on the knife in her left boot, Jessica came up quickly to meet the attack, only to see Dreel step forward and swipe a mighty claw across the Jeha’s face, then slam his other fist repeatedly into the squealing, yellow, pus-filled jaws of the barrack’s commander. The beating took thirty seconds, and as soon as Dreel finished knocking the Jeha unconscious, the lights in the hangar came on, and two lumbering Lumari Peacemakers collected the former commander on a stretcher and ran for the medical bay. Dreel wiped his claws on his combat vest and looked at her.

“I’m glad you remembered your training, Jessica. Your posture made it easy to defend you against Pt-Dah’s poorly-executed attack.”

“Pt-Dah was the true leak?” Jessica asked as the tumblers clicked together in her mind. “Hak-Chet’s report said the leak had been silenced a few weeks earlier, but that was part of the plan, wasn’t it?”

“Oldest trick in the book, Lieutenant. Getting a much bigger fish with a little more bait, or something to that effect,” Dreel grinned. “Undoubtedly, he was ordered to kill you. I’ve ensured otherwise. Now, he also won’t be able to tell his benefactors which ship you boarded. They know our plan to exfiltrate you, but Pt-Dah did not know your destination.”

Jessica nodded and knelt to sheath her knife. Eyes on Dreel, she recognized his plan was much more complicated than she’d assumed. “You’re not putting me on any of those vessels, are you? And no support team either?”

“You’ll have two flight crews. Pendals, by the way. My personal pilots,” Dreel said. “And you’ll take a Besquith-built thrust core mounted with my yacht and a few other ships. It’s a little bigger than a scout vessel and better appointed. It will carry some diplomatic cargo and could give you some anonymity. But that’s not all.”

“It’s diplomatically protected and registered to the Besquith Consulate, not just the Peacemaker Guild. It’s the perfect cover.” Jessica wanted to slap her forehead. “I should’ve thought of that.”

“You are a fine addition to the Peacemaker Guild, Lieutenant Francis. In time, you will be as conniving as the best alphas. But, time is wasting, as your kind says. Your appointment at the gate is in four hours, and it will take three and half to get there. Get aboard the Malae and have safe travels.” The Besquith extended a massive hand to shake in the Human manner. 

Jessica reached out and took his hand in both of hers. “Thank you, Dreel.”

“Find the bastards behind New Persia, Jessica. Do it before they strike again, because your entire planet is watching. They need hope.” 

* * * * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three


[image: ]




Memphis

Earth

All Jackson Rains really wanted was a good, last drink...or three. He wandered Memphis for the better part of three days searching for just the right place to have a farewell-to-Earth drink. Much of that wandering had been more drunken stupor than actual searching, but it hadn’t mattered much to him. Fresh from the Peacemaker Academy at Kleve, he’d taken off his freshly-minted platinum shield, slipped it into a pocket, and headed home to Earth for leave. There hadn’t been anyone to see. Family wasn’t an issue. His parents had left him in the Tucson Interplanetary Aerodrome as a child, and he’d never known them. Bounced from orphanages to foster homes, he’d never stayed in one place longer than a year, through no fault of his own. Most of the families with the ability to support foster children were mercenary families. When the breadwinners died on mission, and the steady stream of credits became a trickle, those left behind searched for another mercenary. Each new marriage saw foster kids returned to the system. Taking in a fostered child would give a mercenary family on Earth a nice credit bonus, but with the high mortality rate, kids like Rains found themselves moving almost constantly. When he turned 16 and completed his initial VOWS, offers from higher tier mercenary companies showered down on him, but Rains wasn’t interested.

Saving nearly every credit he’d been able to earn or steal through his high school years, Rains graduated from the Foster Academy for Mercenary Children and hitchhiked from Arizona to Florida to catch an orbital shuttle. From Armstrong Station, he’d bartered his way onto a freighter bound for Kleve. He’d walked up to the gates of the Peacemaker Academy and asked to be considered. It took six interviews and three different iterations of the physically- and mentally-demanding VOWS tests before the cadre took him into the school, sat him down in a cold, dim conference room, and left him shivering for two hours, before an older Sidar with a funny smile sauntered into the room, noisily slid a chair from the table, and sat down across from him.

“Who are you, and why are you here?” The Sidar rested his short arms on the table and clasped his clawed hands in front of him. A few sprigs of white hair caught the only light in the room. He leaned forward, his black eyes gleaming, and whispered. “Who are you really, Jackson Rains?”

Rains stared at the older alien, said nothing, then felt like a fool when hot tears pooled in his eyes and rushed down his cheeks. “I don’t know.”

The Sidar smiled and nodded. “My name is Selector Hak-Chet, Jackson. You are precisely the Human I’ve been looking for. Welcome to the Peacemaker Academy.” 

Jessica Francis and Nikki Sinclair got all the press and attention. Jessica more so than Nikki, but they were the first two Humans to successfully complete the academy. Human attention span only lasted so long. As Hak-Chet had put it bluntly, “Who was the third Human to walk on Luna?”

Rains hadn’t known, and the point was clear. He was just another Human Peacemaker, and that made him vitally different. He could travel anywhere in the galaxy, and only a few would recognize him—his fellow Peacemakers. Beyond them, he was invisible, exactly as Hak-Chet wanted, but the Selector never bothered to share his plan.

So, Rains had gone absent without leave, figuring that if Hak-Chet really wanted to tell him the plan, he’d send someone along to collect him. It had been five days, twelve hours, and thirty-six minutes since he was due back at the Peacemaker Consulate on Luna for duty. The first day, he’d cowered in a hotel room, thinking Lumari and Oogar Peacemakers were going to burst through the door at any moment. He started drinking on the second day and didn’t remember much of the next three, when he decided it was time to go back and face the consequences. 

A shady-looking bar fronted by gaudy, neon green signage beckoned in the early morning fog. Murphy’s would be a perfect place to drown his final goodbyes to Earth. Even if the Peacemakers didn’t throw him in prison and discharge him for desertion, war was coming. General Peepo and her fleet hovered over Earth like vultures, patiently waiting for their prey to acquiesce to death before pouncing on the carrion. Being a Peacemaker should have given Jackson confidence, but he merely wanted to return to Luna and apologize to the only thing he’d ever considered family—the Peacemaker Guild.

He finished a Jameson, neat, for a little hair of the dog and liquid courage, and he had been just about ready to leave the bar when a cute brunette walked in with three scruffy guys. The way they surrounded her made Rains wonder if she was some sort of celebrity, but she hung on the arm of one of them, a burly guy with a mohawk and a neon green leather jacket. 

Talk about shit that doesn’t make sense.

The foursome found their way to the other end of the bar and took over a corner. The girl caught his eye and smiled. It was a gorgeous smile on a face that was not traffic stopping, but pretty. Rains ordered another Jameson and smiled in return. The girl blushed slightly and looked away. Mohawk, however, saw the entire exchange. He slipped off his worn leather jacket, revealing a black, sleeveless t-shirt emblazoned with the name of a godawful 1980s metal band, and had stomped Rains’ way. Mohawk arrived at the exact instant the robot bartender set the new whiskey down. Aware of the larger man’s presence, and acutely aware of his unwashed smell, Rains reached out for the glass only to have Mohawk knock it away.

“Aww,” Jackson groaned. “That’s Jameson Reserve, man. Rare and expensive.”

“Tough shit, asshole.” Mohawk grabbed Rains’ leather flight jacket by the left shoulder and yanked. Rains slid from the stool, stepped backward, and quickly got his feet under him. Instead of looking ready to fight, Jackson let his arms hang down from his shoulders. He shuffled back a step and plaintively raised his hands.

“What’s your problem, man? I don’t want any trouble,” Rains said. Mohawk’s buddies, one with a long, ratty beard, and the other wearing sunglasses despite being inside the dark, dingy bar, appeared at Mohawk’s sides. 

“Yeah? You lookin’ at my girl’s gonna get your ass in trouble, boy.” Mohawk shifted his weight. Rains knew he was right-handed, and the first punch he threw would be a haymaker. If Mohawk managed to be faster than he looked, it would be a difficult fight. The anger rising in Rains’ brain, however, would makes things immeasurably worse. 

Rains forced a chuckle. Nothing else insulted him like being called, “boy.” Controlling his emotions with a quick inhale-inhale-exhale Peacemaker technique, Rains felt a detached calmness descend over him. He wiped the smile from his face with the back of his dark-skinned hand. Why does it always have to be racist motherfuckers?

“Look,” Rains said. “I’ll buy you and your entourage a round, okay? I don’t want any trouble.”

“My what?” Mohawk looked perplexed. “How ‘bout you speak English, boy?”

That’s twice. Rains sighed. And he’s a dumb motherfucker to boot.

“You and your friends. I’ll buy you all a round, we can sit down, and as soon as I finish my drink, I’ll be on my—”

Mohawk’s right hand came up in a ham-sized fist, but Rains was already moving. The punch lashed through the air where his face had been a hundred milliseconds before. Without anything to stop the momentum, Mohawk’s weight shifted toward his left foot and Rains stepped forward, brought up his fist, and drove it into Mohawk’s right eye with every bit of strength he had. Mohawk went down in a heap, and, before he hit the floor, Rains bounced to the left and drove a knee into Beard’s crotch. When the big man crumpled over in pain, Rains drove an elbow into the back of his neck. 

Two down.

Sunglasses, though, appeared to have his shit together. In his right hand was a switchblade knife Rains hadn’t heard open. Sunglasses acted like he’d had some bladed weapon training, as his knees were bent and his posture indicated he was ready for movement in any direction. But, Sunglasses kept inching forward waving the blade back in forth in front of his face.

“Here I come, boy,” Sunglasses said in a hoarse whisper. His accent was distinctly Mississippian, coarse and under-enunciated. He inched forward, and Rains shifted his weight to his right foot, slightly behind. 

One more step, buddy.

Sunglasses moved forward, and Rains relaxed into a kick that brought the sole of his left boot into Sunglasses’ face with a crunch. He went down across the other two, all three unconscious. Rains turned to the bartender and motioned for another round. The rest of the patrons in the bar gaped at him but said nothing. A fresh whiskey appeared, and he looked at the girl. Her wide eyes gazed at the three men on the floor, then back up at him. It was obvious she thought the three of them should have wiped the floor with him. 

Rains smiled at her. “Sorry about the mess. I’m sure they’ll be okay in a little bit.”

She blinked and stared at him. Her smile returned and lit up her face. “You think?”

“They will. My name is Jackson. What’s yours?”

“Josteen.”

Rains nodded and grinned wider. “Pretty woman like you doesn’t need guys like these.”

Josteen blushed and glanced over his left shoulder. Jackson heard the outer door of the bar clap shut behind him. A cold breeze rushed over his neck, and he swore there was a collective inhale from the rest of the bar.

“Put your hands where I can see them, Rains.”

Rains sighed. On the bar next to him was a fresh shot of whiskey. He didn’t raise his hands or turn toward the voice. “I just wanted a drink.”

“Three counts of assault say different.”

“Try self-defense,” Jackson snorted. He tentatively reached out for the whiskey. There was no response from behind, so he grabbed the glass and slowly brought it to his lips. “The guy with the Mohawk swung at me first. It’s gotta be on the security cameras.”

“I don’t really care,” the voice needled. 

Rains tossed the shot into his mouth and swallowed. The whiskey burned on the way down. He hated tossing back good whiskey when it should be sipped and enjoyed. He didn’t have time. He was aware Josteen’s eyes were on him. He winked at her and turned around slowly.

A small, white-furred Veetanho dressed in the blue coveralls of a Peacemaker stood two meters away with a small, but deadly, laser pistol trained on his chest. Her coal black eyes stared through him. “You’ve had your drink, Rains; it’s time to go.”

Rains shook his head. “No. You see? I just met this young lady behind me and—”

The Veetanho sprang forward, grabbed him by the left ear, and rolled him over her hip to the ground before he could finish the sentence. Impact with the floor drove a sharp burst of air from his lungs and stunned him for a half-second. Rains glanced around the bar wildly. None of the Humans moved. In the corner booth, a large, bald man with morphogenic tattoos all over his face shook his head and rubbed his eyes. 

Rains looked up at the Peacemaker. “You can’t do this to me! I’m innocent!”

“Tell that to all the other people you’ve beaten up for no reason, Rains.” The Peacemaker reached down and grabbed him by the collar, dragging him out of the bar. “We’ve had enough of you.”

Rains thrashed, never taking his eyes off the pretty Josteen sitting shell-shocked at the bar. “I said you’d never take me alive! Don’t make me hurt you!”

The Veetanho pushed through the bar’s door and dragged Rains into the squalid street. Rain fell in huge, splattering drops. Rains relaxed a bit, but the Veetanho didn’t stop dragging him until she’d reached an alley twenty meters away. She slung him into the alley so hard his head thumped off the crumbling, brick wall of a tobacco shop.

“Ow!” Rains rubbed his head. “You didn’t have to do that, Vannix!”

“Shut up, Jackson,” Vannix said. “You’re AWOL, and I’m supposed to bring you in, not help you get a date from yet another female you’re going to let down.”

Rains frowned as the rain ran down his face. “That hurts, Vannix.”

“It should,” Vannix said as she holstered her pistol and stared down at him. “Like I said, dumbass, you’re AWOL. The Guild doesn’t like that too much. Selector Hak-Chet, himself, sent me here to get you. I’d like to get off your planet as soon as possible.”

“I’ll bet you would,” Rains said and immediately regretted it. He and Vannix had been training partners for the last three years. She was the closest thing to a friend he had, but with a Veetanho general in orbit over Earth demanding the surrender of every Human mercenary company, he knew her discomfort all too well. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I understand.”

“Get up, Jackson.” Vannix extended a paw, which he took and stood. “It’s time you got your shit together. The Guild needs you.”

“For what?” Rains snapped. “Hak-Chet sold me that shit three years ago, and I still ain’t got a clue what he meant.”

“So, you went AWOL to try and get some sort of validation?” Vannix shook her head. “You’re dumber than I thought, Jackson.”

“Fuck you, Vannix.” 

The Veetanho grinned at him. “That’s it. Act like a child. That’s only going to make it worse when I get you to Kleve.”

Rains squinted at her. “Not Luna?”

Vannix looked around. Seeing no one else out in the cold, December rain, she said, “We’re not there anymore. That’s all you get.”

Rains blinked. Having General Peepo and her band of angry aliens threatening Earth was one thing, but having the Peacemakers withdraw from their consulate on Luna, where they could have overseen the situation was something else entirely. “What do you mean that’s all I get?”

“You’ll be briefed when we get there.”

Rains shook his head. “No. You need to tell me what’s going on before I get on a transport, Vannix. Hak-Chet’s already told you what the mission is. If he wants me that badly, he knows I’m not going to move another centimeter until you level with me.”

Vannix flared. “Look around you, Jackson! Your planet—your people—are under siege by the Mercenary Guild. Do you really think they’re going to sit here and take it? Don’t you wonder where the Four Horsemen went? They are preparing for war, and it’s not going to be one of those brushfire conflicts we can simply stomp out by ourselves. This is serious, and our mission has direct consequences.”

“Keep talking,” Rains replied.

“Not here,” Vannix said. “You want more, come with me to the ship. Even out here in the gods-damned rain, there might be listening devices.”

“It’s Memphis! Even Peepo and her cronies wouldn’t touch this place.”

“That’s not it, Jackson.” Vannix stepped toward him. Her eyes blazed, but her voice was low and firm. “Think about it from my perspective. I’m not wanted here because I happen to share the same genetic makeup as that murderous bitch in orbit. The only thing keeping me alive right now is the fact I’m a Peacemaker. I’m fairly proud to be one, too. You, on the other hand, don’t seem to like anything about it. You feel like you’re owed everything just because you graduated from the academy. You want things handed to you on a platter. Yet here you stand, without your uniform, without your sidearm, and without your damned shield, trying to act like something you’re not. Sitting in bars and hitting on everything with a heartbeat is not in the Peacemaker Creed.”

Rains grinned. “What if it was? I mean, I could always write that into my oath.”

“You’ve already taken your oath,” Vannix grinned. “And, while you technically can edit your oath of office at any time, it still has to be approved by the guild master.”

“You don’t think Rsach would like it? I mean, do the Jeha hit on everything with a heartbeat, as you so indelicately put it?”

Vannix said nothing. After a moment, her serious countenance broke, and she laughed. “Gods, you are such an idiot, Jackson.”

“Can I go back in there and get Josteen’s number?”

Vannix shook her head. “No. I think you’ve done enough damage to that young woman and her friends. Speaking of which, we should get moving before they come looking for you. I’m only willing to put on a show once.”

Rains smiled at his friend. “You didn’t have to do that for me. I mean, you could’ve put me on the ground a little less forcefully and all. How long were you watching me from outside?”

“For the last thirty minutes,” Vannix replied. “Josteen and her friends came by at just the right time, you could say. Best five hundred credits I ever spent, really.”

Rains felt his jaw open. “Seriously?”

“Yes,” Vannix laughed. “Though I am reasonably sure they didn’t plan on getting their asses kicked by a scrawny Human like you.”

Rains stood six feet two inches tall and was built like a linebacker. “I’m not scrawny. I mean, if I’m scrawny, what are you? I’m like two feet taller than you.”

“I’m a Veetanho, so your comparison is unnecessary,” Vannix said, but her grin faded. “What matters is that I am a Peacemaker, as are you. Nothing else matters to me. I hope you come to see your position in the same light sooner rather than later.”

Rains reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a slim, black, leather wallet. He opened it, revealing the platinum Peacemaker shield he’d cast, in the Peacemaker tradition, for himself. “You’re wrong about something. I have my badge, Vannix. That makes me a Peacemaker, too.”

“Good. Maybe now you’ll start acting like one,” Vannix said. Her grin returned. “Let’s go.” 

* * * * *
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Chapter Four
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Peacemaker Guild Tactical Operations Center

Kleve

The business of a guild master never ended before the official end of the day, and Hak-Chet knew Rsach’s calendar remained crammed with appointments and official business. Outside of the merc pits of Karma, there was no place in the galaxy busier than the guild’s operations center. Having been on Luna for nearly six months, Rsach had been isolated from the daily grind of operations by the members of his council. At the forefront of the galaxy-wide Peacemaker effort, Rsach’s responsibilities pressed harder than ever. 

Hak-Chet wasn’t worried the Jeha could handle all the pressure of daily operations; instead, Hak-Chet and the Council cared more about what could be done to stop General Peepo and the Mercenary Guild’s calculated move against Earth. Having Rsach slink away unnoticed from Luna hadn’t been easily accomplished, yet with their guild master safely secured, the Guild’s apparent lack of action played directly into Peepo’s hands, which was exactly what Rsach wanted.

Hak-Chet knew his role well. For the last twenty Earth years, as Rsach grew in responsibility, their friendship outside the bounds of the Council had grown as well. There were days, though, where even the guild master needed a break before the day officially ended. Hak-Chet pushed through the heavy, ornately-carved teak doors into the central chamber. Surrounded by advisors, Rsach looked up, and a glimmer of hope ran across his features. The Jeha’s body rippled like a rogue wave.

“Selector Hak-Chet, is there a problem?”

They’d been friends for much longer than any of his other four advisors could imagine. Mired in discussions of supply, logistics, and materiel, Rsach needed a lifeline. His use of their long-held code phrase almost brought a smile to Hak-Chet’s face. “I’m afraid so, Guild Master. My apologies for the interruption.”

“We will reschedule, Honored Ones,” Rsach said with a wave of a dozen of his many limbs. “Please see the Chief of Staff to do so, before you leave the building.”

It took a few moments for the collected advisors, two Cochkalas, a Flatar, and an elSha, to gather their briefing materials and leave. Hak-Chet kept his face straight despite the palpable relief on the guild master’s face. As the logistical advisors shuffled from the room, Rsach grandly gestured Hak-Chet forward. “Come in, Selector. I trust you bring news?”

Hak-Chet stepped forward, bowed formally at his high waist, and held the position long enough to let the doors to the guild master’s chamber close behind him. Confident they were alone, Hak-Chet looked up and smiled. “Long day, old friend?”

“Spare me from logisticians and intelligence specialists, Hak-Chet.” Rsach sighed and sagged back into his specially-made chair. “I trust you have news and are not here to simply save my sanity?”

“A little of both, Master Rsach.” Hak-Chet moved into the chamber and took a seat in front of the guild master’s desk. “We’ve located Jackson Rains. I’ve dispatched his training partner, Vannix, to fetch him.”

Rsach sighed. “Any idea why he went AWOL?”

“I have many ideas,” Hak-Chet said, “but I’m guessing he’s mad we commissioned him privately and made no media announcement about him. He likes the limelight. There could be other reasons, but I’m reasonably sure he’ll respond to what I’ve asked of him.”

Rsach nodded. “One out of three isn’t bad.”

Hak-Chet laughed. Jessica Francis and Nikki Sinclair were the first two Human Peacemakers, and both performed in an exemplary manner. Jackson Rains would come around, too, especially when he learned what they had in store for him. “Indeed, old friend. Nikki continues her mission. There’s not much to report aside from what you’ve seen in the official channels. Jessica, though, has deployed forward to New Persia.”

Rsach nodded and looked across the room out a small window. Beyond it, the red-yellow sun of the Kleve system sank into the distant horizon, bringing dusk and nightfall to the surface. “You know she’s going to be enraged, right?”

“Yes, Master Rsach. I expect her to determine Drehnayl is, in fact, behind the attack, and I expect her to take action.”

Rsach rumbled. “In what way? We can’t risk an all-out confrontation with the Mercenary Guild at this juncture.”

“I know that, and so does she. Until the Four Horsemen make their play, our position is best held where it is.” Hak-Chet exhaled slowly. 

“You’re implying she won’t take direct action against them?” Rsach asked.

Hak-Chet shrugged. “Against a full MinSha combat fleet, it is reasonable to think even she will back down.”

Rsach bristled, his limbs rippling in agitation. “No, you know she will not back down, Hak-Chet. Why would you say that?”

“I’m merely giving you an opinion, Rsach. I don’t think she will back down, but we’ve sent her alone and virtually unarmed to find a MinSha fleet,” Hak-Chet said with a sigh. “Honestly, Jessica is very much on her own this time. I’m not sure what she will do in that situation.”

Rsach chuckled. “Put yourself in her...shoes, Hak-Chet. You know her better than any other advisor in the Guild. Say she finds Drehnayl’s fleet. What does she do?”

For a long moment, Hak-Chet was silent. There were many options to consider, and he scratched his pointed chin idly as his mind ran through the options. “The Mercenary Guild is conducting what can only be called terrorist attacks against the Human colonies of the outer rim. They put a price on Jessica’s head. When she was on Weqq, she didn’t know any of this. She called for support, and, receiving none, she acted against the Human mercenaries. When that news gets back to Earth, it may have complications we haven’t foreseen, but that’s not part of this discussion. Jessica would call for support and continue to observe. The only reason she was unable to do this on Weqq was because Raleigh Reilly used electromagnetic spectrum interference to maintain complete control over a tactical situation. The MinSha have no such policy. Jessica, then, would observe and call for support before engaging.”

Rsach stared at him for a long moment, then coughed. He took a breath, and the cough became a deep, booming laugh that shook the room. Doubled over, Rsach placed several limbs on the desk and pushed himself upright. He smiled wide, a hideous expression on his face, and shook his head and upper body. “As the Humans tend to say, you are full of shit, old friend.”
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