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Dedication

For the real Obadiah Jex, my ancestor and 18th-century Suffolk adventurer. If he’d been born in the right century, he’d have aced his VOWs and toured the galaxy as a merc. And gotten paid. A lot.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part 1: The Poison Within an Airless Past
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“The dead cannot cry out for justice; it is a duty of the living to do so for them.”

― Lois McMaster Bujold, Diplomatic Immunity
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Free Trader Unlikely Regret, In Hyperspace Transit

At the top of the ladderwell, Strike Leader Harak-Jash squeezed his body through the smoothly shrouded opening to Deck 7. After ducking under the bracing beam, he allowed himself the indulgence of stretching all seven of his limbs as he pushed along the passageway in zero gravity, making occasional propulsive taps against the overhead.

Inwardly, he admonished himself for the contempt he felt for the spaceship that had rescued him, which he was now trapped inside of until they emerged from hyperspace. Such emotional attitudes clouded clear judgment. They corrupted information gathering even more, and that was the mission Harak-Jash was about.

He admitted he was exaggerating the deficiencies of this vessel—he didn’t truly need to squeeze his body to fit through the hole between decks. Nonetheless, no Goltar ship would have an inter-deck transit route like this that couldn’t be navigated at speed, and not at all in power armor.

Unlikely Regret is not a warship, he reminded himself. It’s a time-ravaged smuggler’s vessel crewed by secondary and tertiary alien species. Assess it as such without value judgments.

A crewman approached him, bounding along the corridor using the weak attraction between its boots and a channel marked in blue paint along the deck. It was a Blevin, a humanoid air-breather species with leathery skin. They were a relatively new species to spread in numbers from their homeworld, but even among the lowlife dregs of the Spine Nebula, they had rapidly acquired a reputation for petty dishonesty.

Blevins were not to be trusted.

Harak-Jash verified that this particular Blevin’s ear was decorated with three shiny baubles colored blue, yellow, and blue again.

The alien bounded toward him on an intercept path. He slapped the creature back with one tentacle, cracking his beak in annoyance. 

Hidden within this display of Goltar dominance, he’d passed two 5,000-credit red diamond chips.

Harak-Jash continued along the narrow warren of tunnels to the head. He availed himself of the facilities—the better to make his presence here appear credible—and then retraced his journey back to the narrow funnel and the ladderwell to Deck 9.

How does the humanoid crew not break their bones when the ship’s under thrust? he wondered to himself. Logic dictated that the ship’s design must be functional, despite its appearance as chaotic disaster. There was a lesson in there for him. Humanoids were not to be trusted. That much was obvious. But humanoids could also be cunning, or at least they had an ability to adapt to their environment that gave the appearance of being cunning. He’d better not forget that.

The hole down to the ladder was curved like a vortex funnel, smoothed by layers of paint laid down over centuries that buried the bracing beam bolstering the hull’s integrity.

If the Blevin conspirator hadn’t informed him, Harak-Jash doubted he would have noticed the access panel set into the aft bulkhead beneath the beam. He slid it open and crawled inside.

This time, he really did have to squeeze his body to fit inside the narrow space.

The Goltar strike leader secured the hatch behind him and got to work. He knew he wouldn’t have long.

* * *
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Commander Henrik Gadzo floated into the burned-out shield generator compartment.

At first, he thought the lights inside the space had failed, but as his eyes adjusted to what they were seeing, he realized that every surface had been powder-coated in thick soot. The total matte darkness sucked greedily at any attempt to illuminate it.

“I told you it was a total write-off,” said Chief Engineer Lawrence, who had stayed behind at the hatch. “Did you not believe me?”

“We all have friends dead or missing,” Gadzo stated firmly, though without rancor. “Which is why I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that. This time. No, Mr. Lawrence. I have every confidence in the damage assessments I’ve been given. I just need to see with my own eyes how close we came to sharing the fate of Honest Profit, and so many others.”

Gadzo was the first officer of Unlikely Regret, a free trader that took the ‘free’ in its name very seriously. Especially when considering such matters as import tariffs and trading restrictions.

Despite recent conversions that included the installation of a 500-megawatt particle cannon in what used to be the main hold, Unlikely Regret would never be a warship. But in recent weeks it had experienced multiple space battles, its crew having volunteered to serve (at an excellent pay rate) as Spine Patriots in dirtside operations against the dark forces who had subdued the nebula for centuries without ever openly declaring themselves. 

Even the skipper was missing, picked up by a genuine warship, a battlecruiser called Midnight Sun. Whether that ancient ship was ally, friend, or foe, was proving tricky to keep track of in the rapidly shifting allegiances of the conflict boiling through the nebula.

Gadzo’s trajectory across the compartment came to a bumping halt against a radiator outlet. He grabbed one of the curved tubes to steady himself, but it snapped off in his hands, blowing a puff of black particles into the air.

The tube should have been filled with toxic fluids, but he faced no danger. Its contents had boiled away when the shield had overloaded in the recent battle.

He needed to see this himself, because no matter how confusing the battle allegiances were with the Scythe, the Goltar, Endless Night, and the Patriots, the damage here was terrifyingly simple to understand. His command had come within a hair’s breadth of destruction. Until the skipper made it back—if he made it back—it was Gadzo’s responsibility to keep everybody alive.

And that required more than fighting space battles.

“Commander?”

The words came from the translator pendant around Gadzo’s neck, but the voice that had spoken was Blevin. A female.

Laverna was waiting at the hatch.

“Thank you, Chief Engineer,” said Gadzo. “I’ll seal up the compartment when I’ve finished.”

Lawrence looked from the first officer to the Blevin crewman and back. He shrugged. “Looking the other way. Aye, sir.”

When the engineer had left them to it, Gadzo asked Laverna, “Did he bite?”

“Strike Leader Harak-Jash is in the access space now. He certainly gave the impression that he’s bought our ploy.”

“It’s the best we can hope for. I want a report on what he’s accessing as soon as possible.”

“I’ll do my best, but it’s risky,” said Laverna. “I can report on the data tripwires I installed myself, but without the skipper or Commander Rachid, I don’t know which data to protect. I allowed the Goltar access to Level 1 data, and he’ll have to work to break into Level 2. My guess is he’ll expose a little of Level 2 and never realize Level 3 is even there.”

“I know what you’re thinking, Crewman. If Level 2 is the data we let people find if they work hard enough for it, maybe Level 3 is what we’re supposed to know about, so we don’t suspect the existence of Level 4 data. Only the skipper can tell you that. I don’t know any more than you. I swear.”

“Just wanted to make sure you understood the risk, Commander.”

“Acknowledged. In the skipper’s absence, it’s my call. I can’t see that there are any secrets to find that would interest the Goltar. Nothing they wouldn’t find out easily enough for themselves anyway. It’s the data sniffer you implanted that’ll be revealing secrets, and it’ll be Harak-Jash and his squids who’ll be giving them up. We’ve nothing to hide.”

* * *
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Harak-Jash found himself inside an access space that was designed as a means to link with the ship’s vital systems from this zone of the ship if damage prevented access from the more usual points.

The bribed Blevin had left a slate sprouting wired connections that hooked into boxes mounted at the far end of the crawlspace. A circle floated at the center of the slate’s flat 2D-display. 

Harak-Jash tapped it with one tentacle. Immediately, his pinplants reported an access request, which he let through. His mind pinlinked to the slate and via it to the Unlikely Regret’s systems. It was the ship’s memories he wished to plunder, but before he could, the Blevin’s face appeared in his pinview, the overlay his pinplants added to his natural senses.

“I’ve hacked through every firewall and encryption veil I’m aware of. There may be more security protocols I don’t know about, but if you bypass them, you’ll trigger alerts. I’m a de-security specialist, which makes me better at this shit than you, Goltar. You have five minutes after this message terminates. After that, your link will shut down and burn evidence of its intrusion. Good luck.”

The alien’s head disappeared, to be replaced by a schematic of the ship and her many systems.

Harak-Jash had no doubt the alien was correct in its claim to be superior at this kind of work. He was a strike leader, a specialist in small infantry unit tactics, not data thief scum like the easily bought Blevin. Even strike team leaders understood the importance of intelligence gathering, though, and were given rudimentary training. The most realistic outcome was that he would acquire data now that the analysts could pour over when he reunited with his unit.

Maybe then they’d learn who the Spine Patriots really were and what their agenda was.

He mentally gestured through the ship systems until he hit the data logs and began transferring them over shortrange pinlink to the storage device in a pouch on his waist.

Travel times, port fees paid, cargo manifests, personnel files, crew payments, security surveillance footage, environmental load on the life-support systems, F11 consumption patterns: the streams of data poured into his recorder. 

Without a doubt, there’d be incriminating evidence of illegal activities. Whether Goltar analysts could turn this deluge of data into valuable information seemed unlikely to him, but that was the genius of data analysts—to take seemingly benign and unrelated information and see the pattern behind it.

While his passive data trawl was underway, Harak-Jash also went actively seeking useful information in the most fertile hunting ground of all—the financial records. 

There was an ancient Goltar saying. If you want to find your true enemy, follow the money. Many species had similar sayings.

He uncovered large credit sums moved into holding accounts and left there. Income had flooded into an account named “Olvanjie” without a link to any obvious cargo shipment. Perhaps this Olvanjie was the paymaster of the Spine Patriots.

The data deluge shut down.

His time was up.

The slate now displayed a three-way split showing camera views of the approaches to the access compartment.

It looked like his exit was clear.

Harak-Jash seized his chance and left, climbing back down the ladderwell to Deck 9.

On the way, he passed the Blevin making her way up to Deck 8. They brushed, and in the exchange Harak-Jash surreptitiously deposited two more 5,000-credit red diamond chips.

* * *

[image: ]


“Did it work?” Gadzo’s face enquired from the slate.

“Like a charm,” Laverna replied. “My data sniffer implanted in both the target’s pinfeed and the portable info-repository he scraped our data into. Let me be clear, Commander; I haven’t actually hacked the Goltar’s pinplants, but I have added a layer that might let us see what he gets up to and where. As for what he got of our data, the poor squid had no idea what he was doing. He barely penetrated the Level 2 secrets we take such care to make it not too hard to penetrate. He mostly scraped interior camera logs. If the Goltar want to watch tens of thousands of hours of empty passageways and endless examples of Leading Spacer Sevig-Rhu explaining his unfettered sexual imagination, then they’re welcome to it.”

“That’s as well,” said Gadzo, his already soft face relaxing even more. Laverna realized how anxious the Human must have been. “The skipper will be proud of us when he gets back. One last thing, crewman. How much did the Goltar bribe you?”

“Four thousand credits,” Laverna replied.

“You’ve earned every credit. Keep it all.” The Human smiled, but Laverna saw the dangerous, almost feral quality to the gesture. “No doubt the operation also involved undeclared expenses. I’ll remind you that ship’s officers have agreed to pay half of all our fees and bounties into the benevolent fund until further notice. Enlisted crewmen are strongly encouraged to do the same.” 

“Of course, Commander.”

“Good. That’s the difference between us and them, Laverna. I know I can trust you. Heaven help us if that stops being true.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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Landing Pads, Romalin Island, Aneb-4

“Can we trust them?”

“Who?” Grael’s step faltered. The hesitation was momentary, but she and Jankel were usually so in tune with each other that the tiniest misunderstandings were a shock. “Do you refer to the Tyzhounes?”

“Yes, I mean—”

“Obviously we can’t trust them.”

“But what I mean,” said Jankel, “to be precise—”

“Is whether we can trust them long enough to serve our purposes?”

“Precisely,” said Jankel, coming to a stop ten meters short of the frigate’s exit hatch.

Beside her, Grael came to a halt in lockstep.

The column of armed guards in their black Endless Night jumpsuits stopped too, their boots thumping onto the deck.

To someone who’d never observed the Endless Night leaders, the synchronized movement would seem like a parade ground maneuver that needed just a little more work to get perfect, but to Grael this was a worrying degree of disharmony.

“I don’t like to hear you say something I don’t already feel myself, brother. We called this meeting to figure out how to exploit the Infinite Flow assets. The Tyzhounes are a major headache. After all, we acquired these assets from the Goltar because we bought the Tyzhounes’ loyalty. They’re dangerously ambitious and have the sense of superiority typical of newly emergent races. Have I missed something, brother?”

“Forgive me, sister,” said Jankel. “My mind has been thrown by the strange findings the Jeha is telling our scientists.”

“Hopper,” said Grael. “She calls herself Hopper for some reason. It’s an easier name to say, so let’s adopt it, brother.”

“Hopper’s ideas strain my brain. That’s all. There’s no disharmony, sister. What I really meant to ask is whether you think we can trust the Tyzhounes long enough for us to survive this meeting?”

“I think we have to take the risk,” said Grael. She resumed her march toward the hatch. Everyone else followed.

“We have our guards for protection,” mused Jankel.

“They have an army.”

“True, but we have something better. Our reputation. Let us proceed with swagger.” 

“Underpinned by secret caution.”

Jankel and Grael hit the hatch opening stud together. Flanked by guards, they marched down the exit ramp from the frigate and onto Romalin Island.

The air was bitter with smoke and heavy with death.

Jankel licked his nostrils to heighten his sense of smell. Grael flared hers to get the same effect.

“I recognize that scent, sister.”

Grael felt the warmth of relief flood her body, because so did she. “I know. It’s the scent—”

“Of victory,” they said in unison.

* * *
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Temporary Meeting Space, Beneath Romalin Island 

“Very well,” said Colonel Zenchaarpo. “To expedite matters, I will accept a twenty percent contribution to Kaznet-Shu’s death benefits in the interests of leaving this turd of a star system as fast as possible. I am eager to remove its stench from my nostrils.”

The Tyzhoune commander glared at Zenchaarpo in malevolent silence. Like the rest of his kind, General Shiyu’s bulbous head had nose slits and plenty of teeth but no eye sockets.

Yet, somehow, that was no barrier to the creature laying down a withering stare.

Damned Tyzhounes gave Zenchaarpo the creeps, but the death benefits his company had incurred in the seizure of Romalin Island were so extreme that after nearly four centuries of operation, Kaznet-Shu was technically trading insolvent.

Zenchaarpo had to try every angle.

The Tyzhoune hissed at him, and Zenchaarpo’s pendant translated into Selroth Standard. “We are liable for nothing, Selroth.” 

“If you’d moved faster, Tyzhoune, my assault force wouldn’t have suffered such catastrophic losses. No one informed us there would be such heavy resistance at this distant rock.”

General Shiyu opened his mouth and extended his jaw. Entropy! Those teeth went back a long way, and they were wicked sharp.

“The Tyzhoune army moves to its own timetable,” the general informed him. “We do not consider the interests of mere mercenaries.”

The Selroth swallowed his anger and glanced at the Tri-V projection of the other mercenary commander the Tyzhoune had just insulted, the Maki fleet commander.

Commodore Fenrikho was safely ensconced in her orbiting flagship, but her Tri-V image looked desperate to bolt, to be anywhere but here.

Zenchaarpo felt a chill course through his skin and shrivel the tentacles that fringed his chin. He felt the same way as Fenrikho, but the Maki troop transports were the only route home for his survivors. He needed the commodore to stay until he figured out a way to extract enough payment for this debacle to cover those damned death benefits.

Given the money Endless Night had spent seizing the interior of the island, the place was clearly valuable. He’d heard it called a factory, and the interior did look industrial, but his hopes that it housed vast stockpiles of valuable industrial goods to seize as war booty had been dashed. 

The room that had been cleared out for them to meet in was even called a production room, but he still didn’t know what the damned place was supposed to be producing.

According to his pinplants, the large wall-mounted slates in the room showed operational process control displays. You’d see something similar in a chemical processing plant, or a power generation site. Romalin Island didn’t seem to be exporting power. Maybe it was a mine?

Zenchaarpo pricked up his ears. A stomping noise approached from the corridor outside. No, not a stomping so much as marching in step. Disciplined soldiers.

The double doors opening out into the corridor flew open, slamming against the inner wall.

Storming through the doors came an Oogar and a Lumar, two of the most powerfully built merc species. And these particular examples were brutes of their kind.

The black jumpsuits bearing the Endless Night emblem and the heavy black boots were a cheap ploy to enhance their thuggish appearance. It worked, too.

Each carried a smaller individual.

The Lumar bore a large black cushion in the upper of its two pairs of arms. A Zuparti lounged on its plump contours, the four-foot-long creature’s eyes half open as if it were bored with the proceedings and could nap at any time.

The Oogar was carrying an elSha, a three-foot-tall skinny lizard that scurried around the furry ogre’s head and shoulders in excitement before coming to rest, dangling by its tail from one of its carrier’s thick arms.

Behind them were a dozen black-clad guards with laser carbines, rifles, and what looked like a flame projector.

The Oogar and Lumar took seats next to each other at the head of the table, still bearing their smaller companions, who were presumably the brains of the operation. Oogar and Lumar were not exactly known for their smarts, although they could be cunning in their own way.

The entrance was quite the contrast from G’Zyoulk, the previous leader of Endless Night and self-styled pirate king. The Goka had worn clothing made from the skins of his enemies. His entourage had included concubines, poets, knife sharpeners, and enemies whose torments he was currently enjoying before eventually adding their hides to his wardrobe. G’Zyoulk had engineered an air of malevolent chaos. 

The image projected by Endless Night’s new management was very different. Instead of the personality cult of G’Zyoulk, the new Endless Night was a dark force of nature. He didn’t even know what the leaders were called. Well, then. It was time to ask.

“Welcome, I’m Colonel Zenchaarpo. I hope that—”

“We know who you are,” said the Zuparti, curling its long lips into a sneer.

“Be quiet unless spoken to,” added the elSha.

Zenchaarpo lowered his head and cast his gaze to the tiled floor. The situation was unbearable, yet he couldn’t afford to anger Endless Night or the Tyzhounes.

The other parties to this meeting probably thought he was submitting to their authority. Frankly, Zenchaarpo was so desperate he couldn’t give a shit what they thought. 

It was Endless Night who’d contracted Kaznet-Shu for this debacle. 

Endless Night who’d fed them false information about facing only token resistance.

Endless Night who were responsible for the deaths of most of his troopers and the destruction of the majority of his dropship assault craft.

And who here would help the stricken Selroth company lying prostrate and bleeding on the battlefield at Romalin?

No one.

If it weren’t his duty to find a way to pay death benefits to the dependents of his fallen mercs, he would gladly end his life by slitting the throats of that double-crossing Zuparti and elSha, knowing full well he’d be ripped to shreds by their bodyguards.

As a young merc, Zenchaarpo would have done precisely that. But he was a colonel now, and leadership brought responsibilities, no matter how much they might suck.

So he lowered his head, drew a long stream of cool water through his rebreather collar, and waited to seize any scraps of opportunity that came his way.

* * *
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Commodore Fenrikho telepresenced calm into the meeting room down on the planet below. 

Not that she felt it.

In fact, she burned with shame to be associated with the outrage Endless Night had perpetrated at the Aneb-4 stargate. Seizing a gate by force. Threatening a gate mistress. The Cartography Guild would not forget. And they never forgave.

To even speak with those brutes in their black garb constituted a risk. She shuddered at the thought of sitting with such abominations.

In the virtual meeting environment Fenrikho was experiencing from the safety of her orbiting flagship, the Endless Night leaders rose to their feet, or rather their hulking bodyguards did.

It was a bizarre theatrical performance. The elSha draped itself around its Oogar bodyguard like a reptilian scarf, and the tubular body of the Zuparti lounged on an enormous cushion held in the upper arms of its Lumar bearer.

Fenrikho hated them.

But they paid handsomely.

“Our just victory is well won,” said the elSha.

“Now begins the exploitation,” said the Zuparti. The virtual presences of the Oogar and Lumar pivoted in perfect unity to regard Fenrikho directly.

“Commodore, we want nothing less than the subjugation of the entire Spine Nebula.”

“Planet by planet.”

“Orbital by orbital.”

The translation of the two Endless Night commanders was delivered into Fenrikho’s preferred Maki language with the same voice. Fenrikho couldn’t tell the Zuparti and elSha voices apart. They seemed so united that she wondered whether there was any point in trying.

“We know we can win,” said one of the Endless Night commanders.

“Because we have the funds to raise enough mercenaries to crush our enemies,” said the other.

“That might not be so easy,” said Fenrikho. She felt her fur stand on end, surprising herself that she’d had the nerve to interrupt the Endless Night freaks.

The Oogar and Lumar gestured for Fenrikho to continue.

“What I mean is, the latest news out of Merc Guild headquarters on Capital Planet is of a moratorium on taking new contracts.”

“So we have heard,” said the Zuparti.

“But we know how to acquire unlicensed mercs,” said the elSha.

“You have seen these so-called Spine Patriots and the battlecruiser Midnight Sun.”

“Can your fleet subdue them?”

“But...our contract was to deliver Colonel Zenchaarpo’s company to the surface of Aneb-4.”

“And return us to our base on Thyryl,” added the Selroth colonel.

“And return you, Colonel. Yes. We have not been contracted to engage in a regional campaign of conquest.”

The Zuparti made a smacking sound with its lips. “We are fully aware of your contract, Commodore.”

“We wrote it ourselves.”

“Are you telling us you wish to dissolve our relationship?”

The virtual Oogar and Lumar took a threatening step toward her.

“Well...after an operation like this...I mean, we need to refit and resupply.”

“Strange,” said the elSha.

“As we recall,” said the Zuparti.

“You never actually fired a shot,” both said together.

The elSha scurried around the Oogar and hung off its powerful shoulders. “What awaits you back home, Commodore?”

On its cushion, the Zuparti pricked up its ears. “It can’t be a juicy contract. Have you heard? There’s a moratorium.”

“Whereas we,” pointed out the elSha, “already have a contract with you. It would seem a trifling matter to extend it.”

“Perhaps with an open-ended retainer.”

“Certainly nothing we need to bother the guild with.”

“So, we ask again, Commodore Fenrikho. Can you subdue the Spine Nebula?”

Fenrikho licked her lips. She’d been in such a hurry to escape Endless Night, she hadn’t thought of where she was escaping to. Warships and their crews were ruinously expensive to maintain. No one had given her a straight answer about why there was a contract moratorium, which meant she had no idea how long this fallow period would last. 

The elSha was glaring at her with sheer evil in its slitted eyes. “Are you telling us you can’t subdue the Spine Nebula?”

“Or do not wish to?” asked the Zuparti.

Fenrikho sighed. She knew what Spinning Shield’s company board would demand—that she bring in the revenue any way she could. They might even send reinforcements if the moratorium continued, and they grew desperate enough to risk the wrath of the Merc Guild.

“I’ll tell you what we can do,” Fenrikho said firmly. “And in this I am confident, because I’ve already gamed the scenario with my senior commanders as a training exercise. We cannot be strong in every system. If the enemies we face, and the planetary governments—weak though they may be—are united against us, we must assume our every move will be watched and reported upon. In a straight up fight with my fleet concentrated, we shall prevail. But if we disperse forces, our enemies will hide in the shadows and then concentrate where we are weak to destroy us in detail. Against the enemy we have seen so far, I judge we can deploy dominant strength at two locations simultaneously, each force concentrated around one of our two battlecruisers. I suggest those positions should be the emergence point near Aneb-4 and the stargate to Beta-Caerelis 6, near Station 5. No one will come to Romalin without getting through us. And with Beta-Caerelis having the only jump route out of the nebula, we have some say in who can and who cannot leave the nebula.”

“We need more naval strength,” said the Zuparti.

“But this would be a useful start,” said the elSha.

“I haven’t finished yet,” said Fenrikho. “The incident where the Aneb-4 gate mistress was attacked by your organization could have serious consequences. Spinning Shield cannot afford to take on the guilds in open warfare. None of us here can. The Merchant Guild will expect commerce to flow through Beta-Caerelis to the wider galaxy. Although the value of goods shipped is small, and the voices of corporations trading here are easy for the Union to ignore, nonetheless, we can only interfere with commercial traffic for so long before the Merchant Guild will be forced to take notice and do something about us. What Endless Night does is your business—you’re a noted pirate organization, after all. But Spinning Shield is a respected Mercenary Guild company, and we cannot be seen to blockade Beta-Caerelis.”

“Think carefully,” the elSha told Fenrikho, flicking its tail so hard it slapped against its Oogar’s head.

“It is in your interest,” said the Zuparti, “to accept our offer.”

Fenrikho didn’t immediately reply. Maybe that would persuade those freaks that she was seriously considering their proposal. 

To her surprise, she found herself doing just that.

On the one hand, the Spinning Shield company board expected her to bring in money. By the Hells, she might even be granted a position on the board after early retirement if she made good credits here.

But against that she weighed the dire consequences of crossing the Merchant Guild, the Cartography Guild, maybe the Trade Guild, and certainly the Mercenary Guild. 

Fenrikho held herself proudly and gave her answer. “No. I refuse. The offer to extend our contract is generous, but we cannot afford to irritate the guilds.”

“Fuck them,” snapped the elSha.

The Zuparti growled. “Fuck the guilds.”

Fenrikho flicked her tails nervously, unwilling to echo such a dangerous sentiment. The truth was she would dearly love the guilds to flood into the nebula in great numbers so she could shield behind them. “The guilds are not merciful to those who cross them.” 

“Let us make it simple,” said the two pirates together. “Eighty million credits.” 

Fenrikho’s throat went dry. She imagined life as a board member. Pleasure worlds filled with delights. Her own personal yacht with a hand-picked crew paid to satisfy her every desire. She would have earned her luxuries.

“Eighty million?” The Selroth gurgled in anger. “Most of my troopers died because you fed us false information. If you have that kind of money, you can afford to contribute toward their death benefits.”

The Oogar and Lumar remained oriented toward Fenrikho; they merely inclined their heads toward the Selroth. “We paid you,” said the pair they held. “You are weak now. Of little worth. Keep your mouth shut or...” The Lumar flicked an electro-lash across the table in the direction of the Selroth merc. Its tip crackled with plasma. “...we’ll whip you from this meeting and into the factory worker pens to earn out your penance for interrupting us.”

“Eighty million,” said Fenrikho. “Payable into escrow immediately.”

“Naturally.”

“And disbursed at a rate of a million a day.”

“We will be delighted to accept,” said Fenrikho. “I should, perhaps, point out that in our wargaming of this scenario, there was one strategy that was somewhat riskier, but carried a much higher chance of immediate victory.”

“Go on.”

“Most likely our enemies are licking their wounds at Station 5 in the Beta-Caerelis System, ready to bolt out of the nebula if threatened. We leave only a token force here at Aneb and deliver a killing blow at Station 5. The campaign will be over before it is properly begun.”

“Do it!” said the Zuparti

“Crush our enemies.”

“There are to be no survivors.”

“Let this be a message to all who defy us,” the Zuparti and elSha cried in unison. “Endless Night has come to the Spine Nebula. And this time there will be no Midnight Sun to pierce the dark. The night shall reign eternal.”

* * * * *
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D-Clock 6/1, Station 5 approach

With her arms stretched wide as if she hung off a Human-sized coat hanger, Blue found she could operate the dropship’s pitch and yaw controls simultaneously. Smoothly, she brought the D-Clock back onto the approach path Station 5 Docking Control had supplied.

In the flight deck Tri-V, the virtual path stretching out into Docking Zone Delta switched from amber to white as she successfully corrected course. She swooped beneath the empty docking hoops of the outer zones where larger ships would moor.

“You see,” she told her copilot. “Nothing to it.”

“You are coming in too fast,” said the copilot, whose name—at least the humanized version—was Gloriana. She was an alien of enormous wealth who’d found Blue as a space vagrant with attitude and raised her up to be a successful mercenary company commander with attitude.

The Goltar was also a puppet mistress pulling strings with all seven of her squid-like tentacles. Far too many of those strings seemed to be controlling Blue’s life. Gloriana was also possibly a war criminal, a persistent liar, and she wanted Blue in her back pocket to lead a charge of antimatter bomb ships against her most hated enemy, the Veetanho.

She was also still capable of surprising Blue, and not many people were able to do that.

Instead of helping Blue to correct their approach vector, she was applying a tube of lipstick to conceal the chips and cracks on the edge of her red beak that reminded Blue of a Triceratops.

Goltar used lipstick. Who knew?

“You know what you need to do,” said Gloriana. “I would help, but your problem is not with flight controls, it’s with stubbornness and willful stupidity. Perhaps brain surgery is what you need.”

They’d reached the far side of the outer docking hoops. Now they were climbing to their assigned docking zone, deep in the oldest section of Station 5. Their virtual flight path flashed red. Their velocity was too high.

With both hands still in the outer circuit of orientation controls, Blue pressed her knee to the throttle pad. She nudged it down.

The throttle didn’t respond, so she pushed a little harder.

Now the throttle responded.

The thrust cut almost to a full stop. Blue toppled off her padded Goltar perch and crashed gently to the deck. 

“Stupid thing needs a proper chair and Human controls.”

“No, it does not.”

The dropship’s flashing red course projection deviated from the assigned path. Any moment now, Docking Control would get angsty on Blue’s ass, and she didn’t want that.

She sat on the deck, crossed her arms, and shut her eyes.

Brain surgery? She’d had more than enough of that, with multiple layers of pinplants up to her mind’s maximum capacity. Gloriana had offered to pay to have her skull enlarged and her brain extended to allow further cognitive augments. Blue had always resisted—up to now. The term ‘leading edge procedure’ sounded too much like ‘lab rat experiment.’ She felt like she’d already stretched what it meant to be Human. Even she was scared to go further.

Lacking the Goltar physiology of seven tentacle-limbs, a brain in her backside, and a beak out of a bad B-movie, she pinlinked to the flight controls and thought her way back onto the assigned flight path.

The craft responded obediently, returning to plan and heading smoothly for the mooring slips allocated to small craft.

“Better,” said Gloriana. Then she surprised Blue once again by stashing her lipstick and expressing gratitude for the first time in history. “Thank you for smuggling us off Midnight Sun.”

“I’m only doing this because Captain Jenkins and the Spine Patriots want to flay you alive. Given what your people have done to the nebula over the past millennia or two, I can’t say I blame them. But I need you alive for my own purposes. Hence the smuggling.”

“You mean you need me to summon reinforcements?”

“Yeah. That. Sure. But mostly I keep thinking of...”

She brought up a pinview window of the passenger hold. The two Goltars Gloriana had picked as an escort were perched calmly on their stools, ready to move out. Blue checked that the mic pickup from the flight deck was off. 

Whoever these two really were, they were obviously important to Gloriana. One had been picked out of the black with her near the Aneb stargate. The other—surveillance had named him Harak-Jash—had escaped the chaos of the Aneb evacuation aboard Unlikely Regret.

Once the fleeing ships had emerged from hyperspace, there had been a flurry of shuttle missions transferring stragglers evacuated by the wrong faction to their rightful ships. Gloriana had been waiting for Harak-Jash to arrive from the Regret and hadn’t let him out her sight since. 

The big squid might trust those two, but Blue didn’t, and what she was about to speak of was unimaginably illegal. “I keep thinking of the gazillion credits you’ll pay me to obliterate Lytoshaan.”

Blue wondered why the hell she’d gone and said that out loud. Despite what people sometimes told her, she didn’t really have a death wish. But...she had to admit, the idea of leading those Keesius antimatter ships gave her the kind of bone-chilling fear that felt so good.

“Keep the simulation data coming in,” said Gloriana. “The techs and the machinery are still there on Midnight Sun. I’m less likely to need you in the flesh if you’re just as good in simulation.”

“Don’t let Midnight Sun hear you say that. The ship is dying to go out in a blaze of glory.” Blue shivered. “It has a habit of getting what it wants in the end.”

Gloriana watched in silence as the mooring cables secured the D-Clock dropship, and a flexible docking collar reached out toward the front of the craft.

Blue wasn’t done talking about the Lytoshaan mission. She didn’t actually want to carry it out—she was pretty sure of that—but talking about it gave her goosebumps. The good kind.

“You do realize,” she told Gloriana, “that if we destroy Lytoshaan, it won’t eradicate the Veetanho. Sure, the loss of their homeworld would knock them down hard. They’d lick their wounds, nurse their hatred, and lay their plans for revenge. In other words, precisely what you Goltar did when the Veetanho kicked you in the soft parts thousands of years ago.”

Deep within the Goltar’s head, an eye repositioned behind its bony socket to stare at Blue. “You are correct, Human. If we destroy Lytoshaan, and decimate their forces across the Union, I would look forward to the clash that would come in another thousand years’ time.”

“You’re mad.”

“We are more alike than you think, Blue. We even used to fight in mech suits inspired by the Raknar, very much like your CASPers.”

“I heard. Sun told me you had a bug problem.”

“That is correct. Although the Veetanho were behind our fall from power, it was the vast swarms of Goka they unleashed who invaded our planet, salted it, ruined it, burnt it down to the lower crust. That’s why we abandoned our mechs for a fast-fighting style, with quick-drawn knives and pistols to seek the weak points within Goka shells. I sometimes wonder whether the reason Peepo acted so soon, and so harshly, against your race was because in your CASPers she was reminded of how we Goltar had once been.”

“I don’t think we’re that similar. If you were Human, you wouldn’t want to give the Veetanho time to recover and return. Once you’d knocked them down, you’d pursue them across the galaxy until you’d exterminated every last one.”

“And if you Humans exterminated all your foes,” asked Gloriana, “what would you do then?”

“Well, then we’d...” Blue bit her lip. The truth hurt. “Then we’d war amongst ourselves.”

“Of course you would. Better to unite and fight the alien foe, eh? What is your expression? Kill aliens and get paid? We, too, live to that maxim. It is better than killing our brothers and sisters, don’t you think? You Humans are freshly exposed to the ways of the galaxy. You still have a lot to learn.”

“So everyone keeps saying. Talking of exposure, let’s get you squid people safely into the station before the skipper finds you and decides he wants to open a sushi bar.”

* * *
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Blue accompanied the three Goltar through auto-customs, checking all the time for weapons to spring into tentacle tips.

Goltar had a habit of concealing their bone pistols. Knives, too. Goltar liked knives. Having heard Gloriana’s little history, she understood why. Thinking about it, since taking the war to Peepo and the Veetanho, the Midnighters had suffered more CASPer pilot casualties to Goka than to any other cause.

Maybe Goltar and Humans weren’t so very different, though she knew which species smelled better.

The more she hung around the Goltar, the less mysterious they seemed. In fact, she was beginning to find them so easy to understand that they were almost boring her.

And worrying her.

To put it mildly, Blue had been a little insubordinate to her employer back in the Aneb System. If she knew one thing about the Goltar in general, and Gloriana in particular, it was that beneath their long limbs with row upon row of suckers, the evil bony eyes, and the tasty knife work, they were seething bundles of pride.

Blue had seriously wounded Gloriana’s.

She didn’t doubt there would be consequences.

But the aliens slithered away into the vastness of the station without slitting her throat or shooting her full of holes.

She could finally relax.

Blue waved at them. “Stay safe, kids. Don’t forget to write.”

She took a deep breath and set her pinplants to play a random song from her Calm Before the Shitstorm playlist.

It was Mamma, I’m Coming Home, a 20th century power ballad performed by an Altar rock supergroup.

Thirty seconds short of the end—with a tear down her cheek because Blue wondered whether she ever would come home to her mamma’s grave on Earth—she sensed a commotion approaching along a connecting corridor.

An angry cry was fired at her by a big man in an even bigger greatcoat.

“Blue! What the fuck have you done with Gloriana?”

* * * * *
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Station 5

“Where is she?” the skipper yelled. “C’mon, Blue. We had an agreement.”

“That’s not accurate,” said the tiny woman who—damn her to hell!—was wearing a cut-down version of his own navy greatcoat. The one she’d stolen. Was she mocking him?

“I don’t have time for your games.” He came up to her and glared down at her bald head. The four Patriots with him lapped around her flanks. She might be small, but she stood her ground, arms folded, as undaunted as a granite promontory washed by the waves. 

Why couldn’t she have been this undaunted standing up to her paymistress?

“We have a common enemy, Captain Jenkins. A temporary truce, too. But no agreement.”

“But we—”

“No, you told me to force Gloriana to make cast-iron assurances to end the suppression of the nebula. You want reparations, too. It seems you mistook my sympathy for an agreement. I never agreed to anything, Skipper.”

“Don’t Skipper me, Blue. We lost a lot of good people. Some of our ships coming into Station 5 now are being pulled by tugs, because they’re too badly damaged to come in under their own steam. The next time they leave dock, it’ll be for one last journey to the L4 recycling yards. We need to believe we can win. For that, we need to know Midnight Sun is on our side.”

“Gloriana was holding onto the hope that Goltar military vessels would still be at Station 5. So was I. The last left just one week ago. She’s gone to summon Goltar reinforcements, and that’s the job we all need her to do.”

“You mean you let her get away. Either she’ll abandon us to our fate, or come back and crush us with overwhelming force, along with everyone else.”

“I’m not excusing what the Goltar have done, but what would you prefer to do about it, Captain Jenkins? Do you want to make things right? Or would you rather wallow in your anger?”

“You’re hiding behind your words, Blue. Actions are what determines the measure of a person, and you’re sitting on your ass doing nothing.” The skipper chewed his lip, too angry to speak. For some reason he’d convinced himself that Blue was special. That she’d help to fix the problems of the nebula. 

It seemed he was very wrong.

“Gloriana hasn’t abandoned us,” the woman insisted in a confident tone that suggested she believed her own lies. “Nor is she going to swoop back through the nebula and destroy the Patriots. Not anymore. Galactic politics demands she comes to your aid if the Goltar are going to retain any title to the Infinite Flow.”

The skipper snorted. “Even if that were true, what are we supposed to do in the meantime? We put all our money into arming a fleet, and for what? Endless Night with their mercs chased us away with our tails between our legs. We’ve no more money.”

“I take it you haven’t checked your Yack recently.”

The skipper’s jaw dropped. What was she on about?

He checked his universal account access card through the link to his wrist slate.

The numbers it showed him...his jaw practically dislocated and fell to the deck. “Twenty-five million,” he whispered.

“Gloriana’s not one for sitting on her tentacles,” Blue explained. “We need to keep our enemies occupied until she can return with the relief force. And that needs funds.”

His mind filled with the possibilities of what that amount of money could translate to. Mercs, ships, arms, surveillance equipment, bribes, food, fake ID—everything you needed to wage a guerrilla war except for belief and people. Those he already had.

“You told me actions speak louder than words,” said Blue. “Now it’s your turn to show me what you’re made of. You could take the money and run. Midnight Sun won’t stop you.” 

The skipper tapped his Yack and pressed his finger into the biosensor underneath. “Right back at you, Blue.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

The skipper shrugged. “Have you checked your Yack recently?”

Her eyes went distant as she pinlinked to her Yack. Her mouth dropped open.

“There you go.” He grinned. It wasn’t often you got one over on Captain Sue Blue.

Her eyes twinkled with exotic mischief. “Looks like an admirer’s paid me for services to haute couture and witty banter.”

“I’ve given you five million,” he said. “Same for your sister. I’ve still got your account details from when you used to be on my payroll. Who knows what’ll happen? We could be split up. That’s your share of Gloriana’s money to pay for nebula defense.”

“I understand, Skipper. You can trust me. Money isn’t my main motivation. Nor is it Sun’s.”

“No. Not until she started spending every credit she had trying to find a cure for her Danish boyfriend. Yeah, I know. She told me. But I don’t think Sun’s the type to cut and run. Hell, she’s so determined to get back to Aneb-4 and rescue Branco that the Patriots are scared of her.”

“Fear’s not always the best motivator,” said Blue.

“What do you mean?” he replied, but even as he said the words, he understood her.

He’d led the Patriots into a fight with the Scythe, who were still out there. But now the Goltar were directly involved—one way or another—and they were a major galactic power. And then there was Endless Night, with their serious merc armies and fleets. And he could forget about that sweet deal he’d almost sealed to smuggle cargos for them. He was in over his head. If the Patriots were going to win the victory, the campaign would be long and hard, and with no guarantee of success. The souls who looked to him for leadership hadn’t signed up for this. Fear wasn’t going to be enough.

His first officer’s voice came through his earpiece. “Skipper, we have a problem.”

“You’ll have to be more specific, Gadzo. We’ve got a bucketful.”

“Try the Maki fleet, Skipper. They’ve just punched through the emergence point, headed for the stargate.”

“In what strength?”

“All of them. The entire fleet we encountered in the Aneb System has followed us here and wants to renew our acquaintance. If we run for the gate now, it’ll be a close-run thing, but Nav thinks they’ll get there first.”

“We need to delay them,” said Blue, who’d clearly received a similar update from Midnight Sun.

That much is obvious, the skipper thought to himself, rubbing furiously at his beard as he thought desperately to find a way out of this.

A grin spread across his face as the inkling of a plan began to form. 

But when he looked up to share with Blue, she was already off in the distance, sprinting back to her ship.

* * * * *
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Station 5

Flanked by Harak-Jash and Diyar-Dir, Gloriana walked through the passageways leading into the terminal.

There were few people about, but her group had been seen. In the dockside areas of even a modest port such as Station 5, the exotic and rare became almost commonplace. Although they’d been seen, they might not have been noticed.

Might.

Goltar hadn’t walked openly along these passageways for thousands of years. It was more likely that someone would see them and try to convert their sighting into credits. 

At least she was free from the stink of that wretched Human.

Captain Blue was insubordinate, insolent, and questioned everything. What was it with Humans and their endless questions?

And Blue had flaunted her orders.

For now, Gloriana managed to contain her anger. She was magnanimous like that, a great being from a great race, though Blue would feel the consequences of her insubordination down the line.

And why not be magnanimous? For all her many faults, the Human was highly entertaining.

In a twisted, perverted sense, Gloriana almost felt indebted to the woman. The Human had rescued her from certain death when her frigate had been shot out from under her at Aneb-4. And on the journey here through hyperspace, Blue had kept her alive when she could so easily have handed her over to the Spine Patriots, giftwrapped for execution.

Gloriana came to a halt. Can I really be indebted to Captain Blue, my subordinate from the most junior of races?

The brief feeling of fellowship fled when Gloriana realized that Blue felt pity for her.

Fire seethed through her veins.

How dare she? The loathsome little creature.

“Through here,” Harak-Jash hissed.

Instantly, Gloriana shed her musings and followed the sound of his voice.

Harak-Jash was hardly an intellectual, but his loyalty was beyond question, and he had a nose for groundwork. She was grateful that the strike leader had appeared in the first wave of shuttles trying to sort the survivors of Aneb-4 and place them in the right ships.

After checking to verify no one was around, she followed Harak-Jash to the bulkhead in time to see his tentacles disappearing up into the overhead.

She jumped onto the handrail, threw her kitbag up into the space he’d opened above her head, and jumped right after it.

It was a baggage conduit. Passenger vessels could use them to carry personal baggage to reclaim areas inside the terminals. This one hadn’t been used for a while, given the evidence of occupation by small animals and rollers that had seized up.

There was a grunt from behind, then Diyar-Dir thumped into Gloriana. He’d been a sensor officer for a Goltar frigate. Now the warship was a field of cold dust near the Aneb-4 stargate, and the naval officer was a fugitive like the rest of them. He replaced the panel down into the passageway below, wrapping them in darkness.

They moved at speed through the conduit, donning the cloaks stashed in their kit bags before dropping down into the deserted reclaim area.

“Our contacts are in Vane 2, Deck 12,” Gloriana informed her companions. “They are a Zuparti, a Jivool, and...a Human. They are identified by a blonde stripe through their head hair.”

“Do we need them, Councilor?” Harak-Jash spoke in a respectful tone that made it obvious he disapproved. “I prefer not to place my trust in aliens.”

“Your instincts are well founded, Strike Leader. But you are an infantry NCO. You don’t understand the power of money. I have used the services of these associates before, which is why I took care to implant them in Station 5 some weeks ago. In the field of moving people from one place to another without being seen, their operation is the best in the business. You don’t need to trust them, you only have to trust the money that pays for their loyalty. Let’s go.”

They broke through the barrier sealing off the reclaim area and merged into the crowds on the station proper. Hooded cloaks shielded their heads and fell down to the deck. With their features in shadow, they presented an uncommon appearance, but could pass for Cartar, perhaps, or one of several aquatic species.

From the privacy of her concealment, Gloriana pondered the strike leader’s words.

She was putting her trust in another Human. She’d done too much of that of late.

* * *
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Gloriana perched the bulk of her body over the inter-deck tube, her suckers securing her to the lip. Then she drew in her tentacles and fell. Slowly.

Station 5 spun about an axis through the junction of Vane Two with the older, original structure of the orbital. The top of the tube was on Deck 6, where pseudo-gravity was about 0.6g. She landed gently on a cushioned mat on Deck 7, where pseudo-gravity was a little stronger.

Soft thuds from the jump tubes to either side announced the arrival of her companions.

Vane residents preferred to travel to lower decks using the elevator shafts or ramps, which left the tubes largely deserted. There was no one here.

They passed through the pressure door and into a lit atrium that gave a view of the entire length of the vane. A less wondrous sight was the alien with its back to them who was hesitating by the exit to the tubes down to Deck 8.

As she marched toward the exit, Gloriana identified the individual as a HecSha, a loutish semi-reptilian race, a member of the Mercenary Guild with a preference for contracts that involved pillaging. 

At the best of times, HecSha were a pain up the blow hole, and this individual was no exception. The arrogant creature had its back to them, deliberately blocking the way through the pressure door. 

Gloriana wasn’t surprised. HecSha were, after all, a naturally argumentative race. In years to come, they would learn once again to respect the Goltar. As it was, even if she threw back her hood, the creature wouldn’t know what she was. The mission was more important than almost anything, but Gloriana was deeply tired of yielding to the antics of lesser races.

Keeping her pistols hidden within the folds of her tentacles, she rubbed the safeties off. “Out of our way, oaf.”

The HecSha twitched its long tail.

“I won’t warn you again,” she threatened.

“You move fast,” said the HecSha.

Gloriana looked at her companions in surprise. They looked as confused by the alien’s response as she was.

“You don’t look like you move fast on land,” continued the HecSha, “but then, we’re still learning about you Goltar.”

It knew what they were. She readied a tentacle to fling back her cloak and fire. “Explain yourself.”

“Explain? What’s to tell? I meant to inform you that I almost didn’t get here in time.”

It turned around. A rough cloak was draped over its shoulders, but it wasn’t hooded. Beady black eyes stared at her over a flattened green snout. It didn’t look like much of a threat. 

“Are you saying you have sought us out?” Gloriana asked. “Do you intend to sell us services?”

“No. It’s really very simple. I’ve been stalling you while my friends caught up.”

The pressure door behind them slid open. A column of thugs streamed through, brandishing knives, pistols, and clubs.

Gloriana raised a pistol and fired at the HecSha’s head.

The reptilian brute anticipated it, dodging sideways just in time. It pulled a rod out from its cloak, which expanded in an instant into a short staff arcing plasma at both tips.

Impressive, thought Gloriana, but pointless. She fired again.

The HecSha was already diving and rolling. Again she missed, her round merely creasing the scaly top of its head. Her opponent was good. Its evasive move was also a strike, the electro-staff swinging in an arc against Gloriana’s tentacles.

It would have been easy to empty a couple of mags of pistol rounds into the nimble HecSha, but that would have felt unsatisfying.

The lesser races of the galaxy had forgotten to fear the Goltar. Gloriana had a reputation to rebuild.

She rolled through the air in a balletic motion of choreographed synchronicity with her opponent.

With two tentacles, she stabbed knives through the black eyes of the HecSha, thrusting deep into the brain beyond.

But the HecSha had already delivered its attack. She screamed in pain as the electro-staff discharged against three other tentacles, sending sparks of lightning up her limbs and into her brain, which exploded like a supernova.

She lay on the floor, twitching like a landed catch.

She smelled something burning.

Flesh.

Hers.

She felt ready to vomit, to pass out, and to die from pain all at the same time. It was confusing. And unacceptable.

She was a high councilor of the Goltar people. She would not be laid low by space station scum.

Staggering upright, with three limbs paralyzed, she presented two pistols and searched for targets to service.

Two Pushtal were assaulting Diyar-Dir.

She emptied a magazine into each.

The fight was over. 

Harak-Jash was swaying a little, corpses laid out on the deck around him like flower petals. He ripped open the shirt of a dead Zuul and ran a tentacle over the alien’s neck.

“I can feel the Endless Night symbol,” he said breathlessly. “It’s branded into her.”

“I see it, too,” said Diyar-Dir. “What the Humans call the infinity symbol. The Pushtal are wearing them as earrings.”

“Then we must hurry,” Gloriana urged. “And in future, Lieutenant Diyar-Dir, do not tell me how the Humans speak of the universe. In fact, avoid speaking of the Humans at all.”

Harak-Jash held up a tentacle for silence.

Behind the pressure door they’d come through, Gloriana heard footsteps running their way.

She fired two shots through the still-open door to give whoever it was something to think about.

“Boss, don’t shoot,” said a Jivool.

“It’s us,” said a Zuparti. “I sniffed out an ambush headed your way. We came to help out.”

“Yeah. Can’t get paid a completion bonus if you’re dead, boss.”

“Who are you?” Gloriana demanded of the individuals hiding out of sight on the far side the door.

“BIG Acquisition, Retrieval and Smuggling Enterprises, at your service, ma’am.”

“Advance and be recognized.”

The individuals wore a blonde streak through their heads.

“What of the Human?” Gloriana asked.

“Imogen.” The Jivool lowered its shaggy head.

“The Human is no longer part of our operation,” said the Zuparti, words that delighted Gloriana. “It’s just us. I’m Beerak, and that ugly brute is Gutho. We’re bee-eye-gee without the eye, but we’re sticking with the name our sorely missed cofounder came up with. For some reason, she thought the Human translation of the name was hilarious.”

“What happened to the Human?”

“I killed her,” said Gutho.

Gloriana’s two Goltar companions tensed.

Beerak patted his partner’s leg. “There, there. Gutho still misses her.”

“She saved my life more than once.” The Jivool sniffed.

“I miss her too, big guy. But she betrayed client satisfaction, remember?” Beerak wrinkled his whiskers at the memory and explained to Gloriana, “These Humans have such a primitive morality. And when you cross it, they think they know what’s best for the whole damned galaxy. Being right is more important to them than comradeship. Even more important than money. Moralistic Humans are like the MinSha, but worse, and uglier.”

“And dumber,” said Gutho.

Beerak patted his friend’s leg once more. “Take my advice, boss; never work with Humans.” 

The babbling idiots have a point, thought Gloriana. Trusting Humans had been her mistake from the start. Her darling Xal-Ssap had believed in the Tyzhounes and moved to deploy them in great numbers before they’d been properly conditioned. The Tyzhounes had gone on to betray them all.

Am I making the same mistake with Humans?

“I like these individuals,” Gloriana told the other Goltar. “I believe they are who they claim to be.”

“Good,” said the Zuparti, “because we need to skedaddle.”

They followed Beerak and Gutho and jumped down the inter-deck tubes.

On Deck 19, they holed up in a disused restroom facility. The stench from the broken waste system made Gloriana’s head swim, but for now, they could rest in safety.

Perching on a multi-species waste stall, she pulled back her hood.

“Revealed,” said Beerak, twitching his whiskers. “In the flesh! At long last. I gotta say, you look pretty exotic, boss. What are you?”

“We are of the Goltar. Which marks us as both a rarity, and as a target. Your job—for which I handsomely pay—is to transport us where I wish to go without us needing to reveal our identities, and without you asking questions.”

Diyar-Dir and Harak-Jash menaced the two aliens with their pistols.

“Can we rely on you, Beerak?” asked Gloriana.

“No need for the strong-arm tactics,” said Gutho.

Beerak nipped at the Jivool’s shins. “Gutho! Don’t be offensive.” Beerak bowed to Gloriana on her cracked throne. “Forgive the uncultured dumb beast, boss. He meant to say there’s no need for the strong-tentacled tactics. You’ve always paid well, and we’ve always given you good service. Now that I know you’re Goltar, do I have to dunk you in water every hour or something?”

“That will not be necessary,” Gloriana replied. “We are fully amphibious.”

“Very convenient,” said the Jivool. “Where do you want to go, boss?”

Gloriana sucked through her blowhole. “This is unacceptable. It’s bad enough that I need to talk directly to either of you. I certainly don’t want to talk to both of you. Which one of you is in charge?”
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