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“I really don’t like this,” groaned Sandra Clemenceau, holding her sniper rifle tightly as the shuttle bucked from the turbulence of the drop. The pert blond stared with wide blue eyes at the padded interior as the ship shook again.

“What’s not to like?” Ivan Zhukov asked, turning a sharp heavy blade over in his scarred hands. “We’re coming down like a rock and hoping we aren’t spotted by the people we’ve come to kill. What could be better?”

Jonah White Eagle snorted, glad that the pair, two of his oldest employees, could banter. It helped to relieve the tension of a drop. Of course, Ivan was correct. If their prey saw them coming, there could be trouble. Which was why they were taking this top-of-the-world route.

“Fifteen minutes to touchdown, sir,” the pilot called back from the cockpit. “Sure you don’t want to be up here?”

Jonah took a look around the compartment they were riding in. It was the utilitarian green of military vehicles of Earth make. Web chairs were all they had to sit in, though at least they came with straps to hold them in if things got rough. Not the newest thing in orbit-to-ground transport, but it was tried-and-true technology, and the best they could afford.

“I’m fine, Ed. I’d rather have the pair of you up there handling this part.”

He looked over at the Tri-V map. They were coming down over a thousand miles from the cliff edge, toward the middle of the seven-and-a-half-mile high plateau that made up most of the only large continent on the planet Kalagart. It was hoped that they wouldn’t be picked up coming in like this, since the enemy had no known satellites in orbit. Touchdown would be six miles from the cliff, and they would walk to it. Nothing to it, thought the Apache-descended leader. He’d taken much longer hikes with a lot more equipment.

He looked over at his partner, the second-in-command and Vice President of the Fierce Eagle Company. Charley Thapa was a Gurkha, a born mountaineer, but even he had evidenced some trepidation at scaling the thirty-nine-thousand-foot-high cliffs down to the foothills of the canyon.

Nothing to it, Jonah told himself again, trying to calm the pre-mission butterflies fluttering through his stomach. Once they were down in the canyon, they’d be fine. It was the kind of territory they were used to operating in, forest and jungle.

He took another look at the Tri-V as the shuttle straightened out to fly low over the terrain. Kalagart was one unusual bitch of a planet. The eighteen and a half million square miles of the primary continent was divided into two completely different environments. In the canyonlands, a series of deep depressions carved millions of years before by the rivers flowing through them, the environment was much like many found on Earth and other planets. The canyonlands covered almost four million square miles, a little larger than the old United States.

The life forms in the canyonlands used the same amino acids and proteins as Earth life, meaning it was edible to Humans. Unfortunately, that also meant that Humans made good snacks for some of the larger beasts. They used different nucleotides, but still transmitted them between two sexes for reproduction.

The plateau biosphere had some similarities with the land below, and many more differences. The biologists thought that life in the thin, cold atmosphere came from the same biogenesis event that produced the lowland and ocean life, but it had evolved over billions of years since the uplift of the plateau to become very different. The animals had much lower metabolisms, with what amounted to anti-freeze in their blood, and enormous lungs. They were warmer than their environment, but not what most scientists would call warm-blooded. Humans could still eat the life there, but too much would cause alcohol poisoning.

It didn’t really matter if the life on the plateau was compatible or not, since they weren’t equipped for a long stay. Their high-tech outwear would help them blend in with the surroundings, and keep them warm enough in the short term, but they would have to carry their air with them or haul along a machine to concentrate oxygen and refill the tanks they had.

We’ll be there in three hours, he thought of the cliff face they would walk to, looking up the cabin at the rest of his team.

“I wish we could have brought our CASPers along,” Erik Menendez said, shaking his head.

The man was cross-trained in the combat armor. The company only had a trio of the suits, since they weren’t their standard mission equipment. For some reason, the contract hadn’t called for them to bring them, as there was no stated need for them. Ramos’ Ravagers were the heavy unit on this mission. Jonah had worked with them before, but that had been years earlier, and he wasn’t familiar with their current membership. Working with people he didn’t know well tended to make him nervous.

The twenty-five operatives he’d brought along were all good people. All had military training, and all had graded out at the top of their profession. Some still didn’t have enough experience to suit him, but with a little help, they’d be fine. He hoped.

Some were married; most weren’t, but they’d all left someone behind. Sandra had left a husband and some eggs, just in case she didn’t make it back. Most had girlfriends. Hell, even he had someone, though he was sure the couple he’d left his cat with would take care of her if something happened to him.

“Think we’ll take any scalps on this mission, Colonel?” one of his newer people asked.

“That’s not politically correct, Joey,” Charley said, putting his kukri back in its sheath.

“Then why’re you carrying that big bastard, Major?” Joseph Many Bears said, unable to keep the grin off his face. “And I’m Sioux, so I can say stuff like that.”

Joseph Many Bears was a full-blooded Sioux and a veteran of Earth’s defense force. Jonah thought he’d work out. Despite being raised on the Great Plains, he could move through brush as quietly as anyone the leader had ever seen.

“Just get us down,” Sandra said, gripping her rifle tightly. “And puppy,” she continued, looking at Many Bears, “I don’t think the people we’re going after have scalps. Not as we understand the term.”

“The Besquith do,” the smiling young man said. “I’d sure like to prove myself against one of them.”

“Then you’re crazy,” Ivan said, looking up from his own knife. “The only way to take down one of those monsters is with a large-caliber weapon like Sandra has.”

“The colonel took one down,” the young man said, looking over at Jonah.

“I was lucky. And we’re unlikely to run into any of them here.”

Jonah had studied the intelligent life forms they were likely to encounter. The native aborigines, the Kalagarta, were bipedal, with slime-covered skin and secondary gills. They could move fast enough on land, but they could really tear it up in the rivers. The species they thought of as the bosses was one Humans didn’t encounter too often. Large lumps of muscle called Groff, they still rated high on the intelligence scale, which was why they were running the operation. And then there were the Xlatan, a relative newcomer species to the mercenary game. They were supposed to be tough. Maybe not in the same class as the Besquith, but close enough.

“Not from what I heard. I heard...”

“We have company, Colonel,” called the pilot over the intercom.

“Who are they?” he asked, alarm bells going off in his mind. No one was supposed to know they were coming, and it seemed improbable that someone would be cruising along there at the same time by chance.

“I don’t know, sir. But the missiles hanging from the hull make me doubt they’re a short-hop shuttle.”

“Can you lose them?”

“I’m good, Colonel, but not that good. There’s no place to hide up here. Maybe if I can make it to the edge and down into the canyon.”

“Then push it.”

The engines sounded through the hull. The shuttle could go hypersonic, but they needed to think about dropping over the edge, not flying as an easy target over the lowlands where their enemies were located. He also didn’t think they’d be able to outrun whatever was on their tail. Definitely not their missiles.

“We have missile launch. Four birds in the air.”

Jonah changed the view of the Tri-V, pulling up a tactical plot that showed the four weapons streaking in. The following craft was just under a hundred miles back, and the missiles, accelerating quickly, would impact in seconds. The shuttle bucked a bit as the heat-producing and radar-spoofing countermeasures were launched.

One of the missiles disappeared, hit by the defensive tail lasers of the shuttle. Another went a moment later, then the third. Jonah was allowing himself to hope they’d get them all. If the enemy craft had more, it might not mean anything in the long run, but the longer they were alive the better their chances.

Everyone now had their helmets on and chin straps set. A few had pulled out the oxygen masks they’d planned to use in hiking to the edge and climbing down. Not everybody had thought that far ahead.

“Masks on,” Jonah ordered, pulling out his own.

“Hold on!” the pilot yelled as the craft yawed to the side, then pitched downward. 

Something boomed in the air outside, then objects clanged into the hull. A couple of holes appeared, and one of the new people gasped as red fluid burst from his chest. Jonah looked on in horror. If he could get to the man, he might be able to save his life. Unfortunately, he couldn’t get to him with the ship pitching and bucking, and the trooper bled out without ever getting to use his skills on the mission.

There was another boom, and this time the shuttle bucked as if it had hit a wall. Jonah shook his head, feeling the strange fuzziness of a concussion. The upper part of the compartment became the floor, then they hit the ground. Luckily their angle was good, and they went into a slide.

What if we go over the edge? he thought as the craft rolled again. The straps kept him in place, but like everyone else, he was tossed around within the grip of the belts.

Something hit the colonel in the helmet, hard enough to make his vision blur at first, then blacken. His last thought as consciousness fled was that this was it. The mission was over, and his life with it.

* * *
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“Should we go down and make sure?” the pilot asked in the high-pitched growling voice of the Xlatan.

“No,” said the leader, Mmrash, looking down at the wrecked shuttle. 

The elongated hull of the craft lay where it had slashed into the ground, raising berms of frozen earth around its path through several hundred yards of land. Wisps of smoke rose into the thin air through slashes in the hull. Some of those spots still glowed red.

Twitching his ears in the manner of his kind, Mmrash spoke. “They’re done, and it looks cold as the hells down there. We’d be wasting our time, and I look forward to some food. I hear they’re preparing some of the slower-working aborigines.” He smiled, showing his sharp carnivore’s teeth. “Fresh meat tonight.”

Xlatan weren’t obligate carnivores and could get by on grains and some select vegetables. Still, meat was preferred, and they weren’t picky where the meat came from.

“Perhaps I should put a couple of missiles into them,” the anxious pilot replied. “Make sure.”

“We already used six missiles as it is,” the leader growled, staring into the eyes of the pilot from the co-pilot’s seat. “We won’t be getting any more for the foreseeable future, and I’m ready to be clear of this depressing landscape.”

The pilot gave a brisk ear twitch, and the tufts stood up. With two upper hands gripping the wheel and the two lower ones on the levers on the sides of the chair, he started the craft on its way, rising up and turning to head for the cliff. The frozen landscape passed by below until they reached a spot where the cliff could be seen. In moments they were over the canyonlands, the pilot angling them down on a course for the camp.

* * *
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While they flew low over the tops of the trees, the pilot worried about what the boss might say. He glanced over at the commander sitting his chair, lower arms crossed over his stomach while the upper pair held a reader. 

The pilot wasn’t so sure they shouldn’t have checked on the shuttle and made sure all were dead. But he wasn’t in command, and it was up to the officer to make the decisions. Just as it would be the officer who would pay the price if the boss wasn’t satisfied with that decision. He still worried some of the backlash might trickle down and affect the rest of the company.

With a huff of breath, the pilot put all worries behind him and paid attention to his job, getting them back in one piece. It was an easy job, after all, since there was nothing below capable of knocking them out of the sky.

* * *

[image: ]


“Sir,” a faint voice said as something touched Jonah’s face lightly. 

A strong, astringent, chemical smell came to his nostrils, and he coughed as consciousness returned. There was a faint ache in his head, and some blurring of his eyes.

“What happened?” he asked, looking up into the face he recognized as Ivan’s. “Are we okay?”

“We’re alive,” Ivan said with a frown. “That’s as okay as it’s going to get right now. The shuttle is down, and we’re quite a way from the cliff.”

“Can we get her up again?”

“Not a chance,” Charley said, pulling off his oxygen mask as he made his way through the cabin. “The only way this bird is going to fly again is if we get her to a repair depot.”

Jonah focused his eyes and took in his surroundings, while his other senses probed the environment. Air was whistling from the holes in the hull, while the odors of vomit and the loose bowels of the dead permeated the cabin. Air hissed in the distance as the life support system tried to make up for the loss of air.

“Sandra and a couple of the lads are outside, patching up the hull,” Charley said. “I figured we’d want to keep what air we had while we made ready to leave.”

“And our friends?”

“Just flew off toward the lowlands,” the Gurkha said, shaking his head. “They must have thought we were all dead.”

“Damned sloppy of them,” Jonah said, unstrapping himself from the webbing so he could get to his feet. He wobbled for a moment before he trusted himself to step away from his chair. “How many did we lose?”

“The flight crew and two of the troopers,” Charley said, closing his eyes and grimacing as he finished speaking.

“Trooper Patrick,” Jonah said, recalling the death of the man he’d witnessed before he’d lost consciousness. He thought of the young recruit, his smiling, freckled face and Irish accent. He’d been so proud to be hired by the specialist merc company. He’d died before his boots had ever touched the surface of a planet other than Earth.

“Yeah. Him and Kowalski,” Charley said, naming the dead, making them real for Jonah. “And the pilots, Rodriguez and Xu. Their compartment took a direct hit. There’s not enough left for identification.”

The colonel closed his eyes again, picturing the other dead men. Two of the men had been veterans. Paulo Kowalski had been with the company since the start, while Raul Rodriguez, the pilot, had joined over a year ago. Lydia Xu, the copilot, had signed on just three months prior.

“We should be okay in here,” Charley said, gesturing around the cabin. “We have the backup fuel cells going, so we have heat, and the air recycler should keep us going for as long as it takes for someone to come find us.”

“That’s the problem,” Jonah said, shaking his head, then stopping as the headache struck. “The ‘someone coming to find us’ might not be who we want it to be. So we’re going to unass this thing as soon as possible and hit the road.”

“Where to?” Charley asked, the slight smile on his lips telling Jonah that he knew where they were going.

“We still have a mission, and I’ll be damned if the Fierce Eagle Company doesn’t fulfill a contract. So we’ll gear up, grab whatever we can take, and head for the cliffs.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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The fans whirled to life as the ground support shuttle slowed to under a hundred knots and swung around above the compound. A dozen prefab buildings sat on one side of the landing pad, including a large hangar with an open door. It would be night in about six hours, and at that time, light would be spilling out of the buildings. The lights around the perimeter would turn night into day across the miles of clear-cut jungle outside the compound. The berm around the facility protected them from the raids the natives insisted on conducting despite the cost, and eight high towers with laser-armed guards watched the surrounding territory.

A separate compound with a high double fence sat five hundred yards to the north, housing most of the aborigines who were being used as forced labor for the project. Some were kept in the main compound, where they could be at hand for service. The administration building and several buildings of quarters sat near the center. They were much more sturdily constructed. A few bunkers were scattered about.

The project itself was going strong; the machines shredding and pulping vegetation whirring away. All the plants on this lower world contained a biochemical that worked as a combination rejuvenation drug and aphrodisiac for a large number of alien species, although it did nothing for the native animal life. Unfortunately, the concentration was low in most of the plants, so they had to process an enormous amount to get enough of the chemical to make the project worthwhile.

The soil of this part of the canyonlands was the best growing area for vegetation with the highest concentrations of the chemical, what they were calling Invigorate in a number of alien tongues. Someone higher up in the Syndicate had suggested growing the plants in greenhouses on another world. Finance, though, had pointed out it would cost four times what they spent on local harvesting to build the infrastructure needed for farming, with no guarantee the plants would do as well. Also, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t spread across other worlds, which could cause an ecological disaster. The only ecological disaster they would allow was the one that destroyed the environment of the central canyonlands.

Damn abos, Mmrash thought as he looked down on a couple of bodies laid out by the hangar prior to disposal. One was a Xlatan, while the other two were members of one of the species being used as technicians on the project. All had the long shafts of native spears sticking out of their bodies. The leader wasn’t surprised the soft-skinned sophonts had been killed, but one of his people? They wore body armor and had a tough wiry fur that made penetration by abo weapons difficult. It didn’t happen often, but it did happen. Soon they’d have to go out and strike the abos again, burn down the closest villages, and capture more workers. Teach them the lesson they didn’t seem able to learn.

“We’re down,” the pilot said as the craft’s landing jacks bumped on the pad.

“Hand the ship off to the maintenance crews, then take some time off,” the leader said, getting up from his seat and reaching for the controls to the warrior compartment. The males inside looked expectantly at the commander, their rough speech ceasing. “Get some food in you. I don’t think we’ll be going out again until morning.”

“Back to the plateau?” asked an underofficer, or sergeant, who was the male in charge of the section of ten warriors.

“I think not. We’ve taken care of those people, but I think there’ll be another expedition against the natives, and soon.”

There was much good-natured growling at his pronouncement. Xlatan could eat just about anything that didn’t clog up or poison their tough digestive system, but the natives, what they called the Kalagarta, were especially delicious to their palates. After an expedition against them, there was always fresh meat.

The commander continued back to the exit hatch, enjoying the sound of happy males discussing what would be coming the next day. He cracked the hatch, let it swing out and down, then stalked to the ground. The odor of decaying bodies hit his sensitive nostrils; the bodies of the dead Xlatan and the technicians had been rotting throughout the day.

“Can’t you do something about the carrion?” he asked one of the males on evening sentry duty.

“When we get the order, Commander,” the warrior replied.

A pair of the abos ran by, hopping forward on their short legs with surprising speed. One was well ahead of the other, and they were both aiming for a portion of the fence that had been slated for increased height. The work hadn’t been done, and, with a running start, the abos could jump over it.

Two Xlatan were chasing them, probably the guards from the slave compound who’d somehow let them get by. They were both on all six limbs, low to the ground. They couldn’t shoot from this stance, and their rifles were slung over their backs. It looked like the foremost one was going to catch his prey as his limbs propelled him over the ground. A couple more leaping strides, and he was on the abo, his four hundred pounds of bone and muscle landing on the being’s back and bearing him to the ground. Jaws closed while retractable claws slashed, and the native died with a spurting of blackish-red blood.

The other guard staggered to a stop, at the end of his endurance; Xlatan couldn’t run far. They had evolved as sprinting ambush hunters, and no amount of training could make them distance runners. The male crouched on all six limbs, staring at the back of the escaping native.

“Shoot him, you idiot!” Mmrash yelled.

The male looked back at him for a moment, his tail working in a corkscrew while his ear tufts twitched, signs of the anxiety he must have felt at recognizing his commander. He stood up quickly, brought the rifle to an upper shoulder, aimed, and fired. The laser hit the native dead center in his back, and the body that hit the ground a moment later was so obviously dead it didn’t need confirmation. Nothing survived having its entire chest cavity incinerated like that.

Most of these males couldn’t take a crap without orders, the leader thought. That was a fault with his people. That he was one of the few with initiative had resulted in his promotion out of the ranks, though some days he wished he hadn’t accepted the elevation. Seeing the male walking toward him, he thought this might be another of those days.

“The Boss wants to see you, Commander. And just a warning. He isn’t happy.”

When is he ever? Mmrash thought, nodding his thanks and changing his path, heading toward the administration building, the largest in the compound after the hangar.

The admin building had planters on either side of the entrance with flowering plants. That was an affectation the Xlatan couldn’t understand. The Xlatan didn’t run this operation, however. They were merely security, the muscle the people running this operation needed to force at least grudging cooperation from the natives.

The two guards gave the Xlatan commander a rifle salute as he approached. He glared at the aliens, some small, soft species who wore a powered armor that made them fierce warriors. The commander snorted at that thought. As if any species that needed that kind of augmentation could be warriors. Like the puny Humans they had just shot down.

The secretary, a stout, furred species with wrinkled gray skin showing through the tufts, like that of the boss, waved him through the office door after she’d chimed the intercom. The commander wondered if the boss was getting some on the side from his secretary. Not that he could see anything attractive in her, but to their species, she might be a great beauty.

“Tell me about the mission,” said the boss, sitting behind a large desk that screamed I am in charge, a smoking stick of some foul-smelling vegetation hanging from his lips.

“What’s to tell? We shot them down. They’re on the plateau, where their bones will remain when the scavengers get through with them.”

“You confirmed that they were dead?” the boss asked, pulling the smoking cylinder from his mouth and pointing it at the Xlatan. “You saw the bodies?”

“No need. There’s no way they could have survived going down like that. And even if they did, what of it? They’ll soon freeze to death in that hell up there.”

“Idiot,” shrieked the boss, standing up and tossing his smoking weed down on the desk.

The being stood to his full height of two and a half yards. The Xlatan was almost of a height, but the alien out-massed him by fifty percent, and the large claws on the hands showed that this being was also a predator, or at the very least a fierce omnivore. The commander wasn’t sure he could take the boss in a fight, and he wasn’t about to test it.

“Idiot,” the boss shrieked again, glaring at the senior officer of his security. “You didn’t make sure. You were already up there, and you didn’t make sure.”

“What’s the big deal? They’re just a bunch of soft Humans. No real threat.”

“No real threat? You idiot, those were the Humans who ruined our hostage scheme. The leader of that group of ‘soft Humans’ killed a Besquith in hand-to-hand combat. Without one of their armored suits.”

“No,” Mmrash growled, taking a step back. “A Human, killing one of them without a suit? I don’t believe it.”

“Believe it. And they’re here to scout this installation so a larger force with their suits can take us out.”

“Why?”

“Who cares why,” the boss growled in a dangerous tone, one that sent a shiver down the commander’s spine. “It only matters that they’re here to shut us down. This operation is making our cartel a fortune, which is making the directors happy. And when they’re happy, credits flow into my accounts, which makes me happy. And when I’m happy, so are you. When I’m not...”

The boss shook his head. “I knew we should have gotten Besquith for this job, but there weren’t any available. So we had to settle on you. Well, after this we might not be using you again.”

Mmrash felt a shiver of fear run up his spine. His people were poor, barely as advanced as the Humans. The credits they were earning would grant them purchasing power with the rest of the galaxy, and the technology they were stealing would eventually make them a power. If they were blackballed, they’d lose all of that, and he’d be blamed and punished by his people.

“What do you want me to do?” the commander asked, with the sinking feeling he wasn’t going to be sitting down to a good meal anytime soon.

“I want you to get your ass back up there and make sure. Make really sure. Land and look over the shuttle. And if you don’t find enough bodies, I want you to search for the rest. Understood?”

“But...”

“I said, understood? And the only answer I want to hear is yes. Understood?”

“Yes, boss.”

“Fail me again and I’ll have your body staked out on an insect bed. Then the damned things can eat your flesh.”

The Xlatan shook slightly. That was not a warrior’s death. With his people, it was a criminal’s death, the supreme insult to honor. He’d revolt with his people against this boss before he allowed that to happen. And then the Syndicate would track them all down and make sure they were dead. His own species wasn’t above hiring out to track down their own kind, for enough credits.

“I’ll get them,” he blurted out, turning and walking from the office before he could say anything else that might get him into more trouble.

On the way back to the hangar, he wondered how the boss had found out about what he’d done up on the plateau. The only answer he could come up with was the pilot.

He will regret betraying me, he thought as he quickened his step toward the hangar. There was nothing he could do to the pilot now. He only had the bare minimum of pilots to fly the ships he had. But the day would come when the male would learn that betraying a superior came with dire consequences.

His eyes involuntarily sought the large rounded building near the hangar. He shuddered as he thought about the being quartered there. The boss’ trump card, and something he never wanted to face. Alone and unarmed, he wouldn’t stand a chance. Even with the rest of his people it would be a hard fight. Fortunately it couldn’t stand the cold, so at least where he was going, he was safe. For the time being.

* * *
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“Are we ready?” Jonah asked, looking over his people. 

Everyone had on their standard camo uniforms with two layers of heavy winter clothing over the top. They were covered from head to foot, nothing exposed, breathing masks covering their lower faces. All were burdened with every bit of equipment they could carry. Weapons, rations, oxygen tanks, climbing gear, even a compressor unit that would give them a resupply of air, enough to make it if they didn’t push it too hard.

“What if we said no?” Sandra asked, holding the strap of her rifle over her shoulder. “Would it make any difference?”

“Not a bit,” Jonah said after a short laugh. “We need to get going before they come back.”

“You think they will?” Charley asked, making a last-second check on his breathing mask valve. He fiddled with it a second, then gave a grunt of satisfaction.

“I don’t know why they didn’t land next to us to make sure in the first place,” Jonah replied, checking the seal on his breathing mask. “Maybe that craft couldn’t. I want to be out of here before someone with enough brain cells to think gets them back up here.”

Charley nodded, taking a step toward the hatch and hitting the panel. The hatch started down, and the air rushed out in a flurry of ice crystals. The Gurkha ran down the hatch-turned-ramp and looked around. The rest of the team followed him down until everyone but Jonah was on the frozen surface. Twenty-one people bundled up against the killing cold, heads turning every which way.

Jonah walked out, first hitting the button on a small device near the hatch, then raising it by remote. He checked the temperature and air pressure on his helmet HUD. A nice, balmy minus ninety-five degrees Fahrenheit, with an atmospheric pressure of point two one Earth sea level. Fortunately, since the atmosphere at sea level on this world was slightly denser than Earth’s, and contained a higher percentage of oxygen, it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. This was the tropics for this unlikely plateau, even if it was more inhospitable than Everest. Further north or south, away from the tropical regions of the world, it would have been much colder. 

They had a little less than six hours of daylight to work with. Then the sun was down, and so was the temperature, and they could expect it to get up to forty degrees colder. Jonah wasn’t sure their gear would be enough.

Next time we’ll bring full environmental suits with us, he thought. If there is a next time.

He took another look at his people, making sure he could identify them from their clothing. He had no trouble picking out Charley, Ivan, and Sandra, and even Joseph Many Bears was easily recognizable, wearing his bear claw necklace outside his clothing. Manny Fernandez was also easy, since the man wore a large machete on his belt. Sarah Cohen had a large sniper rifle that looked too big for her to carry. She was an expert with the anti-material weapon, though, and she complemented Sandra to a tee. Basil Paudel was another of Gurkha origin, though born and raised in England, and was also carrying the trademark kukri.

Ujjal Singh Grewal was a giant of a man, a full six foot seven inches, with muscle to match. The Sikh heavy weapons specialist was easy to pick out even with his turban covered by his helmet. Asuka Yamashuri was as small as Ujjal was large. The Japanese was an expert in the ancient Japanese art of Ninjutsu, and actually carried an ancient blade strapped across his back. His wife Hotaru was also a Ninja and was just as deadly as her spouse. She carried a shorter blade, a wakizashi, on her belt.

Ahmed Mohammed and Yusef bin Sherif were easily distinguished by the tube and base plate of the small mortar they carried. The same was true of Amobi Kabir, the Nigerian grenadier who carried his large automatic weapon hung over his neck. Kevin Graham, an American-born former UN Marine, always wore a scarf around his neck, this time outside his heavy garb. The only laser the team had hung from a strap around his neck. He was not as tall as Ujjal but was probably more muscular. But even he paled in strength next to Avgust Babich, the Ukrainian-born explosives expert. His explosives bags distinguished him from the others.

He still had trouble telling Brynjar Thorwaldsson, Eric Menendez, and Achilles Antonopolis apart when they were wrapped up. Thorwaldsson was a fair-skinned Icelander, while Antonopolis was an olive-skinned Greek, and Menendez was a light-skinned Latino of Spanish origin. Since all were dressed in the same camouflage uniforms and carried the same weapons, they looked exactly the same to Jonah. He wouldn’t have that problem once they were down in the lowlands. Cheung Xou, a moderate-sized Chinese, was carrying the insulated bags of electronics equipment that was his specialty, and Dotty Farrah, the Tanzanian-born medic, of course had her own recognizable bags.

Satisfied he could recognize all of them while moving—when they reached the lowlands, anyway—Jonah gave his team one last thought. They were a good crew, one that had been handpicked for this mission. Paudel, bin Sherif, Graham, and Thorwaldsson were newcomers, but they’d served time in the military and had scored high on the operative qualification test the Fierce Eagles administered before hiring.

“Which way to the cliff?” he finally asked, looking over at Ivan. When the man answered through all the muffling face covering, he knew he’d been right.

“That way,” the Russian said, pointing. He could have, of course, consulted his own HUD for the direction, but the scout was always aware of direction.

Jonah looked around for a moment, taking in the terrain. It was more or less flat, with some low rolling hills to the south. Sparse vegetation sprouted here and there, enough for the grazing beasts to survive on. It wasn’t vegetation like down in the lowlands. The stalks were made up of tough ice crystals, while a slush of alcohol carried nutrients up from the roots.

A small animal hopped in the distance on a pair of legs held close to its body, its beady eyes looking their way. The animals were also strange, with bones made of an ice compound, and a similar alcohol-based blood system. The proteins in their bodies were edible, and they could eat the flesh of Humans, those that were carnivores. The temperature differential could be a killer though, for both forms of life.

“I think we’ll go in that direction,” he finally said, looking at a growth of larger plants the way he was pointing.

“That’s not the fastest way to the cliff,” Sandra said, intently studying the landscape in that direction.

“And it’s not the way they’ll start off looking,” Ivan said, nodding. “Good plan, Colonel.”

“Then let’s get going.” Jonah looked at the ground for a second, noting that there was mostly solid ice nearby, the equivalent of rock up here. “And everyone, watch where you’re placing your feet. I don’t want to leave a signpost pointing our way.”

Ivan started out walking at a slow but steady pace, the others falling in behind him. Jonah fell into the middle of the line, while Charley took the rear. A wind started howling, pushing at them from behind, as the cold air moved toward the cliff and the lower pressure below of hotter air over the canyon.

After they’d gone a couple of miles and were entering what looked to be a low-growth forest, Jonah looked back. He could see nothing that would betray their path. But then again, he wasn’t looking down from above.

* * *
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“Put us down a couple of hundred yards to the north,” Mmrash said in a growl, looking with murderous intent at the pilot.

One day you will pay for acting like a spy, he thought, then shifted his attention back to the mission at hand. He wasn’t absolutely sure the pilot was the one that had betrayed him, but he couldn’t think of anyone else who would have had the chance. Being a member of a savage species, he felt no need to think deeply on the matter. His emotions had done the thinking for him, and he was satisfied with the answer they’d given him.

“Why so far away, Commander?”

“Because I don’t want to be lit up by anyone who might still be alive in there,” Mmrash said, his tone showing what he thought of the question. Idiot.

The gunship dropped toward the ground, its fans whirring at full power and blowing up a mist of snow and ice. In the thin air their VTOL fans had to work on overdrive to move what gas there was at a high enough speed to keep them up.

The ship bumped down to the ground harder than the commander would have wished. His teeth jarred together, and he bit his tongue. Tossing the pilot another angry glare, he unstrapped himself from the seat and made his way into the rear compartment.

His search team, ten tough males, were outfitted for the weather on the plateau. Even their hard-muscled and furred bodies wouldn’t stand up to that cold for more than a few minutes, and the lack of oxygen would incapacitate them even sooner, so all were in environmental suits made for the conditions, gripping their rifles, and in one case a rocket launcher, in gloved hands. The commander quickly sealed his own suit and donned his helmet, then nodded for his second to open the craft.

The air flushed out of the compartment as the pressure equalized, throwing up a small snowstorm of ice crystals. The commander grimaced as he thought about going out into the alien environment. His people were tough, but they preferred a hot, humid environment. Considering the lack of liquid water, the world outside was as dry a desert as existed on any Terrestrial planet.

The team spread out, making sure they had enough spacing so a single grenade or other explosive device wouldn’t take out more than two of them. They all moved in a crouch to present the smallest targets, middle limbs at times touching the ground, weapons at the ready in upper arms to quickly return fire. Mmrash was next to last on the left side of the formation, not giving his status away by position, but still taking the same risk as all his people. They wouldn’t respect a leader who did otherwise.

The commander held up a hand when they were a little less than a hundred yards from the craft. It looked dead, and most probably there was nothing alive in there. He needed to be sure. Knowing Humans, though, they might have set a trap. He wished he’d brought a few remotes with him to scout it out, but in his haste, he hadn’t thought of them, and there was no way he was going back down without reconning the craft.

“You and you,” he said, pointing to the closest pair inward on the line from him. “Go check it out. We’ll cover you.”

The pair he’d indicated hesitated for a moment, looking at each other. It was a breakdown in discipline he couldn’t tolerate, and he angled his weapon in their general direction.

“I gave you an order. Now get to it.”

The males hesitated for another moment, both looking at his weapon, then headed toward the shuttle. They didn’t hurry, but they started, and that was really all he could ask. Both moved to within twenty yards of the craft before they stopped and looked back.

“Go on. Look inside.”

The males looked at each other, and he could hear low growling speech. Of course they didn’t like it; they were afraid of what might be waiting in the shuttle for them. They finally decided whatever awaited them couldn’t be worse than what their leader would do to them if they balked, for, after another bit of growled speech, one moved forward, the other staying ten yards behind.

The forward soldier looked over the hatch for a moment, trying to find the outer switch. If it was locked inside, it wouldn’t open from the outside. There was only one way to find out. The male reached for something near the hatch and pushed. The other male took a knee, weapon pointed at the hatch.

They never got to see what was inside. As soon as the hatch started to move down, the shuttle exploded, all the fuel aboard going up in an instant. The male right outside the hatch was engulfed in flame in an instant. His body didn’t come out of the flame, only his helmet and weapon, both smoking. The other male was blown back, flying through the air for twenty yards and landing on his back.

The rest of the team hit the ground, dropping to their stomachs and covering their heads. If the shuttle had contained powerful explosives, they might have been killed even at that distance. What went up was fuel, though, which, while explosive, didn’t have the power of real weapons-grade material. The shuttle came apart, some small pieces flying away at low velocity. The hull split, the top half flying up and turning over to crash down twenty yards away from the rest of the burning hulk.

“Crap!” shouted the commander as he got back to his feet, walking toward the shuttle, which was putting out a lot of heat. The surviving scout had scrambled away on his hands and knees. A section of his suit was on fire, and another male ran up to push him over and help him to roll on the ground.

It could have been worse, Mmrash thought. He’d lost one of his soldiers, but the other would probably be good enough to fight. If not, he could go back into the gunship and wait to be taken back down. He shuddered for a moment as he thought about what might have happened if they’d all just walked up to the shuttle and opened it. Most of his people would be dead, himself included.

“Was it a spark from the hatch opening?” asked the sergeant who was his second.

“No, you idiot,” Mmrash growled. “It was a trap.”

“Now we’ll never know how many there were.”

“Yes, we will,” the commander said, sending his second a withering glare. “We’re here to find them, and we will.”

His subordinate was correct in one thing, though. They didn’t know how many enemies had been aboard that ship. He estimated about a dozen, maybe more, and he had no idea how many had been killed coming down. Their bodies would have been incinerated in that inferno, so he’d never find out.

Some medium-sized animals were sitting on a hill five hundred yards away, watching the fire. After a few moments they turned and hopped off. Even at that distance the heat must have been too much for them.

“Fan out,” he ordered his people. “I want you to find any tracks they might have left.”

A couple of his people started to remove their face coverings and masks, and he pointed at the nearest one.

“What the hell are you doing, fool?”

“Seeing if I can get a scent, commander.”

The leader shook his head, wondering once again about the general intelligence of his species. “Put that mask back on. There isn’t enough air up here to catch a scent trail; you’ll just freeze your nostrils.”

The soldier looked at him for a second then started wrapping his face again.

And you’ll probably pass out from lack of oxygen, he thought, growling and walking away. Not that it would do that pea brain any harm.

“Pilot. I want you to take to the air and do a sweep to the south. If they’re on foot, they have to be heading to the cliff edge.”

“How far do you want me to search, commander?” came the reply over the comm.

As far as it takes to find them, the commander thought, but didn’t say. “Fifteen minutes. If you don’t find anything, come back and get us. If we don’t find anything by then, I’m thinking we won’t.”

He also wondered if the Humans might have some shoulder-fired anti-aircraft missiles. If his gunship was shot down, he’d be stranded up here until another craft could come up. He shivered at the thought. His suit would protect him from hypothermia. Still, just the thought of being stranded, even temporarily, was chilling.

* * *
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“The trap has been sprung,” Charley said, a hint of triumph in his voice.

“So it has,” agreed Jonah, watching the scene over his HUD as it was sent via short burst transmission from the shuttle. He was disappointed they’d only gotten the one. This group of Xlatan was a little brighter than usual, or at least their leader was. “And our people received their cremation.”

The last thought saddened him. He knew it was a part of the job, but losing people was still hard. Sure, they knew the risks. They’d signed up for the job. The problem was, it was just a job. Most times their side didn’t deserve to win any more than the other side did. There was no cause, no moral imperative to put their lives on the line for. Sometimes it still worked out, and they ended up on the side of what he would term the good guys. Sometimes they couldn’t tell which side was which, all the way to the end.

This time it looked like they were on the right side. The other side was engaging in slavery and ecological terrorism, destroying a unique biosphere. Using mercenaries like the Xlatan as their muscle was always a good sign they were evil. But there was no guarantee the side they were on would be any better. The only thing he knew about them was that they opposed the operation of the group the company had been hired to scout. That they were any better was not a given.

Jonah shook his head. He didn’t have time for philosophical thoughts. He had a mission and people he was responsible for. He could think about the direction of his life after this was over. If he survived.

“We have a bird in the air,” Ivan said, pointing to the south.

“Everyone down,” Jonah hissed. “Comms off.”

Their comm sets were short-range, unlikely to be picked up by anything over a couple of miles away, no matter its sensitivity. There was, however, no sense in taking chances.

Everyone was wrapped in an efficient thermal blanket that would only allow the minimum of body heat out into the environment. In fact, they were too efficient, and within ten minutes they’d have to allow some heat to dissipate into the atmosphere or they’d succumb to hyperthermia. The short trees they were sheltering under would also help to mask their signature. If the enemy didn’t get a hint of them, some clue that made them hover, they’d probably be safe.

In case they were spotted, Ivan had one of their three missile launchers extended and at hand. The thin tube only massed a kilo or so, and the missile was less than half that. It shot out at extremely high velocity and hit like a hammer, and it would surely knock the craft out of the sky. 

“Stay away, you bastard,” whispered Jonah, almost as a prayer. The gods he believed in didn’t answer such prayers, but it was all he could think to do at the moment.

The gunship circled, flying over the stand of trees and continuing on. After a few minutes it returned on an arc moving further to the north. One more pass and it headed south.

“They missed us,” Charley said in a low voice. “You want to keep moving.”

“In a minute,” Jonah said, working on instinct. His heart was still pounding, the blood booming in his ears. They couldn’t afford to get caught out here by Xlatan with air support, and they really couldn’t afford to get caught on the cliffs where they’d be helpless, hanging miles in the air.

A few minutes later the gunship was back, running on a fast sweep over the area they’d already covered. Jonah was starting to feel sick from the body-heat buildup, and sweat was running down his skin all over. When he unwrapped now, he’d be facing another problem—that moisture could freeze next to his skin.

First things first, he thought. First they had to wait out the gunship, which had come back to see if it could catch them coming out of cover. If not for his instincts, it would have caught them trying to cross the next open area.

The gunship turned back, heading south again.

“I need to release some of this heat,” complained Kevin, looking over at Jonah.

“Everyone go ahead and vent some of your heat. Make sure the opening is down toward the ground, though. I want to wait to move until I’m sure they’re not coming back.”

“They’re not,” Ivan said a few minutes later, pointing to the west. “There they go. Right to where we would be if we’d headed straight to the cliff. Good call, Colonel.”

“Lucky call,” Jonah replied, picking himself up from the ground and dusting the fine layer of ice crystals from his covering. “Now let’s get moving. Those hills should have some cover, so let’s get to them.”

His people were up and moving in an instant. His being correct in his assumption of what the enemy would do was paying dividends now, as the trust level of his new people had gone up considerably. 

* * * * *
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“Keep a close look out,” ordered Mmrash as they flew slowly over the icy terrain. Even just looking down at the endless expanse of frozen terrain, despite being in a toasty warm cabin, made the Xlatan warrior shiver. “They’re going to be trying their best to stay hidden.”

“How could they hope to accomplish that in this?” the pilot asked, waving a hand at the terrain in front of them.

The commander grunted in reply. It looked fairly hopeless for anyone trying to move without being seen. Most of the land was barren, with a low ground cover of the strange ice-based plants that populated the plateau. There were some low trees scattered here and there, and a few larger clumps in the distance. He wouldn’t call those clumps forests, but according to the map he was looking at, there were areas that could be labeled such. A herd of grazing animals moved in the distance, cropping the ground cover as they stood on their two legs. One looked up, trumpeted, and the rest went hopping for the horizon.

“They’ve got to be down there,” complained Mmrash, putting a pair of field glasses to his eyes and scanning the horizon.

“Maybe only one survived,” his second said over the comm. “He could have set the trap and left.”

And I’m not willing to bet my hide on that, the commander thought as he huffed out a breath. If he did, and a whole party of them turned up later, the boss would not be happy. And the commander might be introduced to the inhabitant of the round hut.

“Just keep looking,” he ordered. The sergeant and the other males were looking at screens that showed the view of the cameras on the bottom of the gunship. Hopefully they’d spot something the computers didn’t. He knew it was a forlorn hope, but he had to use all the resources at his disposal, even the idiots he commanded.

Soon they were coming up on the cliff’s edge. It wasn’t as if it was really an edge at this point, since a small ridge rose up to separate the plain from the drop off. At other points it was a sharp edge, and legends had grown up in the lowlands about the upper regions based on the bodies that had fallen over. Most had splattered on impact, and what bone-like structures they had shattered. Some had hit updrafts on the way down for their body structures to survive impact. They were still dead, and those bodies had spawned legends of angelic beings in their heavens, or conversely of a hell above the clouds.

There were pathways up the ridgeline leading to mesas overlooking the lowlands. The ship cruised slowly over the ridge, fans whirring furiously to keep them aloft in the thin air. The view down into the canyonlands was blocked, for the most part, by a sea of clouds. Some days it was clear enough to see to the enormous river in the center of the canyon. Today was not one of those days.

“Well, I don’t see any sign of them,” the pilot said, swiveling his head around to look through every angle of the cockpit windshield.

“They haven’t had enough time to get here, you idiot,” the commander growled.

“Then why...”

“Drop sensors on every one of those paths,” Mmrash ordered, cutting the pilot off. “If they come this way, we’ll know it.”

They didn’t have enough sensors to cover the entire plateau and every possible path the Humans might take, but if they took the shortest route, they’d have to come up these paths. Once a sensor alerted them, they would have the Humans. Possibly even at the top, right here, but more likely as they were making their way down the cliffs.

“Now what?” the pilot asked after he’d dropped the last sensor package onto the rocks beside one of the paths.

Right or left? the commander thought, looking both ways. The ridgeline ran for a couple miles to the west, the left side, and more than a hundred to the east, the right side. He thought the right was the most promising, but as the pilot had said, they hadn’t had time to get here. They were most likely going to take several days to reach this region, and that was if they were pushing it.

“Right. But first, go back in sixty miles so we can do a proper sweep across the area.” That should do it, he thought, looking at the Tri-V map he had up on the dash before him. Most of that land was flat and featureless, but there were some possibilities for cover. Those he would check out most thoroughly.

* * *
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“How the hell did this get here?” Sandra asked, stopping and looking up at the mesa towering hundreds of yards above her.

The rest of the line had stopped. They’d been walking through the valley for a half an hour, looking at the weird shapes carved by the wind from the sandstone. The red sandstone showed signs of ancient marine life, indicating that this had once been a sea bottom that had somehow, through the plate tectonics of this strange world, risen up almost eight miles above the sea in which it had formed.

“Maybe you should read some geology,” Ivan suggested, walking a few more yards, then stopping when he realized the rest weren’t following.

Jonah had studied geology for a short time, and this plateau was something he’d never imagined. Now this specific formation? They hadn’t seen it from a distance, since the area was in a bowl. The sandstone formations had probably once been at the level of the surrounding terrain. Somehow, these rocks had weathered the wind much better than those around it. Strange-looking spires rose to the height of the surrounding plateau, and in the center was a mesa rift with dozens of small canyons.

The geologist Jonah might have been couldn’t figure this place out. The mercenary leader could. That mesa meant shelter, and with night falling fast, it looked like just the place to hole up in the dark.

“Everyone, fan out in teams of two,” he ordered, pointing to Ivan, indicating the scout would accompany him. “Look for shelter, and look out for anything that might be using that shelter.”

Acknowledgements came back over the comm. Most everyone was breathing hard, their tanks low on oxygen. They would have to fill up, and soon, or people would start dropping.

The wind had been picking up as the sun descended. The heat of the lowlands was rising and blowing from the cliffs. The air might be thin, but it could move fast. Though not packing the same mass as the air at sea level, it could still move things, and now it was whistling through the holes and arches of the sandstone mesa, making an eerie sound.

The muted crack of a shot rang out, faint in the thin air, followed by two more.

“What the hell was that about?” Jonah asked over the comm.

“I think I’ve found us a place to stay, sir,” the voice of Basil Paudel came back in his cultured British accent. “There was an occupant who took exception to my being here. I made him vacate the cave, and this world.”

And I damn sure hope no one was near enough to hear the shots, Jonah thought. Unfortunately they had to find shelter, and things tended to occupy any shelter around; he couldn’t expect his people to kill a predator hand to hand. It might be possible, but unlikely.

“We’ll be right there,” Jonah said, waving for Ivan to come along.

Most of the team was already at the spot when Jonah arrived. A small hole in the cliff, at most five feet high by three wide, was ahead. One of the team was visible as he crawled through.

“Let me in there,” Jonah said, putting a hand on Grewal’s shoulder and pulling the man back. It was like trying to pull on a bronze statue, and only after the Sikh looked back to see who it was did he move.

The colonel ducked down to go through the entrance. It widened after a couple of yards, letting into a moderately-sized cavern. Someone had already activated a light, and the cavern walls were illuminated to either side. The cavern was about ten yards in width and faded into darkness in the rear.

“Are we sure there’s nothing back there?”

“I’m sure, sir,” Paudel said, coming out of the darkness like a ghost. “Only the one predator, and he was a big one.”

The Gurkha gestured to a body to the right side of the cave. It appeared to mass over a thousand pounds, and the one paw visible had large claws composed of the ice compound the denizens of the plateau used as bone. The fur was starting to steam in the heat the invaders’ bodies were putting off.

“Okay, I guess we’ll spend the night here. I want a watch on the entrance through the night.” There was no telling if this creature had been alone, and the last thing he wanted was for an enraged mate to come into the cavern and attack the sleeping occupants.

The air compressor was set up and started chugging away to fill an oxygen cylinder, while most of the team changed out what they’d been using. A thermal blanket went over the entrance, sealing in the heat and preventing their signature from leaking out into the night. It still might be possible to pick up a signature from close by, but it was the best they could do, and they needed the warmth.

The team took seats on the cold floor and wolfed down their rations. It was a process that took some practice, raising their breathing masks and pushing the food from the self-heating cans into their mouths. After a bit the masks went back on, until they’d swallowed and were ready to repeat the process. A few swigs from canteens were interspersed with the food, until everyone had taken in the calories they’d expended during the day.

Most of the team was asleep in minutes, curled up on the floor in their heavy clothing. All were on their third cylinders of oxygen, enough to get them through the night, while the compressor chugged away and filled the other bottles connected to a set of branching lines. The two chosen for guard sat looking at the entrance, weapons in their laps. In an hour they’d wake the next shift, and so it would go through the night, everyone getting nine hours if they wanted.

Jonah was one of the few who couldn’t force himself to sleep. He was as tired as the rest, and probably more so than most. Surviving a crash and walking for miles through this environment was enough to exhaust just about anyone, no matter what shape they were in. But he had too much on his mind to let his body rest.

Someone knew we were coming, he thought, visualizing the scene of the enemy ship coming in behind them. Not just that we were coming, but when and from what direction. So, who would have sold us out? Our employers?

That was always a possibility. But why? If they wanted this world for themselves, sabotaging the efforts of the people they’d sent in to take out the competition didn’t make sense. And what were they going to do about the Ravagers, who’d be rolling in here in about twelve days? Or would they? If some organization was looking to take his company out, they might just order the Ravagers not to come, voiding the contract.

Who has it out for us bad enough to try and kill us? There were probably plenty of people who wanted his company dead. Most wouldn’t have the means to pull this off. And of those who did, what connection did they have with the people who were extracting the chemical compound from the flora in the canyonlands? No connection he could think of, which didn’t mean there wasn’t one.

So now they had more than one mission to perform. First, to take out the compound, with or without the help of the Ravagers. A daunting task for a light platoon such as they were. Then, to gather the intelligence needed to pin the sneak attack on someone. Which meant they couldn’t just go in and destroy everything. They had to capture some databanks. Or, better yet, some of the people in charge. Just grabbing some people from the security detachment or the work group wouldn’t help.

This isn’t solving anything, he thought, turning over onto his side and shutting his eyes. First things first. First, they had to get to the cliff, then he could worry about getting down that drop. Those were the first two priorities, in order, and nothing else mattered at the moment. Having planned out their next steps to his own satisfaction, he let himself drift off to sleep. He’d have the last shift, so he could look forward to an uninterrupted night. Rank had its privileges, after all, and the next night he’d take one of the middle-of-the-night shifts to even it out. With that last thought, darkness enclosed him. 

* * * * *
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Looking down from the edge, Jonah didn’t like what he was seeing. Or, more to the point, what he wasn’t seeing, as much as what was visible. Below, maybe a couple of miles, were the wisps of the high clouds. Below that was a veritable sea of thick clouds. They were dark and filled with rain ready to fall or already falling. Lightning flared across the cloud tops. It was a beautiful sight—or it would have been, if it wasn’t so frightening.

Further in, it was clear, the sun glinting off the huge river. Unfortunately, they couldn’t get there without going through the crap below.

“It’s bad enough having to climb down there,” Sandra complained, making sure her rifle was strapped tight to her back, “but through a storm?”

“Don’t worry, honey,” Charley said, clapping her on the shoulder, “it’s only a ten mile or so drop. And it won’t hurt any worse than falling a couple hundred yards.”

“Thanks,” the sniper replied, rolling her eyes at the officer as everyone laughed.

“Well, I guess it’s me first,” Charley said with a smile.

“Just don’t drop,” Jonah said, as always concerned about his friend. Charley was fearless on a climb, and sometimes that caused him problems. Nothing disastrous, yet, but it could happen at any time. And this bitch of a climb looked to be a good candidate for a fatal one.

“Just none of you novices come falling down on top of me,” the Gurkha said with a short laugh. “I can guarantee I won’t have time to grab your asses.”

None of them were really novices. Mountaineering was one of the specialties of the company, along with jungle, forest, and night operations. All had trained on Earth, in the Andes, the Alps, and even the Himalayas. Every single one had come in mountain-qualified before they were hired, then had been hit with training that made everything they’d been through seem like nursery school.

But nothing like this, Jonah thought as he watched his best friend grab onto the carbon nanotube weave rope and walk back over the edge.

The rope was the best Earth tech could come up with, and since most alien races tended to use higher tech to go up and down mountains, most wouldn’t bother with ropes, which made this Human invention the best on the market. It wouldn’t break, and the weave prevented the individual carbon nanotube strands from slicing through things like metal or flesh. It was also the lightest out there, two hundred yards weighing only a couple of pounds in Earth’s gravity field. Everyone had a roll in their equipment. It still wasn’t enough to lower them all the way to the bottom, and Jonah certainly didn’t want to leave a rope trail, so they were going to do this another way.

Like everyone else, Charley had gloves that had locking grippers between thumb and forefingers, and the mitts were locked to the sleeves of his undergarment. It was as foolproof as anything humanity had ever made, but foolproof didn’t mean something couldn’t go wrong.

Jonah was aware of the people crowding the cliff edge, looking down. He hadn’t lost anyone on the plateau since the crash, a feat to be proud of, considering what they’d faced. Still, to his mind, losing those in the crash—even though he couldn’t have done anything about it—was too many.
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