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Beware an old man in a profession where men usually die young!

To America’s warriors who guard us night and day, I offer you a tale of steadfast determination with a healthy side dish of destruction. 

* * * * *
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​Prologue
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2064

“But Abe, why a merc?” His mother was in tears, begging him and trying to pull the duffel bag from his hands. 

“Because, Ma,” Abe said, “y’all can make a lot of money!”

“Yous can make a lot of money here, son.” Tears fell from her cheek and landed on his arms, shaking his resolve. “Stay in school, them councils say yous have a high ess-aye-tee thing!”

Abe suppressed a small smile at his ma not understanding an SAT score. She’d never finished junior high school. “I have an even higher VOWs score,” he said. He was rightfully proud of his VOWs score. Short for ‘Voluntary Off-World’ assessments, they ranged from the lowest score of 233 to the highest of 1167. He’d scored a 1012, the highest ever in Sheridan High School history. The Yellow Jackets football coach was as pissed as his mother was heartbroken; he was losing a star tackle in his senior year. 

“Please,” she begged, sobbing, “don’t go off and get ya’self killed.” 

“I won’t Ma; you’ll see.” As gently as he could, Abe pulled himself away. At the door, his baby brother and sister watched with huge eyes. Ruth was five, old enough to understand her brother was leaving. Joshua was two and didn’t understand. 

“You leavin’ your baby brother and sister too!” his mother wailed. The result of a failed second attempt at marriage, he didn’t hold it against her. Little Ruth shot daggers at him; Joshua just cried. 

Abe knelt next to Joshua and patted him on the head. “I’ll be back, big guy.” 

“Why go?” the little man asked. 

“I just gotta,” he said. The boy bawled and ran for the bedroom. 

Damn it, Abe thought. His watch beeped; he had to go. Abe Murdock did the hardest thing he had ever done, he got up and walked out without looking back. The maglev station in Sheridan wasn’t completed yet—cost overruns. He needed to take an Uber to Pine Bluff, twenty-five miles away. As he walked down the street to where an Uber would come into the rundown neighborhood, he caught himself looking back. His mother was standing in the doorway crying, but there was no sign of his siblings. He quickened his pace.

* * *
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Sixty Years Later
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The missile detonated just behind the Phoenix’s cockpit. In a split second, the fuselage, drastically compromised, shattered. The engines ran wild, and the G forces crushed the combat-suited occupants, until the ship completely came apart. Ten CASPers were scattered into space, spinning away, their drivers unconscious from the extreme Gs. 

One suit was trapped in the forward section of the Phoenix. The missile detonation ravaged the superstructure, tearing the titanium and ceramic framework apart and pinning the forward-most occupant. First Sergeant Murdock was in that seat, also known as the Hot Seat. The blast wave should have killed him instantly, but in war sometimes things don’t work the way they should. 

Murdock came around slowly to the sound of alarms in his CASPer’s cockpit. The Combat Assault System – Personal was tough, and it was hard to completely knock it offline. Binnig Industries designed them that way. It was that edge which had allowed Humans to compete with alien mercs, who were almost always bigger, stronger, and harder to kill. Redundant systems made sure the pilot could survive anything, including having their dropship shot out from under them. 

“Shut the fuck up already,” he grumbled as his eyes tried to focus on the HUD, or heads up display. Blood floated around inside the cockpit area, spinning and drifting clouds of red. “Well, that ain’t good,” he said. The suit’s audio interface hadn’t responded, either. He used finger controls to silence the master alarm, which thankfully worked, and to call up the main consumables inventory. Oxygen down to 29%, and his suit integrity was compromised, but the emergency sealant had worked. Both main hybrid hydrogen fuel cells were offline, only one of the backups was working. He grunted. It was a damned good thing it was a Mk 7 CASPer; the Mk 8 only had a single backup. 

His head throbbed, and it felt like he had several broken limbs. Blood had soaked into his haptic suit throughout, making it feel like he was wrapped in wet pajamas. The bleeding must have stopped, or he’d be dead. Another series of finger commands showed the medical system was working. Bio sensors told him his blood pressure was weak, heart rate elevated, and neural response down. Blood loss and shock was the pronouncement. He triggered an internal dose of nanite medical treatment and ground his teeth together. 

I fucking hate this part, he thought, and a second later pain shot through him like he’d just injected himself with red-hot liquid metal. He roared inside the suit until the pain subsided. Afterward he felt better. The microscopic machines repaired some damage, and the visceral dose of pain helped clear his senses. 

Murdock brought up the CASPer’s navigational system. Amazingly, one of the three gyros was still spinnin’ and grinnin’. While it wasn’t enough to give him a fix on his position, it was enough to tell him he was spinning around in freefall. He pulled a bloody hand free from the suit’s arm, found a compress bandage in a storage compartment, and used it to mop up most of the floating globs of blood. Getting blood and shit in your eyes was a pain. 

With his arm back in the suit, he started testing general function. His right leg was nonfunctional; the electricals were out. A dozen other warnings for actuators and the more powerful electro-muscular systems displayed on the suit’s status board. Not bad, overall. He checked his radio and found it dead. His emergency beacon was there, but you generally didn’t use it. Mercs didn’t treat their opposite numbers well in these sorts of situations. He brought his suit lights and cameras on to assess his surroundings. 

“Son of a bitch,” he said aloud. It looked like the damned dropship was smashed around him like a ham wrapped in tinfoil! “Well, this is unacceptable,” he said, and flexed all his limbs. The CASPer was made of sterner stuff than the dropship had been, and he tore himself free in seconds. 

Murdock checked his flight pack. The CASPer had been configured for a HALD insertion, High Altitude, Low Deploy. Perfect to slip in and catch an enemy merc unit by surprise. The reentry shield he’d worn around his suit was shattered and gone, which had possibly helped to cushion the impact. The flight pack still remained. The computer said his flight systems were fine, and he could alter his course by 600 meters per second of delta-V if necessary. Still, he didn’t want to let go of the remains of the dropship. He used the maneuvering jets to push clear of the wreck and get a look. 

The tumbling remnants of the nose of a Phoenix class dropship were easily discernable to him. It was a mangled mess. The cockpit looked mostly intact. Jane, he thought. The stars wheeled around him. Jane Wheeler. Murdock grabbed the fuselage, the metal crushing under his grasp, and he fired the suits thrusters. Hard. 

The CASPer weighed 500 kgs by itself, the remains of the Phoenix a little over 9 tons. Countering the wreck’s rotation cost him ninety-meters-per-second delta-V. As soon as it was steady, Murdock slid over to the cockpit and looked inside. 

The Phoenix was a two-seater, with a gunner who sat in the rear and slightly to the side of the pilot. A neat ten-centimeter hole was punched clean through where the gunner sat, and the inside of the cockpit was painted black with dried blood. “Jane,” he said as he grabbed the external release on the cockpit canopy and pulled. Explosive bolts fired and the cockpit was thrown away into the void. 

Jane Wheeler, commander of Cartwright’s Cavaliers’ dropship air wing, was still strapped in, her arms floating loosely away from her body. He moved in close and checked the readouts on her suit. There were no life signs. He sighed. Nobody in the Cavaliers knew they’d been lovers for months. He’d worked for her family’s outfit before joining the Cavaliers. Who would have thought a beautiful woman like her would go for a used-up merc like him? Yet she had, and they were some of the best months of his life. 

The darkness of the void spun around him, and he occasionally saw flashes of light out there. The space battle that had claimed his ship and his lover was still going on. He knew he was fucked. No radio, no hope. He just wished he knew what had happened to the rest of the Cavaliers, especially the commander. Jim Cartwright was just a fat kid, but a fat kid with the heart of a lion. Murdock dearly hoped the rest of his squad, including Commander Cartwright, had survived. 

He clipped his armor to a stanchion on the side of the cockpit, next to his...girlfriend. All he had to do was jerk the emergency release, and his canopy would blow clear, just like hers had. He knew death in vacuum wasn’t instantaneous. Still, it would be quick enough. Or he could float there and wait for his life support to crap out. His oxygen was down to 22%. He’d run out of air long before he ran out of power. He glanced at the space suit next to him.

“Sorry, babe,” he said, knowing nobody would ever hear him. He opened a little access hatch on his suit and pulled out a special connector, then attached it to the life support pack on Jane Wheeler’s suit. Her display showed it was full. Another few hours of life was better than death. Out in space, weapons continued to flash. 

* * *
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“Big chunk of debris, boss.” 

“You said that last time,” Peeska said with a laugh. Afook was a decent sensor tech, but their sensors weren’t the best. Being a member of the reptilian elSha race meant you usually possessed good mechanical ability, and that was a marketable skill in the Galactic Union. But Peeska had something more—he had business savvy. He’d gotten a loan and bought a dilapidated free trader. He’d hired his cousin, Afook, who was as good a mechanic as Peeska was a businessman, and they’d fixed the ship up. Renamed K’roos, or Chance in their language, they went into the salvage business. 

“Send me the vector,” Peeska said. For five years they’d made pretty good money chasing battles and following up on crashed ships. The battle in the Chimsa system was big and had gone on for over a week. Peeska and Afook had been in a different system, working the remains of an asteroid collision with a transport, when word of the developing battle got to them. They jumped out of the system hours later. 

Chimsa was everything they lived for; there were dozens of wrecked ships. Of course, Chance wasn’t the only salvager there, and they’d arrived weeks after the battle was over. They’d found some junk and stashed it in the hold, but nothing super valuable yet. So he kept letting Afook run them around the star system, hoping for a prime find. 

He got the vector and maneuvered the ship. The reading was only a hundred kilometers off. When they were halfway there, the reading began to resolve itself. Flickering power indications. Power meant something worth selling. A good-sized chunk of a ship, maybe with avionics or weapons systems! The face of an elSha wasn’t really designed to smile; they expressed excitement by flicking their tongues out repeatedly. It was a leftover instinct when excitement was linked with possible danger, and they tasted the air for predators. 

“I think you found something good this time,” he told his partner and cousin. 

“Yesss,” Afook hissed in equal excitement. 

Soon they flipped over and used the torch to slow themselves as they approached. It was part of a wrecked dropship. The nose section, by the looks of it. Peeska didn’t recognize the design. There was also a suit of powered armor clinging to it. That must be worth something as well! 

An hour later, they’d used a pair of drones to push the wreck into their main cargo bay and repressurized it. Peeska and Afook hurriedly floated inside to investigate what they’d found. Amazingly, the suit’s hydrogen fuel cells still functioned. Afook studied the design curiously, consulting a slate computer, and found its origin. 

“Human,” he said. 

“I’ve heard of them,” Peeska said. “Merc race. Violent monkeys.” 

“Wonder if the suit’s worth anything?” Afook said, examining the evident battle damage. 

“Open it and let’s see what condition it’s in.” His cousin plugged a cable into it and started hacking the simple controls. In a minute, the suit beeped, a light flashed a warning, and the canopy opened up. “Excellent,” he said. Inside was one of the Humans. It was big and hairy. The smell was horrible. 

“Great,” Peeska said, “we’ll have to clean it out before we can sell it. Still, we’ll probably get a good price.” Then, to their surprise, the Human opened its eyes and spoke a series of grunts their translators rendered understandable. 

“You ain’t sellin my fucking CASPer.” Both elSha screamed and pushed away from the suit. The Human was very much alive, and as violent as they’d heard. It had produced a gun and was pointing it at them. 

“How are you alive?” Peeska demanded. “You’ve been floating for weeks!” 

“Yeah, and it sucked,” Murdock said. “The grub ran out six days ago. Get me something to eat and drink before I start shooting. Then we’ll talk.” 

“What are we going to talk about?” Peeska asked, nervously eying the gun. 

“How you’re going to get me home, for one.” Keeping an eye on the alien, Murdock turned and popped the thigh compartment on his CASPer. Inside was a vacuum-proof container holding a dozen Bongani cigars. He smiled. “We’ll play the rest by ear.” 

* * * * *
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Life After Death
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Chapter One
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The ship settled into its cradle with a groan and the hiss of hydraulic supports. Robots and technicians moved in to ensure the ship was properly secured. Once the gangway mated to the main airlock, other people moved in to open the ship’s cavernous cargo hold. Cranes rotated out of their recesses in the ship to begin unloading cargo. 

Murdock walked down the boarding ramp, swaying slightly under the gravity. After half a year without feeling a full gravity, it was a bit of a surprise. An annoying surprise. He reached the other end of the gangway where it led into the starport proper and stopped to catch his breath. A pair of Jeha skittered past on dozens of legs, their bodies only centimeters from the floor. “Fucking bugs,” he mumbled. A Human ship would have at least had some gym equipment. He’d been reduced to using rubber workout bands for static exercises in zero gravity, and his body felt like it. 

“You must be grateful to be on your home world,” Captain Ja’blu said. The Cochkala was a decent enough ship’s master. He was also so cheap he could squeeze a credit chit until the red diamond turned white. 

“Earth is what it is,” he said. 

The alien gave him a queer look then laughed. “It is an unusual world,” he agreed, “as are the ones that spawned most merc races.”

“You non-mercs don’t quite get us, do you?” 

“No,” Ja’blu agreed, “not at all. To kill for money is a strange concept.”

“Oh, we don’t kill for money,” Murdock said. The captain watched him curiously. “We kill for fun; the money is just a fringe benefit. Thank you for the ride, Captain.” 

He headed for the customs office. As he was outside the populated areas of the starport, he fished out one of his Bongani cigars and brought it to life with a plasma lighter, a gift from Zeke Avander years ago. A passing technician gawked at his flagrantly uncouth behavior. Murdock smiled and blew a smoke ring. 

Earth’s government dealt with visitors by classifying them into six categories. Humans resident to Earth, Humans not resident to Earth, Human mercs, non-Human mercs, known aliens, and unknown aliens. A known alien was one who’d visited Earth in the past and had been documented, which meant there was a record of their Yack. From long years of practice, Murdock went to the Human merc line and waited, the remainder of the Bongani stashed in a saver sleeve.

“Next,” a woman said and waved. She wore the blue uniform of ECSP, Earth Customs and System Patrol. The last line of defense for Earth, Murdock thought with a dry chuckle. Right. “Name?” she asked. He put his Yack, or Universal Account Access Card, on the counter, and she slid it into her terminal. He noted ESCP still hadn’t purchased slates. The computer was probably made by a federal works program of some sort. 

The machine chewed on his card for a minute, then beeped and popped it back out. She took the card and looked at it suspiciously. After rubbing it with her other hand, she jammed it back in again. This time the crappy little Tri-V lit up with his image and merc registration. 

“Murdock, Abraham Alphonse,” she said. 

“Just Murdock is fine,” he told her. She gave him the look. 

“Mr. Murdock, reason for visit.” 

“Returning after contract,” he said. She made a noise as she tapped old-fashioned mechanical keys and manipulated a mouse—a no shit—mouse. “I’m with Cartwright’s Cavaliers.” She looked at him with a more skeptical gaze, then punched some more keys. Her eyebrows rose.

“Mr. Murdock,” she said, “according to this, you’re dead.” 

* * *

[image: ]


It took eleven hours for him to clear customs, by which time his patience was just about shot. He’d given two voice checks, three retinal prints, and a genetic sample. It finally took a meeting with the Houston Spaceport ECSP office director. 

“Mr. Murdock, Commander Cartwright reported you lost on contract in the Chimsa system more than six months ago.” Director Canston showed him the official report, which marked the fifth time he’d been shown the document. “Death during HALD operation while assaulting Planet Chimsa, System Chimsa.” 

“Yeah, well, I ain’t dead,” he said again, in response to the director’s assertion. “This can’t be the first time this has happened, for cryin’ out loud!” 

“No, it has happened a few times,” the man admitted, “and most of those times it was someone trying to sneak on planet using a dead merc’s identity.” 

“You done checked my DNA and shit,” he said, slapping the table and holding up the bandaged hand where the sample had been taken. The tech was none too gentle, nor skilled at the procedure, either. “I don’t know what more I can give you.” 

“We have a series of questions based on your merc records, sent to us by MLO in Sao Paulo.” 

“The Merc Liaison Office?” he asked, to which the man nodded. “Why the fuck do we even have a Yack if you don’t trust it?” 

“They’ve been forged,” the man admitted, “and it’s become more common lately.” 

“No shit?” Murdock asked. The agent nodded. “Okay, fine.” He took out his personal slate. “Send me the questions.” 

“I’m afraid our system isn’t compatible with Union tech,” he said, apologetically. 

“Swell,” Murdock grumbled. The man handed him a clipboard with several printed pages of questions. What year did Abraham A. Murdock graduate high school, and what was his VOWs score? He quickly wrote 2064, the date he left high school at seventeen, since he’d never graduated, and 1012 for his VOWs, then went on to the next question. 

“The MLO said you were fired from Titty Twisters,” Director Cranston said after reviewing the answers.

“Yeah, well, that’s their opinion. Call it a mutual parting of ways.” The director chuckled. 

“Well, the rest of the questions were correct.”

“No shit.”

“There’s no reason to be rude, Mr. Murdock. You have to see it our way.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Okay,” Cranston said, nodding. A side door had opened, and a young agent came in with Murdock’s duffle and a bag. Inside the bag were the weapons he’d been carrying when he’d hit customs. Cranston handed him his Yack. “Welcome back to Earth.” The old merc snorted, and Cranston continued. “We’ve overridden the legal record and show you as returned. You’ll have to visit Merc Guild Headquarters to change your status from dead to living. Your personal accounts are all gone, unfortunately, so all there is for you is your Union Yack account and your cash.” He spread his hands. “I’d recommend seeing a lawyer.”

Murdock collected his stuff, making sure it was all there. The young agent glared as Murdock counted the credit chits. Satisfied, he emptied the customs bag into his pockets, holstered his sidearm, and slung the duffle over his shoulder. 

“Good luck,” Cranston said. Murdock left without a word. 

His ship had landed before noon; it was now the middle of the night. He stopped at the freight office to be sure his few valuable possessions were properly stored. After verifying, he left the terminal and found the closest flop he could. Fifteen credits lighter, he crashed out and got some rack time. The Cochkala’s ship time had his biological clock in the wee hours of the morning. He set his watch to wake him at 06:00 and was asleep in minutes, too tired to smoke. 

The next morning, he went to the main office of Cartwright’s Cavaliers, their operations center at the old Houston Hobby International airport. The main terminal had been converted into a museum dedicated to the Four Horsemen, Earth’s first successful mercenary units. The old administration building next to it was the Cavalier’s working facility. He went to the employee entrance and scanned his Yack. Not surprisingly, it didn’t work. “Fuck,” he grumbled and punched the “Voice” button on the access panel. 

“Visitors need to come around to the main entrance,” a bored voice said. 

“Do I look like a damned visitor?” He leaned closer to the pickup so it could see his Cavalier’s blue camo uniform top, complete with first sergeant’s bars and name plaque. Under his name was the customary set of hash marks denoting contracts he’d served. There were a lot of them. 

“I don’t show an Abraham Murdock,” the voice said. 

“No, because I’m listed as dead. You gonna let me in nor not? For crying out loud, call Hargrave. Or better, ring up the kid, Jim Cartwright, in his tower, so we can get this straightened out.” The door swung open and a middle-aged woman in the Cavalier’s office duty dark blue uniform stood there, a skeptical look of surprise on her face. 

“May I see your Yack, sir?” He handed it to her and she inserted into a quite modern-looking slate. After his encounter with the ECSP the day before, it was comforting to see. When he’d been lost in combat, the Cavaliers were still struggling to climb out of bankruptcy. “Finger?” she asked, offering the slate to him. He put a digit on the flashing reader. It flashed green, verifying he matched the data on the card. 

“So?” he asked, spreading his hands. 

“Sergeant Murdock,” she said, “you were reported as lost in the Chimsa system.”

“I know that,” he grumbled. 

“I’m Lieutenant Jordan, base officer. We only have a skeleton crew here right now. Commander Cartwright and the rest of the company is on a contract.”

“Well, okay then.” Rain started to fall. “Can we talk inside, sir?” 

“Yeah, sure,” she said and stood aside for him to go in. 

She took him up to her office. The last time Murdock had been in the offices, there were hundreds of personnel there. They’d been busily preparing for deployment. Like Lieutenant Jordan said, the place was practically deserted. The only area with sizeable staffing was procurement and logistics. As they walked, she explained the details of the commander’s change in operations from Earth to Karma. 

Murdock fished out the partially-smoked Bongani and held it up. “You mind if I smoke?”

“Yes,” she said. “As for the rest of the Cavaliers, they’ll rotate back here in a few months after the next couple contracts are over.” 

“Kid’s got good instincts as a commander,” Murdock said. The lieutenant nodded, and he grudgingly stashed the saver back in his bag. “Hargrave keeps him mostly in line, as well.” She nodded again. “Can you tell me what happened on Chimsa? All I got is we completed the contract.” They reached her office and both took seats. An assistant came in and brought coffee, apparently having been requested before she’d gone down to let him in. 

“As you know, the mission went to hell from the minute Traveler transitioned into Chimsa.” She explained how they’d lost the ship but managed to land a force and secure the defense of their client. Then a massive Tortantula strike force had attacked. Commander Cartwright ended up using an ancient thirty-meter-tall Raknar to maul the attack force. 

“That hunk of junk was ten thousand years old,” Murdock said, shaking his head. 

“Twenty thousand,” she corrected, and he whistled. “It wasn’t more than an impressive diversion, but it still paid dividends. The spiders went ape-shit trying to kill him, and Hargrave came in from the flanks and cleaned them up.” Murdock laughed and shook his head in amazement. God-damned kid and his giant robots. Then she went on to explain the subsequent battle against the Canavar, legendary monsters from the same era as the Raknar. It was all too much.

“They got back, hired more people, and headed back out,” she said, finishing her story. “What about you, Top? You were on Commander Cartwright’s dropship. Report was, the missile took out the cockpit, flight crew, and yourself.” 

“Flight crew yes, me no. I was in a Mk 7 CASPer, and more than a little lucky. Suit wasn’t badly damaged, just the radio and some actuators. I salvaged life support from the flight crew...” his jaw muscles worked, “and then managed to tap into the dropship’s O2 tanks. All in all, I floated there for three weeks.” 

“Wow,” was all she could say.

“Yeah. Some elSha salvagers found me floating in the debris field after a space battle. I convinced them to take me to another system. I’ve spent the last six months working my way here.” She shook her head in amazement. “Almost went to Karma.” A shrug. “So, what now?” Lieutenant Jordan tapped virtual keys and the Tri-V on her desk lit up. It showed the file of one Abraham A. Murdock—deceased. She sighed. 

“In accordance with your contract, Sergeant, your combat casualty policy was paid to your designated beneficiary.” His eyebrows knitted as he thought. All mercs got one of those policies as part of their contract; they were required by the guild. Unless you actively changed it, the beneficiary stayed the same. He couldn’t remember who the hell he’d settled as his. “That means no position, no pay since your reported loss.” 

“I was kinda thinkin’ that would be the situation.” He drained his coffee and put a computer chip on her desk. She looked at it curiously. “My CASPer, aside from a few weeks of my ass juices and some nicks and dings, is good. I fixed it up en route here. There’s the claim chip to get it at the starport freight desk.”

“I just told you you’re shit out of luck, and you give us back the CASPer?” He nodded. “You could have just said it was trashed and nobody would have been any the wiser.” 

“Not the way I operate.” She looked at the chip for a long moment, then shoved it back across her desk to him. 

“I’m just a lieutenant,” she said, “so I can’t authorize any payout. I also can’t input your old CASPer back into inventory. It’s a capital asset and was written off when you didn’t come back. So, as far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t exist. It’s the least I can do, because your file is frozen, so I can’t enter anything about your service.” She stood and offered him her hand. “I wish you the best of luck, Top.” 

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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Sheridan Arkansas, population 2,952, hadn’t really changed much over the years. First incorporated in 1887, and named after Lieutenant General Philip Sheridan, it had reached the end of its population growth by the early twentieth century and had never spent more than a few years over 3,000 souls. Even first contact with the Galactic Union hadn’t changed it much, at least not for the better.

Murdock walked down North Rose Street, puffing on a Bongani, his distant memory playing the game of hide-and-go-seek his mind liked to do with something he hadn’t seen in fifty years. He’d been born in Little Rock and moved to Sheridan with his mother at the age of four when his parents divorced. Things were the same, yet different. When he reached the intersection of West 7th, the feeling of familiarity reached an intensity that made his teeth itch. The houses were a lot shittier now than he remembered, though.

The third house down, he came to his objective. The ranch-style structure had been built in the 1940s, just after WWII. It had been upgraded a couple times. After Murdock’s mother died, it had downgraded several times. The grass was dead—no mean feat, to kill grass in Arkansas—the windows were filthy, and the garage was half collapsed. Two cars sat in the driveway, one a late-model domestic beater, the other an alien-made aerocar. It was as out of place as a penguin in the desert. He stashed the partially-smoked stogie, went up to the house, and knocked. 

“Jus leave the pizza, I done gave you mah Yack already.” He knocked again. “Wut da fuck,” someone said, and he heard footsteps. A second later, the door jerked open and a huge beefy man was standing there. “Who da fuck are you?” 

“Where’s Ruth?” 

“I said who da fuck are you?” The man looked Murdock up and down and snorted. “You one a her ex-boyfriends? Well, I’ll tell you what, you can just turn ya ass—gak!” Murdock had the guy by his neck and was backing him up into the house before the other man knew what had happened. He let his duffle slip off his shoulder to land on the filthy carpet as he moved. 

“You gonna tell me where Ruth is, or do I have to knock your rotten teeth out?” The man’s eyes were wide with terror as he gestured down the hall with a thumb. Murdock released him, and he collapsed to the floor, taking out a cheap glass and plastic coffee table on the way down. An expensive brand-new alien-made slate had been on the table, and was unharmed by the collision. An equally new Tri-V set rested on top of a dilapidated Earth-made 3D active matrix plasma display as old as he was. 

Murdock stepped over the idiot, leaving him flopping there and gasping for breath, and went to the bedroom door, pushing it open without knocking. A big lump lay in the middle of the old, worn-out bed. Murdock kicked the bed frame hard enough to smash it against the wall.

“Whadafuckinhell?!” the woman blared and sat up. 

“Wake up, Ruth.” 

She looked around with eyes bleary from sleep and alcohol, or whatever drugs she was on. “Who dat?” she asked, looking at him in confusion. At sixty-five, she looked a lot worse for wear than his seventy-nine years, and she’d done nothing more dangerous than screw losers like the one gasping for breath in the living room.

“It’s your brother, Abe.” 

“Abe, dey said you’s dead.” 

“They were wrong. What did you do with all the money, Ruth?” 

“Spent it, I did!” she said proudly, and flashed him a smile full of gold. It looked like one of her teeth had a red diamond in it. “You high-falutin’ merc, you took off, flew all over the galaxy, galivantin’ here an der’, and got rich, left us all here.”

“I took care of mom until she died, that was all I was obligated to do.”

“Wut about me and your brother? Ain’t you not your brother’s keeper, likein’ it says in da’ Bible, Abe?” 

“No, I’m not. You made your own choices. I left you the house and everything. You let it go to shit. Where’s Joshua?” 

“Dead,” she said, and snorted. “He done got mixed up in a sparkle-selling ring and was shot.” Murdock shook his head. The house said it all; she wasn’t lying. She’d blown his payout on crap mostly. The car looked good enough, but he doubted he could sell it before someone caught up with him. She probably owed more money than she had left. He turned to go. “Only good thing you evah did for this family is die, you sunuvabitch.” She spat in his direction and it landed on the sheets. “Maybe if you die again they’d pay again?”

“Go drink yourself to death, you worthless cunt,” he said and went back out the door. The unnamed boyfriend caught him right on the side of the face with a roundhouse punch. Murdock rocked back a step, and his head spun. It hurt, a little. He was a pretty big guy, probably worked construction. At maybe forty-five, he was likely banging Ruth for the free ride, no pun intended. 

“You gonna git you an ass wuppin’ now, boy!” the man yelled and swung again. Murdock’s left came up and blocked the blow, the man’s forearm slamming into Murdock’s with enough force to crack bone. Not Murdock’s bone; his were hardened by nanite therapy so he could operate a CASPer without killing himself. The boyfriend yelled in pain. Murdock was at least thirty years the guy’s senior. The boy had made a serious mistake. 

“You only get one for free,” Murdock said and planted a fist into the man’s abdomen with enough force to lift him completely off his feet. “Sorry, boy, I need to work out a little aggression, and y’all just volunteered.” 

“I’m callin the cops, you bastard!” Ruth yelled from the bedroom as her boyfriend screamed and the sounds of fists thudding into flesh reverberated. 

A few minutes later, Murdock picked up his duffle and headed toward the door. He felt better, though not as much as he thought he would. Just punching a meat sack for five minutes proved only about as amusing as a trip to the gym. He was still out of shape from being in zero gravity for so long.

As he stepped out the front door, the wail of approaching police echoed in the streets. Several neighbors were out in their yards looking on, wondering what the crazy Murdock lady was up to this time. When he walked out onto the sagging stoop, they backed out of view. He stopped next to the fancy new alien aerocar. 

Nice design, he thought, probably cost a good chunk of my death benefits. Murdock fished out the partial Bongani, lit it, then laughed. She could have bought a house for what she’d spent on the car, or lived for years off the money. The guy his mother had briefly married just hadn’t had a lick of sense, and neither did his kids. 

A pair of Sheridan PD cars came racing up and skidded to a stop. They were probably going to lock him up for beating the fucking idiot to a bloody pulp. He glanced at the aerocar again and grinned. While the cops were still clambering out of their cruisers, he reached into his duffle, drew something out, and tossed it through an open window on the aerocar. 

“Hey, fellas,” he said and walked toward the cops, hands in the air. Of course, they still had their guns out, pointing at him. Dumbass local cops. “How’s business?” The K2 grenade went off with a thunderous roar, blowing the expensive aerocar to pieces and raining fiery debris all over the neighborhood. Murdock puffed his cigar and laughed. 

* * *
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Murdock’s legal status caused the Grant County Judge all kinds of trouble. First, he’d committed a felony by using a grenade. Second, he’d beaten the shit out of a local. Third, he’d embarrassed the Sheridan PD captain by just dancing around the front yard of Ruth Murdock while the captain and eventually nine of his deputies tried to restrain him. The merc never once actually hit any of the cops, they just couldn’t hold him down. One guy almost passed out when Murdock blew cigar smoke in his face. Pussy.

They’d finally tazed the shit out of him. Even though it hurt, a lot, it didn’t stop him. Eventually he just let them cuff him. All the while, he was madly laughing as the former luxury aerocar’s owner screamed and threw things at the cops, further exacerbating the situation. It didn’t help that the aerocar debris had started half a dozen fires. When the judge found out the car was purchased with a mercenary death benefit on the not-dead merc, it all became a nightmare of tangled culpability and blame. In the end, he gave Abraham Murdock thirty days in the county lockup, all but ten days of it suspended (the time it had taken to adjudicate the case), and fined him $5,000 for destruction of private property (arguably his own). He also got a $500 fine for smoking in public. 

Ruth Murdock threatened to sue everyone. Just threatened—she was under the same legal conundrum as the county judge. Not even the local ambulance-chasing, dime-store attorney she’d hired could make the case stick. She’d also bought a shitty insurance policy on the aerocar, which only paid about 25% of the vehicle’s actual value.

When he was released, Murdock paid the $5,000 fine with fifty-nine credits. He grumbled at the unsavory exchange rate. Since he’d gotten some rest and had eaten for free, it all balanced out. 

“You’d be smart to get out of Dodge,” the county sheriff advised him as he handed Murdock his duffle. “Guns and stuff are in the bag. You’re still a registered merc senior NCO, even if you’re a dead one, so we can’t confiscate your hardware. However, if you so much as touch a gun or any of those grenades around here, I’m just gonna start shootin’ and call it even. We on the same page?” 

“Sure thing,” Murdock said. “My cigars?”

The cop laughed and shook his head. “You goddamned mercs, I swear. Yeah, they’re still in there. Illegal as shit, but there’s an exclusion for owning them for mercs, too.”

Murdock nodded and shouldered the bag without looking. He knew he could probably take the whole county’s contingent of deputies; there was just no reason to do so. “I’m never coming back here again.”

“Your sister’s just gonna be all broken up over that.” Murdock snorted, then laughed. The sheriff nodded toward the maglev train station. “Stops in an hour. I’ll walk you over there.”

“Worried I’m gonna start something?” 

“Not at all,” the sheriff said as they walked. “Now, Junior just might.” Murdock looked at him curiously. “Your sister’s boyfriend, name’s Carl Edward Beaumont, Jr., or just Junior. His whole family ain’t very happy you put him in the hospital for a week.” He saw the look on Murdock’s face. “No, doesn’t matter if Junior swung first. I’d just as soon it didn’t turn into some bad revenge Tri-V show.”

“Fair enough,” Murdock said as they reached the train station. 

“What’s your plan, if you don’t mind my askin’?”

“Heading back to Houston. Might as well see if I can sign back on with a merc outfit.” He shrugged. “It’s all I’ve ever been good at.” 

“After watching the video of you going all Kung Fu on the Sheridan PD, I believe you.” Murdock stuck his Yack in the station’s automatic ticket system and bought a pass through to Houston. He noted his balance was below 1,000 credits. Wouldn’t last long in Houston. “Best of luck, Abraham,” the sheriff said and offered him a hand. 

“Just Murdock is fine,” he said and shook the man’s hand. The station vibrated slightly as the train magnetically braked to a stop, and the doors hissed open. Murdock swiped his Yack and it beeped, allowing him to enter. “Take care,” he said to the cop. The man watched him all the way, until the train doors closed, and Murdock went to find a seat on the upper level. Moments later the train accelerated away, leaving Arkansas behind him forever. 

* * * * *
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Chapter Three
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Murdock rolled off the woman and to his feet. The act had left him physically satisfied, but emotionally empty. “About fucking time,” the whore said and got to her feet as well. He grabbed the partially-smoked Bongani and brought it back to life. Part of the reason he came to places like this was he could smoke. She pointed to the slate installed next to her place of business. “Fifty credits, stud.”

The distraction had seemed like a good idea at the time. He’d left an interview with a merc unit an hour ago, his ninth interview since the incident with his sister. Nothing was sorted out, he was still nobody, and merc companies didn’t hire nobodies. Oh, sure, lawyers promised him they could fix it. For a stack of credits, they would. He was damned low on credits, and as a nobody, he didn’t have any credit. The whorehouse had still seemed like a good idea at the time. 

“Fifty?” he barked, stopping in mid-action of stuffing his still mostly-hard junk back into his pants. He hadn’t bothered to undress for this kind of transaction. Besides, who knew what kind of parasites called that place home? “You said twenty down on the street!”

“That was for a blowjob. You wanted the whole ride.” She pointed at the cloud of smoke. “And that costs extra, too!” He glared at her and she glared back. 

“I could get all night with a hooker on the moon for what you charge, you dried up old twat.” He took out his Yack and tapped it against the slate, touched his finger to verify the DNA, then keyed in twenty-five credits. Before she could notice, he slung his bag over his shoulder and headed for the door. 

“Hey, motherfucker!” she cried. “I said fifty!”

“And I said you’re not worth it.” He gestured at the glowing transaction confirmation. “I threw in five for letting me smoke, and it’s still four times what the nasty thing between your legs is worth.” His level of regret was redlining. As he reached for the sliding partition out of her space, he felt a quick and sure tug on his bag. She was trying to yank it away. With reflexes honed in a thousand life and death battles, Murdock hooked his wrist, catching the strap, and jerked back hard. The whore, having started to pull the bag away, overbalanced, and his sudden yank pulled the bag out of her grasp and sent her sprawling off the bed and onto the metallic floor. She cursed and spat all the way down. 

Cigar chewed into the corner of his mouth, Murdock was out the door and moving quickly down the hallway. He’d reached the stairs when the whore stuck her head out of her ‘office’ and screamed, “He didn’t pay!”

“Oh, fuck me,” Murdock groaned. In an instant, a dude appeared in the stairway. He would have put a side of Angus beef to shame; at least two meters tall and 150 kilos was his guess. He wore what had been called a faded green ‘wife-beater’ in centuries past, muscles straining at the shirt around the arm openings. Morphogenic tattoos moved in comical sexual positions and mixed with images of virgin sacrifice and the occasional butterfly. This dude wasn’t nefarious, he was a poster child for post-birth abortion. Murdock wondered where he’d gotten the second-rate tattoo, Gangster Tattoos-R-Us? 

“Pay the lady,” the man growled in English, heavily intermixed with a Slavic-sounding accent. 

“I did,” Murdock said back calmly. He kept coming, stopped a meter away from the side of beef, and held up his Yack. Glowing there was a transaction ID and twenty-five credits. 

“He pay,” the guy said over Murdock’s shoulder, “what you want me do, Candy?”

“He only paid half,” Candy insisted. Murdock chuckled. Candy? Of course she was. A pixy stick stuffed full of sour cream. 

“You pay more,” the beef said. 

“Ain’t happenin’,” Murdock said. The muscle cocked his head, obviously reaching the end of his language abilities, so he helped. “Fuck no.” He blew out a big cloud of smoke and growled.

“You pay, or I hurt.” Murdock let the bag slowly slide to the ground, spread his stance a little wider, and put his hands on his hips. The tattoos cavorted, and a butterfly few across Angus’ chest as Murdock watched. The tough’s mouth had fallen open a little, and he looked ready to drool. 

“We’re back to that ‘fuck no’ part,” Murdock said simply. He flipped his Yack over to reveal the symbol of the Galactic Mercenary Guild. A sword, a gun, and a red diamond in a triangle pattern. The words in an alien language under each symbol read Power, Service, Profit. Angus’ jaw closed with a snap. The butterfly fled behind his right ear. “You better think this over real hard, numbnuts.”

Angus chewed it over with all his mental power, which wasn’t a lot. It took him a full five seconds to conclude Murdock wasn’t the kind of guy to fuck with. He took a step to the side, clearing the way to the stairs.

“Fair enough,” Murdock said, rolling the cigar to the other side of his mouth, and bent to grab his bag. It proved to be an auspicious move, because the fire ax flung by Candy whistled through the space his head had occupied a fraction of a second earlier. Chunk! Murdock looked up to see the ax had embedded itself to the handle in Angus’ sternum. Murdock stayed low, glancing back to be sure no more lethality was inbound. Candy stood there, still in the follow-through of the throw, a look of stunned horror on her face. He looked the other way to where Angus stood, ax handle quivering in his chest. 

The big guy looked both confused and surprised. Murdock had a clear view of a tat of a naked biker chick astride her flaming devil-cycle staring at the axe sticking out of his chest, then flipping it off. Murdock upped his opinion of the artist a notch. 

“What?” Angus asked, then fell face first, driving the ax the rest of the way into his chest. Someone screamed as blood began to pool. 

“Time to go,” Murdock said, scooped his bag up, vaulted the body, and took the steps down three at a time. It was way past time to leave, judging by the yells upstairs. Meat markets like the whorehouse were a dime-a-dozen in Houston’s Startown, and would be sure to have more than just one enforcer like Angus. 

He hit the landing of the ground floor and cut right in the direction he knew the main entrance lay, on the other side of a large seating area full of potential customers. In the room, men and women of every imaginable walk of life watched the merchandise parade back and forth to help them decide on their choice of entertainment. 

Murdock got a fraction of a second’s warning before it happened. “Hey!” someone said as his elbow was jostled, spilling his watered-down drink. Murdock was in midstride, and he simply allowed his knee to continue bending, making it appear as if he’d just collapsed to the floor. The baseball bat made a whooshing sound as he passed through the cloud of cigar smoke over his head. Smack! The bat connected with and crushed the face of a man who’d been talking up a redhead. Murdock fell to one knee and skidded sideways, his eyes taking in the quickly changing situation. Patrons were screaming, yelling, and beginning to scatter to get out of the way. 

The guy with the baseball bat recovered from the swing and set up again. Murdock could see two others blocking the front door, and a fourth stepped out of a rear room to stop him from making it to the back door. He slowly stood up and let the bag fall to the floor again. 

“Okay,” he said and calmly stashed the cigar, “let’s do this.” He hadn’t beat anyone up since Junior back in Sheridan. Why not? 

* * *
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The constable touched his control wand to the magnetic cuffs, locking them behind Murdock’s back. He’d flexed his considerable forearm muscles just as the man put them on, so he had plenty of room to move. A few feet away, a trio of rescue techs were working with a lifesaving bot, trying to resuscitate one of the whorehouse’s toughs. His eyes were open and staring, blood leaking from his mouth with each chest compression. Murdock shrugged. Another gurney stood by with an unmoving figure on it. This one had the wooden handle of an ax comically sticking up, and a pair of sheets were stained red and crudely wrapped around the ax to hide the dead man. It made him grin. At least he wouldn’t take the rap for the dipshit. Another constable had already lifted prints off the ax, and none of them were Murdock’s. 

“Fuck a duck, Murdock, that you?” The constable who’d put the cuffs on had backed Murdock up to one of their patrol cruisers so he could lean/sit on the fender. Murdock looked to his left and saw another constable, this one with a golden braid over his shoulder. The man was about Murdock’s height and might have once had the same powerful build, but he’d gone a bit to seed. Despite the beer gut, the man’s uniform shirt strained at the muscled chest and his jaw was chiseled from stone. An unlit cigar dangled from the corner of his mouth, another sign of merc habits.

“Yeah,” Murdock chuckled. “How’s it hanging, Prescott? You pussy.”

“Show respect,” the constable behind him snapped and gave Murdock an elbow to the back of his head. Murdock just glared at the young man. 

“Step off, son,” Prescott said, and the younger man moved back. “This here is a celebrity! Sergeant Murdock, decorated merc, distinguished for more than fifty years of service in maybe a dozen different companies.”

“Two dozen,” Murdock corrected, and the other man nodded. 

“He’s been in more shit than a sewer worker and saved my ass a number of times.”

“I ain’t never heard of him,” another constable said. Not as young as the one who’d gave him the elbow, but not a kid either. He had the look of an ex-merc. Maybe he just hadn’t cut it. 

“You haven’t heard of Sergeant Murdock because he’s dead. Well, as far as the guild is concerned, he’s dead.” Murdock gave him the finger, but with his hands cuffed behind his back, no one saw it. “Get him to the station while we clean this shit up.”

Six hours and one shitty cold sandwich later, he was before a district magistrate for the Startown of Houston. The judge looked over his file and eyed him dubiously before speaking. 

“Abraham Murdock, no one can doubt you’ve done your best to be a hero for Earth and a marvelous source of income to our planet; however, you’re also a massive pain in the ass. Still, all it appears you are guilty of is perhaps simple assault and poor choice in forms of entertainment. Get your ass back offworld, and I’ll call it time served.”

“Can’t,” Murdock said from where he stood, his half-asleep council sitting next to him. 

“And why is that?” the magistrate asked, gavel poised. 

“Guild can’t straighten out my license.” The magistrate glanced down at his computer screen and read. 

“It says here you were last contracted with Cartwright’s Cavaliers. Is that wrong?”

“That’s right enough. I used to work for them, then almost died in space. Took me a long time to get home, so they declared me dead.” The magistrate said something to one of her bailiffs, who walked over to a simple desk where a man sat. This man obviously had pinplants and had the vacant look of someone who was mostly submerged in the AetherNet. He whispered in the man’s ear for a moment. The guy with the pinplants nodded absently and a second later, nodded again. 

“File’s updated, sir,” the bailiff said. The magistrate examined her computer. 

“Ah, I see now,” she said. “So you can’t just hire on with another company?” 

“Ma’am, with all due respect, seventy-nine is pushing it for a merc.” The magistrate looked at him with the look they all had when finding out how old he was. His face was a patchwork of worry lines, blemishes, and weathered scars, yet he still looked no more than forty. Those alien-manufactured nano-bots did a hell of a job on you. 

“Go back to work or go to jail.”

“Whatever,” he grumbled and shrugged.

“Fine, ten days.”

“Thanks, asshole,” Murdock growled. 

“Oh? Make it twenty days.” An hour later he was heading to lockup for thirty days. He seemed to be stuck in a rut. Fuck, he wanted a smoke. 

* * * * *
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Chapter Four
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The one thing about jail Murdock had always appreciated was it gave him time to think. The routine was easy, and the life uncomplicated. He’d seen the inside of the Houston Startown detention facility several times over the years. Enough times that the more hardened denizens knew of him by reputation alone. It helped his stay to be less violent, and meant his time remained at thirty days, something that usually didn’t happen.

“See you next time,” one of the officers said when he handed Murdock his stuff at the end of the month. 

“Won’t be a next time,” Murdock said. 

“Sure, whatever.” The man laughed. 

“Asshole,” Murdock said. The jerk stuck with him while Murdock reclaimed his possessions. He considered lighting up a Bongani right there, then had a rare moment of clarity and decided against it. Just a few minutes later he left the building behind. Out on the street, he did light up, savoring the rich, nuanced smoke. 

He’d used his time in lockup to get ahold of some old friends and a few enemies. Quite a few people owed him a favor or two. Shit, some would even do him a good turn just to be sure they never had to see him again. He could work with that. 

By the time he walked out of custody, his Yack had a slightly better balance. More importantly, he had a cabin on a starship waiting for him. The only thing he spent money on was a dozen boxes of cigars. The purchase of 600 Bongani cigars cleaned the surprised dealer out and set him back 300 credits. A ludicrous expenditure. What else was a man to do? Who knew if he’d ever have a chance again? 

He thought he’d feel different this time as he walked onto the shuttle that would take him to orbit. He’d flown into space from Earth a hundred times before, always knowing he’d eventually return. In the week he’d spent looking for work after the incident with his sister, he’d decided that was enough. The merc guild didn’t want to admit he was merc, or even still alive. So fuck it. 

“Yack?” the man asked as he boarded the shuttle. He handed it over. “Ticket confirmed, sir. We’ll be lifting in ten minutes. Take any seat, we’re half empty.” He nodded and headed into the ship, taking the first open seat he saw with an empty next to it. He was a big guy, and most people didn’t like sitting next to big guys. 

A few more people boarded, including a pair of MinSha who were busy speaking in their own language. They were careful to keep the clicking sounds down to minimize the chance anyone else would overhear. They didn’t turn their multifaceted eyes in his direction as they strapped in. 

“Lifting off in 2 minutes,” the PA announced. “All passengers verify your safety restraints are in place. We will be using laser boost to reach orbit.” This was the method most ships used at larger starports like Houston. He always thought it was a stupid thing to announce, which meant it was a government rule. 

A pair of flight attendants working for the starline came back and went through, doublechecking that all the passengers understood the childishly simple restraints. Every so often you’d get some rube who’d never flown into space. This wasn’t one of those flights. 

“Standby for liftoff,” the PA said. A second later, the shuttle’s ascent engines roared, and they were pushed back into their seats. The thrust needed to get the shuttle off the ground wasn’t too much, really. Less than a G. The pilots flew the craft in a circular pattern while they awaited their orbital window. Murdock could see out the small window as the ship in front of them, a big fat freighter, had the launch laser blast up its ass, sending it roaring into the sky. 

One minute later their shuttle banked hard and then pitched, nose up. Murdock let his breath out and relaxed as another laser from the starport’s launch cluster fired into the ablative shield on their aft section. Gigawatts of energy from Houston’s fusion power plant, turned into a beam of oscillating coherent light tailored for their model of shuttle, vaporized some of the shuttle’s shield and was converted into thrust. Just over four Gs pushed the passengers back into their seats as the ship rocketed toward space. 

Murdock wondered how long it had been since the shield was replaced. Starlines liked to save money by using those shields until the bare minimum remained. Risky, but profitable. Every so often one would burn through, and a shuttle would turn into a burning meteor. Accidents happened.

After seven minutes of firing, the laser cut off, and his shuttle’s own engines took over. The laser accelerated them to sixteen kilometers per second and an altitude of 120 kilometers before cutting off. It wasn’t efficient to use a laser past that distance in an atmosphere as thick as Earth’s. There were lasers on the moon and Mars which put ships into geostationary orbit. The shuttle’s own boosters circularized the orbit and put them on course to a transfer station.

He caught a second shuttle at the orbital transfer station. This one never landed; it moved between stations and ships in orbit. It took him to a starship, ECS Columbus, a Comal Tramp-class freighter. They were older freighters, the first to be made on Earth seventy-five years ago. Murdock had seen a few around, though none in quite some time. When he got the ticket, he checked—out of twenty-six manufactured, six were still in service. Lucky him. 

This Comal Tramp was refitted in 2100 as the boom of outward colonization was beginning. A full two-thirds of its cargo space was refitted for passengers. Thus, Murdock found himself with 124 other lucky people, crammed four per stateroom, as Columbus thrust at a quarter G toward the stargate. 

The captain was kind enough during their 170 hours in hyperspace to put a spin on the spherical ship, which provided a modest one-fifth G for eating, bathing, working out, and amusements. The passengers used any excuse to get out of their cramped cabins, which was when Murdock stayed in and stretched out. There was little more than four hammocks, anyway; it wasn’t like a cruise ship. 

After a lifetime flying around the galaxy, he’d developed a lot of methods for dealing with the slow times in hyperspace. His personal slate had hundreds of videos and thousands of books. Lots of mercs read because it was something you could start and stop easily, and merc life was on and off. The days went by like always.

On the morning of the ninth day since he’d taken off from Earth, Murdock got his first look at his new home—Gliese 1214b, named Valais by the Humans who’d settled it. The star of Gliese 1214 was a red giant, and the world of Valais was 87% water, with mild seasons, good temperatures, Earth nominal atmosphere, and one more bonus—it wasn’t Earth. He’d last been there twenty-nine years ago on one of those ultra-rare human-vs-human contracts. 

The fighting had only lasted a couple days, and was more of a series of skirmishes than any real slug fest, as often happened when aliens were involved. Humans just didn’t like killing each other, so when they fought, it usually turned into a draw. After the fighting, he’d spent time on a few beaches, sampled the seafood, and gotten a sun tan. He’d told himself if he lived long enough to retire, Valais would be the place. 
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