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[image: ]




As he watched the mercenaries sprawl over Kubar Park’s terraced hillside, filling it with an anarchic cacophony, Branco reflected for the thousandth time that signing up with the Midnight Sun Free Company was the most wonderfully stupid thing he’d ever done in a life filled with recklessness.

His good mood soured. How would I know? When the identity of Saisho Branco had been invented for a covert op several years ago, access to his former memories had been welded shut. Only vague childhood recollections of Copenhagen leaked out.

Whoever he was, Branco’s life was with these mercs now. And what an insane band of misfits they were! What wasn’t bizarre about this outfit was inexplicable, concealed by deceits skillfully crafted by the real powers behind the Midnighters.

“Hey, Branco!” called a voice from a couple of levels lower down on the ornamental terracing. “Hurry up with that resupply. We’re almost out here.”

He grinned, because he felt at home with these people. And as for those deceits, until he unearthed the truth, he preferred to call them mysteries. They weren’t his problem.

“Branco!”

“On it, Sergeant.” He estimated a range of fifty yards to the patch of terrace where his own Shock Squad mixed with the aliens of Vengeance Squad, the only personnel of the newly formed 2nd Company here at Kubar. With a hiss of releasing pressure seals, he opened the box of supplies. Grabbing one of the cold metal canisters, he lobbed it over the manicured hedges and down the hillside to his friends. Before it had even reached the apex of its trajectory, he hurled another. In all, he sent a volley of six, all caught expertly by his comrades below.

The resulting hiss and fizz of opening beer cans merged with other sounds of celebration in the late afternoon air, which was rich with the resinous tree sap from the woods at the base of the hill and the mouthwatering odors from the sizzling barbecue, ably commanded by the tactical officer of the company starship, and her team of SleSha assistants.

Today the big boss was throwing a hard-earned party. Other than those who’d lucked out and were pulling security duty, everyone not off-planet working active contracts was here to enjoy themselves to the max. 

Zuul yapping and snarls reached him from Kenngarr, one of the Vengeance aliens. Branco’s translator pendant rendered them as, “We’re thirsty too, female dog.”

Branco shouted back, “Then try some decent human beer while you wait, Fido. Gotta get the captain her champagne first. Show’s about to start.”

He laughed off the good-natured Zuul protests and the flurry of insults that lifted from Tatterjee, the Flatar who sat ten feet above the ground on the back of his Tortantula partner. Flatars were only the size of an extra-large rat yet were the brains in the common Flatar-Tortantula duos. Cramming intelligence into such a small head must have called for serious design trade-offs when the Creator’d fashioned them. Clearly there’d been no room in the Flatar design spec for generosity, empathy, or a filter between their dark thoughts and their mouths. The stream of pure filth emanating from those tiny lips carried all the way up to the top of the hill and beat Branco’s translator pendant into silent submission.

And this was Tatterjee in a good mood. 

Humping the wheeled cooler down the graveled steps, Branco made for one of the circular patios, which boasted a mosaic floor fashioned from polished and highly pigmented stone. Enticing smoke snaked from the gas barbecues that lined its edge.

En route, he halted briefly as a stream of human caterers passed him on their way down the steps, carrying trays of whiskey and hors d’oeuvres. Liveried in mustard waistcoats over black silk shirts, they looked the part, but were a particularly sullen lot, and blanked him when he attempted to say hello. Nonetheless, they were a reminder that working mercenary contracts was far from the only opportunity for humans to earn good money light years from Earth. It was also a reminder that Branco was the newest recruit on the team. Why else would he be doing the beer run when the company had hired professional caterers?

The tradition of giving the rookie pointless tasks stretched back into pre-history but wouldn’t be Branco’s job for much longer. Not after the shocking events on Earth that had forced Earth-registered merc companies to either flee or submit to judgment on Capital Planet. Here on the rich world of Tau-Rietzke, they were far from Earth. What was really going on? He didn’t know, but human mercenaries between employments were flocking to the safe havens of alien-registered merc companies prepared to take on humans. Companies such as the Midnighters. Most of the squads here to party were formed by human personnel, yet the Midnight Sun was alien registered. Mercenary Guild rules were strict about the registration of member organizations. Over half of a company’s mercs must belong to the same species. If they weren’t human, who the devil were they?

And where?

The company’s owner called herself Gloriana. If the captain knew her secretive employer’s race – or even what the alien looked like – she wasn’t saying.

A clicking from alien mouth parts plucked Branco from his thoughts. From her command post by the sundial at the patio’s center, Lieutenant Flkk’Sss marshaled her SleSha team at their broiler stations, making occasional sorties in person, armed with tongs, spatula, and marinade, while hissing at the seabirds attracted the short distance inland by the cooking smells. Now, with an exaggerated blinking of her jeweled compound eyes, she wordlessly urged Branco to shift his ass with the delivery of more frozen meat for the barbecue.

Flkk’Sss was a member of the same MinSha race who had helped to introduce humanity to the Galactic Union by means of a devastating nuclear strike on Iran and the subsequent pillaging operation to recover the costs of their munitions expenditure. Now this MinSha, ably assisted by wasp-like SleSha, was using her long praying mantis limbs to cook mean dogs and burgers for the humans. Alien tastes were catered to as well, with the broilers cooking delicacies that looked like skewered frogs, charred lichen, and metal pots in which Flkk’Sss prepared spicy poached jellyfish. The transformation from scourge of humankind to flipper of burgers had nothing to do with any change in the MinSha – given the same circumstances, there were hundreds of MinSha mercenary companies happy to deliver the same nuclear hell – and everything to do with the two most important changes in Earth’s history since the dinosaurs died out. First, humans had joined the Galactic Union. More importantly, as far as Saisho Branco was concerned, humans had become the 37th active race registered with the Mercenary Guild. 

And mercenaries earned big money. Happy times.

After delivering the meat, Branco’s next stop was Captain Blue, who was at the next patio over, with its view down the steps and out through the 50-foot-high stone archway at the bottom of the hill. Gloriana had promised her company a spectacle like they wouldn’t believe. Whatever it was, the captain would have the best view. She deserved it too. Blue was unpredictability squared. The thrill addict who, just as you thought you’d figured her out, jumped off on an unexpected bearing. But there was no denying she got results, fulfilling contract after contract, culminating in the big payoff from the Itaneno Job that this party was celebrating.

“...and I get to control the automata through this?” the captain was asking. “That’s so damned impressive.”

Flanked by Commander Venix, her ever-present Zuparti XO, Blue was talking into an oversized slate that displayed a crude remote-control interface.

“Impressive?” came a voice from the slate in English, but which presumably voiced Gloriana’s words. “A party trick, no more. Let me show you something truly impressive. This is what I want. This is what I need...”

The slate switched to a video showing a 100-foot-tall mecha dancing through a sea of heavily-armed Tortantulas, with the music of the mosh pit blaring from its speakers. Missiles rippled from its shoulder-mounted racks as it crushed the giant spider-mercs beneath its feet. 

The captain swore under her breath. Clearly, she’d never seen this metal monster before, but in his previous covert role, Branco had been briefed with different footage of the same incident. The huge war machine was called a Raknar, and it had been piloted by the owner of Cartwright’s Cavaliers. These Raknar were supposed to be rotted metal carcasses, discarded after a war so ancient that humanity had sat it out, having been too preoccupied inventing the wheel at the time. How the hell had Jim Cartwright resurrected them? That was the question slowly leaking out to those in positions of power throughout the Union. Now, it seemed, that question had reached Gloriana.

“Branco!”

The voice of command cut with ease through the hubbub, snapping his head to the left. The tactical commander of the marine units stood amongst Branco’s Shock and Vengeance comrades, shaking her head at him under a heavy frown.

Major Sun Sue was ferociously protective of all company personnel, but triply so for her younger sister, Captain Blue. Her meaning was clear: the captain is not to be disturbed.

Branco shrugged and wheeled the cooler away, heading along the path to Sun and his buddies while trying not to gawp at the major’s appearance.

Sun was most comfortable outfitted in a haptic suit with her Mark 8 CASPer wrapped around her – and weapons free for good measure – or, failing that, in her black company uniform with the gold oak leaf insignia on the lapel.

Lately he’d witnessed a change working its way inside her; she was probing the dangerous notion that there could be more to her life than striving to keep everyone alive and protecting her sister from herself.

Which had to be the reason she was wearing a powder blue summer dress. A dress! Even the alien personnel were staring at this astonishing sight.

But Sun hadn’t yet mastered the off-duty look. If this were his native Copenhagen, a fashionable woman in a light dress might complement it with a wide belt, strappy sandals, and a feminine gilded wrist slate. Instead, Sun wore heavy lace-up boots that came halfway up her slender calves – the kind of footwear with a ferrous strip along the sole that could be magnetized aboard ship – her ruggedized wrist slate was as big as her hand, and the closest thing to jewelry about her person was the polished buckle of the webbing belt with which she’d cinched her dress.

“Why would you give me jewelry?” she’d once asked him. “It’s an impediment, especially in zero-g, and we must be ready to face danger at any time and in every environment.”

“Hey, watch it!” Branco shouted at one of the caterers who knocked into him.

“Sorry,” said the idiot as he rushed by, though Branco could tell he didn’t mean it.

The music died.

Branco had barely noticed it behind the excited chatter and chinking bottles, but its absence opened the way for a pounding noise approaching from the west, along the avenue through the woods...it sounded like a squad of CASPers, human mercs wearing the heavily-armed mech suits Branco now wore professionally. No, it was more like a company of them...a battalion. Enough to make glasses jump off their perches on the low ornamental walls.

Gloriana had promised a spectacle, and it sounded like she was going to deliver.

After the first big contract he’d played a part in, Gloriana had built a race track for her mercs to enjoy. She’d imported a ’63 Jaguar E-Type and a ’66 Shelby Cobra 427, both in pristine condition. They weren’t so shiny now. Boy, had that been wild!

And that was Gloriana in a nutshell. A filthy rich alien collector of restored objects of beauty. The key to understanding her was a comment she’d made about the autos. “Racing cars are meant to be raced, and hard,” she’d said. “Not imprisoned in a museum.” She didn’t spare the blood of her prized mercenary company either.

A crescendo of whooping, whistles, and excited clicks and buzzes rose from the hillside as Gloriana’s toys hove into view.

They were the metal monsters from the captain’s slate! But the video he’d seen of the Raknar hadn’t prepared him for their sheer physical presence. They were headless metal gorillas towering over the trees, tearing chunks out of the ground with every step.

Three of the ancient war machines were stomping their way along the avenue like...well, like badly animated monsters from an early 20th-century movie. They moved, but they weren’t alive. They lacked the essence Jim Cartwright had somehow breathed into his. Still, their polished bodies gleamed in the late afternoon sun like burnished copper. They were magnificent!

To get a good look, Branco was standing a short way back from Sun and his squad. A team of caterers armed with drink trays took up position on the terrace, waiting for the signal to serve. One jerk stood directly in front of him, blocking his view. Man, what was it with these buffoons in their stupid mustard waistcoats? If this was Keiko and Gjalp’s idea of a prank to bribe the caterers to...to...

They’ve taken up position.

He flicked a glance in Captain Blue’s direction and saw the caterers who’d pushed past him earlier were now in position near her.

Waiting.

Ready.

A perspective shift rippled through Branco’s head. Instead of waiters politely receding into the background while their clients enjoyed the party spectacle, he now saw a ring of hostiles around each sister. And the two he remembered seeing behind him on the upper terrace level were in perfect overwatch position.

Paranoia on his part or hostile intent on theirs?

Branco made a split-second decision and acted.

He opened the cooler.

Stilling his heart and controlling his expression as effectively as the greatest actor, Branco withdrew the captain’s pair of champagne bottles and turned innocently.

Sure enough, one of the caterers was standing behind him, glaring down from the low wall bordering the next terrace level. 

“I forgot the captain’s bubbles,” said Branco holding up the bottles shamefacedly. “Should’ve left the drink to you pros, eh?”

“Yes, go do it now,” said the man, smiling almost convincingly.

Branco turned back nonchalantly to face the ring closing in on Sun. Then his muscles kicked into violent action. With the overwatch caterer’s eyes drilling wound channels into his back, he took one long stride forward and spun, swinging the base of a heavy bottle at the man still blocking his view of the Raknar. It cracked open the base of his skull.

Without missing a beat, Branco continued his spin and flung the second bottle up at the man who’d smiled at him moments earlier.

A man now drawing a pistol on him.

* * * * *
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Chapter 2
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The gun went off at the same time as the bottle cracked against the second assassin’s skull. Branco had already backflipped and rolled sideways, but he needn’t have bothered. The shot went wild (low velocity, he noted, unconventional load), and by the time Branco had scrambled up to his position and grabbed the man’s gun, it was obvious he’d never get up again.

He took a moment to scan his gaze over a party in turmoil.

For a moment, he panicked when he couldn’t see the other assailant on overwatch. A scream from the barbecue patio revealed him to be in the clutches of Lieutenant Flkk’Sss, who was holding the intruder’s head over a sizzling grate, while the SleSha slammed down the barbecue lid. Nasty.

But the infiltrators had grabbed the captain.

And Sun.

While two of the attackers were waving stubby plastic pistols at the furious mercs of Shock and Vengeance Squads, what really kept them at bay was a third intruder. This bear of a man had one arm locked around Sun’s neck, and the other hand held a gun to her temple. Her dangling boots kicked the air helplessly.

Put Sun in a CASPer, and she was a ruthlessly effective killer, with endurance matched by few Midnighters, but Branco knew from those secret moments when he’d held her in his arms that the major only weighed about 110 pounds. At the closest quarters she was vulnerable, and didn’t she know it!

She’d never escape that headlock.

Time to even the score.

“Drop the gun,” shouted Sun’s captor at Branco, ramming the muzzle of his pistol into her head and making her gasp. “We walk out of here with your captain’s slate and those junk ancient mecha, and you get your two commanders back unharmed.”

Branco dropped his pistol, but flung out his arm to jab a finger at the hostile holding Sun. “If you hurt one hair on her head...” he threatened, but it was obvious to everyone that his threats were hollow. Even if he chanced rushing Sun’s attacker, Branco was a good ten feet away and now unarmed. 

At least, that was the way he hoped the hostiles saw it. None of the attackers decided Branco was yet deserving of what he guessed was a very limited supply of rounds.

It proved a fatal mistake.

The dart Branco had secretly thrown when he’d pointed his finger was not quite invisible but was as close as the Binnig techs could make. Officially, he had no idea how equipment issued by his former employer could still be on his person. Nonetheless, a few items had begged to be liberated, and he usually carried a few tricks up his sleeves – literally in the case of the invisible dart.

Sun’s captor only saw the pointing man, not the weapon he’d thrown.

But he did feel the tip pierce his temple and pump its payload of specialist nanites and nerve poison directly into his cerebral artery.

He shrieked in terror, but the terror rapidly twisted into anger. If he was gonna go, he’d blow this bitch’s brains out first.

He pulled the trigger.

Too late. The nanites had raced ahead of the poison to block nerve impulses to hands and feet. The message to fire never reached his trigger finger.

And then the nerve agent began to wreak its devastating attack.

As spasms began to claim him, Sun squirmed free. 

For a stretched moment amid the mayhem, she transfixed Branco with a look from her dark eyes that sparkled like black sapphires.

What meaning lay behind it? Gratitude? Hunger? His imagination?

Then she was running, dodging around the attacker lunging for her, and carrying on toward the fountain patio where her sister was still a hostage.

Behind her, Shock and Vengeance Squads rushed the two surviving hostiles on the terrace, led by Tatterjee on top of his Tortantula. The eight squads of 1st Company were storming up the hillside just behind.

Branco ignored them and ran after Sun.

As he passed, a pistol shot hit the Tortantula in her relatively soft underbelly, and she shuddered to a halt. Branco looked around in surprise at the Vengeance Squad monster whom Tatterjee had renamed Betty.

Had the round been poisoned? To his experienced eyes and ears, the hostiles had smuggled harmless plastic through what was supposed to be tight base security and assembled them into guns and pellets on-site. That’s how Branco would do it – probably with a binary chemical propellant that was harmless until combined with urea. Not something that could kill a Tortantula.

“Where’d the bullet go?” Betty asked, dipping her head to look beneath her abdomen.

The hostiles hadn’t been the only ones to smuggle weapons into the party. Tatterjee had a hypervelocity pistol in his little hands. Branco pressed on as the Flatar put four rounds through the men who’d upset his partner.

Sun leaped onto the terrace wall, swaying slightly to keep her balance.

Over at the fountain, Branco saw an impasse. Two of the intruders sprawled lifelessly over the polished stone, but one had grabbed the control slate, and one had a CL-32 Peacemaker, with which he kept at bay Commander Venix, Lieutenant Flkk’Sss, and a group of SleSha armed with tongs, spatulas, and long-handled toasting forks. A final intruder was dangling Captain Blue in a headlock, a gun to her head in the same M.O. as with her sister and telling a hundred angry Midnighter mercs to keep their distance.

Without their overwatch, they didn’t have the eyes to see Sun drawing throwing knives out of those heavy boots she always wore. “Surrender!” she cried, but before she even uttered the words, she’d already pitched two steel blades in overarm throws.

The merc keeping the angry cooks at bay wasn’t about to take his eye off the aliens just because a little girl was shouting threats. 

Then he heard the bodies crashing to the ground behind him after Sun’s throwing knives buried themselves in the necks of his comrades.

“Angler?” he called. “You okay? Sergeant?”

His only answer was a gurgling rattle from the throat of the man who’d dared to pull a gun on Sun’s sister.

Over the course of about a second, Branco could see the realization write itself in the merc’s slumping shoulders: this contract is never gonna pay out. The last hostile carefully lowered his gun and raised his hands. A second later he was slammed to the stone floor beneath an angry MinSha. 

Blue waved the alien off her attacker.

The half-stunned prisoner tried to sit up, but Blue kicked him in the throat and stomped him back down.

From his position on the wall beside Sun, Branco got an unobstructed view of the captain. Years ago, faulty nanites had stripped away most of the pigmentation from her skin, and all her hair but for a dark blue topknot. Now her face became a terrifying visage of demonic anger, as her face flushed with angry channels of red that pulsed over every inch of skin.

“Why?” she demanded in a whisper.

“The – the – Raknar,” choked the prisoner.

His reply only fueled the captain’s inhuman anger. She grabbed a skewer from one of the SleSha cooks and – without breaking her hold on the prisoner’s gaze – casually pierced his thigh.

“Why?” she repeated.

“Raknar. Ahh! Everyone wants the entropy-cursed things. That’s all I know.”

Blue smiled and leaned in toward the man’s face, putting her weight onto the skewer. “Why?” she repeated as its point pressed all the way through his leg, releasing a scream that sent the waiting seabirds flapping away to the shore.

“I...I don’t know why. Please! Ahh! Whole galaxy’s gone mad. Ever since the Merc Guild pulled that stunt on Earth. No! Stop it! Please! Direct Guild employment. I only signed up to look good to Peepo. It was an acquisition contract.”

The red tracery ebbed from Blue’s pallid skin. “Well, you didn’t get to acquire them, did you?” she pointed out in a honeyed voice. “Better luck next time, sweetie.” She braced a foot on the man’s wounded thigh and pulled out the skewer, letting the bloodied spike clatter to the floor.

“Venix!” she called over the man’s screams. “Party’s over for you, I’m afraid. Secure this piece of sputum and any others who still live. And will someone please stop him bleeding all over the patio? I want to know everything you can extract about their client and their purpose. No going soft on him now, Commander.”

As if a Zuparti would ever go soft! Branco pitied the prisoner as Commander Venix took him away with a couple of staff officers. The captain’s anger was a thunderbolt of intensity that soon passed, but Venix made a more terrifying captor. The weasel-like humanoids were no more sadistic than the next species, but they were driven by paranoia. How had these mercs infiltrated the base’s defenses? Who were they? When would the next attack come? Venix wouldn’t so much as twitch his whiskers at the prospect of pulling out a tongue or trapping a vulnerable body extremity in a slowly tightening vice if it produced a single nugget of information. 

The merc moaned as he was dragged away, before being persuaded into silence by the MinSha’s blows. 

“Who the hell are those mercs?” whispered Sun under her breath.

Good question.

Branco and the major looked at each other...then raced back to the bodies of the attackers on the terrace.

Branco ripped open a mustard waistcoat and lifted the shirt underneath. Beside him, Sun did the same. You could learn a lot from a merc’s ink – or lack of it.

“Are we gonna eat him?” asked Betty hopefully.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” said Tatterjee. “You know humans. She’s probably going to hump it.”

“Yes, but do we eat the bodies after?”

“That’s enough!” snapped Sun.

“What was that, Major?” said Tatterjee. “Thank you for saving my life?”

Sun glared at the Flatar. “You disobeyed an order. Firearms and alcohol are a combustible mix. That’s why you were forbidden your pistol.”

“Sorry, ma’am.”

“White dove,” said Branco, winking at Tatterjee. “High on the left breast, just below the collar bone.”

“Same here,” Sun confirmed. “That other fool said he was working directly for the guild, which I’ve never heard of before. But these two are Condottieri.”

Condottieri? Branco knew of them, but why were they here? The mercenary company was owned and operated by Nicolo SantoPietro, a veteran who styled himself Il Colombo or the Dove. The Condottieri’s registered base was in Milan, and they had a training facility in Sicily, but most of their operations were in the rich, coreward systems of the Praf and Centauri sectors. They weren’t well known on Earth, but when he’d worked for Binnig – the manufacturer of the Combat Assault System, Personal – he’d seen the manifests for their CASPer suit shipments. They were big numbers.

“Are you sure you released control to me?”

It was the captain, who was ambling toward them while talking into her slate. Only a minute earlier, her demonic face had blazed with anger while she’d tortured one of her kidnappers. Now she appeared to be without a care in the world, a beautiful woman chatting to her friend in this lovely outdoor setting.

“I’m sure,” came Gloriana’s reply out of the device in Blue’s hands. “The Raknars should be running from your slate.”

Forgotten while the attack was underway, the Raknars had continued their shuffling advance until they were almost at the base of the hillside. Those monsters must weigh a thousand tons apiece. If they didn’t stop, they would crash into the hill with the momentum of a destroyer at ramming speed.

Blue’s smooth and hairless face creased into a puzzled frown as she tapped away at her slate. “Negative, Gloriana. I do not have control. I repeat, I do not—”

The Raknars stomped their massive feet and came to a halt in craters they punched out of the ground. From its position directly in front of the stone arch, the lead mecha slowly raised an arm.

“—have control,” Blue finished. “I didn’t do that.”

“Well,” said Gloriana. “Who did?”

A boom hit the hillside as a magnetically accelerated shell left the muzzle of a heavy coilgun strapped to the Raknar’s wrist, passing high over the hill. 

* * * * *
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“Everyone, seek cover!” ordered Major Sun as alarms wailed. “Base defense, report!”

The Raknar clumsily lowered its arm to aim at the scattering mercenaries.

The alarms died.

“Captain Blue!” boomed the Raknar.

“Comms are down,” shouted the voice of Captain Finn-Holt from somewhere within the mass of his 1st Company command. “Base defense compromised. We think that monster’s housing a full cyber assault team, but we’re beating them back.”

Captain Blue shouted at the Raknar. “Identify yourself!”

Without waiting for an answer, she bounded down the graveled steps and scrambled up the huge arch at the base of the hill. Her feet found good purchase on the bas relief carvings of tentacled monsters wreaking destruction upon their hapless victims. From the apex of the arch, she stuck her hands on her hips and stood resolute against the metal monster.

Thirty feet above Blue’s elevated position, the giant machine pivoted its headless torso as if staring down at her.

“There you are,” said the Raknar through the speakers it wore like a necklace. “Compliments of Sinclair’s Scorpions, Blue. We don’t like stealing from you, hen, but...ach, this goes against the grain, but there are dark times when even a mercenary can be driven by something more than the profit motive. And these are dark days indeed.”

“How noble. And how exactly do you expect to walk away with those crudely animated museum artifacts? You do realize that at this moment you are fulfilling the wildest fantasies of everyone with a targeting reticle, all over this facility?”

“Come after us, and we’ll destroy you and the Raknars. I know which of those outcomes your boss will detest most.”

These Scorpions had guts; Branco had to hand them that. Everything hinged on the guess that Gloriana would order her mercenaries to stand down. Already, half of 1st Company had slid away to arm up, and the base had defenses about which he’d only heard dark rumors.

Blue allowed a long silence to mock the arrogance of the Scorpions before she responded. “Tell you what, Charlie – that is you, isn’t it? Charlie Sinclair?”

“That ancient article?” Branco felt sure the Raknar would shrug if it possessed shoulders. “We might be distantly related.”

Blue laughed. “I know the Scorpions of old. You must be Charlie’s younger brother, James.”

“What if I am?”

Blue’s fists clenched. Her body slid toward a combat stance, as if she were about to jump off the arch and punch the Raknar in its guts. Maybe she would. Blue was capable of anything. “I don’t react well to having assassins gatecrash my party and put a gun to my head, James Sinclair.”

“Those hooligans in the mustard waistcoats had nothing to do with us, Blue. Sinclair’s Scorpions don’t need help.”

“I see.” Blue relaxed. “Well, let’s discover if you’re as much fun to play with as your older brother. I’ll count to 100. If you and your team have gotten away with the Raknar by then – and without putting a scratch on them – I’ll come after you and take them back nicely.” 

“You and whose army? Wait? You mean that rabble of blootered rejects, numpties and posers? You’re not in a proper Earth unit now, Blue. You’re just a tidy exhibit in an alien display case. And that’s why you’re talking pish. Your boss won’t let you open fire on her collectibles, and you know it.”

Blue crossed her arms defiantly, tapping a foot on the stonework of the arch. “100...99...Charlie’s brother or no, if I catch you on my planet, I will kill you. 98...”

“You’re unhinged,” said Sinclair, “just like Charlie said.”

Lieutenant Flkk’Sss gave keening whistles that Branco’s pendant translated as, “Defenses coming online.”

A cacophony of whining motors emanated from the arch. Before his astonished eyes, the bas relief monsters on its exterior erupted from their confinement, flailing tentacles through a cloud of dust and stone chips. For a moment he thought he was witnessing living alien warriors emerge – perhaps Gloriana herself was one of these many-tentacled nightmares – then he saw they were weapons turrets, and the tentacles straightened themselves into barrels. Further weaponry emerged from walls and ornamental stonework throughout the hillside. And all this firepower was aimed at the Raknar.

“Permission to open fire?” requested Flkk’Sss.

Blue’s only response was to continue the countdown.

The Scorpion-controlled mecha turned around, shuffling as clumsily as a dime-store clockwork robot. Comparing this fairground attraction to what Jim Cartwright had managed to make one do was like comparing a prima ballerina to a drunk lurching around an alleyway in search of a good spot to vomit. Yet they were all Raknar. If these war machines could be made to work properly...Branco’s guts turned to icy water just to contemplate such terror. First Jim Cartwright and now the Condottieri and Scorpions. A lot of people were suddenly thinking they could turn these shuffling curios into something indescribably lethal.

Thump...Thump...The lumbering mecha made their slow-speed exit.

“Ma’am, do we fire?” Flkk’Sss was twitching her wing cases with frustration. 

“Fire?” Blue looked down on the officer from the archway, her eyes wide with surprise. “Of course not, Lieutenant. I’ve only counted down to 67.”

“All we need are cables,” said Sergeant Albali. “Trip the buggers up.”

“We need CASPers with grappling clamps,” said Sun. “I’ve ordered three squads to suit up ASAP.”

“If they used Mark 7s—” started Branco.

“Then the heavier model will be more effective than the lighter Mark 8s. Yes, we thought of that too.” Sun hesitated. “But good thinking, people. Keep it coming.”

Suddenly, everyone was hitting the deck as explosions ripped into the ground in front of the wood.

The gleaming shoulders of the Raknar poked out of swirling, thick clouds speckled with gleaming ribbons and pulsing flares. It was a defensive cloud, designed to hide from a wide range of sensors. Soon, it spread high enough to engulf the Raknar.

By the time a squad of Mark 7 CASPers let loose with their boot jets and jumped into the cloud, they were too late. Seconds later, a trio of heavy lift shuttles emerged from the screen of the woods and made brazenly for orbit, the three dangling mecha glinting in the sunlight. 

The gun turrets and missile-armed CASPers tracked the shuttles all the way into the upper atmosphere, awaiting the order to fire.

Blue watched them escape and said nothing.

Still atop the high arch bristling with turrets, she turned to face her company. Instead of ordering them to fire, she closed her eyes and tilted her head forward a little – the sign of someone withdrawing into her pinplants.

Branco grimaced when Blue’s face flinched as if repeatedly slapped. Inside Blue’s mind, she must be receiving a hell of a roasting from Gloriana. But there was no denying the heaving chest and the tongue darting out of her open mouth like an excited Zuul. His human commander was dosed sky high on excitement.

She was up to something. 

* * * * *
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Chapter 4
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Captain Blue closed her eyes and ears on the mercenaries clamoring for revenge. There was no time to lose. They needed to do something.

But whatever she decided that should be, Blue knew it had to be the right thing. She’d never met her employer in the flesh, but Gloriana’s reputation said the alien would not permit second chances.

Blue’s senior command staff had formed a defensive line at the base of the arch to keep the crowd away so she had space to work. Surprisingly, so did Venix, the Zuparti installed by Gloriana to keep watch on the human commander, who’d returned from his interrogation.

Inside Blue’s brain were four sets of cognitive enhancements, data analyzers, and high-bandwidth data links known as pinplants. The augmentations had been partly inserted, partly grown, and wholly painful going in. Her brain still felt bruised, but Gloriana had insisted on the implants, and the alien boss had already been proven right on several occasions. 

Blue established a secure connection to a nearby comm node and spent several hundred milliseconds meticulously building an unhackable link to a cylinder in high orbit. To all but the most perceptive of prying eyes, the floating object was nothing more than space junk, but Blue knew better.

* * *
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Of all the specialist Midnighter personnel who served rotations aboard Detritus-2, Jenkins was the only one to actually volunteer. Others regarded the miniature stealth boat’s isolation and cramped confines to be arduous duty, to be endured and grumbled about. But in the Jeha’s opinion, nothing gave a better opportunity to contemplate the majestic song of the cosmos and embrace the precious yet infinitesimally small part he played in that music. Also, here aboard Detritus-2, no one complained when he recited his experimental poetry, although he’d twice noticed his assistant holding her body with an impertinent slant.

Like many of his species, Jenkins’ naturally mathematical brain saw order and pattern in everything – which was why his kind made such good engineers and navigators. From Detritus-2, he only had to point his multi-sensory eyestalks at the viewport to see and hear the ultimate mathematical order written in the stars. Lesser species insisted there were no sounds in space, and the black was indeed silent to their limited perception of pressure waves via vibrating bones. Jenkins was Jeha. Even in the vacuum of space, the entire universe blazed with song.

But in orbit above the world of Tau-Rietzke where the Midnighters were based, there was order too, discernible in the comings and goings of trade and mercenary activity. Tau-Rietzke was a rich and well-established world, with many ships passing through its stargate and emergence points. There were many complex patterns for an observer of his sophistication to lose oneself within.

Several hundred miles away, in a Port Hektatus orbital docking bay, was the starship that bore the company’s name, Midnight Sun. A unique, polished rotating sphere, which was easy to see from afar due to its highly reflective surface. Pretty it may be, but the unique warship was deadly, and large enough to carry a battalion with full logistical support. 

Sometimes Tau-Rietzke’s orbital song missed half a beat, a tiny grain of disharmony that less observant species wouldn’t notice. That was why Jeha also made good intelligence analysts.

“Zarbi?” he prompted the other occupant of the stealth cylinder, rotating his eyestalks because once again he found himself using the human version of Kl’ch’hk’s name. “Answer me, Kl’ch’hk! I need confirmation.”

“Jenkins, I’m young,” replied Zarbi. “My brain’s not slowed by your aged metabolism. Of course I have the data. Furthermore, I can now confirm your hypothesis. The signals we intercepted are passing between the ships of interest and Kubar Park.”

Jenkins hesitated to contact the base on the planet below. “The problem with feeling so attuned to the vibration of the universe,” he explained to the three-foot-long youngling, “is that it makes one reluctant to interrupt the harmony. Jeha aren’t good with guns and such things. That’s why species with the gift of violence make such good soldiers. Species such as humans.”

“I understand what you’re trying to say,” said Zarbi. “Captain Blue scares the crap outta you.”

Jenkins snapped his mandibles at the insolent junior but said nothing to her. Would Captain Blue thank him for interrupting the revelries down below at Kubar Park? Probably not. Nonetheless, reporting suspicious activity was his duty. He rippled his carapace, which heated his body to generate the courage to contact the fearsome human devil.

An infrared lamp blinked. Incoming communication.

“Jenkins here.”

“There’s been an incident,” the Jeha’s pendant translated, but the speaker was unmistakably the same human captain that had been foremost in the intelligence analyst’s mind. “Thieves have taken off from our base with our owner’s valuable property.”

“Yes, ma’am. We’ve detected suspicious data traffic connecting unidentified persons at Kubar Park with two orbiting spacecraft. One is an Ulura-class light cruiser, EMS Regina Margherita, registered to mercenary company Condottieri. The other is a Behemoth-class super freighter currently docked at Port Hektatus.”

“Docked?” The translator pendant conveyed the human’s surprise. Jenkins was wary of the random disharmonies the captain flung at the pattern of the universe, but Blue herself was surprisingly adept at glimpsing that pattern. As the humans themselves might say, Captain Blue wasn’t born yesterday.

“Stolen items are Raknar relics being carried to orbit on Type-47B tugs,” said the captain. “Thieves claim to be Sinclair’s Scorpions, but we’ve also been infiltrated by Condottieri and other mercs who claim direct employment by the Merc Guild. That’s all I know. Now give me your assessment. Tell me what’s happening up there, Jenkins.”

Jenkins wriggled with pleasure. To think he was actually being paid do this! “The Behemoth-class super freighter is UTS Exuberance. To see a ship of that class in-system is common, but their poor maneuverability and enormous momentum mean it’s generally uneconomic for them to deviate from a course directly from emergence point to stargate. Combined with the enormous port fees they would incur, it means that mooring at an orbital dock is unusual. My speculation is that your thieves are transit riders, paying to clamp onto the heavy hauler’s hull to let the bigger ship handle the cost of transition through hyperspace, and bribing its captain to dock in orbit so the Type-47B tugs can offload easily. There are no ships in-system registered to the Scorpions. No doubt they’re under a false flag. The Exuberance is due to leave dock shortly and is scheduled to pass through the stargate in 35 Terran hours. I speculate that once through hyperspace, the thieves’ ship will detach and travel to its client.”

“Then we must make sure it won’t detach. Infiltrate the freighter. I need you onboard to be my eyes, ears, and antennae. And Jenkins, you mustn’t let anyone know you’re there.”

“Covert infiltration. I understand, ma’am. We’re on it...”

Zarbi was gyrating frantically in the zero-g, giving out high-pitched screams. Jenkins didn’t want to disturb the captain, but the youngling’s meaning was clear. “Ca-captain?” Jenkins ventured. “My subordinate has further information. Please standby...” Jenkins pushed the communicator over to Zarbi as if it were a primed grenade.

“Captain?”

“Relax, Rating Kl’ch’hk, also known as Zarbi. You’re safe up there in your orbital coffin. I can’t go full-human on you and bite off your legs.”

Zarbi’s body segments began curling in on themselves. Then she remembered that the captain enjoyed terrorizing subordinates but was not known to eat them. “Ahh. Glad to hear it, ma’am. Our assets in the Navigation Guild are telling me the ultra-freighter is making a last-minute reregistering of its manifest. It will carry the Condottieri ship clamped to its hull.”

“Well that’s all right then,” said the captain. “Because you’ll already be there on the freighter waiting for them. Won’t you? Won’t you?” 

A blast of cold fear swept Jenkins out of his pleasant contemplation of scenario outcomes, but terror of displeasing the captain also temporarily froze each of his many limbs. Luckily, before the human could prompt him again, he recovered enough to send Detritus-2 on a slow tumbling course toward Port Hektatus. “We’re on our way, Captain,” he said hurriedly. All the legs on his left side went limp with relief when Blue cut the comm line.

Zarbi picked that moment to float past, upside down and with her eyestalks curved round to look at each other. Where in the Nightmare Worlds had the youngster picked up such an obscene gesture?

“See?” said Zarbi, overtly choosing the less respectful verb form. “I told you the captain scared you.”

Clicking his mandibles in irritation, Jenkins considered possible means for applying mild pain to the annoying junior that wouldn’t cause permanent damage. 

But as the elder, he took seriously his responsibility of teaching Zarbi.

“Fear is information, youngling. A part of nature’s pattern. We’re both right to fear Captain Blue and...I suspect, in the task she’s set us, we’ll discover much else to fear besides.”

* * *
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Captain Blue trembled atop the high arch.

Beneath the burning pleasure of exhilaration was a wellspring of cold fear. Blue’s predecessor as the first field commander of the Midnight Sun – at least the part of the company that Gloriana had revealed to Blue – had disappeared suddenly. “He’d become problematic,” was all Gloriana would say on the matter.

If Blue didn’t bring back those Raknar, Gloriana might find the human sisters had become problematic too.

She welcomed in the deep gnawing fear that filled her bones with ice and sent crawling beasts rampaging through her guts. Fear was the most intoxicating drug of all.

So it was with her jaw snapping in excitement that she opened wild eyes on the noisy crowd of mercenaries awaiting her leadership, and waved them to silence. It was time to announce their next adventure. 

* * * * *
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Chapter 5
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“Situation’s in hand,” Blue announced. “We brought in the Itaneno Job, and we all know that contract could easily have gone south. Tonight, we celebrate. We remember Duchenne, Pienkowski, Fls’Ssar, and McAuley who never made it back, and the brave souls who were wounded in the Condottieri attack and are on their way to the infirmary. They’ll be okay, but it would be an insult not to drink their share of the liquor.” Scarlet flames flickered down the side of her head. “All personnel of O-2 grade and above will pay rapt attention to the orders I’m about to send via the command channel. By morning, I want to know how not one, but two hostile forces infiltrated this facility.” The angry flames drained back into her skin and she grinned. “Everyone else – party till you drop, and that’s an order. Tomorrow we ship out and bring back the big boss’ Raknar. Without a scratch.”

The cheers, whistles, and clicks from the enlisted and O-1 ranks were so loud that they could probably be detected from orbit.

But the decibels dropped as the crowd beneath the arch parted to allow a Tortantula to approach their leader.

“Captain, do we get paid?” asked Betty, sounding confused.

It wasn’t easy to feel sorry for a ten-legged monster, twelve-feet long and six wide, who desired little more in life than the pleasure of breaking things – especially living things. Yet Branco almost felt sympathy for the big alien. Betty wasn’t even a pendant translation but was actually the Tortantula’s legal name after Tatterjee, in a particularly devilish mood, had persuaded his partner that to humans it was a terrifying word of power. Now everyone but Betty realized that, although it was the Tortantula who spoke those words, she was voicing Tatterjee’s question.

Captain Blue scrambled down the outside of the arch and squared up to the ten-foot high creature, reaching up on tiptoe to drag Betty’s head down.

“Yes, Betty,” Blue whispered in her face. “You shall be paid.” 

With one hand grasping a Tortantula fang, Blue flung the other wide to address the crowd of mercenaries. “If we return Gloriana’s Raknar toys without a dent, you’ll be paid standard acquisition contract rates plus a hefty bonus.”

“What’s the bonus, Captain?” asked Keiko, one of Branco’s best friends from Shock Squad. She licked her lips in anticipation of a galactic credit windfall.

“Our bonus is Gloriana’s forgiveness for allowing not just the Scorpions but the Condottieri to infiltrate our base and steal valuable property from under our noses. That, Trooper Keiko, is the most valuable bonus of all.”

Keiko went wide-eyed and shut up, but some of the other Shock Squad troopers started grumbling, until Blades and Wuey jerked in surprise when Major Sun appeared from nowhere and put her hands on their shoulders.

“What the captain means,” Sun growled, “is that if we get back in Gloriana’s good books, you two maggots get to live. And if we don’t...you’d better pray you die trying to retrieve her Raknar.”

She shot Branco a quick glance laden with meaning before walking off, leaving Sergeant Albali glaring at Blades and Wuey. “Idiots,” growled the big, angry Spaniard.

Branco didn’t listen in on Albali reaming out his squadmates. He knew where Sun was headed – over to the far side of the main compound and the private summer house hidden in the orchard cut through with paths and clearings.

Branco gave it a minute and followed by a different route.

Their special relationship wasn’t exactly against the rules, but they never discussed it with each other, let alone anyone else.

By tomorrow, Sun Sue would be a major once more, the officer in charge of both marine companies. Not only that, but she had to be the wary counterpoint to her sister’s wildness. Sun would be so consumed with keeping everyone in her charge safe that she’d spare no thoughts for herself.

But for the next hour or so, Sun would try to be just a simple woman, shielded from her responsibilities by the warmth of Branco’s arms 

He licked his lips at the prospect. Yet he hated it too. He wanted her, but he needed to seek refuge from her within the safe mass of Shock Squad.

Because the instant Sun was on a mission, she’d shut down whatever feelings she had for him, sealing them away in a lead-lined vault from which not a hint would escape.

But however hard he tried, Branco couldn’t switch his off. Not ever.

There was a reason fraternizing was frowned upon. And that was why signing up to this company had been the most wonderfully stupid thing Saisho Branco had ever done. 

* * * * *
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​Part 2: UTS EXUBERANCE
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* * * * *
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Chapter 6
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Jenkins hesitated, three of his front manipulative limbs on the wheel that would open the outer airlock hatch for the first time. Until this point, both Jeha of Detritus-2 had drawn courage from the high-spec concealment provided by their tiny stealth cylinder. They had hidden in plain view – just another chunk of annoying space detritus – until a few hundred klicks from the enormity of the UTS Exuberance, when they switched to active concealment and full-band ECM. Coasting in for a soft landing in the lee of an enormous radiator array near Bay 82 had made his segments curl in fear. He’d been forced to yield control to young Zarbi while he rediscovered his courage.

Now that their craft was cocooned in stealth wraps, an observer would have to poke it with a stick before realizing it was there. They were safe, so long as they stayed here.

If only he could. This was the moment he’d dreaded. He had to go outside.

“Zarbi, do you think we should wait for the captain?”

“If she could hear you ask that, what would she say?”

The carapace segments on his back curled protectively as Jenkins winced at the anger in Blue’s imaginary reply.

“I’m going in,” he said and tightened his grip on the airlock opening control. 

The outside of the airlock was part of the Exuberance’s outer hull that they’d drilled through and incorporated into the existing Detritius-2 airlock. In and out without anyone the wiser. Just one swift turn of the wheel, and he’d be through.

“Jenkins, if you want me to go instead, you only have to ask.”

“Don’t be impertinent. I’m just considering our options. There’s hardly a hurry, Zarbi. After all, Midnight Sun has not yet docked.”

“They’re late,” Zarbi agreed. “They’re loading something before the dropships board and deliver the troopers. It’s very strange. But if they abandon us, we’ll just enjoy a vacation on full pay. Are you sure you don’t want me to go first?”

“You’re barely qualified to operate the radio, Junior Rating Zarbi. My task requires experience and skill far beyond your abilities.”

He turned the wheel, and the much larger circle of the outer airlock turned in unison. After a brief hiss of pressure equalization, the hatch opened into the darkness of the UTS Exuberance.

He floated through and was immediately met by the robot defenders of the giant freighter. The hellish red glow from their welding arms illuminated powerful pincers, cutting tools, and grinding jaws. 

Damage control servitors.

Jenkins screamed inwardly as he was forced to crawl between the machines, but they seemed to reach a decision that he didn’t need to be cut up and disposed of today.

He made it through and immediately hit his antennae against the barrier of the air scrubbers. With flashlights in two of his manipulative arms, he set to work boosting their performance. This wasn’t as segment-curlingly terrifying as squeezing through the servitors in the dark but was ultimately more dangerous. All spaceship crews feared the failure of their life support systems and would closely monitor their status. Jenkins was going to damage the efficiency of this air scrubber when he cut a tunnel through its heart, but it was the only viable route into the ship. As he cut his way through, he activated portable scrubbers he’d brought from the Detritus. If he’d calculated this correctly, the damage he was causing would be matched by the increase in capacity he was adding.

And if he got this wrong, alarms would trigger, and a maintenance squad would be dispatched. He would be captured, tortured, and killed. With luck, Zarbi might escape.

He pushed through and into the ventilation shaft network. Three minutes later, he was looking through a worm camera poked through a ventilation grille into a general access passageway.

It looked deserted. Jenkins passed through the aperture, sealing the grille behind him, and floated in the zero-g across to a rail that ran along the far bulkhead.

As the infiltration spy landed on the rail designed for millipedal beings and hurried along to obtain distance from his point of entry, he drew increasing courage from the perfection of his disguise. Senior Rating Tk’ch’kl’l, known to beings with inadequate mouth parts as Jenkins, had been left behind on Detritus-2. In his place roamed an entirely different individual – Tch’kh’lk’l, a once-respected engineer now busted to the lowest rank as a consequence of his addiction to gambling on illegal mammal fights. His electronic pass insisted he had a berth on the Spirit of Commerce, a high-value goods, no-questions-asked trader docked far away at Bay 17.

And if that cover identity grew too hot for safety, no matter. The disgraced engineer was only one of scores that Zarbi had cooked up for her superior. 

Now that he was safely inside the Exuberance, the Jeha formerly known as Jenkins couldn’t wait to get started. 

* * * * *
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Chapter 7
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Captain Blue made a point of always presenting herself as if she lived in an eager cloud of Tri-V cameras. And if all eyes and antennae weren’t trained upon her? Well, that was the galaxy’s problem, but she’d be damned if she’d let that cramp her style.

As she marched along the passageway near the Exuberance’s hull that connected the transit rider bays, her escort hurrying to match her pace, she narrowed her eyes and threw back her head in what she knew was a dramatic gesture for the hidden eyes she guessed really were recording her progress.

Her field-gray greatcoat, with brass buttons and captain’s insignia on the epaulettes, streamed behind her. She possessed two of the heavy woolen garments, and this was the larger one – the one with sleeves slightly too long and excess material at the shoulders that, in her eyes, made her look like a child in grown-up’s clothing. But there was a reason she’d chosen the ill-fitting greatcoat; sometimes a commander needed to make sacrifices in the service of her company.

UTS Exuberance would soon complete her last-minute loading, upon which she would apply spin about an axis running from bow to stern and then transition through the stargate. But for now, Deck 62 –  Frame 27 –  Zone 3 was in zero-g, and however menacing her appearance from the waist up, even the proficient use of her magnetized boots still left her looking as if she were wading through molasses.

She had more elegant means of transport, but this expedition had been rushed. Her part of the company had devised a set of plans for retrieving the Raknar from the Scorpions, but instead of immediately setting off after the thieves, Gloriana had ordered them off her ship to cool their heels on Port Hektatus while she’d made several runs from planetside to load Midnight Sun with a ‘contingency reserve.’ 

A backup plan. In case Blue failed!

To the Nightmare Hells with her. What did the alien bitch think she was playing at? 

And whatever she’d loaded was heavy enough to affect Midnight Sun’s maneuvering profile. 

Blue had been happy to take Gloriana’s money and safe refuge from all she’d been running from, but this little stunt had crossed the line. Blue was going to find out who this Gloriana really was before these little mysteries and delays added up to something that killed her or her sister.

At least the mysterious alien’s bottomless supply of credits had paid the huge bribe to shift the Maki pleasure cruiser to another Bay, leaving Bay 79 available for the Midnight Sun to clamp onto.

The Exuberance was two miles long and a mile across its beams, but this tactical application of credits placed them just three bays away from the UTS Arashi Nova, a decrepit tramp freighter that Jenkins – in his final update before going dark – had suggested might belong to those thieving Scorpions.

The Jeha had better be right, or this little expedition of hers was going to prove very embarrassing.

The passageway snaked left. 

Suddenly a woman lunged at Blue. She ducked. Lieutenant Flkk’Sss pushed off with her four walking limbs and crashed into the human, wrapping all six limbs around her. But she was already unconscious. Another unconscious figure floated ahead.

It appeared the Midnighter advanced team were doing their job at securing their captain’s passage. She had to squeeze past Flkk’Sss and push aside the unconscious floating body.

The spineways that served the super-freighter’s forward clamp bays were suitable for larger races, with three magnetic walk-tracks running along their length. But in this zone designed for smaller races, everyone had to follow the sole mag-track buried in its annoyingly efficient corridors. She’d have preferred to make her entrance with a Tortantula at her back. Although Betty could squeeze through a surprisingly narrow space, she’d look less like an intimidating monster of war, and more like something shoved through a waste pipe to clear a blockage.

She turned another corridor and was met with a flurry of saluting Midnighters led by her elder sister. Blue snapped one back.

“Route secured,” said Sun. “No one was hurt. Not much.”

Blue clamped down on her expression. Her pinplants were running non-verbal communication analysis on a copy of the pulses running through the optic nerves. The procedure to put a splitter into her nerves had been agonizing, and she still sometimes woke up screaming, but the result came in handy at outwitting aliens. Unfortunately, it worked on human siblings too, and she didn’t like what they told her about Sun.

Even on a contract, her sister could no longer hide that she was happy.

Had to happen one day, Blue supposed, but it won’t end well.

Sun accompanied her past three more curled figures asleep in the zero-g, before they reached Bay 82 and the man who’d not only disabled most of the Scorpion sentries but was also the cause of the pride and affection Sun hid from herself, though not from her sister.

Pity. Saisho Branco not only filled his shirt appealingly but was proving very useful. All the same, she decided, he’d have to go. One way or another.

“Good work, Trooper Branco,” she said as he saluted in front of the access hatch to the transit rider that harbored the nest of Scorpions. She supposed she owed him a decent reference.

“Thank you, ma’am.”

She waved away the remainder of her escort and, while Branco busied himself applying the hand of an unconscious Scorpion to the hatch lock, she fantasized about running poisoned claws along his muscular back.

When the mechanism acknowledged the palm print, he glanced back. “Something wrong, Captain?”

“Yes,” she hissed. “Someone spoiled a good party.”

The two locked gazes for a moment. His face went blank, but her pinplants interpreted his closed expression as a threat assessment followed by conscious suppression of the fight-or-flight response.

Branco had just reclassified her as a hostile.

“Leave me,” she ordered and cast Sun’s handsome weakness from her mind as the hatch irised open. Blue stormed through and pushed off from the deck to float, with greatcoat billowing, through the stubby cylinder of the access passage and into the interior of the Arashi Nova.

She drew a crumb of comfort from the Scorpion logo stenciled over the left shoulder of the two CASPers on guard duty, tracking her every move. She’d have hated to waste this entrance on the wrong ship.

In this cramped and pressurized environment, she guessed those arm-mounted machine guns aimed at her center of mass would have a low-velocity hollow point load. She prayed they wouldn’t open fire, because they’d make a terrible mess of her greatcoat, and she was very fond of the garment – even this oversized one.

A sudden doubt wiped the smile from her face. She was taking a terrible risk, assuming James Sinclair would act like the brother she knew so well.

She swallowed hard and sailed through the CASPer killzone – close enough for them to snap out a spring-loaded blade and gut her on her own momentum – and passed unharmed through to the other side. 

Then a powered gauntlet snapped out from behind a bulkhead and ripped her from the air.

* * * * *
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Chapter 8
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“You know damned well why I’m here,” Blue informed the faceless metal carapace. (CASPer Mark 7, she noted with professional detachment – the older model’s extra mass made sense on door duty). She smiled sweetly. After all, the merc had only to tighten his grip and Blue’s bones would be crushed to powder. “Where’s that mutton-headed sporran-smuggling eejit, James Sinclair?”

A Tri-V image of a young man with the freckles and red hair of a Sinclair appeared. Speak of the devil. “What have you done with my people on the Exuberance?” he demanded.

“Persuaded them it was time for a kip. Don’t make me hurt them.”

Sinclair’s holographic image regarded her critically for a long while before deciding her fate. “You two, don’t let her out of your grip. I’m sending Bonnie and McLeod to relieve you.” He rolled his eyes. “Couldn’t you have given me at least a few hours peace?”

The image looked away at something they couldn’t see, and Sinclair’s voice came over the ship-wide PA. 

“All hands. Ship will move to condition two. Assume all areas of UTS Exuberance are hostile.”

Sinclair’s image turned and looked straight up at Blue. “If she gives you even the mildest anxiety – shoot to kill.”

* * *
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“You hungry?” Sinclair asked as he brought a plate of steaming food from the autochef. When Blue didn’t immediately reply, he grabbed a beer tube from the chiller and sent both food and drink sailing leisurely over to where she sat, clamped into a chair by a plush arm that locked over her thighs. An arrangement to keep you in one place in zero-g, she hoped, not to hold you prisoner.

Dining was always a challenge in zero-g. The plate had a cover shaped like a volcano that allowed you to spoon your food through the narrow opening, while theoretically the pressure gradient would suck anything you missed back down onto the plate. The beer had a valve and straw arrangement. Both obscured her view of what Sinclair had offered her.

“Beer’s home-made,” said Sinclair as he dialed something for himself into the autochef. “Zero-g adapted yeast, finest Scottish six-row barley, and the result is filtered but not pasteurized. One of our chief engineer’s pastimes.”

“And the chow?” asked Blue, opening the food valve with her finger and taking a dubious sniff. It smelled delicious.

“It’s cheesy chips and gravy.” Sinclair grabbed a beer for himself, and what looked like an identical plate from the autochef, and joined Blue at the table. “You never told me what part of Earth you’re from.”

“That’s something you’ll never learn.”

He offered a lopsided grin. “Well, I can tell it isn’t Scotland, hen. Whatever secret lab you were created in, the people there would probably call this dish poutine.”

The name ‘James Sinclair’ was embroidered above the left breast of the slender young man’s tan utility suit. Pinned to either side of the high collar was his captain’s insignia. Very impressive for such a young man, only 24 years old, but he was the son of Colonel Alistair Sinclair. Did he deserve his rank?

His fair skin blushed a little under her frank attention, and suddenly he looked so freaking young. She laughed at her own foolishness. James was only four years her junior, and she shuddered when she considered what she’d seen and done by his age. There were no innocents in the mercenary world. Only killers. Which was why the pay was so damned good.

“I want those Raknar back,” she demanded.

There it was. That famous Sinclair grimace glaring at her, all tight lips, outthrust jaw, and red hair. She didn’t need fancy software linked to her optic nerve to read the determination in that face.

“If you and I go to war,” she said, “we’ll both have to pay out costly death benefits. Bad for business. Bad for our friends who wind up dead. Perhaps we need only make it look as if we go to war. No one gets killed. Your contract doesn’t pay out, but my owner transfers you a considerable number of galactic credits. With their share, your chief engineer could buy up all the breweries in Scotland. Maybe the distilleries too.”

The young man sighed. “We’re wasting time. Oh, I know your shiny ball of a battlecruiser would tan our backsides if we battled it out in the black. But nothing will persuade me to de-clamp this ship until we reach the system where my friends are waiting, and your owner might be rich, but my friends are powerful. You come after me, and hundreds of terawatts of particle beam cannons would slice through your bauble in moments. Back off, Blue. You’ll die if you don’t.”

“How dare you threaten me!” she wailed. She threw off the arm across her thighs, grabbed her beer and poutine and pushed off to the recycler chute. She pushed out her shoulders, making her coat fan out like a cape as she opened her plate and threw the food into the recycler.

“Is that meant to be a statement?” Sinclair said with disappointment infusing every word. “Your highfalutin’ drama queen tantrum doesn’t wash with me, hen. In my world, enemies can enjoy good beer and food at the same table. Chucking it away makes no sense.”

She hesitated over the chute, letting the moment draw out. “Of course it’s a statement,” she snapped. “Your hospitality is rejected. A shame, because I was enjoying your...chips and gravy poutine. We can agree on one thing. We are wasting our time. You won’t give me what I want, and I cannot back down. When I walk out of Bay 82, our two companies will be at war.”

She pushed off from the table and sailed into the passageway without so much as glancing Sinclair’s way. As she passed him, she heard a chemical charge pack being snapped into a laser rifle.

“What makes you think you’ll make it as far as the end of that passageway?” challenged Sinclair.

Without looking back at the armed mercenary commander, she grabbed the passageway handrail and boosted her flight. “Because I knew your brother,” she replied. “Charlie has a strong sense of decency that he hides well, but not from me. Everything I’ve seen of you, Jimmy, reminds me of Charlie.”

Blue’s ears filled with the whine of the rifle’s capacitors charged and ready to fire “You gamble a lot on a few words over a half-eaten plate of food,” said Sinclair.

“It’s how I roll, Jimmy boy. You’ll soon learn.”

“Ah, wheesht. You’re talking rank nonsense, Blue. Our ship will be guarded day and night, and I’ll report your threats to the captain of the Exuberance.”

“So? There’s no law against making threats.”

“Except ship’s law. I already told Captain Klagg you were trouble, and you just confirmed it. All he has to do is unclamp your ship while we’re in the white of hyperspace and apply a little extra spin. All perfectly legal if he thinks you’re a danger. And when your shiny ball brushes against the hyperspace discontinuity bubble...Don’t risk it, Blue. Stay alive, and perhaps we’ll share a bowl of cheesy chips and gravy when all this has blown over.”

She reached the end of the passageway and heaved a sigh of relief. No CASPers waited around the turn to drill her full of hollow points, and Sinclair hadn’t sliced her torso in two with that freaking laser.

All in all, things had turned out well.

She allowed momentum to gently kiss her against the bulkhead before turning ’round to face the man with a laser trained on her chest.

“I’d like that, Jimmy. After I have my Raknar back.”

“Jamie, not Jimmy, you unhinged bint.”
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