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Shaloyl-Huk Trading Camp, Secret Location in the Spine Nebula

“Cool me,” snapped Olvanjie, not troubling to glance up from her slate.

The four Jivool eunuchs worked harder at their bellows, pumping sweet perfumed and lightly refrigerated air over their mistress.

A bead of sweat dripped from the trader’s whiskers. Jenkins prayed it was due to the sultry air in the tent and not the revised terms of their contract she was reading on the slate. Rachid had sworn he’d made only very reasonable changes, hardly anything worth sweating over.

The eunuchs on the other hand...

A hard edge of desperation cut through their hitherto graceful air conditioning service. Jenkins could see muscles bulging in the long arms of the aliens who resembled hunchbacked bears. Their fur was bare above their baggy, diaphanous pants and their sweat flowed freely along the furrow shaved from the crest of their heads down along their spines. It was this shaved strip that denoted their exalted status as eunuchs.

Jenkins had plied the trade routes of the Spine Nebula for 30 years and more, but he’d never possessed the courage, or the alcoholic lubrication, necessary to ask why being a eunuch was so highly regarded. By their looks of panic, though, it wasn’t exalted enough to escape the wrath of the mistress they had failed to please.

Three decades living, working, and trading with aliens, and they still held a multitude of mysteries.

Jenkins liked it that way.

Though there were some alien mysteries that he did not appreciate. Even here, in a flyover region of the galaxy such as the Spine Nebula, there were deep secrets of pure evil.

“Could I trouble you for more iced sherbet tea?” asked the Merchant Guild representative from her nest of plump cushions. “The tent air is a little close in this unseasonal heat.”

The guildswoman was a Bakulu, a species whose protective shell helped them thrive in a region of space prone to sudden outbursts of violent stellar radiation.

Jenkins nodded politely at the kindly old snail. Everyone in Olvanjie’s negotiation tent was aware that she would be perfectly cool within her jeweled shell. She was merely attempting to take the pressure off the Jivool.

“Iced tea for me too, please,” said Jenkins, taking the guildswoman’s cue by pointing at the tent roof. It was beautifully decorated with overlapping scales coated in gleaming metals. In the gentle breeze running through the summer trading camp of Shaloyl-Huk, the scales flexed like the flank of a sighing dragon.

Pretty they may be, but beneath the polished veneer of those scales were the lead sheeting of radiation shielding.

It was the same throughout the nebula. The ever-present shielding meant any dirtside outing required a good scrub after returning to the coolness of Jenkins’ ship, the Unlikely Regret.

“No,” said Olvanjie with absolute finality. She put aside her slate with the revised contract written upon it and regarded Jenkins down her long snout.

He returned the attention neutrally. Olvanjie was one of the premier traders of the nebula. She was a Zuparti, a stretched pseudo-mammal analogous to a four-foot-long weasel with a reputation for paranoia. In his years as a free trader, Jenkins had come to appreciate the often-maligned race. Olvanjie felt she had every reason to be paranoid, and he didn’t doubt her.

It was the explanation for her nomadic existence.

And the carefully calculated displays of wealth, from her diadem of red diamonds to the jewels and precious metals that adorned her trading tent. All impressive up to a point, but Olvanjie was vastly more wealthy than she allowed anyone to see.

Her trading tent appeared seemingly at random throughout the nebula, never in the same location for more than 170 hours: the duration of a single hyperspace jump.

Then there was her protection squad of heavily armed shaved eunuchs. Half of which were on watch outside the tent.

The Spine Nebula was the trader’s home, but she clearly did not feel safe here.

It was sometimes said that the nebula was cursed. That long ago a great evil was committed here that had threatened the entire galaxy, and ever since, the people of the nebula had paid the price for their ancestors’ crimes. Happiness, wealth, success—wherever they sprung up, the curse would surely cut them down. It was called the Doom, the Darkness, the Well of Despair. It had many names, but when Jenkins had first heard the stories, it had been called the Scourge.

When he had fled from the overreaching bureaucratic bean counters of Earth, winding up eventually in the nebula, Jenkins had laughed at the idea. The Scourge? It was a stupid tale for the infinitely credulous, and if that meant traders were too scared to operate here, then it meant more opportunities for him.

Now Jenkins wasn’t so sure.

Not sure at all.

Olvanjie certainly believed the nebula was cursed by dark forces. And now, it seemed, her heightened level of paranoia meant she was rejecting his very reasonably revised contract.

“You disappoint me, trade mistress,” he told her. “It was my second, Rachid, who suggested these changes, and I know you like him. They were added for clarity and effectiveness, not to rob you of your rightful share.”

The black orbs of Olvanjie’s eyes stared back impassively. “Really?”

“Yes, trade mistress. You have dealt with the Unlikely Regret many times over the years. We are traders like you, not thieves. Have you forgotten that?”

“No,” she said, not releasing her stare from him. With a hind limb she beckoned forward a pair of servants who had been waiting at the rear of the tent.

The Zuparti’s words were translated by the pendant dangling around Jenkins’ neck. He couldn’t speak Olvanjie’s Zuparti dialect as such, but he knew enough of the language to pick up on a deep swell of amusement.

Deep, as in, if Olvanjie were Human she would be peeing herself with laughter.

“Son of a gun.”

“Indeed.” Olvanjie’s lips flicked into a smile. “I am toying with you, Captain Jenkins. You have been so distrusting of late. I have often speculated you have a little Zuparti in your ancestry. Now I am all but certain.”

Jenkins tugged at the tuft of beard that sprouted from his chin. “Well, now that you mention it, when I was growing up, I heard some very peculiar rumors about great-grandpa Marvin.”

The servants—more Jivool with the shaved strip—came forward carrying silver trays bearing frosted goblets of Cumuni.

Jenkins grinned. Cumuni was a Zuparti celebratory drink, akin to champagne in some Human cultures. Unlike champagne, it was thick and black, fifty percent alcohol, and tasted like fermented asparagus blended with distilled cough drops.

Olvanjie lifted a small glass of Cumuni in her paw. “Let us celebrate the agreement of this contract.”

Jenkins lifted his glass in reply. “To a profitable trade, and long may it continue.”

“Hear, hear,” said the old snail, who would cream a cut of the contract’s value for herself and her guild.

Jenkins grinned like a lunatic. He was too old to bother with all that keeping cool and inscrutable bullshit.

“Here’s to the credits,” he proclaimed and downed the drink in one. Ohh...that burned in a very special way.

The guildswoman and the trade mistress registered disapproval in the respective ways of their kind. Jenkins didn’t care about that either.

Captain Lenworth Rushby Jenkins would hit 70 years of age in a couple of months, and he’d been determined to show retirement that it could bite his ass if it thought it was time for him to hang up his space boots.

The year had begun with a bang with a marine on his ship that he’d been coaching as a trainee pilot. One day she had blinked her weird lashless eyes at him and informed him that she was going to seduce him. She wasn’t kidding. Man, what a way to feel 110 percent alive.

She’d been wild, weirdly beautiful, and kind of terrifying in equal measure.

When her contract expired, and she had left with her sister to find a new berth on the huge orbital hub of Station 5, he’d been as much relieved as saddened to see her go.

He still owed her. If it hadn’t been for the kick in the butt she’d given him, he’d never have let Rachid talk him into this deal with Olvanjie. It was a departure for the Unlikely Regret. He’d traded weapons before, but this was something new. He would be gun-running, supplying the Zuparti with arms on the sly. Assuming, of course, the roguish Bakulu kept her part of the deal and obfuscated the nature of the shipments.

This wasn’t to arm Olvanjie’s guards but to establish arms caches throughout the nebula. Whatever that was about, it was definitely not his business to enquire.

On a whim, Jenkins decided to honor the girl who had de-coked his sense of adventure. He grabbed a second goblet of Cumuni.

“Here’s to Blue and whatever shenanigans she’s currently dragged her sister into.”

The others stared at him in silence.

“What? Can’t Humans have their little mysteries, too?”

The deal sealed, Jenkins bid his partners farewell, slipped into his second-best greatcoat, and walked back to the flitter he’d parked on the outskirts of the tent town.

There was no practical reason for leaving it outside Shaloyl-Huk, he simply enjoyed the pleasure of walking through the encampment and soaking in its atmosphere. Aromatic cooking smells wafted through the avenue of glittering tents. Laughing children from a score of species played together at the margins, the shared desire to enjoy a new toy or game overcoming language and species boundaries with ease.

Here in the Spine Nebula, life was often hard. Jenkins held no illusions about that, but the rough camaraderie and instinct for self-sufficiency suited him far more than Earth, where the credit-stealing, elitist, bureaucratic, so-called government had dared to declare him a smuggler and issue a warrant for his arrest.

It was sad, but his home world had been going to the dogs ever since the creation of the Earth Republic.

No, the Spine Nebula was home now.

Those kids scrabbling around in the dusty red ground? They were his people.

With the Cumuni a pleasant warmth in his belly, he activated his flitter and drove off into the red afternoon sun, headed for the starport an hour’s drive away.

A few miles later, the crump of an explosion punched the air, echoing off the hills surrounding him.

It was followed by weapons discharges.

There was only one place that could have come from.

He settled the flitter’s ducted fans into vertical mode and slowed to a halt, six feet off the ground.

“It’s not your fight, Lenworth.” He pushed the words through gritted teeth. They tasted false.

There could be a hundred reasons to explain the fighting at Shaloyl-Huk, but a deep welling of fear told him there was only one answer that made sense.

The curse of the Spine Nebula had finally come for Shaloyl-Huk.

They’re my people now, he reminded himself. That makes it my fight, too.

He pulled his volley gun from its concealed compartment, slewed the flitter around, and sped toward the sound of gunfire.

* * *
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The Scourge. No one knew who they were. Nor their real name.

They weren’t an army. They weren’t connected to the guilds. Some said they were an insane death cult, whose origins and purpose were lost to the mists of deep time, but whose lust for killing had never diminished.

It was as good a theory as any. Most people still believed the stories of a curse were but a rumor, as Jenkins once had. Picking his way cautiously through the burning tent city, its dusty streets strewn with the corpses of its inhabitants, he no longer had the luxury of believing that.

Why would anyone do this? What purpose could it possibly serve, other than to perpetuate the misery of the Spine Nebula?

Jenkins itched to empty his volley gun into whoever had perpetrated this atrocity, but the raiders seemed to have completed their murderous task and moved on.

With rounds chambered in all nine barrels of his hefty Nock Niner, he desperately wanted some of the bandits to have stayed behind.

Familiarity led him back to Olvanjie’s tent. As soon as he saw its side blown out and its fabric shredded with projectile fire, he knew his friends and trading partners were dead.

The Scourge hadn’t had it all their own way. More than a dozen attackers lay dead near the tent, having succumbed to the steadfast resistance of Olvanjie’s eunuchs. But even the Jivool had fallen in the end.

After checking the area was clear, Jenkins kicked over one of the murderers and stared into their face. This one was a Zuul. There were other races here too, all humanoid. They were clothed in unremarkable jackets, pants, smocks, overalls, and boots. The light combat armor they wore carried no identifying insignia. One was even a Human man.

They could have fitted right in anywhere in the Spine Nebula, almost as if they were random people possessed by a sudden desire to kill and destroy. Perhaps that was the truth of it. It would explain why the bandits had abandoned their dead to rot; not something any military unit with pride would do lightly.

Inside the trading tent, Jenkins groaned as he took in a scene of utter carnage. Shattered bodies. Blood. A Bakulu shell cracked into a hundred pieces and sprayed over the cushioned floor.

Olvanjie’s tent had been richly decorated. Gold, silver, red diamonds, even the shell of the Bakulu was coated in thousands of credits worth of adornments. All of it had been left. Whoever had come here, their purpose had not been to loot Shaloyl-Huk of its significant wealth. They hadn’t even destroyed the entire settlement. Despite the abundance of bodies, they numbered fewer than the people Jenkins had seen before he left for the starport. Many of its inhabitants would be still cowering in the dirt outside the town, wondering when it would be safe to return.

The only clear purpose of the Scourge was to sow terror.

His dark musings were interrupted by movement toward the back of the tent.

Jenkins raised his Nock and advanced on the sound, his trigger finger burning to unleash the fearsome weapon.

“It would be an irony if it fell to my friend to finish the task begun by those killers.”

The words were Zuparti, but that didn’t mean it was Olvanjie speaking. He edged closer to a pile of Jivool corpses and the voice emanating from beneath it.

“Was I being overly subtle for you, Human?” snapped the Zuparti. “Put down the damned gun, Lenworth. I need my slate and three minutes of your time, not a barrage of shells.”

Jenkins took a last look around to satisfy himself they were alone. He safed and slung his Nock so he could lift the bloodied Jivool torso pinning Olvanjie.

His heart leapt as he watched his friend crawl out, but then he saw she’d taken multiple bullet wounds. Frankly, he didn’t understand how the trade mistress could still be alive.

“Benefit of extreme wealth, Jenkins,” Olvanjie explained. “I avoided the extravagance I could have enjoyed because I did not wish to make myself a target. It seems I have failed in that endeavor, but on the inside, I spared no expense. I am nanite hardened and have multiple redundant auxiliary organs.”

“Then you will live?”

Olvanjie let out a low growl. “Only, for a brief coda, it appears. Long enough to see your ugly Human face. My pinplants say I have five to ten minutes of life remaining.”

Jenkins reached into his greatcoat and brought out a trauma kit.

“No,” said Olvanjie. “There’s nothing you could do my nanites are not already doing better. In any case, I have more important affairs to conduct in my final minutes. I need to explain something to you, and for that I need my slate.”

Jenkins saw the device resting active and undamaged on a shot-up cushion.

“Bullet-proof coating,” she muttered. “Please place an appendage on the genetic sampler.”

Genetic what now? Then Jenkins noticed an indentation in the smooth surface of the slate and pressed his thumb to it.

“Grant full access to this genetic ID,” said Olvanjie. “Privilege Alpha-Alpha-Alpha.”

“New access granted,” acknowledged the slate in Zuparti.

“Are you bequeathing your trading empire to me?” Jenkins shook his head, not quite believing it.

“A small amount, yes. But only to seed the operation I wish you to lead. For the rest of my trading interests, succession planning has been in place for many decades now. Leave them alone. Jenkins, I do not believe this attack was pure chance. I was targeted. Because of my wealth and success, yes, but I have been asking questions, too. And I have learned answers.”

“The Scourge? You know who they are?”

Olvanjie’s whiskers drooped. “I had only just begun that journey. But I have locations, sightings, shipments, signal intercepts, and incident reports from every system in the nebula over a thousand years. I am getting close. Close enough to name them. The Scourge, the Curse, the Doom—all these names are inadequate because they imply randomness to the nebula’s misfortunes. I call them the Scythe, because there is a purpose to their operation. They are a tool wielded with precision to slice through shoots of hope that grow too tall. The Spine Nebula is carefully managed to suit whoever wields the Scythe. Find the power who lurks in the shadows. Kill them. And the Scythe will fall to the ground and rust into oblivion.”

“The arms shipments...you planned to fight the Scythe with an army. Why not hire mercs? It’s what they’re there for.”

“Because the Scythe kept us too poor. Even I couldn’t fund an entire war, which is why we must arm the people of the nebula. Use my evidence as a weapon. Reveal the truth of who we face, and they will fight for their future and their children’s future. You know it is the right thing to do.”

Jenkins regarded Olvanjie for several hard seconds. “I’m sorry, but I’m too old to pretend to be someone I’m not, and I ain’t no hero.” He grimaced at the trembling alien. “See, a hero is someone who reaches for glory and chooses to forget the route they took to get there, a route still slick with the blood of their friends. Sorry, Olvanjie, but I’ve no truck with that. I’m a free trader with a capital Free. It’s all I ever wanted to be. All I’ll ever amount to.”

“You’re wrong, Jenkins. I’ve watched you for years. You’re more than you know. Embrace the patriotism that I know flows within you.”

Jenkins shook his head sadly. Before he could explain that she was confusing him with someone else, a rattle came to the Zuparti’s throat, and her eyes glassed over.

He touched a hand to the dead alien. “I’m sorry, Olvanjie. For everything.”

Poor thing. The drugs that must have been swirling around her stricken body had made her talk madness. Patriot? He supposed he was in a sense, but Jenkins’ patriotism reached only as far as the outer hull of the Unlikely Regret.

He replaced her bullet-proof slate upon its pillow, unslung his Nock Niner, and left the tent without looking back.

Three minutes later, sadly picking his way through the ruins of Shaloyl-Huk, Jenkins realized he was not alone. He sensed motion. From a hundred yards ahead.

He ducked into a gap between two tents, stepping inside the ruin of one to peer out through a rent in the tent fabric.

It was a girl. A Selroth of all things, an aquatic humanoid race. She wore a rebreather torus around her neck, filled with breathing water. A tube connected the torus to a water tank on her back.

His pendant offered no translation of her cries, but he didn’t think he was imagining their mournful edge, nor the wide-open look of someone who had been forced to experience horrors she simply couldn’t take in.

He was about to rush out, to comfort her, then he looked down at his volley gun. It probably wasn’t the best thing to wave in front of the girl’s face right now.

He lowered it to the ground.

That hesitation probably saved his life.

He heard the sudden whine of ducted fans, grabbed his Nock once more, and looked out the tent.

A flitter was screaming down the main tent avenue. His flitter.

There were four unremarkable looking people wearing light combat armor in it. They were machine gunning the Selroth girl.

“Hey!” he roared, stepping out into the open. “Pick on someone—”

But he was already too late. They had gunned down the girl, and they had spotted him.

“Let’s see how you like thirds, you Scythe fuckers.”

At a range of barely twenty yards, Jenkins fired his Nock. He panned the barrel left to track the moving vehicle while the volley gun staggered the discharge from each barrel, reducing the recoil from insane to merely brutal.

Jenkins preferred a load out he called thirds. One third incendiary, another of armor piercing, and a third the caseless rounds carrying explosive tips.

Over the years, he’d given his flitter many modifications, which naturally included a number of smuggling compartments. One of these was loaded with hydrogen fuel cells he’d picked up from a warehouse that morning, with the intention of liberating them from export duties.

His flitter went up in a funeral pyre, its blazing chassis pinwheeling past him along the dirt avenue. He ducked as rounds cooked off, and burning debris rained down on him. Some of the debris were parts of the Scythe killers. There were dead now, their hair and clothing burning fiercely.

Jenkins activated the auto-reload on his Nock and hurried to the Selroth girl sprawled in a puddle of bloody water.

He stared at the pitiful sight for a long while, wrestling with something inside that he couldn’t quite put a name to.

The fires had burned themselves out by the time something broke within him, and he sank to his knees, weeping.

When he could cry no more, he stood over the girl and promised she wouldn’t be forgotten, that the Scythe would never be forgiven.

He marched back to Olvanjie’s tent. He needed that damned slate.

He was Captain Lenworth Rushby Jenkins, and in his 70th year he was taking a new turn in life.

He was going to stand up to the Scythe.

And he was going to crush them.

* * * * *
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PART1: A HIDDEN WAR
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Med Bay 13. Midnight Sun.

“Hold me...”

“I’ll never leave you.”

“...until I black out. Then get your fat ass off me, Sun. You’re hurting me.”

Branco’s lover sprang erect and hovered over him on all fours like a startled cat. “Hang in there and fight,” Sun told him sternly. “I need you, Branco. I need you. I’ll never leave you.”

While he drifted through hellish dreamscapes, the final words they had spoken looped endlessly, a backdrop to the interminable wars he fought in his mind.

He battled imaginary alien hordes, driving them back from within the alloy, carbon fiber and carbon nano-tube bastion of his CASPer suit. Another time, he was armed only with a bronze sword and obsidian-tipped spear. He piloted a battlecruiser. Then he was the starship, his shields burning as the particle cannons in the orbitals seared his hull.

He fought to hold onto Sun’s slender wrist as she dangled from the precipice, buffeting storms threatening his own hold on the mountainside.

He fought for breath as he dived through underwater pipes, forcing himself to keep going despite the burn in his chest and the pressure of the water crushing him.

Sun had told him to hang in there and fight.

And that’s what he did.

Always, endlessly, he fought.

And always, Sun was beside him.

“I’ll never leave you...”

Silence...

A quiet smashed his dreamworlds so completely it hurt.

Sounds, scents, and sights: all vanished. The feeling that Sun was with him—would remain by his side until the end of the universe—resisted for a moment. Then it too was gone.

For a few moments more, emptiness engulfed him.

Then the pain hit.

Mind-eviscerating white-hot agony.

Every nerve on fire.

Every cell swollen with excruciation.

Everything.

The pain was overwhelming. Total. It didn’t come from any one place. Branco’s entire universe consisted only of concentrated torture.

He woke, screaming.

And carried on screaming until he was forced to take breath.

Everything was white. White pain. White noise. White was all he could see.

Am I in hyperspace?

It was his first coherent thought. Knowing this, he rallied his senses.

The hurt was still eye-poppingly intense, but he could see he was in a medical bay. Someone was standing over him. They were holding a brutal syringe.

Branco tried to ask what the hell was happening, but all he could utter was a high-pitched shriek.

“Sorry,” said the medic. “I pumped you with full-spectrum nanites. It probably smarts a bit.”

They were in a medical bay on Midnight Sun. Branco had figured out that much. He recognized the medic’s voice too, but he couldn’t focus enough to read the name tag on his jacket.

“I mixed in some pain blockers,” said the medic. “And CASPer candy juice to stim you up. You’re gonna need it.”

The sharp edge to Branco’s torment was blunting. Only a little, but enough for him to do something more constructive than scream. He focused on the syringe in the medic’s hand. It was a big bastard thing. Big enough that he reached out and grabbed it.

He looked at it in his hand as if it were a great treasure. It was a tiny victory, but he was mastering his body once more, using it to control the universe around him.

Buoyed by this minor triumph, he attempted speech.

“Wh-wh-wh—?”

Too much, too soon.

The medic frowned, fuming with impatience, but Branco took a few seconds to marshal his energies and tried again. “What the fuck’s wrong with me?”

“We haven’t time for sugar coating,” said the medic. He threw off Branco’s sheet and pointed at his legs.

His leg stumps.

A black network of necrotic veins stood out against his pallid flesh. The bottoms of his stumps looked like potatoes that had been left in storage too long: putrid and weeping slime.

Shouting caught his attention from the passageway outside. Human mixed with Zuul barks.

“What’s going on?” he asked the medic.

The man suddenly went cross-eyed as a hole burned its way through his skull, scorching his skin on the way out. As he tottered forward, the laser beam—which was now dimly visible through vaporized parts of his brain—sliced through the top of his head, transforming his skull into a grisly Human screwhead.

Laser rifle.

Before the medic had finished slumping to the floor, Branco pulled his arms tight against his side and yelled, “Help! Untie me!”

A Zuul merc poked his muzzle in from the passageway outside and sniffed around the medical bay.

He didn’t look friendly.

And he wasn’t playing Branco’s game.

“I don’t think so,” said the Zuul, bringing his laser rifle to bear.

“Idiot,” Branco snapped. “I’m your objective.” He barked out a Zuul word Sergeant Hrrn had taught him before the Raknar job on Rakbutu-Tereus. According to Hrrn, it was a mild insult. “Asshole,” the sergeant had suggested as a translation, but he’d been grinning.

By the way the Zuul’s eyes widened and his ears lay flat against his head, whatever Branco had just said was a tad stronger than asshole.

“Aren’t you on a retrieval contract?” Branco asked the stunned Zuul, using English this time and allowing the Zuul’s translator to convert his words into barks and whistles. “Aren’t you here to rescue me?”

“No.” The Zuul rolled back his lips. “I’m here to kill you.”

“I have valuable information on F11 trading irregularities,” Branco said hurriedly. “That’s why the Midnighters kidnapped and drugged me. They want what I know. Spare me, and I’ll pass that knowledge on to you.”

“Tell me first.”

“It will take a long time. Also, I need to access my slate. Untie me.”

“Why do you delay, Tungaar?” said a second Zuul from the entranceway. Several more Zuul raced past, heading deeper into the ship.

“Possibly a source of valuable plunder,” Tungaar answered. “Or maybe a Human deception.”

“Deception?” Branco yelled. “Look what they did to me. Do you think I’m making this up?”

“He smells half rotted,” said the Zuul from the entrance.

Tungaar sniffed and drew close to Branco’s bed. He gave a start when he saw the state of Branco’s legs.

“This Human is no threat, Corporal. I shall secure it and we can interrogate it once we have seized the ship.”

“Do it!” ordered the corporal. “Do it quickly. And, Tungaar...No one else needs to know about the Human or share in any credits we might get for him.”

The junior of the two Zuul thumbed the safety on his rifle, slung it over his shoulder, and started pulling a hover-stretcher off the bulkhead rack.

“Hey, Tungaar—ahh!” A sudden burst of pain wrenched a groan from Branco. “Come...come closer. I got partial systems access before they caught me. I have the passcode. I can help you take the ship.”

“My hearing is perfectly adequate. Speak.”

“No way, Fido. Any micro-drones and sharp-eared Zuul in the corridor will hear, too. I want you to have a reason to keep me alive, and you’ll only do that if we keep my juiciest intel between us.”

Tungaar twitched his whiskers but saw the logic in Branco’s words. He came over to the bed.

What he didn’t see was a threat.

Why should he? The Human was obviously very sick, riddled with pain, strapped to his bed, unarmed, and missing his legs. How could he possibly be a hazard?

Admittedly, Branco was faking being strapped to the bed—not that the Zuul had bothered to check—but the other disadvantages he carried were all true, and none of them mattered a damn. It might be provisional for the moment, but Humans were the 37th mercenary race, and they’d earned that status the hard way.

Humans were always a threat.

Branco risked a quick look at the laser rifle, judging its model and checking Tungaar’s grip on the weapon. Then the rifle was out of sight because the merc was leaning over his face, close enough for Branco to feel a splash of drool and feel the heat from the alien’s breath. There was an unexpected odor, too. Perfume! Tungaar was clearly a merc who took care to present himself well.

Shame he was such a jerk.

“Whisper the passcode to me,” said Tungaar.

Branco took a deep breath and summoned his strength.

Then he plunged the syringe deep into Tungaar’s eye.

The Zuul staggered back, clutching his eye, the syringe still sticking out. It gave Branco just the space he needed.

Using his arms to push off the bed, Branco lunged for the laser rifle. He grabbed it tightly and rolled his weight to one side, away from the Zuul’s center of mass.

Tungaar’s legs buckled under the weight of the Human pulling down on the rifle’s strap. Down the Zuul went, onto his side, surrendering the weapon to Branco’s grip.

Grunting in pain as his stumps hit the floor, Branco flicked off the safety and rolled until the rifle was pointing at the doorway where the corporal was trying to get a clear shot.

“You had your chance,” said Branco, and unleashed pulsing lines of energy that perforated the merc from groin to gizzard.

With a howl of pain and anger, Tungaar glared at him through his remaining eye and reached across the gurney to grab back his rifle.

Branco let it go, which made the Zuul overbalance, and opened him up enough for Branco to punch the syringe the rest of the way into his head like he was hammering in a nail.

Tungaar shrieked.

Another punch. Then another, Branco hammering with the edge of his fist until the Zuul was lying on his back.

And another.

Branco had his arm high to hammer the syringe yet again when he realized it had shattered, and Tungaar was dead.

His hand was bloodied and torn. There was work to be done, but he couldn’t put the dead Zuul from his mind. The berserker rage wouldn’t let him.

He crawled closer to his opponent’s ruined but still daintily perfumed face.

“I’ve served alongside Zuul who were brave, honorable, and highly competent,” he whispered into Tungaar’s snout. “You were none of those.”

He pictured Sergeant Hrrn and felt an intense pang of emptiness. Hrrn had died during the Raknar job. So many had died...Suddenly, a crushing sense of loss pinned him to the deck. His mind was so confused that he couldn’t remember who had lived and who died, only that he’d lost so many.

I’ll never leave you.

Sun!

She’d stuck with him. He remembered that much. It was all the motivation he needed.

He detached the laser rifle from its strap and commando crawled with it into the passageway, eager to get into the fight.

Behind him, he left a trail of blood and pus.

* * * * *
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By the time Branco had reached the dead Zuul corporal, his mind had cleared into a focus sharp enough to rise above the pain, which, although now controllable, had never left him.

While he took a spare charge pack from the merc’s belt, he reached out with his pinplants, seeking a shipboard node to connect to and report it.

There were nodes aplenty, but all were clamped shut and refusing access at the outermost layer of security.

He was a professional merc now, damnit! The Midnight Sun Free Company operated as an efficient team. Why was he locked out?

And why had he only just noticed the tubes hanging out of his arm?

Keep sharp!

He ripped out the cannulas and crawled further into the passageway. From nearby, he could hear screams and weapons discharges, but the fighting seemed to be coming from neighboring decks. He maneuvered himself to the ladderwells a short distance away. Slightly offset from each other, one ran up to Deck 12 and the other down to Deck 14.

“You should crawl back into Med Bay 13,” said a neutral voice. It sounded vaguely Human.

Branco scrambled to the aft bulkhead and pushed himself up against it, trying to see into the neighboring decks.

There was no one there.

“But seeing as we both know you won’t,” continued the voice. “I’d watch the deck below if I were you.”

“Who are—? You’re the ship?”

“Yes. I’m Midnight Sun. I’m also your CO.”

“Captain Blue? Ma’am?”

“I’m many things, former Trooper Branco. One of them is your girlfriend’s sister, so for her sake, grab hold of something fast. I’m cutting spin in twenty seconds.”

Former Trooper...?

“Nineteen...”

He pushed himself along the deck and back into Med Bay 13. There he grabbed his discarded IV drip tube and hurried to the ladderwell that led to Deck 12.

Progress was slow and the pain hammering into his stumps told him he was going to pay a heavy debt when the pain blockers wore off. But he reached his objective as quickly as his body would allow.

After pulling himself up a few steps—not easy while keeping ahold of the rifle—he looped the drip tube around his shoulder and the ladder, tying himself on.

Then he waited.

Midnight Sun was a unique ship, a relic of a distant war long before the end of the First Republic. That uniqueness was ultimately why it was spaceworthy and why their merc company existed. It had been a prize exhibit in the collection of a fabulously wealthy alien, a plaything.

Now? Now, Branco suspected Midnight Sun was a warship once again, recruited into a new war.

It had a spherical design, with combinations of decks and frames that could be spun independently and at different rates to simulate many gravity fields simultaneously.

Branco’s section of Decks 12 through 14 stopped suddenly.

He didn’t.

His inertia pulled him off the ladderwell, but the drip tube held firm and he remained tethered to his position, floating in zero-gee while aiming his captured rifle at the route up from Deck 14.

A Zuul snout poked out of the ladderwell and cautiously sniffed Branco’s deck.

He sliced it off with his laser.

The beam somewhat cauterized the alien’s flesh, but arterial pressure built up and blew out the upper reaches of the ruined face.

The corpse flew out into the deck, propelled from below. It was followed by...silence. Only a wave of tension came out of Deck 14.

Branco floated calmly, pulling gently on his stretchy tether when he yawed away.

Then they rushed him.

Six Zuul launched through the opening, firing their lasers at him as they emerged.

Branco’s face and groin felt intense heat as near misses warmed the air next to his skin. But the Zuul only had his approximate position while the CASPer candy held Branco’s aim on their emergence point as steadily as his tether would allow.

With his weapon on full intensity, he sent a beam slowly crisscrossing through the mercs. They wore flexible combat armor with fast-seal helmets attached to breathing banks, enough to minimize the damage from a brief laser pulse, but not the concentrated fire Branco was using to slice through them like a high-tech Zorro.

The rifle gave an energy-low vibration alert. Branco ignored it. No time to swap charge packs now.

The enemy stopped firing.

They could be playing dead, but Branco didn’t think so. Good Zuul made dependable mercs but they lacked inventiveness. So, Branco risked a reload, even though there was enough juice left in his rifle for a low-power shot or two.

He ejected the charge pack and reached for the replacement he’d taken from the dead Zuul corporal.

It was a simple action, but he made a hash of it. He pitched forward, head over feet.

Panicking, he tried to correct his positioning by flailing one arm, but only made matters worse, sending himself into a confusing tumble. His tether had been shot through.

Already, his head was pointing at the deck and still he was tumbling.

There was a lot of noise rising from Deck 14. Headed his way.

Branco flung his rifle forward, keeping a tight grip, speeding up his angular momentum. Then he finished the task of locking in the fresh magazine and mashing the charge control stud.

The rifle hummed as the chemicals mixed within the mag, providing the fuel for the laser.

The fresh attack started up the ladderwell. Alien voices snapped and clicked words his pinplants wouldn’t translate. Whatever was coming, it wasn’t Human.

And when Branco finished tumbling all the way over, he’d be facing them just in time to slice them open, same as he had with the Zuul.

Hopefully.

But they were much faster than the Zuul.

They flew out of the opening from Deck 14 while he was still mid-tumble. Unlike the Zuul, there was a complex choreography to their assault that was almost balletic. Tentacle-limbs encased in flexible armored pressure suits pushed off from solid surfaces and were even sucked through the air onto bulkheads if Branco’s eyes didn’t deceive him.

They were Goltar, the mysterious silent owners of his merc company, and maybe allies now in the Human fight against Peepo and the Mercenary Guild. And they were fast.

One appeared over his head, gripping his shoulders with several limbs while threatening him with a bone pistol and a vibroblade coated in gobbets of blue Zuul blood. Through the contact, he felt a deep rumble in its octopus-like body. Its blood-red beak snapped.

Then it switched to speaking Jeha, a language his pinplants could translate, though the augmentations planted long ago in his mind burned as he activated them.

“What are you?” it demanded, the words appearing in English in his pinview, a HUD that overlaid his natural vision.

“He’s with us,” said a Human voice.

I’ll never leave you.

That voice, even amplified through CASPer speakers, he’d recognize it anywhere. Sun.

He should have been excited, invigorated by the prospect of seeing her again, but fatigue slammed into him harder than a CASPer’s fist. Pinpricks of exhaustion shuttered his eyes.

There was still a job to do. He forced his eyelids to open.

“What’s our status?” he asked.

A Mk 8 CASPer floated out of the ladderwell. “The battle? You just helped mop up the last of them. We’re done here. Everyone, this here is Saisho Branco. Used to be one of our finest CASPer troopers, but he’s been unconscious since Rakbutu-Tereus. Go, report to the Top. I’ll get Branco back up to speed.”

More of the 800-kilo machines of death and destruction flowed from the deck below. Following the Goltar along the passageway, the mechs did the mag-clamp stomp, clumsy metal monsters in comparison with the fluidity of their alien allies. Branco would have rather been inside the layers of hybrid nano-structure armor, ready to service his enemies with a 25mm chain gun belt-linked to a drum on his back, or maybe slice them apart with a titanium-edged four-foot arm blade.

The Combat Assault System, Personal. A mechanized killing system that had defined most of Branco’s life. As the CASPer squad surged past him, he was comforted by the presence of the mech killing machines. He’d grown up amongst them. Literally.

He’d been a corporate spy for Binnig, the creators of all but the first model of CASPer. Saisho Branco was a fake identity with a false set of memories burned into his head for a mission chasing stolen CASPer prototypes. That mission had led him to an F11 synthesis research project and a collision with the Midnight Sun Free Company. He’d taken their job offer and started adding real memories to the false ones.

Whoever he’d once been, he no longer cared. Saisho Branco was real now. It was all he wanted to be.

One Mk 8 remained behind. The woman inside was the real reason Branco hadn’t been flushed away by the Binnig neuro techs and replaced with another hollow mask for his next assignment.

He looked down at his rotted leg stumps.

Why hadn’t they been regrown? Would he ever again feel the comfort of a CASPer haptic suit wrap around him?

The deck started spinning again. Pseudo-gravity reasserted its hold and dropped him into the CASPer’s unyielding metal arms.

He groaned with pain.

Sun set him down and popped open her clamshell canopy.

She was smiling as she clambered down the mech’s legs and jumped to the deck, but Branco could see it was fake. This wasn’t as simple as lovers reuniting.

For a moment, she hesitated, then she dropped the smile and let the horror flow out of her face at his bloodied and diseased state.

Sun rarely bothered to hide what she felt about him. Or anything else, for that matter. With so much in his life a constructed artifice, it was one of the things he liked most about her.

“You’ve seen better days, Saisho.”

“Tell me about it.” He brightened, genuinely. “But I’m better for seeing your face, Sun. You’ve no idea how good it is to see you, but...you said I’m a former trooper. What does that mean? How long have I—”

“You been out for nearly four months.”

Branco blinked, struggling to take in the news.

“You’ve been missing out on the Human war with Peepo.” Sun’s face soured, and she added darkly, “So have we.”

“Four months?” His mouth froze into an ‘O’ as he looked at her in horror.

At the end of the Raknar job, Sun had finally broken down and told him she loved him. Just that one time. In extreme circumstances when they’d both thought they were about to die. And now he learned that was months ago!

“I sat with you,” she said, pain limning her eyes. “Every day I was aboard, I held your hand and told you to keep fighting.”

“I—” He thought back to his nightmare dreamscapes in which she’d always fought alongside him. “I know,” he said. “Thank you.”

She kissed him. The heat in her lips was as warm as honeyed lava and powerful enough to burn out any malady. Even his. But it wasn’t quite enough to mask the peculiar clicking noise just below his left ear.

And the sharp pain in his neck that followed was impossible to ignore.

“Oww! What’s that? What’s happ...en...ing...?”

“Later,” said Sun. “I promise. I said I won’t leave you, and I meant it. Later, Branco. Later. When you’re better.”

The universe went black.

This time, Branco didn’t dream.

He was trapped in oblivion.

* * * * *
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CIC, Midnight Sun, Orbital Dock above Tivarec, Victric System.

“Multiple ships leaving emergence point at high velocity. Looks like a battle formation.”

Already cocooned in her acceleration bubble, Captain Blue licked her lips in anticipation of the dance that was about to begin. With one part of her mind, she ran a series of checks: the status of all three fusion reactors, the readiness of the duty D-Clocks, the configuration of the eight plasma torch outlets on her spherical hull, the vital signs of her Human sister, Sun, and a host of other critical details that had to be checked, not assumed.

The XO, Commander Flkk’Sss was off duty, so Blue also second-guessed the analysis of her duty tactical controller, Lieutenant Konchill. TacCon’s role was to coordinate implementation of the battle plan so the individual system controllers could focus on their specialties and the captain could concentrate on making the command decisions.

It was hardly her fault for looking over Konchill’s shell, she told herself, seeing as all the sensor and tactical data ran through her before the Bakulu officer and the other system controllers even saw it.

The spy drones Blue had scattered around the emergence point were painting the incoming flotilla as four cruisers in a square formation inside a box of eight frigates, the latter probably acting as a missile screen. In the lead was a battlecruiser with heavily reinforced front armor. It looked like a modified KL-class ship.

She decided the Midnighters would take out the battlecruiser first. It would be a tough nut to crack, but before her teams boarded, she intended to destroy the enemy’s will to fight.

“I am designating them bandits 1 through 13,” said Konchill.

A pang of adrenaline shot through Blue’s heart as she watched the icons in her tactical display shift from yellow to red. Konchill would barely notice the display changing color. For him, the main plot change would be with their scent.

Another jolt of excitement thrilled Blue as her battle playlist opened up in her head. It was a two-hour medley of 20th-century aggro metal performed by Altar musicians, kicking off with “Fight Fire with Fire.”

It was time to play the game. But first, she switched her playlist to shuffle mode. There was no way this was going to last two hours.

“All hands, this is the captain. Battle stations! Battle stations! Midnight Sun will execute Plan Mechanix. I repeat, Plan Mechanix. May the gods have mercy upon our enemy’s souls and make our yacks bloat with combat bonuses.”

Cheers rang throughout the ship.

Then the Midnighters put on their game faces and readied for battle.

As Helm cut the mooring links to the orbital station—all port fees having been paid in advance, and an exit path reserved for their exclusive use at great cost—Blue activated the command channel. “Report.”

“D-Clocks 3 through 5 are ready for launch,” reported her marine commander, Colonel Goz-Han. “D-Clock 2 on two-minute standby. Do I deploy them?”

Blue hesitated. The tactical team was still plotting vectors, so she went on gut feel. Not hers—well a little—but mostly the ship’s. “Negative. We don’t have time. Keep D-Clock 2 on standby.”

“Exiting slip,” announced Helm. “Slow ahead.”

“Captain, I’m four minutes from the secondary CIC,” reported the XO.

“Sorry, Commander,” Blue pinlinked to the MinSha. “You’re too late. Return to the nearest compatible acceleration station and sit this one out. Konchill’s in safe hands. He needs to come out of his shell, in any case.”

Blue’s pinview highlighted a med-status warning from one of the marines in D-Clock Flight Five. Inside boarding pod 5/1, stress levels blipped into the red for Major Sun Sue.

Blue winced, interpreting the spike as her big sister receiving orders from the colonel.

Until the Raknar job, Blue’s sister had commanded the marine component of the Midnight Sun Free Company, but no longer. Now she took her orders from talking squids armored like a Bronze Age hoplite, except instead of bronze, Goltar were armored in sharp bone coral that took a terrible toll on the upholstery.

Sorry, sis. We don’t run this show anymore.

“Half speed ahead,” said Helm.

“Dock control is cursing us for reckless speed,” said SigCon, the channel for the myriad signals that often passed to and from the battlecruiser. “We’re being threatened with hefty fines.”

“Ignore dock control,” ordered Blue. “We’re on expenses for this trip.”

“We’ll attain safe maneuver zone in thirty-four seconds,” Helm reported.

“Make it twenty-four,” Blue ordered, “and that’s cutting it fine.” She switched to the ship-wide channel. “All hands, prepare for hard thrust. I hope you chose underwear with extra butt padding this morning, because you’re gonna need it. Big Gs in ten seconds.”

“Emergence point spy drones destroyed,” reported Konchill.

The bandits in the tactical display took on a shaded outline as the data on their current position became more guesswork.

“There’s no doubt what they’re doing, TacCon. Peepo’s spies reported a shiny ship in orbit around Tivarec, and now their bully squad is here to wipe our beautiful raider from their supply lines.”

Throughout the ship, acceleration stations linked to the Helmsman’s thrust plan gimbaled in anticipation of the imminent burn, angling their living cargo so they were in the most G-tolerant position. In the case of Blue and the other humanoids, that meant lying on their gel-beds with their back to the engine port that was about to light with fusion power.

Your limbs are a weakness, needled a voice in her mind. Move beyond them. All we need is your mind.

Blue ignored it, allowing herself to be distracted by the dramatic increase in weight as the fusion torch lit.

Two Gs.

She bit hard on her mouthguard in readiness. Then the real fun began. Five-G acceleration announced itself as a pair of Oogar in silk tutus landed daintily on her chest. They began ballet warm up drills with a promise of more energetic moves to come.

Midnight Sun could thrust much harder, and its crew could survive several more Gs before injury, but that wasn’t her plan today. Entropy! Even five Gs hurt enough. She didn’t like to admit to herself why she increasingly heard a voice in her head, but that voice sure spoke a lot of sense.

Through a firewalled channel to her pinplants, Signals directed a comm request from the enemy fleet.

She accepted. Bypassing her tightly shut eyes, an image formed in her mind of a Bakulu on a ship, its mollusk-like shell, painted in blue-and-yellow cross hatching, clamped onto its acceleration station. While it stared into its camera with three pseudopod-mounted eyes, Blue observed her opponent’s bridge crew and felt the edge of dismay to see only blue-and-yellow shells from which Bakulu pseudopods extruded.

Bakulu crew...That’s gonna hurt.

The enemy flotilla had emerged at high speed and was beginning gentle deceleration on approach to Tivarec, the planet Midnight Sun was orbiting. But the chase would soon be on, and Bakulu were one of the most G-tolerant species in the Union. Already, the tactical map Blue saw in another panel of her mind showed the enemy ships changing thrust vector in anticipation of a pursuit.

The alien commander was not receiving a similar view of Midnight Sun’s CIC, because Blue was currently inconvenienced by the overweight Oogar dancing on her chest. Her transmission to the Bakulu ship was displaying the company emblem of bronze coronal flares flung out from a black sun—though this particular midnight sun had a smiley face scrawled over it. Instead of groaning out words through clenched teeth, she readied her pinplants to deliver thought-to-speech configured for her voice.

“Attention, target vessel. This is Commodore Hashgesh. I identify you as Midnight Sun, commanded by Captain Sue Blue. You are declared outlaw by the authority of General Peepo and the Inner Council of the Mercenary Guild—

“As far as I’m concerned, Commodore Slime, Peepo’s got all the authority of a case of out-of-date boneless pork rectums. And you’ve got its stink.”

“Oh, is the little Human...butt hurt, I believe the expression is? Do you challenge the legitimate authority of General Peepo and the Council to determine your status?”

“General Peepo is as illegitimate as a shared litter in a Zuul whore den, but not nearly so well loved.”

“Your Human tantrum is as meaningless as it is childish, for it is the general alone who decides who is legitimate and who not. By siding with the Goltar rebels you have sealed your fate, Captain Blue. You should have left them to their thousand-year sulk. They will be destroyed, and you along with them.”

“I think you’ll find it’s your mistress who is having her furry white ass soundly spanked by the Goltar.”

Hashgesh’s eye stalks drooped. “Your reaction is typical of your species. That makes me sad.”

“Oh, really? Is this a ‘please don’t make me kill you’ ploy? Let me guess—you admire me so much that you couldn’t sleep in your shell at night if you’re forced to kill the magnificent Captain Blue.”

The Bakulu crossed its eye stalks in an obscene gesture that its mother would have scolded it for. “On the contrary, I shall glory in your deaths and expect great profit to be had from them. It is the fate of your species that I genuinely regret. You Humans show such flashes of brilliance, yet again and again you undermine yourself until it is clear to the older races in the Union that you are more trouble than you’re worth. Humans are impulsive, unorthodox, and above all, unmanageable. As the quintessence of your race’s failings, you, Captain, are the harbinger of your own species’ destruction.”

“Yeah, whatever, slug face. Where I come from, that list of traits sounds pretty awesome.”

Blue cut the link and cursed herself for letting Hashgesh get to her. There was no doubting the commodore had a point. Over the last century or so Humans had seriously pissed off the aliens who had grown accustomed to running the Union the way they liked it. It was obvious to her that it was far too late for Humanity to mumble an apology to the galaxy and pledge—pretty please—to be a good little serf race in future.

No, humanity had to go harder. Faster. Wilder! More unmanageable, not less. Until every other race in the Union got used to the idea that being pissed off by Humans was the new normal.

“Enemy flotilla slew turning,” warned TacCon. “Establishing pursuit course.”

“Let’s make it easy for them,” said Blue. “Helm, course correct. Take us directly to Gamma.”

“Changing course for Waypoint Gamma,” confirmed Helm.

The Oogar jumped off Blue’s chest and she took advantage of the temporary zero-G to suck a deep breath into her punished lungs while her acceleration station gimbaled twenty degrees.

Midnight Sun’s unique design allowed the torch generated by the three fusion reactors at her center to be channeled through any combination of eight exhaust ports through her hull. From Port-2, the torch was redirected eighty percent through Port-3 and twenty percent though Port-5.

The Oogar landed back with a thump onto Blue’s chest.

After a hundred seconds on this burn, the engines blipped again and this time they were on a one-hundred percent burn through Port-4 all the way to Waypoint Gamma.

The flotilla matched Midnight Sun’s maneuver, coming about in perfect formation as if the thirteen ships with a variety of masses and flight characteristics were locked together by steel beams. Even for Bakulu, the coordination and maneuver skills on display were exceptional.

And unimaginative.

The superficially mollusk-like aliens made excellent space farers, and their natural high-G tolerance gave them a definite edge over Humans, but as Hashgesh had admitted, Humans had flashes of imagination that left Bakulu tactics seeming, well, snail-like in comparison.

“Estimate enemy will be in effective missile range in four minutes.”

“Thank you, TacCon. Colonel Goz-Han, Launch D-Clocks in thirty seconds.”

“D-Clocks launching in thirty seconds. Confirmed.”

Since revealing themselves openly during the Raknar job, the mysterious Goltar had provided a high-fidelity Human-Goltar translation matrix for translator pendants and pinplants. Not only did Goz-Han’s beak clicks and subsonic grumbles come across to Blue as meaningful English or Cantonese, but the translator conveyed nuance and emotion, too.

Goz-Han’s response was crisp and respectful, as it always was with Blue. But with other Humans, his words were heavy with contempt, the presence of non-Goltar a burden to be endured.

Blue had a creeping feeling that this apparent respect was because Goz-Han didn’t regard Blue as truly Human.

The voice in her mind agreed with Goz-Han.

Time to prove the Goltar colonel right.

Blue settled her awareness deeper into Midnight Sun, merging until she became the ship. Or perhaps the ship became her. The hull was her skin, and the dark void of space was now hot with charged particles and noisy with electromagnetic radiation. At her core, the fusion reactors were her three beating heats, pulsing power through her body, and blowing the hot breath of nuclear fire out the torch engine ports.

The humanoid analogies were weak—Humans didn’t breathe blood—but by now Midnight Sun’s body felt more natural to Blue than her own fleshy carcass.

She drew in a deep breath, salted it with fissile material, and then blew the hot plasma out an array of aft-facing engine ports. An intense yellow plasma cloud spread out to cover her path. She was a space squid retreating behind a squirt of ink. Into this cover, she punched with all four barrels of her main armament: magnetic cannons that ran almost the entire length of the battlecruiser. After the Raknar job, the guns had been upgraded—Midnight Sun was no longer a rich collector’s bauble that faithfully kept to its original design—but Blue kept the new “combo” fire mode in reserve. The Goltar didn’t want to destroy Hashgesh’s flagship, or its crew.

In this war, her alien boss had very specific plans for the enemies they defeated. They wanted some spared and recruited as allies. Mercenary Guild politics bored her senseless.

Blue’s last action was to pirouette her hull in readiness for Goz-Han.

The Goltar initiated the launch of his marine teams in three flights of dandelion clocks, each consisting of four docking pods. Blue felt the puffs of compressed air that launched the D-Clocks. Even to Blue the boarding pods felt unnatural: cold, dark, and with a ghostly radar image. They felt icky.

But they would get the job done.

She settled back and listened to her Altar metal. In this, the Human woman and the living ship from another epoch were aligned in their taste. Both loved this kind of noise. The guitar-wielding alien ants were tearing through a rendition of “Five Minutes Alone.” For her amusement, Blue initiated a five-minute countdown in her mind.

She’d never met a Goltar who didn’t enjoy a wager. If she wasn’t so busy, she would lay good money on this fight being over before her countdown reached zero.

One way or the other.

* * * * *
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Pride in Destruction, Mercenary Guild Flotilla, near Tivarec

“Target One emitting...plasma clouds, Commodore. I repeat, plasma clouds.”

Hashgesh studied the tactical plots on the main display, expecting this to be cover for a desperate maneuver from the doomed ship. “Pilot, ready to lead the formation in a tight pursuit. No matter how much that damned sphere wriggles on the hook, we will maintain formation.”

“Of course, sir,” responded the pilot, who extended additional pseudo-pods in anticipation of a flurry of activity. Down in the CIC’s lower deck, the pilot support team would be doing the same.

“Sensor Command, tell me what we’re seeing.”

“Essentially standard plasma torch ejecta, sir, but from multiple channels and laced with radioactive material that makes it difficult to see through. The ship appears to have variable thrust configurations. It’s an exotic design, but nonetheless conventional propulsion technology.”

Hashgesh felt his shell grow cold and brittle. If she had changed course as he expected, Midnight Sun should have emerged from its veil of plasma by now. It had not, which meant it was on a constant heading. There must be another trick Captain Blue was playing here. One he didn’t yet understand. Damn the entropy-cursed Humans.

“Remember Lieutenant General Pelwatho’s guidance,” chattered Commander Tizomho, the irritating Veetanho rat infesting his CIC, who shadowed his every move. “Do not underestimate the Midnighters.”

Hashgesh was a professional. He had no intention of underestimating anyone, especially not the Midnighters. Together with their Goltar allies, they had wreaked havoc on the supply of mercenaries and materiel for the occupation of Earth, and the suppression of the Four Horsemen and other Human rebels. Pelwatho had spoken darkly of being forced to strip essential assets from the front line before falling ominously silent.

Hashgesh’s shell had felt even colder during that mission briefing. What frontline? Which assets? Veetanho strategies were always multilayered and complex; they were not meant to be understood by mercenary commodores from other races. Hashgesh had quickly changed the subject, assuring Pelwatho that his flotilla would destroy this thorn in Peepo’s flesh once and for all. No mistakes this time. He had all but purged the memory of Pelwatho’s slip from his mind.

And now he must purge Midnight Sun from the galaxy or face Peepo’s wrath.

“I don’t like it,” he told his deck crew. “Signals, alert the flotilla to expect the unexpected when we pass through that cloud. Shield Command, angle deflectors to face forward fire. Colonel Changwah, ready Victory Scent Company to repel a potential boarding action. You too, Major Zhiflwt.”

“We are always ready, Commodore,” rasped the commander of his Goka marines.

“It shall be done,” confirmed the colonel of the Zuul mercenary company they were carrying. “But I will need to strip my troopers from our boarding pods.”

“Do it, Colonel.”

The battlespace display flashed, registering new threats.

“Incoming fire,” reported the threat coordinator. “A narrow fan of four projectiles targeting our nose. Assessed as kinetic projectiles from a super-heavy magnetic cannon.”

Hashgesh made a split-second decision. To maneuver would expose more lightly armored and now less shielded flanks. It was too late anyway. Railguns were not main armaments, not in the modern era. He’d heard rumors that Midnight Sun was a relic from an earlier age, far older even than the Dusman-Kahraman war that had ended the First Republic. Military tech had moved on a long way since that polished relic was built.

Still, firing your main armament through your plasma exhaust while under heavy thrust. That was unheard of.

It was fortunate, indeed, that Pride in Destruction was a pursuit ship with correspondingly heavy front armor.

And fortunate, too, that the ship was commanded by himself, and that he had already ordered power optimization to front shields.

“All personnel,” he announced shipwide, “brace for impact.” He added for his deck team, “They’re desperate. They want us to expose our beams, but we can take these hits and come through to victory. Do not deviate from the tactical plan.”

Despite his words, the deck fell silent as the moments ticked past until the shots hit. Impact velocity was estimated as one one-thousandth lightspeed. Projectile mass was uncertain, but median estimate was eight hundred kilos apiece.
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