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CHAPTER ONE




 

“Jesse!” Shauna called
out from the open window of a truck as it skidded to a stop, slapping the door
with the flat of her hand for emphasis. “Look who I found!”


Jesse had not been having the best day, having been working all morning on a present
the Ruhar had given to the Mavericks, supposedly in gratitude for the humans
having saved a training ship of cadets, among other things. The gift was a cool-looking vehicle that Dave
instantly named the Batmobile. At first Jesse, Dave and especially Shauna had
been over the top excited to have a new toy. The Batmobile had four seats, with
wheels that could automatically form into treads, its own stealth field and electric motors so quiet the vehicle could
sneak up on anything. It had an open frame, on which could be hung lightweight
armor panels. The coolest part of the toy was a maser cannon and rocket launcher mounted on top of the roll
bar, with the weapons controlled by the helmet visors of the occupants.


The three sergeants had been thrilled to have an
awesome new toy, a toy no one else on Paradise had as they had never seen one
before.


That thrill wore off quickly as the damned thing
kept breaking down and spare parts were nearly impossible to find. After racing
across fields, along narrow paths in the woods and splashing through streams,
the fun had worn off as components wore out or simply glitched and failed. When
Jesse went to the airbase depot and inquired about getting the Batmobile worked
on, the hamster mechanics had avoided his eyes and mumbled excuses, shuffling
their feet nervously. No, they were not acting nervous, they were acting guilty. Suspicious, Jesse had
investigated and discovered the vehicle was a prototype built several years ago
by a Ruhar company that hoped to sell it to their military. The project had
been a failure and most of the prototypes
had been junked, but the one given to the
Mavericks had sat forgotten under a tarp in the back of a warehouse, until a senior officer ordered the
supply command to find an appropriate gift for the heroic Mavericks. Some
supply clerk, seeing an opportunity to play a joke on the primitive humans and
clear junk out of his warehouse, suggested the Batmobile that had acquired a
laughable reputation as a worthless piece of shit.


Thus, Jesse was in a bad mood when his unofficial
girlfriend rolled up all cheery in a truck that was working just fine. “Ah!”
His hand slipped off the wrench handle and he bashed his knuckles against a
bracket under the suspension. “Son of a-” he flung the wrench to the ground.
“Eff this effing piece of shit! Damn it! I bashed my knuckles. I hate this effing cocksucker!” He aimed a
kick at the stuck wheel, missed and caught the toe of his boot on the side
rail, making him stagger backward and
windmill his arms to keep his balance.


Shauna opened the door and swung out. “Effing? You
actually said ‘effing’ instead of what I
know you meant to say?”


Jesse sucked on his sore knuckles and mumbled “I’s
tryin’ to be polite in the presence
of a lady.”


Shauna stuck hands on her hips and cocked her head
at her unofficial boyfriend who might be more than a boyfriend, if he ever worked up the nerve to ask her an important
question. “Jesse, when I’m wearing this getup,” she looked down at her
standard-issue UNEF coveralls, that were worn, patched many times and blotched
with stains that nearly hid the original olive drab color. “You can think of me
as a fellow soldier first, and a lady when I change into something presentable.
Besides, you didn’t want to say ‘fuck’ in front of me, but ‘cocksucker’ is Ok?”
She laughed.


“That is a good question, Sergeant Colter,” said a
familiar voice from the other side of the truck cab, and the fuzzy fur of Nert Dandurf’s
head popped up over the hood.


“Nerty!” Jesse forgot his sore knuckles and bad
mood, to stride over to the alien cadet and embrace
him in a bear hug. “How have you been? The vaccine didn’t make you sick?”


The vaccine provided by the Maxolhx or Bosphuraq
or whoever, no one was certain, proved to be universally effective against the
bioweapon the Kristang had developed on Camp Alpha. The vaccine also gave mild
flu-like symptoms to more than seventeen percent of Ruhar. Now that infected
humans had apparently been intercepted
before reaching the surface of Paradise, the growing civilian population had
become apathetic about getting vaccinated. For military cadets like Nert, the
vaccine was mandatory. “No,” Nert replied happily. “I am fine, no problem,” he
flashed a goofy grin with two enthusiastic thumbs up. “A few people in my
training group became sick from the vaccine, but,” he winked, “the docs fixed
them up with eight hundred milligrams of Motrin and a glass of water.”


“Ha!” Shauna laughed. “Yeah, that’s the US Army’s
cure for everything.”


“I am glad to hear you came through Ok,” Jesse
bent down to pick up the wrench he had thrown away in frustration.


“I am well,” Nert agreed. “Sergeant Colter, I am
curious-”


“Oh, hey, the gang’s all here,” Jesse declared as
another truck pulled up next to the Batmobile and the remainder of the
Mavericks got out. “Morning, Colonel,” he addressed Lieutenant Colonel Perkins.
“That’s some mighty shiny new jewelry you got there.”


Perkins self-consciously touched the ‘Command in
Space’ pin that UNEF had awarded to her,
because she had unofficially served as captain of a disabled Ruhar training
cruiser. As the US military did not have a pin for that honor, it was patterned after the Navy’s Command at Sea
pin, with a rocket streaking across the five-pointed star. She felt
self-conscious about wearing the medal
but UNEF insisted it was important to remind the Ruhar of the usefulness,
bravery and determination of the
Mavericks. “Oh, this thing,” she wiped a smudge off one corner of the pin.
“UNEF charged me the equivalent of a hundred fifty bucks for it.”


Nert’s eyebrows flew up in surprise. “You have to pay for medals that are awarded to you?”


“Not just medals. Ribbons too,” Perkins explained.
She shrugged. “It seems extra silly doing
it that way out here, I know UNEF just had a 3D printer crank it out for me.
But Army regs don’t change, and UNEF probably thinks the regs remind us of our
ties to home.”


“You know what reminds me of home?” Dave asked.
“The fact that I can’t get a decent slice of pizza on this whole planet. That
reminds me that I’m not at home.”


“There is that bar in southern Lemuria,” Irene
suggested.


Dave frowned. “Ma’am, if that’s what you call good
pizza, I need to take you to Milwaukee if we ever get home. Hey, ‘Pone, you
haven’t gotten that wheel off the Batmobile yet?”


“Hey!” Jesse felt he needed to defend his honor.
“I would have gotten it loose, problem is
the grips on this wrench are worn out. This little cocksucker,” he glared at the
wrench and shook it angrily, “kept slipping.”


“That is
my question,” Nert perked up, standing with his mouth gaping open. “I almost
forgot.”


Shauna pulled a rag from a pocket and handed it to
Jesse. “What’s your question, Nerty?” 


“Sergeant Colter, you say the word ‘cocksucker’ as
a curse word.”


Jesse’s radar for trouble went on high alert and
he shot a guilty look at Perkins. “Uh, yeah, I was just mad at this stupid
thing, that’s all. Why, did you hear that word from another group of humans?”
He added hopefully.


Nert tilted his head and continued to look
puzzled. “I have heard it before and I understand what it means,” Nert was
suddenly aware that Perkins, Shauna and
Irene were women, and his already pink skin blushed under the fine fur covering his face.


Perkins’ arms folded across her chest. “Go on,
cadet.”


Nert very much wished he could drop the subject.
At the insistence of Perkins, he had to continue. “What I do not understand is
why you say the word ‘cocksucker’ like it is a bad thing. Do human men not enjoy getting their-”


“Okaaaay!”
Jesse shouted waving his arms. “We can,” he swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly
dry. “Nert, we can talk about that later.”


Shauna was not letting her fellow sergeant get
away so easily. Placing hands on her
hips, she tried to frown but broke into a broad grin. “That is a very good
question, Nert. Jesse, I would like
to know why you use that word for something that makes you angry. Because,” she
winked, “I would hate to do anything that you don’t enjoy. So, if you don’t
like that, I can-”


“Oh, hell,”
Jesse knew he was trapped.


“I’d like to know too,” Irene glared at Derek
Bonsu standing beside her, and that man shot Jesse a panicked look.


“That is
a good question,” Emily Perkins agreed while hiding her mouth with a hand to
conceal how hard she was trying not to laugh. “Sergeant Colter, would you like
to explain?”


Jesse’s suntanned face turned white. “Ma’am, right
now what I would like is for a
Kristang ship to jump into orbit and hit me with a railgun,” he briefly glanced
up in hope his wish would be fulfilled. “Nert, you gotta understand,
there’s a lot of things people say that don’t mean nothin’,” his Arkansas
accent getting thicker as he fumbled for words. “I heard someone else say it,
and I picked it up. Believe me, I say a lot of really
stupid shit that I don’t think about.”


“Oh,” Nert still had a puzzled expression. “How do
I know which things you say are-”


Shauna took pity on Jesse. “Nerty, that is something you guys should talk about,
by yourselves, is that all right?”


Jesse’s heart soared with hope. “That’s right.
Nert, Dave, y’all can help me with the Batmobile here.”


Nert’s expression turned to a frown. “Why are you
trying to fix this,” he looked at the sky while trying to think of the proper
words. “This piece of shit?”


“The Batmobile ain’t a piece of shit,” Jesse
patted the vehicle’s fender defensively.


“My mother is on the technology committee that
approves research funding for the military,” Nert frowned. “I remember when her
committee voted against buying this, thing,
for the Spaceborne Cavalry. It was a scandal, because the Cavalry had already
gone way over budget on development, and it didn’t work.” He stepped forward
and ran a hand along the roll bar where the maser
cannon was mounted. “I did not know any of these still existed.”


“We got this one,” Jesse shook his sore hand. “The
Batmobile is fine, it just needs a few tweaks here and there.”


“Come one, ‘Pone,” Dave interjected. “Nert’s
right, it is a POS. But it’s our POS,
and we’re going to get it working again.”


“I would like to work with you,” Nert crouched
down to look at the wheel. “I think I remember the main problem was the
targeting system for the maser cannon and
rockets kept drawing too much processing power. If we disconnect the-”


“Nert,” Perkins asked, “do you have time to help
with the Batmobile?” She was skeptical that the time
spent on the useless vehicle was worth the effort. But her team was determined
to show the Ruhar they could get it working. And she had to admit, driving the
unique vehicle was a hell of a lot of fun. “You don’t need to get back to your
studies?”


“No, Colonel. That is something my aunt wishes to
speak with you about.”


“Uh huh,” Perkins replied slowly, without
enthusiasm. Nert’s aunt was the civilian leader of the entire planet, and any
favor she requested was viewed as an
order by UNEF HQ. “I am meeting with her and a couple
UNEF generals in an hour. You care to give me a hint
what she wants to talk about?”


Nert grinned. “My aunt wants it to be a surprise.”


“Great,” Perkins gritted her teeth. “I just love surprises.”




 

Emily Perkins’ trouble radar set off alarms when
she saw who was in the Burgermeister’s office,
when an aide ushered her in. The administrator of the planet was there, also
General Bezanson as the UNEF liaison to the Ruhar government. Those two, separately
or together, were enough to cause headaches for Perkins and her team. The third
occupant of the spacious room was a surprise and she did not know whether that
was a good thing or a bad thing. Major General Jeff Ross had either volunteered
for, or gotten stuck with depending who
was talking, leading UNEF’s effort to set up an Alien Legion. The Legion had
been Emily’s idea, a combined human and Verd-kris force to support the Ruhar,
by doing the dirty jobs the Ruhar didn’t want to or could not do. Her
motivation had been mostly to demonstrate to their hamster overlords that
humans could be useful and loyal allies. She also was worried that the
Expeditionary Force on Paradise was rapidly disintegrating as soldiers, Marines
and airmen saw little role for humans in
the military. Too many people were tempted out of military service by business
opportunities in the civilian sector, to serve the needs of the rapidly-growing Ruhar population.


Perkins nodded and made a slight bow to the Burgermeister.
“Administrator,” she acknowledged the Ruhar woman, who had a twinkle in her
eyes.


“Colonel Perkins, come in please,” the Burgermeister
waved. “You know Generals Bezanson and Ross?”


“Yes, Ma’am, Sir,” she nodded to each of the
general officers.


“This morning’s discussion has been very
productive,” Bezanson announced and she also had a twinkle in her eye.


“How so, Ma’am?” Perkins sat down warily, perched
on the edge of her seat as if she might have to dash from the office at any
moment.


“This morning,” Ross said, and he was not looking
nearly so amused and happy as the others, “General Bezanson told me that we
have an exciting opportunity.”


Perkins did not speak her inner ‘Oh shit’
aloud, she didn’t need to. The momentary
slump of her shoulders revealed how she felt about opportunities. The last
‘opportunity’ she had been offered was an
excruciating afternoon of mandofun at a
Ruhar meet-and-greet. Much of the mandatory fun she had been forced to engage
in during her career, such as parties and
cookouts, involved an unspoken understanding that participants could make
excuses to leave after a reasonable time like half an hour. Not so the
‘request’ from the UNEF HQ public relations office, who wanted her team to
attend a Ruhar party, where the Mavericks would officially be guests at the palatial home of a wealthy merchant who was
influential in the planetary government. Unofficially, the Mavericks were
curiosities, there to ensure the pompous
merchant had a good attendance at his
party.


Perkins and her core team had to endure endless
questions from apprehensive Ruhar civilians. Some questions had been insulting from ignorance, others had been
insulting because of the speaker’s rudeness, open or concealed by politeness.
She much preferred the open rudeness to
the disguised variety. Unlike in Lemuria where most Ruhar had daily encounters
with humans or at least saw humans regularly, few humans lived in or visited
the planet’s capital city. Perkins had been proud that her team endured the
party with stoic professionalism and without incident, and she had given them
the next two days for leave to blow off steam.


She had taken a day of leave also, spending the
time at a remote lakeside cabin with Dave Czajka. That day of bliss had almost
been worth attending the party.


“An opportunity?” She did her best to keep her
expression neutral. “That is exciting.”


“Do not be so eager, Colonel,” the Burgermeister
said with a musical laugh. “This is, as you humans say, a ‘shit job’.”


“It is also,” Ross hurried to add, “an opportunity
we are grateful for, Administrator. Perkins, the Ruhar federal government has
agreed to a test of the Alien Legion concept. A star system called Tunanbey was recently captured by their Navy, and needs
to be checked out and cleared of hazards.”


Perkins groaned inwardly. “We will be a support
force, Sir?”


“No,” Bezanson shook her head. “This really is
an opportunity, Colonel. Make sure you take this opportunity to shine and not
fall on your faces. Your team, five other UNEF teams, and a dozen or so
Verd-kris teams, will be flying dropships to clear Kristang facilities on moons
and in the asteroid belt. The Mavericks will take
the lead for UNEF, because your pilots are
qualified in the model of dropship you’ll be using. Your base will be a
Ruhar cruiser. The other UNEF teams will follow once their crews qualify.”


Rather than concealing her disappointment, Perkins
had to control her genuine excitement. A real assignment to do something
useful! Not a training ship full of cadets, the Mavericks would be attached to
a real warship, doing the same task as Ruhar crews. She knew from talking with
hamsters aboard the training ship Ruh Tostella that clearing hazards from a
recently captured star system was one of
the least desired, and most dangerous, assignments. It was not surprising the
Ruhar would offer such unwanted duty to test the Alien Legion concept. It was
thrilling that the Legion was being offered
such a genuinely important mission.
“Yes, Ma’am. This is an honor. When do we
leave?”


“That’s what we were discussing before you got
here,” Ross explained. “Two days and a wake-up.”


“That,” Perkins had been about to say that was not
enough time. “Will not be a problem, Sir. We’ll need to requisition some new equipment-”


“My staff will expedite that for you, Colonel
Perkins,” the Burgermeister assured her. “If that is all?” Bezanson and Ross
took their cues to stand. “Not you, Emily. Please stay, I have a personal
request to discuss with you.”




 

“This thing is
a piece of shit,” Dave admitted with disgust, tossing aside a burned-out power
regulator. The thing was clearly a hand-made prototype, and had been repaired
and modified many times.


“It was working fine when we got it,” Jesse
replied, his own patience running out.


“Like a junker works just fine when you drive it
off the used car dealer’s lot,” Dave retorted. “The trouble doesn’t show up
until you get stuck in a bad part of town.”


Nert stuck his fuzzy head out from under the rear
of the Batmobile. “Do you wish to stop working?”


“I wish I never saw this piece of crap,” Dave
wiped his hands on a rag, which was already so greasy it made his hands dirtier than before. Looking for and not seeing
another rag, he settled for rubbing the grease off his fingers into his pants.
Unlike Jesse and Shauna, Dave did not have to worry about getting his uniform
dirty, because he no longer wore an official uniform.


“Hey!” Jesse reached over and wiped one of his own
dirty hands on Dave’s pants. “You lucky sumbitch.
These are my last clean pair of coveralls.”


“They were
your last clean pair,” Dave pointed to a big streak of blue grease down Jesse’s
backside. 


“Ah, shit. Shauna is gonna kill me.”


“Don’t worry, man. I got credit,” Dave patted a
pocket, “with a hamster shop that can get all your unis clean overnight. They
use some fancy smart nano cleaning powder that won’t damage the fabric. It’s
where I get my stuff cleaned.”


“Or,”
Jesse’s voice was muffled as he rolled back under the front of the Batmobile. “You
could loan me a set of your old uniforms. It’s not like you need them, RC.”


“Are See?” Nert’s ears perked up with excitement.
“Is that a new nickname for Mister Ski?”


“Nah,” Jesse waved a hand dismissively. “I’m just
teasing him, that’s all. RC is short for Rich Contractor.”


“Ah, yes, because he is now a military con-sul-tant,”
Nert pronounced the word carefully. “Mister Ski,” his head poked out from under
the Batmobile again and it reminded Dave of a whack-a-mole game. “Do you miss
being a soldier?”


Dave looked down at his top, no, his shirt. He was not wearing a uniform. The
T-shirt he wore was an old surplus coyote brown, or it had been when put into storage. The material had now faded
from sunlight and too many washings, but it looked just like the AR 670-3 that
carried over from the previous standard. Dave suspected that container of
shirts had sat forgotten in the back of an Army surplus store, until UNEF was
getting ready to ship offworld and supply
officers requisitioned what they could from wherever they could.


It was the same shirt Jesse and Shauna wore, the
difference being they had to wear it, and they had other uniforms for other
requirements. Dave wore coyote brown from force
of habit, and because that’s what was available. He had other shirts, civilian
shirts, that he saved for times when his buddies were also in civilian clothes off duty. Jesse, Shauna, Irene
and Derek did not treat him any differently after he officially left the Army
and became a civilian ‘consultant’. Dave felt
different, felt like he was not really part of the team.


He was no longer a soldier.


“The pay is better,” he joked, forcing a smile.
“And I don’t have to take orders from jackasses anymore.”


“Hey,” Jesse waved a wrench from under the
Batmobile. “I outrank you now.”


“Try giving me an order, Sergeant,” Dave replied with actual humor.


“I could use a cold drink, Civvie,” Jesse waved
his other hand.


Dave reached into a cooler and pulled a bottle
from a pool of ice water. “Just because you asked nicely,” he bent down and slapped
the bottle into Jesse’s hand.


“For realz,
Mister Ski?” Nert slid farther out from under the vehicle.


“For realz?”
Dave pondered the question. “I do miss being a soldier, Nert. Thing is, I’m doing the same damned thing I was
before, except now I’m legally a contractor. Like
I said, the pay is better.”


“Ha!” Jesse guffawed from under the Batmobile.
“You don’t care about pay you can’t spend anyway. What you like is the benefits,” he said with a leer in his
voice.


Dave knew what his friend meant. Leaving the Army
and signing on as a contractor to support the Mavericks had been Emily’s idea
for Dave, so the two of them could pursue or at least explore a relationship.
There had been much ‘exploring’ since the day Dave hung up his chevrons and he
did not regret a second of it. The truth was, he was in love with Emily Perkins
and hoped she felt the same way about him. Their relationship skirted along the
knife edge of several Army regulations and UNEF HQ had made their displeasure
crystal clear to Emily. She had been equally clear that she had no intention of
foregoing a relationship because of regulations written on another planet for
another war. So far, her fame, and her popularity with their hamster overlords,
had protected both of them. Privately, she had told Dave that if UNEF HQ
ordered her to terminate their relationship, she would resign her commission
and become a contractor working directly for the Ruhar. Was she unfairly
trading on the accomplishments of the Mavericks? Hell yes, and Dave had no problem with that at all. “The
bennies are pretty great,” he admitted with a grin. Then he was eager to change
the subject rather than give Nert an opening to ask about his love life. More
important, he did not want Nert asking about Emily’s love life. “Hey, Nert,
what is the Colonel meeting with your aunt about? You hinted it has something
to do with you.”


Jesse slid out from under the Batmobile and took a
long pull on the water bottle. “Yeah, what’s up with that?”


Nert also sat up, looking sheepish and looking at
his watch. “I suppose my aunt has already made her request by now. Because the
cadets aboard the Toaster lost so
much training time when the ship was attacked, and then being in quarantine,
the Academy is delaying the start of our next session of classes.”


“Ok, bonus! Party time for Nerty!” Dave offered a
high-five, but Nert shook his head.


“No. The Academy is counting our service after the
Toaster was attacked, and on Camp
Alpha, toward our ‘practical instruction’ time,” Nert explained. “Until the next
session of classes starts, we are
expected to seek assignments supporting active-duty units.”


“Um, like what?” Dave asked warily. He knew what
he hoped for, he also knew Colonel Perkins might
feel differently. “I know. You told the Burgermeister you want to serve with
us, right?”


“Correct, Mister Ski,” Nert fairly glowed with
happiness.


“Nert, you can call me ‘Dave’ or ‘Ski’, you don’t
need to throw in the ‘Mister’. If we’re in action, you call me ‘Mister
Czajka’.”


“Yes,” the alien teenager hesitated and decided
using a nickname was too informal. “Dave.”


Dave knew a ‘request’ from Nert’s aunt would be
viewed as an order by Emily. Which meant Nert would be serving with the
Mavericks to continue his ‘practical instruction’.


Which meant the Mavericks would not be spending
the next couple months wasting time fixing the Batmobile.


Which meant Nert knew something.


Dave pulled a bottle from the cooler and tossed it
to their new team member. “Come on, Nert, ‘fess up.”


Nert tilted his head and closed one eye, listening
intently to the translator speaking in his earpiece. He was good at speaking
and understanding English from a book, less sure about commonly-used slang.
“Fess? My translator has a reference to a ‘Fess Parker’, but not-”


“It means spill the beans,” Jesse explained
unhelpfully. When Nert continued his puzzled expression, Jesse added “Con-fess. You know something important.
Tell us.”


“Oh!” Nert brightened, then he blushed. “I am not supposed to tell you.”


“Em,” Dave used his private name for Perkins. “The
Colonel is going to tell us, and she’s either going to be in a good mood or a
bad mood when she gets here. I’d like a heads up, you know?”


“Ok!” It had not taken much pressure to get the
teenager to talk. Glancing around and lowering his voice, he began. “This
‘Alien Legion’ thing is getting a test-”


“Shit,” Jesse groaned. “Are we gonna like this?”


Nert considered that question for only a moment.
“Probably not, no.”


Dave shook his head. “I’ve had enough tests
already.”


“If it makes you feel any better, I hope to be
coming with you.”


Jesse and Dave shared a look. “Ok, Nert, tell us
about this thing we’re not gonna like.”


“Well,” Nert took a breath and looked around
dramatically, savoring his opportunity to know something before the Mavericks
did. “We are going to a star system called ‘Tunanbey’.”




 









CHAPTER TWO




 

“Possible contact! Bearing-” Sensor officer Kel-em-yal
Kobinda cut off his report, when he saw the weary and disgusted look from the
duty officer in the frigate’s command chair. There had been too many possible
contacts during the current mission, and none of them had developed into
anything the ship needed to investigate. And, of course, as Kobinda glanced
back to the display, the stupid threat analysis system flashed a notice that
the contact had been a glitch in the sensor data itself, a software error that
caused a false reading. “It was a ghost, again.”


The duty officer tapped a thumb to his palm in a Kristang
‘pay me’ gesture without bothering to look away from whatever he was doing.
Kobinda responded with a rude gesture the duty officer could not see and logged
the contact as false. That was good, because if the contact had been real, it
was too close to the vulnerable little warship.


The Kristang Swift Arrow clan frigate We Seek Vengeance for Those Brave Warriors Lost
at the Battle of Taanab was cruising, slowly and warily, through the asteroid
field that ringed the star between the second and third planet. That section of
the asteroid field was not particularly dense with floating rocks, being
composed of a few large objects rather than many small chunks of spinning
hazards. Navigation was still tricky, as the field was not well-mapped and
while the Taanab was in stealth mode,
it could not use active sensors or extend its own sensor field far from the
hull. The largest objects, some of which were big enough for gravity to have
molded them into a mostly round shape, were at known locations and drifting
around the star in predictable orbits. The little Taanab was in no danger from those known hazards, even the
frigate’s poorly-maintained and crappy sensors could detect sunlight reflecting
off those big orbs of grey rock, and the gravity wells they created in
spacetime were easily identified by the Taanab’s
gravimetric sensors.


There were two hazards the ship’s crew were
concerned about. Well, really three hazards,
if you include the danger of their own ship killing them because one or more
critical systems failed at the wrong time. The second hazard was unmapped rocks
flying around. Some rocks were mini-moons loosely orbiting the larger rocks and
the ship could avoid them by remaining a safe distance from those gravity
wells, except that sometimes a large asteroid passing by pulled mini-moons away
from their orbits and they went spinning off in unpredictable directions. There
were also debris fields created by collisions, and some of that debris was
moving at speeds fast enough the frigate could not detect them far enough away
to avoid being pelted by jagged pebbles. With its defensive shield active, the
ship was not in danger of being damaged by small space rocks, but drifting
rocks posed another hazard; that of detection. While a stealth field could
render a ship nearly invisible by bending light around its hull, a space rock
bouncing off an invisible object would give away the ship’s position.


Being detected would be dangerous because of the
third and most serious hazard that might be lurking in the asteroid field;
enemy warships the Taanab had been
sent to hunt. There were two possibilities for the ship’s crew, neither of them
good. Their mission could be a complete waste of time, chasing after enemy
ships that weren’t there. In that case, the Taanab
might have been lured away from the planet called Feznako to weaken the
defenses there, leaving that world vulnerable to a raid. Or, there were enemy warships lurking in the
asteroid field. In that case, the little Taanab
was screwed, for it was not capable of fighting anything more dangerous than another
old frigate. And for their ship to have any chance of actually seeking
vengeance for those brave but unlucky warriors who died at Taanab, the enemy
frigate would have to be even more ancient and broken-down than their own ship.


The Swift Arrow clan owned the star system that
contained the habitable planet they called Feznako, and that planet was a
relatively sleepy place, with neither the Ruhar nor Jeraptha having any
interest in taking it until recently. The peaceful slumber of that world had
been shattered when a civil war erupted across Kristang space. Suddenly, the
citizens of Feznako could no longer worry about only one or two enemies, now
literally every other Kristang clan or sub-clan was an avowed or potential
enemy. Worse, the civil war had weakened the Kristang overall, so the Ruhar had
become interested in acquiring easy territory like Feznako, if they could
conquer that star system without too much trouble. With Ruhar starships known
to be probing Feznako’s defenses, old ships like the We Seek Vengeance for Those Brave Warriors Lost at the Battle of Taanab,
which had been parked in low orbit and flown only a few times a year, were
hurriedly reactivated and pressed into service despite the well-founded
objections of their crews. Going into battle was not what the crews objected
to, what they feared was that, because the ship’s weapons, sensors and
defensive systems had been offline for so long, technically the frigate might
not actually still be a warship. Yet
they were very definitely at war.


   
Because the crew of the Taanab
were of the Kristang warrior caste, they
did not find it especially ironic that their ship was named for the Battle of
Taanab, which was an ignominious defeat not because of enemy action, but
because of gross incompetence and recklessness by leaders of the Swift Arrow
clan. Incompetence and recklessness that was legendary to the point of being
taught in officer training courses throughout Kristang society, as a shining
example of what not to do. Why the battle was lost was irrelevant;
the crews of those doomed ships had faced death with bravery and defiance
against impossible odds, and their fate served as an inspiration to all true warriors.


That is, warriors were officially supposed to be inspired by the useless
deaths at Taanab, according to clan leaders who spent their pampered lives in
heavily-protected compounds. The real-life crew of the little frigate Taanab cursed the name of their ship as
a bad omen, and quietly whispered to each other that they would like to see
some lazy-ass senior clan leader flying around enemy-infested space in a
broken-down rust bucket of a ship.  


That was
never going to happen.


“Possible contact,” the officer at the sensor
station reported quietly several hours later. His voice was low because of
ancient instincts while stealthily stalking prey, even though the Kobinda knew
it was impossible for an enemy to hear him in the vacuum of space. He also
spoke quietly because he was tired and bored and discouraged. The current
contact was the third that hour, and the seventeenth since Kobinda came on duty
more than five hours ago. The first sixteen contacts had been nothing but
sensor ghosts, and considering how poorly tuned the sensor gear was, the
officer was grateful they had not been forced to chase twice or three times as
many potential contacts. In fact, the gear had alerted him many more times than
he reported, he had used his judgement about when to pass the information along
to the duty officer. With a ship as old as the Taanab, the crew had to use instincts and gut feel, more than
blindly following official procedures that stopped being useful when the little
frigate left the dockyard two hundred years before.


“Possible?” The frigate’s current duty officer
happened to also be the captain, and he had just come onto the bridge. Even so,
he stifled a yawn as he spoke. Boredom was bad. The gut-wrenching fear of
combat was bad. Being bored while fear lurked at the back of his mind was the worst. At any moment, Ruhar ships could
unmask from stealth and fire maser beams or railgun darts at the Taanab. If Captain Tubek knew which
particular moment that might happen, he could better deal with the tension.
Instead, he and his crew had to constantly be on full alert while absolutely nothing happened, know their mission
might be a huge waste of time. “Show me,” Tubek ordered without enthusiasm,
turning to look at the display to the left of his command chair.


The frigate had been dispatched to investigate what
the local fleet commander hoped was a secret enemy assembly point, where enemy raiding
ships could conduct maintenance and get supplies and spare parts from a support
ship. If there was a support ship. If there were any enemy warships there at
all.


That Ruhar warships were in the Feznako system was
not in doubt. The diminishing number of defending Swift Arrow clan ships was
evidence that the enemy presence was substantial and annoyingly persistent.
Quick hit-and-run raids were understandable and expected, a sound tactic that
exposed enemy ships to minimal risk while making the point that Feznako was vulnerable
and forcing Swift Arrow leadership to keep valuable fleet assets tied up to
defend a relatively unimportant world. Somehow, unimportant little Feznako had become
a world the enemy was willing to fight over, and the number of warships
available for defense was steadily
dropping, due to enemy action and the inevitability of critical systems wearing
out from overuse.


The need to regain the initiative in the fight was
why the local Swift Arrow military commander had ordered the frigate Taanab to the asteroid field. Sensors in
orbit around Feznako had detected multiple faint gamma rays coming from the area, those rays partly masked by several
large asteroids. What Captain Tubek suspected was the enemy ships had cleverly
jumped in on the far side of large asteroids, so their gamma rays would not be
detected from Feznako. The Taanab had
jumped in far away and cruised toward the area, steadily decelerating while
maintaining strict stealth. If a hidden cluster of enemy ships was detected,
the worn-out little frigate was supposed to remain in stealth and transmit a
tightbeam burst signal to Feznako. That signal would bring the cavalry, in the
form of a single heavy cruiser and its escorts. One violent surprise attack
could end the enemy threat to Feznako, at least until another clan or subclan
decided to challenge the Swift Arrow strength at that location.


Captain Tubek almost turned away from the display
to take a sip of water from a bottle attached to his chair. The bottle was
smart, it had a tiny brain that did not open the lid unless it knew the user
wanted a drink, a necessary feature in the zero gravity aboard Kristang
warships. Tubek’s right hand felt along the chair’s arm for the bottle, but
when his hand grasped the device, he released it, his attention fully focused
on the sensor data. “Kobinda,” he waved to the officer at the sensor station,
while tapping the display with a finger,
his claw making a clicking sound on the well-worn but still shiny material. “This
latest contact,” the captain’s voice trailed away as he stared intently at the
display.


“Yes, Sir,” Kobinda bit back a weary sigh,
thinking he knew his commander’s question. “It could be a sensor ghost. There
have been a lot of obvious ghosts I have not reported,” he added to reassure
the captain that his precious time was not being wasted.


“That isn’t the problem,” Tubek didn’t look away
from the display. He had just come onto the bridge to relieve the previous duty
officer. “Show me all your contacts,
even the ones you dismissed as ghosts.”


Kobinda did not bother to say that information was
readily available on the captain’s display, because senior officers were much
too busy to bother learning how to use the ship’s systems. “Done, Sir. The
obvious sensor ghosts are outlined in blue.”


Tubek knew exactly what information was available
on his display, he had served as a sensor officer aboard frigates and
destroyers for seven years, before family connections arranged for him to
command the worst piece of shit in the clan’s fleet. Ordering Kobinda to send
the information to him was not laziness by the captain, he wanted to see what
his sensor officer thought was important. Tubek started with the contacts that
had been declared as ‘possible’ by the threat analysis system. Most of those
had also quickly been dismissed by Kobinda, well before ship’s computer agreed
there was nothing out there. A few other contacts had required closer
observation before they, too, had been revealed as nothing more than sunlight
reflecting off a loose cloud of pebbles or some other natural feature of the
asteroid field. Tubek agreed with the sensor officer’s analysis and judgment,
so far, their little ship had not detected anything worth investigating.


The contacts that had been investigated and
dismissed were random in location, distance from the ship and by the nature of
the incoming data. Those contacts had been determined to be nothing more than
floating rocks, loose clouds of dust or other natural objects. What bothered
Captain Tubek were the contacts that the sensor system itself had dismissed as
nothing more than glitches, ghosts in the sensor data itself. “Kobinda,” Tubek
did not take his eyes off the display. “These ghosts, they are consistent.”


“Sir? Consistent?” Kobinda had no idea what his
captain meant.


“They are not random. All the ghost contacts are behind
us, and at a distance that varies by no more than twenty one percent. If the
ghost were caused by software glitches in the sensor network, I would expect
the ghosts to be randomly distributed all around us.”


“Er, yes, Captain,” Kobinda anticipated a scolding
about his failure to keep the sensor system properly tuned, though his
conscience was clear that he had done his best with the outdated equipment. “I
suspect one of the aft sensor arrays is transmitting false data to the network.
That system has been instructed to ignore data from that array, unless it can
be verified by one of the other arrays.”


“Ignored?”
Tubek felt a chill. “There could be other
contacts that have not even been recorded?!”


Kobinda was surprised by his captain’s sudden
anger. “Yes, Sir. Three days ago, the system began giving us so many false
contacts, I had to de-prioritize that array,” he said, knowing his action had
been logged into the status report the captain should have read. “The software
has a feature for-”


“I know how that software works, you fool! The
Ruhar also know how our software functions!” Tubek looked at the display with fresh alarm. The contacts that had been
dismissed as nothing more than ghosts could be a faulty sensor array. Or they
could be an enemy ship lurking at the edge of the Taanab’s sensor range, knowing exactly how their target’s sensor
computer would interpret a faint, intermittent contact! “Battle stations!” He
gave the order to bring the ship to full alert, including feeding full power to
the ship’s defensive shields. Those shields could protect his little ship, but
the sudden power surge could also be detected by any enemy ship in the area.
“Navigator, one-quarter thrust, new heading-”


Tubek never finished his order, for a pair of
railgun rounds slammed into his ship. The first round hit the defense shields
that were still powering up, overloading the forward dorsal generator and
leaving a gap in coverage that the second round zipped through. That second round
was barely slowed by the frigate’s armor plating, the only effect of the impact
was converting the round into superheated plasma that spread out in a
shotgun-shell pattern to burn through the frigate’s vulnerable insides.
Including the Taanab’s bridge, buried
in the center of the ship.


The first two railgun shots were actually scored
as misses by their mother ship, a destroyer that had been aiming for the Taanab’s aft engineering section. While
the frigate careened out of control, her automated defense systems were kept
busy fending off maser beams, while the little ship’s erratic motion made three
pairs of railgun darts miss, to streak off into interstellar space and
eventually beyond the edge of the galaxy. The frigate’s engineering officer was
beginning to assert control over his ship when another dart struck the reactor,
and the officer’s mind had time for only two thoughts before he became part of
the asteroid field.


First, he thought ‘I hate this job’.


His second thought was, ‘We need a new strategy because THIS shit isn’t working’.


The force defending Feznako had lost another ship.




 

Aboard the Ruhar light cruiser City of Fantoori, the captain
congratulated her crew, while inwardly groaning with dread. Her original assignment
to Feznako had been simple; raid military facilities on the planet, and destroy
enemy ships when possible, at minimal risk to her small task force. The
objective was to tie up Kristang ships, so they could not cause mischief
elsewhere. The Ruhar Federal government did not especially want to capture
Feznako, that world had not much to offer, and adding yet another new colony
would stretch the already overloaded resources of the fleet and army. Not to
mention further irritating the Peace faction in the legislature, who wanted the
government to stop capturing territory just because they could.


Her actions at Feznako had been successful, too successful. With the loss of the last frigate, the Kristang had only
three destroyer escorts and a truly ancient light cruiser to defend the system.
Feznako would fall easily, and the captain of the Fantoori knew that when she reported the situation to fleet
headquarters, some overly-aggressive jackass would order her to capture the
planet with her little task force. She was not worried about doing that, her
ships were in little danger. What she was worried about was what came after the
Kristang surrendered the planet. The Fantoori
could be stuck there on dull garrison duty for months, even years, while the
real action raged far away.


She also felt sorry for the poor bastards in the
Federal Army, who would have to drop boots on the ground and pacify such a
worthless planet.




 



 

Specialist Hanst Bo approached the flag officer
quarters of the Jeraptha battleship with hesitant steps. He had a message for
Admiral Tashallo, and although Bo had not read the message, he had of course
scanned the header when the message came in to be decrypted, so he knew the
admiral was not going to be pleased with the reply to his earlier inquiry. Bo
could have reared up on his back pair of legs and run down the passageway if
the message was urgent, or if it were merely good news the admiral would want
to learn about immediately. Instead, Bo had trudged along on all four legs, and
he paused at every intersection to politely wait for cross traffic, even when
he had plenty of time to walk through the intersection without blocking
anyone’s path.


In front of the door to the admiral’s office, he
straightened, looking down to inspect his uniform. Everything was in order.
There was no excuse for further delay. Because the message was time-stamped, if
he delayed much longer, the admiral would know.




 

Admiral Gost-Ren Tashallo, commander of the Blue
Squadron’s 98th Fleet, was grumpily stirring honey into a steaming
mug of fatah and glancing over at a bottle of burgoze on a shelf. The fatah
aboard the ship was excellent, the freshly-roasted nuts being ground for each
order, but a shot of burgoze would make it taste even better. At least, the
burgoze would make the fatah taste different than his usual morning mug, and
Tashallo ached for something different. Not a different beverage, a different career. Since his famously smashing and
still-unexplained victory at the Battle of Glark, his 98th Fleet had
been stuck with boring and unchallenging duty. At least the 98th was
no longer consigned to garrison guard work, but conducting a public-relations
tour of Jeraptha space was not why Tashallo had joined the military. A tour,
far from the action, was also very bad
for the 98th’s morale, for no military action meant poor prospects
for wagering action. Of course, Tashallo’s fleet was connected to the rest of
the Jeraptha Home Fleet and the actions of other fleets and squadrons could be
wagered on, but being relegated to the role of spectator went against his
aggressive nature.


It was intensely frustrating that his beloved 98th
was now the second most powerful unit in the Blue Squadron. Indeed, it was the
single most powerful autonomous unit in the entire Home Fleet, being centered
around three new fast battleships. Those killer warships had been provided
before the 98th began its publicity tour, as a tangible and very
visible way to show the public what they were getting in return for the
vigorish skimmed off wagers by the central government. Tashallo had taken the
powerful fast battleship I Am Aching To
Give Somebody A Beat-Down And Today Is YOUR Lucky Day as his flagship, with
the sister ships How’d That Work For You?
and You Should See The Last Guy Who Tried
That Shit under the command of captains who had earned the honor. The 98th
could take on any unit of any technologically-equivalent species, and even pose
a threat to a small group of Maxolhx warships.


And that was the problem. Every time Tashallo had
proposed to take the 98th into action against the combined
Bosphuraq-Thuranin offensive, the reward odds reported by the fleet’s Action
Officer were disappointing, even insulting. With such low odds, Tashallo’s
commanding officer of the Blue Squadron was not tempted
to release the 98th from its low-risk duty as a reserve for
the actual fighting units of the Blue. Reward odds were based on the difficulty
of the proposed mission, and the risk a unit took by going into action. Because
the 98th was so powerful, almost no enemy battlegroup could be considered
a risk to the Fighting 98th. At least, that was the official excuse
given by the Central Wagering Department, although the truth was more personal
and more depressing.


No one wanted to bet against Admiral Tashallo.


After the Battle of Glark, when Tashallo had
thoroughly smashed a large Thuranin attacking force, a full Inquisition had
been launched to discover who had provided the crucial information about enemy
plans. The combined brain power and skills of the Inquisitors, backed by Fleet
Intelligence and their vast AIs, had so far provided no clue about where the
information had come from. Tashallo had been cleared of any wrong-doing, but
that was almost the worst case for him. If he had not somehow sneakily obtained
the information from an enemy source, then there were only two possibilities.
First, maybe Tashallo was simply lucky,
and no one was foolish enough to bet against luck. Or, second and even worse,
Tashallo was acting as a front for hidden wagerers inside Fleet Intelligence,
so they could get better odds on their own wagers.


It was not fair. Admiral Sashell’s 67th
Fleet had also participated in the Battle of Glark, yet no one hesitated to
place wagers with the clearly very lucky Sashell, because the public assumed
Sashell had merely been in the right place at the right time when Tashallo
needed backup. That kind of luck didn’t happen often, so people were eager to
bet against Sashell, as that guy had clearly used up a lifetime of luck and was
due for a fall. It helped that the crafty Admiral Sashell had deliberately, but
not too obviously, lost several wagers after the Battle of Glark, to lure
wagerers into taking action against him.


Tashallo had tried the same tactic with no
success. The public was wary of getting sucked in by winning a few small-money
bets, therefore they declined any action against the legendary admiral of the
98th Fleet. Tashallo was not the only victim of his own success; his
superior in command of the Blue Squadron also had suffered a shortfall in
action, along with every member of the 98th.


The situation was making the hugely successful
admiral unpopular with his crews, morale and combat readiness had fallen to
unacceptable levels. He needed to get his powerful force into action, combat
action that led to the
almost-more-important wagering action.


So, Tashallo had dropped the idea of tangling with
a mere enemy battlegroup, and looked for a worthy opponent. He had found one,
now all he needed were two things; approval from fleet headquarters, and a
favorable reply from the Central Wagering Department. If he did not-


The doorbell chimed, and after a formal pause, the
door slid aside. “Ah,” Tashallo’s expression brightened. “Bo. Come in,
Specialist.”


“Admiral Tashallo,” Bo’s hand trembled slightly as
he gave the message slip to the 98th’s commanding officer. He stood
at attention, waiting for the senior
officer’s command, while he stared straight ahead. With his peripheral vision,
he watched the admiral’s eyes narrow with displeasure, that must be the unhappy
news in the header. Bo cringed and braced himself for becoming the object of
the admiral’s displeasure.


Thus, he was puzzled when Tashallo’s antenna,
which had been drooping, stood up and twitched, fairly dancing with pleasure.
The admiral looked up at Bo, his mandibles clicking with excitement. “Bo, do
you have credit with the fleet’s Action Officer?”


Hanst Bo had much of his next paycheck already
devoted to wagers registered with the Action Officer, plus a few private prop
bets here and there with members of the ship’s crew. Part of his reason for
putting so much of his funds at risk was simple boredom, he craved action and a
dull good-will tour was severely lacking in stimulation. Wisely, he had
reserved funds to take advantage of juicy opportunities if they fell into his
grasp. “Of course, Admiral,” he bowed from his thorax. “Do you wish to wager
against me?”


“Eh? No,” Tashallo was momentarily confused, then
realized the communications specialist meant he wished to wager about the
admiral’s reaction to the message. “Nothing so mundane, Bo,” Tashallo waved the
flimsy message slip, then crumpled it and tossed it into a basket, where it
flashed into dust. “I am talking about real
action.”


“Combat?” Bo continued at attention, but the
involuntary muscles of his antennas caused them to slump slightly, a betrayal
of his inner emotions he knew the admiral had noticed.


“Yes, Bo, combat. Fear not, I am not contemplating
taking the 98th into some simple fight against an overmatched enemy
battlegroup, where we are sure to win easily, and the outcome will have no
lasting effect on the war effort.”


“No, Sir?” Bo’s antennas now stood straight up.


“The 98th will be in a desperate battle
for our very lives, Bo. If we are
victorious, even the Kristang will compose an epic opera to commemorate our
deeds. Go now, I need to speak with my captains.”


As the door slid closed, Tashallo contemplated his
reply to the Central Wagering Office. He was not happy with the reward odds for
the proposed operation, nor the rules imposed by the Blue Squadron commander.
The reward odds were still almost insulting, and his commanding officer
insisted Tashallo be prepared to jump away if the powerful and highly-visible
98th ever got into actual danger. Neither of those two issues
actually bothered Tashallo.


What bothered him was, if he were successful in
the upcoming fight, then it truly would be almost impossible to find someone to
bet against him.










CHAPTER THREE




 

“That was section,”
Jesse blinked slowly and checked the display on his left wrist. He was not so
much tired as he was bored, worn out from the tedious routine day after day
after day. “Uh, three four seven, Bravo. It’s Bravo this time, yay,” he announced with a level of enthusiasm
usually reserved for getting a root canal or waiting in line at the Department
of Motor Vehicles. “Clear.”


“I am so
stoked for section Charlie next,” Dave replied with a yawn.


“Hey, look alive, you two,” Shauna called from
their Dodo dropship, which was hanging in space fifty kilometers away, behind
another asteroid. Their pilots had tucked the ship there so it would be safe,
in case Cornpone and Ski found an active boobytrap inside the abandoned
Kristang asteroid they were clearing. They hoped the Dodo they had been trusted
with, the sophisticated Ruhar airspace craft that had been their home for three
weeks, was safe, but they knew a missile or maser hidden in the asteroid field
could hit them at any moment. The two pilots had explained that parking the
Dodo behind an asteroid, that blocked their view of the away team, was not done
to protect the ship from flying debris in case Cornpone and Ski set off a fatal
boobytrap, it was so the Dodo’s defense shields and Proximity Defense System
could be kept active continuously. Having a bulky asteroid between the Dodo and
the away team meant that Dave and Jesse would not be exposed to flying shrapnel
if the PDS cannons fired at an incoming missile. “It’s dangerous out there.”




 

A Ruhar team clearing asteroids the previous week
had inadvertently triggered a hidden missile that had launched itself and
targeted the team’s Whale dropship. With teams on and around the asteroid,
flying from and back to the ship, the Proximity Defense System of the Whale had
been disabled to prevent the PDS cannons from blasting the away team by
mistake. A last-second maser shot from a nearby Ruhar starship had exploded the
missile almost by pure luck, but pieces of the missile peppered the Whale with
shrapnel and other pieces struck a soldier outside. Two deaths had taught the
crews a lesson that really should not have been learned the hard way, as
similar incidents had happened many times before when clearing alien facilities
in star systems the Ruhar had taken by force, or by negotiation. Two other
soldiers of that away team had suffered injuries, their lives saved by the
hard-shell armor of their spacesuits which deflected most of the deadly missile
fragments.


After that incident, dropships had to pull back
from their target asteroid and take cover, while away teams went out in
spacesuits and jetpacks, to inspect facilities surrendered by the Kristang who
had controlled the Tunanbey star system until the Ruhar fleet arrived. The
worst thing about the missile incident was the Kristang would not pay any
significant price for their duplicity, because the word ‘The’ rarely applied to
that squabbling species. There was no one person or group with authority to enforce agreements within
Kristang society, usually each clan needed a separate negotiation and
agreement. Even signed agreements with leaders of a clan sometimes failed to
persuade aggressive subclans to follow the major clan’s lead, and major clans too
often looked the other way while subclan members violated signed treaties. The
tolerance of clan leaders for bad behavior depended mostly on who the subclans
directed their violence at, and how stupidly obvious the subclans were about
ignoring orders from above. If the subclan lashed out in a way that hurt the
major clan’s enemies, that could be ignored, but if the subclan disobeyed
orders in a way that made the major clan’s leaders too look weak to enforce
their own orders, swift and severe punishment followed.


 The
treaty to surrender control of that star system included provisions in which
the Kristang were responsible for surrendering all their weapons and disarming
remote devices that might be hostile or dangerous. The missile which killed two
Ruhar soldiers had certainly been hostile and dangerous, and the Ruhar would
have been within their rights to retaliate with proportionate force. The
trouble was, the Ruhar could not be certain which clan of Kristang had been
responsible for planting that missile in the first place, then failing to
transmit a signal for the missile to disarm itself. At the time the Ruhar fleet
arrived, the Swift Arrow clan had been in nominal control of the Tunanbey system,
but three other clans occupied parts of the one habitable planet, or various
space stations, moons and asteroids. The civil war had battered all four clans
in the system, so while the Swift Arrows had signed the surrender treaty under
pressure from the Thuranin, they truly only had the power to enforce the treaty’s provisions on their own warriors. The
three rival clans initially had refused to sign the treaty, mostly because they
were waiting to smash the Swift Arrows after the powerful clan turned in their
weapons to the arriving Ruhar. The Ruhar fleet had spent more time and energy
in protecting Swift Arrow personnel and facilities, than in occupying the
territory the Ruhar federal government wanted.


That situation could not be allowed to continue,
so the local Ruhar admiral had waited for an opportunity to demonstrate the
wisdom of the other three clans signing the disarmament treaty. When an unknown
clan attacked a disarmed Swift Arrow transport ship and damaged the Ruhar
fighter escort, the admiral had selected one of the three stubborn clans almost
at random and ordered her fleet pound one of their asteroid bases to dust. The
fleet then moved on to a space station controlled by a second clan, where use of weapons was not necessary, because all
three clans offered to negotiate immediately.


Admiral Bondon had replied that the time for
negotiations was over; the clans could
sign the treaty under the same terms accepted by the Swift Arrows, or her fleet
could continue to use Kristang facilities in the Tunanbey system for target
practice. She also hinted that continued lopsided violence was her preference.


The appropriate signatures were placed on three
documents, the other three clans officially surrendered their weapons, and
violence between clans was kept to a minimum. Unofficially, all four clans
cheated as much as they could get away with, and Admiral Bondon knew she could
not relax her guard for a moment, until
the star system had been scrubbed clean of hidden weapons caches and stealthed
ships.


The prize in the star system was not the single
habitable planet, for that cold and dry world had an oxygen-poor atmosphere and
was not worth the long and expensive process of modifying the biosphere. No,
what the Ruhar fleet wanted in that system were the two gas giant planets with
their fuel-extraction platforms in low orbit, and the asteroid belt that was
rich in rare elements vital to the war effort. As far as the Ruhar admiral in
command of the occupation task force was concerned, the lizards on the surface
of the desolate planet all could kill each other, and the admiral would not
lose any sleep over the violence. Her government, however, was eager to keep
the fighting between Kristang to a minimum, so in the future Kristang occupying
a Ruhar planet did not have an excuse to violate the basic inter-species
treaties that governed interstellar warfare and the treatment of civilians.
More worrisome were hints of stealthed capital-class warships drifting out in
the star system’s Oort cloud. Even a ship wrapped in a stealth field left a
trail of gasses leaking from worn-out seals, of mildly-radioactive elements not
captured by reactor radiators, and of thermal energy that had to be vented
regularly to avoid cooking the ship. Even the presence of the ship created a
disturbance in the solar wind, and a maneuvering ship left a detectable wake in
the dust and ice particles of the Oort cloud. Admiral Bondon wanted a couple
more ships, so she could assign a small task force to recon the outer system
for hidden enemy ships, but fleet headquarters had declared no additional ships
were available, and the threat was considered minimal.


The Ruhar Fleet Intelligence Office had declared
that, in their opinion, there was very little chance of the Kristang fighting
to keep that star system. The lizards were far too busy killing each other in
their vicious civil war, they did not have warships to spare for tangling with
the Ruhar, especially not capital ships. The intel office acknowledged that
sensor data did indeed indicate there were likely four, possibly more,
undeclared stealthed ships lurking outside the system. However, those ships
were probably no more than frigates assigned to keep watch on the first
deployment of the newly-formed Alien Legion experiment, not to risk interfering
with the powerful Ruhar fleet presence there.


Bondon reflected with disgust that the intel
office was not there with her, instead they issued their assessments from the
comfort and safety of fleet headquarters, and they would not need to deal with
the consequences if a hidden battlegroup jumped to the inner system to put a
violent end to the Alien Legion experiment.


Accordingly, Admiral Bondon had been forced to
keep three heavy cruisers in orbit around the planet, using their maser cannons
and railguns to stomp out the fires any time fighting erupted on the surface.
Those powerful battlewagons were sorely needed elsewhere, and the admiral was
tempted to allow the three heavies to cut loose with a demonstration of power
aimed at destroying any known caches of weapons on or under the surface, but
her political advisor had so far restrained her. She argued that knocking back
the enemy’s striking power would allow her to cover the planet with destroyers
or even frigates, freeing the heavy battlewagons for action elsewhere, in
places where the surprise combined Bosphuraq-Thuranin offensive threatened
Ruhar worlds.


The admiral thus had an itchy trigger-finger, and
she looked for an excuse to overrule her political advisor and pound the shit
out some assholes who were begging for it. Unfortunately, a single undeclared missile
in the asteroid belt was not enough of a provocation. After the incident, the Swift
Arrows had protested strongly that missile had not belonged to them, and charts
of the system confirmed their claim that territory had been disputed between
two other clans. The irritating fact was, that missile might have been planted
hundreds of years ago, long before the Swift Arrows established a presence in
the area. The poor performance of the missile lent credence to the claim that
it was old, very old, and therefore whoever had put it there might be long gone
from the system.


It was a very frustrating situation, but Bondon
knew it was no more frustrating than any operation to take any star system held
by the Kristang. Even when the Gehtanu system, which humans disrespectfully
called ‘Paradise’, had been taken from the Black Tree clan without a shot being
fired initially, there had been incidents that had resulted in over two hundred
Ruhar dead and the loss of a frigate. The admiral knew she was lucky by comparison
with her colleagues in command of other task forces.


The admiral did not feel lucky.




 

Colonel Perkins took over the comm system from
Shauna. “Czajka, Colter, secure your gear in place and return to the ship. I
don’t want you getting sloppy out there.”


“Ma’am, we’re fine,” Jesse protested, looking to
his friend for help. He knew Dave had more influence with their commanding
officer. Although, the nature of Dave’s relationship with Perkins meant she was
less likely to allow that former soldier to risk his life.


“Colonel,” Dave began with a look into Jesse’s
visor to meet that man’s eyes. “We need a five-minute break, that’s all.”


“Czajka, if you lose focus out there, something
could go ‘boom’,” Perkins replied.


“Yes, Ma’am,” Dave was careful to stick to the
facts. “If we come all the way back to the ship, rest there and come back, we
will lose,” he checked the display on his wrist. “Eighty minutes off the
schedule. We can rest here instead. We just need a mental break, we’re not
tired.”


Perkins did not reply immediately. How much was her judgment affected by affection for
her team, particularly one member of the team? As the commander of the
Mavericks, she had to give the mission priority, keeping safety in mind. If she
could not emotionally handle the risks involved in the mission, she needed to
tell that to the Ruhar. “Colter, you agree?”


Jesse swallowed to suppress a yawn before he
spoke. “Yes, Ma’am. It’s Groundhog Day out here.”


Perkins wasn’t sure she understood the reference.
“Colter, say again?”


“You know, Ma’am. Like the movie. Same shit one
day after the next, like when we went on patrols in Nigeria. This is tedious,
it’s not hard. Give us five minutes like
Dave said, we’ll be focused again.”


“Ten. Take ten
minutes, that’s an order. You are professionals, I expect each of you to tell
me if your mind wanders again, you copy that?”


“Yes, Ma’am,” Jesse assured their CO. “I sure as
hell don’t want to get blowed up out here over some floating piece of rock.”




 

Perkins forced herself to look away from the
display showing the vital signs of the away team, telling herself she needed to
focus on the task at hand rather than worrying about two men who had to be
trusted to take care of themselves, and each other. Dave Czajka certainly would
not want Emily Perkins worrying about him, he knew she had enough weighing on
her mind during this very first mission of the Alien Legion.


When she proposed to the Burgermeister the idea of
an Alien Legion, composed of humans and Verd-Kris to supplement the strained
manpower of the Ruhar Army, she had been expecting a frustrating wait of six
months at least, more likely over a year while the wheels of bureaucracy slowly
turned within the Ruhar federal government. She also had been prepared for the
idea to be rejected at first. Instead, to the shock of herself and the
Burgermeister, the proposal met a receptive audience in the Federal Army, and
Emily had to scramble to slap together a formal structure for the multi-species
organization. The Alien Legion would nominally be commanded overall by Ruhar
Army officers, with the UNEF and Verd-Kris contingents having their own
commanders and staff. She was relieved to learn that, while the idea had been
hers and the fame of her Mavericks team is why the Ruhar entertained the
proposal, she was not expected to command all of the humans assigned to the
mercenary outfit. UNEF HQ would assign a general to lead the humans offworld,
with Perkins remaining in command of her own, semi-autonomous team. Even if she
wanted the headaches involved, she did not have time to set up all the
logistics for getting ten thousand humans off the surface of Paradise. Within
two weeks of the Ruhar Army declaring they were intrigued by the idea of an
alien support force, the Mavericks found themselves being whisked away to a
distant star system, where they were assigned the shit job of clearing former
Kristang sites in the system’s asteroid belt. That was a job nobody wanted, a
thankless task with no chance for recognition but all too much chance of
violent death.


Her team understood right away they had gotten the
crappiest job in the system, they also understood that all eyes were on them.
The future of the Alien Legion, and of UNEF-Paradise overall, might depend on
how well the Mavericks executed their assignment. Three other groups of humans
were scheduled to arrive within ten days, along with six teams of Verd-Kris,
and Perkins knew those teams were being requested to participate mostly because
her little group of humans had proven to be dedicated, competent and most
importantly, careful. The Ruhar Army
realized once the Mavericks arrived that it would be very bad publicity for the
Army, the Fleet and the entire federal government if the famous Mavericks got
themselves killed while performing a crappy job the Army was responsible for.
The local admiral had come close to pulling the Mavericks off the front line to
avoid an unfortunate incident, but Perkins had intervened, demanding an
opportunity for her team to prove themselves. She had recorded a video
statement taking full responsibility for any injuries or deaths, praising the
hamster military for their outstanding support, and adding whatever bullshit
words she thought the hamsters in charge wanted to hear.


Now she and the Mavericks were stuck with the
thankless, hazardous and tedious task of clearing their assigned section of the
asteroid field, one massive rock at a time. Be careful what you ask for, she
told herself, it just might fall out of the sky onto your head.


“Jarrett, let’s get the drones in place now, so
the away team doesn’t have to waste time positioning assets.”


“Yes,” Shauna replied without looking up from her
console. Her fingers were already flying over the controls, and she texted a
message of ‘Repositioning drones for you’ to Jesse and Dave. “I think we can go
one better than that. There are too many drones out there to fit into the
passageways in each section. We can divide them in half and pre-position in the
next two sections, Charlie and Delta. When Charlie is clear, I’ll move that
group of drones to Echo section.”


“Good idea, Jarrett,” Perkins approved, and pushed
off to float over to the console where Captain Derek Bonsu was working. “Bonsu,
have you been able to build a baseline for this rock?” She pointed to the
display, which was displaying a schematic of the asteroid designated 87-171ADX.
The ugly, lumpy gray rock did not actually have that alphanumeric designation
from the Ruhar, as their alphabet was totally different from the ABCs used by
UNEF, but 87-171ADX was the rough translation.


“No,” he flipped a single finger at the display.
“The lizards chose their rocks partly because the composition confuses these
hamster sensors.” He felt free to use the slang ‘hamster’ although he knew the
flight recorder was capturing his words, the Ruhar had gotten used to humans
referring to them as small, helpless rodents kept as pets. In turn, the Ruhar
had several nicknames for humans, of various levels of insult, and Derek
ignored those. “It’s like this asteroid was formed from the collision of three
rocks, they are all smooshed together, and the minerals are distributed so
unevenly that everything looks like
an anomaly on sensors. I think the lizards deliberately carved out areas on the
surface, and planted dense clumps of iron to create an uneven magnetic field.
Plus, they still have equipment active in there, and it is giving off energy
that skews the readings. If we could turn off the power, or unplug all the gear
buried inside that rock, we might have a decent chance to make sense of what’s
in there.”


Perkins twirled her short pony tail around a
finger, the hair flopping back and forth lazily in the zero gravity.


“Maybe we try that with the next rock?” Derek
suggested while his CO was thinking. “Get the drones to kill the power, see if
we can get a baseline before we send people in?”


“Might be worth a try,” Perkins called up their
next target on the display, a slightly
larger asteroid that had been the base for a Kristang rare-element mining and
refining operation. The Ruhar wanted that very valuable facility taken intact,
which made her fear the lizards had almost certainly rigged it to explode.
“Problem is, if the lizards had anything really valuable inside one of these
rocks, I can pretty much guarantee it’s
hidden in a stealth field. Our sensors won’t be worth shit.”


“That’s not completely true, Ma’am,” Derek was
careful to throw in a Ma’am whenever he disagreed with his commanding officer.
“A couple hamsters on the cruiser that brought us here showed me how to
identify a Kristang stealth field. In deep space, their stealth is decent
enough,” he shrugged, because the Ruhar had been openly contemptuous of
Kristang stealth technology. “Inside any significant mass,” he tapped the
asteroid symbol on the display, “it’s a
different story. The gravitic distortion warps the stealth field in a way the
Ruhar are able to detect, sometimes. I’d like to give it a shot.”


Perkins considered. Sending the drones in first to
cut off power within an asteroid facility was an extra step that would throw
them behind schedule, unless by cutting power the remote sensors controlled by
the dropship were able to get an accurate scan of the interior. If they could
do that, they might be able to speed up the process and get ahead of the assigned
schedule. That was worth the risk, certainly as the risk would only be to time
and drones the Ruhar could easily replace. “All right, what the hell, let’s
give it a shot. Anything has got to be better than what we’ve been doing. This
is like mowing a lawn with a pair of scissors.”




 

Using drones to cut internal power sources worked
only a few times. In some cases, cutting one power source caused a backup
source to kick in, and there were often multiple backup sources. The design
philosophy of Kristang engineers was to build equipment to be rugged with
multiple backups, because they knew once the equipment got into the field,
proper maintenance was never going to happen. Even if by some miracle, clan
leadership had provided funding for technicians and spare parts, the warriors
who relied on the equipment would never bother to read the recommended
maintenance schedule.


So, cutting off all power generation inside an
asteroid base often took as much time as a full search would have. Then, they
had to conduct a full search anyway, to be certain.


“Scan is not showing anything that wasn’t
declared, Ma’am,” Derek reported. That particular asteroid, on the official
charts as a base for search and rescue equipment for a mining operation, was a
small facility and appeared to have been stripped clean of anything useful.


Dave unbuckled the straps that held him into the
Dodo’s seat. “That only means that if we do find anything in there, it is nasty
enough to be worth hiding behind a stealth field. Shauna, we’re up, it’s our
turn.”


“Wait,” Jesse did not like his girlfriend risking
her life on an away mission, even though she had cleared asteroids before. The
crew rotation schedule required Jesse to rest, so Dave and Shauna were putting
their suits back on. “We got a clean scan, right? The drone cut the power, so
nothing is blocking our scanners?” He looked hopefully to Derek, who shook his
head.


“Cutting power reduces interference with the
scanners,” Perkins replied with a trace of irritation. “It does not guarantee
there are no hazards in there. You know the drill, Colter.”


“Yes, Ma’am,” Jesse straightened in his seat,
catching a pissed-off look from Shauna. She hated it when he tried to protect
her. “I was hoping the scan could tell the away team the best places to look,
if there is anything hidden in there.”


Derek lifted an eyebrow, and tilted his head.
“That’s not a bad idea, Colter. Colonel,” he turned to Perkins, “we can narrow
the search. If the away team can verify this section of the base really is carved
out of this loosely-packed material,” he gestured to the display in front of
him, “we can eliminate sixty percent of the search zone. We know Kristang
stealth fields don’t work well in that type of material, it makes the field
edges fuzzy and easy to detect. Anything hidden would have to be here, deeper
toward the center of this rock.”


Perkins considered the matter. “Bonsu, is there
anything in the hamster ops manual about this?”


Derek lifted his hands. “Not that I could find,
Ma’am. Either they don’t know about it, or they aren’t sharing it with us.”


“More likely they tried it a long time ago, and it
didn’t work,” Perkins frowned. “All right, it’s worth a shot. Czajka, Jarrett,
I want three points of reference
before we write off sixty percent of the search zone as cleared. We humans can’t afford any screw-ups out here.”


Dave shared a knowing look with Shauna and nodded
just before he pulled on his suit helmet. No screw-ups meant they would be
searching the entire area anyway, to prove Derek’s method worked. It was going
to be a long afternoon. Again.




 









CHAPTER FOUR




 

After his failure at Pradassis, where hidden maser
cannons planted below the surface of that world had blasted his battlegroup out
of orbit, and then he had lost a war of attrition to the Ruhar fleet, Admiral Kekrando
had been recalled home by Swift Arrow clan leadership. The voyage to his clan’s
homeworld had been aboard a Kristang warship, but the trip began with his ships
attached to a Jeraptha star carrier. Having his ships forcibly disarmed and
transported by an enemy carrier had been humiliating, and the beetles had taken
the opportunity to mock their defeated captives and play practical jokes for
their own amusement. When Kekrando finally reached his clan’s homeworld, he
expected a quick show trial followed by a public
execution, but that had not happened. Instead, he had remained under house
arrest at his country estate, surrounded by his wives, children and the usual
collection of servants, as if nothing had changed. What had changed was he
could not leave the estate, and no one was interested in visiting him to seek
his counsel and influence. Understandably, no Kristang with any sense wanted to
be associated with the disgraced former admiral.


Days, then weeks went by, without a summons for a
show trial. Cautiously, Kekrando had reached out through private channels and
discovered the reason he was still alive: senior clan leaders were fighting
over who would gain wealth and power when Kekrando died.


Jet-au-Bes Kekrando was, in addition to being a senior
military leader, also a minor clan official. According to clan law, his uncle
Verk-al-Ren Tahromen would inherit all of his nephew’s possessions and
authority, and that arrangement was unacceptable to many senior clan leaders.
With his nephew’s wealth and power added to his own, Tahromen could make a bid
to join the ranks of senior leadership, and that would upset the delicate
balance of power within the senior ranks. So, ever since Kekrando lost his
battle at Pradassis, a fierce political battle had raged within the clan’s
leadership, with infighting, assassinations both successful and attempted, and
an amount of double-dealing and backstabbing that was impressive even by the
standards of Kristang society. Tahromen had barely survived an attempt on his
life, which prompted him to take out an insurance policy, in the form of offering
to throw his support behind the clan leaders who gave him the best deal. Until
that issue was settled, the lives of both Tahromen and his disgraced nephew
were safe.


Then a savage civil war had broken out across
Kristang society, and severe early losses by the Swift Arrow clan had caused
the senior leaders to swallow their pride and call the experienced Kekrando
back into service, although at the lowly rank of senior captain. Kekrando had
been given the task of rescuing Feznako. If he succeeded, the clan leaders
could take credit. If he failed, then the clan leaders would suffer no
additional loss of face. And if the former admiral died in action, well, that
would solve many problems.




 



 

Emily Perkins was giving a briefing to her bored
team, who she could see were struggling to pay attention. Except for Nert, who as a teenage cadet, of
course found the tedious mission exciting and fascinating. “-the same as
before, we scan the rock remotely, then-”


She was interrupted by Derek’s call from the
Dodo’s cockpit. “Colonel! We’re picking up an emergency call from the Warshon.”


The team instantly broke out of their lethargy and
looked at the open door to the cockpit.
“Combat alert?” Perkins asked anxiously. If Kristang ships were attacking, her
team was in trouble. Their Dodo was exposed in empty space between the cruiser
and the edge of the asteroid field. The cruiser Warshon was closer, but in spaceflight, time mattered more than distance.
To return to the cruiser would require cancelling the Dodo’s forward momentum,
then accelerating in the opposite direction. It would be faster to burn hard
straight ahead for the asteroid field, and try to hide among the spinning rocks
there. Or the vulnerable Dodo could engage stealth, use cold thrusters to alter
course without leaving detectable emissions, and hope to ride out the battle by
hiding. None of those options were attractive if the Kristang had arrived in
force to take the star system back.


“No, Ma’am,” Derek assured her. “It’s a distress
call. Looks like some hamsters, I mean, Ruhar,” he stumbled at remembering Nert
was with them. “Got in trouble. Tripped a booby trap or something. We’re the
closest unit able to respond.”


Perkins knew that was not entirely true. The Warshon could jump in near the site,
skipping ahead of the Maverick’s Dodo if the situation were serious enough.
Moving the cruiser would disrupt flight operations all across the sector
assigned to the Warshon, and would be
considered only if that ship’s captain thought the starship’s additional
resources would be useful. The fact that the flight director aboard the cruiser
was assigning a team of humans to respond, meant the situation was not serious
enough to move the ship, but desperate enough to bring in untested aliens.
“Signal the Warshon we will comply,
and change our course. Everyone, strap in,” she noted with pride that she was
the only person not already securely in a seat. The Mavericks knew that a
distress call meant the Dodo would be burning its engines hard instead of the
constant acceleration they had experienced since getting clear of the Warshon. “I’ll review the call from
here,” Emily added as she punched up the message on her console. In the past,
she would have insisted on being in the cockpit, feeling like that gave her a greater sense of control and that was true. It
gave her a greater sense of control,
it did little to improve her situational awareness, and it annoyed and
distracted the pilots. Her being in the cockpit, sometimes with the bulkhead
door closed, made Shauna, Dave and Jesse feeling they were being excluded from
important decisions. So, she cinched her seat straps tighter as she heard the
pitch of the engine sound increasing and the Dodo veered left onto a new
course.


“What’s up, Colonel?” Shauna prodded four minutes
later, after the three gee acceleration cut out and the dropship resumed the
steady point eight gees of thrust.
Perkins had been reading the message and talking to herself, her lips moving
silently.


“Oh,” Emily pulled herself out of her reverie.
“Bonsu was right. It is a distress call. A Ruhar team got into trouble clearing
asteroid A-4, and we are to provide assistance.”


“A-4?”
Jesse repeated, surprised. Such a low number meant the asteroid was high on the
registry. “That’s a big one, huh?”


“It’s big for an asteroid. It’s like the asteroid
Ceres in our home solar system, A-4 is three hundred kilometers across. Big
enough for gravity to pull it into a sphere. Technically, it’s a dwarf planet.
Says here,” she scrolled down the report. “The Ruhar think it wandered in from
the outer star system, because its chemical composition is different from most
rocks in the asteroid belt here. Anyway,” she didn’t see how that bit of trivia
was useful. “The lizards sunk deep tunnels into A-4, probably intended to
install defenses there. Something went wrong, an explosion two hundred years
ago blew a big chunk out of one side, and the Kristang mostly abandoned the
place. Supposedly, they abandoned it. They gave the Ruhar very detailed plans
for the tunnels and caverns they dug under the surface of that rock, suspiciously detailed,” she hinted. The
Kristang were notorious for providing partial information, confusing and
conflicting data, and outright lying about the number, location and status of
facilities in star systems they surrendered to the Ruhar. So, it was highly
suspicious when the lizards provided what looked like complete information.


“Rescue mission, huh?” Jesse pulled out his
tablet, eager to get the details. “We’ll be going down to pull the ham- Ruhar
out?” Damn it, he told himself, he needed to remember that Nert was now with
them.


“It is a rescue mission, but we will not be the
primary team to attempt to pull out the crew that is trapped and possibly
injured,” Perkins explained.


“Aw, man,” Dave slapped a knee in disgust. “What,
we’re second string on this one, again?”
He shared a dejected look with Jesse. “They’ll probably make us park this ship
somewhere, use us to relay communications.”


“That is bullshit,” Jesse agreed. “Sorry,
Colonel.”


She arched an eyebrow. “For your language, or for
thinking it is bullshit that the Ruhar don’t trust us to handle the important
jobs?”


“Uh,” Jesse blushed. “Both.”


“This time, we’re not being dissed by our allies.
We are not the primary team, because there is already a crew working their way
down the tunnel that collapsed or blew up or whatever happened. We would only
get in their way. Our mission will be to explore side tunnels that may provide
alternate access to where the team is trapped.”


“Well, all right then,” Jesse exchanged a
high-five with Dave. “Finally, some respect.”


“Respect, if,”
Perkins added. “We don’t trip another booby trap and need to get rescued. We do
this by the book, no shortcuts.”


“Ma’am,” Shauna looked up from her tablet. “The
Ruhar don’t know if these side
tunnels connect to the target location?” The situation appeared to be clear and
simple, according to the diagram the Kristang had provided, of the facilities
buried under asteroid A-4.


“No, they don’t,” Perkins rolled her eyes. “I know
this is going to shock everyone, but
the initial team that surveyed A-4, found the layout of that base does not
exactly match the diagrams the lizards gave us.”


“Fucking lizards,” Dave spat. “How bad is it?”


“We only have,” the Mavericks commander tapped her
tablet, “accurate data on fifteen percent of the base. That’s as far as the
initial team got, before the accident happened.”


Shauna whistled as she compared the Ruhar data to
the info provided by the Kristang. “There are entire chambers down there, that
aren’t listed on the diagram.”


Perkins nodded, but held up a finger for caution.
“Some of those chambers were sealed off, the lizards will probably say they
left them off the diagram, because they were only used during construction.
They may be telling the truth about some of the chambers, the Ruhar scans show
they are empty and were sealed off before the base was completed.”


“Yeah,” Dave scoffed. “They look empty. There
could be anything in there, hidden in a stealth field. Although,” he looked at
the data more closely. “I see the Ruhar team that got stuck down there did use
active scanners. They would have detected a stealth field, right?” He directed
the question to Shauna.


“If it’s a standard Kristang stealth unit, sure,”
she confirmed. “The specs on the Ruhar detection gear say they can detect the
resonance of a Kristang stealth field, certainly with an active scan at that
short range even through the rock of that asteroid.”


“Yeah, that’s according to our furry friends,”
Dave was still skeptical. “No offense, Nert. I have too much experience with
defense contractors padding their stats, and saying their gear can do stuff
that it really can’t in the field.”


“I do not take offense, Mister Dave,” Nert assured
his human friend.


“This data looks legit,” Shauna announced. “Dave,
this is very short range. The only way
the lizards could have hidden something that close
to an active scan, is if they bought a stealth unit from the Thuranin. Even
then,” she brushed a stray hair out of her eyes. “I wouldn’t want to bet on a
stealth field concealing something larger than a baseball.”


“I don’t see the lizards paying a boatload for a
Thuranin stealth field, to hide something down there,” Jesse shook his head.
“Anything that important, the lizards
would have removed it before they surrendered the place.”


“Ok, yeah, that makes sense,” Dave agreed. “It’s
still sketchy.”


Perkins thought it was sketchy too, but she had
orders to send her team down under the surface of A-4, whether the diagrams
were accurate or not. “That’s why we will be extra careful down there. We will
not be racing through tunnels to get to the target site. We proceed like a
normal sweep, we can’t afford to miss some side tunnel that might give us
access to the people who are trapped.”


“Em,” Dave used his private nickname for Emily
Perkins, because he was distracted by trying to trace the maze-like tunnels and
chambers to the target site. “Do our orders direct us to use a particular path,
or do we use our judgment?”


“Czajka,” she emphasized his last name, seeing the
amusement on Colter and Jarrett’s faces. “We are to coordinate with the team
onsite. They,” she was reading a message from the onsite team’s leader as she
spoke. “Huh. Ok, they want us to take two
potential paths through the tunnels.”


“We split up?” Shauna did not like that idea.


“We have to.” Perkins also did not like that idea.
Two teams. How best to split up her people? The real question was whether
Shauna and Jesse should be together, or would their relationship compromise
their focus and effectiveness?


The same question applied to herself and Dave
Czajka. Could she maintain a proper level of professionalism with a man who
shared her bed, while working in a hazardous situation?


Irene and Derek flew together, and their intimate
relationship had not caused any negative consequences. So far.


This was, she decided, as good a time as any to
test whether she could effectively work with Dave Czajka.


“Jarrett. You, Colter and Cadet Dandurf will be
one team.”


“Oh!” Nert clapped his hands excitedly. “Thank you
for the opportunity, Colonel Perkins.”


“Cadet, you can thank me by not getting killed
down there. Czajka, you’re with me, and-” And who? Irene or Derek? They only
needed one pilot to remain aboard the Dodo. Irene had been cranky lately,
subtly complaining about the boredom of their asteroid-clearing assignment. The
pilot needed a chance to get away from the Dodo for a while. “Striebich, you’re
with me also. Bonsu, you hold down the fort here.”


“Yes, Ma’am,” Derek flashed a thumbs up from the
cockpit. “I’ll keep the coffee hot.” To Irene seated next to him, he added a
quiet plea. “You be careful, please.”


“Me?” Irene feigned surprise. 


“Yes, you. We’re not ground-pounders like the rest
of the team. Let the Colonel and Jesse take the lead, they know what they’re
doing.” He reached out a hand and she squeezed it. “I want you to come back
here in one piece.”




 



 

“Nert,” Jesse ordered quietly. “You stay behind
us.”


“Sergeant Jarrett,” the cadet knew to address
Jesse formally now that they were in action. “I believe I should go first. My
eyesight and reflexes are superior to that of humans,” he said with clueless
disregard. “If there is trouble, I can see it first, and-”


“Cadet,”
Shauna interrupted. “In these suits, our vision is just as good as yours, and
the suits can react to pull us away from danger faster than you can even think.
You stay behind us, and make sure nothing happens to that scanner.”


“Yes, Sergeant Jarrett,” Nert pouted, stung by
being dismissed so quickly.


Shauna knew the teenager was hurt. It was not so
long ago that she had been his age, she knew what it was like to want approval
from people she admired. “Nert,” she added in a softer tone, “you are a cadet,
we’re adults. We are responsible for you, understand?”


“Yes,” he was still pouting.


“Hey, jackass,” Jesse had no patience for hurt
feelings complicating an already hazardous mission. “Shauna’s right about that,
but your age is not the real problem.
You are Ruhar. If one of us humans get
killed down here, everybody will say that’s a shame. If you get killed while you’re with us, the whole Alien Legion concept
might be dead, and all the shit we’ve been through out in this God-forsaken
asteroid field is for nothing. You got that?”


Nert kicked himself for acting like the teenager
he was, instead of like the soldier he wanted to be. “Yes, Sergeant.” All the
self-indulgent poutiness had left his tone of voice. “I capiche,” he was proud
of using the human slang. “I want the Alien Legion to succeed. You can count on
me.”


“All right, then,” Jesse straightened, careful not
to throw himself off the floor in the planetoid’s low gravity. “Colonel
Perkins, we’re at the first door,” he shone his wrist light at the obstacle in
front of them. They were already sixty meters down their assigned tunnel, and
had not encountered any danger. The door was the first potential hazard. “Permission
to proceed?”


“Permission granted. We’re just getting into our
tunnel. Remember to set up redundant communications relays as you go.”


“Yes, Ma’am.” Jesse did not need to be reminded to
leave relays behind them. Even if he forgot, his suit would warn him that the
signal strength to the outside was getting spotty. Perkins had said that
because she was worried and nervous. The Ruhar primary rescuers were having a
lot of difficulty getting to the trapped
team. At first, the Ruhar acted like requesting the humans to help was just
humoring primitive aliens. Now they were putting pressure on the Mavericks to
find an alternate path to the target site.


“Colter?”


“Yes?”


“You three be careful
down there.”


“You too. Thank you for caring, Colonel.”


“Oh, hell. I don’t care about your sorry ass,
Sergeant,” she tried to laugh but her voice was too hoarse. “I just want to
avoid the mountain of paperwork I’ll get stuck with if you do something
stupid.”


“Let me write that down. Don’t... do… anything…
stupid,” he said slowly. “Got it.”


That time, her laugh was genuine. “It’s a
privilege for me to lead this team, Colter. Let’s keep it that way.”




 

The first door responded to a command to slide
open, after power was supplied to the mechanism. No air rushed out, behind the
door was an almost pure vacuum. That was not unexpected, so Shauna and Nert set
up a jack to keep the door jammed open while Jesse worked on supplying power to
the inner door. When the inner door cracked open, there was a puff of air, with
the exact mixture of gasses the Kristang used in their ships and artificial
habitats.


“So far, so good,” Shauna whispered, shining her
wrist light down the darkened tunnel. There were lights on top of her helmet,
and the enhanced synthetic vision provided by her visor did not truly need
additional illumination. The wrist lights gave her a sense of control and
allowed her to feel less uneasy about going into a tunnel deep into an alien
base, under the surface of an asteroid where one team had already triggered a
booby trap.


“Yeah,” Jesse whispered back. “Nert, you got both
of the relays in position?”


“Affirmative. Signal strength is nominal,” he was
proud to use formal military terms. “Why are we whispering?”


Shauna swept the tunnel
with the light on one wrist, and pointed with the other hand. “Because monsters
live in tunnels like this.”


“Oh,” his voice went up an octave. “I understand.
Sergeant Jarrett, I do not think there are any monsters in-”


“Bots,” Shauna cut him off. “Killer robots can be
monsters too.”


“Yes. There could be bots assigned to defend this
facility,” Nert shuddered in his suit. Before they went past the first door,
the mission was purely a great adventure to him. The thought of getting killed
by mindless, emotionless robots terrified him. Being in combat against the
Kristang was something he could understand. Both he and the enemy would
experience exhilaration, terror and either triumph or agony. The survivor might
even feel regret, possibly sympathy for the vanquished. A robot would feel nothing,
his death would mean nothing to the
emotionless machine. That scared Nert far more than the idea that his life
might end. He tugged the strap to the rifle slung on his back, feeling a surge
of determination. The rifle might not save him or his companions, but he could
strike back, and that meant something.


He could see Shauna and Jesse checking the straps
to their own rifles.


“Ok,” Jesse stepped through the doorway. “Let’s
get this party started.”




 

They worked their way down, winding back and
forth. The diagram provided by the Kristang became more and more useless, until
after they passed through the eighth pressure door, it totally diverged from
reality. “There is supposed to be a three-way junction here,” Shauna consulted
the map displayed in her visor, overlaid on the actual tunnel in front of her.
Instead, they saw a broad chamber hewed out of the gray rock, with only one
door at the far end.


“I don’t like this,” Jesse gritted his teeth.
“That door is leading to the right. Away from where we need to go. We’re
getting farther from the target.” To
their great frustration, every time the diagram was wrong, it led them away
from where they wanted to go. What made the situation worse was the other team
was reporting substantial progress toward the target. Jesse had been given a
choice of tunnel entrances, and just like every time he picked a line at the
grocery store, he had guessed wrong. Shauna assuring him it wasn’t his fault,
only made him feel worse.


Because it was totally his fault.


“We keep going,” Shauna sounded defeated. “We
don’t have a choice.”


“Yeah we do,” Jesse risked contradicting her.
Shauna shot him a look that was less effective than she intended, because her
face was partly obscured by the skinsuit helmet, and because Jesse was dead set
on not letting Dave Czajka beat him to the target. “We can go back up the
tunnel, look for another route, one that leads where we want to go. This,” he
pointed to the door on the other end of the chamber, “goes the wrong way.”


“We are supposed to follow the tunnel,” Nert
objected.


“We are supposed
to use our brains,” Jesse smacked a fist into the dull rock of the tunnel. “Our
mission down here is to find a way to rescue the people who are trapped.”


“Fine,” Shauna said softly, in a way that meant
Jesse’s idea actually was fine with her. As long as Jesse had some sort of a
plan. “You have an idea where to go? We got here by following the tunnel, I
didn’t see another way, or we would have taken it.”


“That chamber we passed, where something had blown
up and collapsed the wall, remember that? I want to go back there. The diagram
shows there should be a door at the far end.”


Nert opened his mouth to speak, he froze when
Shauna held up a finger right in front of his face. Wisely, he closed his mouth
without comment, until they arrived back where Jesse wanted to search. “Wait!
Sergeant Colter, we should use the scanner,” he knelt down to take the device
off his back.


“Whatever blew up in there, already exploded,”
Jesse stuck his head just inside the doorway.


“Remember Nigeria?” Shauna tugged gently on his
backpack. “The hadjis planted secondary IEDs. We don’t want to get caught by-”


“I am sorry, Sergeant Jarrett,” Nert tapped one
side of his helmet. “I did not understand the translation. What is a ‘hadji’,
and a secondary IED? I do know an IED is a homemade bomb, is that not
correct?””


Jesse pulled himself back into the tunnel,
irritated at the cadet. “Nert, this is not the time to-”


Shauna took full advantage of the interruption, it
gave time for Jesse to reconsider what he was doing. “Nert, ‘hadji’ is just a
slang word we used for the enemy on Earth, it doesn’t mean anything. It’s, um,
not a nice thing to say.”


“Oh, boo fucking hoo if those savages didn’t like what we called them,” Jesse
snarled. “We weren’t the ones
kidnapping girls and blowing up their schools.”


“Jesse,” Shauna patted his arm through their
suits. “That was another time, another war, another planet. Let’s focus on now. Nert, in Nigeria, the enemy would plant
bombs that would explode when a patrol went by. Then, they would wait, and blow
up a second bomb when people came to help the soldiers injured by the first
bomb.”


“Like I
said, fucking savages,” Jesse insisted. He pulled his arm away from Shauna’s
grip and glared into the chamber. Something had exploded in there. The ceiling,
walls and floor had a fine coating of reddish soot, and all the surfaces were
pockmarked with shrapnel. On the floor were several of the nasty jagged
‘stingers’ the Kristang packed into their version of a Claymore antipersonnel
mine. The name ‘stinger’ did not convey how deadly the devices could be, for
they were designed to dig into and shred armored suits. Both Kristang hardshell
and Ruhar flexible armored suits had a layer of nanoscale liquid goo, that could
fill in holes to prevent the internal air from leaking out. An armored suit that
close to a detonating bomb could be shredded beyond the ability of its nano goo
to repair, causing the wearer to suffocate or lose the use of one or more
limbs. All of the Mavericks had gone through a ritual of seeing what a Kristang
Claymore could do to a Ruhar skinsuit, and none of them would forget that
lesson.


The Ruhar trainers had also warned that the
Kristang were sometimes known to coat their stingers in deadly broad-spectrum
neurotoxins. The toxins were usually intended to kill Ruhar, or Kristang from
rival clans, but some of those chemicals might also disrupt the human nervous
system.


Jesse took another step back. “Shauna, Sergeant
Jarrett,” he added to let her know he was totally focused on the mission.
“You’re right. There could be another boobytrap in there. To me, it looks like
this place blew up a while back, but we should be careful anyway.”


Cautiously, Shauna stuck one hand into the dark
chamber, sweeping the area with the sensitive, full-spectrum camera built into
the wrist. All three of them could view the feed from that camera. “Why do you
say the bomb wasn’t recent?” She asked.


Nert guessed. “Is it because there is a layer of
regular gray dust on top of the red soot from the bomb?”


“Bingo, Nerty, you got it,” Jesse patted the cadet
on the back. “Jarrett, you see that?”


Shauna was annoyed with herself. “I see it now. Good eyes, Colter.”


Jesse could have made a smart-ass remark. He was
smart enough to move on. “You think the scanner will pick up an IED?” he
addressed the question to Shauna, although Nert carried the scanner.


Shauna knelt and unfolded the scanner device. “If
it works as advertised,” she activated it with an eyeclick on her suit’s visor.




 

The scanner was an egg the size of an American
football, with four legs that folded up inside it when not in use. When
activated by Shauna, the legs slid out, getting a firm grip on the tunnel floor
in the planetoid’s microgravity. The nose opened like a flower to expose the
antenna. Shauna waved the others away from the doorway. “Get back. The active
sensors of this thing will detect most explosive devices, but sometimes the
Kristang set their bombs to explode when they’re painted by an active sensor
sweep.”


Nert tried to show how much he knew about the
enemy’s tactics. “If the bomb has been detected, the Kristang want to explode
it, rather than wasting it? I do not like the Kristang, but I can understand
why they would do that.”


“Yeah,” Jesse shook his head. “Do you see how that
makes the lizards feel good, like giving us the middle finger, but it is dumb
tactics?”


“Um,” Nert froze, his eyes open wide. “Because,
um, because-”


Shauna took pity on the cadet while she sent the
scanner walking through the doorway. “Nert, sometimes it is better to delay the
enemy instead of just blowing stuff up. If the scanner sets off a bomb, that
bomb is no longer a threat. But if we detect an active bomb and it doesn’t explode, then we have to disarm
it, or detonate it ourselves. That slows us way down.”


“It does more than slow us down,” Jesse added. “It
halts our advance. We can’t move forward until we deal with the bomb. While
we’re static, we’re vulnerable. In combat, mobility is life. Did they teach you
that at the academy yet?”


Inside his helmet, Nert bit his lip. “No. Mostly
we have been learning theory. That is why I wanted to be here, with you
Mavericks. I learn so much more by
doing things than by sitting in a classroom!”


“Is it ready, Shauna?” Jesse asked.


In reply, she gave a thumb’s up. “Scanning now.”
Two minutes later, she had the results. “It’s clear. Hmm, that’s odd. Shit.”


“What?” Jesse leaned over her shoulder to see the
scanner’s data on the tablet she held.


“Give me a minute,” she flicked a hand back to get
him off her back. “You can see the same data in your visor.”


“Yeah, I know, but,” he got the message and
stepped to the side, with Nert then crowding her from the other side. “We want
to hear what you think about it.”


“I think,” she pointed to the rock debris sloped
against the far wall. “This is all bullshit.”


“Darlin’?” Jesse didn’t know what to make of her
comment.


“The stingers on the floor,” she nudged one with a
boot. “Are supposed to make us think somebody triggered an antipersonnel
device, like a Claymore. No way,” she shook her head and her helmet bobbed side
to side. “Whatever blew up here was big,
powerful enough to collapse part of the ceiling.”


“Ok, sure,” Jesse wanted to disagree without
sounding disagreeable. “But, if it was an IED, they could have-”


“This wasn’t an IED. The Kristang aren’t some
ignorant tribe living in the bush, scraping together whatever materials they
can to make bombs. This,” she jabbed a finger at the chamber’s ceiling, “was a
shape charge. In the low gravity of this rock, a crude IED would have scattered
the debris all over. Somebody set this charge deliberately, to pile up rocks in front of that door. Then they came
back and tossed stingers on the floor, to make it look like some unlucky lizard
set off a boobytrap.”


Jesse was not entirely convinced. “How can you be
sure?”


“Look at the scan data. How many stingers can you
count?”


“Miss Shauna is correct,” Nert jabbered excitedly.
“There are only seven stingers, all on the floor right at the entrance. There
are not any under the pile of debris. The smallest antipersonnel explosive used
by the Kristang packs forty-two
stingers,” he announced with pride. That was something useful he learned at the
academy.


“Well, all right then,” Jesse patted Shauna on the
back. “Outstanding work there, Jarrett. We can move this rock out of the way?
There isn’t another bomb behind the door?”


“If there is, it is concealed by a very
sophisticated stealth field. We can send the scanner through the door ahead of
us,” she recalled the device and it crawled back out of the way.


“How about you keep watching that scanner,” Jesse
suggested, “while Nert and I dig that pile of rock out of the way?”




 

In the light gravity, their power-assisted
skinsuits got the rock moved away from the door quickly. The door was jammed
and needed to be cut away with torches, Jesse and Nert each took one side and
soon were able to lift the door out of the way. Under Shauna’s direction, the
little scanner scooted through the opening ahead of them without incident.


“Let’s go,” Jesse declared eagerly.


“We should call this in,” Shauna cautioned.


“Already did. The Colonel gave us the go-ahead.”
He forwarded the message to her and Nert. “What she didn’t say, and Dave did, is they are making progress. They
think they’re within two hundred meters of the place where that Ruhar team is
trapped. The Ruhar rescue team has bailed on the route they were taking, and
are joining the Colonel.”


Shauna and Nert shared a look, peering into each
other’s helmets. Shauna bit her lip. “If we rush this just so you can beat Dave
to the target-”


“It’s not about beating the other team,” Jesse
insisted. “It’s about not doing any less than we can, just because maybe they found a way to get there. No
shortcuts, I promise.”


“Fine,” she handed the folded-up scanner to Jesse.
“I will take point.”


Jesse knew he couldn’t argue.










CHAPTER FIVE




 

Shauna led the way, but they walked no more than a
hundred meters before reaching the end of the tunnel. Beyond the set of blast
doors that acted as an airlock, the tunnel became a hallway, with the gray rock
smoothed out on both walls, and a concrete-like substance lined the floor. The
ceiling was lower and there were lights set regularly into the rock there,
although the lights had no power.


Another fifty meters showed them why that part of
the base lacked power.


“Now that
was a claymore,” Jesse swept this hand across the scorched area. Stingers
littered the floor and their jagged edges had more embedded in the walls and
ceiling. More telling was the broken body of a Kristang in what was once a
formidable armored suit. “This guy caught it right in the face,” he noted. Only
the back of the helmet remained, the front had disintegrated.


“Ooh,” Nert craned his neck upward. “The bomb was
concealed in the light fixture.”


“That’s what it looks like,” Shauna agreed. “Must
have used a magnetic or optical trigger. Jesse, we need to-”


“Yeah, I know, and I am not gonna argue with you
one bit. Send that scanner on ahead of us, I don’t care if it slows us down. Last thing I want is my pretty face to end up
like the Headless Horseman here,” he gently tapped the dead Kristang with the
toe of a boot.


“Horse-man?” Nert leaned forward to see inside the
shattered helmet. “You think Kristang appear to be horses from your homeworld?
Why then do you call them ‘lizards’?”


“No, I,” Jesse rolled his eyes. “The Headless
Horseman is a character in a story,” he had a vague memory that got Rip van
Winkle confused with Sleepy Hollow. “You can look it up later. All I meant is,
this guy is missing his head. Wait, I don’t see any clan insignia on his
armor.”


“There is no insignia,” Nert confirmed. “He also
does not have any of the identity implants that Kristang warriors use, like the
way you American soldiers use ‘dog tags’. That is curious. Whoever he was, he
did not want anyone to know.”


“Yeah,” Jesse stepped back warily. “More
important, whoever he was working for didn’t want anyone knowing who he was.
They just left him here.”


“The Kristang only retrieve their dead if they
died honorably,” Nert observed.


“Unless they didn’t have time to recover his
body,” Shauna stepped carefully around the shattered remains of the mystery
corpse.


“Or they couldn’t,” Jesse leaned to look around
the curve of the hallway. “There was another explosive device ahead of us, this
one was set into the floor. If their whole crew got killed down here, no one
would be left to bring this guy back.”


“There’s no body this time,” Shauna shifted her
attention to data from the little scanner.


Jesse examined the data carefully before replying.
“Yeah. Somebody got lucky. Or-”


“Or what?” Nert asked.


“Give me a minute.” Jesse looked up at the light
fixture that had concealed a bomb, and down at the body. Slowly, carefully, he
rolled the body on its side to peer under it, and set it back down.


“Jesse,” Shauna prodded her fellow sergeant. “This
guy is dead, and we know why. Mystery solved. If we have any chance to rescue
those-”


“It’s not about a rescue at this point.”


That was the last thing she had expected to hear.
“It’s not?”


“No. This doesn’t make sense.”


“What doesn’t?”


“None of this. What do you see?” Jesse asked,
sweeping a hand to encompass the hallway around the armor-suited body.


“A dead guy?” Nert guessed.


“A guy who didn’t die the way it looks like,”
Jesse insisted.


Shauna knelt down to examine the body. “How do you
know that?”


Jesse knelt down beside her, and again rolled the
body away from where it had lain. “See the floor under the Headless Horseman
here is clean? Not damaged by stingers.”


Shauna took in a breath. She could see chips from stingers
all around, but not under where the body had been. “He was already lying down
when the bomb exploded?”


“Had to be,” Jesse said. “So, if he was laying
down, how did the blast focus on his helmet? Take a closer look inside his
suit, at his injuries.” He knew what she would find, so he explained. “This guy
was shot by a rifle round. There’s a hole in the back of his helmet, see? No
way a shotgun blast of stingers punched all the way through this helmet. This
corpse,” he kicked the armored suit in disgust, “was already dead on the floor
when that claymore blew up.”


Nert reached to scratch his head, forgetting he
wore a helmet. “Why?”


“That’s the question I want answered,” Jesse was distracted again. “This
looks like a group of lizards came down this tunnel to ransack the place, and
ran into boobytraps, right? They got here and tripped the claymore’s sensors.
That’s what we’re supposed to think.”


It was the Ruhar cadet’s turn to gasp. “Sergeant
Colter is correct. I asked my suit computer to analyze the void patterns on the
walls and floor here. You can see here,” he used the laser designator built
into his suit’s left wrist to outline an area where there was a gap in the
chips and gouges from the scattershot stingers. The gap was farther back along
the hallway, toward the surface of the asteroid. “And here, and here. There
were at least three other people in this hallway when the claymore exploded.”


“Ok,” Shauna hated complications, and the simple
rescue mission had suddenly become very complicated. She thought she understood
what had happened in the underground hallway, and she knew her boyfriend would
appreciate telling the story himself. He had, after all, discovered the
mystery.


“This guy,” Jesse unslung his rifle and used its
muzzle to point to the armor-suited corpse. Shauna noted he had disengaged the
first level of the rifle’s safety features. “Was on point. Someone farther down
this hallway took him out with a headshot. His buddies,” he pointed to the gaps
in the chips blasted in every surface where the claymore had exploded. “Rushed
in to engage. That’s what the enemy planned. They wanted this guy’s buddies to
get right under that phony light fixture before the defenders triggered the
bomb. But, the defenders jumped the gun, or the dead guy’s buddies got smart.
They hung back, maybe waiting for reinforcements, or for heavy weapons to be
brought forward, or they figured it was a trap. The defenders triggered the
claymore when the attackers were too far away. Their suits protected them from
the blast. That’s why there aren’t four
dead guys right here.”


“Makes sense,” Shauna stood up. “We need to call
this in. The Colonel needs to know.”


“Why?” Jesse asked. “Our mission out here is to
clear facilities the lizards are handing over. We’re doing that.”


“Because,” she insisted with hands on her hips.
“Our mission on this rock is a
rescue.”


“Fine,” Jesse’s mind was already elsewhere. “Call
it in. Tell Perkins we found a minor mystery. Shauna, hold on that. Nert, do
you see what’s missing? Don’t use your suit computer, use your noggin.”


“My nogg-in?” The cadet tilted his head at the
unfamiliar expression.


“Your head. Your own brain.”


Nert walked slowly, pacing halfway around the
body, before he looked up suddenly. “His rifle is missing. And the spare
ammunition that should be attached to his belt.”


“Give that man a cigar,” Jesse remembered he was
speaking to an alien. “That means you got the right answer. The dead guy’s
buddies didn’t recover his body, but they did take anything they thought might
be useful in an extended firefight. They didn’t give up, they kept going.”


“They also didn’t come back,” Shauna added. “There
are going to be more bodies up ahead.” 


“Maybe more than bodies,” Jesse made a show of
checking the rocket launcher of his rifle. In the confined space, they would
need to be careful about using heavy weapons. “Shauna, Nert, get ready for
trouble.”


Shauna did not like taking orders from another
sergeant, even if he was her boyfriend. Especially since he was her boyfriend.
On away missions, they rotated taking the lead, and this mission was Jesse’s
turn to be in command. It still irritated her. “This guy is dead and cold. He’s
no threat to us.”


“He
isn’t. Nert, look at the data on residue from the explosion. When was it?”


Nert had been assuming the incident happened at
least months ago, before the Kristang formally surrendered the star system.
“The residue?”


“The chemicals decay at a predictable rate after
an explosion,” Jesse said patiently. “You can ask the scanner to-”


“Yes, yes,” Nert mumbled, head down as he
requested the data. “The explosion occurred,” he looked up, surprised. “Only
three days ago? But, the team assigned to clear this asteroid arrived around
that time.”


“They did,” Jesse said without even a hint of
smugness. He just wanted to solve the mystery. “The lizards cleared out of this
place, when? Two, three days before our team arrived?”


Nert checked the records before he responded. “Two
days, according to the official calendar. But the Warshon detected a Kristang dropship
leaving here, less than one hour before the clearance team arrived. They lost
it after it engaged stealth.” 


“What does this mean, Jesse?” Shauna tore her
attention away from the scanner long enough to ask.


“If you want my guess, I think after the lizards
who owned this place officially bugged out, a second group snuck in to grab
whatever they could haul away. Or maybe they knew something valuable was here,
and they came specifically to steal it. Something went sideways, because there
were already lizards here, and the defenders fought back. Their dropship hung
around as long as it could, then got away while they could.”


Nert bounced on his toes excitedly. Too excitedly
in the low gravity, the action nearly had his helmet bumping the ceiling. “The
attackers never came back to their dropship, because they all died?”


“That is one possibility,” Jesse pointed his
rifle’s muzzle at the floor of the hallway in front of them, where the gloomy
half-light faded into utter darkness. “But behind Door Number Two, we could
have a group of lizards hiding out down here.”


“They did not leave when they could?” Nert checked
his own rifle, despite the icons in his visor informing him the weapon was in
perfect order.


“Maybe they couldn’t leave,” Jesse suggested.
“Either they got what they came here for and could not retreat for evac in
time, or they stayed behind because they’re still looking for something. All
they’d have to do is wait for the initial survey team to clear this rock. After
the survey team moves on to their next assignment, the lizards come out of
their hidey hole.”


“Ok,” Shauna sent the little scanner scurrying on
ahead of them. “Now we really have to
call this in.”




 

Colonel Perkins did not like hearing there might
be Kristang somewhere under the surface of the asteroid. She came close to
recalling the team, until Jesse persuaded her it was just a theory, and they
promised to be extra careful.


Eighty meters down the hallway, deeper under the
surface, they found three more bodies, shattered by rifle fire. Two were
wearing armor similar to the first corpse, the other dead Kristang was clad in
an older, heavier type of suit. Shauna designated the two parties as Attackers
and Defenders, over the objections of Jesse. “For all we know, there were two
groups trying to ransack this place before the Ruhar showed up. None of these
guys were wearing the insignia of the
clan that owned this rock.”


“One of them had time to plant antipersonnel
devices,” Shauna countered. “They were here longer.”


Jesse knew it was best not to argue, and it didn’t
matter anyway.


 The
tunnel hallway branched off twice, but both heavy doors led only to chambers
where maintenance crews could access equipment for air, water and power
distribution. The air ducts were far too small for a Kristang to crawl through,
and the scanner’s active sensor pulses did not detect anything unusual in the
ducts for fifty meters in either direction.


Jesse took a turn operating the scanner with
Shauna and Nert in front of him. The scanner walked along, its sticky feet
keeping it firmly attached to the floor although Jesse could have made it crawl
along the wall or ceiling if that provided a better view. “Whoa,” he called out
softly. “Hold up here. We got something up ahead.”


Shauna instinctively stepped in front of Nert,
nudging the cadet backwards. While Jesse intently reviewed the scanner data,
the others only maintained a view from the scanner through a small window in
the upper right corner of their visors, and neither were paying any attention.


Until they heard Jesse gasp just as the scanner
feed blanked out.


“What happened?” Shauna stepped backwards while
peering through her rifle scope, making Nert back away behind her.


“Dunno,” Jesse said quietly. “The scanner just
stopped feeding data. I sent a recall command, and I’m trying to reset it now.”


“I can try,” Nert suggested.


“No!” Jesse was adamant. “I can do it.”


“That’s odd,” Shauna did not like what she was
seeing, or not seeing. “The data of the last few seconds aren’t available. That
shouldn’t happen.” She backed up to stand beside Jesse. “What did you see
before it stopped working?”


Jesse did not reply, not verbally. He pressed his
faceplate against hers and opened his eyes wide, silently mouthing ‘Don’t tell Nert’.


“Mister Jesse?” Nert noticed the odd behavior.
“What did you see? I am sorry, I was not watching the scanner feed.”


“Don’t be sorry, Nert.” Jesse pulled away from a
shocked and puzzled Shauna. “You were supposed to be watching for trouble, and
that’s what you did. The hallway opens to a big space up ahead, looked to me
like all kinds of equipment in there.”


Nert tried to be helpful. “The diagram shows
environmental-”


“Yeah, all kinds of pumps and tanks and other
stuff in there,” Jesse interrupted. “What matters is I saw a dozen or more dead
lizards in there. There was a major firefight up ahead, and rifles and rocket
launchers on the floor. Nert, you stay here, Shauna and I are going ahead to
check it out.”


“I should go-” Nert began.


“We should call-” Shauna started to say.


“This is my
operation,” Jesse used the knife hand, a slashing gesture. Nert understood what
it meant and so did Shauna, and Sergeant Jarrett did not like being treated
like a recruit. “You,” Jesse jabbed a finger at Nert. “Stay here. Stay here and stay alert for trouble.
Jarrett, you’re with me.”


Shauna was torn. She opened her mouth, closed it,
and decided the situation was too serious to remain silent. Whatever was going
on, she needed to call it in. Perkins needed to know. With an eyeclick, she
opened a message window to contact the Colonel. The window remained open,
blinking in one corner of her visor. The pleading look on Jesse’s face, dimly
illuminated by the glow of lights in his helmet, stopped her. This, she
recognized, was a moment when she either trusted Jesse Colter, or she did not.
With a blink, she closed the message window. “Nert, you heard the sergeant.
Stay here and cover us. If there’s any trouble, you get back to the surface. Do
not wait for us. Is that understood?”


“But, but,” the alien teenager was stung by being
treated as a child. No, what really hurt was he was not considered part of the
team.


“No ‘buts’, Cadet,” Jesse cut off the Ruhar’s
sputtered objections. “If you hear any shooting going on, you haul ass out of
here. That’s an order.”


Nert stiffened, coming to attention with the rifle
across his chest. “Yes, Sergeant.”




 

Jesse led the way down the hallway as it curved. As soon as they were around a corner
and Nert could not see them, Shauna deactivated her helmet communications
system and stepped in front of Jesse, grabbing the back of his neck and pulling
their faceplates to touch. “What is going on?” She asked, her voice muffled.


Jesse cut power to his comm gear. “Found
something.” he pointed down the hallway ahead. “Something big. I killed the scanner and purged the last ten seconds of its
memory.”


“What the hell did you see?”


“Something we can’t let the hamsters know about.
Not until the Colonel decides they need to know. We Ok?”


“Yeah,” Shauna relaxed slightly, letting tension
drain from her shoulders. “What is it?”


“I’ll show you,” Jesse gently pulled away and
gestured for her to come with him.




 

The scene was just as Jesse described. A tall,
wide chamber, filled with tanks, pipes, ducts, pumps and other equipment Shauna
could only guess at. Almost every item in the chamber, including the floor,
walls and ceiling had been shot with rifle rounds. She counted five blast marks
that she judged to be from Kristang rockets. There had been a firefight there,
a vicious battle.


A battle no one walked away from, based on what
she could see. Hardshell armor suits, all of them missing clan insignia, were
sprawled on the floor or on top of walkways, draped over pipes or tanks where
the Kristang died. “Shit,” she breathed, and Jesse heard her. They were far
enough away from Nert than the cadet could not pick up the faint line of sight
laserlink between their helmets, so they had restored power to their comm gear.
They were supposed to record all information during a mission, including voice
communications, but even a Ruhar cadet knew how to glitch a skinsuit’s data
recorder.


“Five defenders,” Jesse used his rifle’s target
designator as a fancy laser pointer. “Eleven attackers. All dead. Nobody gave
medical care to any of these dead guys,” he noted. “There wasn’t anyone left
alive when the shooting stopped. I figure the defenders got chased down that
hallway, and trapped in here when the attackers blew the legs of that big
storage tank,” he indicated a large gray tank that once held a thick yellowish
liquid. It was shot full of holes and the top had been sheared away by a rocket
warhead. “When the tank fell over in front of those big doors, there was no way
out, except,” he jerked a thumb back over his shoulder, “back up the hallway.”


“All right. What is so damned important that all
these guys died down here? Show me quick, before Nert gets ambitious and checks
on us.”


Wordlessly, Jesse strode over to where the scanner
had rolled against a smashed pipe, the little sensor drone’s legs folded up.
Before showing her what the battle had been about, he opened a hatch on the
scanner and removed its powercell. “Not taking any chances,” he explained, and
set the scanner back down. “Help me move these guys.” He began pulling on a
group of three Kristang who were somewhat entangled. Two of them were missing
arms or legs, one had a helmet half shot away. The last one, on the bottom, was
protectively curled around something, using his armor and body to shield the
object from harm. The action had not done him any good, as three rifle rounds
had penetrated the back of his suit and dark dried blood told his fate.


Shauna jerked upright. “Oh my God. Is that-”


“You got it,” Jesse winked. “This here is a
gen-u-ine Elder power tap.”


“Holy sh-” she whispered. “Are you sure?”


“Positive,” he bobbed his head. “Remember when the
hamsters on Paradise got all excited they found some Elder trinkets buried in
the dirt, and decided not to trade the planet, and us humans, to the lizards?”


“The Ruhar blew up that power tap,” she recalled.
“There was an accident, or something.”


“Or something,” Jesse agreed. “The Ruhar sent out
a memo for us to be alert if we happened to find one of these things, plus some
other Elder stuff.”


“The memo said the power taps were dangerous,” she
looked at the device cradled in the dead Kristang’s arms. The object did not
appear to have been damaged in the firefight. “We were not supposed to touch
one.”


“Dangerous, ha,” Jesse snorted. “The fucking
hamsters just want to keep all the good stuff for themselves.”


“Jesse,” she gently tugged him away from the power
tap, which was three featureless spheres connected together. The surface of the
ancient device was dull silver, it might once have been shiny and reflective.
Under the coating of grime, it might still be shining like new. “The one the
Ruhar screwed with blew up like a nuke,”
she warned. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with.”


“Darling, trust me, please. We are not screwing
with it. We’re bringing it back with us. The Colonel will know what to do.”


Shauna considered their options. If Nert learned
what they found, he would know the humans he called friends had concealed the
truth from him, because they didn’t trust him. The lack of trust was not due to
his youth and inexperience. It was because he was a Ruhar. That would hurt the
cadet terribly if he ever discovered the truth. It would be worse, she thought, to ask Nert to choose between his people, and his human friends. As a
Ruhar cadet, he was under orders to alert his superiors to any potentially useful
alien technology. “We can’t let Nert know about this.”


“Yeah,” Jesse let out a long breath. “That’s too
much to ask, we can’t put the little guy in that position, of keeping secrets
from his own people.”


“Ok, so,” she looked around the scene of the battle.
“How do we get it back to the Dodo, without Nert knowing?”


Jesse unbuckled his pack and shrugged it off his
shoulders. “That power tap is not a whole lot bigger than the scanner. I’ll
carry it back.”


Shauna shook her head. “Nert will see the power tap
when we are getting out of our suits aboard the Dodo. Plus, we do need to bring
the scanner back with us, or the hamsters will want to know why we discarded
that gear.”


“We can’t leave the power tap here,” Jesse almost
gave her the knife hand again. “We can’t just try to hide it somewhere, the
Ruhar crew will find it for sure when they search this rock. We don’t have a
good excuse to come back to this rock anyway. Maybe we tell Nert to go on ahead
of us by himself?”


“That’s no good. He would never break protocol
like that.”


“I’m open to suggestions,” Jesse bent over the
power tap. It was technology that aliens would go to war over, technology
beyond the capability and understanding of even the Rindhalu, according to the
Ruhar.


Shauna touched her faceplate to his and winked.
“Leave it to me.”




 

Shauna and Jesse were not yet back to where Nert
was waiting, when all three received a message from Irene. The other team had
cut through to the seven trapped Ruhar, so the rescue operation was over. The
news was not all good, because two of the Ruhar were dead and one seriously
injured. Perkins and her team would remain inside the asteroid to assist with
the recovery effort, so Jesse was ordered to get his team back to the surface
where Derek would bring the Dodo to meet them.


They waited on the landing pad, watching the big
dropship approach. “I’ll open the back ramp,” Derek advised as the Dodo went
into a hover and slowly moved sideways. In the light gravity, he barely needed
any power from the belly jets.


“Sir,” Jesse responded. “There’s no rush, the
other team won’t be topside for another hour. I’d like to train for using the
side airlock.”


Derek thought that was odd. The side door was a
tight squeeze for two people wearing suits. “Fine by me. Send the cadet through
first.”


“Uh, Sir,” Jesse shared a look of panic with
Shauna. The plan had been for Shauna to cycle through the airlock alone, giving
her time to remove the power tap from her backpack and hide it, before Nert
came through with Jesse. “We were thinking
that-”


“Colter,” Derek’s voice was not unfriendly, just
tired. “We are responsible for Dandurf. I don’t want him outside any longer
than he has to be.”


“Understood.” Jesse looked into Shauna’s
faceplate, silently mouthing ‘What now’?


Shauna patted Nert’s back. “Nerty, you go first.”


The cadet became excited. “We will go together,
you and me?”


“No,” Shauna laughed. “I’ll be with Jesse.”




 

If Nert was disappointed to be going through the
airlock alone, he did not show it. He was an absolute model of efficiency, getting
his helmet and backpack off and properly stored before the others opened the
outer door to squeeze in. He watched the light glow red, then yellow as the
outer door slid closed and the lock began to pressurize. He removed the
magazine from his rifle and secured it in a locker, making certain the clips in
the rack were engaged, so the weapon would not move if the Dodo had to maneuver
abruptly.


He looked over at the airlock’s inner door,
surprised the door was not yet open. The light above the door glowed a solid
green, a color chosen as significant by the dropship’s human crew. The door
still did not open. The cockpit door was also closed, the situation was not
something he needed to bring to the attention of the pilot. Not yet.
Tentatively, he called out to the two sergeants in the airlock.


No answer.


Not only was the light green, the panel beside the
door indicated the lock was fully pressurized and the outer door secure. There
was no reason for a delay in exiting the airlock’s inner door. No reason he
knew of. Feeling responsible for the two sergeants, because they were primitive
humans unused to advanced technology, while he was a proud,
genetically-enhanced Ruhar. Perhaps his friends needed help?


Walking softly in the slippers commonly worn
inside skinsuits, he approached the small viewport built into the airlock door,
to see what was going on. A first glance showed only the back of Sergeant
Jarrett’s head, she had removed her helmet already. That was odd, Nert thought.
Why would she do that?


Pressing one eye to the viewport, he called out
softly, trying to understand what the two humans were doing in the-


They were swaying back and forth! There was a
muffled thump as Shauna’s back bumped against the inner door. Nert could see
Jesse had a hand around the back of her neck.


The two humans were fighting!


“No!” He shouted, slapping the emergency button to
force the door open.




 

“Ok, what’s the plan here?” Jesse spoke slowly as
his faceplate touched Shauna’s. They had turned their suit communications gear off
to avoid being overheard. Jesse was worried. The plan had been for Shauna to go
through the airlock first, by herself. She would have time to extract the Elder
power tap from her backpack and hide it before Jesse came through the airlock
with Nert. Especially since Jesse had planned to order Nert to operate the
airlock manually, for ‘training’. With Nert inside the Dodo’s main cabin, the
curious alien cadet would be hovering around them while they removed their
suits, earnestly trying to be helpful. There would be no opportunity to conceal
the precious Elder artifact.


Shauna’s eyes flicked to the airlock status
indicator in one corner of her visor. The pumps were still pressurizing the
lock, but it was close enough. With a wink and an impish smile, she gave Jesse
only a hint. “Follow my lead, lover.”


Then she surprised Jesse by cracking the seal on
her helmet, pulling it off to hang on a strap inside the airlock.


If Jesse was startled by seeing her remove her
helmet while the airlock was still cycling, what she did next made his eyes bug
out. She tapped the seal on her collar, and the nanofibers of the skinsuit
peeled open down her front.


Then Shauna wiggled to get the skinsuit down below
her shoulders.




 

“Sergeant Jarrett!” Nert shouted as the inner door
slammed open. “Shauna, are you- Eek!”
he squeaked and hopped backward, using too much force in the microgravity. The
teenager bounced his head off the ceiling, coming down to land awkwardly.


“I, I, I,” Nert stammered. “I am sorry. I did,
did, did not know.”


When the door opened, he instantly saw the two
humans were not fighting or in a struggle. They were- He thought the polite
term was ‘embracing’. They were embracing,
with their helmets off and Shauna’s skinsuit peeled off down to her waist.
Jesse had one hand on the back of her neck, pulling her toward him, and his
other hand was-


Nert was too embarrassed to think about it.


“No, I’m
sorry there, Nerty,” Jesse quickly placed himself between the alien teenager
and Shauna, who was clutching her sportsbra to her chest and trying to put it
back on. “We, uh, hey, you won’t tell Captain Bonsu about this, will ya?”


“Urp, no,” Nert squeaked again. “I, I need to go
check on the, the-” He never finished the thought, racing toward the Dodo’s
rear storage compartment as fast as he could in the low gravity. The door slid
closed behind him, and Jesse waited a
beat before his knees sagged.


“Shit,
that was too close.”


“You don’t like me being close to you?” Shauna
giggled playfully.


“Darlin’,” he kissed her again, pulling her toward
him. “I never said that. Hey,” he glanced toward the closed door to the rear
compartment. “While we got some time, how about we-”


“Later,”
she pushed him away. “Although,” she kissed him, nibbling his earlobe. “That
was fun.”


“Fun? You nearly gave me a heart attack, girl.”


“That just made it more exciting. I’m afraid we
might have given Nert a heart attack.
Help me get the thing,” they had agreed not to speak about the Elder device
while inside the Dodo, because the flight recorder would pick up their voices.


“Uh huh, got it,” Jesse dug the priceless item out
of her pack, quickly placing it in the locker where heavy weapons were stored.
The Mavericks had not been assigned any weapons more powerful than rifles, so
the locker had been empty and there was no reason to open it. Just in case
someone got diligent about conducting inventory, Jesse secured the locker with
a code. “Done,” he whispered. “Can I help you get your suit off? Strictly
professional, I assure you.”


“I know all about you being strictly profess-” 


“Are you three done back there?” Derek called over
the intercom. “I want to get over to pick up the Colonel, before the landing
pad there gets full.”


“Give us five minutes to secure our gear?” Shauna
responded.


“Five minutes, sure,” Derek grunted.


“Can you secure my gear?” Jesse asked. “I should
go talk to Nert.”


“No. I should
talk with him,” Shauna insisted as she peeled off her suit’s legs, and pulled
on a shirt and pants.


“Ok, then,” Jesse agreed immediately, relieved to
avoid an awkward conversation.




 

“Nerty?” Shauna knocked softly on the doorframe as
she poked her head into the Dodo’s rear storage compartment. “Can we talk? Just
for a minute?” Three steps took her to a set of lockers where the cadet was
busily checking on supplies. “Nerty,” she patted his shoulder. “I’m sorry if we
embarrassed you. We shouldn’t have done that.”


Nert’s face glowed hot pink under the light fur.
He could not look at her. “I, I thought you were fighting.” He looked up at her
and his eyes immediately went back to the floor. “I thought you were in, in
trouble.”


“And you came to rescue me?” She stroked his cheek
with her fingertips. “Nerty, that was very sweet. You’re my hero.”


“I am?” He gulped, afraid to look at her.


“You were protecting me.” She leaned forward and
kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”


His face glowed a deeper shade of pink. “You are
very welcome,” he tried to lower his voice, but it still came out squeaky.


“Nerty?” She pressed on his cheek to turn him to
look at her. His eyes were still staring at the deck. “Did you see my boobies?”


“No,” he answered quickly, staring down at the
deck. Then he glanced up to meet her eyes for the briefest moment. “Maybe,” he
added with a grin.


“Then I am sorry.”


“Why? He squeaked, looking at her. “They are, bodacious!”


“Bod-”
She had to laugh. “Bodacious? Where did you learn that?”


“I heard Derek, I mean, Captain Bonsu, talking
about Captain Striebich’s, um,” he blushed. “Ample assets. Is that the wrong
thing to say?”


“No,” she patted his cheek. “It is a sweet thing
to say, just be careful who you say it to. Get this stowed away,” she pointed
to the supply lockers. “And come forward to strap into your seat. Captain Bonsu
wants to lift off in a couple minutes.”




 

She walked forward and strapped into a seat beside
Jesse, noting he had secured all their gear. “I think our furry little friend
has a crush on me,” she whispered.


“Really?” Jesse asked with a raised eyebrow. “Do I
need to worry about the competition?”


She leaned her head back with a wistful smile.
“Nert is adorable. If I was a Ruhar
girl, I would be all over him.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” Jesse squeezed her hand.




 









CHAPTER SIX




 

Seven hours later, both Jesse and Shauna were
feeling worn out from constantly being afraid someone would notice the heavy
weapons locker, which was supposed to be empty, was locked with a code. If
anyone asked, Jesse planned to confess he had brought back unauthorized souvenirs
from the planetoid, but he had no plan for what to do if Perkins insisted that
he open the locker. Since the Colonel’s away team had come back aboard the
Dodo, there had not been a moment of opportunity to speak privately with her.
Nert hovered around both Perkins and Czajka, eager to hear about their
adventures during the successful rescue operation.


Finally, during the flight back to the cruiser,
Perkins excused herself to use the Dodo’s bathroom, and Shauna slipped a note
into the Colonel’s hand. A note, written by hand with a marker on a discarded
food packet. Perkins stared at the note in surprise, about to ask a question,
when she saw Shauna had pressed a finger to her lips. No talking, the gesture
said.


In the tiny bathroom, Perkins opened the note and
read it. Need privacy to talk. Drop Nert
at the Warshon, the note read.


Emily’s first reaction was to wonder what the hell her two sergeants had gotten into.
Her second reaction was that the sergeants had earned her trust and she needed
to follow their lead.




 

“All right,” Perkins whispered to Shauna when the
Dodo had completed a two-gee burn away from the cruiser, where she had dropped
off a very hurt and disappointed Nert. The cadet had accepted her explanation
that he would learn more aboard the Warshon
than by accompanying the Mavericks to clear yet another asteroid, and that they
would return soon. She still felt bad leaving him behind. “Explain yourself,
Jarrett.”


“Ma’am, we should get the pilots back here.
Everyone needs to see this,” Shauna advised. “It is that important.”


“All of us?” Perkins arched an eyebrow. “But not
Nert?”


“All of us humans,”
Shauna explained. “No Ruhar. Not yet.”




 

“Oh. My. God,”
Perkins gasped, her voice barely audible. “Is that?”


“It’s an honest-to-God Elder power tap, Ma’am,”
Jesse cradled the precious item in his hands. “It matches the configuration the
hamsters told us to look for. This particular one,” he patted the dull surface
of the interconnected spheres affectionately, “is one of the big output types,
according to the Ruhar. You can run a whole starship with this thing, with power to spare.”


Perkins could not tear her eyes away from the
incredibly ancient device. “Where did you find it?”


“We didn’t,” Jesse admitted. “A group of lizards
did, and they got into a fight with a second
group of lizards, down under that A-4 rock.” He explained how he had recognized
the power tap from the scanner’s data, and how he had killed power to the
scanner and erased the memory.


“That was good thinking, Colter,” Perkins
scratched the back of her head. “Damned
good thinking, both of you. Except, now I am in a very difficult position.”


Jesse did not like hearing that. “How’s that,
Ma’am?”


“We are keeping a major secret from our patrons,
our allies,” Perkins said with a frown. “The rules say we’re supposed to inform
them of any alien technology we encounter, especially Elder artifacts. Those
rules are orders, strictly enforced.
We could catch hell if our hamster overlords find out about this now.”


Shauna took Jesse’s hand. “Sorry that we sprung
this on you, Colonel,” she said with a sigh. “Jesse and I will take full
responsibility when you tell the Ruhar about the device.”


“Jarrett,” Perkins glared at the sergeant. “I’m
the commander of this outfit. If anyone is taking responsibility, it will be
me.”


“If?” Shauna asked hopefully.  


“We are not
telling the hamsters about the power tap?” Derek asked. “Ma’am, then what do you plan to do with it?”


“The first thing we’re doing is hiding it, on some
anonymous asteroid out here,” Perkins tapped her tablet to pull up a chart of
that section of the asteroid field. “Some place the Ruhar or Kristang or anyone
else would never bother to look.”


“Um,” Derek looked around at the team, seeing the
same confusion on their faces. “We’re going to leave it here, in the middle of
nowhere? We will probably never be coming back here.”


Irene muttered agreement
under her breath. “I hope we never come back here.”


Perkins nodded to acknowledge her team’s opinion
of their hazardous yet tedious current assignment. “The power tap itself is
worthless, without two pieces of information. First,” she held up one finger.
“That we have one. Second,” another finger rose, “where it is. Only this team will know both, that information is our
bargaining chip. Anyone we trade the data to can come here to pick up the power
tap.”


Heads were nodding around the Dodo’s main cabin.
Derek spoke first. “Good strategy. We will be giving this Dodo back at the end
of this assignment, and we can’t hide Elder tech among our personal gear. The
Ruhar will scan everything we bring aboard the Warshon. We got lucky they were too busy to perform a deep scan of
this ship after the rescue op.”


There was a moment of silence before Dave asked
the question that was on everyone’s minds. “Ma’am,” it still felt awkward to
address her so formally. “What’s the plan?” He knew Emily well enough to know
she had a plan in mind. “What are we hoping to trade the power tap for?”


All the excitement drained away from Perkins’ face
and became a mask of determination. “For the only thing that really matters to
us.”


Jesse looked at Dave before speaking. “What is
that?”


Perkins took a deep breath. “A recon mission to
Earth.”




 

An hour later, with the Dodo coasting toward their
next assigned asteroid, Dave parted the thick curtain that separated the
sleeping quarters for himself and the team’s leader. The space was only big
enough for two seats laid flat and a cubby for personal items, but the curtains
provided good sound insulation and gave a sense of privacy in the dropship’s
main cabin. Jesse and Shauna had their own quarters on the other side of the
cabin, while the pilots had set up a bed along the aft bulkhead of the cockpit.
Dave envied the pilots, because they had a real door they could close.


A real door provided the luxury of real privacy.
Real privacy meant couples could do things that couples did. Things that Emily
Perkins was not comfortable doing behind a curtain, with her team only a few
feet away. Aboard the Warshon,
Perkins had real quarters with a locking door and a full bathroom. Their haste
to leave Nert behind had meant the Dodo was only docked with the cruiser for
three hours, barely long enough for a debriefing and a decent shower before the
pilots released the docking clamps and accelerated away. Before Jesse explained
why they were in such a hurry, Dave had been supremely pissed at his friend for
depriving him of a couple hours- Hell, even one
freakin’ hour, of time alone with Emily.


Knowing the reason, a good reason, for the haste,
did not make Dave any less unhappy. The Elder power tap was truly priceless. It
could also have waited another hour.


“Em?” He used his private name for the team
leader.


“Dave,” she replied softly, looking up from her
tablet. She was sitting cross-legged on the seats that were laid flat and
stretched out to form a bed. In the zero gravity, she had a belt latched
loosely around her waist, so she didn’t float away. Zero gees also caused her hair to drift in all
directions, she had her hair tucked into a loose bun that still had strands
sticking out haphazardly. Another effect of not having artificial gravity
aboard the dropship was that blood, which normally pooled in the legs, was
distributed evenly and made everyone’s face puffy. Emily was self-conscious
about her bloated face, even though it was hardly noticeable to anyone but her.


Dave thought she looked beautiful.


“You need to drink that,” he admonished her,
pointing to a squeeze bottle of water and electrolytes. In zero gravity, the
human body thought it contained too much water, and wanted to pee it away.
Dropship crews needed to replenish the fluids, even though they might not feel
thirsty.


“Yes, Mom,” she rolled her eyes and took a swig of
water. Lowering her voice and beckoning him to sit on the bed and close the
curtain, she asked “How are the others feeling about this?”


“Em, we’re
the ‘others’. Jesse and Shauna had time to think about this before they told
us.”


“Ok. How about our intrepid pilots?”


Dave snorted. “They are officers. They don’t
confide in me. Besides, they have the cockpit door closed.”


“How are you
feeling about it, then?” She reached out to take his hand, and tugged him to
float down next to her. To keep him from drifting away, she threw a leg over
his waist. Dave liked that.


“I want to know your endgame. The Ruhar can’t send
a recon ship to Earth, so you must be planning to deal with the Jeraptha?”


“Yes, and-”


“A recon mission is worthless, so that’s bullshit.
You’re not planning just a recon. You want the beetles to rescue Earth.”


She shrugged, an action that pushed her away from
the bed. Dave pulled her against his chest. “We know the White Wind clan was
operating on a shoestring budget by the time their last ship left Earth to
supply UNEF on Paradise. The Ruhar think the White Wind had only two ships at
Earth when the wormhole went dormant, or whatever happened to it.” She frowned
at that last thought. The Ruhar still had no idea why Earth’s local wormhole
shut down, and apparently the Jeraptha, even the mighty Rindhalu were mystified
by the event. To the knowledge of the Ruhar, a single wormhole had never gone
dormant before. Wormholes activated and shut down and changed connections in
groups, during a shift that affected entire sectors of the galaxy. No one had
any idea what happened.


Unless the Ruhar were
lying to her, or their patrons were concealing the truth from them.


No, she reminded herself. She had considered the
subject many times before, and it made no sense that any species, who had the
incredible technology to control Elder wormholes, would waste that ability on
poor little backward Earth. Even the
senior species of the galaxy did not understand the behavior of the Elder
wormhole network, and that frightened her more than the thought that Earth’s
wormhole had been shut down deliberately. There were rumors, whispered about by
the Ruhar, that other wormholes in the Orion Arm had been acting strangely in
the past few years, and that the senior species were concerned enough to
investigate.


Dave lifted an eyebrow. “How do the hamsters know how many ships the White
Wind had parked in Earth orbit?”


“Because the Kristang told them, when the Kristang
were trying to get the Ruhar to negotiate a ride to Earth.”


“Whaaaat?”
Dave gasped. “Why would the Ruhar
make a deal with-”


“Shhhh,” she put a finger to his lips, and
explained what she had heard, in a confidential briefing at UNEF HQ on
Paradise. “The deal never happened, because the Kristang fell into a civil war
before they could live up to their end of the bargain. UNEF HQ was worried that
humans on Paradise would take it badly if they heard there was almost a deal
for the Jeraptha to send a ship to Earth.”


“Ya think? Sorry,” he added. “Shit. Why couldn’t
the fucking lizards have delayed their civil war another couple months?”


“It would likely have been a year or more before
the Jeraptha had a ship ready,” she stroked his hair. “The Ruhar think the deal
might have triggered the Kristang
civil war.” She was not going to tell Dave about the rumor that a Thuranin
surveyor ship had been lost on the way to Earth.


“Whatever,” he ground his teeth. “Now you think we
can trade an Elder trinket to the beetles, for a ride to Earth? The Jeraptha
are fighting back hard against the Thuranin and Bosphuraq. What makes you think
the beetles will be interested in a deal?”


“Because the type of long-range ship that is needed
for a round-trip mission to Earth, is not of much use in the war. Sending one
or two long-range ships to Earth will not detract from the war effort. It will
just be expensive, very expensive. But, Dave,” she pulled him close and kissed
him. “Think about it. Even a single lightly-armed Jeraptha ship could wipe out
the Kristang at Earth. We could rescue
our home planet, even if you and I never get back home. That’s worth trying. We
have to try.”


“Hey, Em,” he cradled her chin in one hand, and
wiped away a tear that clung to her eyelashes in the zero gravity. “Whatever
you need me to do, you know you’ve got my support.”


“I know.”


“What I worry about is, even if we can go home, it
won’t be home, you know?”


“What do you mean?”


He paused to organize his jumbled thoughts. “When
I think of home, I think of before Columbus Day. That world, when were alone in
the galaxy, that’s gone now, forever. Even if the Jeraptha kick the lizards off
Earth, every human there is going to flinch every time they see a light in the sky, you know? It will never
be the home we remember.”


“Even if,” she tried to brighten his dark mood,
“there is still decent pizza in Milwaukee?”


“Aw, well,” he grinned, “in that case, maybe.
Damn, I would like to show you what real good pizza is like.”


“I’d like that,” her fingers tap-danced down his
chest and across his stomach. “Is there anything else you would like to show
me, right now?”


Dave squinted at her. “You serious?” He whispered
while nibbling her earlobe.


“Where are Shauna and Jesse?”


“In their quarters. I heard ‘Pone snoring.”


“Then I am serious, if you want to?”


“If I
want to?”


“We need to be quiet,” she tapped his nose with a
fingertip. “Real quiet.”


“Hey,” he began unbuttoning her top. “I am not the loud one.”




 



 

Admiral Tashallo knew he had to take big risks to
entice the Central Wagering Office into giving odds worth acting on. The action
he proposed was worth risking the loss of the Mighty 98th, for if
successful, it held the prospect of halting the current combined
Bosphuraq/Thuranin offensive that had the Jeraptha fleet on the defensive. If
Tashallo were successful, the enemy would not only have to at least temporarily
pull their forces back to regroup, they would also have to rethink their entire
strategy. What the 98th would be attempting was to cut a vital
supply line that supported the enemy offensive across half the sector.


“Admiral,” Captain Dahmen of the I Am Aching To Give Somebody A Beat-Down And
Today Is YOUR Lucky Day leaned over the railing of the holographic tactical
display tank, taking in the animated plan of attack. “This is certainly a
target-rich environment.” The captain’s tone of voice left open the possibility
that he was admiring the admiral’s daring, or questioning his commanding
officer’s sanity. Target-rich was an understatement. The proposed attack would
take the Mighty 98th into a major enemy forward staging base, where
Tashallo’s ships could encounter stealthed strategic defense platforms,
hunter-killer satellites and enough ship to have three times the striking power
of the attackers. Finding plenty of targets for the 98th’s big guns
could be a good thing. Finding plenty of targets because the Jeraptha ships
were surrounded was, in the dry language of the Home Fleet, a less than optimal
situation. “The defenses around their key facilities are,” Dahmen sought a word
that would not imply he was frightened or in any way less than enthusiastic
about the admiral’s latest obsession. “Formidable.”


Tashallo did not lift his gaze away from the
attack animation running in the holo tank. Jeraptha ships were scoring
successes, and also the holographic ships were blinking red as they were
crippled by enemy fire, or winking out entirely as they exploded. His mandibles
dropped as he watched the destruction of the 98th. The attack
planners of the 98th had no imagination, he saw. He needed to give
them guidance and inspiration. “A formidable risk yields formidable results,
Dahmen.”


Dahmen sidestepped until he was standing next to
Tashallo, and lowered his voice. The bridge crew conspicuously turned away and
did not pay attention to what the senior officers were discussing, while the
antennas the Jeraptha used for hearing twitched. “Admiral, it is not fair that
your success in defending the Glark system has left you unable to-”


“Dahmen,” Tashallo did not lift his attention away
from watching the attack simulation. “Somewhere in your inspiring speech, I
sense a ‘however’? You were going to say something to the effect that, just
because I am unable to obtain decent wagering action, that does not justify me
risking the entire 98th. Is that what you were going to say?”


Dahmen smiled sheepishly. “Admiral, when you can
predict the future like that, you should not be surprised that no one is
willing to wager against you.”


Tashallo snorted. “Dahmen, the problem is that you
are too predictable. Like,” he waved a claw-tipped arm to pause the simulation,
“the planners of this attack scenario. They cannot see a way for us to win this
battle.”


Dahmen had personally reviewed the attack scenarios,
before the top six plans were shown to the admiral. He felt a responsibility to
defend the people who had worked long and hard to create the simulations.
“These are the six scenarios that were most likely to succeed, and-”


“None of these attacks are successful, Captain. They all cause substantial damage to the
enemy, at the cost of the 98th being chopped up and destroyed.”


Dahmen stiffened, his main antennas sweeping back.
The captain had worked with Tashallo for years, worked very well. Still,
sometimes the admiral could be very difficult to work for. “The facts cannot
be-”


Tashallo sighed, then looked to his battleship
captain with almost fatherly affection. “My frustration is not with you,
Dahmen, nor with our planning staff. It is my fault that they lack the imagination to see the outcome can be altered, merely by changing the
facts.”


“What facts are these?”


“I have developed my own attack plans, Captain.
You will see them shortly, after I am satisfied with the results.”


“I wait impatiently to see plans that, hopefully,
do not result in the loss of every ship under your command?”


“No. You can be assured the 98th will
not be thrown away to satisfy an old man’s personal grievances. Fleet
Headquarters had to review and approve this operation, and they did give
approval.”


“Pardon me, Admiral, but the Home Fleet believes
you know something you did not tell them. That belief is baked into the odds
given this operation by the Central Wagering Office. Assuming you do have some
secret advantage you have not told anyone about, then why did you have the
planning staff work feverishly for days to develop plans you would discard?”


“I did not know
all their plans would fail, Dahmen. Besides, it was good practice for them, and
it allows me to evaluate the resourcefulness and efficiency of the Fleet’s
staff officers. As admiral, I am
responsible not only for this Fleet’s current operations. I must also train our next generation of leaders. By comparing my
success plans with their failures, they will learn valuable lessons. They will
learn how to think, Dahmen, how to stretch their imaginations. Our tactics have
become fossilized and inflexible.”


“Our tactics have been developed over thousands of
years, Admiral. They are based on what experience has taught us works, and what
does not work.”


“Exactly. Our future plans are based on what has
worked in the past. Such thinking always has us refighting the last battle,
Dahmen. Did you see my request to pull support ships from the Fleet Ready
Reserve?”


Dahmen reared his head back at the completely
unexpected question. “Yes. I was going to speak with you about that. The Fleet
Reserve office has tentatively approved your request, however,” he smiled at
hearing that word come out of his mouth. “many of those ships were in the
‘Ready’ part of the Reserve only in theory. They are in poor condition and are
not actually flightworthy. The Reserve office was extremely unhappy about
having to admit that fact. Also, Sir, forty-two ships? What will we do with so
many support units? The 98th just completed major servicing and
work-ups, our ships are fully ready.”


“Those ships do not need to fly far, Dahmen. My
plan only requires thirty ships, I asked for forty-two in case those bastards
at the Reserve office were stingy with their precious ships.”


“Other than being embarrassed at having to admit
the true status of their ships, I got the impression they are relieved you will
take them away, where they will be our problem.” Dahmen kept his tone neutral,
though he knew the work of getting old junk ships up to readiness would become his responsibility.


“My request specifically was for old, obsolete
ships for a reason, Dahmen. Those ships will, regrettably, not be returning to
the Ready Reserves following the battle.”


“They will not?” Dahmen ground his mandibles
together, imagining the agonizing task of explaining to the Reserve office what
had become of their precious junk ships. He knew the junk ships would be
carried on the official register as fully flight-ready.


“No,” Tashallo waved a claw and blanked out the
holographic display, then manipulated the system to pull up the first of his
own attack plans. “Observe and learn, Dahmen.” He dipped one of the small
antennas above one eye in a slow wink. “The old man is not so crazy as you
think.”




 

Admiral Tashallo had two advantages. He had an
inventive, clever and curious mind that many of his peers lacked. That
characteristic was well-known across the Home Fleet, even if it was not
appreciated by those of lesser talents. His second advantage was known to only
a few. Some of those few had been sworn to secrecy. Some others had forgotten
they ever knew a secret.


That secret was why Tashallo had chosen Nubrentia
as a target, over the objections of his planning staff, who suggested other,
much easier targets.


The Nubrentia star system was a key target of the
combined Bosphuraq/Thuranin offensive. It was not the first target, for the
Bosphuraq wanted the Jeraptha to be busy defending territory elsewhere in the
sector before the operation to capture Nubrentia was launched.


The Nubrentia system was based around a very
ordinary red dwarf star. It had only one inner rocky planet, a smallish
asteroid belt poor in valuable minerals, two gas giants and a couple balls of
ice that were basically oversized comets. The two gas giants were the secondary
reason the Bosphuraq were eager to capture Nubrentia. The main reason was, like the first rule of real estate, location,
location, location. The star was fortunate to be located midway between two
strategically-important wormholes.
Controlling one or the other of those wormholes would allow Bosphuraq ships to
range far and wide across Jeraptha space, opening up valuable territory and
forcing the Jeraptha into a defensive posture. Ownership of Nubrentia gave the
Bosphuraq, and their rather reluctant and definitely temporary allies the
Thuranin, a convenient staging and refueling base in the heart of Jeraptha
space.


The Jeraptha had not been blind to the threat of
an enemy possessing Nubrentia, so they had fortified the two gas giants with
orbiting strategic defense satellites and based a squadron of destroyers there.
Over many centuries when the Thuranin did not dare attack the desolate star
system, maintaining and upgrading the orbiting SD stations had become a low
priority, and the destroyer squadron had become mostly a training unit,
composed of obsolete hull designs.


When the Bosphuraq attacked, they graciously
allowed the Thuranin to take lead, as
that area was technically adjacent to the space controlled by the little green
cyborgs. The Thuranin had a choice between objecting to being used as cannon
fodder and appearing weak in front of their hated rivals, or sucking it up and
accepting murderous losses.


For their part, the Bosphuraq were totally Ok with
the Thuranin sustaining terrible losses.


To the surprise and great relief of the Thuranin,
and to the unspoken disappointment of the Bosphuraq, capturing Nubrentia proved
to not be the one-sided slaughter the planners had anticipated and feared. Many
of the SD platforms misfired or failed to react at all. The destroyer squadron
was outside the system on a training maneuver at the time, and wisely jumped
away.


It took the Jeraptha Home Fleet sixteen days to
pull together enough ships to respond to the Nubrentia crisis. By the time
frigates were sent in to scout the enemy’s strength, the war planners of Home
Fleet were forced to conclude that retaking the system would require pulling so
many ships from other duties, many other vital areas would be open to attack.
The staff of the Home Fleet were deeply
shocked and enraged.


Except, of course, for those lucky individuals who
had wagered on the longshot chance of the enemy capturing Nubrentia. They were
secretly very pleased with their
winnings.




 

When Tashallo proposed to use his Mighty 98th
to recapture Nubrentia, his request was at first denied as unrealistic and
ridiculous. Then the Central Wagering Office issued their odds against the
operation’s success and many senior Fleet officials became very interested. Of
course the crafty old Tashallo must have a trick hidden under his carapace
somewhere.


The admiral did have a trick in mind, that is why
he requisitioned over forty obsolete, decrepit support ships. He also knew
something few other people knew.


The 98th’s attack began with a dozen
old support ships squeezing through an Elder wormhole four at a time in tight
formations, with the three formations almost nose to tail. To get the ships to
fit through without disrupting the wormhole’s integrity, Tashallo had crew
strip away hull plating, any offensive and defensive capabilities the old hulks
still possessed, even major sections of the cargo holds. As the ships did not need to jump, their jump drives had
been salvaged, and reactors brought up only to the minimum state of functioning.
The ships did not even need to maneuver in normal space, they had been
accelerated to an unusual and even
recklessly high speed by a star carrier that later had to limp back to base, its engines wrecked from the effort.


The first four ships to transit the wormhole
emerged going like a bat out of hell, a truly hazardous maneuver for a manned
vessel. That did not matter because all dozen ships were fully automated. The
pair of Bosphuraq guard ships monitoring the wormhole were surprised by the hulks racing past them, and by the time their
captains decided to jump away to report the unusual incursion, the last quartet
of ships was past the event horizon and moving shockingly fast.


Those last four ships exploded simultaneously in a
blue-white shower of hard radiation that had no effect on the Elder wormhole.
In the hard vacuum of interstellar space, the expanding force of the explosions
also had no effect on the two guard ships. The purpose of sacrificing the four
hulks became evident when the guard ships tried and failed to jump away.


A great part of the explosive energy had been
channeled into a short-lived damping field that saturated space around the
wormhole. In sequence, the other quartets of ships exploded, expanding the area
within which a jump wormhole could not be formed. Even the safety ship, parked
farther from the wormhole, was caught in the damping field.


All three ships turned and burned hard to get to
the edge of the rapidly-dissipating damping field. Their acceleration was
impressive, though nothing like the speed
of the railgun darts fired by the Jeraptha heavy cruiser Come Over Here And Say That Again, which had been given the honor
of following the dozen hulks. The
railguns of the Come Over Here had
been lovingly cranked up past their designed maximum yield, boosting the exotic
matter of their darts to fourteen percent of lightspeed. The darts quickly
caught one, two, then all three of the Bosphuraq ships.


Nubrentia’s early-warning system was offline.




 









CHAPTER SEVEN




 

By the time the last ship of the 98th
Fleet came through the wormhole, the vibrations of the damping field had
dissipated enough for ships to jump. They only had to wait for the last ship to
retune its sensors from the distortion of passing through the wormhole, then
all the ships of the Mighty 98th jumped within a second of each
other. Their destination was a spot just beyond the last icy planet of
Nubrentia, several lighthours away from the gas giant planet where the
Bosphuraq had quickly established a refueling and servicing base. More
importantly, they had established strong defenses based on heavily armored
strategic defense platforms in orbit. Fifty-two SD platforms, all of them
carefully maintained in excellent condition, guarded the vital facilities the
Bosphuraq relied on, and tolerated the Thuranin using.




 

Captain Dahmen checked the tactical display holo
tank with concern. “The situation at Prime,” the Jeraptha designation for the
innermost and larger gas giant, “is as predicted. Two reinforced battlegroups
in orbit, one Bosphuraq and one Thuranin. Four battleships between them,” he
looked up at Tashallo, who dipped his main antennas languidly in a beetle
shrug.


“Four of their battleships, to three of ours,”
Tashallo examined the holo tank’s projected details. “We have an advantage in
secondary ships. We have three battlecruisers to their two, four heavy cruisers
to two of theirs. Our throw-weight,” he used a term for the amount of
destructive energy the fleet could deliver, “exceeds the enemy’s by a comfortable twenty-three percent.
I like those odds.”


To draw defenders away from Nubrentia, Admiral
Sashell’s 67th Fleet of the Blue Squadron had conducted a
diversionary attack on a star system the Bospuraq had recently captured. The 67th,
depleted from a successful offensive only two weeks prior, lacked the strength
to press the attack but the enemy did not know that. Two battlegroups, each
built around two battleships, had departed Nubrentia to respond to the
diversionary attack. Tashallo’s 98th intended to seize the
opportunity before the enemy returned in strength.


 And
before that greedy bastard Sashell demanded an even larger cut of the 98th’s
wagers for his part in the operation.


“The enemy has an advantage in destroyers,” Dahmen
noted without enthusiasm. If the outcome of the battle was able to be affected
by destroyers, the 98th had lost already. “The real problem, as you
know, is those enemy SD platforms. Between them and their ships, they have three times our throw-weight.”


“Dahmen,” Tashallo waved a claw dismissively. “You
worry too much.”


“Part of my job is keeping my commanding officer
out of trouble.”


“And you perform most excellently in that regard.
Those SD platforms can only hit us with two point
three times our throw-weight at any one time,” the admiral observed. “The other
platforms will be on the other side of the planet.”


“That is a great comfort to me,” Dahmen muttered.


“Sarcasm, Captain?”


“Of course not, Admiral.”


“Ah. That
was sarcasm. Signal the Sucker Punch
to jump on schedule. Then all ships will jump on my signal. The Mighty 98th
rides to glory!”


“You hope. This maneuver of yours is extremely risky.”


“No guts, no glory, Dahmen,” Tashallo chuckled.




 

The light cruiser Sucker Punch jumped by itself to within three lightseconds of the
gas giant planet designated as Prime. The cruiser’s weapons were warmed up and
ready, though its most dangerous equipment was its communications gear, and it
broadcast a powerful signal, then jumped to the other side of the planet and
began launching missiles at the refueling platforms orbiting so low it appeared
they were skimming the blue-gray cloud tops. The missiles were intercepted long
before they posed any threat to the vital platforms, which only paused their
fuel-extraction activities and began retracting the drogues that dipped into
the swirling gasses. If necessary, the drogues could be cut loose to spiral
down through increasingly dense
atmosphere to the solid core of the planet. Maser bolts from the Sucker Punch were deflected by energy
shields of the fuel processing stations, then the light cruiser staggered as it
was struck by masers from two SD platforms. Wisely, it used the last of the
charge in its banks of capacitors to jump away again.




 

The Sucker
Punch reappeared exactly where it was supposed to be, although eight
seconds early. Those additional seconds of exposure greatly concerned the
ship’s crew, as their single vessel became the focus of every enemy strategic
defense platform within line of sight. Four seconds after the light cruiser
emerged from jump, its defense shields
were painted by tentative targeting lasers from eleven SD platforms. Once the
photons of those lasers bounced back to their home platforms, the Sucker Punch would be subjected to
concentrated fire from maser and particle cannons, railguns and a volley of
missiles. Several Thuranin destroyers had broken away from their normal
positions guarding heavier ships, climbing to intercept the lone interloper
before all the glory of the battle was stolen from them.


One point five seconds before the first SD
platform was ready to fire its maser cannons, the entire 98th Fleet
of the Blue Squadron emerged from jump around the comparatively little Sucker Punch.


The AIs in control of the SD platforms hesitated.
The light cruiser’s big brothers had arrived at the fight, and they made
tactical decisions enormously more complicated. All the strategic defense AIs
sent frantic queries to the central defense control AI aboard a Bosphuraq
battleship, awaiting orders before they took action.


The reply from the Central Defense Control AI was
delayed, because by the time it began processing targeting priority requests
from the SD platforms, the Control AI had another problem to consider. A wholly
unexpected, perplexing problem, coming from an astonishing source.


A big, BIG
fucking problem.


Below the orbiting battleship, the mottled
blue-gray cloud tops of the gas giant were erupting with bright glowing flames,
and unfamiliar shapes emerged, rocketing upwards at high acceleration.




 

“See, Dahmen,” Tashallo almost giggled with
delight, “I told you there is nothing to worry about.”


Captain Dahmen grunted, distracted by having to
manage the battleship while he kept one eye on the overall tactical situation
and humored his eccentric admiral. “So far, all I see is a pretty light show.
We haven’t done anything.”


Tashallo turned toward his flagship’s captain with
a mock scowl. “I find your lack of faith… disturbing.”




 

The objects, that now were above the clouds and
had clear line-of-sight to the SD platforms above, made the Central Defense
Control AI’s processors noticeably degrade in performance as they struggled to
identify, locate and retrieve data from long-forgotten archives. In its long existence,
the Control AI had never accessed that data. It only knew what to look for
because a neglected submind raised its virtual hands, for the first time in
over three hundred years.


The objects were a very, very old type of ‘pop-up’
strategic defense mechanism. Such devices were once deployed widely across
Jeraptha space, originally designed to be housed in hardened silos buried deep
beneath the world they protected. When activated, the devices popped up above
the atmosphere, propelled by chemical rockets of stunning violence, their
chemicals being made of exotic matter. The rockets only served to get the
devices into position where they could
use their weapons most effectively.


They were Tashallo’s ace-in-the hole for the
operation to retake Nubrentia.


Few people even at Home Fleet Headquarters knew of
the pop-up defenses that had been floating deep in the clouds of the innermost
gas giant, ever since a cost-cutting decision was made to reduce maintenance
cycles of the SD stations there. Some of the Jeraptha SD platforms would be
recovered and moved to more important star systems. Others would be harvested
for parts to keep the reduced number of platforms active as long as possible.


When the decision was made to reduce the Nubrentia
system’s defense priority, another move was taking place. Ancient pop-up
devices, that had long gone out of service and been sealed into their launch
chambers, had to be relocated and decommissioned. The devices were so old that
their cores could become unstable, and growing populations on the worlds which
housed the devices had caused developed areas to encroach on the originally
isolated launch silos. A compromise was reached; several hundred of the pop-up
defense rockets, those in the best condition, would be modified with balloons
to float hidden in the clouds of a planet so unimportant its only designation
was ‘Prime’. A single support ship stopped at Nubrentia to drop off the
modified defense units, and that lowly ship was escorted by one destroyer.


The executive officer of that destroyer was a
young officer named Tashallo.




 

The concerns of Captain Dahmen, after the admiral
revealed his secret plan, were well justified. The pop-up devices were ancient
and had been subjected to the heat, pressure and corrosive effects of the gas
giant’s atmosphere. Over the years, as their internal diagnostic systems
determined a unit had failed, its balloon deflated and the device was allowed
to fall to the planet’s core. When the coded activation signal from the Sucker
Punch was received, another eighteen units failed to respond. Between units
that had already self-destructed and units that were unable to respond,
eighty-seven of the devices were lost. Another six units failed to pop-up above
the atmosphere properly.


That left only three hundred and sixty-two devices
to pop up.




 

The Bosphuraq Central Defense Control AI had only
nanoseconds before it completed analysis
of the threat posed by the unexpected weapons emerging from the clouds, when
the devices finished their pop-up phase and activated their weapons. The
Control AI’s conclusion was the quantum-computing equivalent of OH SHIT and instead of carefully
calculating intercept trajectories and transmitting detailed targeting
instructions to the anxiously waiting SD platforms, the Control AI simply sent
out a panicked SOMEBODY SHOOT NOW NOW NOW.


Inside each of the pop-up defense devices was a miniaturized nuclear warhead.
Composed of extra-massive exotic quantonium, the warhead exploded in a coordinated fashion, guided by the instructions
from the Sucker Punch. If the rugged
brains of the pop-up devices experienced any emotion, it was severe disappointment. So many of them, so few
targets.


As the hellish fires of the nuclear detonations
expanded inside their armored casings, much of the energy was channeled into
X-ray lasers. The planet’s sphere was suddenly dotted with the intense light
flares of nuclear fire, the X-rays visible to the naked eye only when those
beams contacted stray hydrogen atoms.


The SD platforms, which had no need to house
crews, move or do anything other than provide a stable base for heavy weapons,
had armor thicker than the most powerful battleships. When the beams sizzled
through the energy shields and struck the thick armor casings of the Bosphuraq
SD platforms, at first the armor effectively absorbed the directed energy, the
outer layers of armor boiling and exploding outward. That happy situation
lasted only several nanoseconds before intense X-rays from multiple sources
struck each platform, and the combined photons seared right through to the
capacitor banks buried deep within the platforms.


They exploded.




 

There were enough X-ray beams available that,
rather than waste them on hitting SD platforms that were already doomed, some
were directed to target two of the enemy battleships, one Bosphuraq and one
Thuranin. Those ships, which were still in the process of energizing their
defense shield generators when the X-rays bombarded their reactors, also
exploded. The loss of the Thuranin battlewagon also took out a cruiser and a
destroyer unlucky enough to be orbiting nearby.




 

Captain Dahmen shook his head in disbelief as the
holo tank aboard his battleship Beat-Down
showed not one enemy strategic defense platform was operational. Also, that
the enemy had lost two capital ships and two lesser combatants. “My lack of
faith has proved shameful to me,” he admitted. “Enemy formations are breaking
up, they are climbing to jump altitude.”


“Activate the damping package,” Tashallo ordered
eagerly, leaning over the railing of the holo tank.


On receiving the order from the flagship, the
remaining hulks from the Ready Reserve allowed power to flow to their damping
field generators, supplementing the fields projected by the ships of the Mighty
98th. Within seconds, the space around the gas giant was saturated
with energy disruptive to the formation of jump wormholes. Seeing the danger,
the two enemy fleets began targeting the lightly-protected hulks and those
Reserve ships began exploding, but the math was on the side of the Jeraptha. By
the time all the hulks were destroyed, the 98th’s warships would be
in position to block enemy ships from
reaching safe jump distance.


Their entire defense plan of the Bosphuraq placed
ships in low orbit, where they could be protected by the impenetrable shield of
their SD platforms. Now, both Bosphuraq and Thuranin ships were trapped.




 

“Your orders, Admiral?” Dahmen asked as Tashallo
leaned back from the holo tank, relaxing on his couch.


“Oh.” The fierce light had gone out of the
admiral’s eyes. Now that he was sure of the battle’s outcome, he had almost
lost interest in the details. “Ships are free to pursue targets of opportunity,
but conduct the fight as you see fit, Dahmen.”




 

The battle raged chaotically in space around the
gas giant. Ships of the Mighty 98th coordinated their actions,
though too many ships concentrated on the big hulls of the enemy, seeking
glamorous kills. Dahmen got them straightened out and supporting each other
effectively, while the Bosphuraq almost immediately abandoned any pretense of trying
to coordinate with the Thuranin. Both fleets broke orbit and ran for safety,
using their destroyers and light cruisers to protect the heavy battlewagons.
With so many ships on each side, the battle became a knife fight, combatants
drawing as close as eight thousand kilometers and hammering away at each other
with directed-energy weapons and railguns. There was so much debris and ordnance flying around that missiles scored
more hits than usual, slipping through the confused proximity defense systems that
could not quickly discriminate hazardous flying debris from hazardous missiles.




 

“Admiral!” Captain Dahmen called triumphantly from
his station across the battleship’s bridge, thirty minutes after the battle
began. “The Bosphuraq are signaling, they are offering to surrender.”


“Ah,” Tashallo worked his lower mandibles side to
side slowly. “It is truly unfortunate that battle damage has interfered with
our communications. The message is no doubt garbled and unreadable.”


“Sir?” Dahmen lifted an antenna from a button that
was poised to send a general ceasefire message to the Jeraptha fleet.


Tashallo tilted his head toward the other senior
officer, who had not served in the 98th Fleet long enough to understand the
admiral’s moods. “Captain, I do not remember ordering a ceasefire,” he gestured
toward the tactical display tank, which showed vessels on both sides engaged in
furious combat. Although technically, only the Jeraptha ships were in furious
pursuit of the combined enemy force, while the scattered remnants of Thuranin
and Bosphuraq formations were running as best they could, or clustering
together to concentrate their defensive capabilities. Only the Jeraptha ships
were attacking. Tashallo noticed with satisfaction that while the enemy force
had been acting in a coordinated fashion when the battle began, now Thuranin
ships were supporting only Thuranin ships, while the Bosphuraq were also
protecting their own surviving vessels. As he watched, a pair of Bosphuraq
light cruisers slid past a stricken Thuranin destroyer and made no attempt to
intercept Jeraptha missiles that were homing in on the crippled spacecraft.
Perhaps the Bosphuraq were saving their Proximity Defense Systems for their own
needs, but Tashallo thought the birdbrains were just happy to see their little
green so-called allies being slaughtered.


Dahmen left his station to walk around the holo
tank and speak privately with the admiral. “Sir, the enemy is crippled, but
they can still hurt us,” he winced as the tactical display showed the loss of a
Jeraptha destroyer which had been targeted by three enemy ships. Of the three
ships that had concentrated their fire on the unlucky destroyer, the cruiser
was itself in bad shape, with parts falling off as it flew a twisting course
upward away from the planet, desperately trying to get to jump altitude.
Attaining that altitude would be of no use if the damping fields of the Mighty
98th still enveloped the planet, but the alternative was remaining
in low orbit and waiting to die. “There were a hundred thirty people on that
destroyer,” Dahmen quietly prodded the admiral. “We can ensure that no enemy
ship survives, but at what cost?”


“Dahmen,” Tashallo replied just as quietly. “I
have no intention of continuing the fight until the last enemy ship is a cloud
of dust. However, I do have a purpose in not accepting the surrender of the
Bosphuraq at this time. When this battle is over, we will allow a single enemy
ship from each species to return home. I want those ships to report that their
‘allies’ did nothing to support them. I want this battle to not only be a
tactical defeat for our enemies, I also
want their losses at Nubrentia to drive a wedge between their alliance. Better,
I want- Ah,” he broke away to stare intently at the holo tank. “Signal the All-In to pursue these two Bosphuraq
ships,” he highlighted the targets in the tactical display.


Dahmen examined the display. The heavy cruiser All-In was supporting two other ships in
an attack on a Thuranin battlecruiser. Both sides were taking damage. “Sir?”


Tashallo dipped one of his small antennas in a
wink. “I will explain later. Execute my orders, if you please.”


It in fact did not please Captain Dahmen to order
a heavy cruiser to break off attacking an enemy capital ship. He was intrigued
by both the admiral’s playful mood, and by trying to understand what the crafty
senior officer could be thinking. He sent the order.


Silently, the battleship captain and the admiral
watched as the All-In hesitated long
enough to launch a half-dozen railguns at the battlecruiser, then turned and
burned hard for its new designated targets. The pair of enemy ships, both
cruisers, were being harassed by three
Jeraptha destroyers, and it appeared to Dahmen the enemy had little chance of
reaching jump distance. Why, then, had the admiral ordered a heavy cruiser into
the fight?


A minute later, he had the answer. As the two
Bosphuraq cruisers raced for jump altitude, they changed course to fly near a
Thuranin heavy cruiser that was struggling to recover from damage to its
normal-space propulsion system. The cyborg crew had bypassed systems to regain
seventy percent thrust, and the heavy cruiser was making progress.


As they flew past, both Bosphuraq ships targeted
the Thuranin propulsion module, ripping holes in it and leaving that ship
temporarily drifting. They hoped their action would save themselves by
providing an easier target for their Jeraptha ship pursuing them.


Tashallo clacked his claws together in delight. “That is what I hoped for, Dahmen! Signal
the All-In to finish off that
Thuranin ship. Let one of the Bosphuraq cruisers get to jump altitude. One
only, please, let’s not be too generous, hmm?”


Dahmen hung his head sheepishly. “You are playing
the long game, Admiral. Not just taking back Nubrentia and crippling the
enemy’s ability to exploit their gains in this part of the sector. You want the
Bosphuraq and Thuranin at each other’s throats.”


Tashallo drew back his head in mock surprise.
“Why, Captain, I am hurt. You accuse me of deviousness worthy of our enemy.”


“Our enemy is not that smart,” Dahmen chuckled.
“Ho! I see your plan has yielded results already.” Two Thuranin ships and a
single Bosphuraq, heavily engaged with Jeraptha opponents, had suddenly became two ships, as the Thuranin concentrated
their fire on the Bosphuraq and its shields collapsed. The Bosphuraq light
cruiser exploded. 


“Now, Dahmen,” Tashallo leaned back in his couch
with satisfaction. “Two things. First, signal the Bosphuraq and Thuranin that
our terms for surrender require an immediate and unconditional ceasefire.”


Dahmen bowed his head. “With pleasure, Sir. The
second thing?”


“In my quarters is a bottle of forty-year-old
burgoze. Send someone to fetch it.”


“Yes, Sir.”


“Oh, and Dahmen?”


“Sir?”


“Bring two
glasses.”










CHAPTER EIGHT




 

Admiral Tashallo was a hero again after the Battle
of Nubrentia. He had proved his doubters wrong and won a truly staggering pile of money in wagers. When the Mighty 98th
returned to its home base, Tashallo found a team of Inquisitors there but they
posed no threat to him, nor did they have any questions for him. All they had
for the famous admiral was admiration. And a bottle of extremely rare
seventy-year-old burgoze.


The admiral accepted the bottle graciously, and
did not comment that the bottle did not appear to be quite full, and that he
could smell aged burgoze on the breath of the chief Inquisitor.


The team of Inquisitors was there to assure that the crews of the 98th knew that
the possible existence of pop-up defenses on other Jeraptha worlds was a secret,
and anyone who spoke about what they had seen at Nubrentia would be subject to
severe punishment.


Of course, this unusual action by the Inquisitor’s
office was taken as tacit confirmation that there were pop-up defenses installed on other Jeraptha planets, and that
prompted a flurry of wagering about which planets might be protected by such an
ancient and therefore unexpected defense capability.


The Home Fleet became furious about the very
public wagering activity, and sent a sternly-worded complaint to the Central
Wagering Office to invalidate any such wagers, and clamped a veil of secrecy
over the existing wagers. The Thuranin Intelligence Directorate of course soon
learned of the wagers, and warned their ships to be wary of a potentially
devastating new tactic by their hated enemy the Jeraptha.


In turn, the Home Fleet Intelligence Branch
learned of the Thuranin warning and chuckled heartily to themselves, for they
knew there were no other pop-up defense devices anywhere in Jeraptha space.
They also knew that the Fleet Office of Technology stated that if such pop-up
devices needed to be constructed, they were fucked,
for no one alive had any idea how the damned things were built so long ago. 


So, Admiral Tashallo had ten days of fun being
toasted by old friends and people who suddenly wanted to be his friend. He
accepted invitations from the former and ignored the latter.


After ten days, when he returned to his flagship,
Captain Dahmen noticed the admiral was back to being listless and depressed.
After the shocking victory at Nubrentia, absolutely no one would accept a wager
against the admiral. He could place bets through a proxy, but what was the fun
of winning if the loser didn’t know who they had bet against?


“Ah, Dahmen,” Tashallo said as he frowned at his
glass of finely aged burgoze, “I am back
to where I started. Is there nothing new or interesting in this galaxy?”


Captain Dahmen groaned to himself, anticipating a
long evening of making one attempt after another to cheer up his commanding
officer. Then he remembered an odd item in that morning’s intelligence
briefing. “Actually, Admiral,” he said slowly as he swirled the very, very fine burgoze in his own glass.
“There is something new. Our fuzzy friends the Ruhar have a new concept. Have you heard of the Alien Legion?”


“No,” Tashallo sat up with mild interest. “What is
it?”


Dahmen explained, and Tashallo’s mild interest
became mild amusement. “The Ruhar will surely never entrust humans and their
pet Kristang with a military mission,” he lay back in his couch. “Too bad. That would be interesting. It would make
for interesting wagers.”


Dahmen smiled to himself behind his glass. He had
found a subject that would at least keep the admiral’s attention for a few
weeks. “Ah, Sir. But the Ruhar are
planning to deploy their Alien Legion in harm’s way. Have you ever heard of a
world called ‘Feznako’?”




 



 



 

Before departing for his unusual new assignment, Commodore
Jet-au-Bes Kekrando had been forced to attend several parties in his honor, and
to host one small gathering in return.
The stated purpose of the festivities was to celebrate his recent promotion. He
knew the real reason people wanted to meet him was to gawk in ghoulish
fascination; the dead man had come back to life. And to wonder amongst
themselves how long his reprieve would last. The clan leadership needed him
again, so he would be allowed to live until he was no longer useful. Too many
powerful people would benefit from his death, too many wheels had been set in
motion to be stopped by something trivial like the prospect of a minor victory
at an unimportant star system.


The afternoon before he was scheduled to depart,
he needed time alone to think, to consider what future he had left, to reflect
on a long career. He sat in his study with a bottle of his favorite spirits,
and called for the only person he could talk openly with.


“Major Ma,” he bowed slightly as his human slave strode
into the room, her head held high.


“Commodore,” Ma bowed slightly, very slightly in
return. The bowing had become a game between the two of them. At first,
Kekrando’s gesture was for the purpose of mocking a defeated adversary, but
lately Ma sensed a genuine if reluctant respect. For her part, her bow was an
act of defiance toward a hated enemy. “Congratulations on your promotion.”


“My restoration, you mean,” Kekrando took a sip
from his glass, then nudged a second bottle that rested on the table. “You will
not join me?” That was another of their games. He had originally kept three of
the human ‘Keepers’ when the remnants of his defeated battlegroup retreated
from Pradassis, but he had lost interest in the two males, who had been too
dimwitted to interest him. So, he had given one away as a gift, and sold the
other. Ma remained because she had been defiant from the beginning, not blindly
fanatical like the few other Keepers he had met. His purpose in keeping her in
his household was not for prestige, nor for cruel sport. He had been defeated
at Pradassis by a group of primitive humans, and he wished to understand them. He
needed to understand them, to understand why what should have been an easy
victory had turned so unexpectedly, so astonishingly, into a crushing defeat.
So, he had spent a shocking amount of money to acquire a bottle of ‘baijiu’, an
alcoholic spirit from Ma’s native homeland of ‘China’. Kekrando still thought
of the Earth governmental divisions called ‘countries’ as clans, despite Ma’s
frequent attempts to correct him.


“Thank you,” Ma stood stiffly. “No.”


That had become another game. Kekrando offered her
the bottle as a small comfort from her
home, and she refused to drink with her enemy. The two male slaves he had owned
previously would not have hesitated to accept the offer of a drink, and that is
one reason why he tired of them so quickly.


“Some other day, then?” Kekrando picked up the
bottle of baijiu and put it back in the cabinet, where his household staff knew
not to touch it.


“Someday,” Ma bowed again, this time with a ghost
of a smile crossing her lips. “I will drink to toast your death.”


That, too, was one of their games.


“My death has been delayed. I am sorry to
disappoint you.”


“That will only make your inevitable death all the
more sweet.” Ma’s smile broadened. “Your
household staff told me about your restoration to active service. They thought hearing
about your success would taunt me. They were wrong.”


Kekrando paused, the glass halfway to his mouth. “You
would not celebrate my death in battle?”


“I would prefer to kill you myself.” The smile was
gone now.


“I might prefer that,” Kekrando took another sip.


“You would?” Ma asked with genuine surprise. Their
game had never gone in that direction before.


“Yes. It would be good to know that my death gave
pleasure to someone I respect, rather than the greedy relatives fighting over
my wealth.”


Ma nodded, unsure what to say. They both knew it
was very unlikely she would ever be able to kill her owner. Though she had free
run of most of the estate, she wore a shock collar that could incapacitate or
even kill her. There was no way to get the collar off, and the watch-like
device the Commodore wore on his wrist controlled the collar. They also both
knew she had no incentive to kill him, other than fleeting personal
satisfaction. The household staff resented the apparent affection their
employer held for his human curiosity, and many of the Commodore’s relatives
and visitors found her lack of subservience to be intolerable. She was a
primitive human. She was a female, yet she had held authority over human males
as a mid-level military officer. Everyone except Jet-au-Bes Kekrando himself
thought Major Ma was a terrible example to Kristang females. It was true that she
took every opportunity to treat the females in the household staff, including
those who shared the Commodore’s bed, with the respect they did not get from
any of the males in the staff, or anyone who visited the estate. After an
awkward pause while Kekrando stared wistfully out the window to the expansive
gardens of his estate, she ventured a question. “You respect me? I am a slave.”


“You are a slave, because there is no other
position for you in our society,” he said with what Ma thought was regret. “Your
species are clients of my people, and the actions of your Expeditionary Force
on Pradassis were at first incompetent, then treasonous.”


“Yet, you respect me? Why?” She knew it was a
weakness to admit she wanted something from the alien who kept her as a slave,
a pet, a curiosity. Kekrando could use her need to know against her, but she
did not think the former admiral would be so petty. No, he seemed to want her
to understand him, as he sought to understand her.


“You are different from the others.”


“The others? Humans?”


“No. The other Keepers. I have very limited
experience with humans who are not Keepers of the Faith,” he said the name with
disgust. “You are different in your temperament, your clear thinking, and your
motivations.”


Unintentionally, she softened from the stiff stance
she always maintained in the Commodore’s presence. Her shoulders slumped ever
so slightly, and her back was no longer ramrod straight. “How so?”


“The other two who were here, and the other
Keepers I met during our retreat from Pradassis,” he could finally mention that
humiliating action without hating himself. “They still stupidly believed that
my people are your allies.” He looked up at her sharply. “You know better, you
know the truth. Your fellow Keepers are too stupid or too stubborn to accept
the truth. You are different. You know my people see humans as slaves. You know
the White Wind clan has conquered your homeworld by now, enslaved your people
and are ravaging your planet. Yet, you joined the Keepers and left Pradassis.”


“Yes.”


“I believe I know why, and that is why I respect
you.”


She waited silently for her owner to continue.


He took another sip, set the glass down, and
pushed it away from him. “You are realistic. You know that Kristang must control your homeworld. You know the Ruhar
cannot and will not help Earth, so your only
hope of helping the people of your clan-”


“My country,”
she corrected. “China. I am still an officer of the People’s Liberation Army.”


He waved a hand to dismiss the meaningless
distinction. “Your only hope to serve China is to serve your new masters. It is
a faint hope, yet more realistic than the fools you left Pradassis with. You
know it is a vanishingly faint hope, yet
you cling to it.”


She shrugged and did not regret breaking her
formal stance. “I am fatalistic. Life is what it is. To wish it were otherwise
is weak and foolish. Commodore, would you indulge me in a question?” Another
question. Another thing she wanted, needed, that he could hold over her head,
making her do what he wanted. Somehow, she felt he would not do that. He did
not want a slave. For some reason,
Kekrando wanted someone he could talk with as an equal, or as near to an equal
as a human female could be.


“You would not prefer a glass of baijiu?” He asked
with a satisfied smile.


“No, thank you. I wish to know; is the wormhole to
Earth truly shut down? It is dormant? There is no way to get back to Earth?”


“It is,” he confirmed with a frown. “We do not
understand it. There are rumors that the Maxolhx, or Rindhalu,” he sneered at
that name, “somehow disrupted that wormhole.” He shook his head. “I do not
believe that is true. Beings who could control Elder wormholes would not waste
such technology on cutting off access to
your home planet.”


“There is no way to get to Earth, then? You do not
truly know what is happening there?”


Before answering, he contemplated the liquid in
his glass, which he had left unfinished. No. He had indulged himself too much
over the last few days. “Major Ma, we all know what is happening to Earth, to
your China. The White Wind were a weak
and poverty-stricken clan, whose fortunes have been falling for centuries.
Expending the resources to conquer your planet was a desperate bid to regain
relevance. They could not afford to be gentle about using Earth for their own
purposes. Now that they are cut off from the rest of the galaxy,” he shuddered
slightly. The White Wind had come to be viewed as lowly scum by most other
clans. The thought of the cruelty, the purposeless, deliberate cruelty that was
happening on Earth, disgusted him. Humans were weak and primitive, their
natural place was serving their clients, Kekrando firmly believed that. “It is
best not to think about such things. Anyway,” he clapped his hands, having just
come to a possibly rash and certainly surprising decision. “I have news for
you, Ma.”


She stiffened again, fearing he was selling her
before leaving for his next assignment. Any other master would use her for hunting
or in the combat training ring, and she would not survive long. She had been
waiting and fearing this day, knowing it was inevitable. “What?” She asked her
third question that day.


“You are coming with me.”


“I am?” She asked with pure astonishment.


“Yes. I wish to continue our very helpful and
enlightening conversations. They are a comfort to me,” he admitted.


“Where are we going?”


“A useless planet that is about to become a major
battleground, possibly the focus of the entire galaxy for a short time. The
name of this place is Feznako.”




 



 

“Colonel Perkins, come in,” General Ross mumbled
over a mouthful of muffin, a breakfast he had grabbed on his way through the
small mess hall that served humans in the capital city on Paradise. “I didn’t
expect you so soon, your dropship just landed.”


“The team is getting our Dodo squared away, they
hinted that I could help by being somewhere else.”


“Your
Dodo?” Ross lifted an eyebrow. “Our allies are letting you keep it?”


“For now,” she nodded while looking longingly at
the half muffin across the desk. Most of the food
aboard the Dodo had been prepackaged and it had been impossible to cook real
food in zero gravity anyway. She was eager for normal food, even a fresh-baked
muffin. “That Dodo was modified to accommodate us, and the space boss aboard
the cruiser didn’t want it back unless we’re really done with it.”


“Space boss?”


“Like the ‘Air Boss’ aboard a human aircraft
carrier. The space group commander for all dropships aboard the cruiser.” She
wrinkled her nose. “I got the feeling his maintenance crews were not eager to
get the Dodo back because they think it smells bad now.”


“And?”


“Oh,” she laughed. “The main cabin is pretty ripe, but not because we’re
humans. Any group of people living aboard that thing would make it funky after
a couple weeks. You wanted to talk with
me, Sir?”


“Yes. The good news is you are done with that
particular Dodo. You can throw a couple air fresheners in and leave it to the
hamsters,” he joked, knowing the Mavericks would not release the spacecraft
until they had thoroughly scrubbed it and written up a comprehensive list of
maintenance items to be addressed. “The Ruhar were impressed by your work out
there, you and the Verd-kris units with you.”


Despite the prestige of having a spacecraft at her
command, Emily was not sad to hear she would not be spending more time cooped
up inside the Dodo’s cabin. “What’s the bad news?”


“No bad news. We have another opportunity.”


“Oh shit,” she groaned. “What is it this time?
Another publicity tour?”


“No publicity,” the general’s expression turned
serious. “This is for real. You might say the Legion is being thrown a bone by
the Ruhar. Their fleet just kicked Kristang ships away from a planet called
‘Feznako’, and our hamster friends kind of want the place.”


“Feznako?” She pronounced slowly, rolling the word
on her tongue.


“The jokers at UNEF HQ are already calling it
‘Fresno’, so you can ignore the lizard’s name for this rock.”


“Fresno, huh? What’s the mission?”


Ross pointed at the floor. “Same reason we were
brought here to Paradise. The Kristang are surrendering Fresno, it’s not an
important world and the Swift Arrow clan that controls it can’t support their
presence there, with their civil war going on. The Legion will establish
control, secure military facilities and disarm and pacify the population.”


“We know how well that works,” she kept the eyeroll to herself.


“Regardless, our job is to get the lizards in line
to be evaced off the surface of Fresno. The Legion’s job,” he corrected
himself. UNEF would be sharing the duty with the Verd-kris. “There are only two
hundred eighteen thousand lizards on that rock, if you can believe what the
Kristang told the Ruhar. Fresno is too small for a space elevator, so they will
all be taking the slow boat to orbit, one dropship at a time.”


Perkins whistled. “How long will that take?”


Ross shrugged. “Too many variables to say for
certain. Could be three months, could be a year, depending on what transport
resources the Kristang can rustle up in the middle of their sibling warfare.
And whether the Ruhar decide to rent a space elevator from the Jeraptha.” Space
elevator technology was beyond the capability of the Ruhar or Kristang, each
species paid to charter an elevator from their patrons, and such an arrangement
could be temporary or permanent. The elevator on Earth, that had brought the
troops of UNEF into space, had been provided by the Thuranin, until the White
Wind clan there defaulted on payments and the Thuranin took it away. Having an
elevator on Fresno to facilitate kicking the current inhabitants off the
surface could dramatically reduce the length of the evacuation timetable, and
therefore reduce the risk to the Legion.


Perkins whistled in dismay. “Damn, Sir. Two
hundred, maybe two hundred fifty thousand lizards. What are we bringing to the
fight?”


“Not a fight,” he raised an eyebrow. “Keep in mind
that officially, this is not a fight,
it is a peaceful transfer of power under negotiated terms.”


Perkins snorted. “Which means it’s peaceful until
the Kristang see an opening to change
their minds.” She repeated her question. “How many on our side?”


“In the first wave, three thousand from UNEF, plus
eight thousand Verd-kris. Add another couple hundred Ruhar for command and
control.”


Emily Perkins had become accustomed to hearing
astonishing things on a daily basis, but the general’s statement surprised even
her. “Only eleven thousand of us, that includes support units?”


Ross nodded.


“That’s more than a twenty to one ratio,” she said,
as if Ross had not already done that math in his head.


“Most of the lizard population are civilians,”
Ross explained hopefully. “We figure they have maybe fifteen thousand
combatants to throw into a fight. Fresno is a backwater planet, their warrior
caste only needed enough manpower to control the population.”


“They still outnumber us, on their turf,” Perkins observed, knowing she was sounding like a whiner instead of a leader. “They know the
terrain and they have the civilian population on their side. Under their
control. A lizard civilian with a rifle can do a lot of damage, Sir.”


“Remember, Kristang population is heavily weighted
toward females, and no way will their society allow a female to carry a
weapon,” he held up his hands as if to say he wished there was a politically
correct way to describe the situation. “Plus,” he pointed a finger toward the
sky, “we’ll have orbital fire support. At least three warships, initially.”


“That means two ships available to provide
close-space support at any one time, while the third ship conducts maintenance.
And they’ll pull likely one of those ships after the first month,” Perkins
stated from experience. “This is sketchy, Sir.”


“A second wave will land a month after the first,” Ross said with a frown.


“We both know the shit will hit the fan before the
second wave ever gets near the place. The Kristang aren’t stupid, they’ll hit
us early and hit us hard.”


“The Ruhar think they won’t hit us at all,
Colonel. The Kristang are giving up Fresno without a fight, they don’t want it.
The place is not worth fighting over.”


Hearing that did not give Emily Perkins a warm
fuzzy feeling. Quite the opposite. “Why us? If the hamsters want this place,
why assign the Legion? I figured our first fight would be supporting a Ruhar
ground force, not taking the lead.”


Ross lowered his voice. “We asked ourselves the
same question at HQ. The answer is, according to rumors, the Ruhar want Fresno,
but they don’t want it real bad. They
don’t want it enough to task a frontline cavalry unit.”


“Huh. So, if the Legion can take and hold this
place, great, but if not, it’s no big loss to the hamsters?”


“You got it right, Colonel. This is our
opportunity to shine.”


“I’m eager for the opportunity. My problem is,
will the Ruhar have our backs if we get in over our heads? If a hamster cavalry
unit got stuck down there, their fleet would come in guns blazing to pull them
out. Us aliens,” she made a cutting motion across her throat, “they can write
us off as a failed experiment.”


“The Alien Legion is an experiment, Colonel,” Ross’ eyes narrowed. “It is your experiment, if I remember correctly.
We knew the Legion would be getting shit jobs the Ruhar don’t want to do.
Fresno is just a trial by fire for us. You’re not backing out now, are you?”


“Not a chance, Sir,” she sat up straighter in the
chair. “When do we go?”


“Advanced teams have already left to scout the
place,” Ross explained. “The first wave departs in twelve days.”


“Twelve days?”
She could not imagine the nightmare of logistics for transporting and
supporting three thousand humans. “How are we getting all that gear together so
fast?”


“We’re working on it. UNEF began preparations
before we got the official word. Equipment is not our biggest headache. Our
force consists largely of soldiers who haven’t done any soldiering for years.
Most of them have never even seen a Ruhar combat skinsuit.”


“We’re getting skinsuits for the entire force?”
That surprised her. If that were true, the Ruhar were sincere about giving the
Legion what they needed to succeed.


“Eventually. The Ruhar are slow-rolling the
advanced gear to us.”


“Shit.”


“Come on, Colonel. You know skinsuits have to be
modified for humans to use. The hamsters can’t just snap their fingers and make
three thousand of them available to us. We will have a Quick Reaction Force
fully equipped. Initial strength of the
QRF will be six platoons, expanding as we get equipment sent down. And the
Verd-kris will also have their own Rapid Reaction units available for backing
us up.”


Emily nodded silently, holding her tongue. If, or when, the shit hit the fan on Fresno,
the Verd-kris would be too busy to support their human allies. She very, very
much did not like the idea of humans facing Kristang warriors, without the
humans being augmented by powered armor. Six platoons of fully-equipped
soldiers sounded good, but she knew in practice, that meant only four or maybe
even three of those platoons would be at REDCON 2 or less, ready and able to
move out in thirty minutes. The other platoons would be on reduced alert
status, because it was impractical to keep cavalry troops mounted in their
aircraft. The true value of a Quick Reaction Force on Feznako would be the
striking power of their skinsuit-equipped soldiers.


That is, if the Ruhar kept their promise about
supplying that sophisticated gear in sufficient quantity, and on schedule.


Ross knew exactly what she was thinking, because
he was thinking the same. “In the meantime, your team is the only human group that has experience with
skinsuits. I need the Mavericks in southern Lemuria ASAP to assist with
training.”


There were a lot of things she could have said,
wanted to say. A lot of objections. But the decision had been made and the time
for objections was over. There would be plenty of time for second-guessing
after the operation was over, one way or another. “Yes, Sir. With enthusiasm.”


“Ours not to reason why, Perkins?” Ross quoted a
poem by Lord Tennyson.


“I don’t have a problem with that. It’s the ‘Do and die’ part I don’t like. I would be
Ok with ‘Do or die.”


“Let’s make sure that’s an option.”


“I’ll do my best, Sir.”


“You’d better, because I’m coming with you.”


“You are, Sir?”


Ross nodded. “The Legion will be under overall
command by a Ruhar, of course. But I will lead the UNEF contingent. Some
Verd-kris I haven’t met will be leading their part of the force.”


That was good news as far as Perkins was
concerned. She knew Ross, he was steady enough to not get into stupid trouble,
and bold enough to sign up to the Legion back when it was only a concept trying
to gain traction within UNEF HQ. “Glad to have you aboard, Sir.”


Ross stared at her, trying to make up his mind
about something. “Perkins, I have a question for you, and I want a straight
answer. When you dreamed up the Alien Legion idea, you wanted an opportunity
for humans to prove we can fight, that we can be useful to the Ruhar, so they don’t
sell us out so quickly, the next time a lizard real estate agent makes an offer
for Paradise.”


“That was the
general idea, yes.”


His eyes narrowed not in an unfriendly way. “I
know you, Colonel. You think three steps ahead. What is your endgame, for the Legion?
You trying to get better living conditions for humans on Paradise, something
like that?”


“That would be nice, but, no. Think bigger, Sir,
Much bigger.”


“I’m too busy,” he glanced over at his laptop,
where sixty unread emails waited. “To play Twenty Questions. Tell me.”


“Ultimately, when the Ruhar come to rely on us, I want to trade our
services for something really important.”


“Like what?”


“Like, the Jeraptha giving us a ride to Earth.”




 









CHAPTER NINE




 

Her team was, to understate the situation, less
than enthusiastic about the prospect of the Legion dropping boots on Fresno.


“What’s the catch, Ma’am?” Derek asked.


“The catch?”
Irene stared at her fellow pilot like he
had just said the stupidest thing imaginable. Because he had. “The whole setup is a fucking deathtrap. There’s no
catch to it.”


“As you were, Captain,” Perkins chided Striebich
gently.


Irene was not so easily quieted. “Do I understand
this right, Colonel? The Legion is dropping three thousand humans, plus eight
thousand Verds, on a world that could have ten times as many hostile lizards?
The hamsters only kind of want this
place, and if the lizards push back hard, the Ruhar will bail, leaving our
asses hanging out to dry?”


Perkins owed it to her team to be completely
honest. “Potentially, yes. I do not see us getting stranded on Feznako. If
we’re defeated, we pull out, under cover of the treaty between the Ruhar and
Kristang.”


“Does that treaty specifically cover us lowly
humans?” Dave asked.


Emily had asked the same question of UNEF HQ, and
the reply had been a frightening ‘the
issue is under discussion’. “That’s above my pay grade, Czajka. People,
remember, there will be Ruhar on the ground with us, in overall command of the
Legion. If we don’t pull out, the hamsters will be stuck there also,” she said
with a hopefulness she did not fully believe.


Shauna waved a hand. “Colonel, can we talk about
something that is my pay grade,
something we can control? We are shipping out in less than two weeks, and we’re
supposed to bring the force up to speed on Ruhar gear, including skinsuits and
maser rifles?”


“Skinsuits are for demonstration purposes only,”
Perkins took a breath before plunging into trouble. “Paradise has only enough
skinsuits modified for human use to cover the six of us, plus twenty more. That
means,” she raised her voice to be heard over the shocked voices of her team.
“People, focus. The Ruhar are working to modify skinsuits ASAP, and we should
have several hundred ready to go by the time we set boots on Feznako. Our job
here for the next eight days is to familiarize as many of the QRF troops as we
can fit in.”


“We’re teaching farmers how to be space soldiers,”
Jesse muttered.


“No, that’s not true,” Perkins corrected. “The QRF
platoons will be hand-picked from people who remained in UNEF. Beyond that,”
she tilted her head, “yeah. There’s a lot of people signed up for the Legion
who haven’t held a rifle in a long time. Too long. Speaking of rifles, I do
have good news. The Ruhar have listened to our advice.” By ‘Ruhar’ she meant
‘UNEF HQ’, because those humans had been resistant to her strongly-worded
arguments, until she wore them down. “To simplify logistics, the Legion, Verds
and humans, will be equipped with Kristang weapons, including rifles.”


“Yee-ha!” Jesse shouted, and exchanged a high-five
with Shauna. None of them liked the standard Ruhar infantry rifle, with its
pulse maser. In the opinion of the humans, that weapon was too finicky in field
use, and lacked stopping power. The powercells required to feed the maser beam
made the rifle heavier and bulkier than its Kristang equivalent. In training,
wargame exercises and actual combat, the Mavericks had experienced too many
cases of searing maser pulses being attenuated by forest foliage and even heavy
rain. Even a dense fog could cause a noticeable decrease in energy delivered on
the target. “Give me good old-fashioned kinetic energy every day. The Ruhar can
keep their fancy phaser beams for themselves.”


“That does make logistics simpler,” Shauna noted.
The Legion logistics team already had to maintain
a list of beans, bullets and Band-Aids to cover the entire force. Food and
medical supplies could not be shared between humans and Verds, but having one
set of weapons and ammo would simplify the task.


“Ma’am?” Irene asked. “We’re using Kristang gear
across the board?”


“Striebich, you’re asking if you have to fly some
lizard piece of shit? The answer is no. The Ruhar will be landing aircraft for
the Legion, at least to cover the first wave. We won’t have time to sort out
whatever gear the lizards are leaving behind. I’m sure the Ruhar will be giving
the Legion second-hand aircraft, but you will be flying a Buzzard again.”


Irene shared a grin with Derek. They were not
rated to fly any Kristang aircraft, and did not want to rush through training
and take an unfamiliar aircraft into combat.


Dave had another question. “That is one bit of good
news, Ma’am. Um, we’re getting Kristang rifles, but Ruhar skinsuits? Not
Kristang hardshell armor suits?”


“Correct,” Perkins replied with a tight smile.
“The logic is the Ruhar have captured plenty of rifles, rockets and ammo from
the lizards, but armored suits, well,” she flashed a grin. “The captured ones
tend to have sustained battle damage. Plus spare parts for hardshell suits are
in short supply. The Ruhar assured both UNEF and the Verds that their skinsuit
software will integrate seamlessly with
Kristang weapons.”


“Fuuuuuck,”
Dave groaned. “Have they tested that integration in the field?”


“Czajka,” Perkins wished Dave had not been so
pessimistic. On the other hand, she agreed with his concerns. “The Ruhar are
experts on their electronic systems, we are not.”


“So, we’re getting a Dash Ten,” Dave meant the
user manual, “on the new software, when?”


“When the Ruhar provide
it to us,” Perkins was growing irritated with the team’s ‘support contractor’.
“In due time. We will adapt.”


“Colonel,” Jesse came to the defense of his
friend. “The Ruhar sprung this on us, and it sounds like it’s a rush job for
them. Throwing all this untested gear and units together, that’s a huge damned
soup sandwich.”


“Consider it on the job training, Colter. We need
to focus on the big picture and not get wrapped around the axle.”


“Ma’am,” Irene hesitated to further annoy her CO,
then decided to plunge ahead. “I know the Alien Legion is your baby and all,
but,” she looked to Derek for support. He nodded for her to continue. “But this
assignment sounds like somebody is so desperate to get the Legion into action
somewhere, they called in the Good Idea
Fairy. This is busywork, because the Ruhar don’t
know what else to do with the Legion.”


Privately, Perkins agreed with her pilot. She had
expressed the same reservations to General Ross. Officially, she had accepted
the assignment and now was obligated to support the operation to the best of
her ability. “Striebich, when we find a unit that only takes missions that
sound good, let me know. Until then, Feznako is our mission.”


 Irene
took a breath. “Yes, Ma’am. At least this time,” she scuffed her boots on the
soil of Paradise, “we’re going in with our eyes open. We won’t have to guess
who the real enemy is.”


“Colonel,” Shauna had another question. “How
closely are we working with the Verds? We don’t know their organization and
tactics, and they don’t know ours.”


“Good question, Jarrett, I like to focus on
practical issues. The answer is UNEF and the Verds will have separate zones of
responsibility when we land. However,”
she held up a finger, “soon as we get set up, I will be setting up a joint
human-Verd unit for cross-training.”


“You
are?” Jesse expressed surprise.


“Not me personally, Colter, but under my command.
I’m getting a headquarters staff.” That had been forced on her by UNEF HQ, over
her objections. “Also, the Mavericks are being assigned a full platoon to round
us out.”


“A platoon of battle-ready Quick Reaction Force
soldiers,” Jesse asked warily. “Or a full company of POG farmers we have to
bring up to speed?”


Perkins cocked her head. “What do you think,
Colter?”


“Sheee-it,”
Jesse groaned. “Join the Army, they said,” he muttered. “It’ll be fun, they said. Fucking liars.”




 



 

While most of the UNEF portion of the Legion
shipped out aboard a pair of Ruhar transport ships that had to be attached to a
Jeraptha star carrier, General Ross’s
headquarters unit, plus the core group of Mavericks, took passage aboard the Deal Me In. That ship had accepted a
contract offered by the Alien Legion partly because they needed the funds to
complete repairs, but mostly because while the ship
was under contract, a long string of criminal charges against them were put on hold. That did not mean the Deal Me In’s crew was happy to be
transporting a group of smelly, primitive aliens on a drunken joyride across
the galaxy, they just hated that somewhat less than they hated the idea of languishing
in a prison cell.


“Sir, I’ve been reviewing these OPORDs we got from
the hamsters,” Perkins said during her daily meeting with Ross. She could talk
freely aboard the Deal Me In, which
carried no Ruhar. “They make no sense. The Verds will have almost three times
the numbers of boots on the ground, but all the high-value targets are assigned to UNEF? We don’t have the manpower or air transport to cover all these
sites.”


Ross pursed his lips and pressed a button on a
wall panel to slide the door closed. When they were alone, he leaned the chair back, stared at the ceiling
and let out a long breath. He began speaking with his head tilted back. “How
much to you know about Quadarra?”


She searched her memory before replying. “I’m
sorry, Sir. Quadarra? Never heard of it.”


“I’m not surprised you don’t know about it, the Ruhar
consider it a secret. They only told me
about it three days before we left Paradise,” Ross explained as he let the
chair flop back down, and thumped his elbows on the desk. “Three hundred or so
years after the first Kristang world converted to the Verd-kris philosophy, the
Ruhar captured another former Kristang planet called Quadarra. It was a sparsely-populated, marginally habitable place. The Lizards had owned it for
millennia and never established much of a presence, because pretty much nobody
wanted to live there. The star system’s biggest asset was a gas giant for
refueling, Quadarra was settled only to grow food for the fuel-processing
crews. Anyway, when the Ruhar captured that rock, most of the ten thousand
Kristang inhabitants didn’t want to accept the offer to evac. They were part of
a subclan that had attempted to double-cross a major clan, and the residents of
Quadarra didn’t have any good options for resettlement. The Ruhar landed and
set up shop with about a thousand people, mostly civilian support staff and
their families. To provide security, somebody in the hamster government had the
bright idea to bring in Verds.”


“Oh, shit,” she groaned. She figured she knew
where the story was going, and she wasn’t going to like it.


“You got it. For a dozen years, everything was reasonably
peaceful. The local Kristang were not buying the philosophy the Verds were
pushing, but they were keeping their distance from the hamsters, and that’s all
the Ruhar cared about. Then, the Thuranin made a push to capture a
strategically vital wormhole from the Jeraptha,
and they sent the Kristang in to take Quadarra back. The Ruhar knew they needed
to hold that refueling base, so there was a minor space battle that dragged on.
What matters is the local Kristang saw the opportunity to hit the Ruhar on
Quadarra, and they were joined by some of the Verds. Either the Verds figured they were screwed if the Kristang
came back and were only saving their own asses, or their whole change of heart
to the ‘True Kristang’ philosophy was bullshit all along. Most of the Verds
fought to protect the hamsters, but enough Verds switched sides that a third of
the Ruhar were slaughtered before the Ruhar fleet arrived. The fleet commander
took no chances, her ships wasted every
lizard on the planet, except for those Verds who were actively fighting to
protect Ruhar lives. When the battle was over, the Ruhar pulled their people
out and left the Verds there to run the place.”


“The Verds are still there?”


Ross responded with a curt nod. “The Ruhar still
control the star system, and Verds provide support to the refueling facility.
No hamsters live on Quadarra, and the Verds there are not allowed any weapons.
Every couple of decades, the Kristang send in a ship to raid Verd settlements
on Quadarra, to make a point that’s how they deal with traitors. So, the answer
to your question is: the Ruhar do not trust the Verd-kris, especially Verds
with guns. That’s why the Operations Orders assigned all the critical sites to
UNEF, while the Verds get stuck with the shit job of clearing Kristang towns
house by house.” He lifted an eyebrow to forestall her protest. “That is not going to change, Perkins.”


She knew it was useless, even counterproductive,
to argue. The Verd-kris would have to earn the trust of the Ruhar, and doing
that required them to suck it up and do whatever the Ruhar ordered. “Roger
that. Drive on, Sir?”


“The joys of life downrange, Colonel,” he didn’t
smile as he said that.


“The Verds know about Quadarra?”


“If the Verds assigned to the Legion don’t know about Quadarra, then I
seriously question their S-2,” he referred to an
intelligence organization.


“Hmm,” she grunted. That meant when the Verds
complained to her about their OPORDs, they
knew why the Ruhar had assigned all the high-value sites to UNEF. It also meant
Verd leadership was trying to use her for their own purposes.


That, she decided, was not how to get people to trust you.




 



 

In her prefab office, which had been set up in the
humid equatorial region of Fresno, Perkins was reading that morning’s
Intelligence Summary, which was mostly a list of all the things that were
scheduled to happen the previous day, and didn’t. Five days after landing, the
Legion was already two days behind schedule,
and falling further behind every hour. Virtually nothing was happening as it
was supposed to. Units were landed in the wrong place,
or landed at the correct location, but
the enemy units they were assigned to contact were nowhere to be found. Supplies
for humans were dropped in zones controlled by the Verds, and there was not
enough air transport available to shift everything around to where it was
needed. One Verd-kris unit opened crates to find a large oversupply of rockets,
but no extra rounds for their rifles. An already-overtasked dropship had to be
diverted to relocate ammo. An airbase discovered that the mountain of spare
parts piled up at the edge of the landing zone did not include a vital gearbox,
for the turbine engines of the particular type of obsolete Buzzard assigned to
that base. The first platoon of Verds to probe into a Kristang town found
themselves trapped after the rickety bridge behind them collapsed, and they had
to be pulled out by air after dark. The next morning, their abandoned vehicles
had been stripped of everything useful and left to clog the main road.


Overall, the operation on Fresno was going much better than she expected.


She was startled by a deep voice from the door of
the tent partition. “Colonel Perkins? Surgun Jates, reporting as ordered.”


“Jates?”
She flung her tablet on the folding table that served as a desk, delighted to
see the Verd-kris soldier. “Come in,” she stepped around the desk and lifted a
box of supplies off the only other chair. “Please, sit down.”


“Thank you, I
would rather stand, Colonel.”


She waved a hand to take in the sagging tent that
served as her headquarters. “We’re not formal here, Jates.”


“It’s not a matter of formality, Colonel,” he
replied with a grimace. “My unit HALO jumped from orbit for the landing here,
and my balloon malfunctioned. It was a rough landing, I injured my back.”


“Oh, sorry to hear that. What are you doing here?
I didn’t know you had signed up for the Legion.”


“I have been assigned here as your liaison officer,”
he announced with stoic lack of expression, his gaze fixed on the featureless
tent wall above her head.


“Lia- Damn it, I don’t need a liaison. General Ross already has a whole liaison team
assigned to his staff.”


“Those were my orders, Colonel.”


She frowned. The Verd-kris apparently had their
own version of the Good Idea Fairy. Someone in their leadership decided that,
because Jates had served with the Mavericks before, he was the best person to
work with them. And maybe spy on the humans. “Fine. We’re happy to have you
here, but I do not have a staff billet available for you to ride a chair. What
I do need is someone to train my shiny new platoon of POGs in a common set of
infantry tactics.”


“Pogue?”
Jates’s eyes shifted rapidly side to side as he listened to the translator
whispering in one ear.


“Sorry. US Army slang, it stands for Persons Other
than Grunts. I shouldn’t have said that,” she admitted. On Paradise, that term
had evolved to refer to soldiers who resigned from the service to try civilian
life, then re-upped for the Legion. “UNEF sent me a platoon of people who have
spent the past year or more growing potatoes on Paradise. They need refresher
training, and I want to take the opportunity for them to train with a Verd
team. I need someone who knows Verd tactics. You,” she jabbed a finger toward Jates, “are perfect for the job.”


Jates maintained his stoic blankness, except for a
muscle near his left eye began to twitch. “Colonel, I have never served in a
training capacity.”


“Exactly,” she grinned. “You’ll be making it up as
you go, so you won’t have any bad habits to unlearn.”


The muscle near his eye twitched harder, and one
of his feet scuffed the floor. “I must be honest, Colonel Perkins. We Verd-kris
have the advantage of greater numbers here on Fresno,” the Verds had adopted
the human name for the planet as a sign of their disdain for the local warrior
caste Kristang. “However, we do not have much actual combat experience. Your
people have served in combat, even if
that was on your home world before you left to fight out here. My people have
not been,” the hard line of his mouth broke and one side turned down. “Allowed to participate in military
actions by the Ruhar.”


“The hamsters still don’t trust your people. Yeah,
I know all about that. This is an ideal opportunity for you, then. The platoon
assigned to me are thirty-two soldiers, humans,” she clarified. “They all have
some level of combat experience.” She needed to check the personnel files of
the people in the platoon. Some of them had Combat Action Badges noted in their
files, but she didn’t how much real direct action they had seen. “What they
lack is recent experience, and their
fitness level needs a refresher. I’ll contact the Verd leadership to get a
couple sections assigned here, for joint training.”


Jates knew he was not being given a choice. He
snapped to attention. “Yes, Colonel.”


“Outstanding,” she grinned, and stood to offer a
handshake to the tough alien. “Glad to have you aboard, Surgun. We just got a
shipment of supplies dropped from orbit early this morning, and my team is
setting up a base camp. Go over there and get them organized. Sergeants Czajka
and Colter are-” She remembered once again that Dave was no longer a soldier.
“Anyway, they are at base camp, I’m sure they will be happy to see you.”




 



 

Jesse and Dave were having tremendous fun trying
to get their new squads squared away, which is to say they were not having any
fun at all. Whatever military experience the recruits had before they signed up
for the Legion, they had apparently forgotten all about it while growing
potatoes on Paradise. Privately, Dave told Jesse that he thought the group
assigned to Perkins were the people nobody else wanted, and Jesse had to agree.
They did the best they could before Jates strode over to dress them down for
not having equipment ready, for their squads milling about aimlessly and for
any other infraction, real or made up.


“Damn,” Dave muttered from the corner of his
mouth. “Jates has got a real hardon to bust our balls today.”


Jesse tilted his head in agreement. “I just hope
he-”


“What’s that, Colter?” Jates’s head snapped
around, and Jesse had a sickening feeling that he’d forgotten how good the
hearing of advanced aliens could be. “You have something you’d like to share
with the class?”


“Uh, no, Surgun. Eager to get the job done, that’s
all?”


“Jesus H. Christ, Colter. Were you a dumbass in a
previous life, too? Because no one could manage to get that stupid in a single
lifetime.”


Dave made a snort as he tried to swallow a laugh.
Jates spun to turn his anger on a different target. “You think this is funny, Czajka? You and Colter, I want
you to get twenty envelopes, and have each person in your squads address one
for their parents back home. Then,” he continued as Dave and Jesse shared a look
of raised eyebrows, “I will take a dump in each envelope and send it to their
parents, to pay them back for the shit
they sent to me.”


That did it. Jesse and Dave struggled mightily not
to laugh, but they were losing the battle. Their shoulders shook while they bit
their lips and stared straight ahead.




 

Between Jates, Jesse and Dave, they got their
squads straightened out and in some semblance of order. The main contribution
of the Verd-kris was to shout insults so inventive and memorable that Dave wished
he had time to write them down. He and Jesse found a minute alone with the Surgun,
while they reviewed their plan to conduct a house to house search of the
village. “Uh, hey, Surgun, I was wondering-”


“What is it, Czajka,” Jates growled. “Spit it out,
I haven’t got all Goddamned day.”


“Your language is, um, a lot more colorful than
the last time we served together. Like, you really know human slang. How’d you
do that?”


To Dave’s surprise, Jates turned to him with his
expression softening, and lowered his voice. “When Colonel Perkins assigned me
to train a group of human recruits in Verd-kris combat tactics, I had not a
single fucking clue what to do. So, I read a few training manuals from human
military units, and realized your initial training is not that different from
what I experienced. What was
different is the way your instructors speak, so I had my translator,” he tapped
the zPhone in his vest pocket, “reprogrammed to mimic the speech patterns of
great instructors from your history.”


“You can do that?” Jesse asked, surprised.


“Yes. The translator learned from humans like
Gunny Hartman, Sergeant Apone, Master Guns Fick, Sergeants Gibs, Hulka, and
Zim, among others. They were very,” he smiled as he realized he was making a
pun, “instructive,” he finished with
a slow wink.


“Uh, yeah, um,” Jesse looked to Dave, who nodded
for him to continue. “You realize those are fictional characters, right? I
mean, that’s Full Metal Jacket, Aliens, uh-”


Dave completed the thought, counting off on his
fingers. “I know Fick from Arisen, um, I think Gibs is from the Commune series?
Hulka is the sergeant from Stripes. I don’t know any Zim.”


“Zim is from Starship Troopers,” Jesse announced with
a smug grin.


“Yes, so?” Jates’s
expression was no longer so friendly. “Fictional characters are
archetypes. You can learn much about a culture by studying their fictional
heroes.”


“I guess so,” Dave admitted, that not being
anything he had ever thought much about. “What have they taught you about human
culture?”


“That,” Jates cocked his head, “you certainly are strange motherfuckers.”




 



 

“Oh,” Shauna groaned as she stepped out of the
truck and took in the glorious vista of the Kristang village they were supposed
to clear. With sagging roofs, busted-out windows and broken-down vehicles littering
the streets, the place looked like it had been a slum even before the Legion
arrived. “This is gonna suck.”


“You want me to fluff a pillow for you, Jarrett?”
Jates growled, sighting along the village’s main street with the scope of his
rifle. Shauna noticed the Verd was using proper trigger discipline, with his
finger above and alongside the trigger guard. She also noticed both of his
rifle’s safeties were disengaged. “Maybe you stay here with the truck, take
your boots off? It’s fuzzy slippers time for the princess.”


Shauna knew the Verd Surgun was baiting her,
partly to make a point to the others in the two squads. “Surgun, all I meant
was, this village was trashed before we got here. The lizards won’t think twice
about blowing up this hellhole, so if we’re going to find IEDs anywhere on this
planet, that village is it.”


“I vote we take cover behind that ridge,” Dave
pointed behind them, “and lob some antipersonnel artillery rounds into the
village square. Maybe we trigger any boobytraps that way.”


“Vote?”
Jates shot Dave a disparaging look. “I did not realize we were taking votes.
Show me the section of Legion regs about voting,
Czajka.”


“I was just blowing off steam, Surgun,” Dave shook
his head. “How you want us to do this?”


“I don’t want
to do this at all,” Jates surprisingly admitted. “The Legion needs this
particular goat to get fucked, and it ain’t gonna fuck itself, you hear?” He
turned to address the two squads. “Colter, you take Bravo Squad. Czajka, see
what you can do with the rest of these idiots.”




 

Nert was helping Shauna unload scanning equipment
from the back of their truck. “This sucks,”
he groaned, making Shauna turn to see if he was putting on an act for her. The
resigned disgusted look on his fuzzy face assured her the teenager was not
trying to impress her as he wrestled a bulky scanner drone out past the
liftgate.


“Don’t worry, Nert, this village isn’t big. We’ll
be done before the sun goes down. We need to test the drones anyway.” Under her
breath, she added “Most of the equipment the Legion got so far has been
sketchy.”


“I know someone
has to do this, but-” he stopped to release the drone’s restraining straps.


“But what?”


Nert shook his head. “My people have developed incredible
technology that can travel faster than light, and my mother is on the
technology development committee.”


“Yeah, so?” Shauna asked, distracted as she
struggled to unfold a scanner’s creepy spider-like legs. “Why does that
matter?”


“Because,” the Ruhar teenager grunted as he lifted
a second scanner by himself. “What our stupid scientists really need to invent is a self-fucking goat.”


Shauna exploded with laugher, made more intense by
the angry scowl on Nert’s face.


“What?” He demanded.


Shauna leaned against the truck and wiped tears
from her eyes. “Oh, Nerty, you keep being your sweet self, and we’ll get
through this just fine.”




 









CHAPTER TEN




 

“Good morning, Colonel,” General Ross rose halfway
out of the folding chair in his office, and waved a hand toward the Kristang
woman seated across the makeshift desk. “You know Burtal Emmit Zaring?”


Perkins nodded to each in turn. “Only by
reputation,” she acknowledged the Verd-kris commander, Ross’s counterpart for
the Verd half of the Legion. The Verd rank of ‘Burtal’ was roughly equivalent
to Ross as a general. Ross wore the two stars of a major general on his
uniform, while Zaring had high-tech nanoparticle tattoos of three triangles
along her jaw to designate her rank. The tattoos could fade away for camouflage
or glow faintly in the dark. Emily Perkins was glad that her rank insignia
pinned onto her uniform rather than being embedded in her skin.


Zaring and Ross were equivalent in rank and in the
Alien Legion’s official organizational table, with both of them reporting to a
Ruhar officer and the civilian Commissioner at the top. Because there were far
more Verd troops than humans landing on Fresno, Zaring should have held more
influence than Ross. The Legion’s Ruhar leaders instead consulted Ross more
often, and humans were assigned to take and hold the most critical sectors on
Fresno for one simple reason: the Ruhar did not entirely trust the Verd-kris.
Humans were not fully trusted either, but the Ruhar figured a small number of
primitive humans could not cause much trouble. So far, there had not been any tension
between the far more numerous, more advanced and better-equipped Verds, and
their primitive human allies. Ross and Zaring were determined to lead by
example and present a united front to the Ruhar.


To date, there had been very little contact
between the two components of the Alien Legion, so Perkins was sweating what
would happen when the two groups came into contact or worse, into conflict.
Preventing such conflict, and having a plan to quash any incidents, was a major
reason for that day’s meeting. It had been decided, well before the D-Day
landings, that humans and Verds would have separate zones of responsibility,
until so much of the planet’s surface had been pacified and evacuated that
their expanding zones had to overlap.


Perkins was looking forward to that day.


“You have quite a reputation, Col-Oh-Nel
Per-Kins,” Zaring pronounced carefully as
she stood up and executed a slight bow.


Then the alien stuck out her hand, and Perkins
shook it warily. She estimated the Verd stood over six and a half feet tall,
likely taller, and had the solid muscles of the warrior caste that Perkins was
all too familiar with. Except Verd society had no formal caste structure, and
was generally matriarchal. And Zaring was a woman. Unlike Kristang females,
Emmit Zaring was tall, strong, intelligent, and her being in a position of
authority was a jarring reminder that while the Verd-kris shared their ancestry with the Kristang, their
cultures were wildly different.


Perkins also found it jarring that the alien woman
was named ‘Emmit’.


They sat down and Ross had aides bring in hot
beverages, then got to business. “Perkins, you have been sharing intel with
your Verd counterpart, and you have news for us?


Perkins took a sip of coffee. “There are signs
this little world could become a hot zone. The Swift Arrows offered to give us
Fresno rather easily, they didn’t want to waste resources fighting the Ruhar
over a backwater planet while they are engaged in a civil war. Now, we’ve
learned there are military units from many other clans here, under overall
command by the Swift Arrows. That is extremely unusual, especially during a
civil war. We think the Kristang are considering changing their minds about
surrendering Fresno, and other clans sent warriors here to support the Swift
Arrows. We know for sure they have more warriors on the ground than we
expected.”


Ross frowned and pinched the bridge of his nose,
feeling a headache coming on. He already had a persistent ache at the back of his head from too much stress and too
little sleep. “They consider going back on the surrender deal, because they think
the Legion is a soft target?”


“Maybe,” Perkins shrugged. “That’s got to be part
of their calculations. They must know that if the hamsters really were serious
about taking this place, they would have assigned it to their Federal Army. We
don’t know what Swift Arrow leadership is thinking, but we know what they’re
doing. They have pulled ships away from planned offensive campaigns against
rival clans, back to defend their core territory. Indications are the other
major clans view the Swift Arrows as weak for losing this world to a group of
humans and,” she shot a guilty glance at Zaring, “traitors. Sorry for that.”


The Burtal made a dismissive gesture. “We know
what the warrior caste thinks of us. Their disdain only makes us more
determined. The Swift Arrows cannot afford to be thought of as weak, their
position in the civil war relies heavily on fragile alliances.” She took
another sip from the mug. “If they want to show how tough they are, pushing
back against the Legion here is a cheap, low-risk way to start. Their
leadership may decide that breaking an agreement with the Ruhar is worth
showing the other clans that they can defend their territory.”


“That’s not the only question, is it?” Ross leaned
forward onto the desk, making the flimsy structure wobble. “It doesn’t matter
what the Swift Arrows think, if the Thuranin won’t support them. Fresno became
vulnerable because of Thuranin losses to the Jeraptha, not because the Swift
Arrows couldn’t support their own presence here any longer. The Thuranin are
busy causing trouble with the Bosphuraq, do we have any intel those little
green assholes are changing strategy?”


Perkins also leaned forward while answering the
question, using one hand to steady the desk. “There is no evidence of a
strategy change, but a backwater world like Fresno falls under the category of
tactics within their overall strategy. The Jeraptha told the Ruhar they suspect
the Thuranin have been transporting warships from multiple clans in the general
direction of Fresno.”


“Colonel,” Ross came close to rolling his eyes.
“We heard the Jeraptha told the Ruhar? Isn’t that the intel equivalent of
hearing that Becky passed Billy a note in math class?”


“It’s soft intel,” Perkins admitted, feeling her
cheeks growing red. “By itself, I would consider it background only. I believe
it. We know there are warriors from multiple clans here on Fresno, and that is very unusual, especially with the Kristang
at each other’s throats. Commodore Sequent has solid sensor data of ships from
multiple clans operating in this system, and those ships are not from Swift
Arrow subclans, or major clans known to be allied with the Swift Arrows. That
is unprecedented,” she added, turning toward Zaring for support.


“To our
knowledge, yes,” Zaring said quietly, not needing to add that human experience
on the subject of Kristang clan politics was not worth mentioning. “It is
unprecedented for rival clans to support a common goal.”


“You think, what?” Ross glanced between the two
women. “These other clans are worried that if the Swift Arrows collapse, it
would be bad for them?”


“This isn’t about clan politics,” Zaring
explained. “The Kristang want to crush the concept of an Alien Legion before we
can demonstrate our usefulness to the Ruhar.”


Seeing Ross sit back in his chair and the way he
tilted his head, Perkins knew her boss was skeptical of the idea. “It’s not us,
Sir. The Kristang don’t care about five thousand low-tech humans here, or a
hundred thousand of us on Paradise. It’s the Verd-kris they fear. Billions of
potential warriors available to the Ruhar. Warriors committed to the cause of
restoring the original Kristang culture, to bringing a better life to people
oppressed by the warrior caste. We know the Kristang general population is
unhappy, and growing unhappier about their endless wars, internal and
external.”


“That is true,” Zaring became animated, gesturing
with her arms. “During the last civil war, three major clans were weakened to
the point where their warrior caste leaders were forced to allow other castes
to participate in their leadership ranks. Two of the clans crushed internal
dissent after that civil war ended, but the Black Trees still have merchant caste
and technical caste members on their leadership council. Other clans feared
that ceding power to lower castes sets a bad precedent, and fifty years ago, a
group of six major clans put pressure on the Black Trees. The Black Trees
officially changed their rules so the merchant and technical castes only have
‘advisory votes’ in the leadership council. In reality, the warrior caste
cannot operate without support from the lower castes.” She looked directly into
Ross’s eyes. “We know from Kristang internal communications they are very
concerned about my people. Before, we were an annoyance, a source of
irritation, a wound to their pride and a political problem. Now, if the Ruhar allow us to participate in the fight, we are a
direct threat to the Kristang warrior caste, and to the Thuranin. Chatter we
have picked up indicates Fresno has become an obsession to the major clans.
This little planet could become a major battleground. If the Kristang are going to crush the idea of my people
fighting alongside the Ruhar, this world is their best opportunity.”


“I’ll need to see your raw intel on that,” Ross
said cautiously. He did not know Burtal Zaring and didn’t know whether her
judgement could be trusted. He did know Emily Perkins was a solid intel
officer. He also knew the Alien Legion was Perkins’ baby and her thinking about
the subject might not be entirely clear. “Ok, Fresno is a big test for the
Legion concept, we knew that. The question is, will our hamster overlords pull
their support if the fighting here gets hot?”


“That isn’t the question,” Perkins shook her head,
and shared a look with Zaring. The Verd woman nodded for Perkins to explain.
“Our support by the hamsters is thin. Again this intel came from the Verds,
they have sources inside the Ruhar federal government. Their Federal Army hates
the Alien Legion concept, because they fear the government will cut back
funding to the Army. Why pay for an expensive Army, when the Legion can do the
job cheaper?”


“Also, the Ruhar population won’t see body bags
coming home if the Legion does the fighting,” Zaring added with a sour
expression. “That is worth a lot of votes, and their Army knows it.”


“The hamster Navy also hates the idea of the
Legion,” Perkins added. “They argued against taking Fresno, their fear is the Legion
makes it easy for the Federal government to take territory they don’t need.
Their Navy is stretched thin already, the last thing they want is the civilian
government getting adventurous because the Legion makes it easy for them to
take risks. Whatever territory the Legion takes, the Navy has to defend and
hold.”


Ross felt his headache was going to last all day,
at least. “Ok, this is wonderful
news. The hamster military is against us. They take orders from the civilian
government, so as long as-”


“That’s the other bad news,” Perkins interjected.
“The Peace faction in their federal parliament has growing support within the
government, and now controls thirty eight percent of votes in their congress of
parliament or whatever they call it. The Peace faction gained seven percent of
that support after their disastrous expedition to Earth. We know the resources
they expended attempting to stop the Kristang from colonizing Earth, nearly
caused a No Confidence vote against the Ruhar ruling party. The Ruhar government
will not be taking a risk like that again.”


“The Ruhar expedition to your home world was a
terrible idea, both politically and as a military strategy,” Zaring stated,
then paused when she saw the human general’s reaction to her callous disregard
of the effect the Ruhar raid had on Earth’s native inhabitants. “I am sorry for
your people. We do not know what is happening on Earth-”


“I think we do
know,” Ross bit off a harsher reply. “Let’s not indulge in fairy tales.”


Perkins opened her mouth to say she was hoping,
somehow, to bargain for the Jeraptha to send a ship to Earth, then looked away
without speaking her thoughts. There was no point to getting Ross’s hopes up.
She also very much did not want to get into a discussion of what she might have
that would be valuable enough to charter a long-range expedition to Earth.
“Let’s, get back to the subject,” she looked between Ross and Zaring to judge
their reactions, and continued. “The Peace faction is concerned that the
existence of the Alien Legion makes it easier for the government to engage in
military adventures. If we lose a fight and get trapped behind enemy lines, the
Ruhar can shrug and move on. We’re not Ruhar, we’re aliens. To their public,
humans and Verds are enemies, or
former enemies. No one is going to be lobbying their government to rescue us. The Legion allows the government to
take risks they otherwise would not dare to consider.”


“Like Fresno,” Ross said, his jaw working side to
side like he was trying to get a bad taste out of his mouth. 


“Like Fresno,” Perkins agreed.


“The Ruhar intelligence directorate also is
against the Legion,” Zaring added. “They do not trust my people. They fear what
will happen if we Verd-kris gain the power to live independently of their
support.”


“That’s not it,” Ross shook his head. “The
hamsters are not afraid of Verd-kris. They’re afraid the Kristang warrior caste
will make an offer for your people to return home, and you will double-cross
the Ruhar.”


That remark got Zaring hot. She stiffened and
slapped one hand on the desk. “If they think that, the Ruhar do not know
anything about my people.”


“They may know all they need about your culture,”
Ross was not daunted by his counterpart’s anger. “You can’t tell me there are
none of your people who are unhappy with their status, who would not jump at
the chance to switch sides if the warrior caste made them a good offer.”


Zaring glared at Ross. “Any such people would be
traitors.”


“Yeah, we know all about that,” Ross waved a hand.
“We had a group of idiots calling themselves ‘Keepers of the Faith’. Kind of
like how you call yourselves ‘True Kristang’. Dammit, Zaring, I’m not saying I don’t trust you. I’m stating a fact:
the Ruhar are never going to completely trust the Verds, so long as you look
exactly like the Kristang.”


“You have genetic engineering,” Perkins said
quickly to diffuse the tension. “Maybe you could grow fur and cute little
whiskers?”


Zaring pulled her head back and stared at Perkins
in astonishment. For a moment, Perkins feared she had said something inexcusably
offensive, then the Verd woman threw her head back and laughed, making a sound
like a rusty water pump. “Fur,” she laughed and held up her hands. “We would
also need to grow an extra finger on each hand,” that thought made her chuckle
again. “Very well, General Ross, we can agree
that the facts, as you humans say, are what they are. No, the Ruhar will never
completely trust my people. Nor your people. It is good, therefore, that we can
trust each other.”


“Amen to that,” Ross offered a fist and Zaring
bumped it properly. “If you two rays of sunshine are done raining on my parade,
let me sum up the situation, so we can make plans to deal with it. The Swift
Arrows might make a play to keep Fresno, because they fear looking weak if they lose this rock to the
Legion. The Kristang overall, and the Thuranin, might be supporting the Swift
Arrows here, because both species fear for the future if the Verd-kris
demonstrate their combat capability. On the friendly side, the Ruhar Army,
Navy, intel shop and a growing part of their elected officials would all like
the Legion to fail here. Is that it, or do you have a bonus bit of good news
for us?”


Perkins bit her lip. “That’s about it.”


“Great,” Ross let out a long breath and looked up
at the ceiling. “Everyone on both
sides wants us to fail here?”


Perkins shrugged. “Except for Glabosor, the Ruhar
company who holds the colony prep contract here. If we fail here and the
hamsters pull out, that company loses a juicy deal that will keep them fat and
happy for the next three years. They got the contract, so they must have influence in
the government. If the Legion get into trouble here, the contractor goes down
with us. That gives them a major incentive to call in favors to help us.”


“There’s a happy thought,” Ross contemplated his
empty coffee cup and set it on the wobbly desk. “The only party that wants us
to succeed is a sleazy federal contractor, and only if the Legion is
benefitting their bottom line. Have you met our friendly local representatives
from Glabosor yet?”


Perkins shook her head. “I know Glabosor has the
contract. I also know they are claiming priority on shipping resources, to
build up supply dumps of their equipment. Sir, we have infantry units clustered
around their landing site, because we don’t have the dropship capacity to bring
their ground and air transport down from orbit. This is back-asswards. None of
the colony prep supplies should be landed until the Legion has firm control of
that region.”


“I’m working
on it, Colonel,” Ross replied with weary irritation. “Those assholes from
Glabosor are building up supply dumps all right, but they’re not dispersing the
gear from the landing zone. I’ve been screaming at the Glabosor operations
manager to get his ass in gear, because those LZs are big, fat targets. We even offered to help with ground transport, but the
company is not budging and it doesn’t make any sense. What I can’t figure is
whether they are stupid, stubborn or just hate taking advice from lowly aliens.
The ops manager told me I have to submit requests through the Commissioner’s
office.”


Zaring laughed again. “The Commissioner, of
course, gave your request immediate consideration?”


“Commissioner Useless didn’t bother to speak with
me, his staff told me they will process
the request, when I submit it through proper channels. Oh, hell,” Ross sighed.
“It’s not my problem.”


“It’s somebody’s problem, General,” Perkins mildly
corrected her superior officer. “If those supplies are destroyed, the Ruhar
have a lot less incentive to support our presence here.”


“I know, and that’s what doesn’t make sense. If
Glabosor loses those supplies, the government might cancel the contract, and
the ops manager here won’t get his bonus, whatever that is. I’ll keep pressing
the issue with the Commissioner’s office. The only good news I can offer is
almost all their supplies have been landed, so our gear will now get priority.”
He looked intently at Perkins. “You
are set up well for gear and transport.”


Emily kept a smile off her face. “It helps to have
a relationship with the owners of our designated Legion flagship.”


“Flagship?”
Ross exaggerated his reaction. “That’s what we are calling that rustbucket?”


“There is no rust in space,” Perkins assured her
CO. Seeing him tilt his head skeptically and recalling that although Ross had
not made the journey to Fresno aboard the Deal
Me In, he had toured that ship when it was loading part of the Legion at
Paradise. “No rust on the outside of
the ship. Most of the hull is composites and exotic matter, they can’t rust.”


“I saw plenty of what looked like corrosion on my
tour, and I’m sure those beetles kept us away from the scariest parts of the
ship.” He snorted. “We talked about how many groups want us to fail here, I
think the owners of the Deal Me In
don’t care whether the Legion succeeds or not, as long as they get paid for
this mission. You trust those beetles?”


Perkins stilled her shoulders to suppress an
automatic shrug, a gesture that would not give Ross confidence about the
Mavericks’ best asset; a starship of their own.
“I trust they will live up to their end of the bargain. They could have bailed
as soon as they offloaded the troop carrier and cargo pods, but they jumped
thirty lightminutes away and are available if we need them.”


It was Zaring’s turn to tilt her head at Perkins.
“The Jeraptha most likely have remained here to monitor the wagers they made.”


“They’re here,” Perkins observed. “They can carry
messages for us, and assist in pulling us off this rock if needed.”


Ross tapped the desk, indicating that part of the
discussion was over. “Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen. Perkins, you’re a
celebrity, see if you can use your influence to get Glabosor to disperse their
gear away from the supply dumps. I have enough Legion issues keeping me awake
at night, I don’t need another headache because an idiot civilian can’t get his
furry ass in gear.”


“Yes, Sir.”


“Next, let’s review how we are splitting up
responsibilities for-”




 



 

Nert hopped off the truck before it stopped
moving, bounding across the ground with far more enthusiasm than was
appropriate for the occasion. Such was his excitement that instead of running
around a stack of building materials, he leapfrogged over the stack.


“Whoa, whoa there,” Dave waved a hand as Nert ran
up to him and Jesse, bobbing up and down on the balls of his feet. “You
shouldn’t be running around here,” he pointed to the trucks hauling
construction materials. “It’s dangerous. You sure shouldn’t be jumping over
things.”


“I am sorry,” Nert’s excited expression barely
changed. “It will not happen again.”


Jesse looked up from the tablet he had been
studying. “What’s got you all excited anyway?”


“I requested permission to assist you, and Surgun
Jates approved!” He grinned.


Jesse blinked. “I thought you were supposed to be
helping Shauna set up the tactical database?”


“Oh, yes,” Nert’s smile showed the faintest of
cracks. “Sergeant Jarrett told me to go away and find something else to do,
because I was driving her crazy.”


Jesse had to laugh. “Yeah, that sounds like
Shauna. Ok, we could use the help. We have to set up this CHUville, so how
about you-”


Nert shook his head, tilting it to one side as he
listened to the translation again. The Ruhar cadet’s knowledge of human
languages, especially English, was good enough that he relied on the translator
less than a quarter of the time. “I am sorry, Sergeant Colter. What is a ‘choo-ville’?”


Jesse shared a look with Dave and rolled his eyes.
The Ruhar military, and their society overall, did not use slang nearly as
often as humans did. Also, the Ruhar tended to speak the full name of an item,
rather than compressing the name into an acronym. At first, the Ruhar officers
had insisted the humans under their command not use acronyms, but then common
Ruhar soldiers began picking up slang with enthusiasm and it spread quickly.
“Sorry, I forget your translator don’t like to use slang. ‘CHU’ means
Containerized Housing Unit,” he rapped his knuckles on a pallet of wall
sections. “It’s like a big shipping box that has been converted to have bunks,
doors, windows, all that so soldiers can live in it. They’re better than
tents,” he jerked a thumb over one shoulder to where a mottled tan tent was
being set up. “Any place where there are a bunch of containers set up to live
in, we call that ‘CHUville’, you understand?”


“Yes,” Nert’s head bobbed with comic enthusiasm.
“Chooville,” he sounded out the word. “I like it! But, technically these housing units are not made from
shipping containers, they are inflatable,” he said with pride. “They are-” He
was forced to stop talking because a Buzzard flew overhead carrying a large
pallet on a sling under its belly. The jetblast from its engines drowned out
his voice and sent dust swirling so Nert had to cover his eyes.


Jesse knew the Ruhar housing units, which were
called Portable Field Domicile Hut and blah blah something or other, were far
superior to any portable structure he had ever lived in. He was also a little sick
of the Ruhar reminding him how superior their technology was. He waited until the
Buzzard flew far enough away for him to be heard over the howl of its turbine
engines. “Technically,” he stared
down the alien teenager, “they are not inflatable, because air pressure doesn’t
keep them standing.”


“Oh,” Nert understood his remarks had offended his
friends. “I only meant-”


Jesse bit off a harsher reply when he saw how much
Nert regretted his words. “I know you didn’t mean nothin’ by that. Ok, we
already got teams working to unload these rolls,” he pointed to the Ruhar huts
that were delivered rolled up. “We need someone to set up these Hescos on the
perimeter.”


“Hess-coh?” Nert repeated slowly.


“Oh man, this is gonna be a long morning,” Jesse
muttered to himself. “Barriers. These big
barriers that need to run all the way around our little CHUville, for security.
We used to call them Hescos, back on Earth. You fill them with dirt and rocks
or whatever you can scrounge. Stack them up high as you need, to make a wall.”


Nert knelt down to examine a pallet of what looked
like flattened cardboard boxes. “Oh, these. Yes, these are barriers, but we
fill them with water, not dirt,” he cocked his head at the ridiculous notion of
laboriously shoveling dirt.


“I know
that,” Jesse was losing patience. The Ruhar barriers unfolded to make empty
boxes roughly eight feet long by three wide and four tall. The boxes could
interlock with others on any side, forming a wall as high as they needed to be
stacked. When Jesse first heard the Ruhar barriers were filled with water, he thought that was an idiotic
idea. A single rifle round could puncture the barrier’s skin, allowing the
water to drain and rendering an entire wall useless. Then he saw a barrier
being set up for the first time, and marveled at the advanced technology. The
inner surfaces of the barriers were lined with a spongy nanoscale material
that, when the correct electrical charge was applied, combined with water to
set up strong, hard and heavy like concrete. Within minutes of a barrier being
filled with water and sealed, it would become a solid block that could stop
bullets, rockets, even shrapnel from artillery rounds. The best feature was
that reversing the process turned the water back into a thin gray mud that
could be drained out so the barrier could be moved, or folded back up to be
used a dozen or more times. “See these outlines on the ground over there,” he
pointed to where orange lines were spray-painted on the bare ground. “We need a
double layer of Hescos set up, staggered, and stacked five high. Can you get
started on that? You can use one of those dozer rigs.”


“Ooh, yes,” Nert could not wait to use the
power-assisted exoskeleton the humans called a ‘dozer’. The exoskeletons were
crude compared to a Ruhar skinsuit or even Kristang hardshell armor, but they
could lift impressive loads over uneven terrain.


“Hey, Cornpone, wait,” Dave cautioned. “Nert, you
know how to drive a dozer like that?”


“Yes, Sergeant,” Nert pressed icons on his phone
and held it up for the two humans to see. “I am certified to operate that
model, and the heavier version.”


Dave lifted an eyebrow to his friend. “It’s your
call, Jesse.” If the cadet got injured, the Ruhar authorities would blame the
Mavericks.


“What the hell,” Jesse waved Nert toward the
dozer, which had sat unused because none of the humans were authorized to drive
it. “Let’s see what you can do.”


As the cadet scampered away to strap into the
dozer, Dave edged closer to Jesse, raising his voice to be heard over the roar
of another Buzzard flying slowly overhead. “You sure about that, man?”


“Yeah,” Jesse shrugged and turned back to getting the rolled-up hut unfastened from its
pallet. “The hamsters sent him out here with a rifle, right? They know he’s
taking risks serving out here with us. He volunteered to drop on this rock with
the Legion.”


“True enough. Let’s keep an eye on him, though, huh?”


“I’m watching him like a hawk, brother,” Jesse
assured the other sergeant.


Dave snorted. “You just want to see how he
operates that dozer, so you can do it.”


Jesse winked. “You know it.”




 

By late that afternoon, the two sergeants, the
Ruhar cadet, and a team of twenty people borrowed from another UNEF unit, had
most of the encampment set up. Fourteen huts were fully established and ready
for occupancy, including hooking up water lines from the distribution hub up
against one wall of the camp. The fifteenth hut, which was larger because it
was intended for recreation, showers and communications, was lying flopped on
the ground, being glared at by a very frustrated Dave Czajka. “What’s wrong,
man?” Jesse asked as he walked over to investigate. Jesse was munching on an
energy bar, talking in between bites. “You were supposed to get all your huts
erected, like, forty minutes ago.”


“This stupid thing,” Dave kicked the floppy mat
that was unrolled properly within the orange lines spray-painted on the ground.
“This end goes up halfway and then gets jammed, like it won’t unfold all the
way. I tried putting the other end up first, but-”


“I think these things only inflate from one end,”
Jesse cautioned, kneeling down to look closely at the crease in the nanofabric.


“I know
that, ‘Pone,” Dave groaned. “I was just trying to see if I could get it
unstuck.”


“Huh,” Jesse grinned. “All of my huts are set up no problem.”


Dave glared, his ears turning red. “It’s not my
fault that-”


“I’m just sayin’, it could be operator error, you
know?” Jesse teased. “You check the Dash Ten on this thing?”


“The hamster’s don’t have a separate operator
manual for this type of hut,” Dave complained, waving his phone where the
instructions were listed. “See?”


Before Jesse could respond, a familiar figure came
around the corner of a hut, accompanied by a squad of UNEF soldiers. “Colter,
Czajka,” Surgun Jates barked. “You still screwing around here? Why isn’t this
hut set up like the others?”


“Czajka here,” Jesse jerked a thumb toward his
fellow sergeant, “is having erection
problems.”


“Hey!” Dave protested. “I don’t-”


“He can’t get it up,” Jesse added with a straight face.


Jates scowled, listening to the translation. Then
he scowled at Dave. “Czajka, I hear you humans have a pill for that.”


Dave’s face turned white as the squad behind Jates
burst into laughter. “That’s not-”


“Report to the infirmary when you’re off duty,”
Jates advised. “I don’t want to put your name on the Physically Unable to
Perform list.”


“I do not have a problem with my, with my,” Dave
could not believe he was having that conversation, with an alien, on an alien planet.


“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Jates added in a
softer tone. “I understand that happens to you humans sometimes. Remember,
admitting you have a problem is the first step toward solving it.”


At that point, Dave was fuming. At Jates, but more
at Jesse, who had taken several steps away. “I do not have a-”


Jates winked.


“Oh. Oh. You, you, son of a bitch,” Dave exploded with laughter. “You let me think-”


“Don’t be so gullible, Czajka,” Jates said with a
scowl he could not maintain. “What is the problem?”


“This stupid hut gets stuck halfway up,” Dave
lifted his foot to kick the stubborn structure.


Jates surprised both sergeants by nodding. “This
unit is larger than the other huts, you have to activate it from both ends at
the same time, or it develops a crease in the middle and gets stuck. There’s a
supplemental user manual the fucking hamsters didn’t provide, because they love
screwing with us lower lifeforms. They’re probably up there,” he shaded his
eyes from the sun and looked at the sky, “laughing their furry asses off at us
right now. Wu,” he waved to a Chinese solider standing behind him. “Help Czajka
get this damned thing set up. We’re behind schedule already.”




 

The team had their part of the base fully set up
and were policing the piles of packing materials when Perkins arrived with
Nert, to tour the new base camp. She had a hundred other things to do that were
more important, but she also had to show her newly expanded team that she cared
about their efforts, and was involved in day-to-day operations. Led by Jates,
she was given a quick tour of the base and she actually was impressed,
especially by the tall, stout wall that ringed the huts, with two gates guarded
by autocannons. “Very well, Surgun,” she said while checking the time on her
zPhone. “Good work.”


“Ma’am,” Jesse lowered his voice. “These fancy
apartments are all real nice, but putting so many people close together could
turn this place into Mortaritaville.”


“Mortarita-” Nert was confused.


“He means this place could be a real tempting
target for the enemy to hit with a mortar attack,” Dave explained.


“That’s why the camp is tucked right up against
the cargo Launcher tube,” Perkins pointed to the long ridge that loomed east to
west behind the camp. “The Commissioner figures the lizards won’t risk damaging
that big, expensive asset they paid
to build.”


Jesse raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see the Commish
sleeping in one of these huts.” Knowing Perkins was not free to express her
personal opinion about their fearless hamster leader, he added “I can
understand the lizards won’t hit this site with railguns or maser cannons, but
a ground team with rockets or mortars could saturate this area with
antipersonnel rounds. A couple air bursts would ruin everyone’s day.”


“The nanofabric of these huts is smart,” Nert
observed with optimism. “It can sense an approaching projectile and-”


“Cadet,” Perkins cut off the alien teenager
without turning her head to look at him. “We all saw the demonstration,” she
meant when the Ruhar had shown the huts could deflect or absorb an
explosive-tipped rifle round. The demo had been impressive, right up until the
Ruhar instructor flipped his Kristang rifle to full auto and sprayed a hut. The
nanofabric stiffened and flexed appropriately, protecting its interior as best
it could, until the cumulative effect of kinetic energy became more than the
nano particles could coordinate to counteract. After that, the hut’s walls were
holed and gaping tears appeared. She knew Jesse was correct, a mortar attack by
air burst warheads packed with antipersonnel submunitions could rip the huts to
shreds, and kill everyone inside the barriers. Ironically, the tough barriers
would actually concentrate the force of an explosion inside the walls. “Colter,
we’re taking a risk anywhere we set up camp on this rock. Legion leadership
thinks the size of this camp is the best trade-off. If everyone is in small
camps, they will be too scattered and isolated to support each other in case of
attack, and logistics of distributing gear across a wide area is not practical.
Camps that are bigger than this, you’re right, they would be a tempting target
for a lizard commando team packing mortars close enough to hit us. We have a
solid perimeter all around this site, out past the effective range of Kristang
man-portable artillery. Their air power could get within range to launch
stand-off weapons, but they would pay a heavy price, and I don’t see the
lizards risking precious air assets to knock out a dozen huts. We’ll live with
it.”


“Yes, Ma’am,” Jesse had made his point and he knew
the Mavericks commander had little flexibility to change the situation. He
expected that most of the time, she would be sleeping on a cot in her command
tent anyway, more exposed than anyone getting rack time in a nanofabric hut.




 









CHAPTER ELEVEN




 

Dave, Jesse, Shauna and Nert had been surprised
and pleased to see Surgun Jates when he arrived to help set up their camp. The
two men had been less thrilled when Perkins announced she was assigning them to
bring their new recruits up to speed. The idea of getting up at zero dark
thirty to run with an out-of-condition group of former soldiers made both of
them groan. Worse was hearing that, because he knew Verd-kris doctrine and
tactics, Surgun Jates would be leading the training.


There were only two pieces of good news about
their undesirable assignment. First, the Ruhar had promised to supply skinsuits
for the entire unit within twenty days. While Jates was annoyed by the delay,
Jesse pointed out that the recruits would not be ready to work with powered
armor until they had restored themselves to a basic level of fitness anyway.
The other good news was that Nert had also been assigned to the training unit,
so he could gain experience in human and Verd-kris doctrine and tactics. Of
course, the teenager was bubbling with enthusiasm 


Since the latest group of recruits had not arrived
until after midnight local time, Jesse and Dave discussed with Jates that they
would get a good night of sleep and start fresh at a reasonable hour. Dave, but
not Jesse, was therefore startled when a shrill whistle blew what seemed like
minutes after his head hit the rack. “Oh, damn it,” Dave’s jaw stretched with a
yawn. “Up and at ‘em, huh?”


Jesse blinked at Dave, blinking with a total lack
of comprehension. “Oh!” He heard the whistle blowing and swung his feet over
the side of the rack and right into the wide-open boots that automatically
closed and formed themselves to his feet. Dave tugged his bootlaces tight and
hustled out the door behind Jesse, adding ‘high-tech self-lacing boots’ to his
wish list.


Outside, the two sergeants formed up on opposite
ends of the recruits, who were still stumbling out of their huts. As
bleary-eyed men and women jogged past him, still half-asleep in the darkness,
Dave saw Nert jogging slowly past. The cadet barely acknowledged Dave, while
covering his mouth with both hands to stifle a jaw-stretching yawn.


Dave had just gotten the last of his charges
properly lined up, when the floodlights on poles around the camp snapped on, and
Jates stomped to the front of the formation and opened his mouth to bark
orders.


His mouth snapped closed with an audible ‘clack’
sound. “Czajka,” he growled. “You care to explain this?”


Dave, bewildered, had no idea what the alien
meant. The people in his formation began laughing, quietly at first with their
shoulders shaking. Then they broke into tears of laughter. “Surgun!” He glanced
down at his uniform, fearing he had something amiss. Snapping to attention
because he didn’t know what else to do, he stared straight forward. “Explain
what?”


Jates shook his head slowly in disgust, striding
over to Dave gesturing with a finger for him to follow. They walked over to
where Nert was standing at attention, looking straight ahead.


Someone had crudely drawn the outline of a dick on the right side of the cadet’s
face. “Uhhhhh,” Dave sputtered.


“What is the problem?” Nert asked fearfully.


The other people in the formation were still
laughing uncontrollably. “Cadet Dandurf,” Jates spoke slowly, his voice
strained with the effort of keeping himself from laughing. “If you want to
advertise your services,” he paused and made a choking sound, barely able to
speak. “You can do that on the planetary network.”


“What?” Nert pleaded.


Dave touched the right side of his own face. “You
got a, um, here, I’ll show you.” He used the front-facing camera of his zPhone
as a mirror, for Nert to see his face.


“Oh!” Nert was stricken with embarrassment and
Dave felt terrible for the young person, but then the cadet began to giggle. “That
is funny! Hee, hee, I feel like a
dick! My people do the same sort of thing to our recruits. Of course, we would
draw the outline of a Ruhar penis, which is much
bi-”


“OK!”
Dave slapped Nert on the back. “We don’t need an anatomy lesson right now,
Nert. Go scrub that off your face, and join us when you can.”


“But,” the teenager was crestfallen. “I don’t
mind. I will miss our morning exercise.”


“Nert,” Dave laughed, relieved the cadet was
taking the joke with good humor. “We’re only going on a five-kilometer run. I’m
sure you could catch us,” he gave the
humans in the formation the stink eye.
“Even if you gave us a four-kilometer head start.”




 

Nert did wash the dick off his face, and he did
catch up to Dave after his group had covered less than two kilometers. “You Ok,
Nerty?” Dave inquired from the back of the formation, holding out a hand so
Nert would not pass him.


“Oh, yes, Mister Czajka. Thank you for asking. I
am fine. The people in my squad did that to welcome me, to show they consider
me part of the team,” he was beaming with happiness.


“Um, yeah, about that,” Dave lowered his voice.
“Listen, not all of it may have been exactly friendly. These people are new,
you don’t know them. Some of these jokers,” he watched recruits stumbling and
struggling to maintain what should have been an easy pace. “Might be jealous of
you.”


“Why? Because we are friends?”


“No. Because you’re still just a cadet, and you
have already done more than they might accomplish in their lifetimes. You
helped kill a Kristang commando team, and you were with us when the Ruh Tostella got blown apart, and on
Camp Alpha.”


“Oh. I did not think of that.”


“Plus, you can run way faster and jump higher than
any of us puny humans.”


“I am also much smarter than the average human,”
Nert added helpfully.


“You, uh, see what I mean?”


“Oops,” the cadet looked down at his boots. “I do see what you mean.”


“Just try not to show off, and you’ll be fine.” 




 

After a very long and hard day of training, during
which it became clear that many of the recruits needed time to regain a basic
level of physical fitness, Jates decided the group needed some inspiration. He
gathered the humans in the prefab structure that served as the dining facility,
and gave what he intended as a rousing speech, exhorting the team to work
harder. “Many of my people think you humans are weak, soft, primitive,”


“He needs to work on his compliments,” Dave
whispered to Jesse.


“-because you do not have the advantages of
genetic engineering, or nanotechnology implants, or, really,” Jates looked
around at the blank faces and realized he was losing his audience. “Any kind of
useful technology of your own. But, I
know you humans can fight! I had the privilege of serving in combat with
Sergeant Colter-”


Jesse sat bolt upright at hearing his name. “Oh,
shit,” he groaned.


“You’re a gen-u-ine he-roh, brother,” Dave teased.


“- on the world your species calls ‘Camp Alpha’. I
saw him fight by my side. He fought bravely and well, despite the obvious
disadvantages of your human physiology.” Faces stared back at him. Most were
blank, some were becoming hostile. “Sergeant Colter, come up here and tell the
team about your experience, how you fought against terrible odds, and killed
the enemy.”


“Uh,” Jesse laughed nervously. “It wasn’t nothin’,
just doing my duty, that’s all.”


“Nonsense,” Jates declared. “You fought Kristang, and
you did it with courage and determination. Your fierce warrior spirit is a shining example to all humans.”


Jesse had been glancing back at the kitchen area
nervously, and checking the clock on his phone while Jates spoke. “Um, I, uh,”
he stammered as he stood up.


“Don’t be shy, Sergeant Colter,” Jates urged.
“Come up here and tell us about-”


There was a quiet, high-pitched ‘ding’ sound from the kitchen area.
Followed by a persistent beeping.


Jesse’s head swiveled toward the kitchen, then
back at Jates.


“What.” Jates asked slowly, “Is. That?”


“I’m, uh,” Jesse shuffled his feet. “I’m um. I’m
baking cupcakes.”


“I love cupcakes,” one solder announced
unhelpfully, followed by approving murmurs from the others.


“Cup.” The tone of Jates’s voice matched his
withering glare. “Cakes.”


“Yeah, uh,” Jesse felt his face burning red. “I
thought, uh, it would be nice to- To, uh.”


Jates just glared silently, slowly shaking his
head.


“They’re going to burn unless I, uh-” Jesse’s
voice trailed off. “I’m just going to,” he began inching toward the kitchen.
“To get them. Ok?”


Jates hid his face behind one three-fingered hand
and mumbled “Maybe the Kristang will go easy on us, if we just surrender right
now.”




 



 

 “Colonel?”
Irene approached her commanding officer with all the enthusiasm of a dog
getting a bath. While Perkins was a good officer, her team had learned she
sometimes did not take hearing bad news well. “Ma’am, we have a problem.”


Perkins pushed herself away from the table, happy
to have an excuse for a break from endless status reports, but weary of hearing
about one thing or another going wrong with their mission on Fresno. “We have a problem? The Mavericks, or the
Legion? Or UNEF?”


“It will be General Ross’s problem soon enough, we
all know he’s going to ask for your input before going to the hamsters about
it.”


“Oh Christ. Spit it out, Striebich. Ah, I didn’t
mean that,” she added, knowing she had been unfair to her pilot. Sitting up
straight in the chair, she tried again. “What is the problem?”


“Keepers. What else?”


“Keepers? Oh, hell,” Perkins slapped her forehead.
“Have the lizards formed their own Alien Legion with those idiot fanatics?”


“That might be better, because then we could shoot
them and be done with it. No, I just heard from our friendly lizard liaison
that there are over seven hundred Keepers on Fresno.”


Perkins gasped. “What the hell are they doing here?” Seven hundred was a significant
portion of the force that had left Paradise with the Kristang, when the
battered remnants of Admiral Kekrando’s task force accepted defeat and were
escorted out of the star system. Intel from the Ruhar said most of the Keepers
had been purchased by major clans and transported to their stronghold planets,
to be used as status symbol slaves, or for sport such as prey for hunting or
sparring with much stronger Kristang warriors. She could not imagine any reason
why so many Keepers would be on a backwater world like Fresno.


“There were some here already, a couple dozen
maybe, before the agreement to turn this star system over to the Ruhar. The
rest were shipped in recently.”


The tone of Irene’s voice made Perkins, the former
career intelligence officer, take notice. “How
recently?’


“Like, just after the hamsters assigned the Alien
Legion to take this place over, and before the hamster fleet arrived to officially take control of the place.”


“Shit!” Perkins exclaimed, then she used a string
of other curse words that had Irene blushing. “God damn it! I knew it. I knew
it! Someone in the hamster government has been feeding info to the lizards.
This mission was snakebit before we ever got here. This is a damned set-up.”
She had a sinking feeling that Irene Striebich had been right back on Paradise,
when she predicted the Legion mission on Fresno would be a deathtrap.


“It sounds like it. Ma’am, what are we going to
do? The lizards have been hiding the Keepers from us, but now they are out in
the open.”


“Do? Striebich, we’re not going to do anything. Neither is UNEF or the
Ruhar.”


“Ma’am?” Irene had not expected that response. “Our
friendly hamster liaison told me the lizards might be planning to use the
Keepers for hunting. As prey,” she
shuddered with revulsion.


“Captain, the lizards are doing this to drive UNEF
into doing something stupid, some action that will drive a wedge between us and our Ruhar patrons. The rules, the
overall treaty that governs transfer of
worlds like Fresno, are set up to protect the losing party. They do that
because they figure the party with the firepower in orbit doesn’t need rules
for protection. The hamsters have abided by this set of rules because they want
protection for their own people the next time the Kristang take over a world held
by the Ruhar. With this new offensive by the Bosphuraq and Thuranin, that is
happening right now, on several planets up there. The hamsters can’t have us doing
anything here that violates the rules of engagement and puts their population
on other worlds at risk. Listen, Captain,” she used Irene’s rank to remind the
woman that she was an Army officer on a military mission. “One of the rules is
that inhabitants of a planet that is changing hands have basically two options.
They can stay here, be disarmed and continue their lives with restrictions and
a limited set of rights. Or they can choose to evac, take a ride off world
aboard an unarmed transport. The Ruhar provide transports, but their shipping
capacity is strained right now, so they are allowing Kristang and even Wurgalan
and Torgalau transport ships to
participate in the evac here. The rules for evacuees are generous, because as
you can imagine, the occupying power wants to get filthy and troublesome aliens
off their shiny new world. That means there is a generous allowance for
evacuees to take stuff with them, and the definition of ‘personal property’ is very broad.”


“Oh my God,” Irene’s hands flew to her mouth.


“Yeah. Shocked
the hell out of me when I heard it, too. Striebich, those Keepers absolutely
and thoroughly screwed themselves when they declared allegiance to the lizards
and left Paradise with them. According to the rules of the game, those idiots
became part of the Kristang Dominion, and are subject to the rules of that
society. Officially, the Keepers are property
of their ‘patrons’,” Perkins made air quotes with her fingers. “We can’t interfere. Anything we try to do
will be a violation of the treaty and the Ruhar will crack down on us, hard.”


“I understand that, Ma’am, no direct action. Can
we negotiate?”


“With what? Captain, we humans are not a party to
the treaty. It applies to the Kristang and Ruhar, we are only hired hands here. We have nothing to bargain with, and the lizards know that. They
want us to pester the Ruhar into making concessions the lizards otherwise would
have no prayer of getting. Those Keepers were brought here to dangle in front
of our noses, to get us to piss off the Ruhar, or to annoy the Ruhar into
giving away the store. Either way, that is the last time the hamsters will
trust the Alien Legion with a mission. All the Kristang have to do is put
Keepers in our faces and make us lose focus.”


“Colonel,” Irene didn’t know what else to say.


“Striebich, not a word about this to anyone. Not anyone, that’s an order.” Perkins rose
from her chair. “I need to contact General Ross right now, before he hears
about it from the Goddamn lizards taunting him.”


“There is nothing
we can do?”


“I will think about it. Maybe between UNEF, the
Verd-Kris and the Ruhar, we can counter this bullshit. The Ruhar will know the
lizards are doing this directly to harm our new working relationship.”




 

General Ross was, as predicted, not at all happy
about having the lives of seven hundred Keepers added to his list of
complications. He kept a cool head and discussed it rationally with Perkins,
not blaming her for bringing the bad news. After her profanity-laced outburst
when she heard about it from Irene, she also was clear-headed and trying to
think without her emotions getting in the way.


That was not easy.


Ross gulped coffee from a mug that had become
cold, by that time of day he was drinking it purely for the caffeine. Tasting
the surprisingly good brew reminded him that the reason humans on Paradise had
luxuries like coffee and chocolate was due in large part to the woman sitting
in his office, to Perkins and her team of Mavericks. Even in limited
quantities, luxury foods went a long way toward boosting morale, having real
coffee in the morning certainly lifted his spirits along with his heart rate.
The night before his UNEF contingent boarded dropships for the flight off
Paradise, he had been treated to a steak dinner at UNEF headquarters. Steak!
With a baked potato, butter and green beans along with the usual salad. And
chocolate cake for dessert! Yes, the steak had been grown in a lab, but that
had not affected his enjoyment of the delicious slab of meat on his plate.
"You know, I should have expected the lizards would pull some shit like
this. The concept of an Alien Legion supplementing Ruhar manpower, especially
for jobs at the margins that the hamsters don’t want to do themselves, has to
get the Kristang leadership quaking in their boots.”


Perkins looked out the window, to where a Buzzard
was landing. The airfield that served as UNEF’s base on Fresno was busy, even
with Ross wisely having dispersed his force including the staff of his
headquarters unit, to avoid providing a tempting target to the Kristang. “They
don’t care about us,” she reminded
Ross, echoing the conclusion she had put into her report to UNEF HQ when she
was trying to persuade the brass to get behind the idea of an Alien Legion. A
report was scarcely needed, as what remained of the uniformed staff at UNEF HQ
had jumped at the chance to resume being soldiers rather than shuffling papers.
To her dismay at the time, she had to point out that her report had listed risks to UNEF of joining an Alien
Legion, in addition to the potential benefits everyone had focused on. The
major risk she highlighted was the strong possibility of the Kristang
recognizing the danger an Alien Legion posed to them, prompting the Kristang to
temporarily put aside the internal squabbles and band together to crush the
Alien Legion at the first opportunity. “Even if the entire human population on
Paradise signed up for the Legion, we don’t have the numbers to threaten the
Kristang. The Verd-Kris getting into the
fight on the side of the Ruhar, that
has the Kristang’s attention. They know if the Verd-Kris prove they can be
trusted, that could add millions of warriors to the Ruhar side. Skilled,
advanced, highly-motivated warriors”


“Highly motivated,” Ross snorted at the notion.
“That’s like saying a momma bear is mildly concerned about her cubs. The
Verd-Kris I’ve met, all of them, men and women, could give us a new definition
of ‘fanatical’ about restoring their culture that the Thuranin perverted when
they made the Kristang their unwilling clients.”


Ross sighed. “The Verds are fighting to restore
the culture that was stolen from them by the Thuranin, with the warrior caste selling
their people out in exchange for power. What would we do, if that happened to
us?”


“Anything. We would do anything, whatever it took, no matter the cost,” Ross answered
without needing to think about it. “That’s what concerns me about them. The
Verd-Kris have their own agenda, and they are only serving the Ruhar as long as
the Ruhar help them.”


“For now, their goals align. The Verd-Kris see the
Alien Legion as their best chance to take back their culture, one planet at a
time. That is what the Kristang are
worried about, not the combat manpower the Verd-Kris add to the Ruhar. They are
worried about the ideas the Verd-Kris bring, that current Kristang society is a
product of the Thuranin and the warrior caste’s hold on power is not legitimate.
The Verd-Kris may actually have an ability to chip away at the fabric of
Kristang society, a little bit at a time. We know from intel reports that a
significant portion of the Kristang population is tired of war, and of the
warrior caste.”


Ross grimaced, waving a hand to indicate he was
not convinced the Verd-Kris had any prayer of achieving their goals. “That
would matter a lot more if the warrior caste didn’t have all the power. The
Verd-Kris occupying planets on behalf of the Ruhar is one level of threat. If
the ‘True Kristang’ philosophy spreads to worlds under warrior caste control,
they are going to make an example of the first city or province that dares try
to break, or even protest against, the warrior caste’s hold on power.”


“Yes, Sir. I’m more concerned about our immediate
problem, and I don’t mean a bunch of Keepers who sealed their own fates.”


“The Ruhar have someone passing intel to the
lizards, you mean? Yes, I picked up on that happy thought right away. Some
asshole in the Ruhar government, high up in their government, does not want us
taking Fresno away from the lizards. Either that, or their comm sec at the
federal level is for shit. No way do I believe the lizards have penetrated that
deep into hamster data systems, so someone talked when they shouldn’t have, or someone
doesn’t like us. The timing of when the Keepers were brought here doesn’t leave
any other possibility; the Alien Legion concept was still being debated back
then.”


“That concerns me, yes. General, there is
something else that scares the shit out of me,” Perkins admitted.


This time Ross looked at her sharply, not pleased
that she was going to dump another burden on him. “What’s that, Colonel?”


“The Keepers were brought here before the hamster
federal government gave the official go-ahead to set up the Alien Legion. Here.
They were brought here,” she jabbed a
fingernail on the table. “To Fresno.”


“Holy shit,” Ross
breathed, blood draining from his face. “That means-”


“It means someone, or more than one someone, planned
for the Alien Legion to be assigned to take this
planet, even before the Legion officially existed. Sir, I am getting a bad feeling
we are being set up.”










CHAPTER TWELVE




 

Irene nearly came to her breaking point two days
after she learned about the Keepers being held on Fresno. She and Derek drew an
assignment to fly a group of Legion officers to a Kristang city that was the
capital of a province the Ruhar had not yet formally taken over. The mission
was simple enough; the mixed UNEF and Verd-Kris group would meet with lizard
officials and set a timetable for the Legion to begin taking over the province,
beginning with outlying villages and then wrapping up with the provincial
capital city. From the air, the capital city looked more like a decent-sized
town, with a group of large, ugly buildings in the center. Irene supposed the
center of the city was designed to impress the locals with the power and
authority of the clan leadership. Either that, or someone had gotten kickbacks
to put up large structures nobody needed, and they hired the cheapest architect
they could find. Probably some official’s relative who needed a job.


Irene banked the Buzzard as they approached the
landing field, tilting the aircraft more than needed for the turn, so Derek in
the left-hand seat could get a better look at the city. “Looks like whoever
designed this place went to the Joe Stalin School of Design.”


“Yeah,” Derek laughed. “And he flunked out. When
they were done with construction, it looks like they hired a pimp and asked him
to ‘class the place up a bit’.” There were cheap-looking gold and silver
embellishments stuck haphazardly on the buildings, the shiny plating or
whatever it was already tarnished and flaking away.


“Looks like an abandoned casino,” Irene observed.
“Lining up for approach, I see the beacon,” she reported as she returned the
Buzzard to an even course, flying straight in toward the airfield. Derek was
acting as lead pilot that day, he let her
handle the landing as a way to keep her mind off unpleasant thoughts.




 

The mission would be good for Irene, Derek
thought. A simple flight to ferry a group of VIPs, with no trouble anticipated. There were a pair of
fighter-gunships available nearby if needed, but the flight had not been timed
to ensure a starship was overhead to provide orbital fire support. With only
three warships available, there were large gaps in coverage of the planetary
surface, and it might take up to sixteen minutes for a starship to adjust
course to bring its close-space support fire cone over the target. The
unforgiving mathematics of orbital mechanics did not care about any problems
biological beings were having on the ground.


Legion leadership was not anticipating any trouble
on the mission. The four VIPs had two armored soldiers as escorts but even a
full squad of skinsuit-wearing soldiers would not ensure the team’s safety if
the lizards decided to play dirty. Six other similar missions, initial meetings
to set up schedules for handover of a province, had been completed without a
hitch and there was no reason to think this time would be any different. The
only concern in the back of Derek’s mind was the fact that there was something different about this mission;
the Mavericks were participating. If some ambitious young Kristang warrior
wanted to make a reputation, he might see attacking the famous Mavericks as a
sure path to everlasting glory. Derek also considered that among the Kristang,
the Mavericks were considered infamous troublemakers, much hated by the warrior
caste. As Irene began rotating the engines downward to transition from level
flight to hover mode for landing, he looked at the city and wondered how many
of the lizards down there hated him enough to violate the treaty by taking a
shot at him or Irene. Two dead humans would be cause for ‘proportionate’
retaliation by the Legion, which would not do any good for Irene and Derek, and
would really not do anything to deter fanatical Kristang from similar actions
in the future. He warmed up the belly jets so they would be ready in case of
main engine failure, and decided to suggest that he and Irene remain in the
cockpit while the VIPs went into the city. If they drew another similar
assignment, Derek intended to wear a full armored skinsuit, not just the much
lighter protection of a Ruhar flightsuit.




 

When the Buzzard landed and after the engines
spooled down so it was safe to open the side door, Derek unstrapped and pushed
down on Irene’s shoulder as she moved to stand. “Irene, we should stay right here.”


She looked up at him, puzzled, her eyes flicking
to the displays to identify threats. “Why?”


He explained, and she tapped her sidearm. “Derek,
honey, this whole planet is technically a warzone. You know protocol is we all
greet the lizards,” one of the UNEF officers was already anxiously waving them
toward the side door. “There wasn’t any publicity about us flying this
mission.”


“There didn’t have to be a bulletin about it,”
Derek held up a finger to the impatient officer, “one jackass posting about it
on the net is all we need to invite trouble.”


“I know, but, I need to check that actuator on the
starboard engine anyway. If we need to swap it out, we need to get started
now.”


Derek relented, knowing she was right about that.
The engine on the right side of the aircraft had been slow to swivel from
horizontal to vertical, if the pivot actuator got jammed on the return flight,
they might need to land at an airfield with a long runway, or try trusting the belly
jets to bring them down safely. That was if nothing else went wrong with their
much-used Buzzard. “We go out, keep our mouths shut while the lizards insult
us,” their pre-mission briefing had warned the Kristang delegation would offer
passive-aggressive insults under the guise of not understanding human culture.
The team had been instructed to smile and ignore the insults, being unfailingly
direct and polite in return. Staying frosty and on mission was the best thing they could do to make the lizards angry.
That sentiment had been repeated before takeoff by one of the UNEF passengers,
an Air Force captain who officially was a psychologist, but who everyone knew
worked intel for the Legion. “Pretend you don’t know you’re being insulted,”
she advised. “The Kristang love drama and they will hate it when we don’t play along. If one of them overreacts, he
will lose face in the clan. Let me do the talking.”




 

The initial meet and greet was not nearly so bad
as Derek had feared. The Kristang walked out of a rather dingy building at the
edge of the airfield, with two dignitaries in the center of a retinue of aides,
some of them wearing ceremonial armor and carrying swords too heavy and highly
polished to be useful in combat. The two Legion guards, a human on one side and
a Verd-Kris on the other, had their skinsuits set to full armor and their
rifles ready, making a show of flicking the safeties off. The muzzles remained
correctly pointed at the ground, although both soldiers interpreted ‘ground’ as
the feet of the two lead Kristang dignitaries. If any unfortunate incident were
to occur, those two Kristang were going to get their lower legs blown off, and
they knew it.


Although several of the Legion VIPs outranked her,
US Air Force Captain Danielle ‘Dani’ Grace stood front and center and did the
talking for the Legion. The Kristang pointedly did their best to ignore the
Verds other than to glare daggers with their eyes, although Derek did notice
the substantial crowd at the edge of the airfield were gawking with curiosity
to see the Verd-Kris. One of the Verds, a woman, wore both a sidearm and a
Ruhar rifle strapped across her chest, standing tall and to the side so she
could be in clear view of the crowd. It was likely
the Kristang civilian crowd had never seen a female of their species carrying a
weapon, and this Verd made a show of barking orders to the two armor-suit
wearing soldiers, demonstrating she had a level
of authority that no woman under the dominion of the warrior caste was
allowed to exercise. Derek thought she had perhaps overdone the show by
attaching a fat rocket launcher tube under the barrel of her rifle, but the
crowd of locals were impressed.


Soon after the introductions were exchanged, the Kristang began hurling
thinly-disguised insults which Captain Grace deflected in a manner that seemed
bored to Derek. As she had done several meet-and-greets before, she might have heard all the
insults already, or she was just very cool and controlled. After a minute,
Derek’s attention began to wander as the insults weren’t very interesting, it
felt like the lizards were phoning it in. Clearly,
the Kristang were irritated when the Legion team looked away while he was
talking, so their leader ramped up the intensity of his insults.


The Kristang leader took a half-step forward,
getting into Dani’s personal space and looming over her. “It is unfortunate
that, while I am dressed appropriately for such an important occasion,” the
tallest Kristang looked down at his resplendent uniform, the chest covered in
ribbons and medals, “your own people
could not afford anything better than the plain rags you wear. We appreciate
that, though you must be humiliated by being clothed in such a shabby manner,
you bear your shame bravely to meet us.”


Dani’s tight and fake smile did not waver. “Do not
be ashamed for me, Honored Kraplatt. We wore these plain uniforms because,
since we are kicking your people’s sorry asses off this planet, we did not wish
to rub your delicate noses in your abject loss of honor.” Her lips turned up
ever so slightly at the corners as she added, “Sir.”


Derek struggled mightily not to laugh, digging
fingernails into the palms of his clenched hands. He could not, dared not, look
at Irene standing by his side, or they would both burst into uncontrollable
laughter.


With that, the ‘Honored Craphead’, as Dani
privately called him, spun on his heels and marched away. The Verd-Kris woman,
who was actually in command of the mission, waved her team to follow the
retreating enemy. “Captains Bonsu, Striebich, keep the bird ready,” she
ordered, “I don’t know how long this will take.”




 

The trouble came not in the form of a stuck
actuator, it came as the two pilots had temporarily fixed the balky unit and
were testing it. Derek had wanted to swap the actuator with a spare they
carried, Irene had argued that removing and replacing it would take at least an
hour, during which time the Buzzard would not be able to fly. That was not a
risk she wanted to take in hostile
territory, and Derek understood the sense
in that argument.


So, Derek was in the cockpit and Irene outside
standing under the starboard engine when the trouble arrived. “One more time,
full deflection,” Irene instructed, and in the cockpit, Derek moved the
controls. To Irene’s satisfaction, the actuator ran through its sequence fully
and smoothly, if a bit slower than normal. “Cut it, leave it where it is,”
Irene ordered. “Good enough.” She was wary of damaging the actuator by testing
it too much, sometimes the added wear and tear of testing all components during
a pre-flight check could shorten the useful life of critical gear. She was
confident the repaired actuator would take them safely back to base, where
there was a list of ‘squawks’ she wanted the maintenance crew to work on.


Irene was bent over the toolbox, smiling as she
thought Derek was likely watching her shapely behind through an exterior
camera, when she saw a shadow moving on the tarmac. “Hello?” She straightened,
dropping a tool and instinctively placing a hand on her sidearm.


The shadow was not from a Kristang, but a human. A
man, dressed in filthy clothes, with a collar around his neck and chains
between his wrists and his ankles. The collar
had rubbed the man’s neck and collarbone area raw, it was red and oozing, with
blood trickling down to stain the already dirty shirt. “I-” The man glanced
fearfully back at the Kristang warrior standing behind the tail of the Buzzard.
“My master bids me ask if you would like a cool beverage, you, you must,” he
stammered, “be thirsty from working on this hot day.”


The day wasn’t hot, not yet, and Irene sure as
hell would not drink anything offered by the Kristang. “What?”


“Please,”
the man hissed in a harsh whisper. “Help
me.”


Irene took a step back and kept a hand on her
sidearm. “I can’t.”


“I was a sergeant, Third Infantry,” the man’s eyes
darted wildly between Irene and the impassive figure of the Kristang behind
him.


“You were,”
Irene responded more forcefully than she felt, a voice in the back of her mind
was telling her that if she began to feel sympathy for the wretched man, she
might lose control of her emotions. “Are you still Keeping the Faith, huh?
How’d that work for you idiots?”


“Please, please.
I’m sorry for everything. You got to get me out of here. They’re killing us for sport, for fun.”


“We warned you, UNEF warned you that would happen,
but you shitheads knew better. You called us
traitors.”


The man sank to his knees, Irene was glad he had
not told her his name, for that would have made the situation too personal for
her to bear. “If you can’t take me with you, then, Captain, kill me, Please,
kill me.”


She took another step backward and found her hand
had lifted her sidearm halfway out of its holster. Deliberately, she pushed it
back in the holster and held that hand away from the weapon. “I’m not going to-”


“Kill me!
Please!” The man begged, sobbing and
falling forward onto the ground. He looked up at her, his eyes welling with
tears, when his body was wracked with spasms, twisting in agony, his hands
tearing at the collar.


“Stop it!” Irene jabbed a finger at the Kristang,
who was holding a device in one hand. Just as the former soldier’s body
collapsed limply on the tarmac, the
Kristang pressed a button with a thumb and the man’s body jerked and twisted
again. The weapon was out of the holster and into Irene’s hand before she knew
it, but the muzzle pointed not at the enemy, it pointed
at the prone man’s head.


“That is my
property!” The Kristang spoke for the first time, casually walking toward her
and tucking the pain-inducing device into a shirt pocket. “Captain,” the
lizard’s lips curled in a cruel smile, “my apologies if this one,” he kicked
the former sergeant with the toe of a boot, “has caused you any distress.”


Irene stood on the balls of her feet, the pistol
wavering. She wanted badly to shoot the lizard between the eyes, but the pitiful
sobbing of the man as he rocked side to side on the hard tarmac made her again
point the weapon at his head. One shot, she
told herself, one pull of the trigger would end the poor man’s suffering. She
could not act against the Kristang, could not violate the treaty and invite
retaliation against the Ruhar, but what if she put the wretched slave out of
his misery? The Legion would likely have to compensate the lizards for the loss
of their property, no more.


Her finger tensed on the trigger.


“Hey!” Derek shouted, ducking under the Buzzard
and waving his arms. He had seen the scene develop on a cockpit display, and
ran out the instant the Keeper fell to his knees. “Put that away! What are you doing?”


“This guy-”


“Is not our problem.”


“He-”


“Honey, don’t,” Derek’s hand enclosed hers, gently
pushing the pistol away, his fingers pulling her trigger finger to the side. “He
is not our problem. It’s not worth
it. You don’t know what will happen.”


“The lizards won’t do
anything while-”


“You don’t know
that. We can’t take the risk. Please, Irene, get back in the aircraft. Let me
handle this.”


There was hesitation, then Irene nodded. She was
not thinking clearly, not capable of thinking clearly, she knew that. For once,
she needed to let Derek handle the
situation, which went against her every instinct as a control freak, and she
hated pushing the problem onto Derek. But she did not resent it, it was for the
best. They always had each other’s back. “Ok,” she replied in a small voice,
stuffing the pistol back in its holster, and walking robotically around the
nose of the Buzzard, so she could not see Derek, the lizard or the pathetically
whimpering slave.


“Human,” the Kristang warrior sneered, stepping
forward. He was more than a foot taller than Derek, who stood over six feet.


“You,
shut your mouth,” Derek said through clenched teeth. Pointing at the Keeper who
had pushed himself onto hands and knees, he walked forward to stand toe to toe
if not chest to chest with the intimidating alien warrior. “Get this away from my aircraft, you are not authorized to
be here. I cannot allow debris to clutter the tarmac, it can get sucked into
our turbines and cause foreign object damage. Get it out of here, now.” He used the word ‘it’ rather than
‘him’ to hopefully give the impression he didn’t care about the poor lost soul crouching
on the ground.


The Kristang looked down at Derek’s holstered
sidearm. “As you wish,” he took the pain-inducing remote out of the pocket. “My
slave will need proper incentive to-”


The words were cut off as Derek’s right hand,
which concealed a small razor-sharp blade, sliced the warrior’s wrist with a
deep gash, making the alien drop the remote and jump backwards. The warrior
raised his arms to attack Derek, then froze as he felt the muzzle of a pistol jammed
hard under his chin.


“The treaty says,” Derek grunted and dug the
pistol harder into the lizard’s neck, “that I can defend myself against attack.
I can’t shoot first but,” he pressed his knife-holding hand up to the lizard’s
cheek. “I can slice your ugly fucking
face like gutting a fish. Do we understand each other? I asked, do we understand each other?”


The Kristang nodded wordlessly, frozen from shock that a lowly, soft human had dared defy
its superior nature. Blood flowed freely from its sliced-open wrist, and it
held the injured limb tightly with the other hand.


“Great,” Derek took a wary step back, holding the
pistol aimed squarely center-mass at the alien’s chest. With one foot, he felt
for the fallen remote, and kicked it away from the lizard. “Take your property
and get out of here.”


“What about me?” The Keeper gasped.


“You?” Derek did not take his eyes away from the Kristang.
“Do you regret joining the Keepers, or you only regret betraying your own
people?”


“Both, all of it,” the man grunted as he painfully
pushed himself to his feet. “And more.”


“You want to help, to make this right?”


“Yeah. Anything.”


Derek kept the pistol pointed at the Kristang and
watched with one eye while he looked toward the former infantry sergeant. “When
we shipped out from Earth, I figured I was never coming back. That one way or
another, I would die on some Godforsaken rock lightyears from home. Things
didn’t turn out the way I expected, but it’s same shit, different day. On one
rock in space or another, we can all buy the farm today or the next day, you
hear me? If you want to make things right, you want to do your duty as a
soldier, if you remember, then die with dignity. Don’t let the fucking lizards
see your fear.”


The man had straightened while Derek spoke, now
his shoulders slumped as he hadn’t heard
what he wanted. Then, a light flared in his formerly dead eyes, and he pulled
his shoulders back. His right arm came up in a salute. “Hooah, Captain.”


“Hooah, soldier. What’s your name?”


“Anderson, Sir. Third Infantry.”


“I’ll see that the Third remembers you,” Derek
blinked away the beginnings of tears as the former soldier pivoted on his heels
and strode away, limping but proud.




 









CHAPTER THIRTEEN




 

“Ma’am,” Derek Bonsu approached Perkins in her
large but cluttered office. “You need to know about this ASAP. We got a problem
and it needs to be dealt with immediately, before it gets out of hand.”


Emily was happy for any excuse to break away from
the task she had been working on, a report for General Ross because he
preferred her to review any reports that went to Commissioner Yusafft’s office.
The fame of Perkins meant Yusafft’s people were somewhat less likely to
question and nit-pick every detail of a report. “Sit down, Captain. You look
like you could use a drink.”


“If we had any debriefing fluid on this planet,”
he agreed, “I could drink a whole bottle.”


“I heard about the incident at the airfield.”


Derek was prepared with an answer. “Ma’am, I know
what the Verds think about it,” the Verd-Kris soldiers in the VIP party had not
been happy to hear that Derek had injured a Kristang, especially since the
incident happened during their negotiations. Derek, the mission commander had
told him angrily, had endangered not only the negotiations, but the lives of the
entire party. “It didn’t happen like-”


“Relax, Captain. I downloaded the flight recorder
video remotely while you were on the way here. You’re going to get an official
reprimand from General Ross’s office, he has to do it, because otherwise
Commissioner Useless will demand to get involved and make a big deal about it.
When you get the official reprimand, be contrite then ignore it. Oh, and
because I’m your CO, you are hereby reprimanded.”


“Yes Ma’am.”


“Personally, I would have sliced up that lizard’s
cheek, just on the off chance he might try to grab my weapon and give me a
legal reason to empty my magazine into his ugly face, but,” she winked with a
shrug.


“Shit,” Derek’s expression turned sheepish. “Wish
I’d thought of that.”


“I’m glad you didn’t,” her face returned to the
perpetually concerned expression the team expected. “Don’t worry about the
Verds, officially they are upset, privately they are pumping their fists and
wishing you had kicked that lizard’s ass. Don’t do it again,” she waggled a
finger at him. “How is Irene?”


“She’s dealing with it. I want to,” he glanced
over his shoulder out the door, “tell you this before Irene gets here, she’s
checking on the crew replacing a balky actuator on our bird. I just heard from
a Verd pilot, the Kristang in Chulot are planning a festival before they begin
the handover of that province.”


“Yeah, so? They don’t need a permit from us,
festivals are a good way to distract the lizard population and keep them
quiet.” She could not picture Kristang walking around a festival eating
corndogs and playing ring-toss games, but then she really did not care what the
hell they did, so long as they peacefully accepted the Ruhar taking ownership
of the planet.


“The highlight of the festival will be a sort of
gladiator tournament,” even Derek Bonsu’s dark skin could not completely
prevent him from looking a bit pale as he spoke. “Gladiators, like, armed
Kristang warriors against Keepers. And Keepers against wild animals. Or Keepers
forced to fight each other. All the contests are to the death.”


“Fuuuuuuck,”
Perkins groaned and slumped in her chair.


“The festival is six days from now. The lizards in
Chulot plan to publicize the tournament big-time, and it will be broadcast on
their planetary network. The same network the Legion is using for
communications. Every human in UNEF will be able to watch the slaughter, live
and in high-definition.”


“Oh, this is bad. This is bad.”


“What’s bad, Ma’am?” Irene asked as she walked
into the office, wiping her hands on a rag.


Emily Perkins could think fast when she needed to,
and Derek kept his eyes forward so Irene couldn’t see his expression.
“Commissioner Useless wants to accelerate part of the schedule again. That
means shuffling around,” she waved her hand at the laptop on the desk, “all the
logistics crap we just spent a full day working out. Ah, that’s my problem,”
she turned away to avoid meeting Irene’s eyes. “Is your bird flightworthy
again?”


“It’s good enough,” Irene shrugged. “We knew the
Legion was getting second-hand and obsolete equipment. I’m happy to be flying a
Buzzard instead of those old Crows they gave to the Verds. We can make-”


“Striebich,” Perkins held up a hand. “I need to
call Ross.”


“Yes, Ma’am.” Derek rose from his seat, but turned
in such a way that he walked out the door in front of Irene. He needed to tell
her before she heard it over the net, because soon everyone on the planet would
know about the barbaric plans of the Kristang.




 



 

“We control the planetary network,” Ross noted,
squeezing his coffee mug with such force that for a moment, Perkins feared he
would snap the handle and cut himself. Then she remembered it was a Ruhar
coffee mug, lighter than Styrofoam but strong like aluminum. Ross could have
thrown it to the floor, stomped on it, even hit it with a hammer, and only
dented the tough mug. Sometimes advanced alien technology was great, but
sometimes a person just needed to smash something. “Can we block publicity
about this, this, event?”


“I asked that question of our hamster overlords on
my way here,” Perkins was tired of delivering bad news. “They told me unless we
completely lock down the network for classified access only, or crash it, there
is no sure way of stopping communications. The lizards could send the video
sliced up into packets that are sent via email, or embedded in other images.
Even if we unplug the network, the lizards can broadcast on a distributed
land-based system using their phones, or, hell, the computer that runs their
toasters.”


“Technology should give us more control, not less.”


“Welcome to the future, Sir, it’s impossible to
stop people from communicating. Power to the people, I guess.”


“I can’t order our troops not to watch,” Ross
mused. “That would be a futile gesture.”


“They would know about it anyway, that’s almost as
bad.”


Ross stood up, that was her cue that she had been
dismissed so she rose from her chair. “I will get my PR staff to throw a
message together quick, get out ahead of this mess. The lizards want to-”


Perkins’ zPhone vibrated. She had set it to ignore
all incoming messages unless it was a Priority Red alert, and the text from
Derek Bonsu had been tagged as Red. “Too late, General.” She showed him her
phone screen displaying a taunting message from the Kristang in Chulot, at the
same time Ross’s own phone sounded an alarm and one of his aides stepped
through the door. “It’s time for damage control.”




 



 

 “Jarrett,”
Perkins walked up behind that soldier and set a fresh mug of coffee on the
table beside the console Shauna was using. “Are we making any progress?” She
used the word ‘we’ rather than ‘you’, because the project Shauna was working on
was assigned to her by Perkins, based on a hunch. If the project did not yield
any useful result, it would certainly not be Shauna’s fault, for she had been
working intensively day and night. It got to the point where Perkins had to
order Shauna into the field for a day, so that soldier could get a break. A
fresh mind was more important than numbly grinding through data.


“Maybe,” Shauna waved a loose strand of hair away
from her eyes. She hadn’t taken time to wash her hair that morning, and now it
hung limp, not that she cared. She could shower and take care of herself when
the job was done. What she was doing was
important, and not only because of the faith her CO had placed in her. “I’m
following up on a lead. It’s early, hopefully tomorrow I can-”


“Show me,” Perkins ordered as she pulled up a
chair and leaned forward eagerly. The Chulot festival, during which the
Kristang intended to force two hundred Keepers to fight for their lives against
vicious wild beasts, armed Kristang warriors or, even worse, to fight to the
death against each other, was in five days. Half the humans on Fresno were
horrified at the idea, the other half publicly declared the Keepers had brought
it upon themselves. The half who pretended indifference were still unhappy that
UNEF, the Legion and their patrons the glorious Ruhar not only would not do
anything to stop the televised slaughter, they could not do anything about it.


Morale within UNEF was bad and getting worse, Ross
privately told Perkins he anticipated increasing discipline problems as the
festival approached.


So, Emily Perkins was grateful for any opportunity
to think about anything else.


Shauna’s expression was pained, uncomfortable as
the colonel scooted her chair closer to better see the display. “It’s not in-”


“Jarrett,” the colonel touched the sergeant’s
shoulder with a reassuring squeeze. “I worked intel, remember? I know what it’s
like when some nosy upper-echelon butthead wants to see my raw data before I’ve
made sense of it. This was my idea, if it doesn’t pan out, it’s not on you.
Show me what you’ve got, and I’ll tell you whether I steered you in the right
direction.”


“Ok,” Shauna blew loose bangs out of her eyes.
“The AI hasn’t been much help, except with image processing.”


“The AI doesn’t know what we’re looking for,
because we won’t know what we’re
looking for until we see it. That’s why it’s called artificial intelligence. Trust your instincts.”


“This,” Shauna ran the image backwards, “is where
I started, just like you said.”


“Wait,” Emily paused, uncertain, looking at the
time code of the image. “Where did you get this? That image is from before the
Ruhar fleet arrived here.”


“It is, Ma’am,” Shauna’s pride was evident. “I got
it from a Verd-Kris, through our old friend Surgun Jates. The Verds got it from
Ruhar Fleet intelligence. The hamsters positioned stealth satellites here
before their fleet jumped in. The lizards detected all four of the surveillance
satellites, but before they were destroyed, between them they collected almost
nineteen hours of high-rez images, data and communications intercepts.”


“Son of a bitch,” Perkins exclaimed softly. “My
sources didn’t tell me a damned thing about this. The hamster fleet intel chief
told me she didn’t have any reliable data prior to the fleet’s arrival in this
system.”


“They may not trust us to keep their secrets.
Besides, the Verds have a longer relationship with the hamsters than we do,”
Shauna tried to ease the blow. “Jates gave me the impression the Verds pulled
in favors to make this happen.”


Emily Perkins considered that she was owed plenty
of favors, and she needed to think about how to collect. “Forget that for now.
Run the data forward.”


“I did what you said,” Shauna explained as the
images ran forward at high speed, flickering when there were gaps in the
coverage, switching from visual wavelengths to infrared when clouds passed over
the target sites. At times, the images were not primarily visual at all, being
composites of remote sensor data with plenty of guesses where sensor coverage
was not available. When the images got to the present, that is, several hours
before Perkins arrived, Shauna ran them backwards, also at high speed. She
zoomed the image in to focus on one area and went forward and back, forward and
back. “You see it?”


“Yes,” Perkins sat back in her chair with
satisfaction. The feeling of satisfaction stemmed from catching the Kristang
breaking the rules, and from being able to use that knowledge to protect lives
in the Alien Legion. And, she thought with a smile she concealed from Shauna,
from knowing that knowledge was something the Ruhar in orbit, for all their
advanced technology, did not have. “Jarrett, this is good work. Damned good
work.”


“I learned from the best, Ma’am.” Shauna was about
to give herself a mental pat on the back when she felt Perkins’ hand thump her
shoulder.


“Damned
good work, Sergeant,” the colonel was grinning as she rarely did. “Let’s take a
closer look at that site. Unless you have another site you want to show me
first?”


“No, this is the most promising candidate.” What
Shauna had done is look for anomalies in surface traffic patterns, anything
from convoys of trucks driving an indirect route or stopping at unusual
locations, to groups or even individual Kristang on foot, walking under the
tree canopy of a forest. What she found, by running the images forward and back
at high speed, were patterns,
patterns that should not be there. The human eye and brain are excellent at
pattern recognition, or ‘recursive probabilistic fractals’. Some types of AIs
were, of course, programmed to be just as good or better at the particular
skill that carbon-based beings had acquired the hard way through
trial-and-error of evolutionary biology. However, that did not mean AIs understood what they were seeing, or
could make sense of something they didn’t expect, something they had no context
within which to process a pattern.


Shauna’s eyes had found interesting things in the
images, sometimes it helped to slightly unfocus her eyes so she could pay
attention to the big picture without being distracted by the overwhelming
detail. She found that trucks regularly stopped on a lonely stretch of road
through a dense forest. The drivers or AIs controlling the trucks thought they
were fooling any watching sensors by speeding up before and after they stopped,
so the time of their passage through the thick tree canopy was little different
than if they had continued at a steady speed. She only detected the odd
activity of the trucks by comparing faint infrared satellite images that gave
her glimpses through the tree cover, then checking a network of acoustic
sensors the Ruhar had scattered across the surface. Those sensors, designed to
pick up sounds of gunfire, had poor coverage and sound from a distance was
muffled, especially as the trucks mostly made their stops during the area’s
frequent summer afternoon rainstorms. By syncing up the images and sound data,
Shauna became certain the trucks were stopping, because the electric whine of
their engines disappeared when the trucks were in the middle of that forest.


Activity of
the trucks became sporadic, then halted altogether as the Legion had begun to
assert control of the planet. Trucks were only allowed to run in convoys
escorted by Legion guards, so there was no opportunity to make clandestine
drop-offs.


That is when the images began to show Shauna small
groups of Kristang, walking on foot or riding ATVs, approaching the area mostly
at night. That area was designated as farmland, with forested sections in
places where the ground was rocky or the soil poor for growing crops enjoyed by
the Kristang.


“What do you think, Ma’am?” Shauna looked up when
she had shown Perkins all the useful data.


Perkins withheld judgment for the moment. “What do
we have for subsurface scans of this area?”


“Plenty,” Shauna called up the data, both the
initial set provided by the Kristang as part of the treaty, and the scans the
Ruhar had conducted from orbit. “They match.”


“Of course they do. The lizards would alter their
data set to show what they want us to see. A scan done from orbit is not going
to detect the flaws we see along the margins of a lizard stealth field.”


“You want an overflight to confirm?”


“Don’t need one, and I don’t want to show our
hand. This joker,” she adjusted the image to show a particularly industrious
Kristang farmer who made regular trips into the forest at night, driving an ATV
without lights. That farmer also made regular trips into the local village to
buy supplies, more supplies than the farm could possibly use. “He is all I need
to see. He’s bringing, or selling, something to people in those woods. Those
trucks you saw, they brought the gear and the people, there have got to be
lizards under those trees. Since then, the local farmers have been supplying
fresh food, and whatever the soldiers hidden in those trees want.”


“Can we estimate the number of troops from the
amount of stuff the farmers are bringing?”


“I don’t think so, except that there are enough
soldiers to cause a problem for us. It also tells us they are sloppy and
undisciplined. I can see one or two soldiers on guard duty at night, buying
fresh food without their commander knowing about it. The scale of this
activity? Either those Kristang didn’t bring enough food when they established
their base, or they didn’t expect to be there this long.”


“We’re making them keep their heads down?” Shauna
asked hopefully.


“It’s more likely they’re waiting for something
that was supposed to happen by now. Like a group of lizard ships jumping into
orbit, I need to talk with the commodore about this threat. Jarrett,” she stood
up and tugged on her uniform top to straighten it. “This is good work. Keep
watching that site and see if you can find any others, they can’t all be this
sloppy. I can’t believe the lizards would put all their eggs in one basket,
they must have more hidden caches of weapons somewhere on Fresno. Don’t tell
anyone about this yet, I don’t want an opsec failure blowing this opportunity.”




 



 

Commodore Sequent, commander of the three Ruhar
warships assigned to support the Legion at Feznako, reviewed the data and let
out a long whistle, which made Perkins struggle not to laugh as the whistle
made a screechy musical tone. All she could think of was a barbershop quartet
of whistling hamsters from an old TV commercial, with the hamsters wearing
straw hats.


The commodore was not wearing a straw hat, and he
was frowning. “I agree this is a threat,” he announced with a touch of
irritation. His Fleet intelligence people should have detected what was obviously
a hidden cache of weapons and troops. “You want orbital fire support when you
take this site?” That could be a problem. Commodore Sequent had only three
warships, plus a support ship for light repairs, spare parts and fuel. The
support ship was parked far from the planet where it hopefully would be safely
away from any attack the Kristang might launch. Of his three warships, he had
the two destroyers and a frigate equally spaced in orbit, to provide optimal
close space support for fire missions directed at the ground. Still, not every
area of the planet was under his ships’ effective cone of fire coverage at all
times. He simply did not have enough ships to accomplish the mission, and for
that, he blamed the Alien Legion in general and Lieutenant Colonel Emily
Perkins in particular. Sentiment in the Fleet, particularly among the senior
officer corps, was strongly against the Alien Legion. The Fleet was stretched
too thin already, and bringing in aliens would allow, even encourage, the
federal government to take territory the Fleet would need to protect. Ruhar
security did not require taking the planet below, and if security needs did
require establishing firm control of that star system, then the Army should
have been tasked with taking it. In the opinion of Commodore Sequent, the
operation at Fresno was nothing more than a foolish experiment.


No, it was worse than that. It was a real-estate deal. The federal government
had awarded a juicy contract to a well-connected company, to provide logistical
support for the initial wave of colonists, then the company would have
exclusive development rights for twelve years. That, in Sequent’s well-informed opinion, was why the Alien Legion
had been allowed to stumble and fumble their primitive, amateurish way of taking over the planet. Somebody stood to
make a lot of money on Fresno, and
they had pulled strings to get the Alien Legion there. The federal government
had already given the development company a whopping advance payment, and that was why Sequent’s small and
inadequate squadron was charged with supporting the Legion. The federal
government was risking the lives of his squadron to protect their investment.
If the Fresno campaign failed, the federal government would not blame the
untested Alien Legion. They would blame the Commissioner first, and Commodore
Sequent second.


To the commodore’s surprise, Perkins shook her
head side to side, a gesture Sequent had learned meant the same for humans as
it did for Ruhar. “No,” she declared. “I don’t want to spook them by hanging a
gun platform over their heads.” She paused to see if those words had translated
properly. “Can you arrange for your frigate to be overhead at 0530 local? That
will give us time to get in position and conduct the assault, with your frigate
as a big stick if any lizards are feeling adventurous.”


Sequent nodded, then made a counter-offer. If
there was to be any action in this thankless and tedious occupation, he wanted
to be involved. “My destroyer can provide a significantly bigger, as you called
it, stick,” he smiled.


“Thank you, Commodore, but no. If we need the big
guns of a destroyer backing us up with close-space support, then we are in very
big trouble. Sir, I think you should pull your destroyers away from the planet,
and leave only the frigate here. The frigate should be moved into a higher
orbit, where it can jump away quickly without having to climb out of the
gravity well.”


“You expect Kristang ships to attack?” Sequent
knew the suggested redeployment of his ships made sense only if an attack by
starships was anticipated.


“The lizards hid their firepower for a reason, and
they know it is suicide to break out against the Legion with your ships in
orbit; you could pound them into dust without the Legion firing a shot. The
lizards aren’t stupid, they have got to be planning something bigger than a
spoiling attack.”


“The Kristang are fond of grand, defiant
gestures,” Sequent reminded the alien, who did not have his long experience in the
war. “Those hidden troops may attack your Legion simply to satisfy their honor,
before they inevitably surrender the planet.”


“They could,” Perkins agreed. The Legion had been
warned about suicide attacks by young Kristang warriors who had no prospects
within the clan, and sought to die honorably in battle. “Do you want to take a
risk with your ships?” When the Commodore hesitated, she cocked her head and
added “If we lose this planet, your federal government is not going to blame me.”


“I see your point,” Sequent conceded. “I will time
my destroyers to jump away when you launch the assault, so my action does not
alert the enemy that something has changed. Tell me, Colonel Perkins, why am I
not discussing this with General Ross, or the commanders of the Verd-Kris
contingent, or the Ruhar general in overall command of the Legion? Or, with Commissioner
Yusafft?”


Perkins smiled. “Operational security, Commodore.
Someone tipped off the lizards that we were coming here, before the Legion was
officially given approval by your government. Besides, I would rather present
the operation in a neat package with a bow on top, that prevents a lot of
useless debating back and forth.”


“Colonel,” Sequent flashed a toothy grin. “I see
now why your unit is called the ‘Mavericks’.” He had researched the meaning of
that term when he first heard the famous Perkins would be bringing her team to
Fresno. “It is pleasing to me that you are on my side in this war.”




 



 

“What’s your assessment?” Perkins asked her team
as they walked up and out of the long, gently-sloping tunnel that led down into
the underground cavern where the battalion of Kristang troops had been living,
waiting for an order to emerge from their lair and strike a blow against the
Legion. Away to her right, she could see Commissioner Yusafft grinning for the
cameras, slapping people on the back and congratulating everyone in sight.
Including General Ross, who stood next to but as far away from Yusafft as he
could, with the general commanding the UNEF component of the Legion looking
distinctly unhappy. The Commissioner was pleased and reveling in the glory of
having uncovered and captured nearly sixteen hundred Kristang troops in the
underground cavern. In that cavern, hidden beneath thick plascrete walls and
overlapping stealth fields, were not only a battalion of soldiers, but enough
weapons to start and sustain a small war. The cavern held rifles, personnel
carriers, anti-aircraft missiles, fighter aircraft and even a portable maser
cannon capable of hitting a starship in low orbit, though that cannon had power
for only two shots. Two shots would be enough to disable a ship not protected
by a defense shield, or to make a shielded ship think twice about flying over
the site.


Commissioner Yusafft was triumphant that his team, as he referred to the Legion,
had foiled a dastardly attempt to violate the treaty and commit violence that
could accomplish nothing. With the plot uncovered and the perpetrators disarmed
and in custody, except for sixty or so stubborn idiots who had insisted on
fighting and died for their stupidity, peace was now assured and the Ruhar
takeover of the planet could proceed on schedule.


It all sounded like bullshit to Emily Perkins.


“Ma’am,” Jesse was first to pop the seal on his
skinsuit helmet and swing the faceplate up. “If you ask me, this ain’t nothin’.
Sorry, Shauna,” he added in a low voice.
“I know you’re proud of finding this place and all, but, these losers were no
threat to anybody.”


“It’s all right,” Shauna slung her rifle. “Jesse
is correct, Colonel,” she agreed with a sour expression. “If this unit was
stashed away to take the planet back, that cavern would have been filled with
elite troops. Or at least competent ones,” she leaned to the side and spat on
the ground. The air inside Ruhar skinsuits
was dry and it irritated her throat. “You saw the video?”


Perkins nodded. She had not been allowed to
accompany her team inside the cavern, having to monitor video and sensor feeds
from skinsuit helmets and drones as they penetrated the cavern from three
entrances. What she saw was a mess, the occupants of the cavern had piles of
gear stacked haphazardly everywhere, and the place was filthy. Food wrappers,
dirty clothing and discarded packaging were
scattered all around the floor, cots had dirty blankets balled up or allowed to
lie on the floor. The weapons also were in poor condition, with six of the
fourteen fighter aircraft not able to get in the air. Perkins had seen a video
feed of a crate of rifles, which were clearly old and well-used and had not
been cleaned in a long time.


Shauna continued. “I’m sorry, Ma’am, I really
thought I had found something. The troops in there couldn’t have done anything
but shoot themselves in the foot. They weren’t any of these last-ditch suicide
soldiers either, most of them looked relieved to get out of there. One thing
you couldn’t tell from the video feed is how bad it smells in there,” she spat on the ground again and took a sip of
water. “I cracked my helmet seal for a moment when the Major gave the All-Clear
signal. That was a mistake. The ventilation in there is poor, they didn’t have
it set up right.”


“This was a sham,” Dave concluded, trying to
scrape something gooey and nasty off one of his skinsuit boots.


“I agree,” Perkins said quietly with a glance to
General Ross, who certainly wanted to speak with her soon. “The lizards didn’t
care if we found this place,” she reproached herself for thinking she had been so smart to uncover the hidden cache of
enemy troops and weapons. “Or they wanted
us to find it. Jarrett, when you get back to base, pull in the rest of the team
and look at that data again. This time, look for something less obvious, I
steered you wrong this time. I need to talk with Ross.”


“What’s the next move, Ma’am?” Jesse asked while
looking over Perkins’ shoulder to where Captains Striebich and Bonsu had parked
the Maverick’s Buzzard.


“The next move is, we disperse the Legion and go
on full alert, I’m sure General Ross will agree. If this weapons cache was a
decoy, then they must have others ready to hit us. We need to find them,
pronto. Hit them before they hit us.”




 



 

The immediate effect of capturing the hidden troops
and weapons was not what Perkins had hoped for. It was the opposite of whatever
she had not dared hope for. Within hours of the Legion’s raid on the cavern, the
Kristang reacted by declaring five other provinces that were not yet officially
under Ruhar control, would also be hosting festivals like the one planned for
Chulot. Each of the five provinces would hold gladiator contests with forty
Keepers forced to participate. Instead of one horrifying event, there would be
six festivals on six consecutive days. All broadcast on the planetary network.
If human soldiers on Fresno did not break after viewing the first festival, the
steady drip, drip, drip of revolting images might break even the strongest
will. Perkins did not trust herself not to lash out at the Kristang, she could
not fault the people under her command if they were tempted to do the same.


“I hate to say it,” General Ross barely looked up
from the mug of coffee sitting in front of him, a mug that had sat untouched
since breakfast. He turned it to the right, then left, then right again,
spinning it on the desktop. “We have to consider disarming the UNEF contingent,
pull all of us humans all back to base, get the Verds to watch over us until
these gladiator festivals are done. Commissioner Useless asked me about my
plans for doing that at our meeting this morning. He stressed that we cannot have any, any, violations of the treaty,” Ross finally looked up, the bags
under his eyes heavy from lack of sleep. “If humans hit the Kristang here, the
lizards will retaliate against Ruhar on planets the lizards are taking over.
With the Bosphuraq-Thuranin offensive going on up there, the Ruhar have lost
three planets with significant populations already.”


That was mildly surprising to Perkins. “I thought
the Bosphuraq were using the Wurgalan to handle their dirtside work?”


“They are, mostly, but the octopussies don’t want
most of the star systems the Bosphuraq are leaving to them. Those worlds are
too far from Wurgalan territory, the octopussies know they can’t hold onto them
if the Jeraptha and Ruhar get their acts together and push back. I don’t blame
them, a distance of two hundred lightyears is one hell of a long supply line,
even with Elder wormholes providing shortcuts. So, the Wurgalan are trading
their new planets to the Kristang, in exchange for Kristang planets the
octopussies want. They’re being smart
about it, too,” Ross smiled with grudging respect. “The deals they are making
strengthen several Kristang clans that have been hurt badly in their latest
civil war. That will prolong the civil war and keep the Kristang weak, while
the Wurgalan build up their strength.”


“Sir, we
can’t disarm. Pulling people back to base won’t do any good, the lizards
will just stretch out their festivals until we can’t take it any longer. If we
fold now, this is the end of humans being part of the Alien Legion. Any planet
we go to, all the lizards have to do is hold Keepers hostage and freeze us out.
UNEF will be finished, we all go back
to farming on Paradise and being pets of the Ruhar. If we-”


“Goddamn it! You
think I don’t know that, Perkins? We just need to get through this without any
incidents that break the treaty. In the future, soldiers who sign up for the
Legion will know the kind of mind games the lizards plan to use against us,
that will reduce the impact. We’ll bring back to Paradise video of the
festivals here, people will already have seen it before they go offworld. The
problem here is, the lizards sprung these gladiator games on us, and there
isn’t enough time for the force to process it. What about your team, Perkins?
Do you trust them not to hit the lizards when they see humans being torn apart
by animals?”


“General, honestly, I wouldn’t trust myself to hold fire. I don’t know what I
will do. There are a couple of my people I am watching, it’s hard telling them
to stand down when I sympathize with what they’re feeling.”


Ross looked out the window. “Me too, Perkins. Did
you know one of my nephews joined the Keepers? My brother always was an asshole,
and he passed that trait along to his son. My nephew Jason isn’t on Fresno, I
checked that because if he was forced into one of these festivals, I would need
to step down. I had my staff run some numbers,” he pulled his laptop around so
Perkins could see it. “The hamsters identified all the Keepers here for us, and
I had my staff cross-reference those names against the force here. Over three
thousand of our people on the ground here personally know one or more of the
Keepers who will die in those festivals. The Keepers are either related, or
served in the same unit, or were friends. Former
friends,” he added, not able to imagine anyone could remain friends with any
Keeper of the Faith who was stupid and gullible and just bull-headed enough to
betray UNEF and go away with the Kristang. “The only good thing about these
festivals is, they will destroy any ability the Kristang have to recruit new
Keepers.”


Perkins snorted. “No, it won’t, Sir. The Keepers
will just say the videos are fake news. You can’t fix stupid.”


“You may be right about that. The lizards are
playing psy-ops games with us, I need someone to advise me on how to counter
that tactic. There’s an Air Force psychologist on my staff, she’s serving as
liaison to the Verds now. I sent for her, maybe she knows a way to keep our
people frosty over the next ten days.”


“I know one thing that would help, Sir.”


“What’s that?”


“We could tell our people the next mission of the
Legion won’t be to herd civilians aboard transport ships. It will be to
seriously kick lizard ass.”


That remark made Ross smile. “We’ll need to
convince our hamster overlords to give us that opportunity. Commissioner
Useless right now wishes humans had never come to Fresno.”




 









CHAPTER FOURTEEN




 

The Ruhar were humiliated by the revelation that a
group of lowly humans, working on their own with whatever data they could get
second-hand, had located a potentially dangerous hidden cache of weapons and
troops. Commissioner Yusafft in particular was incensed and demanded that, if
there were more undeclared weapons stashed away by the Kristang, they be found
by Ruhar and not by another species. As Yusafft was a politician and knew any
setbacks in the schedule would be blamed on him, he hedged his bets by ensuring
that Perkins got access to all the data she wanted, plus a pair of drones
specially modified to detect Kristang stealth fields. When Perkins planned to
send the team’s Buzzard to deploy the drones in an area she thought most likely
to have a weapons cache, she was warned away by the Ruhar, who wanted to search
that area first. The next seven areas on the priority list were all designated
for the Ruhar or Verds to scan, which left Perkins to direct her team’s search
in provinces that were already under the Legion’s control.


“This area has been cleared, Ma’am,” Shauna
reminded her CO as that woman leaned over the console, partly blocking Shauna’s
view and annoying her.


“It has been declared
clear, Sergeant,” Perkins was in a bad mood. “That doesn’t mean it is clear. If I were a lizard planning an
attack, I would want to pop behind enemy lines, where I could cause maximum
damage in the shortest time. These other provinces,” she waved a hand over the
displayed map, “are better places to keep weapons hidden, but the lizards knew
what our schedule would be before we landed.” The Legion had limited options
for taking over the planet. Logically, and most practical in terms of
logistics, they had first secured the area around the huge railgun cargo
launcher located on the equator.. With the Launcher secured, the Legion had
then moved out to surround the planet’s only two significant cities and
establish supply bases. Any Kristang with half a brain and access to a map
could have predicted the Legion’s moves. For the purpose of concealing weapons
and soldiers, the local Kristang would have prepared underground bases hidden
behind stealth fields, and located them far from the areas the Legion would
occupy first.


But if the Kristang planned to hit the Legion,
that strategy did not make sense. “The lizards have to know they will have only
hours, maybe a day, to hurt us before the Ruhar’s orbital firepower pounds them
back to the Stone Age. If they pop up out of a cavern let’s say here,” she
pointed to an area far from any Legion ground forces, “they will have to fly or
drive a long way to hit us. No, they wouldn’t do that. I’ll bet that instead of
a few big caches of weapons, our clever, nasty lizard friends have planted a
bunch of small weapons caches, and they plan simultaneous attacks.”


“Guerilla tactics, Ma’am?” Shauna frowned. Her
experience in Nigeria had taught her how dangerous and frustrating it could be
to fight small groups of lightly-armed insurgents. A dozen locals, armed with
AKs and rockets, could tie down a full company for a day, forcing the vastly
better equipped foreign army to clear a village house by house or even room by
room.


Perkins’ jaw worked side to side, like she was
tasting something in her mouth that was unpleasant. What she found unpleasant
were memories of her own time in the bush of Nigeria. “The Army calls that
‘asymmetrical warfare’ now. Yeah, it’s all the same. If they’re planning
anything, it will be small attacks at the same time, designed to kill as many
of us as they can. The hamsters have seen it before on planets the lizards
surrendered, their warrior caste has to make an attempt to hit back as a matter
of honor, before they evac. It’s almost a ritual, the lizards launch attacks, the hamsters fry them from orbit, then the
lizards stand down after a reasonable body count on both sides. That’s why I’m
thinking our best bet to find anything, in the areas we’re allowed to search, is near villages that our hamster friends have declared
clear. Once a ground team updates the map with a ‘Clear’ label, they forget
about it and move on. We don’t have the manpower or transport resources to run
a deep scan twice.”


“I can try it, Ma’am,” Shauna was skeptical. Not
of the Colonel’s logic, but of her chances to find anything. The places Perkins
wanted to concentrate the search were near power-generator stations or along
transmission lines. The energy saturating those areas would make it harder for
a scan to detect the flaws along the edges of an underground stealth field,
which also made them good sites to hide caches of weapons.


“Do you know what to look for?” Perkins found it
difficult to step back and let her team do their jobs. “Can you compare these
scans to the stealth field around that cavern we raided?”


“I could, but those overlapping stealth fields were
crap,” Shauna said with disgust. Once Perkins had persuaded Legion leadership
to investigate her suspicions about the site, drones had quickly confirmed the
presence of stealth fields, because those devices were so poorly tuned. “If
that cavern we raided yesterday was a decoy, then I think the stealth fields
were also bogus. They wanted us to
detect those fields, and they want us to waste time looking for the same
signature. If the Kristang really are
that sloppy, they might as well surrender all their territory now and save
everyone a lot of trouble.”


“I hear you, Jarrett. See what you can find. I’ll
be back this afternoon and I’ll join the effort. Is there anything you need?”


Shauna looked up and smiled hopefully. “Coffee and
doughnuts, Ma’am?”


“I’ll ask Colter to bring coffee. The closest
doughnuts are on Paradise, so let’s wrap this up and go home.” Home. Damn,
Emily thought. When had Paradise become the planet she thought of as ‘home’? “What
is it? You look like you want to say something.”


“If the greatest risk is in sectors we’ve tagged
as Clear, why are we the only ones looking there?” Shauna appreciated the faith
being placed in her abilities, she also did not want the responsibility of
being the only person conducting the search.


“We’re not. General Ross and the Verds agree we
could get sucker-punched from behind, and they have teams double-checking where
they can, but the Commissioner insists the Legion concentrate the search on
provinces we haven’t taken yet. From his viewpoint, that makes sense. Scattered
groups of lizards popping up in our rear to hit as a face-saving gesture would
be hell for us, but Yusafft can write it off as an expected cost of occupation.
What he is worried about is a major push to re-establish control of the planet.
No way could he escape blame if the Legion got hurt so badly, we had to pull
back to orbit.”


“The Kristang care that much about this world?”


“I don’t think the leadership of other clans could
find this backwater rock on a map. What they do care about is squashing the
Legion, because the idea of the Verd-Kris advancing across their territory with
the backing of the Ruhar, has all Kristang clan leaders scared out of their
minds. If the lizards are going to make a big push to kill the whole idea of an
Alien Legion, they should do it right here,” she jabbed a finger on the
console, “right now.”


Hearing that did not boost Shauna’s confidence.
“You said us coming to Fresno was a set-up, them bringing in Keepers and all
before we got here. Do you think the Kristang will try to push us off the
surface?”


Perkins smiled with her mouth but not her eyes, it
was unconvincing. “If they do, they are going to get a bloody nose from
Commodore Sequent. Just one of his ships can obliterate any target on the
surface, and with three ships, he can rotate his force to keep two continuously
providing close-space support while the other ship conducts maintenance. Don’t
worry, Sergeant. The only way the lizards have a prayer of kicking us off this
rock is by making a major commitment of resources, and with them busy killing
each other in their civil war,” she knocked on the wood pole of the tent for
luck, “they don’t have the manpower or the ships.”


Emily Perkins had never been so wrong about
anything in her life.




 



 

Commodore Sequent enjoyed his new title even if it
was temporary, as soon as the other two ships in his little squadron returned
to their home battlegroup, he would revert back to being Captain Sequent. He
enjoyed the blue stripe on his uniform, the blue star next to the symbol of his
ship on tactical displays, and he enjoyed the additional pay and authority that
came with the title. He knew that while technically, a commodore could be
appointed to a formation of only two ships, in practice three ships were the
minimum number for which the Fleet officially appointed a commodore. More than
once he thought he had detected an unspoken undertone of mirth when the other
two ship captains addressed him as ‘Commodore’ and he really could not blame
them. The three had served together many times in their careers, and he
supposed it was difficult to take seriously as a Commodore a man the others
usually referred to as ‘Mahrtee’. Especially because more than once, Captain
Mogonnel of the frigate Dol Tershanna
had dragged his old friend Mahrtee home from a bar after closing time. 


Sequent did not enjoy being required to cover an
occupation with only three ships, none of them a heavy combatant. The whole
operation was being conducted on a shoestring budget, with a wholly-untested
alien ground force. The humans could be trusted only until they found a better
deal than the Ruhar were offering, Sequent admired the accomplishments of the
team called ‘Mavericks’, but he would not be surprised if tomorrow the human
force declared loyalty to the Wurgalan, or whoever made the most lavish promises
of protection and assistance. The Verd-Kris were no better; Sequent
wholeheartedly agreed with the Fleet Intelligence opinion that those supposedly
peace-loving Kristang were only waiting for an opportunity to stab the Ruhar in
the back and join their warrior brethren. The worst, absolute worst part of the
shitshow he had been thrown into was Commissioner Yusafft, that incompetent,
nit-picking, self-promoting, publicity-seeking moron. Yusafft had thrown out
the Legion’s carefully made plans and put political considerations in front of
military reality on the ground. He had attempted to interfere with Sequent’s
squadron, finally getting the message when Sequent’s staff repeatedly informed
Yusafft that the Commodore was not available to talk.


Now Sequent might have to relent and speak with
the know-nothing politician, because the Commodore had followed the advice of
the human Perkins and pulled two of his ships away from the planet. At the
time, that seemed to be a wise precaution, now Sequent looked like an
overly-cautious, even timid commander. Yusafft was demanding full coverage of
the planet for close-space support of the ground force, and no amount of
explaining could make the jerk understand the time-tested wisdom necessity of Fleet
tactics.


“Sir,” Sequent’s first officer approached with a
wary expression. The Commodore had been irritable recently, it was best to
deliver bad news in a tactful manner. “I don’t think you can put off the
Commissioner much longer, he is demanding to speak with you directly.”


Sequent stared at his XO and when she didn’t
flinch, he nodded ruefully. “You told him the Verland’s main reactor is offline for maintenance, and I am in a
heavy-duty armored suit inspecting the shield magnets?”


“Yes, and his staff responded that the potential
crisis point of the occupation is an odd time to pull a warship offline for
routine maintenance. They also said that if the City of Verland is in such a poor state of combat readiness, we should
withdraw and request another ship to be assigned to the squadron. I’m afraid
the Commissioner’s sole talent may be choosing an efficient and well-informed
staff, Sir.”


Sequent snorted. “More likely someone in the
Commission with actual competence chose the staff for him. The fact that a
worthless career bureaucrat like Yusafft drew this appointment tells me the Colony
Administration Commission does not expect, or does not want, this occupation to succeed.”


“Or that no other senior Commissioner wanted this
appointment, because they feared the Legion can’t
handle the job.”


“That’s the same thing, effectively. Either way,
our military will get the blame if this Alien Legion fails. Very well, Roodan.
Signal to the Commissioner’s office that repairs to our reactor have been
completed successfully.”


“We will be jumping back into orbit, to provide
close-space support?”


“No,” Sequent rubbed his right ear, a sign that he
was thinking. “The Tershanna can
handle any minor flare-ups on the surface by herself.”


“What if there is a major flare-up?”


“In that case, the last place I want my squadron
to be is deep in a gravity well. Tell the Commissioner the Verland and the Revlikka
will be conducting practice maneuvers for the next few days, but we will remain
within two lightminutes of the planet, with jump drives ready to bring us back
at a moment’s notice.”


“Yes, Sir. Will we actually be practicing
maneuvers?” She asked hopefully, eager for a break in the routine.


“Why not?”


Roodan felt she needed to speak her mind. “Commodore,
the Tershanna is only a frigate. She
can easily hit targets on the surface, but if she gets in trouble-”


“Relax, Roodan. Our destroyers will be two minutes
away if there is trouble. Besides, this will be a good opportunity to make that
lazy Mogonnel work for a living. The crew of the Tershanna are entirely too
pleased with themselves.”




 



 

Commodore Kekrando’s crew tensed for him to issue
a vile string of curse words when he was given a report that the two Ruhar
destroyers, instead of politely returning to low orbit where they would be easy
targets, were now jumping around almost randomly within two lightminutes of
Feznako. If the task force under Kekrando’s command had time, they might have
been able to calculate a pattern to the enemy maneuvers, and stealthily
position assets to deal with the problem.


Kekrando did not curse, he did not shout, did not
verbally abuse his crew. He was past such behavior, past caring enough to
arouse his passions that far. He merely unbuckled the harness that held him to
the chair, floated out of it, and gently pushed himself over to the navigation
console. That console did not contain any information that was not on the main
displays or the displays attached to the armrests of his command chair, he went
to the nav station because he wanted to get more familiar with the crew of the
ship. As senior captain in the task
force, he was in command, even if his disgraceful fall from admiral’s rank
tainted his present authority.


He considered the tactical situation, or considered
it as best he could since his task force was twelve lightminutes away from the
planet, and the last reported position of the two enemy destroyers was currently
another lightminute and a half beyond the
planet. For all Kekrando knew, the enemy had detected his small, stealthed task
force and had just jumped in a lightsecond away to launch missiles at him. The
sensor time-lag aspect of space warfare was frustrating and confusing to many
ship captains, and some prospective officers were never able to deal with the
inevitable uncertainty about sensor data. Kekrando had been fortunate to have
both a generally fatalistic outlook on life, and a skilled training officer who
had helped Kekrando understand the difference between aggressive action and
macho stupidity.


“Tiekum,” he addressed the remark to the ship’s
executive officer without looking at the man. “Instruct the galley to prepare
the evening meal early, and to make it something special. After we dine, we
will clear the ship for action and go to general quarters.”


“Sir?” Tiekum was astonished. “You propose to hold
us to the schedule? The enemy ships are out of position and we can’t be certain
of engaging them with any-”


“Tiekum,” this time Kekrando did turn to regard
the man. Most of the crew in his little task force, like the ships themselves,
were second-hand castoffs, assets no one else in the clan wanted. Three of the
ships had even been lent by a rival clan, an indication of how concerned
Kristang leadership was about nipping the idea of the Verd-Kris joining an
‘Alien Legion’. Kekrando’s own people had gone over the two borrowed ships stem
to stern with a fine-toothed comb, looking for equipment that could be used to
double-cross Kekrando’s clan. They had not found any, making Kekrando waver
between optimism the ships might have been offered as a sincere and rare
gesture of interclan cooperation, and worry that his unskilled crews simply had
not known what to look for. His other worry was that the two ships were manned
by their home clan and Kekrando was still working out issues of command and
control in coordinating task force maneuvers. The ship’s XO was another asset
Kekrando did not yet have the measure of, the crew often seemed derisive, even
insubordinate to Tiekum, but the man appeared to be competent and level-headed.
Perhaps all he needed was coaching and for the crew to see Kekrando placing his
confidence in the unfamiliar XO. “The enemy has spoiled our plans, that is for
certain, and it shows Commodore Sequent is not a sporting gentleman at all. Do
you wish me to file a formal protest with the enemy?”


The executive officer’s throat became suddenly
deathly dry. For a ship captain to speak so disdainfully in front of the crew
was usually prelude to demotion, punishment or even a laser bolt between the
eyes. “Cap- Senior Captain, I only meant-” His stammer ground to a halt as, to
his utter amazement, he saw a twinkle in Kekrando’s eyes! The storied commander
had been jesting! “Oh, er, no, Sir. As your opponent is clearly not any kind of
a gentleman, he could not be trusted to take a protest with proper
seriousness.” Then Tiekum took the greatest risk of his career; he winked at Kekrando.


The admiral threw his head back and roared with
laughter, causing the bridge crew to freeze, not having any idea what to do
with the novelty of a jovial commander. “Tiekum, you may yet command a ship of
your own. Yes, we will keep to the accelerated schedule. We have no choice, as
we are here only to support our ground forces.”


“Captain,” Tiekum added nervously, not knowing how
far the new familiarity with Kekrando extended. “We do not have sufficient
numbers to engage enemy ground forces, and
also pursue Sequent’s two destroyers.”


“Your assessment is correct, Tiekum. Therefore, we
will not pursue those destroyers. We will make them come to us. Shall I show
you my plan, for your education? And so you can execute my instructions, if my
death is untimely?” Kekrando’s eyes darted around the bridge, suspecting one or
more of the senior crew had orders to watch him and, if needed, terminate his
service to the clan.


“If you please, Commodore, I would be honored to
learn.”




 



 

Shauna turned to the left to peer at the screen of
her second laptop, her eyes going back and forth between the two machines in
front of her. She was tired and as she moved her head quickly to pivot between
the displays, her ponytail swung and swished against her collar. Tired and
irritated, she exhaled a gasp of exasperation and reached back to tug the
ponytail out of its rubber band, quickly retying it to hang in front over her
right shoulder where it was not in her way. Clicking between feeds from sensor
drones, she narrowed her search. Again. So far, despite the long day and
intense effort, she had nothing to show Colonel Perkins.




 

Jesse swung the tent flap aside with one foot,
carrying two cups of coffee. He opened his mouth to say something clever to
cheer up his girlfriend, then went quiet when he saw her hair was hanging to
the side. When on duty, Shauna always kept her hair tied up in a ponytail, a
no-nonsense bun, or she used pins to keep it flattened against the back of her
head in some complicated braid thing that Jesse had been firmly instructed not to touch.


Seeing her hair down, or swept to the side in a
graceful arc, was for Jesse Colter like waving a cape at a bull. He set down
his cup of coffee on a cabinet. “Hello, darlin’,” he said as he offered her the
other cup, then put it on the table safely away from the keyboards when she
waved the beverage away. “No coffee?”


Shauna barely looked up as she pointed to the pile
of discarded coffee cups behind the laptop displays. “I drank too much
already.”


Perhaps Jesse was not skilled at picking up cues,
verbal or nonverbal. Or perhaps he was just thinking with the wrong head. Why he did a dumb thing was less
important than the fact that he did a dumb thing. At first, he used his
fingertips to gently massage her neck and shoulders, knowing she held tension
there, especially after a long day staring at displays.


Shauna moaned softly, not realizing what she was
doing and encouraging her boyfriend. Jesse, priding himself on being no fool,
kept going with light pressure from his fingertips until her shoulders relaxed
ever so slightly. He then switched to tracing the sides of her neck up to
behind her neck. Shauna wriggled her shoulders which should have been a solid
clue except Jesse’s brain was not in ‘Receive’ mode and he bent down to kiss
her neck.


“Ah!” Shauna squealed at feeling unexpected
wetness on her neck. One hand flew back instinctively, catching Jesse on the
nose and making him jump back.


Holding his sore nose and bending it slightly to
make sure the cartilage was not broken, he spat on the dirt floor. “What the
hell did you do that for?”


“Sorry,” she glanced back at him before returning
her attention to her work. “I’m busy, Jesse. This is not ‘fun time’.”


Still hoping to salvage the situation, he blinked
away tears of pain and let go of his injured nose. A little discomfort was not
going to stop him. “Come on, darlin’, you’ve been at this all day. Take a
break,” he tugged playfully on her ponytail and used the hair to tickle her
neck. “This stuff will still be here in the morning.”


“Jesse Colter,” she turned to face him, slapping
his hand away and glaring. “Either you respect me as a soldier and respect my work, or you think I am just a piece of
tail for you to bang whenever you want.”


“Well,” Jesse gave his most charming smile in one
last desperate attempt. “Not whenever.”


Shauna didn’t say anything, she didn’t need to. The
needle of Jesse’s panic meter pegged on MAXIMUM DUMBFUCK and bent, straining to
indicate a previously unexplored level of dumbfuckery. Fortunately for Jesse,
Mama Colter didn’t raise no fool. He
straightened, threw back his shoulders and put on his All Business. “Show me
what you got, Sergeant Jarrett.”


“Really?” She gave him the side-eye until Jesse
retrieved his own coffee cup, took a big swig and sat down at the pair of
laptops on the table opposite her.


“If this is important to you, it’s important to us. If you think it’s important enough
to stay up late, then it must be important to the Legion. So, Sergeant,” he
took a breath. “What you got?”


Shauna sighed, looked at her own coffee cup and
took a sip, sticking out her lower lip at the bitter brew. “It would take too
long to explain.”


“You didn’t just insult my learnin’ ability, did
you?”


“No! No, it’s, it’s just, this is complicated.”


“It’s not that
complicated.” He picked up a chair and dragged it over to sit beside her. “Show
me.”




 

Twenty minutes later, having drained his coffee
cup and half of hers, Jesse admitted it was
complicated. Unless you ignored all the extraneous bullshit and focused
narrowly on what they were trying to achieve: finding evidence of Kristang
caches of weapons or troops in areas supposedly cleared and under control of
the Legion.


“Here’s what I don’t understand,” Jesse stared
straight ahead at the display while gauging Shauna’s reaction. “We are not
concerned about small groups behind the lines, a squad here and there.”


“We are
concerned,” his fellow sergeant corrected him.


“Right. We’re not as concerned. We’re not going through all this,” he jabbed a finger
at the laptop, “to find a few pesky lizards. The Commish is-”


“The Commish?”


“Commissioner Useless, you know what I mean. He is
worried about big groups of the enemy behind our lines.”


“He is worried, and the Colonel is worried. So,
I’m worried too.”


“Even a company-size asshole of lizards could-”


“Asshole?”


“That’s what you call a group of lizard warrior caste. Like how a group of crows
is called a ‘murder’. Ski told me that.”


“Asshole,”
Shauna’s shoulders shook. “That’s the first time I’ve had a laugh all day.”


It was Jesse’s turn to stick to business, because
he was on a roll. “Focus, darlin’, just a while longer. I see all these areas
are marked ‘Clear’. That means, what?”


“It means those areas behind the lines have been
checked again by deep-scanning sensor drones, and they found,” she yawned,
“nothing.”


“I got that. What about these yellow areas here?
They’re behind our lines, too. I can see sensor drones and aircraft have flown
over the sites, and ground patrols have been there. Why are they in yellow?”


“Because deep sensor scans aren’t reliable there.
Those are fusion power plants, generating power for cities or industries that
draw too much power for solar.”


“So, there could be a whole lot of lizards hidden
under a fusion plant, and we’re not looking there because,” his eyes bulged
with astonishment, “it’s too hard?”


“No. Yes. We’re not looking there because it’s a
waste of time. If there are lizards under those plants, hidden in a stealth
field, we won’t find them with our scanning equipment.”


“The lizards know that, they’re not stupid. The
one best place they could hide a whole brigade, we’re not looking? Darlin’, my
namesake Jesse James was once asked why he robbed banks, and he said because
that’s where the money is.”


“The question meant,” Shauna wearily brushed hair away from her face, “why did he rob banks,
instead of earning an honest living?”


“I like my version better. The point is, we should
be looking for trouble in the places trouble would hide, if they’re not
completely stupid.”


“Fine,” Shauna yawned again. “You got any idea how
to do that? The hamster sensor gear we have access to says it can’t be done,
unless we get shovels and dig under a fusion reactor.”


Jesse shrugged. “I don’t know. Let me think on it
while I get more coffee.”


“None for me, thanks.”


Jesse walked through the door flap and down the
hallway to the break room, also just a section of tent partitioned off by hanging
panels. Somebody had just made a fresh pot of coffee, he had to wait while it finished dripping. When he lifted the pot to
pour the fresh brew into his cup, he jostled the pot and spilled a couple hot
drops on his hand. “Ow!” He carefully set down both pot and cup, sucking on the
scalded area with his mouth to soothe it. “Damn, that coffee is hot,” he muttered, and stood bolt upright.


Forgetting the cup of coffee, he strode back to
Shauna, who was slumped with her head cradled in one hand. “Wake up, Sergeant.
I got a question for you. People and equipment underground have got to generate
heat, right?” He scratched his head. “I remember going to Florida when I was a
kid. It was chilly one morning, and my parents took me to a powerplant near a
river. In the pond where the cooling water discharges, there were floating a
whole flock of manatees, because they don’t like cold water.”


“I think a group of manatees is called a ‘herd’,”
Shauna wrinkled her forehead in thought. “Maybe a ‘pod’.”


“Whatever. My point is, that fusion plant generates heat. For cooling, it
takes in water from the river through these pipes upstream,” he tapped the display.
“And dumps the warm water out downstream here.”


“Yeah, so?” Shauna was too tired to think clearly.
“Every powerplant does that.”


“So, we know
how much heat those fusion reactors should be generating. Or there must be some
way to know that, right? I read somewhere those fusion bottles are a standard
Kristang design. Their age, how much power they output and the local climate have got to affect how much heat they generate,
but the hamsters must have a way to calculate that. They are smart little rodents,” he grinned.


“Sure.” She rubbed her eyes. “You want to see if
any powerplant is generating more waste heat than it should? You figure that extra
heat is from cooling a group of lizards hidden underground?”


“Lizards and whatever equipment they have down
there.” He picked up a laptop and held the bottom in his palm, feeling the
warmth. “Equipment gives off all kinds of heat.”


“We can try,” she pursed her lips, fingers
hovering over a keyboard. “The hamsters won’t want to give us that data, we
embarrassed them enough already.”


“This ain’t about us taking credit,” Jesse said
quietly, knowing is was at least a little bit about taking credit. “We tell the
hamsters and they take it from there.”


“The Ruhar aren’t going to listen to us. Not even
the Colonel either.”


“All righty then. We get our Verd friends to
request the data. Tell them, um, we’re trying to see if power is being diverted
from the plants, something like that.”




 









CHAPTER FIFTEEN




 

Shauna had just dropped off to sleep when the zPhone
under the cot buzzed. “Ungh,” Jesse mumbled next to her. “What’n hell is that?”


“My phone. Or yours,” she rolled over, untangling
herself from Jesse’s right arm and reaching on the floor for a phone. The first
one her fingers found, of course, was not the one buzzing. When she touched the
vibrating object, it slipped away. “Ah, shit,” she flopped over the edge of the
cot, swinging her legs back and smacking Jesse in the head.


“Ow!” He held onto her foot to prevent further
damage.


Shauna grunted with the effort of reaching under
the cot, telling herself it would have been easier to simply get out of bed,
but doing that would have committed her to shaking
the cobwebs out of her head and being awake, and she had just drifted off to
sleep. No. That couldn’t be right, the stupid phone was saying she had been asleep
for nearly four hours? “Hello?” She answered, her dry and bleary eyes not able
to read the caller ID.


It was Perkins. “Jarrett, I just got a call from
our Verd friends. You requested a data set from them?”


“Ma’am?” Shauna stifled a yawn.


“Data,” Perkins repeated patiently.


There was some mumbled talk in the background, a
voice Shauna recognized as Dave Czajka, and hearing that made Shauna smile, sit
up and reach back for Jesse with her other hand. He caressed her hand and
tugged gently on her hair until she shook her head, tucked the phone to her
shoulder and silently mouthed ‘Perkins’.  Despite the dim lighting in the tent,
Jesse got the message. “I’m sorry, Ma’am, what data? Oh!” Awareness dawned on
her. “About the fusion plants.”


“What is going on, Sergeant? The Verds are happy
to provide the info, but they want in on whatever you’re doing. What are you doing?”


Shauna knew the colonel and her
officially-not-a-soldier lover were in another partition of the tent only
twenty feet away. “Meet us in the war room, Colonel?”




 

“Excess heat output, hmm?” Emily yawned as she
distractedly tied her hair up in a bun, snapping a rubber band to keep it in
place. She could feel the bun was a frazzled mess and hair was sticking out all
over and she didn’t care. She also knew that Dave Czajka considered her messy
just-got-out-of-bed hair to be very attractive and she did care about that, she
also had not enough time to do anything
about it at the moment. “It’s a longshot, but, good thinking, Jarrett.”


“It was Jesse’s idea,” Shauna stated as she sat
and began pulling up the data from the Verds.


“Colter?” Perkins flashed a thumbs up at the other
sergeant while she looked over Shauna’s shoulder. “Good thinking and good
teamwork.”


“It may be nothing, Ma’am,” Jesse downplayed the
idea, not wanting to get their CO’s hopes up.


Ten minutes later, with Shauna using one laptop
and Perkins on the other, they had examined all the data and found three
candidates. “Four percent, seven and eight,” Shauna bit her lower lip. Of the seven
major fusion power plants on Fresno, they had found only three that were
generating a suspicious amount of excess heat.


“Four percent is in the margin of error,” Perkins
observed. “We can ignore that one.”


“I’m not sure about that,” Dave tapped her laptop
display and set a full cup of coffee on the table. “That fusion plant is the
oldest one on the planet, and we know the lizards have had problems with
coolant pipes cracking,” he flipped the file to a report from the Ruhar colony
prep contractor Glabosor. That company’s engineers had reviewed historical data
that was surrendered grudgingly by the Kristang, or hacked from data systems
that had less than military-grade security. The day-to-day operations of
power-generating facilities were not
considered a big secret. “Between the fusion plant and the river is a big
marsh. If the outlet pipes are cracked, a lot of waste heat could be leaking
into the marsh, and we wouldn’t see excess heat downstream from the outlet
pipes. So, the real number could be a lot higher than four percent.”


“I don’t know if we could calculate how much heat
is leaking into the marsh,” Shauna didn’t want to squash Dave’s enthusiasm, she
also didn’t see a way they could make sense of the data.


“Maybe we don’t have to,” Jesse said before
slurping coffee that was too hot. “Ah! Damn that’s hot. Listen up, we can
figure whether the outlet pipes are leaking, and how much.”


“How’s that?” Perkins looked up. She was again
reminded how lucky she was that the Ruhar had pulled together herself, Jarrett,
Colter and Czajka for interrogation to determine how much they knew about Joe
Bishop’s theft of a dropship. The answer to that question was zero, none of
them had any idea why or how Bishop had managed to fly a sophisticated airspace
craft, what he had done with it or where he went. The four of them, with Irene
Striebich and later Derek Bonsu, had reactivated hidden maser cannons and
blasted a Kristang battlegroup out of orbit. If she had not been brought in for
interrogation, she might never have met the team now called ‘Mavericks’.


“Simple math,” Jesse answered with a grin. “Simple
for the computer, anyways. We check the river flow above the inlet pipes, below
the outlet pipes and in between. There’s a stream dumping water into the river
downstream of the inlet pipes, but we should have a way to estimate the inflow
from that stream.”


“Hmm,” Shauna hummed as her finger flew over the
keyboard. “We can calculate that.
Yup, yeah, there is less water flowing from the outlet pipes than there should
be. About eleven thousand gallons per hour less. That’s a lot. That water must
be leaking into the marsh.”


“That water sure is going somewhere,” Jesse accepted a high-five from Dave. “Darlin’, uh,
Sergeant Jarrett, how much heat would eleven thousand gallons an hour contain?”


“That, um.” The computer had that info somewhere.
It took Shauna a minute to find it. “If we add that much heat back in, the
fusion plant is now generating six point five percent more heat than it
should.”


“Above the margin of error,” Perkins noted with
satisfaction. “This is good work,
people. Jarrett, put our findings in a file and I’ll talk to the Verds.”


Jesse was not pleased by that. “We’re letting them
hog all the glory?”


Perkins sat back in her chair. “Remember what I
said about teamwork? The Verds are in our team.”


“Yeah, ‘Pone,” Dave agreed. “The Kristang are the
enemy. Them, and the Commissioner’s office,” he added with a wink.


“Besides, we don’t have any means of checking
these sites,” Perkins observed. “The Verds have better toys than we do.”


“Ma’am,” Shauna had to stifle a yawn despite the
coffee she’d been drinking. “What will we be doing?”


Their commanding officer thought for a moment.
“Jarrett, you take Nert and fly to this fusion plant, coordinate with the
Verds. They’ll hear about this soon and you need to explain your search
strategy to them. I’m flying out in,” she checked her zPhone, “two hours to
meet General Ross, I’ll brief him in person. Dave, er, Czajka,” her cheeks
flushed red. “You’re escorting the inspection team at that hydropower dam, keep
to that schedule. Colter, there’s a flight to Verd-kris headquarters this
morning. You go smooth things over with their intel people. If we do find
something dangerous hidden under one of those fusion plants, the Verds are going
to be mighty embarrassed that we figured it out before them.”


“Smooth it over?” Jesse gulped. “Me? Um, how am I
doing that?”


“Be charming, Jesse,” Shauna reached over and
stroked his arm. “You can be very charming, when you think it will get you
something.”


“Uh-” It was Jesse’s turn to turn red with
embarrassment.


“What I want to know is, sure the Verds have
better toys. But how will they check
those sites?” Dave asked.


Perkins’ mouth straightened into a grimace. “The
Verds keep telling us how much smarter they are than us poor humans. They’ll
figure something out.”




 

The Verd-kris first asked themselves the question of
how to investigate the source of excess heat, when they received the
information from the Mavericks. No, that wasn’t correct. First, they asked
themselves why they had not
considered looking for excess heat generated by the fusion plants. Then they
wasted almost an hour double-checking Shauna’s analysis before admitting that
three power plants indeed were throwing out an unusual amount of heat, with no
reasonable explanation. A more detailed analysis, which the Verds prided
themselves was something the humans could not have done, revealed those three
power plants were also putting less electricity into the local grid than was
expected. Old and poorly-maintained equipment could not explain where all the
lost energy was going, and it had to be going somewhere. Like to a powerful
stealth field concealing a network of caverns and tunnels under the reactors.


Before kicking their findings up the chain to
their hamster overlords, the Verd-kris headquarters intelligence team agreed
they needed more solid data. To get that data, they had an opportunity to use a
toy provided by the Ruhar: tiny submarine drones. A swarm of tiny drones would
swim up the cooling outlet pipes and separate to find the sources of heat.
Though the pipes had screens to filter out contaminants and prevent sabotage,
the drones were small and slender enough to slip through grates and screens in
the pipes.


Because the three suspect power plants were behind
the lines, in territory controlled and cleared by the Legion, the Verds could
simply have flown in a set of submersible drones and asked the engineering
teams to deploy them through hatches in the pipes. A request to do that would
have taken hours, even days, to work its way up the proper channels and back
down again, and the Ruhar were sure to hear about the proposed operation.


Instead, the intel office at Verd-kris HQ made an
error in judgment. They requisitioned an aircraft to fly low over the river
downstream of one fusion plant and drop a swarm of drones into the water. As
the aircraft came in low and slow, its back ramp opened and bundles of drones
spilling out to splash on the surface and disappear, technicians at the plant
became alarmed and reported the incident. Those technicians included Ruhar and
Verd-kris, plus a handful of the Kristang who had operated the reactors before
the Legion arrived. The Kristang might have secretly reported what they saw, or
maybe none of them had the opportunity to alert their fellow clan members.


It did not matter what the Kristang technicians
did, because sensors hidden around the power plant noticed the low-flying
aircraft, and the Kristang who monitored those sensors soon knew something odd
was going on.


They also knew their secret was about to be
exposed.




 



 



 

“Nerty,” Shauna leaned toward the alien teenager
seated beside her in the Buzzard, speaking just loud enough to be heard as the
pilots ran the turbines up to check engines before takeoff. “Are you Ok? You
look nervous.”


“Me? No,” he shook his head, his slightly
quivering lower lip betraying his true feelings. That and the trembling
fingertips.


“I’ve never seen you be worried about flying,” she
added in a lower voice, then stopped talking as the howling turbines throttled
up again and the aircraft leapt off the ground.


Nert sat stiffly, hands clutched together in his
lap, staring straight ahead until the Buzzard transitioned to level flight and
the engine sound faded. “I am not afraid of flying. I am afraid of being shot
down. This is a combat zone,” he reminded her.


“Ah, yeah,” she understood. “Don’t worry about it.
True, this whole planet is the front line, but, we are safe for now.”


“How can you be sure?” His accusing look told her
that he did not like being told sweet comforting lies. He wore a cadet’s
uniform and he was no longer a child.


“It makes sense,” Shauna shrugged. “We know the
lizards plan to split the Legion by forcing their Keeper slaves into gladiator
contests. That’s their big play, they set it up even before the Legion was
officially assigned to this rock. It must have cost them a lot to transport all
those Keepers here, no way would they risk spoiling all their preparations by
attacking early.”


Nert’s brow furrowed in a very human-like
expression. “That does make sense.”


From his tone, Shauna guessed the cadet was not
fully convinced. “If this were a strategic planning exercise at the Academy,
how would you assess the risk of the Kristang starting a fight right now?”


Nert’s expression brightened. “Minimal,” he
answered. “You are correct. The lizards are bloodthirsty and self-control is
not one of their strengths, however they can be patient when doing that gives
them a useful tactical advantage. They will wait to see if sacrificing the
Sleepers,” he grimaced in disgust, “causes part of the human force to break
discipline.”


“Uh huh, yeah. That’s what HQ is thinking,” she
agreed.


“Sergeant Jarrett?”


“What, Nerty?” She did not like being formal with
the boy.


“Are the lizards correct? Will a significant part
of the human force act against orders, to free the Keepers?”


Shauna shook her head and stared at the deck. “I
don’t know, Nert. Really, I don’t.”


“What about you?” He lowered his voice, though the
other four passengers were out of earshot in the front of the cabin.


“Me?” She looked up to meet his gaze. “I don’t
know that for sure either. My plan is not to watch or listen to any of the
gladiator games, but,” she bit her lip. “I’ll hear about it one way or another.
It’s hard to watch your own people being slaughtered.”


To her utter surprise, Nert took her hand in his
and squeezed. “We are your people
now. All of us who fight against the Kristang. Jesse, Sergeant Colter, told me
the Keepers made their choice before they left Gehtanu. They have,” he squinted
in concentration. “They have selected their beds, now they must sleep in them?”


Shauna gave Nert points for remembering a human
expression, even if he hadn’t gotten it exactly correct. He had made the effort to speak to her in her own
language, that meant a lot. She squeezed his hand back. “Jesse is right about
that. Can I ask you a question?”


“Of course.”


“What are,” she almost said ‘your people’. “The
Ruhar here saying about how they expect humans to react?”


Nert did not look directly at her. “Um, well. The
officers I have heard spoke admiringly about the Kristang strategy. No matter
what happens here, the Kristang have sowed doubt about how reliable the human
part of the Legion will be in future operations. The Legion concept does not
work without humans. My people,” he said without thinking, “will not trust the
Verd-kris by themselves.”


“That’s what I thought,” Shauna replied, echoing
what Perkins had told her. “No point worrying about it now,” she leaned back
and pulled her helmet down to shade her eyes from the overhead lighting. “We’ve
got a long flight, let’s get some rest.”




 



 

Jesse rubbed sleep away from his eyes and covered
his mouth as he yawned while strapping into his seat in the surprisingly crowded
Buzzard. Maybe, he realized, he should not be surprised. The continuing
shortage of flightworthy aircraft meant that people who needed to go somewhere
had to squeeze into whatever transport was available. Still, the few times he
had flown on Fresno had been aboard aircraft filled more with supplies than
people.


What was surprising was the number of aliens
seated in the cabin. That particular aircraft was operated by humans, he could
see the two pilots were human and the crew chief at the bottom of the ramp was
human. Yet, six of the passengers had the fur-covered faces of the Ruhar, and
wore their uniforms. There was also a Verd-kris female and Jesse noted all the
Ruhar seemed to avoid speaking with or even looking at the Verd. The friendly
lizard looked back at Jesse with a neutral expression, then nodded slightly.
Jesse returned the gesture and ignored the Ruhar. The hamsters were too good to
talk with lowly humans and lizards? Fine, he thought, Fuck them. 


After a couple minutes of inactivity, he leaned to
speak with one of the pilots, who was lounging against the rear of the cockpit
bulkhead. “Hey, Ma’am,” he addressed the French Air Force officer. “What are we
waiting for?”


The woman did not answer, instead pointing toward
the open rear ramp of the aircraft. Boots stomped on the ramp and a woman
wearing the double silver bar insignia for a captain in the United States Army
tucked a bag under the seat next to Jesse and began strapping in.


“Now, we go,” the pilot announced sourly, hitting
the button to close the rear ramp and going forward into the cockpit.


“Colter,” the Army woman said as she read Jesse’s
nametag. Then her eyes opened wider as she saw his unit insignia. “Maverick,
huh?”


“Yes, Ma’am. Sergeant Jesse Colter.”


“Captain Dani Grace,” she replied. “I met your
pilots, last week it was, I think. Striebich and Bonsu?’


“That’s them all right. Oh, hey,” Jesse turned in
his seat excitedly. “I heard about that. Were you the one who gave that lizard a
smackdown?” He laughed with delight.


“Officially, I must say that indulging in insults
would be unbecoming an officer.”


“Uh huh, sure thing,” Jesse agreed with a twinkle
in his eyes. “Unofficially?”


“It was delicious,”
she winked.




 

It was a long flight and after chatting with the
captain for a while, Jesse leaned back, pulled his helmet low over his face,
and slept. He was still asleep when the war started. Jesse’s notification that
the conflict had begun was not in the polite form of an engraved invitation. It
was in the form of the aircraft dropping abruptly, sending his stomach
fluttering up into his mouth and jerking him rudely into awareness. “What the-”
He started to say, before having to clamp his mouth shut hard so his breakfast
didn’t end up all over the cabin. Zero gee training had not bothered him once
he’d gotten used to it, the problem he had that morning was the unexpectedness
of the event.


Then he got a real treat as the bottom dropped out,
hard. Before, the Buzzard had been falling, now the engines howled in a power
dive and what had been a sensation of zero gravity became negative gees. Holy
shit! He fought down both his breakfast and rising panic. He knew from talking
with Irene and Derek that the Buzzard was a transport aircraft and not a
fighter. An airframe was designed to take a certain amount of positive gee
load, but how many negative gees could it take before the wings snapped off or
something critical failed?


Jesse never found the answer to that question,
because the Buzzard abruptly pulled up hard, crushing him down in his seat. The
cabin vibrated so violently he thought the wings had broken away, only the
tortured screaming of the engines assured him they were still somehow attached.


Then the Buzzard inverted.


Bags and other improperly secured gear flew around
the cabin, crashing into the ceiling that had become the floor. The inverted
flight lasted only long enough for Jesse to begin a prayer that was cut off when
the Buzzard snap-rolled back into the position that God had intended things to
fly, and Jesse faintly heard the whoosh
sound of missiles launching, accompanied by the aircraft bouncing upward as it
was suddenly lighter by the weight of four missiles.


“Shit!” He shouted to add to the din in the cabin,
unheard because most other people were also shouting something. “That’s not
good!”


Bzzzzzzzt!
Bzzzzzzt!


The defensive maser turrets fired two long pulses,
then cycled into rapid-fire mode. Bzzt bzzt bzzt bzzt!


“That is
really not good,” he shouted at Captain Grace, who wisely was in the proper
tuck position for a crash. No, what? Jesse could not believe his eyes. She was
bent over her freakin’ phone? What
the hell could she be doing with-


Jesse followed the Captain’s lead, pulling out his
phone and putting it firmly between his knees.


War.


There was one text message on his phone screen: a
general alert from the Legion that announced wide-spread fighting broken out on
and around Fresno, in coordinated attacks. Jesse’s mental response was ‘No shit Sherlock’ to that very helpful message. What he found
more useful was the little signal strength icon, which was blank, and a
blinking warning that communications were being jammed.


Jamming meant he could not get a message, perhaps
a final message, to Shau-


Shauna!


She and Nert were also flying that morning. If
Legion aircraft were being shot at, then she was in danger.


Jesse reached back and patted his sidearm, looking
forward at the locker that contained rifles. He was going to survive. He was
going to live, and he was going to assure Shauna lived, and he was going to
kill a whole lot of lizards who were
threatening the love of his life. Whatever thought he had next was chased away
by the aircraft jerking upward, then sinking violently and rolling as there was
a loud BANG and the right side of the cabin
was suddenly peppered with holes. Air shrieked through the holes, an
ear-piercing scream that made Jesse brace again and cover his ears with his hands.


After that, Jesse had only a jumble of confused
memories as the stricken aircraft tumbled through the sky. At some point he
heard an automated voice faintly shouting Brace
Brace Brace in English and repeating the warning in multiple alien and
human languages. The voice being automated gave him a sick feeling, because it
meant the pilots did not have time to give a warning.


Or, there were no pilots alive beyond the cockpit
door.


Over the shriek of wind coming through holes in
the Buzzard’s skin, Jesse could not tell whether the defensive maser cannons
were still firing, or whether either of the engines was running. He looked up
just long enough to see something tall and black flash past a gaping hole in
the hull.


It was… a tree?
What was a tree doing in the sky-


Then the Buzzard crashed.


The pilots, or the automated guidance system, made
the best of a bad situation. The Buzzard came down over a heavily-forested
area, with even the narrow and fast-running rivers covered with an overhanging
canopy of branches. There was only one gap in the trees, where a river went
over a broad ledge and water backed up, forming a broad and dark pool. The
pilots aimed for that gap, knowing a belly landing in water was better than the
aircraft and passengers being torn apart by thick tree trunks. It was a good idea,
made less useful by the wide pool of the river being too short for the Buzzard
to lose its forward momentum before the river bent to the north.


The aircraft hit the water hard and bounced once,
twice, three times, throwing up fountains of water that came in through holes
in the cabin as pressurized jets, choking Jesse and rattling his already
overloaded brain. After the third bounce, the Buzzard skidded across the water
until one wing clipped a tree and that engine broke off, sending the craft
spinning to the right and rolling before lurching back onto its belly, skipping
sideways across the water. The sideways motion saved Jesse’s life, by bleeding
off kinetic energy before the Buzzard slammed into the trees lining the bank
where the river bent to the north.


He had a second of terror as his head snapped
back, then his forehead smacked into his knees.




 









CHAPTER SIXTEEN




 

The fight for the planet Feznako did not begin
with large forces on each side of a defined border, conducting a well-planned
set-piece battle. With starships in orbit able to rain hellfire down on any
position, the key to ground warfare was to use stealth fields and sensor
jamming to avoid being targeted, and to never gather a large enough force in
one area that the force became a worthy target for the big guns and missiles of
a starship. The old military principle of concentrating force against an
objective was turned on its head, when an enemy could control the ultimate high
ground.


There were no lines of artillery dug in on each
side of the border. There was no
border. The fighting began with small-unit actions breaking out simultaneously
all around the planet, coordinated by the Kristang with a simple signal over
the planetary communications system. With the Kristang having discarded their
original plan to split the Legion by placing Keepers in dire peril, then having
to move up their revised attack schedule not once but twice, almost no
offensive units were in the proper position when the attack signal was given.
Units in the field had to improvise, an action that was not a strength of the Kristang
warrior caste’s top-down command culture.


Some units did follow as best they could the
original plans they had been given, only to find those plans woefully outdated,
as Legion forces had either moved or never yet arrived at those targets. The
Alien Legion and their Ruhar leaders were in as much in confusion and chaos as
their enemy, the evacuation schedule having been revised so many times that no
one was sure which version was current.


The attack on the convoy wasn’t planned, because
the convoy was a last-minute decision by General Ross. He had been scheduled to
fly out to a regional command post, but then the Buzzard developed engine trouble
during the flight and was forced to land, Ross decided to continue the journey
by truck rather than wait for the aircraft to be repaired. Air assets were
still in short supply, and he could not justify pulling a frontline aircraft
off its assigned duties to fly him around on an inspection tour.


Also, if the
general was being completely
truthful, he wanted an opportunity to drive a truck instead of being
chauffeured around everywhere by a staff officer.


Perkins had been skeptical when Ross ordered the inspection
party into a pair of trucks, but she kept quiet after he said he wanted to
experience what it was like to patrol an area the Legion had declared as
‘pacified’. There were no cities and only a few towns along the route, without
any dangerous choke points where an ambush could have been prepared for them.
The regular patrol that morning had not encountered any trouble, indeed the
patrol reported seeing very few Kristang, the mostly civilian population seemed
to be keeping quiet and out of sight.


The first indication of trouble was a confused
report received by one of the soldiers in the back seat of the truck. He held
his zPhone to one ear and a hand pressed tightly to the other ear, evidently
having trouble hearing despite the almost silent electric motors of the truck.
“Say again,” Perkins heard the man say. “Air warning? Where? Send the data to
me.”


“What’s the problem?” Perkins turned around to
look at the staff officer in the back seat.


The man kept the phone pressed to his ear, holding
up an index finger to ask for a moment before replying. Then he lifted the
phone away from his ear, squinted at it in surprise, and pressed buttons. “I
don’t know, Colonel. It was garbled. I’m calling HQ now.”


Perkins pulled out her own phone and was about to
contact her own headquarters, but the icon for connection strength blinked out.
She instinctively held the phone outside the truck window as if it were a
cellphone and she was still on Earth, when the screen lit up with a jamming
alert. “We’re being jammed!” She shouted, stuffing the phone back into a pocket
and drawing her rifle from its mount inside the door.


The jamming was her first notice that war had
broken out across Fresno. The second notice was a crackling buzz like a nest of
angry hornets, as the maser turret on the truck in front of them fired at
something in the sky. A bright spot bloomed in the clear morning sky, a missile
or artillery shell exploding as it was intercepted by the air-defense maser
beam. The maser fired again, this time there was no flare in the sky, instead
the truck shook and she heard a loud CRUMP sound of a warhead striking the
ground off to the left side of the road.


Ross stomped on the accelerator pedal and stuck a
hand out the window, waving for the truck ahead to move faster. Perkins slapped
the dashboard to get the general’s attention. “Sir! We need to turn around!”


“No,” Ross shook his head without taking his eyes
of the road. “We’ve got a clear shot along this road to the checkpoint at the
crossroads. Going back, we have to drive through a town and that is a sure
ambush site.”


“The checkpoint is thirty-two kilometers, back to
base is only twelve. That extra twenty klicks
is a lot of exposure. That checkpoint is only manned by two squads, they can
get overrun easily,” she kept her tone neutral because she had argued against
scattering small teams at checkpoints, where they were too vulnerable. “That
checkpoint team has standing orders to RTB if fighting starts. Sir, they won’t
be there when we arrive.”


“Fair point, Perkins,” Ross let off the throttle
slightly, his eyes still scanning the road to each side.


“We can go around that town behind us. I checked
the fields as we drove through, we can go cross-country and avoid the town.”


“The fields to the north were freshly planted,” Ross
replied, subtly telling his subordinate that she was not the only person who
had paid attention as they drove through the alien countryside. “Perfect spot
to plant mines. To the south, those fields are crisscrossed with irrigation
ditches. A lot of mud.”


“This type of truck can handle mud, even ford deep
streams and climb riverbanks. We can make it.”


Ross hesitated, unconvinced.


“Sir, there’s a dozen soldiers in these trucks who
are in danger because we are here,”
she said pointedly. “They’d be safer if you and I got out and walked home.”


“I hear you, Colonel. All right,” he hit the
brakes and the truck ground to a halt, then he began cranking the steering
wheel hard to get the truck turned around. Ahead of them, the other truck had
also stopped and a soldier was leaning out a window, tapping his helmet to
indicate he had lost communications. “We go back to base. I’m not risking lives
just to-”


CRUMP!!!


The maser turret atop the lead truck fired nearly
simultaneously with an artillery round impacting the road ahead, throwing up a
fountain of road and burnt ash. The maser
fired twice more and the truck was rocked by mid-air explosions, the second
warhead being detonated so close that both vehicles were pelted by shrapnel.
Emily felt a burning streak across her right cheek and when she touched her
face, it came away with bright red blood.


Ross looked at her with alarm as he continued to
get the truck turned around on the narrow road. “You’re hit.”


“It’s nothing,” she responded, feeling a thin tear
along the skin. “Letting it bleed will flush the wound out until I can-”


“Medical kit. Now,
Colonel. That’s an order. And get these windows up. That’s my fault, I was
sightseeing.” The windows rolled up and some sort of energy field engaged to
reinforce the integrity of the see-through composite, making the view shimmer
slightly. Ross now wished he had a Hamvee with armor panels that could swing up
to cover the windows. Hamvee drivers could steer by viewing sensor data in
their helmet visors. “Button up,” he ordered the two soldiers in the back seat.
They had Ruhar skinsuits while Ross and Perkins had standard UNEF combat
uniforms, augmented by vests with armor panels and Ruhar field helmets. The
helmets had a visor that could be lowered to provide synthetic vision and targeting
data for rifles, but did not offer the full protection of a skinsuit bucket.


Perkins took a second to rip a medical patch out
of the medical kit and slap it to her face, feeling the nanotechnology gel in
the patch numb the area before it went to work stopping the blood flow and
knitting the wound together. She knew Ross had been right to insist she take care of the wound because with the amazing
technology of Ruhar battlefield medicine, it took only seconds to ensure the
wound would not reduce her combat effectiveness. “Good thing we decided not to
continue forward,” she said with a wry smile, wincing when the smile stretched
the fast-healing slice across her cheek. As the dust cleared, she could see the
warhead had taken a big chunk out of the road. The crater was deep and
steep-walled, difficult for the trucks to drive across.


Ross shook his head. “I think the lizards don’t
want us going forward. They’re making us go backwards. That crater wasn’t made
by artillery, there was an IED under the road. I was watching, the explosion
happened before the maser turret
engaged.”


“Shit,” Perkins stuffed the medical kit back in
its cubby under the dash and flicked off her rifle’s first safety. Looking in
the side mirror, she could see the lead truck was having trouble getting turned
around. The road in that area was a narrow dirt lane, cut through rolling
terrain. On each side, an embankment rose four to six feet. The embankment
could be climbed by even the larger lead truck, but it would be a slow process.
If it was an ambush spot, the enemy had chosen well. Ross might be correct, the
enemy could be steering them back to a prepared ambush site. Although, it did
not make sense. Why bother going through the trouble to set up an ambush, and
then not spring the trap on the regular morning patrol that had rolled through
less than two hours before? Plus, the enemy could not have known that two
senior Legion officers would be on the road that morning, Ross himself hadn’t
planned the trip.


What puzzled her most was the timing. It was
mid-morning. The sky was clear. Why not launch the attack in the middle of the
night? Something had forced the Kristang to scrap all their plans and launch
the attack early. That worked in the Legion’s favor.


“Sergeant,” she turned to the soldier who had
heard the initial message. “You heard about an air warning? What was it?”


“Hard to say, Colonel,” the man replied while
looking out the side window, scanning the thin
screen of trees that lined the road between fields of whatever the Kristang
were growing. “It was garbled. All I understood is a Buzzard was fired on by
MANPADs and escaped.”


She turned her attention to the other soldier.
“How long until we can have comms back up?”


“Don’t know, Ma’am. The secure comm gear is in the
lead truck.”


Shit, Perkins cursed to herself. She should have
insisted that she ride in the lead truck. The Ruhar had instructed their human
allies that the comm gear typically took up to forty minutes to analyze the
jamming and break through. That was way too long. Now the commander of the
human half of the Alien Legion, and the leader of the Mavericks, were stuck in
the middle of nowhere, with no ability to affect the outcome of the battle or even
know what the hell was going on. “This is bullshit,” she muttered through
gritted teeth.


Ross knew what she was thinking. “My fault,
Colonel. I never should have gone sight-seeing without having a scramble-proof communications set with us.”
He pounded the steering wheel with a fist in anger at himself. The Buzzard had
a secure communications system, he should have stayed with the aircraft and had
replacement parts flown in. “Ok, the lead truck is straightened out.” He
stepped on the accelerator and the truck surged forward. “There’s no room on
this section of road for them to get past us. We’ll have to take lead until-”


The first couple rounds struck Emily’s side of the
truck, making her door window go opaque and rocking the vehicle. “Go go GO!”




 



 

Dave stepped off the Buzzard, ducking down and
hurrying because the aircraft’s turbines were spooling down to idle and kicking
up dust. As he trotted across the field, he passed a line of Indian soldiers
jogging past him up the ramp of the Buzzard. With the Legion still struggling
to bring their supply of second-hand Ruhar aircraft up to flightworthy
condition, those birds capable of operation were being flown constantly, and
time on the ground was time wasted. The terms of the occupation agreement
required the Kristang to disarm their own aircraft, but did not allow the
Legion to use native aircraft or ground vehicles except in an emergency.
Technically, the Legion was free to use any equipment left behind in a sector
the Kristang had been evacuated from, but Dave knew the lizards would disable
or burn anything useful before they pulled out of an area. That was why the
Ruhar government relied on contractors to bring the planet’s facilities up to
standard for a hamster colony, and why that lead contractor Glabosor was so
eager to secure major facilities like power generation and water supply.


And that was why Dave had flown two hours in a
noisy, shaking Buzzard. His job that morning was to provide ‘guidance’ to a
mixed Legion team that was tasked with securing a large hydropower dam. A group
of human and Verd-kris engineers would be inspecting the dam inside and out,
making sure it was structurally sound, and checking for sabotage including
explosive devices. Dave hoped the job would not require him to go down in any
dark, narrow tunnels to look for explosives, he had enough of that out in the
asteroid belt of another star system.


“Czajka?” A voice called out from behind him, a
voice Dave knew was speaking through a translator because he heard the original
muffled Kristang words a split-second before the English version came through
the earpiece. Having even a microsecond delay in translation took some getting
used to, that and the speaker’s lips not matching what he heard. But he had
been using one or another type of zPhone translator since he started training
on Camp Alpha and it now seemed normal to him. He even recognized the voice, as
the sophisticated translator used the same tone and voiceprint of the speaker.


“Surgun Jates?” He asked even before he turned,
and he had to stop his right hand halfway up in a reflexive salute. Dave Czajka
was a civilian now, he needed to remember that. His title was not ‘Sergeant’,
it was ‘Mister’ or ‘Czajka’ or sometimes just ‘Dave’ and that took some getting
used to. He wore the same combat uni as human Legion soldiers, even with the
‘Mavericks’ patch, except without rank insignia. His nametag also had a blue
border and below his name was ‘SecCorp’ to indicate he was now legally a
civilian contractor, which he thought was better than being called a mercenary.
If the shit hit the fan and the local Kristang fought back against the
occupation like everyone expected they would, he would be wearing a Ruhar
combat skin, carrying a rifle and putting his sorry ass on the front line like
any soldier.


Being a civilian did not make a big difference in
what he did, but it did make Legion soldiers look at him differently and sometimes treat him
differently.


That bothered him a lot.


Jates had started to return a salute that Czajka
had not given, and the Verd’s arm froze halfway up. The awkwardness hung in the
air before Jates lifted a thumb. “You squared away, Czajka?”


Dave returned the thumbs up. “Yes, Surgun. I
didn’t know you would be here.”


“It was Colonel Perkins’ idea,” Jates flashed a
toothy grin that Dave still found more than a little disturbing. “I am to
observe the security detail in the field.”


“Babysitting, you mean?” Dave grinned.


Jates grunted. “Let’s get moving.”




 

Dave led the way to the base motor pool, and slung
his pack into the back of a sort of dune buggy. In UNEF terms adopted by the
Legion, it was a Tactical Ground Reconnaissance Vehicle provided by the Ruhar
Federal Army, so of course the humans referred to it as a ‘Tiger’. Dave simply
thought it was cool and he had been itching to drive one, his only experience
had been a brief familiarization drive back on Paradise. The vehicle could seat
four occupants, with the front seats each having driving controls. A Tiger was
mostly a frame of oval-shaped tubes; on the outside were hung thin armor panels
that could only protect the passengers from small-arms fire and shrapnel. The
Tiger’s best protection was its speed and maneuverability, and Dave considered
driving a Tiger in enemy territory the closest he would get to being in a Mad Max
world.


Dave and Jates secured their rifles to rugged
clips on the backs of the front seats and climbed in over the side panels,
tugging the straps tight. When Jates pressed the button to allow power to flow
to the wheels, Dave followed procedure by placing his hands firmly in his lap,
demonstrating he wasn’t touching any of the controls. Some Tigers were equipped
with a nose-mounted rifle, or rockets or even anti-aircraft missiles in an
overhead pod, but the vehicle they had was unarmed. Proper procedure was the
same no matter how the vehicle was equipped, and Dave acted automatically under
the watchful eye of the Verd-kris Surgun.


Except the Tiger didn’t move, and Jates turned to
look at him. “Mister Czajka?”


“Huh? Oh, you want me to drive?” Dave had assumed that Jates, who would have outranked
him even if Dave was still in the military, would want to drive their new toy.


“It is customary for one of my rank,” Jates tapped the Surgun insignia on his
left sleeve with a claw-tipped finger, “to be assigned a driver.”


“Yes, Sir!” Dave replied with an ear-to-ear grin,
and reached down for the joystick between the seats. This, he knew, was going
to be fun.




 



 

 “Oof,”
Irene grunted from the right-hand seat as the Buzzard bounced. The air had been
still when they took off early that morning, now sun warming the fields was
popping up thermals that crested in big towering white clouds, and made the
aircraft jump up and down as it flew through the invisible columns of air. “Can
we climb above this turbulence?”


Derek shook his head from the left seat. “The
higher we climb, the more lizards down there can shoot at us.”


“We’re burning a lot of fuel at this altitude,”
she held onto the seat as the Buzzard bounced again.


“Fuel that we
aren’t paying for,” he reminded her. “We have plenty of reserves to get to the
airbase, and we can top up our fuel there.”


“I would like
to keep my breakfast,” she began to get irritated. Derek was pilot in command
on that leg of the flight, it was his call.


“I would
like to not get shot at, or to be close to the deck when the shooting starts.”


“We will be on the deck without anyone shooting at us, if the wings break off. The crew
chief was told that this bird is tired, we have to be gentle with it.” That
particular Buzzard was a very old model, no longer in frontline use by the
Ruhar military. Before it was put into reserves, that airframe had approached
the limit of its useful life, now it was living on borrowed time. The wing
spars had cracks that reduced the amount of weight the aircraft was allowed to
carry, and when the instruments were powered up, warnings flashed. Most of the
warning lights could be ignored, but the bright yellow message stating they should restrict aerodynamic stress to two point two times Ruhar normal gravity stuck in
Irene’s mind. If the warning lights were not enough to remind her to be careful
with their elderly aircraft, she only needed to see the permanent dents in the
pilot seat cushions from decades of furry hamster butt cheeks. The seat
material was a sort of high-tech vinyl and it was tough. It was also worn and
there were patches where the underlying foam cushion was poking out. The pilot
seats were not the only tired item in the cockpit, the displays were scratched
and hard to see in direct sunlight.


“Everything
the hamsters supplied to the Legion is old and tired,” Derek argued. “I am being
careful. Any more careful and we should leave this thing on the ground.”


“How about we compromise, and you do what I want?”


Derek peeled his eyes away from the forward
display long enough to tilt his head at her. “How exactly is that a
compromise?”


Irene silently gave him The Look.


“Oh,” Derek rolled his eyes. “That kind of compromise. Ok, how about this: we pretend we’re
training for a low-altitude ingress mission, with the destination as a hot LZ?”


“Oh, so we pretend
to compromise, and we do what you
want?”


“Good idea,” Derek grinned. “I’m serious,” his
smile faded. “Colter hinted they found something last night. If the Legion
flips on the lightswitch and the cockroaches start scurrying around the kitchen
floor, it could get hot real quick. Some of those cockroaches have
shoulder-launched SAMs, and they may have full-size SAM batteries hidden
somewhere. The last place we want to be if the shit hits the fan is cruising at
fifty thousand feet in clear air.”


Irene knew she should not have eaten a second
helping of bacon and eggs that morning but the breakfast had tasted so darned good. The eggs had come from Paradise
and were nothing special, but the bacon was another story. That
laboratory-grown ‘fake-on’ as some
people called it, was a gift from the Verd-kris and to Irene, tasted exactly
like the real thing. That morning was the first time she had crispy, delicious
bacon since she left Earth behind, so long ago. Now her meal was sitting
heavily in her stomach as the Buzzard jostled across the sky. “Fine,” her tone
making it clear she was not happy. “How about we compromise about compromising?
I will find us a path between these damned thermals, you follow my guidance. If
we really are training for a low-altitude ingress, drop us down to the deck and
we’ll engage stealth.”


“Ok by me,” Derek agreed, reducing power and
dipping the aircraft’s nose. He flipped a switch to power up the stealth field
and the air around the Buzzard began to go dark, as the field bent incoming
light around itself.




 

On the ground at the edge of a freshly-plowed
field, two young Kristang warriors excitedly jabbered to each other as they
watched the enemy aircraft begin to fade from sight. The guidance system of
their portable anti-aircraft missile still had a lock on the twin-engine
aircraft, which was generating enough heat for the missile’s infrared sensors
to follow regardless of the stealth field. A single aircraft was no threat, it
was a transport and not a gunship, and the two warriors had strict orders not
to fire until they received the order for general combat.


They were also young, inexperienced,
sleep-deprived from being up all night, and full of the Kristang equivalent of
testosterone. Most importantly, they were already considered screw-ups by their
leadership, which is why they were stuck by themselves in the middle of nowhere
along a seldom-used flight corridor. As the stealth field began to wrap around
the enemy aircraft and it dove toward the ground, one thought overrode all
others in their minds. This might be their only chance to hit the enemy, their
one chance for glory.


They triggered the missile early, figuring that,
in the Kristang military like all others, it is better to ask forgiveness than
permission.




 

“Shit!” Irene let go of her seat and her hands
flew over the flat-panel flight controls. “Missile warning red!” The controls
she engaged made many things happen at once. The stealth field snapped on
fully, its generators drawing a surge of emergency power from a bank of
capacitors. The aircraft’s defense shield energized to protect against shrapnel
and directed-energy weapons, and the point-defense maser cannon turrets were
given authority to fire automatically at any approaching threat. Long, thin
whip-like antennas extended beyond the stealth field to provide sensor data to
the flight controls and defense systems. The engines went into stealth mode,
their inlets expanding to gulp in far more air than they needed for thrust. The
increased airflow cooled the exhaust and smoothed out the turbulent air behind
the engines. Because the air blasting out of the turbines was still hot
compared to the ambient temperature, chillers inside the rear of the turbines
activated, dumping super cold air into the thrust. That cold could only be
maintained for a short time as the heat had to go somewhere, and it was
absorbed by heatsinks in the wings that were glowing cherry red.


Because regulations required the pilots to make
sure they were not firing on friendly forces even though nothing friendly was anywhere near the Buzzard, and because the
Missile Threat Identification and Evaluation System activated automatically
before Irene could shut the stupid thing off, a tiny drone was ejected to fall
behind and below the aircraft. It waited until it was clear of the stealth
field then its nosecone discarded itself and the needle-like interrogator was
launched by silent electromagnets in the general direction of the incoming missile.
The rest of the drone exploded into hot dust, creating an infrared bright spot
to confuse the incoming missile.


The interrogator package did two things. It sent
an active sensor pulse at the rapidly-accelerating missile, and it sent a query
for the missile’s identification codes. The sensor pulse returned first,
showing a distinctive 3D image of an obsolete but still commonly-used Kristang
portable AA missile. Right behind the returning sensor pulse was a garbled
reply from the missile, stating that it was a friendly Ruhar-made sensor drone
and not dangerous in any way. Within the transmission were fragments of
authentic Ruhar authentication codes, embedded to confuse the interrogator
package and make it hesitate.


The interrogator had a brain the size of a sesame
seed and it had a limited set of instructions to optimize speed rather than
complexity of analysis. Compared to most computational devices in the high-tech
galaxy, it was not smart.


It also was not that stupid. It knew the reply had been deliberately garbled
because the enemy only had fragments of legit ID codes, it knew the approaching
object sure looked like a Kristang missile, and it knew there were no friendly
forces reported to be in the area.


The interrogator made a snap decision and broadcast
a message to its mother aircraft: missile threat confirmed.


The brain of the Buzzard received the message and
thought something like ‘Well duh.’
The Buzzard had already reached that conclusion and locked onto the hot flare
of the missile with the maser turret on the portside belly. It had to act fast
because the missile was already close. Flying close to the ground reduced the
size of the cone in which threats could target the aircraft. Flying low also
meant that any threats had only seconds from detection to impact.


Fortunately, the short flight time of the missile
meant it had little time or airspace to maneuver. Mostly, it flew straight at
the area where its own little brain judged the stealthed Buzzard was most
likely to be. Trying for a direct impact was too risky, the missile sent a
signal to its warhead, switching the explosive device to fragmentation mode.
Detonation would send a cone of superheated shrapnel into the-


The missile ceased to exist before the detonation
signal reached the warhead. A searing pulse from the Buzzard’s maser cannon
vaporized the missile’s nosecone and the body of the missile flew into that
cloud, which torched off the warhead and the remaining propellant with a BOOM
that was felt inside the aircraft.


“Splash one,” Irene announced in her emotionless
combat-mode tone, eyes scanning the displays for other threats. Derek was
flaring the Buzzard from the dive and was already gently increasing power to
prevent the aircraft from skimming the treetops. Leaves and branches swaying
from the passage of their invisible aircraft would defeat the purpose of all
their complicated and expensive stealth gear.


“Was that just one?” The pilot asked without
taking his eyes off the instruments.


“So far, looks like it,” Irene breathed a short
sigh of relief. If the only threat was a small group of trigger-happy lizards,
they could report it and resume their flight.




 

That was not destined to happen. The Buzzard had
automatically sent a line-of-sight laserlink burst transmission of the threat warning
to a satellite in low orbit, which flashed the signal to Legion units all over
the planet. The signal was also intercepted by unfriendly forces, whose
decryptions systems were only able to make sense of a small part of the
message. It did not take a genius to interpret the message, for Legion units
immediately went on high alert.


The Kristang attack, which had already been
advanced when the Ruhar pulled their ships away from the planet, and again when
drones began carefully examining the outflow cooling pipes of a fusion reactor
plant, had to be moved forward again. The Kristang commanders knew the timing
of their attack was not optimal, was not even acceptable, as many of their
units were simply not in position or not
ready. There had been a careful plan
to use the gruesome public deaths of Keeper slaves to split humans away from
the Legion, but that plan had been thrown out the window. Now the backup plan
to the backup plan was also shattered, because of two trigger-happy hot-headed
jackasses at the edge of a field near where a solitary aircraft had just evaded
destruction.




 

Those jackasses, who had been struck nearly deaf
and knocked off their feet by the booming explosion of their missile, at first
screamed joyous shouts of triumph, pumping their fists in the air and hopping
up and down. Then Jackass Numero Uno saw with the corner of one eye an
indicator on the missile launch tube’s display. Premature detonation, the
display read. Attack failure.


Seeing that caused more shouts, this time of
outrage and defiance. Hurriedly, they removed the sensor package from the
discarded launch tube and tried to attach it to the second launcher, fumbling
in their haste and bending a connector pin. That sparked a bout of slapping
each other on the head, knocking their helmets off. Jackass Numero Dos got his
head together first, brushed his fellow warrior away, and carefully
straightened out the pin, fitting it into the slot of the launch tube. With the
missile ready, Dos lifted the launcher to his shoulder and the two began
arguing whether they should launch the weapon on autonomous guidance, allowing
it to soar above the trees and seek a target on its own. They could do that, or
they could hold fire in case another target came into view.


Both arguments had merit.


Alas, the jackasses never had an opportunity to
conclude their calm, carefully reasoned debate by punching each other and
wrestling with the launch tube. In addition to forgetting all the discipline
drilled into them, they had forgotten a basic principle of deploying any kind
of anti-aircraft weapon: shoot and scoot.
Once the missile’s ass end had cleared the launch tube, they should have
dropped the launcher and run like hell in any direction. The aircraft they
fired at had detected the launch flare of their missile and knew exactly where
they were.


In modern warfare, if you can locate a target, you
can kill it.


Irene Striebich had not forgotten her training.
Because she was gratified that the pair of jackasses had given her aircraft the honor of opening the
war, she had cared enough to send the very best. Instead of a Hallmark card,
her heartwarming reply was in the form of a missile coming in just above the
speed of sound. The hearts and other organs of the doomed jackasses were
briefly warmed to ten thousand degrees by the missile’s thermal warhead, then
all trace of them became a fine, blackened powder drifting across the
freshly-plowed field.


It was debatable whether the loss of two such fine
warriors was a blow, or a boost, to the
Kristang war effort.




 









CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




 

The Kristang task force, communicating through the
very faintest burst transmissions sent and received on thin wires that
projected beyond each ship’s stealth field, coordinated a jump. The five ships
under Kekrando’s command had specific coordinates as targets for their jumps,
the targets widely spaced because none of the navigators or captains trusted
their drives to bring them anywhere near the desired endpoints. The four other
ships repeated their specified coordinates, acknowledged the orders and
synchronized their time-keeping systems.


At the designated time, all five ships dropped
their stealth fields, knowing sensors around the planet would not detect them
for another twelve minutes. They all jumped within a second of each other, and three
of them emerged reasonably close to the points Kekrando had chosen for them.


The other two ships emerged much closer to the
planet than they were supposed to, dangerously close. They were the ships
provided by the rival Fire Dragon clan, two old and worn-out destroyers. The
concern about Verd-Kris felt by Kristang clan leaders did not extend to
providing front-line warships to the effort aimed at crushing the infant
Legion. The two ships were of an unusual type, having not only an additional
maser cannon but also a railgun. Stuffing that much firepower into a destroyer
hull made the ships especially cramped and uncomfortable for their crews, and ships
of that class also had a well-deserved reputation of exploding when the magnets
of their poorly-designed railguns cracked. After emerging from jump, both ships fired their engines to get
into position to hit targets on the surface.




 

“No! You idiots!”
Kekrando roared, shaking his fist at the main display. “Tiekum, signal those Fire
Dragon ships to return to the formation!”


Tiekum looked up from his console in fear. “They
report trouble with their navigation systems, and beg the senior captain’s
indulgence while they sort out the trouble. In the meantime, as they are close
to the surface anyway, they intend to provide fire support to our glorious
ground forces.”


That time, Kekrando did let fly an outraged and
inventive string of curses. “Those glory-seeking imbeciles! They want to hit
the enemy, and if their weapons strike close enough to cause collateral damage
to our clan soldiers, those Fire
Dragon scum will of course regret the incident. Signal them to break away and
climb to jump altitude immediately.”


The ship’s XO hesitated to report his lack of
progress. “They are not responding, Captain. All I am receiving is a message
that their communications systems are now experiencing difficulties. They are,
however,” Tiekum fed the images to the main display, thinking seeing the events
might slightly appease the senior captain. “They are striking enemy positions
on the surface. Heavy fire, Sir.”


The images did nothing to mollify Kekrando.
“Tiekum, our ground forces do not need us up here hitting targets on the
surface. The leadership of this infernal Legion have
wisely dispersed their troops and facilities widely, there are no targets worth
risking a starship to hit. Our ground troops, to the contrary, are by necessity
gathered to protect vital facilities, and to provide the concentration of
forces needed to cut through enemy lines. Our ground forces are vulnerable to
orbital attack, what our troops on the surface need us to do is keep Ruhar ships away from the planet. We can’t do that
securely if we lose those two destroyers!”


“Y-yes, Captain.”


“Tiekum, explain to those rash idiots that we have
not cleared low orbit of stealth mines, and if those ships are lost to enemy
action, their crews will not die
honorably.”


Mines. Tiekum had not considered that the devious
enemy might have already saturated a sphere around the planet with hidden
mines, weapons that were especially dangerous to ships moving slowly in low
orbit and unable to jump away. “I have sent the signal, Captain. The ships are
not- Sir, the ships are responding! They are breaking off their attack run and
climbing. Still launching missiles and firing aft maser cannons at surface
targets. They-” He checked the data again, wishing to be sure he did not
falsely report terrible news. “Several of their missiles have struck our own
troops. General Dethutra is demanding that you
to halt the close-space support mission, it is killing more of our own people
than the enemy. Captain,” the XO looked to his commander fearfully. “We must
punish-”


“No need, Tiekum,” Kekrando interrupted with a
weary sigh, pointing at the main display. “The enemy is taking care of that for
us. The wages of sin may be death, but so are the wages of stupidity.”




 

On the display,
one of the Fire Dragon destroyers had flown too close to a stealthed Ruhar
mine, and that device exploded. The explosion itself was not dangerous to the well-protected
destroyer Our Enemies Will Regret Their
Arrogance, as in the vacuum of space there was nothing for the expanding
force of the detonation to push against. The designers of the mine knew about
the extremely limited usefulness of explosive devices in space, so the mine did
not rely on shrapnel flying in every direction. Nor did the mine attempt to shape
the force into a cone directed toward the enemy ship, knowing that the enemy’s
shields would deflect the shrapnel.


What the mine did was absorb the energy of the
explosion and turn that energy into a focused beam of powerful X-rays. The
exciters of the X-ray laser lasted only for nanoseconds, but that was enough to
send a thin beam of high-energy photons at the target.


The shields of the Arrogance were, surprisingly, in excellent condition, having had
three quarters of the generators replaced earlier that year. The shields
wrapped around the ship, forming an invisible, roughly lozenge-shaped blob between
five and eight meters thick. The computer controlling the stealthed mine was
only mildly self-aware but it was smart, and so it aimed the X-ray laser’s beam
at a point where the target ship’s shield protection was weakest, midway
between two generators. The shield still could have protected the ship from something
relatively large like a missile warhead or railgun dart, using the power of the
shield to deflect and absorb the kinetic energy. The X-ray laser beam was less
than half a nanometer in diameter and as its tip impacted the shield, the
shield flared and overloaded in that very small area, allowing the body and tail
of the eighty-meter-long bolt of hellishly-charged photons through to strike
the light armor plating of the frigate’s hull. As designed, the outer layer of
armor exploded outward, creating a fog that absorbed and scattered part of the
incoming beam. The middle layer of the armor also ablated away, with the
innermost layer flashing into plasma that erupted in a disc perpendicular to
the laser beam.


If the Kristang who had designed, constructed and
installed the destroyer’s light armor plating had the opportunity to review the
ship’s flight recorder data to examine the armor’s performance against an X-ray
laser generated by a stealthed proximity mine, they would have been pleased
with themselves, for the armor protected the Arrogance’s fragile interior from eighty six percent of the
incoming energy that got through the shields.


Unfortunately, the flight recorder data was never
transmitted to the other ships in Commodore Kekrando’s force, because the remaining
fourteen percent of the focused X-rays blasted through the innermost layer of
armor, using the plasma barrier to scatter the beam like a shotgun shell. The
photons bombarded, vaporized or melted everything in their path, all the way through
the hull to be stopped by the innermost layer of armor on the other side. In
their path lay a cone-shaped gap of destruction. Cables, bulkheads, power
conduits, and structural frames in that cone ceased to exist, all of which would
have disabled the ship and left it vulnerable to other weapons, except the computer
of the mine had gotten lucky.


No, that was bullshit. No luck was needed. The mine’s computer had been smart. As the Arrogance had approached and the mine had silently prayed oh please
oh please oh please come closer to
me, it compared the destroyer to its database of Kristang ships, and knew
exactly where to aim for maximum damage.


The Kristang who designed that class of destroyer
knew that those ships had weaknesses in their energy shield coverage, areas
where the shield was thinner. Destroyers were relatively cheap to build and
operate, and almost considered disposable. Their strength was in numbers, so
they had to be cheap enough to be built in large quantities. Regardless of the demanding
specs given to the designers, they took care to protect the ship as well as
they could. Missile batteries were located under areas where the energy shields
were thick and strong, providing as much protection as possible. The designers
of that ship class had congratulated themselves on their clever packaging, and
in actual service, the destroyers of that class rarely suffered a hit to a
missile battery.


The stealth mine also congratulated itself on its
cleverness before it ceased to exist, having let the destroyer pass slightly onward
before initiating the detonation of its payload. The X-ray laser beam therefore
struck the target’s hull at an angle, so its energy was directed at the
fully-loaded missile battery buried under armor on the far side of the hull.
When the X-ray photons hit the three missiles there, those propulsion cores
blew a picosecond before the warheads, ripping a forty-meter hole in the destroyer’s
hull, and cracking it in half just before warhead fragments tore into the
stored energy of the ship’s jump drive capacitors. The hapless Arrogance instantly became a ball of
fire.




 

There are several schools of thought about the
best tactics for destroyers operating together. One theory is that destroyers
should fly in close formation, so each ship’s point-defense cannons can help
protect its lightly-armored nearby fellows. That theory depends on close
coordination between crews and on all ships having a properly functioning PDS.
Properly functioning as in, one ship’s defense cannons not shooting at a
friendly ship because its sensors were confused.


Another theory, that is popular with destroyer
captains smart and lucky enough to be experienced captains rather than on the
list of battle casualties, is the Every-Ship-For-Itself tactic.


Unfortunately for the crew of the second ship, their
experienced captain’s objections to close formation flying were ignored by the captain
of the Arrogance, who as a second son
of a minor clan leader, outranked the captain of the We Will Show No Mercy To Our Dishonorable Foes, despite having three
strikes against him as a destroyer squadron leader. First, he had been a
captain for a grand total of two months before drawing the assignment at
Feznako. Second, his brother the third son very much wanted to get rid of the
asshole ahead of him in line for inheriting their father’s position, and
therefore arranged for Arrogance to be offered the hazardous assignment.


And third, it was generally accepted that the
captain of the Our Enemies Will Regret
Their Arrogance was a total fucking idiot.


Thus, when the Arrogance
briefly became a small sun above Feznako, the We Will Show No Mercy To Our Dishonorable Foes was close enough to
have its shields be overwhelmed and fail from the impact of particles that used
to be the Arrogance. Shield
generators recovered quickly and automatically, shunting aside into disposable
heatsinks and capacitors the energies that would have burned them out. Relays
tripped when they sensed the immediate danger was over, sending power back to
the generators, which began forming shields. Just in time for all the
generators on one side of the No Mercy
to be permanently knocked offline by chunks
of debris that used to be the Arrogance.


With the No
Mercy’s fragile armor exposed, the Ruhar stealth defense network around
Feznako should have seized the opportunity and reacted immediately. Its
reaction was delayed because every stealth mine above that side of the planet
detected the vulnerability of the enemy ship, and their little brains all had
the same thought: Oh hell yeah, I’m
gonna get me some of that.


Three dozen mines pinged the defense network
computer at the same time, with the computer equivalent of third-graders waving
their hands and begging ‘Ooh ooh pick me pick
me’! The network control computer
assessed the situation, ranking the mines by proximity to the target, by how severely
the loss of each mine would affect overall coverage of space around the planet,
and by how much each mine had been a pain-in-the-ass during recent wargame exercises.


Plus, one mine was pushed to the back of the list
because that mine had composed, performed and distributed a dirty humorous song
that poked fun at the network control computer. While the network computer had
to admit the song was funny, it did not have to enjoy being made fun of. 


The mine that was
given the honor of taking out the No Mercy was located almost on the
horizon, far from the stricken destroyer. It barely had time to shout out ‘So long suckers’ before it exploded,
sending a searing bolt of X-rays directly into the No Mercy’s fully-charged jump drive coils.




 

“Co-Commodore!” Tiekum stammered. “Both, both ships
are gone,” he whispered. The
destruction of both ships had taken less than two seconds. The destroyers had
been flying so close, their funeral fireballs had merged into one roiling mass
of light.


“Yes they are,” Kekrando announced with a
weariness so deep he did not muster up enough emotion for disgust. “Nature
abhors a vacuum, Tiekum. It also abhors stupidity. Get us out of here, before
we lose any more ships. We no longer have a numerical advantage against my
opponent. The battle over Feznako just became a stalemate. Neither we nor the
Ruhar dare to risk our ships to provide
orbital fire support. Signal General Dethutra that he is on his own. Oh, and
before we jump away, conduct the fire mission. We must strike three particular
targets on the surface.”




 



 

Driving the Tiger dune buggy was fun, until it
very much was not. Dave kept the speed moderate at first, watching the Verd’s
expression out of the corner of one eye, until Jates looked at him and cocked
his head. “Czajka, are you driving this slowly because you need to take it easy
on your hemorrhoids?”


“Uh, no,” Dave felt himself blushing.


“I can run
faster than this,” Jates grunted. “We haven’t got all day.”


Dave took the hint and rolled the throttle control
on top of the joystick with his thumb. The Tiger shot forward and raced down
the dusty dirt road through a forest, with foliage slapping the armor on both
sides as the vehicle fishtailed slightly on the turns. After they came over a
hill and the Tiger went airborne, tires spinning frantically to make the next
turn without going too wide and crashing into a tree, Jates said nothing, but
flipped the Course Assist switch. That nanny system looked over the driver’s
shoulder and prevented actions that were likely to result in a crash, sort of an
autopilot for ground vehicles. It was impressive, it was sophisticated, and
drivers hated it because it took half
the fun out of racing across an alien planet. As the Tiger got itself under
control and Dave got a wide-eyed glance at the cliff he had nearly driven off,
he swallowed hard and said a silent thanks to whoever had programmed the Course
Assist computer.


Oh what the hell, he thought. With a computer nanny
watching his every move, he could actually drive faster, knowing the system’s
sensors would reduce the throttle or apply brakes if he was getting them into
danger. The computer’s sensors scanned the ground in front of them and its
internal map knew what lay around every hill and curve. Or, it knew what was supposed to be around every curve.


The road, really more like a wide trail, went down
a steep hill and bent to the right with a clearing ahead visible as light came 


through the forest. The road was rutted and the
edges were washed out from recent rains, Dave was grateful for the
traction-control system automatically adjusting the wheels to compensate for
the uneven surface. The wheels were not crude air-filled rubber tires, these
were a nanomaterial fiber that would change diameter and width. Even at high
speed, the wheels could conform their shape to the terrain to reduce shock on
the passengers, to Dave it felt like driving on super-soft balloons. Having
such amazing alien technology literally at his fingertips made him
overconfident and he raced down the hill at full throttle, letting the nanny
decide when to apply the brakes. Beside him, Jates made no objection, merely
holding lightly to the grips on either side of the seat. Even blazing down the
rutted hill, the Tiger made almost no
sound, other than loose gravel crunching under the wheels.


At the bottom of the hill, the wheels churned and
spat gravel to the left as the Tiger slewed through the right-hand turn. Dave
blinked as his eyes adjusted from the dappled light coming through the forest
canopy to the bright light of a broad field, so his reactions were slowed. The
nanny computer was not any slower than normal, it jerked the front wheels to
the left and slammed on the brakes when its sensors detected the obstacle just around
the apex of the turn, an obstacle that was not on its internal map.


A cluster of tree branches was down across the road, tangled branches twisted together. The
Tiger slowed rapidly, throwing Dave forward against the straps. His thumb
flicked the throttle forward but the nanny counteracted to avoid a crash.


That could be fatal. Dave knew something the
computer nanny did not understand, that in hostile
territory a roadblock was likely the site of an ambush. Those trees had not
naturally fallen across the road, they had been placed there to stop traffic,
and the only traffic authorized to move along that road was Legion. A two-man
Tiger did not have air cover flying overhead and there was no support following
behind them, Dave and Jates were on their own.


His brief training drives in Tigers on Paradise
had taught him something important that was not in the vehicle’s official
manual. The Ruhar instructor had been bored and disdainful about teaching
humans to drive the recon vehicle, but he had given a tip to a fellow soldier.
When in trouble, hit the quick release on the end of the left-hand seat grip.
That recessed button deactivated the Course Assist and dampened the traction
aid so the driver had more immediate control. Reflexively, Dave pressed the
quick release with a finger while he goosed the throttle and steered to the
right, straight at the obstruction.


Made of composites and carrying only light armor,
the Tiger did not weigh much, in training Dave and Jesse had been able to lift
the rear and pull it out of the mud. The
two occupants, not wearing skinsuits and carrying only rifles and one spare
magazine of ammo each, did not add significant mass to help the Tiger crash
through the barrier. Fortunately, the barrier had been thrown together hastily,
the trees were not thick nor were their branches tied together. Whoever placed
the obstruction there had relied on ambush victims automatically acting to
avoid a crash. The Tiger’s pointy armored nose crashed into the branches and
its bottom slope, designed like the bow of a boat for crossing streams, caused
the vehicle to ride up. The nose flipped up and the front wheels spun uselessly
in the air. The recon vehicle titled up and to the left-


The designers of the Tiger were not stupid. They
knew Ruhar soldiers liked to race around like hotshots, and the Course Assist
system was designed to protect the drivers from their own rash decisions. The
designers also knew there were times when the soldier in the field needed to be
trusted, and in that case the vehicle
needed to do whatever crazy-ass thing the driver wanted, to the best of the
Tiger’s ability. Pressing the quick release button did not truly deactivate the
Course Assist, it merely put that nanny system into combat mode.


When the nanny understood that Dave, for whatever
reason, wanted to crash through or over the barrier, its tiny brain might have
muttered something like stupid aliens
or soldiers be crazy but it assessed
its options in a microsecond. The rear wheels expanded in a jolt and the rear
shocks slammed their electrodynamic pistons to full extension, sending the rear
of the Tiger bouncing in the air like a high-powered
lowrider. With the nose already in the air and the rear jumping upward,
momentum carried the recon vehicle forward. Quicker than Dave or Jates could
see, all four wheels extended treads designed to operate in deep mud, those
paddles grinding into the tree branches as the Tiger’s composite belly skidded
up and over. The pointy nose dug into the dirt road on the far side and there
was a cracking sound accompanied by a hard jolt, then the treads retracted
automatically and the buggy raced off, its tail sliding as the wheels fought to
balance the need for speed with the need for traction.


Jates shouted the Kristang word for “GO GO GO” and
Dave did not need to wait for a translation nor did he need the instruction, he
already had the throttle maxed out. The road across the field zig-zagged to
follow a stream, Dave did not like the idea of sticking to the road in an open
area. “Ain’t nobody got time for that,” he muttered and guided the Tiger in a
beeline across the field, bouncing and rocking straight toward the stream. The
stream bank was only half a meter high and the Tiger soared through the air,
coming down in the middle of the stream with a tremendous splash that threw up
water, soaking and temporarily blinding Dave. He eased off the throttle a bit
until there was another hard jolt and crunch when the nose hit the bank on the
far side and something broke off with a ripping sound. Again, the nose lifted
up, this time the wheels maintained traction and the Tiger slid over the
embankment to flop on its belly in marshy ground. Treads deployed
automatically, the traction control reengaged, and wet mud was flung up on both
sides as the buggy surged forward.


A female electronic voice spoke loudly in calm
tones. “Vehicle is being operated in an unsafe manner,” announced the Bitching
Betty computer. “Please return-”


Whatever helpful advice Bitching Betty was about
to give was drowned out by Dave, incredulous that a mindless computer wanted
him to slow down. “You have GOT to be
kidding me!”


“Repeat, this vehicle is being-”


“Oh fuck this!”
Dave exploded as a line of projectiles threw up water splashes to the right and
bullets pinged off the rear armor. He got the Tiger straightened out, figuring
there was no need for steering an evasive course while the buggy was bouncing
and skidding so wildly already. There was a hard jolt and suddenly the right
rear wheel slowed and began to wobble alarmingly. The vehicle slewed to the
right and mud was kicked up to the left as whoever was shooting at them missed.
Dave got the buggy back on course and held his breath as he just missed a thick
cluster of trees that stood to the side of the road. Then they were out of the
field and back in the forest. Dave risked a glance at the display between the
seats, showing the view from a rear camera. “I count five.”


“Six,” Jates declared. “One of them has a rocket
launcher. We can’t go back.”


“You got that right,” Dave slowed the shaking
buggy, alarmed by vibration coming from the right rear wheel. Alarms were
blinking on the display. “I need to call
this in-” A general Legion alarm blared in his earpiece. The Kristang had risen
up and attacked the Legion. They both then heard a tone that meant their
communications were being jammed. “Shit! No one’s coming for us,” Dave knew. No
way would the Legion assign an aircraft or ground patrol to pick up two people
deep in enemy territory. That explained why the barrier they had driven over
was so ineffective; the Kristang had hastily thrown it across the road at the
last minute to avoid the Legion seeing that an attack was imminent. A general
alarm meant there were attacks being conducted widely across the planet, Dave
worried about the other Mavericks. He was vulnerable in the field, they were
even more vulnerable at their easily-targeted base camp. “We keep going,” he
decided. “There’s a road junction up ahead, we have multiple routes to choose
from there. Here, we’re stuck.”


“Agreed,” Jates pointed forward. “There is another
field ahead,” he noted, glancing at the map on
the display, then he turned to lean out and look backward along the
right side. “The rear wheel hub has been damaged, it is not secure.”


Dave prayed the answer to his next question was ‘No’.
“You want to stop to replace it?” There was a repair kit in a bin on the rear,
if that kit had survived being hit by enemy fire. The red lights on the display
indicated the powercells there were damaged, he was not hopeful about anything
else in that section of the buggy.


Before Jates could reply, a tree ahead to the
right was hit by an explosive-tipped round, sending splinters flying and
something pinged off Dave’s goggles. It was likely only a stray round from the
Kristang behind them, but halting to try fixing a busted wheel was a bad idea.
“No,” The Verd-kris Surgun tugged his straps tighter. “Right now, we’re up Shit
Creek but we have a paddle. We keep going until that wheel craps out on us.”


“Amen to that, brother,” Dave mumbled, forgetting
the alien might not understand however those words translated. The Tiger drove
at a moderate speed, balancing the need to keep ahead of pursuers with avoiding
further damage to the wonky wheel. The last thing Dave wanted to do was take
hard turns, fearing the wheel would buckle or break away. “Uh, oh, shit.” He
hit the brakes, slowing the buggy to a crawl. “We got company.”


In the field ahead, the road ran across to another
section of forest, most of the dirt road skirted the edge of a bluff that Dave
estimated was thirty or forty feet high. The poor condition of the road and the
hazardous bluff was not the source of his anxiety, the three armed Kristang
waiting for them were. “What d’ you think, Surgun?”


“I think those are dumbass civilians playing
soldier,” Jates growled. “We kick them in the balls and they’ll get out of our
way.”


Dave was not sure of that. None of the Kristang
they had seen were wearing uniforms or powered armor, but they had rifles and
apparently, rockets also. He was about to suggest they try abandoning the Tiger
and taking off through the woods, when the vehicle shook and wood splinters,
rocks and a fountain of soil kicked up twenty meters behind them. “Shit! They
got artillery!” How the hell did civilians get access to artillery, he asked
himself, before recognizing that they were still alive, so whoever was doing
the shooting was no expert. That settled the issue, they needed to get clear of
the light artillery tube’s range, and running through the woods was not the
solution.


“You drive, I’ll shoot,” Jates said simply as he
reached back for his rifle.


“Right,” Dave waited until the Verd got his rifle
ready, then blipped the throttle. For some reason, his mind flashed unhelpfully
to the poem ‘Charge of the Light Brigade’ that he had been forced to read in
high school. That was not a good
omen.




 

Jates began firing before the Tiger raced out of
the woods into the clearing, his careful and controlled aim contrasting with
the wild shooting of the three Kristang. One of the enemy was struck by Jates’ first volley of rounds, the Kristang’s
head flying back and his rifle flying up in the air. Enemy rounds stitched
across the dirt in front of the Tiger then pinged off the front armor and tough
windshield. The windshield was not so tough that it didn’t crack and craze,
making Dave curse that he had been sent into the field without a skinsuit. At
least the enemy apparently had not been equipped with explosive-tipped rounds.


It was only fifty meters from the edge of the
forest to the enemy position, so Dave was counting on speed to get them past
the kill zone, before the inexperienced civilians could zero in on the racing
buggy. Racing was not the best way to describe the vehicle’s motion, with the
wheel wobbling worse with every rotation, the Tiger was limping as fast as it
could. The jerking motion was throwing off the aim of the enemy, and Jates
switched his aim to the second target, when the busted wheel broke free. Dave
lost all control, seeing a brief glimpse of the wheel rolling and bouncing on
its own before the Tiger spun to the right. An artillery round impacted in
front and to the left, directly where the buggy would have been if the wheel
had stayed attached. Dave had no time to reflect on their good luck before the
vehicle rolled over, turning sideways and then flipping over and over. It came
to rest on its roof.


The wheel, having broken free of its hub,
automatically unraveled so it would not create the road hazard that a
free-rolling wheel could be. Nanofibers separated at a seam and the wheel
became a ten-meter strip of tread that still had enough momentum to carry it along the road. One end hit and wrapped around
a Kristang, knocking him to the ground where his torso acted as an anchor for
the other end to whip around, hitting the last of the three. That unlucky
civilian volunteer was struck hard, falling to the ground and losing his rifle
over the bluff.


Dave’s rattled brain became aware of three things.
First, he was upside down, strapped into the seat of a disabled Tiger. Second,
no one was shooting at him right at that moment. And third, there was a smoking
crater to the left, a crater that would have been the wreck of the Tiger if the
busted wheel had not broken away when it did. The absurdity of that luck struck
Dave as funny and he threw back his head to sing at the top of his lungs. “You picked a fine time to leave me, LOOSE
WHEEL!” That set him to laughing so hard he blew snot out of his nose.


“What?” Jates turned to gape at the lunatic human
beside him.


“Trust me,” Dave wiped his nose with the back of a
sleeve. “If you were American, that was freakin’ hilarious.” He pulled the harness quick release at the same time
Jates did, and they tumbled out of the Tiger on each side. Dave rolled onto the
dirt, but Jates was not so fortunate. The Tiger had come to rest teetering
precariously upside down a few meters from the edge of the bluff, and its occupants falling out had disturbed its
delicate balance. As Jates rolled to his knees, he had to throw up his arms,
because the Tiger groaned and tipped toward him. It rolled fast, too fast for
the Surgun to get out of the way front or backwards. The only way for him to
avoid being crushed under the vehicle was to scramble to his right.


Right, and over the lip of the bluff.


Dave cried out as first Jates, then the Tiger
tumbled over the bluff and down. “Shit!” Shit indeed, his mind flashed in
horror. His rifle was still strapped to the back of the seat, and Jates had
lost his own rifle in the crash. Dave scrambled to his feet and leaned to run
forward, when his left thigh was struck by something hard.


A rock.


One of the Kristang was standing up, no rifle in
sight. The damned lizard had thrown a rock
at Dave! It screamed a battle cry and ran at him.


Dave did not freeze, he did not panic. He also did
not run, his mind instantly advising him that trying to run away from the
faster alien would be a quick way to die. Faster, bigger, stronger, better in
every way, a genetically-engineered Kristang was nearly seven feet tall. Dave
had no chance against the superior speed and strength of his opponent.


The lizard launched himself in the air to tackle
Dave, who did the only thing he could think of by falling flat on the ground
and rolling, reaching for the knife he kept strapped to an ankle holster.
Though the lizard missed the tackle, Dave received a hard kick to a forearm and
the knife went spinning away. When he tried to crawl away a hand gripped his
ankle, kicking back with his other foot connected with the alien’s face and the
hand let go. That did Dave little good for he no sooner got onto his feet to
run when he was grabbed again and twisted around, this time the lizard flung
both arms around Dave’s chest and squeezed tightly with crushing force.


Acting purely on fear-driven instinct he jammed a
thumb in the lizard’s eye, jammed it with all the force he could muster. So
hard he felt a bone in his thumb snap, maybe more than one bone. The lizard
screamed in pain as Dave’s thumbnail gouged into the soft eyeball and it
popped, squirting fluid. The arms that had been crushing him released as the
lizard tried to fling him away, but Dave hung on with one arm around the
alien’s neck and butted its nose with his forehead, then snapped forward to
bite down hard on the Kristang’s nose. Dave was flung side to side and a clawed
hand battered his face but he bit down viciously and ground his teeth side to
side in a sawing motion until he was cast aside, most of the alien’s nose sunk
between his teeth.


The creature fell backwards and released Dave who
added a punch to the lizard’s exposed throat. The genetically-superior warrior
fell to the ground on its back, howling and clutching at its ruined face,
beating its feet on the dirt in spasms of pain and choking. Dave’s broken thumb
throbbed and his jaw felt dislocated and he barely noticed, his entire
concentration on the glint of light reflecting off the knife he had lost.
Without even thinking he scuttled across the dirt on hands and knees and
grasped the weapon with the closest hand, that with the ruined thumb. The
handle was clutched so tightly he did not need an opposable thumb and he spun and
sank the knife up to the hilt in the Kristang’s chest once, twice, three times.
Red blood spurted from the wounds and seeped from the enemy’s mouth, as the
hateful creature shuddered and died.


Dave hung onto the knife handle with both hands,
twisting it to make sure the lizard was dead, spitting out blood and the flesh
of the alien’s nose. “That’s how we fight in Milwaukee, bitch,” he screamed hysterically right in the Kristang’s face,
having just survived unarmed combat with a genetically superior alien. His
heart was racing, his hands shook and spots swam in his vision as he let go of
the knife and pushed himself onto one knee. At least he was out of immediate
danger-


His peripheral vision picked up movement and he
spun, seeing an injured Kristang stagger to its feet. A coil of the broken
wheel lay at the lizard’s feet, it must have been struck and knocked down by
the impact. Dave could see blood running down the creature’s face from a head
wound.


He could also see the rifle the lizard had cradled
on both arms, a rifle that was swinging around to point at him. In desperation,
Dave flung himself at the lizard he had killed, reaching for the knife. The
blade was not made for throwing but he had thrown it many times at targets on
Paradise, mostly to pass the time between
duty shifts. His blood-slicked hand slipped on the bloody handle, it was sunk
into the lizard’s chest at an awkward angle, resisting his effort to pull it
free. A rifle barked and Dave cringed, preparing to die.


Except he didn’t.


Daring to open his eyes, he saw the Kristang drop
the rifle and slump forward, half its skull shot away. The already-dead body
crashed to the ground. What the hell?


“You’re welcome, Buttercup,” Jates breathed
heavily from the lip of the bluff, prone on the slope with the barrel of his
rifle poking into the air. “If you two lovers need some privacy-”


“Uh,” Dave realized he was sprawled on top of the
lizard he had killed. “No,” he pushed himself to his feet, yanking the knife
out and sliding it back into the ankle holster. “I thought you were dead,
Jates.”


“I thought,” the Surgun grunted as he heaved
himself over the lip of the bluff and to his knees, “you were dead, girly-man. How did
you survive?”


Dave pointed to the corpse’s ruined eyeball and
missing nose.


Jates whistled, a creepy but recognizably admiring
sound. “Humans fight dirty.”


“Is there another way?” Dave gasped, his broken
thumb and partly dislocated jaw now aching fire.


“No, there isn’t.” Jates spat on the ground. He stood
up stiffly and limped over to nudge the dead Kristang with a boot. He pulled a
zPhone out of a pocket and checked it, shaking his head with disgust. “Comms
are still down. You are mobile?”


“I can walk.”


Jates lifted his right leg and grunted. “My right
knee got twisted when the Tiger hit me on the way down. We’re still up Shit
Creek and I may need to use you as a
paddle, Czajka.”


Dave did not like the idea of the big Verd leaning
on his shoulder. “Whatever it takes.”


“Good, we need to get out of here. The three here
may have been spotting for the artillery, but losing
their spotters could mean this area could get saturated soon.”


Dave strode over to the lizard Jates had shot and
picked up the dead creature’s rifle, then removed two spare magazines from its
belt. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


Jates took a moment to look at the battered face
of the lizard Dave had killed, then at the blood around the human’s mouth. To
Dave’s surprise, Jates extended a fist. “Props to you, soldier.”


Dave returned the fist bump in a daze. “Uh,
thanks, Surgun.”


Jates cocked his head and spat on the ground and,
Dave noticed there was bright red blood in the spittle. “This doesn’t mean
we’ll be taking long hot showers together, Czajka.”


Despite his own pain, Dave grinned. “Thank God for
that.” With the big alien walking tentatively to test his knee, Dave hurried to
collect their helmets, a rifle for himself and spare magazines from the dead
Kristang. He slung both rifles over one shoulder, then grimaced as the big
alien threw an arm across Dave’s other shoulder for support to take weight off his injured knee.


They set off down the road, slowly at first on
shaky legs, then faster as an artillery round impacted at the treeline behind
them.




 









CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




 

The flight was smooth and uneventful right up to
the point when it was not. Shauna was drifting in half-sleep when she was
jolted awake by her stomach leaping into her mouth as the Buzzard dropped like
a stone in a power dive. The pilots reacted so quickly the aircraft fell before
the alarm sounded. “Air combat! Condition Red, missile warning!” The automated
system called out in multiple languages, a feature that was not necessary as
everyone aboard wore zPhone earpieces that translated for them.


“Shit!” Shauna tugged her straps tight, instantly
wishing she was wearing a Ruhar combat skinsuit. Instead, she had on regular
UNEF combat fatigues, with a Class A uni in a duffel bag to change into when
they reached HQ. Neither of those outfits would protect her in combat. Her eyes
flicked to the display on the forward bulkhead. The Buzzard was at nearly
fifteen thousand meters altitude, if the cabin was holed by shrapnel, she would
not be able to breathe without supplemental oxygen. “Oh-Two bottle,” she
instructed Nert, who already had his seat’s oxygen container removed from its
storage pouch and strapped to his belt. He reached over to help her and she
slapped his hand away. “Secure your mask first,” she scolded him to conceal her
embarrassment at her sluggish reactions. “Remember your training.”


If Nert was hurt by her words, he didn’t say
anything. With his oxygen mask attached to the helmet, he tapped the mask and
gave her a thumbs up. She returned the gesture. Only a trickle of oxygen flowed
through her mask, just enough to assure her the device was operating as designed
while it relied on pulling in cabin air, saving its reserve for an emergency.


Shauna reached for her zPhone to contact the
Mavericks base, or anyone. As her fingers touched the hard flat shape of the
zPhone, a warning blared in her earpiece. It was a general Legion alert. Shit,
that meant fighting had broken out all across the planet, the attack on their
Buzzard was not an isolated incident. That was both good and bad. The Buzzard
was not the enemy’s only target, so if the pilots could get them out of the
immediate danger, continued  pursuit was less likely. But it also meant help
was not coming if the Buzzard was hit, the Legion was busy. The general alert
repeated itself then was drowned out in a burst of static. Comms were being
jammed, she would not be able to contact the Mavericks, or anyone. They were
alone.


The Buzzard dove, nose down, toward the ground as
the altimeter displayed twelve thousand meters, then ten, then eight. The
aircraft jerked to the right and Shauna heard the proximity-defense cannons
chattering as they engaged incoming missiles. They plummeted through six
thousand meters before the aircraft’s nose abruptly jerked up and it stood on
its tail, accelerating hard.


That’s not
good, Shauna kept that thought to herself.


The maser cannons were chattering continuously,
she was looking at the altimeter display as the Buzzard raced through 7200
meters on its way straight up and then there were jagged holes in the cabin
wall opposite her. Blue sky and white clouds flashed past dizzyingly as the
stricken Buzzard yawed to the left and flipped over on its back. The sound of
the defensive cannons cut out, replaced by the ear-splitting shriek of air
whistling past. She opened her mouth to shout something useless to Nert when a
warning “Bail out bail out bail out” blared in her ears. 


Bail out. That was easier said than done. The two
pilot seats had ejection mechanisms but seats in the main cabin did not. Around
her waist was a parachute pack which contained a tiny brain capable of guiding
an unconscious person safely to the ground, but first she needed to get out of
the shrapnel-torn cabin. A glance forward told her both that she could not
expect help from the four people seated there, and that there was no need for
her to help them. Some large, hot, burning fragment of missile warhead had torn
through the first two rows of seats, taken out a locker and blasted a big hole
in the fuselage. That hole was expanding as the high-speed airstream ripped the
composite skin away from the frame ribs. For a heart-stopping moment, she
considered trying to fit through that hole with its flailing cables and jagged
edges, then Nert was tugging at her arm.


The alien teenager pointed to the rear door aft of
them, a door that had automatically ejected itself clear of the airframe when
it received the Bail Out signal. She should have remembered that, she was still
instinctively thinking in terms of human aircraft. Nert, having grown up in the
high-tech Ruhar culture, instinctively expected mechanisms like aircraft to
automatically act to protect him. Understanding that Shauna was less familiar
with the alien aircraft, Nert reached over and yanked her harness release
mechanism before she could object, then nudged her with a shoulder.


Shauna did not need an engraved invitation to exit
the falling and burning aircraft. Something was burning white-hot under the
floor at the front of the cabin, probably a burned-out powercell. Those cells
contained enough energy to incinerate her and melt right through the aircraft’s
structure, the right side of her face felt hot like a sunburn from just a few
seconds of exposure. There was no standing and walking toward the open door,
she dropped to her knees and crawled as she best she could, clutching whatever
handhold that presented itself and bracing with her feet while debris swirled
around the cabin and she was slapped in the face by a loose seat cushion. Nert
was right behind her, she could feel the cadet bumping into her as they
clumsily made their way aft. At the open door, she hung onto the handholds on
both sides, shouting at Nert to go first. In the howling and screaming wind, he
couldn’t hear her. Shauna turned to look back when the cadet shoved her hard,
and she fell out.


The parachute did not deploy. She tumbled head
over heels, flailing arms and legs before training kicked in and she stabilized
her flight. The ground was not close, maybe the smart parachute had judged
that, with enemy ordnance flying around the sky, it should let her get closer
to the tree cover below before popping open. She had to believe that, had to trust
the smart little brain of her parachute. She was in control, falling in a
stable position, breathing through the oxygen mask, uninjured except for minor
bumps, cuts and bruises. Her clothing was not designed for skydiving, the
fabric rippled and flapped painfully against her skin and the air was freezing
cold, causing her to shiver. She wanted to curl into a ball and forced herself
to keep her arms and legs outward to avoid tumbling. The situation was the best
she could expect-


No!


She flipped over to fall on her back, frantically
searching for Nert. The Buzzard was still above her, falling to the north. One
of the wings had broken away and was wind-milling toward the ground on its own,
safely far from her but careening across the sky. She would need to watch that
the free-falling wing did not arc closer to her. There was no sign the two
pilots had ejected, she was too far away to see how much damage the aircraft’s
nose had sustained.


Nert! Where was-


There he was. Too high above her, he must not have
jumped out immediately after she fell out. Or was pushed out, she reminded herself. No matter, Nert was belly-down,
skydiving in control, she could tell that much. She tried calling him but her
earpiece picked up only static, the enemy must be jamming communications.


As she watched, transfixed, Nert pushed over to
dive head-first, gaining speed and growing closer to her. Her eyes scanned the
sky above the cadet, catching a faint image of a cross-shaped object. Missile.
That had to be a missile that had decided the Buzzard was already going down,
so it deployed its wings, switched to long-range cruise mode and was seeking
other targets. Damn it! She needed to know what was-


The parachute had a computer. It should have
received data from the Buzzard’s flight control systems. “Parachute,” she
shouted into her oxygen mask, knowing it contained a tiny microphone. “Status!
What happened?”


“We were
attacked by twelve MANPAD missiles,” a tinny electronic voice reported. “Nine were destroyed by the proximity defense
system, one exploded close to the starboard side. The sensors lost track of the
remaining two missiles, but as they have not impacted, they likely have been
retargeted. The flight control system stopped reporting after the missile
struck. Both pilots are deceased.”


“Wait. If the control system cut off, how do you
know about the pilots?”


“Their
flightsuit computers reported cessation of life functions after the cockpit was
impacted by shrapnel,” the voice in her ear reported without emotion.


Cessation of life functions, Shauna swallowed hard
at that thought. Of course the death of two people had no emotional impact on
the little parachute computer. “Status of Cadet Dandurf?”


“Cadet
Dandurf is well and being guided to the ground safely. Please assume proper position for parachute deployment,” a tinny
voice sounded in her ear. “Please assume
proper position for-”


“I heard you the first time,” Shauna gritted her
teeth and twisted her neck to check how close she was to the ground. A lot closer than before she flipped over
to fall back-first, but not dangerously close. There was still time to-


No. She was thinking like a human, she needed to
think like a Ruhar and trust Ruhar technology. The parachute’s brain might know
something she was not aware of. Or it was simply being cautious about caring
for its primitive human passenger. Whatever the case, there was certainly
nothing she could do to help Nert. As her mind formed that thought, she flashed
through a thin cloud layer and temporarily lost sight of the cadet.


“Please
assume the-”


“Shut up you stupid thing!” She pulled in one arm
and the motion flipped her over facedown, almost too far. It was a struggle to
maintain a stable position with her clothing flapping violently. All the
training she had done to qualify for spaceborne duty aboard the Ruhar training
cruiser, including spacediving from orbit to the surface of Paradise, was of
little use to her at the moment. What we really
should have trained for is unplanned shit like this, she screamed to herself.
No one had trained her for bailing out of a burning aircraft, certainly not for
bailing out while dressed for a nice Spring day back home. Training was great,
but it was the stuff you hadn’t trained for that was likely to kill you.


 “I’m waiting!” She shouted, the air rushing
past her mouth making it difficult to catch her breath. The ground was coming
up fast and the stupid parachute computer had not deployed. “Oh, screw this,”
she muttered, flipping to fall feet-first and clutching her arms at waist
level, feeling for the parachute’s manual release handle.


“Parachute
release would be premature at this time,” the mechanical voice advised her.
“Conditions will be optimal in seven
seconds.”


Shauna lifted a finger off the manual release.
Trust the technology, she reminded herself. That was easier to say before she
was close enough to see individual trees rushing up toward her. Trees? Hell,
she could see something the size of a rabbit running across a clearing! When
was the stupid chute computer going to deploy? At the last second, it occurred
to Shauna that the parachute might not know she is human. It could be planning
to set her down with enough force to break human bones. Maybe she should forget
about trusting-


No, the parachute computer did know she was human, it spoke to her in a human language. She
had to trust the little electronic brain to take care of her.


The chute deployed, much more gently than she had
feared. All of her jumps before were using tactical chutes, and she had always
been wearing protective gear like a skinsuit. The emergency chute she wore
either understood she was human, or it was designed to handle its inexperienced
user softly, because the first thing that happened was nanofiber straps
tightening around her shoulders and waist, then a drogue chute deployed. No, it
was a drogue balloon, just large
enough to tug on her shoulders and get her feet pointed straight down. Instead
of the balloon being discarded and pulling out a typical parachute, the balloon
expanded rapidly, changing shape into a triangular wing and becoming nearly
invisible. With the helmet blocking her vision, she had to crane her neck back
to see the balloon. At first, she feared the rapid fluttering of the balloon’s
edges meant it was falling apart, then she realized the thing was steering
itself by adjusting its shape. Damn it! If she had a skinsuit or even a
skinsuit helmet, she could see where and how the parachute computer was guiding
her, she could also change the drop zone. There was no manual control of the
chute she wore, it was designed to safely set down inexperienced or injured
people, so it needed to think for itself.


Trust the
technology.


Below her
was thick forest dotted with small clearings where old trees had fallen, her
feet were pointing to one such clearing that she could see was a tangle of
broken branches. If the stupid computer intended to set her down there, she was
in trouble. Shauna reached down to her boot and pulled out a knife, if needed,
she could cut herself free from the parachute straps. The front clasps of the
damned vest were designed not to release
in flight, she was stuck with it.


To her relief, the balloon expanded and changed
shape again, she felt the ground fall away as the balloon lifted her over a
tall stand of trees that were reaching up to tangle around her feet. Then she
was flying over a stream, the only break in the tree canopy. The balloon hung
in place, steering itself to remain motionless in the breeze that ruffled the
leaves below. Instead of deflating, the balloon maintained its altitude while
the straps lengthened, lowering Shauna to splash up to her knees on the stony
bottom of the stream. She felt herself being tugged backward as the breeze
pushed the balloon away, before she could even reach up with her knife, the
straps severed from the vest and the balloon drifted away where its nanofabric
would dissolve so the material did not give away her position to the enemy.


Shauna slogged out of the stream, getting wet to
her waist because the smart little parachute computer had set her down on a
shallow spot in the middle of the water. She moved quietly to not splash loudly
in the water. Wherever she had landed, she was in enemy territory.


A sound! She heard a muffled artificial sound,
like someone shouting. An enemy patrol
searching for her? Jamming the knife back in its ankle holster, she drew her
sidearm, a Ruhar dart-throwing pistol. Its magazine held sixteen four-millimeter
darts with explosive tips, and she had one spare magazine on her belt. The
pistol was a fine, lightweight weapon that was easy to use and good for
close-quarters work and she was absolutely dead
if she got into combat against a Kristang equipped with a rifle. The pistol
could only be aimed by her primitive human eyes and hands, without a skinsuit
helmet she could not target the darts with a laser designator or use
sophisticated infrared and motion sensors. Kristang rifles almost always
carried a rocket launcher under the barrel, so the enemy could fire at her from
a safe distance and would only need a close impact for the rocket warhead’s
shrapnel to slice apart her unprotected body. Her only hope of surviving combat
was to get close before the enemy saw her, and if the enemy was wearing powered
armor, her darts would need a very lucky direct hit on a fast-moving target.
Unlikely.


She crouched down behind a tree, pointing the
pistol in the general direction of the sound she’d heard. The sound did not
repeat, making her guess at the direction.


“Na!” The sound came from the east being partly
carried away from her by the freshening breeze. “Aw! Ah!”


What the hell? Why were the Kristang breaking battle discipline by shouting to each other?
Even if the Legion was jamming the lizard’s comms, the soldiers on the ground
should have line-of-sight laserlink signals between their helmets.


Then something clicked in her mind. The sound was
not ‘Aw Ah’. It was Shauna. Someone
was calling her name!


Nert came drifting into view above the stream
before she saw the faint outline of his parachute balloon, the teenager’s legs
pressed tightly together to dampen his swinging as the straps lowered him
toward the stream. “Shauna?” His discipline slipped as he saw her, his face
lighting up with a huge grin and one arm waving 


“Nerty!” She pushed the pistol back in its holster
and strode out into the water, noticing the parachute was lowering the Ruhar
cadet faster than she had dropped. Or maybe it just seemed that way. Nert might
have been showing off for her, because he crouched in a landing position just
before the straps cut loose, making him sprawl backwards into a pool of water.
He came up waving his arms, sputtering and grinning.


“Hello Shauna! I am pleased to see you are well.”


“I’m happy you’re in one piece too, Nerty. Why
didn’t you bail out right behind me?”


“Oh,” the corners of his lips turned down in a
sheepish expression. “Because we were bailing out over enemy territory, I
thought we would be up Shit Creek.” He looked down at his feet, up to his knees
in water. He reached back and unslung a rifle with two spare magazines clipped
to the barrel, and an undermounted rocket
launcher. “So, I brought us a paddle,” he grinned.


“Shit Creek?” She cocked her head and laughed with
relief. “Is that something Jesse taught you?”


“No, I learned it from Surgun Jates,” Nert’s face
fell. “Should I not have said that?”


“It’s fine,” she waved a hand irritably. “Just
didn’t expect to hear it from you.” In truth, she was irritated at herself for
not grabbing a rifle from the locker beside the Buzzard’s door. The teenage
cadet had a cooler head than her, and that shamed her. “Get out of the water.”


“Would you like the rifle?”


She thought for a moment and shook her head. With
both of them lacking skinsuits, Nert was the superior soldier, he could run
faster and aim and fire the rifle with much greater precision. “You keep it,”
she patted her sidearm. “If we get into a firefight, we’re in trouble anyway.”


What to do next? She considered what little she
knew. The chute computer said the Buzzards had been attacked by MANPADs. MAN
Portable Air Defense missiles. Small and relatively short-range shoulder-fired
missiles like the Kristang Zingers she had trained with on Paradise, before the
Ruhar took that planet back. They were fired from the ground, so there was
probably not a hostile aircraft up there searching for survivors. It also meant
there was not a large anti-aircraft battery nearby, only a group of enemy
soldiers. Kristang doctrine called for two-man teams to deploy Zingers, so a
dozen missiles launched meant at least twenty-four hostiles in the area, plus
soldiers to support and protect the missileers. “Nert, we need to get out of
here pronto, enemy sensors probably tracked us down to this site.”


Nert’s brow furrowed as he thought. “Two survivors
are not worth sending a search team, especially since the enemy force appears
to be dedicated to an anti-air mission,” he speculated. “If they leave their
assigned location, that would create a gap in their air defenses.”


Shauna was taken aback by the cool analysis by the
goofy-looking teenager, his earnest expression made slightly ridiculous by the rodent-like teeth overhanging his lower
lip. “Uh, yeah, right. Let’s not take a chance, Ok?”


“Leaving this area will make it more difficult for
a search and rescue team to identify our position,” Nert explained like an
adult talking to a small child. Or like an advanced alien talking to a
primitive human. “We should-”


Reminding herself that getting angry with Nert
right then would not be helpful, she made a cutting motion across her throat. “Perhaps
I didn’t make myself clear, Cadet
Dandurf,” she tapped the sergeant stripes on her uniform. “We are leaving the
area. What you did not consider is the enemy may have enough manpower to
perform their AA mission, and hunt
for us. They could even just send lizard civilians out to search this area. Or, they could lob a couple
antipersonnel artillery rounds at us. The Legion could be overwhelmed right
now, there isn’t going to be a rescue sent out until our forces establish
control of the air and-”


Her words were cut off by a trio of hot streaks
burning down through the atmosphere, making her hold up a hand to protect her
eyes. Seconds later, there was a bright flash to the west, followed by a
roiling mushroom cloud. And, by the time Shauna was able to blink away the
spots swimming in her vision, the ground beneath her feet trembled.


Nert’s mouth gaped open. “Wha- what in holy hell
was that?”


Shauna thought there were times when the boy’s
translator should have used less colorful language. “Something got hit.
Something big enough to be worth targeting three railgun darts. What have we
got over there?” She asked, pulling out her zPhone and clicking to the map
function. “Whatever was there,” she squinted at the map, “it ain’t there now.”


“All I see is a Legion logistics base, and,” Nert
manipulated the map on his phone. “A supply dump.” He looked up at her.
“Supplies for the colony contractor. Sergeant Jarrett,” Nert had caught on that
formality was appropriate in their situation. “Why do you assume the target was
a Legion facility? That railgun could be our fleet hitting a Kristang target.”


Shauna jerked her head to indicate they could talk
while they marched. She set off into the
woods at a fast walking pace, expecting they would be walking for many hours.
“The Kristang aren’t stupid. They wouldn’t have planned an uprising where their
forces are concentrated enough to provide a legit target for a railgun, and
your fleet wouldn’t hit civilian areas, not at this stage,” she explained. To
herself she added, civilian areas would get hit if the lizards were using them
as bases and the Legion was growing desperate.


Nert frowned, not convinced. He walked beside her,
his longer strides eating up ground. “Why,” he pointed to the mushroom cloud
that was already being torn apart by the wind, “are we going toward the target zone?”


“First, because if there are Legion soldiers in
the area, they might get us out of here.” She did not mention that Legion
headquarters was roughly in the same direction. When the Buzzard was attacked,
they were less than sixty kilometers from the headquarters complex at one of
the massive cargo launchers at the planet’s equator. The desperate and
ultimately futile evasive action by the pilots had saved their lives.


Nert nodded. “The second reason?”


The mushroom cloud impressed Shauna. Anything that
big should have been created by a nuke, yet she knew the lizards would not risk
using nuclear weapons on a habitable world. The explosion must have been caused
by railguns. “If there are Legion
soldiers in that area, they may need our help.”




 









CHAPTER NINETEEN




 

“I’m fine,
Colonel,” Ross grunted, pressing the Ruhar bandage to his injured ribs. Blood
had soaked through his uniform top before he had time to stop and get the wound
tended to. A rocket had whooshed past him and exploded against a tree, throwing
deadly splinters of wood flying. The general had been struck by either a wooden
dagger, shrapnel from the warhead or both. Whatever had torn through the armor
panel of his vest had bounced away, after it cracked two of his ribs and left a
bloody gouge down his left side. The fancy bandage, really a thick gel mat,
stuck itself to his skin when Perkins had applied it to the wound, now he
grimaced from pain as the nanofibers dug into him. Supposedly a person could
not feel the ultrathin fibers probing an injury, analyzing the damage and
sending back data to the medical kit, so the kit could decide how best to treat
the wound. The nanofibers numbed nerves as they wriggled their way through the
flesh, so the person being treated not only did
not feel pain from the injury, they did not feel the creepy fibers digging
into them.


That, Ross decided, was bullshit. The pain was worse after the bandage was applied, and
he definitely could feel something moving around under the thick gel. Gritting
his teeth, he ignored the sensation. “I’m mobile. Let’s get out of here.”


“Sir,” Perkins pressed down on the general’s
shoulder, making him gasp from a fresh wave of pain. “We don’t know which
direction is safe. Safest. Less dangerous. Let the scouts report.”


“We are bait
for artillery here,” Ross protested. The enemy had not used artillery since the
larger truck had endured a near-miss that threw it on its side and disabled the
maser air-defense turret. With that truck out of the fight, the four crewmen
had scrambled out and hopped in the back of the truck Ross was driving, riding
along for a short distance before that truck was hit by a rocket that blew off
one of the wheels and killed the two soldiers who were not wearing armored
skinsuits. Since then, the six survivors had been engaged in a running battle
with what Perkins guessed was a squad of twelve to sixteen Kristang. The four
surviving Legion soldiers had skinsuits and they mostly kept Ross and Perkins
protected while they dashed across the countryside from one thin stand of trees
to another.


The enemy’s numbers were an advantage, forcing the
Legion soldiers on the defensive. Other than numbers, Perkins had at first been
puzzled and then relieved to see the enemy had only four of their number
equipped with powered armor. The others wore armor panels and were larger, faster
and tougher than unaugmented humans, and if the enemy had acted professionally,
Ross and Perkins would be captured or dead. Perkins had quickly assessed that
their opposition was not regular warrior caste killers, she thought it mostly
likely they were fighting civilians, or warrior caste who had not much
training. The four Legion soldiers in skinsuits had used their superior
training and experience to quickly cut the enemy’s numbers down to eight, then
the fight had devolved into a running battle where the enemy leapfrogged ahead
to snipe and harass the humans.


Now Ross and his team were down to two fully
effective skinsuits, plus the wounded general and the Maverick lieutenant
colonel. One soldier was dead, having taken a direct hit from a rocket while pinned
down by intense rifle fire. That action had been the only time in the battle
where it looked like the enemy was capable of coordinating their attack, rather
than individuals taking potshots whenever they could. A second skinsuit was
partly disabled, its control system scrambled after a direct hit between the
shoulder blades had thrown that soldier to the ground and cracked his helmet.
Perkins was worried about that soldier, the burst blood vessels in his eyes,
plus the trickle of blood coming from his nose and one ear told of internal
damage that was at least a severe concussion. The soldier, a French
paratrooper, insisted that she was still able to carry a rifle, but Perkins had
cast aside the cracked helmet as being useless dead weight on her shoulders.
“Your bucket is busted,” she had told the defiant soldier. “Use your suit’s
power to carry one of us, if we’re down.”


Minutes later, Ross had been hit and the
paratrooper had to carry him, stumbling across open ground not due to the
general’s weight, but because her suit couldn’t assist her strides by scanning
the ground in front of her with the sensors on her discarded helmet.


“There hasn’t been any artillery directed at us
since we left the road,” Perkins observed. “I don’t think they know who you
are, or they would have called in reinforcements by now. But we can’t stay
here.” She ducked down, rolled on her back and pulled her phone out of a
pocket.


“Comms restored?” Ross asked hopefully. They were
not only under attack by superior numbers, they
also had no way to call for help.


“No,” Perkins checked the signal strength icon on
the phone anyway. It was still blank. “I’m trying a Hail Mary,” she explained
as her fingers flew across the screen, typing out a message.


“You want to clue me in, Colonel?”


“In a moment, Sir.” She pressed the Send button.
“We will know in about six minutes. Until then, can you make it along this
streambed to those trees, if I help you?”


Ross grunted as he rolled to his knees, keeping
down below the top of the shallow depression they were huddling in. “What the
hell. Let’s give it a shot. Maybe we’ll give the enemy something to shoot at,
so they ignore our scout.”




 

They got to the trees and took cover under roots
that stuck out in the air, the tree having been undercut by spring flooding of
the stream. “You want to tell me about your Hail Mary, Perkins?” Ross asked
more to distract himself from the pain than from needing to know.


She pointed to the western horizon. “I sent a
message up to our beetle friends.”


“Your private star carrier?” Ross grimaced. The
Ruhar bandage was either going to stabilize his wound, or kill him from pain.
“Why didn’t you try that before?”


“Because the Deal
Me In is parked three lightminutes away. I had to wait for the planet to
rotate until the ship is line of sight
from here.”


“Oh. Did it work?”


“We’ll know if they text me a reply in,” she
checked the clock on her phone, “two minutes.”




 

“Um,” Irene bit her lower lip. “New course,” she
peered at her zPhone then at the instrument panel of the Buzzard. “Come right
to one four zero.”


“Honey,” Derek forgot protocol. “That’s ninety
degrees away from where we just agreed we want to go.”


“Yeah, change of plans,” she waved her phone. “We
just got a message from Perkins. She’s on the ground with Ross and they’re in trouble,
need immediate evac.”


“A message? How?” Even with the advanced gear
aboard their aircraft, getting a message out had been a difficult task.
Incoming message traffic was low bandwidth and spotty.


“Relayed though our beetle friends upstairs. Em,”
she used Dave Czajka’s private nickname for their commanding officer, “is on
the ground. General Ross and another soldier are hit, and they’re outnumbered.
Running low on ammo also.”


“Ok,” Derek said without argument, advancing the
throttles and swinging the wings back for high-speed dash flight.


Irene put her hand over his on the throttles. “We
can’t maintain stealth at that speed.” Since being attacked by
shoulder-launched missiles, they had been flying low and slow, avoiding any
populated areas.


“The Colonel is in trouble. Sounds like if we show
up late to the party, we might as well stay home.”


Irene considered that for only a second. “Ok,
you’re right. We dash until we’re ten klicks away, then see if we can pick up a
direct signal from Em.”


“Better make it twenty klicks. These turbines need
time to cool down before we are over the target, or we’ll be radiating enough
heat to be detected right through our stealth field.”


“Affirmative,” Irene was in all-business mode. “Approach vector plotted.
Punch it.”




 

Ross crawled forward on his elbows and belly. The
pain from his cracked ribs was numbed so he couldn’t feel anything, but his
body still knew he was badly injured, and the ungentle movement was putting him
on the verge of shock and making him nauseous. “If we can get to-”


“Hold,” Perkins reached into her helmet to press a
finger over her ear, to better hear sound coming through her earpiece. The fact
that field helmets did not seal out sound the way skinsuit helmets did was
another significant drawback to the Legion dropping into action without having
skinsuits for everyone, plus spares. She was determined to not let that shit happen ever again. “My helmet
acoustic sensors are picking something up. Aircraft approaching.”


“Theirs or ours?” The only weapons Ross had were a
pistol and a knife, neither of which would be any use against a high-tech
aircraft that could hit his position with stand-off missiles.


She shook her head. “Don’t know. We should get
back under cover.”


“Negative. We’re not going back. That area is
too,” he covered his mouth to suppress a cough, and his hand came away wet with
blood. “Too hot.”


“We can’t go out- Wait.” The zPhone in her pocket
vibrated and she pulled it out. It was a simple text message. She smiled. “The
cavalry is here.” Her fingers flew across the screen.


Ross shuddered from a combination of shock and
relief. “What are you doing?”


“The bird wants to know where to drop off party
favors.”




 

“Got it,” Irene announced grimly. “Feeding
coordinates to the targeting system. Uh, looks like we’ll need to swing around
and approach from the-”


“I see it,” Derek glanced over at the display.
“Pulling around to the west. Missile is
at your command.”


“Not yet. Transferring instructions now. Three,
two, one, drop.” Irene pressed a button and a door on the back of a blister
hanging below the Buzzard’s belly opened just long enough to allow a missile to
be magnetically ejected backwards, then the door snapped closed to preserve the
smooth airflow that was critical to the aircraft’s stealth. The missile fell
until it cleared the pitch-black stealth field wrapped around its mother ship,
then it deployed long, thin wings and glided, engaging its tiny turbine motor
only when it was at the treetops. Acting as instructed, the missile 


orbited the area almost
silently, its chameleonware skin matching the color of the sky from below and
the top surface alternating between the dark trees and tan field below. The
missile’s tiny brain was barely able to control its eagerness for action.




 



 

Jost-au-kel Zajetra growled futile orders into his
helmet microphone, then cut the mic and unleashed a string of vile curses. The
curse words did no good for the outcome of the battle, but did make him feel
marginally better. Before turning the microphone on again, he took several deep
breaths to calm himself. His training told him that troops, especially
inexperienced troops, respond better to a leader who projects calm confidence
rather than angry shouting. However, Zajetra was certain that the warriors who
trained him never had to deal with the idiots under his nominal command at the
moment. “Red Five, move out left on my command. Get behind that cluster of
trees on the streambank, from there you can fire up the stream. Reds Two and Four,
cover Five when he moves.”


The response from the three amateurs was the
proper three clicks rather than a long acknowledgment, keeping the
transmissions short to make it more difficult for enemy sensors to pinpoint
their location. The problem was, Zajetra had instructed them four times that morning to use one click for an affirmative response.
And not to leave their microphone open like
Reds Two and Four had done. He could hear their excited breathing. Four sounded
like he was sobbing or choking.


“Turn off
your microphones,” he snapped and was rewarded by one, then the other idiot
going silent. At least he had that going for himself. “On my mark. Three, two,
one, mark!”


Five sprung up, using too much power in his
amateur enthusiasm and soaring too high in the air, exposing himself to enemy
fire. When he came down, he wobbled on unsteady legs, fell, nearly lost his
rifle and when he got his shit together to run, sprinted off the wrong way.


“No, you-” Zajetra groaned. “Your other left.”


The over-enthusiastic amateur idiot designated Red
Five ran into the covering fire from his fellows, who used the technique of
spraying and praying rather than foolish alternatives such as actually aiming
at something. On full auto despite orders to conserve their dwindling
ammunition, the rounds arced out wildly. Fortunately for Five, the covering
fire was so scattered and ineffective that only two impacted his armor. The
first round was a glancing blow to his left shoulder, hitting at such a sharp
angle the explosive tip did not arm itself. The impact spun him around so he
caught the second round square in the chest, knocking him backwards.


Red Five’s life was saved by the ammunition being
old, so old that round’s explosive tip fizzled rather than exploding. Having
the round’s casing separate but not explode, transferred less kinetic energy to
his chest than a non-explosive round would have. The idiot would-be warrior
cartwheeled backwards to bounce off a tree stump, his rifle flying away.
Understanding he had screwed up and that his fellow amateurs were watching, he
power-crawled on hands and knees, flinging damp clods of soil behind him until
he fell on top of his rifle.


Zajetra’s mouth gaped open, unable to believe what
he had just seen. Red Five should be dead, that was certain. The fact that he
was alive confirmed the ammo they had been issued was ancient junk. Zajetra
estimated no more than one in ten rounds had exploded as designed that morning,
making his task exponentially more difficult.


“My other-” Red Five wheezed, coughing and making
choking sounds. The impact must have knocked the breath from his lungs. “Other
left. Understood. Cover m-”


“No!” Zajetra roared over an open channel, not
taking the time to record the message and send it via burst transmission. “Stay
where you are!”


“I can make it!” The over-eager young fool playing
at being a warrior pleaded.


There was an uninvited tap on Zajetra’s right
shoulder, an unwise gesture that in most circumstances would have received an
immediate response of a powered-armor backhand. As it was, Zajetra had steeled
himself to be interfered with by his official squad leader.


Koos-al-tam Hevertz tapped again, harder, to get
the professional warrior’s attention. Damping down his flare of righteous
anger, Zajetra turned slowly though the line-of-sight laserlink between helmets
meant that members of the squad did not need to look at each other to
communicate. “Yes, Hevertz?”


The pampered fool, placed in command of the squad
only by his father’s influence, pointed across the field. “Five should be
allowed to continue,” he argued, knowing that the stupid actions of the squad
reflected poorly on him, as he had personally chosen the squad members.


“He will only get himself-” Zajetra bit back the
rest of his reply. It was useless and technically treason for him to refuse the
squad leader’s orders, or even to question those orders. For the hundredth time
since he landed on Feznako, he cursed his bad luck. First, he had been shipped
off to a backwater planet controlled by a rival clan. Second, the fight was not
against frontline Ruhar but rather against a new, bastard force of dishonored
Kristang and weakling humans. Finally, his assignment was to act as a
professional ‘advisor’ to reserve troops pulled from the local civilian population.
The reservists were members of lower castes who wanted to play at being
warriors, usually younger sons who were desperate to impress their fathers and
a random selection of females. The warrior caste used reservists as cannon
fodder, often in conflicts between clans instead of against external enemies.


On Feznako, the entire Kristang people were
supposed to be backing a fight that threatened the existence of their society
and culture. Technically, only the warrior caste was directly threatened but
that distinction did not matter. If the dishonorable traitors who called themselves ‘Verd-kris’ succeeded on Feznako,
the Ruhar could gain billions of highly-motivated warriors. Zajetra had been
told, in an inspiring speech before he shipped out, that Feznako was the most
important fight of his life, and that the fight to crush the Alien Legion would
have whatever resources were needed.


In reality, Zajetra had seen the ‘full support of
the Kristang people’ meant a handful of small, mostly obsolete ships, as no
clan was willing to risk their own defenses with a civil war raging. Supplies
had apparently been pulled from the moldy depths of warehouses. The powered
armor issued to the reservists was of a design so ancient, Zajetra had only
seen it in museums. A third of the suits provided had to be used for spare
parts to get the others even marginally operational.


Lack of proper equipment was not what bothered Zajetra
the most, in his career he had most often had to deal with old or
poorly-maintained gear. What he truly hated was taking orders from the
reservist squad leader, a silly boy who had pulled together a group of his
silly friends for what they thought would be a great adventure.


Jost-au-kel Zajetra was heartily sick of it. “Of
course, honored squad leader,” he agreed. Attempting to control the squad was a
futile waste of time. Only once had the squad actually done what he wanted, a
coordinated attack that killed one of the skinsuit-clad human soldiers. Instead
of seeing the wisdom of following the orders of the only professional warrior
in the squad, the successful action got the young morons so pumped up they
promptly lost all discipline. It should have been an easy fight. Two trucks
full of humans on a lonely road, a target of opportunity he had chosen to give
the squad an easy victory at minimal risk. The squad had even been promised
several minutes of artillery support, before the big guns needed to shift fire
to more important targets.


To his dismay, the fight had not been easy. The
human soldiers were disciplined, professional and well-coordinated. One lesson
he had quickly learned was that, in powered armor, even primitive humans could
be deadly warriors. The humans were not just respectable enemies, they were
also maddeningly stubborn in their refusal to give up.


“Red Five,” Zajetra called out. “Proceed on my
mark. Covering fire as before, watch your aim this time,” he added with a sigh,
knowing his admonitions would be ignored. “Three, two, one, mark.”


Five burst upward, only slightly more under control
than his first attempt. He ran in an amateurish zig-zagging fashion, taking far
too much time to reach his objective. Finally, Zajetra was relieved to see
accurate enemy fire reach out to cut Five down from two directions, and the
unlucky fool’s torso was ripped apart. “Good,” he breathed.


“Good?!”
Hevertz screeched in his ear. “My friend is dead. A loyal warrior has fallen
and you-”


Zajetra did not bother to point out that losing an
undisciplined idiot actually strengthened the squad’s combat capability.
“Forgive me. I meant it is good that we now know the location of two enemy
soldiers. His valiant death,” he gagged on the inappropriate word, “has given
us an advantage.”


“Oh. Yes,” Hevertz replied stiffly. “The humans
must pay for their crimes. We will slaughter them-”


Zajetra held up a fist for silence, and added a
hiss in case the young fool squad leader had completely forgotten battle
signals. “My acoustic sensors are picking up something. Aircraft approaching!”




 

Irene’s own eagerness made her lean forward toward
the console, her training reminded her to sit back in the proper position where
the high-tech Ruhar pilot seat could cradle her body and protect her from
violent maneuvers. She was watching the weapons console intently while Derek
flew the Buzzard. “Bring us up another fifty feet, that grove of trees is
blocking my line of sight.”


“Got it,” Derek pulled back on the sidestick
controller, nudging the throttles ever so slightly to maintain airspeed in the
short climb. Higher altitude exposed their stealthed Buzzard to more enemy
sensors, that is why doctrine called for flying low and slow. They were already
pushing the high limit of speed at which the stealth field would become
ineffective. That did not bother Derek much, according to Perkins the enemy
infantry were on foot and did not appear to have any sensors other than the
gear built into their helmets. What he did worry about was the heat still
radiating from the turbine engines that had been pushed to one hundred fifteen
percent of normal power during their high-speed dash. The stealth field
prevented photons from radiating away from the aircraft, but the hot air
trailing behind could be detected by anyone paying attention. A
shoulder-launched missile set on heat-seeking mode could sneak up behind them
and ruin their whole day.


Derek would just need to make sure there was no
one alive below them to launch a missile at their slow-flying Buzzard. “Ready?”


“Ready. On my mark. Three, two, one, mark.”




 

Emily Perkins huddled to escape a line of enemy
rounds hitting the streambank she and Ross were using as cover, the explosions
as the rounds detonated chewing into the soil of the bank and collapsing it
into the water. She sent a mental plea for help and relaxed her grip on the
rifle, taking a deep breath. If Irene and Derek did not come soon, she needed
to pop up and fire back, if only to make the enemy keep their heads down. The problem was, she was pretty sure the enemy
was guessing where she and Ross were, and shooting back would only confirm
their position. And invite a rocket to finish them.


In the middle of her second deep, calming breath,
while she steeled herself to act, there was an explosion that shook the ground
and caused most of the remaining streambank to sag and collapse onto her.




 

Zajetra waited impatiently for his suit’s computer
to determine if the acoustic signature was friend or foe. In theory, the sounds
of Ruhar and Kristang turbine engines were different enough to make them
distinctive. In reality, there were many types of aircraft and engines on each
side, and an old Ruhar turbine could sound very similar to its Kristang
counterpart.


So, his suit was still cycling through its
aircraft recognition database when he saw with the corner of one eye a fuzzy
shimmer approaching just over the treeline on the other side of the field. As
he opened his mouth to shout a warning, the ground under him heaved from an
explosion to the south, and the stealthed aircraft began to pour out a stream
of maser fire, switching rapidly from one target to the next.


Too rapidly. The aircraft’s gunner was not seeking
targets on the ground, the maser cannon had been preprogrammed with strike
coordinates.


Zajetra’s brain had two thoughts at the same time.
The enemy knew the location of the entire squad, because while he had been
using a young fool to make the enemy reveal themselves, the enemy had
pinpointed the Kristang positions. His second thought was that he was
unquestionably dead.


He could have risen to one knee and shot at the
unseen aircraft, a defiant but futile gesture. Instead, he swung his rifle
around to point the muzzle at squad leader Hevertz’s helmet. “Oh, fuck me,” he breathed while he blew the young
fool’s head off.


Zajetra had a split-second of pure satisfaction,
before a maser beam cooked him from the inside and he exploded in his suit.




 

Spitting out a mouthful of wet dirt and old
leaves, Emily listened intently and heard the angry sizzling buzz of a maser
cannon ripping on full auto. The maser stopped for only a moment before
renewing then cutting off. There was a low-pitched whisper that she recognized
as the howl of a stealthed aircraft’s turbines.


At the same time, she saw a skinsuit-clad Legion
soldier stand up and wave to the sky, while the familiar voice of Irene Striebich
spoke in her ear. “I think you’re clear down there, Colonel. Thanks for the
head’s up, it saved us a lot of time.” As the Buzzard approached, Perkins had
gathered data fed to her by laserlink from the two active skinsuit helmets, and
sent it to the Buzzard. Knowing the locations of the enemy scattered around the
battlefield had allowed Irene to program a missile to loiter near a group of
three Kristang, while the Buzzard flew in a wide arc to approach from the other
direction, able to avoid flying over any enemy positions that might shoot at
the aircraft. As the Buzzard cleared the treetops at the edge of the field, the
maser cannon on the chin erupted with searing fire at pre-determined positions,
wiping out those Kristang as the missile killed its assigned trio of assholes.
“Conducting active sensor scan now,” Irene announced as the sensor drone the
Buzzard had ejected sent out a pulse. “We’re clear, the only lifesigns are
friendlies. We’re setting down near you, what’s your status?”


Perkins paused to say a silent prayer before
answering. “We have three KIA, but we can only get to one.” Much as she wanted
to retrieve the bodies of the two soldiers who died when the truck got hit, she
was not risking a manned aircraft in a war zone. “The General is injured and we
have one other injured. Set it down close, we need to evac ASAP before
artillery starts pounding this LZ to dust.”


“Roger that,” Irene fully agreed with the ASAP
part. Their air attack could have attracted unwanted attention. “On the ground
in fifteen.”




 

The Buzzard remained on the ground for the
absolute minimum time. With people having barely cleared the back ramp, Irene
had the ramp closing while Derek lifted off, dipped the nose, and gained
airspeed as the aircraft cleared the trees at the edge of the clearing by only
a few meters. With the green light indicating the ramp was fully closed and
secured, Irene re-energized the stealth field and was scanning sensors for
threats when Perkins staggered into the cockpit, flipping up the jumpseat and
strapping in.


“Colonel,” Irene did not take her eyes off the
instruments. “How is General Ross?”


“He has broken ribs and is bleeding internally,”
Perkins related. “Maybe a rib punctured a lung. We need to get him medical
attention ASAP.”


“In that case,” Irene tapped a finger on Derek’s
hand to get his attention. “New course, transferring vector now.”


“Where are we going?” Derek asked before Perkins
could speak.


“A Verd-Kris base,” Irene explained. “It’s the
closest base with a medical facility. Database
says there’s a UNEF medical contingent there for cross-training, so they can
treat the General.”


“We can’t go back to HQ?” Perkins asked anxiously,
leaning forward to look at the navigation display.


“No way,” Derek answered. “Sorry, Ma’am. The
Legion is able to send basic navigation data through the jamming, and all the
air transit corridors around Legion HQ are hot right now. If the enemy didn’t
jump us, our own air defenses would blow us out of the sky before we got within
fifty klicks of the Launcher. Irene is right, the Verd base is one of the few
places we can reach in this area. We need to set down there, get medical care
for the wounded, and wait for clearance. The Legion should be able to establish
safe-fly corridors within the next twelve to eighteen hours.” He turned his
head to look at the Maverick’s commander. “Sorry, Ma’am.”


“No need to be sorry, Bonsu,” Perkins grimaced as
she unstrapped from the seat, and her sore back let her know it was not happy
about moving. “I’m going in the back to send messages through the Deal Me In. UNEF needs to know Ross is
alive. Damn it! Command and control is
useless without communications.”


“We’re jamming the enemy’s comms also,” Derek
noted.


“I’m sure we are,” Perkins paused in the doorway.
“The difference is, the enemy is executing a plan, and the Legion is flailing around on the defensive. We need
to figure out what the hell is going
on, and hit back.”


After Perkins left and the cockpit door closed,
Irene leaned over toward Derek with a sly smile. “I love hearing those three magic
words.”


“Three words,” Derek froze, mystified. “You mean, like,
‘I love you’?”


“Nah,” she winked. “You said ‘Irene is right’.”




 









CHAPTER TWENTY




 

“Sergeant,” Jesse vaguely heard someone talking.
“Colter! Sergeant Colter!” He opened his eyes. Actually, he opened one eye,
because the other was covered with sticky blood. He reached up to feel a cut on
his forehead, it didn’t feel too bad. The rest of him did feel bad, especially
his right leg.


“Uh, hey,” he looked up to see Captain Grace kneeling
on a broken seat next to him. “Dani, I mean, Captain. What happ-” He broke off
in a fit of coughing. “How is my eye?” He asked fearfully.


“It’s just smeared with blood. Don’t try to open
it!” She warned. “We crashed, do you remember that?”


Did he? He remembered the plane twisting through
the air, then something about a tree. He shook his head, and a headache flared
inside his battered skull. “My leg.”


“I think it’s broken,” she said gently,
understating the truth. Below the knee, Colter’s right leg was bent at an
awkward angle, and blood had soaked through his pants. “I need to get you out
of here.”


Jesse’s rattled brain was not understanding. He
swiveled his head very slow, left to right. The cabin of the Buzzard was a
shambles. Holes were torn in the skin of the aircraft, exposed frames were bent
or missing. Part of a tree protruded into the cabin. The forward bulkhead that
led to the cockpit was bent inward and crushed at an angle. Even his foggy
brain knew that was not a good sign for the survival of the pilots. He could
see other bodies, or parts of bodies, tangled in the wreckage.


When his head reached as far to the right as he
could manage, he saw a Ruhar still strapped into the seat next to him. The
female hamster was dead, her eye still open but glassy, blood seeping out of
her mouth. A jagged piece of metal stuck out of her chest. “Oh, crap.”


“Sergeant, I need you to focus. We need to get out
of here, away from the ship. Now.”


“Huh?” Awareness of the situation was dawning
inside his brain, though it still felt like everything was happening in slow
motion. “Fire?”


There had been a minor fire, Dani extinguished as
the first thing she did, when she was able to move. “There is a risk of fire,
what I’m worried about is a Kristang missile coming here to finish the job.”


“Shit!” The idea of a missile lancing down from
the sky to bounce the wreckage of the Buzzard around, made Jesse sit upright in
the seat. “Ahhh,” he gasped from the
nausea-inducing pain shooting up his right leg. “Don’t know if I can move by
myself,” he said through gritted teeth.


“I’ll help you,” she said as she used a wet cloth
to wipe congealed blood away from his eye. “Can you see now?”


“Ah, yeah,” he blinked. His vision was blurry, but
getting better. “You Ok yourself, Captain?” He should have asked that question
before.


She gingerly patted her left side, where her
uniform top was ripped. “Bruised ribs. Hurts like a son of a bitch,” she grinned. “My left knee is
wonky, I can walk. I’m going to unstrap you from the seat, Ok?”




 

Getting out of the busted Buzzard was easier to
say than do. There was wreckage scattered all over the floor, making it
difficult to walk on Jesse’s one good leg, even with Dani supporting him. He
threw his right arm over her shoulders and kept all weight off his right leg,
that foot still snagged on obstructions. He was surprised to see a sort of path
was cleared toward the rear of the cabin, the officer must have done that
before coming back for him, and he wondered about that.


The side door was jammed, no way to open it. Dani
led the way through the cabin, helping him over a torn-out section of the floor
where electric arcs sparked from a damaged powercell. They went into the rear
cabin, where the rear ramp was partly down. “This is going to be awkward,” she
said almost as an apology. “I could only get it open part way.”


“That’s fine, Ma’am,” Jesse replied. His head was
spinning from pain, and it was difficult to see with only one eye. “Uh, how am
I getting out?”


“Like I said, it will be awkward,” she answered
with a sheepish smile.




 

The way for Jesse to get out of the Buzzard
involved him squeezing through the gap between the ramp and the bent frame that
supported the tail of the aircraft. Doing that was tough enough while keeping
his broken leg from getting wrenched as he slipped through. Then there was a
three meter drop to the ground, because the Buzzard’s belly had dug a deep
furrow in the dirt as it had skidded to a stop. He was supposed to haul himself
down on a line, which was too thin to grip without slicing up his hands. He had
wrapped a cloth around both palms but that only made them less of a sure grip. Dani
was below. “If you fall, I’ll catch you, best as I can.”


“No promises?” Jesse pondered the possibility of
falling ten feet with only one good leg.


“No lies,” she shook her head, causing her wavy
blonde hair to flop across her face. “I’m not going to tell you fairy tales,
Sergeant.”


“I appreciate that, Ma’am,” he grunted, surprising
himself by meaning what he said. Just then, he noticed a Ruhar slumped against
a tree, twenty meters from the Buzzard. “Who is that?”


“Ruhar officer,” Dani explained, while waving for
Jesse to move. “She’s hurt bad, I got her out before going back for you.”


That explained why Captain Grace had cleared a
path through the aircraft. The Ruhar did look to be in a bad way, her shirt
soaked with blood and a makeshift bandage wrapped around her head. Jesse
realized he was not working to save only his own life. “Here goes nothin’,” he
muttered as he swung his legs over the ramp and gripped the line tightly. He
managed to hold on long enough for Dani to grab his good leg, then he slipped
and fell heavily to crash onto the Army Captain.


“Oof,” she gasped, flattened on her stomach with
the Sergeant sitting on her back.


“Sorry, Ma’am,” Jesse rolled onto the ground.


“You Ok?” Dani asked, getting back to her feet.


“Good enough. Captain, I can make it over to the
Ruhar-”


“Her name is Ardlunn Fobish. She’s an Urmat,” Dani
added with a raised eyebrow. ‘Urmat’ was rank roughly equivalent to Major in
UNEF. That mattered because Fobish outranked Dani, so the Ruhar officer could
cause trouble, if she was able to speak and give orders.


“Right. I’ll get over to Fobish. Ma’am, you need
to get back in there and get rifles and ammo out of the forward locker.” That
weapons locker was bent, and Jesse had to hope she could get the door open.
“Also whatever human and hamster food you can find. And medical-”


“Sergeant, I know what we need to survive out
here,” Dani pulled her hair back and tied it in a ponytail again. “I’ll have to
make several trips,” she looked unhappily at the half-open ramp.


Jesse paused to let a wave of pain from his leg
wash over him. “Ma’am, if you have more of that line handy, you can make a
ladder of sorts.”


Dani looked at the Sergeant, at the Buzzard, then
back at Jesse. “Hell,” she breathed. “I should have thought of that. I lowered
Fobish to the ground on a line, but she’s heavy and I dropped her the last
meter. That’s why I didn’t try lowering you. A ladder is a good idea.”


“That’s why the US Army has sergeants, Ma’am,” he
tried to smile but had to grit his teeth to manage the pain.


“See if you can help Fobish, I left a hamster
medical kit next to her,” Dani ordered as she pulled out a knife to begin
cutting line to make a ladder.




 

By the time Dani managed to wrench the weapons
locker door open and stumble to the rear ramp with an armload of gear, she was
surprised to see Sergeant Colter standing below, leaning on a crude crutch. He
had cut a sleeve off his shirt and used it to make a splint for his broken leg.
“Toss the gear down, and I’ll haul it away,” he suggested.


“How is Fobish?”


“Sleeping, her pulse is steady. Looks like that
vial of nano meds you injected her with is doing its job, the bleeding has
stopped.”


“Ok,” she propped one rifle on the ramp and tossed
the other gear out toward Jesse.


Jesse asked the question he feared. “Everyone else
is dead?”


“Looks that way,” Dani nodded sadly.


“Shit. I guess the only good news is, the Legion
doesn’t know that,” Jesse observed.


“How is that good
news?”


“Because, the hamsters will move faster to rescue
us, if they think some of their own are here,” he explained.


She shot an unfriendly look at him. “That is a
cynical attitude, Colter.”


Jesse would have shrugged but doing that might
have made him fall off the crutch, so he just looked at her.


She sighed. “Damn it, you’re right,” she admitted.
“You can drag that gear away?”


Jesse very carefully balanced on his good leg and picked
up a rifle, hooking its sling over the top of his crutch. “I’ll do my best,” he
said, grimacing as he picked up another rifle.


As Dani ducked back in the Buzzard, it occurred to
her why the sergeant was making the laborious effort to move the recovered gear
away from the Buzzard, rather than waiting for her. It was because, if the
enemy attacked the downed Buzzard before she could get away, he would have a
stash of equipment safely squirreled away. Part of her resented Colter for being
cynical. The rest of her admired his practical thinking.




 

Half an hour later, she had a neat collection of
gear stacked up at the base of a tree. They had two rifles, with one spare
magazine for each. A small box had contained four grenades, although without a
launcher, the grenades would have to be thrown by hand, which was not real
useful. The Buzzard had not contained any skinsuits, and the only armor she
could find were three sets of ballistic vests that covered the wearer’s torso.
Because the vests were designed for Ruhar, they were long enough to droop down halfway
over her thighs. No helmets, which was unfortunate, they had to make do with goggles
for eye protection


 Fobish
was lying unconscious on a blanket over a pile of leaves she had scooped up.
The Ruhar officer was as comfortable as Dani could make her. Colter’s face was pale,
after she had injected him with powerful pain-blocking nanomachines and got his
leg somewhat straightened. Despite the sergeant saying he could not feel
anything below the knee, his body had reacted to her messing with the injury by
going into partial shock. “How does that feel?” She asked, watching the soft
cast wrapped around his leg. The smart material was already hardening and would
protect the broken leg until Jesse could get real professional medical
treatment.


“I don’t feel nothin’,” Jesse assured her with a
shake of his head, but his eyes were not focusing properly. “Thanks, Captain.”


“Take it easy,” she instructed, glancing over at
the prone Ruhar officer. “Here,” she tossed a pouch of ration bars to him. “Eat
one of these.”


“I’m not hungry.”


“Yes, you are. Those Ruhar nano meds are like
magic and my poor brain doesn’t understand them, but one thing I know is they
accelerate the healing process. To heal, your body needs carbs and protein. So,
eat.”


Jesse slid the pouch open, took out a foil-wrapped
bar, and tore it open. He sniffed, it was predictably bland, as were all the
rations created by UNEF on Paradise. “How much food we got?”


“Plenty.” Seeing her vague remark had not answered
the question, she waved at the plastic bin she had found in the wreckage. “For
just the two of us, enough for two weeks. The problem is Urmat Fobish. The
Buzzard had zero for anything the hamsters can eat. I found two food packets in
the personal gear of the Ruhar. That was bad planning,” she frowned. She had
made a note on her phone that, when transporting mixed species, aircraft needed
to carry emergency rations and supplies for everyone. If they ever made contact
with the Legion again, her phone would automatically upload the message. Where,
considering there was a war on and the Legion was busy worrying about more
important things, the message would no doubt sit unread in a queue until it no
longer mattered. Noticing that Colter had not bitten into his ration bar, she
led by example by tearing open a packet and biting into a bar. Or she tried to.
The bars were tough, she had to saw her teeth back and forth to bite off a
chunk. “Yum,” she saluted him with a canteen and took a drink of water. “Now
all we have to do is wait here for rescue.”


“Great. Still no signal?” He checked his zPhone, which
showed no connection to the planetary network. Color was returning to his face,
as the nano meds helped his body begin healing.


She shook her head. “Nothing. The Buzzard’s comm
gear might cut through the jamming, but it got crushed in the crash. We’re here
for the duration. There is a tarp in-”


Jesse made a slashing motion across his throat,
cutting her off. “I saw something moving,” he whispered, picking up a rifle and
flicking off the safety. Pointing to where he had seen, whatever it was, he
flashed hand signals to the Captain.


Who stared back at him, not comprehending.


Shit, Jesse thought to himself. Grace was a
freakin’ psychologist, she had never served in the infantry. Of course she
would not know standard UNEF battle hand signals. Reduced to simple motions, he
pointed at her, and used two fingers in a walking motion, then gestured at a
tree.


Dani nodded once, silently. As quietly as she
could, she crawled on her knees backwards, then rose into a crouch and got
behind the tree, moving quickly but not in a panicked rush. Eyes notice
movement and she didn’t want to make any abrupt motions that would attract
attention.


Jesse had scooted on hands and one leg to get
behind the tree where their gear was stacked up. Dani cursed herself for not at
least covering the gear with a pile of leaves. Most of the gear was drab gray,
green or brown but there was a bright yellow medical kit set on top.


Jesse waggled fingers to get her attention and
pointed toward the Buzzard. Something was moving there. Slowly, she raised her
rifle to look through the scope. What she saw startled her. It was a drone,
about the size and shape of a small waste basket, easy to see because its
surface was bright orange. As the drone moved slowly over the downed aircraft, a
door opened and what looked like a gun barrel extended. The surface did not change
color to blend in, even without the enhanced vision of the rifle scope, she
would have an easy time tracking it. She turned away from the drone to silently
mouth to Jesse ‘What the fuck is that?’


‘Drone’,
Jesse mouthed back at her.


She was tempted to reply ‘Duh’.


Jesse held up one finger, emphasizing the gesture
by mouthing ‘Just one’.


‘Do NOT
fire’, she ordered, waving a hand downward for him to lower his rifle.
Jesse kept his rifle on target but flashed her a thumb’s up to acknowledge the
order. If the drone simply checked the Buzzard and moved on, they would let it
go. Drawing attention to themselves was not a good idea.


The drone drew attention to itself with a booming
voice making an announcement in the Kristang common language. The sudden sound
startled Dani and she could see Jesse jerk back also. Though her zPhone was not
connected to a network, the translation function worked just fine. ‘You are
trespassing on sacred lands. Remove yourself from this area, or you will be
subject to extermination’.


The announcement repeated. Jesse looked at her,
his eyes wide, mouthing ‘What the fuck?’


She had no answer. If she could have taken her
phone out to dig deeper into the translation, she would have wondered if
‘sacred’ was the correct word. ‘Extermination’ was probably more formal than whatever
the drone was saying, but she understood the meaning.


What she did not understand was why a drone was
patrolling a forest. There were no settlements within a hundred kilometers of
the crash site, she knew that from the map on her phone.


The drone disappeared around the far side of the
Buzzard’s cracked and battered hull, and Dani covered the front of the aircraft
while Jesse aimed at the rear. They both guessed wrong, for the drone came
straight up above a bent and broken wing. Dani could now hear a faint buzzing
sound, like the wings of large insects, and realized the top of the drone had
air intakes, so there must be propellers or a turbine engine on the bottom. For
a minute, the drone flew along the path the Buzzard had gouged in the soil as
it came to a stop, and Dani dared hope the damned thing would go back to where
it came from. Or just go away. If the drone reported a downed Legion aircraft
with no survivors, that could actually be good for them, for the Kristang would
not waste time and missiles on a wreck.


Then, the drone went closer to the back ramp, and
began flying toward the stack of supplies. It could not miss Urmat Fobish,
lying covered by a gray blanket. Shiiiiiit,
Dani said to herself, and looked to Colter for advice. She was an officer but
the sergeant had combat experience. She did not have to speak, her pleading
look was all Jesse needed.


He held up three fingers of his left hand, the
hand that cradled the rifle’s barrel. The drone suddenly zipped forward, then
halted and hovered. Dani realized the drone was looking at a foil ration
wrapper that the breeze had carried away after she dropped it.


‘On three’,
Jesse told her silently, and lowered the first of three fingers.


Jesse fired first, setting his rifle on full auto
to have the best chance of hitting the elusive target. Dani fired a three-round
burst a split-second later. The drone rocked and spun from the impacts and
sparks flew, then it zipped straight up out of view.


“Fuck!” Dani whispered. “Where did it go?”


Jesse was scanning the sky with his rifle scope.
“I don’t know.”


Dani ran back the video captured by her rifle,
looking for clues. “Oh, shit. It went straight up when we hit it.” She pressed
herself tighter against the tree. “It could be anywhere.”


“No, I got it,” Jesse whispered back. “It’s
damaged, the propeller is making a whining sound.” He pointed with his rifle,
while walking around the tree on his knees. His injured leg caught on a fallen
branch and he gasped despite the high-tech cast and pain blockers. “It’s above
the trees, working its way behind us.”


Dani slid around the tree, keeping the thick trunk
between the drone and herself. She could see it now, a flickering seen
intermittently through gaps in the tree canopy. The little trashcan body of the
drone was hard to see even though the orange stood out against the blue sky. What
she used to track the object were the sparks flashing from it, and a hazy trail
of white smoke. They had indeed hit it.


As quickly as the drone had rocketed away, it
attacked. Dani tried to track it, firing on full auto as Colter had done. The
drone moved so fast and unpredictably, they had to saturate the target area to
get a hit.


After firing at both her and Colter, the drone
zipped away again, except this time it clipped a tree branch on the way up, and
wobbled before zooming away.


Dani concentrated on controlling her breathing and
not losing sight of the drone. It attacked again, and she fired when Colter
did, following his lead, sending a hail of rounds streaking out toward the
target that jerked side to side and up and down. Their rounds tore chunks out
of trees behind the drone, filling the air with splinters and sawdust. While
they weren’t scoring any hits, they were keeping the drone from shooting back.


Until it did shoot back.


The tree trunk next to her exploded, sending a
shower of splinters at her face. She ducked, feeling hot blood running down her
face. Colter fired at the unseen attacker, while Dani wiped a trickle of blood
away from her eyes, feeling lucky that the goggles had protected her vision.


“Captain!” Colter shouted. “It’s going toward your
right!”


She stuck her rifle out automatically, so she
could use its scope to feed images to her helmet while she remained behind the
solid tree trunk-


Except she wasn’t wearing a helmet. Cursing
herself for stupidity, she yanked the rifle back behind cover of the tree-


And was knocked flat on her ass as the rifle was
shot out of her hands. The weapon broke in two pieces and went spinning away
through the air, and her eyes filled with tears as she saw the thumb and index
finger of her right hand bent backwards like they should never be. She blinked
away tears of pain and scrambled to flatten herself against the tree as more
chunks were blown out of it. To her left, Colter was firing again, she heard
him curse as the tree he was hiding behind was being ripped apart. The drone
must have decided that since its target was being elusive, it would remove the
tree. Jesse scrambled backward, falling on his behind and not losing sight of
the drone, pouring a stream of fire into it.


Then the drone exploded.


“Got
it!” Jesse exulted. “I got you, you son of a bitch! Uh, uh, oh shit!” There was a loud crack as the blasted tree
snapped a meter above the ground and it slammed into the forest floor, wobbled,
and fell over on top of Jesse. He rolled and tried to scramble away on hands
and knees to no avail, barely saving his life as the heavy trunk flopped onto
his thighs and crushed him into the dirt.


“Colter!” Dani screamed, her head jerking between
the sparking and smoking remains of the drone, and the sergeant. Deciding the
drone was no threat, she ran over to Colter, keeping low. “Sergeant, your legs.
Are they-”


“I can wiggle my toes, on both legs. I think,” he
pushed himself onto his elbows and tried to pull away from the tree trunk, “Yeah,
my legs aren’t crushed. I think I’m just stuck here.” He looked up at her
blood-splattered face. “You Ok, Ma’am?”


“I,” her voice was shaky. “Fuck, that thing was fast!”


“So, you’re Ok?”


“I lost my rifle,” she was so mad at herself that
she bit her lip in frustration, and tasted blood. “Think my right thumb, and trigger
finger, are broken.” The pain was only now registering on her conscious mind,
and it was making her slightly sick. Seeing her thumb bent backwards did not help her fight the nausea. Focusing
on something useful would help. “How about you, Colter?”


“Think I hurt my leg again, got it caught on
something when I had to get around this tree,” his voice was strained. “Hurts
like hell.”


“Sorry,” she stood up cautiously. “I can’t give
you any more pain blockers.”


“Yeah, I’ll be fine if we can get this damned tree
off of me. Seriously, I’m fine, just stuck here” he flashed a thumbs up at her,
then his eyes widened as he saw her right thumb hanging where it should not be,
swollen and purple. “Sorry, I didn’t mean-”


“It’s Ok, Colter.” She handed the broken halves of
her rifle to him. “See if you can salvage my weapon while I check on Fobish.”


Dani found the Ruhar officer still asleep, but
under the fine fur covering her face, the skin was a warmer shade of pink, and
that was a good sign. The Urmat’s lips were moving silently, and her hands
jerked. Probably having a dream, Dani figured. She knelt down next to the alien
woman, and took one of her hands gently in her own, squeezing softly and
offering what comfort she could. The Ruhar was an alien, but so was Dani, and
they were both stuck on a planet where neither of them wanted to be. They
fought the same enemy. Their differences were less important than what they had
in common.


Dani opened the medical kit and injected her right
hand with a small dose of nano meds, activating the pain blocker. In seconds,
her hand went numb, but she could still move the other fingers. Though she did
not feel pain, her body recognized the damage, and beads of sweat broke out on
her forehead. She wiped the sweat away from her eyes with her left sleeve, and
steeled herself to bend the thumb and index finger back into position, before
applying a splint sleeve. The sleeves wrapped around the injured digits and
hardened, forming a protective shell. That was the best she could do, until
they returned to civilization. Satisfied that Fobish was as secure as she could
be, Dani went back to where Colter was still wedged under the fallen tree.


“I think your rifle is fucked, Ma’am,” Jesse declared.
“A round hit right in front of the magazine release button. You’re lucky you
didn’t lose your hand,” he added.


Dani stared at the shattered parts the sergeant
dropped to the forest floor. The rifle was broken in half, the scope ruined.
“If that’s luck, I’ll take it.”


Jesse frowned and pointed at the magazine well,
which was twisted and had a hole punched half way through. “The magazine is
jammed in there, don’t know if I can get it out.”


“I only had six, eight rounds left anyway,” she
gave a shrug, which turned into a shudder. How close had she been to death? Too
close. “Fobish is recovering,” she squinted up at the tree canopy, imagining
another drone dropping down to kill them. “We need to get out of here. No way
did there just happen to be a drone randomly here. There must be a Kristang base
nearby.”


Jesse shook his head, handing his rifle to her. “I
don’t think so, Ma’am. I think we have another problem, a big problem that I
should have noticed before. That was not a combat drone.”


“It wasn’t?” She asked, surprised.


“No. We train to fight combat drones,” he stated.
Of course, in training, they had their own drones to counter the machines of
the enemy. And they trained in skinsuits. He didn’t tell her that. “Combat
drones aren’t bright orange, and they don’t make announcements. That drone was,
I think, kind of a forest ranger. Protects the wildlife here from poachers.”


“Poachers?”
She arched an eyebrow, sure the sergeant had lost his mind, or was messing with
her.


“Poachers, and trespassers like us, who just
aren’t supposed to be here. You see these big, tall trees all around us?”


Dani blinked. “I see plenty of them.”


“They were planted in rows, see?” he pointed.


Dani blinked again. “I’ll be damned. You’re
right.”


“My father took me out in the Arkansas woods
hunting one day, and we came across an area where the trees were planted in
rows. There was a government program back, oh, in the 90s or something,
encouraged land owners to plant trees as an investment. When the trees were
ready for harvest, prices had fallen, there was a glut, and a lot of planted
forest were just left to grow natural. It wasn’t worth cutting them down.
Anyways, I should have noticed this earlier.”


She looked up at the trees, then down at the
ground. There were no types of fruit or nuts visible. “Is this an orchard?”


Jesse took a deep breath. “No. See the bark? These
are black trees. It ain’t the trees
that matter, it’s what lives in black tree forests. That’s why the lizards
plant these trees on their planets.” He explained what Shauna had told him, and
wished he had been paying better attention when she talked.


“Grikkas?”
Dani wondered what else could go wrong that day. “They are lizards?”


“More like a dinosaur, Ma’am. Big, fast, tough to
kill.”


Dani now looked not up at the tree canopy, but
around her. “But they can be killed.”


“Anything can be killed. I only have five rounds
left in my magazine, and that was my spare. Now I wish I’d taken it easy on the
rock ‘n roll.”


“Sergeant, against that drone, we kind of had to
spray and pray, or we’d be dead.”


“Maybe. You don’t have a spare magazine?”


She shook her head. “My spare is what’s jammed in
my rifle.”


“If a grikka comes tracking us, we are seriously fucked.”
Remembering he was speaking to an officer, and a person he did not know well,
he added, “Ma’am.”


She rolled her eyes. “Harsh language may be our best weapon, if I use up these five
rounds.”


“From what Shauna said, five rounds won’t even
slow down a grikka. We do have a box of grenades,” Jesse suggested.


She had already considered that. “Without a
launcher. How far can you throw a grenade?”


Jesse thought a moment. “Not far enough. Minimum time
for a grenade is three seconds. A grikka would run past a grenade before it
could explode.”


Dani propped the rifle against the tree. “I can’t
lift this. There might be a winch or something in the Buzzard, but I think our
best bet it to dig under the tree, to get you out.”


“I vote for digging, Ma’am. It’s,” he grunted.
“Kinda crushing my thighs. My left foot is tingling, I think the blood supply
is getting cut off.”


She tested the soil with her good hand. “I’ll look
for a shovel or-”


“Shhhh,” Jesse held a finger to his lips. “We’ve
got company.”


She looked left then right. The drone was still
smoking and sparking, but inactive. “How do you know?”


He silently pointed to a puddle of water next to
him, that had been dug in the soggy soil when the tree fell. A ripple formed in
the water. Then another.


Dani froze.


“Rifle scope has a motion detector,” Jesse
suggested quietly.


She retrieved the rifle, setting the scope
properly, and slowly scanned completely around her. Once, twice. Nothing. On
the third sweep, the scope lit up. “There’s something moving in the trees,
across the river.” She shivered. “Something big.”


“It ain’t no squirrel,” Jesse declared, sitting up
and working to dig himself out. “Makes sense there’s a grikka nearby, that’s
what the drone was guarding.”


“Can grikkas swim?”


He really, really
wished he had paid attention when Shauna talked about Grikkas. “They may be big
enough to just wade across that river.”


“Shit! I can see
it.” Her mouth suddenly dried out, and she had to swallow. “It’s, it’s coming
toward the river. Sergeant, we don’t have time to get you out of there.”


“Ma’am, go, you don’t worry about me.”


“Fuck that, Colter, I am not leaving you. Or
Fobish,” her hands tightened around the rifle with determination, forgetting her
splinted thumb and finger. It would be awkward to use her middle finger on the
trigger, but she could do it. She had to.


“Then,” Jesse glared to the woods across the
river. “Give me one of those grenades.”




 

Dani was still connecting the grenades when she
heard a loud, splash, followed by a huffing sound. Working with only one thumb
made the task more difficult, and she fumbled the connections twice. Finally
done, she ran to the rear ramp and climbed the ladder she had made, rolling
inside the Buzzard. Instead of going forward into the cabin, she crawled over
jumbled and broken equipment that cluttered the ramp, to the other side where
she could get a view of the river. That side of the Buzzard was perched on the
riverbank, two meters above the water.


The huffing sound was louder. When she leaned over
to get a view upriver, she saw the grikka.


It was big.


All she could see was the head and part of the
tail. The animal was dog-paddling across the deepest part of the river,
breathing furiously through its nose, and all Dani could think was-


She covered her mouth to stifle a laugh.


It looked cute.


The vicious predator was struggling, like a dog
that had fallen out of a boat and was swimming for the first time. Seeing such
a formidable predator flailing around like a schnauzer in a swimming pool
struck her as funny. That, or it was funny because her nerves were so keyed up.
The beast was clearly uncomfortable, out of its element, and-


A thought chilled her.


The grikka was taking a risk by swimming across
the river, because it wanted something badly enough. Something on her side of
the river. Either the predator had heard the crash, or the battle against the
drone, or it smelled prey. All three of the survivors had been bleeding, and
the dead still inside the Buzzard would draw in a predator. A grikka, a beast
that evolved on the Kristang homeworld, could not digest human flesh. But the
grikka did not know that. Humans had discovered on several worlds that the
native life could and would still bite and sting, even if their biochemistry
was incompatible with the dietary requirements of local critters.


As the grikka neared the riverbank and its feet
touched bottom, its back broke the surface of the water. Dani shuddered and clutched
the rifle to her chest with the three useful fingers of her right hand, while the
fingers of her left hand pressed buttons on a keypad on the Buzzard’s rear
bulkhead. There was a grinding sound of tearing composites, and a whine as
electric motors strained to open the jammed ramp. Outside, the grikka’s head
turned sharply, directly toward Dani. The rational part of her mind knew the
beast probably could not see her, hidden in the darkness of the Buzzard’s ramp.
The rest of her mind was gripped with terror. When the grikka’s front shoulders
rose above the water, she locked the keypad into attempting to cycle the ramp
up and down, filling the aircraft’s torn hull with the sounds of protesting mechanisms.


Three rifle rounds were not enough to kill a
grikka, unless she got extremely lucky. So far that day, her luck had been a
steaming pile, she was not counting on that changing. Stumbling into the
forward cabin, holding the rifle with one hand while hanging onto seatbacks and
handholds, she did not bother trying to be quiet. She wanted the grikka to hear her moving around inside the Buzzard’s
battered hull.




 

Jesse’s hands shook as he hefted the grenade,
trying to judge its weight. The thing was the size of a golf ball, but heavier.
With his legs trapped under a tree trunk, he couldn’t get good leverage to
throw the weapon, and he was awkwardly positioned to hit his intended target.
He had to twist halfway around to even see where he wanted to throw, and there
was a tree in the way. Shit. It wasn’t going to work.


When Captain Grace gave him a single grenade, she
had no doubt thought he intended to blow himself up if a grikka tried to eat
him. Blowing himself to pieces, and hopefully taking the vicious beast with
him, was indeed much better than the prospect of being eaten alive. But that
was not Jesse’s plan. He hoped to live,
to stay alive and kill hateful lizards and most importantly, see Shauna Jarrett
again. If Shauna needed his help, he was going to be there, and no stinking
dinosaur would get in his way.


His plan, his original plan, had been to toss the
grenade toward where Urmat Fobish was laying asleep. If the grikka was
following a scent trail from the Buzzard, or was attracted to the stack of gear
that Grace had recovered from the wreck of the aircraft, it would likely approach
straight from the river. Jesse had planned to set the grenade’s dial on a
five-second delay, and throw it in front of the grikka, hoping the beast would
run over it when it exploded. The device was a light antipersonnel weapon, not
intended for use against armor unless the target was very close. Still, if the
grenade detonated under the grikka, it could hurt the beast badly. Immobilize
it, and give Captain Grace time to hit it with other grenades.


That was
the plan, which he realized he should have thought through better. The angle
was bad for him to get off a good throw. With the grikka now emerging from the
water in front of the crumpled Buzzard, he struggled to get his legs free, and
only succeeded in causing a sharp pain in the knee of his good leg, as that
knee was bent the wrong way.


Jesse leaned over to pick up the broken rifle, and
began digging around his legs with the barrel, while the grikka began to sniff
at the Buzzard, sticking its nose into holes ripped in its hull.


Damn, Jesse thought, that thing is huge. He dug faster.




 

Inside the Buzzard, Dani’s plan wasn’t working
either. She had connected the grenades together with wires, and stretched
tripwires on the ground next to the broken airframe. The wires were almost
invisibly thin, and constructed of a stretchy, sticky substance. When, or if, the grikka stumbled onto a wire, it
would wrap around the beast’s leg, activating the grenades at the same time. To
give herself a decent chance to survive, she had adjusted the grenades to their
maximum delay of twenty actons in the Ruhar measurement system, which was about
sixteen seconds. It was a daring plan, a good plan, except the predator was not
cooperating. Coming out of the water, it had approached the nose of the Buzzard
warily, keeping low to the ground in a stalking stance. Instead of walking back
along the hull to investigate the noisy ramp as it tried to cycle open and
closed, the beast had used its claws to try tearing away the Buzzard’s hull
around the cockpit. It wanted to get at the mangled bodies of the pilots, and
the scent of blood was driving it mad.


Dani huddled on the river side of the cabin,
clutching the rifle and trying to keep the barrel from shaking. Her hands were
trembling, but what made the barrel shake was her breathing. She was on the
verge of panic, gasping for breath fast and shallow. Breathe deep, she told
herself.


That’s easy for you to say, her inner self argued back at her. There is a dinosaur
tearing the airframe apart four meters from your head and you have only five
rounds left. How am I supposed to be calm while-


The Buzzard stopped shaking and the sound of the grikka’s
claws stopped tearing at the hull. She held her breath without meaning to,
backing against the cabin wall. The only sounds were the whining of electric
motors that tried to move the ramp, and the heavy locomotive-like exhaling of
the grikka. Where was the damned thing, she felt like screaming? Where the F-


A shadow fell across a tear in the hull on the
opposite side of the cabin and Dani found herself looking at an eye. An
enormous, yellow-green eye stared
through the opening at her. Directly at her. There was enough light pouring
into the cabin through hull breaches that the grikka could easily see her and
that turned her insides to water.


The grikka bellowed, a sound that shook the deck
of the cabin and Dani screamed back without thinking. She reflexively squeezed
the trigger, sending an explosive-tipped round at the vulnerable eye, but the
beast had moved and the round turned to plasma against the thick armor bone of
its skull, the plasma deflected upward and splattering uselessly.


Dani fell backwards, slumping against the broken
body of a Ruhar and slipping on blood. The grikka roared and charged the
Buzzard, slamming its bulk into the hull. Dani wildly reached out to grip
something, anything as the aircraft rolled sickeningly. The airframe rocked
back to the left, rolling back and forth then enormous claws were tearing into
the composite skin of the main cabin. The grikka had been frustrated in its
attempts to get into the cockpit because the structural frames came together
there, but frames around the main cabin were spaces nearly a meter apart. A
claw punched through the hull, ripping at the cabin floor and scoring deep
gouges there. Dani braced herself on one elbow, bringing the rifle around-


The grikka was gone as suddenly as it appeared.
She could see a vague shape through gaps in the hull, not enough to expend
precious ammunition. Back! She needed the stupid animal to walk toward the rear
of the Buzzard, so it could get tangled in the tripwires.


Swallowing her fear, she scrambled over broken
seats toward the rear door of the cabin, falling as seatbacks flopped backwards
under her. She ended up falling on her head in the aisle that ran along the
left side of cabin, and used the rifle to lever herself up to her knees, then
onto her feet. Before her courage could fail her, she held the rifle in her
crippled right hand while she screamed and pounded on the cabin wall with her left
hand, screaming defiance at the genetically engineered killer predator.


A paw full of sharp claws raked a tear in the hull
right where she was standing and the paw shot through, reaching for her as she
jumped back onto the pile of broken seats and other debris cluttering the
cabin. She slid back down as the Buzzard rocked, the bulk of the grikka was
pushing against the hull, its forearm squeezing through the gap, claws raking
the air to get at her. Helplessly, she slid down a pile of broken seats,
kicking her legs to keep away from the claws. One claw that was longer than her
whole hand snagged her right boot and she kicked at it, but the claw snapped back,
encircling her foot and trapping her. Another claw reached back to rake her
shin open-


She squeezed the trigger almost blindly, and a
round skimmed off a claw to punch through the hull. It hit something, for the beast howled and the great arm pulled back,
releasing her to tumble onto the floor. Then she bounced as the grikka slammed
into the Buzzard, rolling it onto its side. Dani windmilled her arms, losing
her grip on the rifle. The floor became vertical and the Buzzard slid down the
riverbank, water shot upward through holes in the airframe. When the broken
aircraft stopped rolling, it was lying on its right side, partly submerged in
water. Dani fought out from under the debris piled on top of her, and extracted
the rifle. Its strap had stayed around her forearm, nearly wrenching her
shoulder out of its socket when she was tumbling.


With the Buzzard on its side, she could move only
by crawling over wobbling debris. The tough belly of the aircraft now faced the
grikka, and though she could hear it breathing and snuffling at the ground, it
was no longer clawing at the hull. The snuffing sound faded, making the hair on
the back of her neck stand up. Where was
it going?


“Ma’am,” Colter’s voice sounded in her earpiece.
“We got a problem!”




 

Jesse had given up trying to dig with the rifle
barrel, it was too narrow to make any progress. The soil was tangled with tree
roots, making it difficult if not impossible to get under the trunk. He had
been trying to work the rifle barrel along the outside of his left leg, to get
that leg free or at least loose so he could wriggle out, but the roots were
tough and the blood-curdling roars of the grikka were breaking his
concentration.


The beast had knocked the Buzzard on its side and
partway into the river after he heard a second rifle shot, and then the grikka
stalked back and forth, shaking its head and licking at a wound on its left
shoulder. As it paced, it came heart-stoppingly close to the tripwires set up between
stakes sunk into the ground, but it turned away. With one last bellow of rage
at the ruin of the aircraft, the grikka shook its head, and snuffled along the
ground, lowering its belly in stalking mode.


Oh shit,
Jesse gasped. The beast was following the scent trail that led right to Fobish.
And Jesse. Fobish took that moment to groan and wave an arm weakly, attracting
the attention of the grikka. It lowered its chin almost to the ground, hunching
its shoulders to charge. Jesse squeezed the grenade in one hand, while he
called Captain Grace on his zPhone. “Ma’am, we got a problem!”




 

Despite Dani’s hands shaking from her near-death
experience, she slung the rifle over one shoulder, gathered herself, and jumped
upward to seize cables that hung down from what was now the ceiling. Hanging
from the cable and swinging her legs, she climbed until she could get a grip on
a structural frame, and hauled herself out onto the left side of the wreck. On
wobbly knees, she braced herself with one hand as the Buzzard shifted under
her, sliding slowly into the river. “HEY!”
She shouted so hard it hurt her throat. “Come get me you stupid animal! Come
get me!” In her excitement, she rose
to her feet, jumping up and down, pounding her boots on the unsteady skin of
the aircraft. With a screech, she fell heavily on her backside, the rifle banging
off an exposed frame. “Come over here,”
she gasped, out of breath.


The grikka turned to look at her. Dani froze.


Then it charged at her.


Fuck,
she thought. What the hell do I-


She flicked the rifle’s selector switch from
single-shot to three-round burst. Three rounds were all she had left. Shooting
the beast would do her no good, it was running with the thick armor plate of
its skull facing toward her, the rounds would only bounce off uselessly.


And, the path of the grikka as it gathered speed
was taking it straight toward her, away from her tripwires. Rather than trying
to stand on the wobbling Buzzard, she crawled toward the rear, screaming
incoherently and cutting her hands and knees on jagged edges of the hull. As
she crawled, the grikka turned to follow her. With an instant of sheer terror,
she looked down to check the tripwires were still in place. One of the stakes was
leaning, but the wire was still attached. When she looked up, the massive bulk
of the beast was bounding right at the tripwires.


She turned, rising into a crouch, and leapt over
the side of the Buzzard, into the river.




 

The grikka roared when its prey disappeared, but
it was too late to halt its momentum. It ran through the tripwires, yanking the
stakes out of the ground. The grenades activated and the wires sprang back to
the normal length, wrapping around the beast’s right rear leg. Unable to stop,
the grikka crashed into the Buzzard’s belly, knocking the wreck upward to roll toward
the river. The impact stunned even the tough predator for a moment, then it
clawed at the hull, pulling itself up to follow its prey. The weight of the
grikka made the Buzzard roll back toward it, until the animal climbed enough
that its bulk was over the midpoint. Then, overbalanced, the Buzzard’s battered
hull snap-rolled toward the water, throwing the grikka off into the river.




 

Dani pulled herself above the surface with a gasp.
She had not expected the water to be over her head, but even when she had
plunged in feet-first she had not touched bottom. She also was too heavy to
float, being weighed down with water-logged clothing and boots, plus the rifle.
The rifle was slung over her back so she could use both arms to swim, turning
away from the shore to get away from the Buzzard-


Which suddenly rocked violently, lurched side to
side. Then rolled into the river, looming on top of her. She kicked and flailed
her arms frantically as the Buzzard crashed into the river. The wave it threw
up was the only reason she was not trapped under it, and that time she did hit
the river’s muddy bottom, getting a face full of sticky sludge. Not knowing
which way was up in the roiling, cloudy water, she held her breath and tried to
move away from the dark shape of the Buzzard, except there was darkness in
every direction and-


Light. There was light, it had to be the surface.
She swam for air, breaking the surface with a shuddering gasp-


And came face to face with the grikka.


Fu- was
the only thought her mind could form.


It hadn’t worked. The beast was still alive. It
would kill her, then go ashore to kill Fobish and Colter. She had failed,
absolutely.


The grikka roared, showering her with a spray of
filthy water. She screamed defiance, backpedaling with her legs as the beast
lunged toward her. It was as awkward in water as she was in her waterlogged
clothes and boots, the grikka’s rear legs sinking and slipping into soft mud on
the river bottom. It lunged toward her, flopping in the water and sending up
spray that blinded her. Knowing she could not swim fast enough to get away, she
reached back for the rifle and poured a burst into the thing’s ugly face at
point-blank range. Rounds ricocheted off the dense bony armor, flying upward,
to the side and one round bounced downward to explode in the river. Dani
screamed something that probably were not words, flinging the now-useless rifle
at its head, which reared back. The mouth opened to roar at her, jagged yellow
teeth reaching out-


The world exploded.


 She
was flung back and upward, tossed completely out of the water before crashing
back down head-first. In shock, she gasped, sucking in a lungful of water. The
wave continued to push her, tumbling and rolling until she smacked hard into
the mud of the riverbank. Flinging out an arm to hug a tree root that projected
into the water, she retched up water and anything else that was in her lungs
and stomach. Waves sloshed back from one side of the river to the other,
washing over her, the waves cresting lower as she regained her ability to
breathe.


When she was able to push herself onto hands and
knees, she looked down the river, where the corpse of the grikka bobbed against
a rock. As she watched, blinking, her mind still stunned into stupidity, the
current swung the grikka around the rock and it continued down the river,
slowly sinking.


It was a long time before she could move in a
coherent fashion. The world was almost silent, and she clapped her hands to
test her hearing. The slap of her hands was muffled, but she could hear. Climbing the riverbank was
slow and difficult, she slid back down the mud until she was able to hang onto
tree roots and flop awkwardly on her belly. She staggered to her feet, walking
carefully, watching where she placed each footstep. First, she checked on
Fobish, who was again sleeping quietly, though the skin under the fur was paler
than before.


Colter said something to her, and she pointed to
one ear. “I can’t hear much,” she explained.


“I got one leg almost out from under this stupid tree,” he spoke loud and clear,
gesturing toward his left leg, which was crusted with mud but exposed almost to
the knee.


“Good,” she sat down heavily. After a moment, she
turned to look at the sergeant. “You need help?” It seemed like a question she
should ask.


“Uh,” Jesse had been thinking of asking her to
help him, but seeing the glazed look in her eyes, he shook his head. “No. I got
it. You rest, Ma’am.”


“That’s a,” she could hardly hear her own voice.
“A good idea.”




 

Dani wakened when someone shook her gently.
Embarrassed, she saw Colter kneeling beside her, with a canteen of water and a
ration bar. “Eat this, and drink, Ma’am. You had a bad shock.”


She realized she could hear his words, though they
were still muffled. “Those grenades blew up right near me. I’m lucky to be
alive.”


They sat next to each other, taking sips of water
and slowly munching the ration bars. “I was thinking, Ma’am,” Jesse said. “A
predator like that needs a big territory to hunt in, there can’t be enough game
‘round here to support more than one of them. Unless there is another of those
forest ranger drones nearby, all we have to do is sit here and wait for rescue.
Maybe order a pizza when comms are restored,” he added with a grin.


“Pizza,” she looked at the bland ration bar. “That
would be great.”


“Ah,” Jesse waved a hand. “Whenever they send hot
A’s out to the field, they’re always cold by the time they get to us anyway.
I’ll settle for just an evac.”


“I hope we get that,” she stared at her boots, her
brain still rattled. “And I hope you’re right about there not being another
grikka around here.” She turned to look at him. “Because the Kristang hunt
grikkas for sport, and hunting is no fun if the quarry is too scattered.”


Jesse shrugged. “Grikkas still need to eat. This
forest can’t support a population of prey animals large enough to support more
than one grikka,” he declared with confidence.


“True,” she bit off a piece of ration bar and
chewed it slowly. “Except, grikkas are a precious resource to the Kristang.
They wouldn’t leave their food supply to chance. I’ll bet they feed the
grikkas, to enable a denser population.”


“Shit,” Jesse should have thought of that himself.
“Then we got another problem.”


“What’s that?”


“With a war on, the Kristang might not be able to
feed their pets. That means the grikkas will be hungry, and looking for
something else to eat.”




 









CHAPTER TWENTY ONE




 

“Anything?” Shauna whispered, carefully pushing
aside the tall grass to see in front of them. 


“I do not see anything that could be a threat,”
Nert whispered back, looking through the scope of his rifle as he slowly swept
it all around them.


As they walked west, the forest had become mostly
grasslands, with isolated clusters of trees, or long lines of native trees that
Shauna thought had been planted long ago as windbreaks when the area was used
for agriculture. Rectangular ponds in some of the meadows confirmed that the
area had been planted for crops, now native grasses and shrubs covered the
ground. They had not seen anyone, neither enemy or friendlies, since they had
started walking three days ago. The communications were still being jammed most
of the time, occasionally a partly-garbled text message came through from
Legion headquarters, but those transmissions provided only general information
and ordered scattered units in the field to join up with the nearest other
friendly force. If Shauna had been with the Mavericks, she would have access to
jamming-resistant comm gear, but those devices were too large for an individual
soldier to carry, and her zPhone wasn’t capable of sending a signal through the
interference. Her team may think she was dead. Jesse may think she was dead.


Jesse could be dead.


For all she knew, the entire Mavericks team had
been killed. Or they were all alive and out searching for her, she simply did
not know. She didn’t know anything, and that was intensely frustrating. 


Nert took his eye away from the scope and sniffed
the air, his nose twitching. “We are getting closer to the impact zone,” he
announced.


Shauna wrinkled her own nose. She didn’t need a
Ruhar-level sense of smell to know they were approaching where the railgun
darts had struck, the acrid odor of burnt whatever had been growing stronger
all that day. Perhaps it was a mistake to walk toward the impact zone, from the
mushroom cloud, the smell and the flakes of charred vegetation that drifted in
the air and dotted the grasslands, whatever had been on the ground in that area
wasn’t there now. Any Legion soldiers who survived would have no reason to
remain in the area. The good news was that there was also no reason for any
Kristang to go into the blast zone, whatever their ships wanted to hit had been
utterly destroyed. “Head out, we’ll go along this treeline to where it
intersects that grove of trees, then northwest.”


“Not straight west?” Nert stood partway up,
sweeping the area again with the scope of his rifle, then followed Shauna,
taking position just behind her right shoulder.


“No,” she shook her head, speaking quietly. “I’m
pretty sure now the target was the colony contractor’s supply dump, not the
Legion logistics base. We dispersed
our gear right after landing, the base was only for transport assets. Colonel
Perkins kept warning Legion HQ to make that dumbass contractor move his crap
out of the drop zone, but they left it in a big pile. That made a juicy target
for the lizards. That asshole was asking
for trouble.”


Nert felt he needed to defend a fellow Ruhar
against charges of willful stupidity. “Perhaps the contractor thought that if
the Legion could not,” his cheeks reddened under the fuzz of fur. “If we could not maintain control over this
planet, the supplies to support a Ruhar colony would not be needed?” He asked
with a shrug.


“It was still a stupid jackass thing to do. Or not do, not moving all that equipment
away from the landing zone. All those supplies, transported across the stars
and down to the surface, then just left in three big mountains of crates? I
know the Legion offered, multiple times, to help disperse that gear.” She also
knew that Commissioner Useless had vetoed the idea of using Legion ground and
air transport assets to move civilian equipment, until he felt comfortable that
the Legion’s own logistics needs were taken care of. Shauna had gotten the
impression the asshole contractor was concerned that Legion soldiers would
steal the gear, as if humans or Verds wanted any of that crap. Ultimately,
whether to disperse the supply dumps was a judgment call, and in Shauna’s
opinion, it had been decided the wrong way. If the Kristang had hit one of the
three massive supply dumps, she was sure they had hit the other two. And with
the colony support supplies destroyed, it might not matter if the Legion could
defeat the Kristang uprising and once more establish firm control over the
planet. If the Ruhar task force could not get clear superiority in the space
around Fresno, the Legion could simply be starved out. And the Ruhar federal
government might decide they had lost too much precious equipment in the
uprising, and declare the Legion experiment a failure.


Shit. The battle for Fresno might already be over,
regardless whether the Legion retook control on the ground. What the hell was
she risking her life for?


For the other grunts stuck on this miserable rock,
she answered her own question.




 

An hour later, she and Nert were keeping low,
sprinting across a field of shoulder-high grasses that looked like overgrown
wheat gone to seed, when she stubbed a toe on something and sprawled flat on
her face. “Oof,” she grunted, wincing in pain from a hot stinging cut to her
left cheek.


Nert spun back toward her with alarm, kneeling
down and whispering “Are you injured, Sergeant Jarrett?”


“No, I’m fine,” she pushed herself to her knees,
noting that while the alien cadet had come back for her, he had not taken his
focus away from sweeping the area with the scope of the rifle. Nert’s index
finger was properly placed above and alongside the trigger, showing good
discipline. When he slowly panned the rifle above her to sweep in her
direction, he raised the muzzle slightly, and she could see the rifle’s safety
was set to its ‘Ready’ mode. In its ‘Full safe’ mode, the rifle could not be
fired. The ‘Ready’ mode was a neat feature that allowed the operator to fire
the rifle with a hard trigger pull, but the rifle would not fire accidently. In
training, Shauna had found that not having to flick a safety off saved a precious
half-second, time that was especially valuable to slow-reacting humans. “I
just,” she touched her cheek and her hand came away red with blood, “cut
myself.”


“You should apply a bandage,” Nert advised with
concern, one hand reaching for the first-aid kit on his belt.


“When we get to the treeline, sure,” Shauna shook
her head, irritated at herself for clumsiness. “What the hell did I-” At her
feet was a jagged piece of something, one edge wet with her blood. That is what
cut her, it was not what she had tripped over. She picked up the jagged object,
and felt behind her in the tall grass, fingers seeking for the offending
object. “Got it,” she whispered as she picked up a soot-coated piece of
machinery. “Move, Cadet.”


When they reached the comparative safety of the
treeline, Nert slung the rifle so he could open his first-aid kit. Shauna waved
him away. “You keep a look out,” she ordered.


“But,” he protested, “that cut could leave a scar
if is not treated with-”


“So I’ll have a scar,” she opened her own medical
kit. “Chicks dig scars, right?” She flashed a humorless wink at the boy.


“Oh,” Nert’s face fell. “I did not know you
liked-”


“Nert, that was a joke,” she frowned, and the
expression stretched the cut open so fresh blood trickled down her cheek. The
Ruhar medical kit included smart bandages, smooth and slimy pads that were
saturated with nanomachines. Shauna took out a rolled-up bandage no larger than
a half-stick of gum and pressed it to her cheek, the bandage unfurled and
spread itself out to cover the injured areas. The tiny computer in the kit
communicated with the machines, taking a sample of her blood immediately after
she slapped the patch over the wound. The computer determined she was of the
species that designated themselves ‘human’, and instructed the nanomachines how
to properly assess and treat what was really a minor injury. So unimportant was
the injury, compared to battlefield wounds the kit was designed to treat, that
Shauna felt part of the bandage separate and crawl across her cheek like an
inchworm. It felt creepy and she understood the bandage was telling her that the
separated portion was not needed, so she plucked it off her skin and carefully
placed it back in the first-aid kit. She, or someone else, might need all the
nanomachines in that kit.


“Looks good,” Nert assured her with a glance.


“Thanks,” she wiped her cheek and neck with the
back of one hand, pouring water from her canteen down her cheek to wash away
the remaining blood. “What the hell was this doing in a field?”


Nert took his focus away from the rifle’s scope,
confident there was no danger in the area he could see. “Old farming
equipment?” he guessed.


“Nope,” Shauna held up the jagged piece to
sunlight shining through a gap in the tree cover. Whatever the thing was, it
consisted partly of metal, the jagged edge was shiny and twisted. Most of it
had a fine coating of gritty gray soot. She ran a finger lightly along the
jagged edge, a motion that rewarded her with a painful sliver. “Ow,” she sucked
on her finger. “This thing is sharp. I think,” she turned it over in her hand,
then dropped it to her lap and checked their position on her zPhone. “This
might be debris from the railgun strike,” she speculated.


Nert’s eyebrows flew up in surprise. “This far
away?”


“Here,” she tossed the jagged piece and Nert
caught it. “It’s light enough to fly far. Those impactors can deliver the
energy of a tactical nuke,” she reminded the cadet.


Nert rose to one knee, looking in the direction of
the blasts they had witnessed. The ground was covered with nasty gray soot that
irritated his nose, he knew that was fallout from the explosions. Kristang
railgun darts were usually inert tungsten, as the lizards lacked the technology
to make the exotic materials used by Ruhar railguns. He did not have to worry
about radiation poisoning, yet the force of the explosions had him shaken. If
the blast had thrown the piece of metallic composite to the field they just
crossed, were they too close to the impact area? “Should we-”


“Son of a bitch,” Shauna breathed. Then, “Son of a
bitch!”


“What?” Nert quickly raised the rifle scope back
to his eye, searching for threats.


“Look. Look carefully,” she instructed, handing
the second chunk of debris to the cadet.


Nert slung the rifle again, curious what the human
sergeant thought was so important. Her exclamation could be picked up by
acoustic sensors more than a kilometer away, a dismaying breach of battlefield
discipline. Assuming Shauna had a good reason for her emotional outburst, he
examined the chunk of composite carefully. Like the piece that had cut Shauna’s
cheek, the item she tripped over was scorched and covered with soot from the
blasts that had thrown it high and far through the air. He turned the piece
over three times, peering closely at it and not seeing anything unusual.
“Sergeant Jarrett, I am sorry. I do not see anything-”


“Yeah, exactly. What don’t you see?”


Nert looked at the chunk of foam-metal composite
again. The sergeant’s words implied the piece was missing something that should
be there. Like the other item, it was bent and twisted, the edges showed it had
been torn away from something in the blast.


Torn away.


Nert looked up to meet Shauna’s awaiting and angry
gaze. “Son of a bitch,” the cadet
agreed.




 



 

“Hold on,” Dave whispered. To reduce risk of
detection, they had disabled the laserlink communications system of their
helmets. The lasers were a low-powered line-of-sight system that used
nanosecond bursts to transmit messages and were very difficult to detect.
However, the laser light was possible
to detect, and with the two of them walking side by side, there was no need for
communication technology other than simple speech. The helmet Jates wore had
been damaged anyway, and its sensors were glitching in and out so much they
were useless. “I think something’s wrong with my bucket.” He pulled the helmet
off and tapped a few buttons on the display inside the back.


“Why do you call it a ‘bucket’?” Jates asked.
Without access to the planetary network, they had to rely on the translation
ability stuffed into their zPhone, which was limited because of all the other
functions those phones were supposed to provide.


“Oh, that’s,” Dave jammed the helmet back on his
head and lowered the visor so he could control its sensors with eyeclick
commands. “It’s just slang, you know? It’s like wearing a bucket on your head,
to hold your brain. This Ruhar gear is way better than the helmets the US Army
gave us.” For all the light weight and advanced technology of the helmet’s
sensors and communications capabilities, he knew that if he took a direct hit
to the head by a Kristang round, he might as well be wearing a plastic bucket.


“What do you think is wrong?”


Dave raised the visor partway up so he could speak
quietly without his voice being muffled. “It’s probably nothing. The damned
thing thought it was picking up a faint laserlink message, from backscatter.
It’s probably just light reflecting off these puddles.” The area they were
walking though was a meadow saturated with water from overnight heavy rain,
forcing the two soldiers to slog through the ankle-deep water. “How’s your
knee?”


“Better,” the Verd-kris grunted. The nano machines
injected near his knee, from the medical kit on his belt, had done amazing work
as usual, stabilizing and strengthening the damaged tendons and cartilage. The
tiny machines used his own tissues to create artificial fibers to do part of
the work his natural tendons did, while also greatly accelerating the healing
process.


Dave used the same type of nano meds to repair his
busted thumb, so he knew what the process was like. Accelerated healing was
great in a hospital setting. In the field, the additional demands on his body
made him tired and hungry, ravenously
hungry. Part of the hunger was the meds stimulating his appetite, telling his
body the little machines needed more raw materials to do their job. The field
rations he carried tasted like sawdust and nearly broke his teeth when he tried
to chew one of the iron-hard protein bars, but they contained the nutrients he
needed to remain combat effective and to knit together his throbbing thumb. When
he was unable to control his hunger and wanted to conserve his limited supply
of field rations, he used an app on his zPhone to instruct the nano meds to
dial down their activity. A wonky thumb could wait until he reached a base with
real medical facilities, but if he ran out of food in the middle of nowhere, he
was screwed. The life forms on Fresno were incompatible with human nutritional
needs. When the energy bars ran out, Dave would go hungry. Knowing that, he had
stuffed extra bars into every pocket, now he still worried about how far they
would be walking versus how much food he had available.


Jates’s situation was marginally better. Although
his injured knee required more energy and proteins to repair, and therefore he
also was always hungry, the native life of Feznako had been supplemented by
Kristang plants and animals. The previous evening, they had walked through a
grove of trees that alarmed Dave when he realized the trees were growing in
regularly-spaced rows. It was not a grove of trees, it was an orchard. That implied Kristang were
nearby. Even low-caste civilian farmers could be dangerous, if they sounded an
alarm about a human and a Verd-kris traitor on their land.


Jates had pointed out that the trees were
overgrown and had not been pruned in years, and native grasses and shrubs had
grown up under the spreading branches. Pausing for half an hour, Jates gathered
a helmet full of hard purple fruit that he described as sort of an apple. The
Verd crunched into the fruit with gusto, declaring it to be slightly over-ripe
but delicious. The fruit would supplement his own field rations, allowing him
to partly live off the land.


“Better, huh?” Dave was skeptical of the big
Verd’s knee. Jates had insisted on using a makeshift crutch rather than leaning
on Dave all the time. He still spent most of the time with an arm draped across
Dave’s shoulders, especially in terrain with tricky footing like the soggy
meadow. Dave knew it killed the Verd’s pride to literally lean on someone else,
and the fact that he required help from a puny human had to be humiliating.


Dave was also not thrilled about Jates using him
as a crutch, but neither of them complained or said anything about the awkward
situation.


“When we get into those trees ahead, I will try
using the crutch again.”


“I am all for that,” Dave’s own knees were aching
from stumbling while supporting half of the Surgun’s weight. “Let’s see what
it’s like, Ok? If you twist that knee again, we will be stuck here until you
can walk. No way can I carry you more than,” he was guessing, “probably ten
miles?”


Jates shook his head. “No. If I am injured again,
you go on ahead. I will not ask-”


“Yeah, well, fuck that,” Dave declared with sudden
determination. “I don’t know what it’s like for you Verds, but in the US Army,
we do not leave people behind. You don’t have to ask, that’s just the way it is, you capiche?” Realizing that
Jates’s phone likely did not understand Italian, he added “That means
understand, do you understand?”


Jates turned to look at Dave, their helmets
bumping. “You humans are primitive, small, slow, stupid and weak.”


“Gee, thanks for the-”


“But any one of you is more honorable that the
entire Kristang warrior caste.”


“Oh, uh, thanks. Believe me, plenty of us humans
are jerks, I wouldn’t call all of us honorable.”


“All the humans I have met are exemplary. Czajka,
when I was offered an opportunity to train aboard the Ruh Tashallo, I of course accepted, as it is a high honor to
represent my people. When I learned the ship carried a crew of cadets, I was
insulted. Then, when we learned that humans
would be coming aboard,” he worked his mouth and spat into a puddle. “I
resigned myself to being one of the few adults aboard a flying daycare center.”


“Surgun, you might want to work on giving
compliments. I’m just sayin’, you know?”


“However,” Jates continued as if he had not heard
Dave. “I soon learned that humans, despite all their physical disadvantages,
are fine warriors. Steadfast, determined, brave, clever, inventive, adaptable.
The Ruhar have much to learn from your people. Our patrons have been at war so
long, their doctrine has become inflexible. Here,” they had splashed through
the last of the puddles and were near the edge of the meadow. “I will try
walking on my own again.”


Dave examined the ground ahead. “Ok. I’ll go
ahead. We can’t afford to have you step in a hole we don’t see.”


“Don’t you
step in a hole either,” Jates growled. “No way am I carrying your sorry ass.”




 

Dave led the way, immensely grateful to have the
weight of Jates literally lifted from his shoulders. He unslung his rifle and
checked it, then dug part of an energy bar out of a pocket. When they got into
the forest, the ground was cluttered with underbrush and fallen twigs, but
Jates could see where he was putting his feet. Dave bit off a chunk of
compressed sawdust and chewed it without enthusiasm. “Oh, crap,” he whispered
with disgust, taking his helmet off again.


“What is the problem?” Jates prompted from behind,
where the makeshift crutch was tangled in a thorny vine.


“My helmet sensors think they’re picking up
laserlink backscatter again,” Dave complained. He looked up. “Maybe it’s the
sunlight coming down through the tree canopy? I’ll just turn the damned thing
off, it’s not doing us-”


“Shh,” Jates hissed, grabbing Dave’s arm. “That is
twice your sensors picked up backscatter?”


“Ah, more than that. It happened off and on when
we came out into that meadow. I ignored it at first, why?”


“Because,” the Surgun flattened himself against a
tree and unslung his rifle, bringing the scope to one eye. “Maybe there is backscatter around us.”


Oh shit,
Dave thought as his blood turned to ice water. If someone else was using
laserlink communications nearby, then they were seriously screwed. He followed
the Surgun’s lead except Dave’s helmet was operational, so he dropped the visor
to view the rifle’s targeting data in better detail. “I don’t see any- wait.”
As he panned the rifle around, he thought he saw a shimmer next to a tree.
“There might-”


“Do not shoot, we are Verd-kris!” A voice rang
out, as a tall warrior dropped his skinsuit’s chameleonware and he stopped
blending into the background. “Lower your weapons.”


“Whoa,” Dave noticed the Verd had her rifle pointed straight at his chest.
More warriors appeared, some rising from the meadow behind them. He dipped the
muzzle of his rifle toward the ground but kept it pointed in the unidentified
lizard’s direction. “Verd-kris, huh?” He asked warily. “What unit?”


“My
unit,” a female voice spoke softly from behind him.


Dave safed his rifle and slung it. Enemy Kristang
might be disguised in Ruhar skinsuits, but a female wearing combat gear and
carrying a rifle? She had to be Verd-kris. Not only would the Kristang never
allow one of their females to carry a weapon, the Verd woman standing behind
Jates was taller than Dave. The Kristang had genetically modified their females
to be small, weak and submissive.


“Velt,” Jates addressed the woman by her rank, now
that the muted colors of the insignia were visible on her skinsuit. “I am Surgun
Jates. This human is Sergeant Czajka.”


“Velt Oolentz,” the woman’s faceplate swung up so
her face was exposed. “Surgun, what are you doing out here, alone? Did your
aircraft crash?”


“No.” Jates gave a brief account of how they had
been ambushed, including the fact that Dave Czajka had killed a Kristang in
unarmed combat.


Hearing that sent a murmur of admiring, and
somewhat skeptical, talk among the Verds, who had gathered around Dave.


“Is that true, human?” Oolentz looked in the
soldier’s eye, gauging his reaction.


Dave stiffened, standing tall as he could and
raising his chin. The strangers had questioned Jates’s story, that got Dave
pissed right away. “Happened just the way the Surgun said. That’s how I busted
my thumb,” he held up the bandaged and splinted digit. His own eyes narrowed.
“And it’s ‘Sergeant’, not ‘human’ to you, Velt.”


The murmur after that remark was less than
friendly. The Verd team numbered eight, unless more had not yet revealed
themselves. Oolentz tilted her head. “You killed him with a knife, in
self-defense?”


“I killed him with a knife because that is all I had,” Dave insisted. “Believe me, if I
had a rifle at the time, I would have used that instead.”


“Ah,” the Velt shared a look with her fellows.
“So, you killed him because it was your duty as a soldier.”


“Well, yeah,” Dave admitted. “Plus, you know, he
did seem like kind of an asshole.”


Oolentz threw her head back and laughed
uproariously, joined by the others. She thumped Dave on the back hard enough to
knock the wind from his lungs. “I approve of your fighting spirit, human.”


“That’s,” Dave gasped. “Great.”


“Unfortunately,” she turned to address Jates, as
the higher-ranking member of the two. “We cannot bring you with us. This is a
commando unit, we are returning from a strike against the enemy. I cannot delay
our return for-”


“Sergeant David Czajka is a Maverick,” Jates interrupted, pointing to a flap on Dave’s uniform
top, and lifting the flap with a soft tearing sound like Velcro. The Mavericks
unit symbol was exposed in all its colorful glory. “I am assigned to the
Mavericks as liaison.”


Dave smoothed the flap back down. He was
self-conscious about that Mavericks patch, especially since he was now
technically a contractor. He had not corrected Jates when he referred to Dave
as a sergeant, partly because Dave had forgotten about his still-new status.
“Yeah, but Colonel Perkins said that was a waste of time, so the Surgun here is
responsible for training us in Verd-kris tactics. Listen, Velt, if you can’t
bring us with you, can you point us in the right direction? Also, I need to
send a message.” He knew Emily must be worried sick about him. Or, he hoped she was worried sick, because if
she was alive, she would certainly be worried about him. He did not want to
think about the alternative.


Oolentz’s expression softened, and she glanced at
the display on one forearm of her skinsuit. “You are that David Czajka?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know of any others in UNEF.”


The murmuring among the commandos was distinctly friendlier.
“Colonel Emily Perkins is your lover?” The Velt asked, apparently without any
sense of embarrassment at a very personal question.


“Uh,” Dave didn’t know what to say. Technically,
they were lovers. Technically, she was not his commanding officer, now that
Dave was no longer in the Army. Unit leader? Yes, he could say she was his unit
leader.


He was too late with a reply. Jates nodded once.


“We know of the Mavericks, and Colonel Perkins,”
Oolentz’s eyes were open wide.


Of course she knew. Any Verd-kris who paid even
casual attention to current events knew of the famous humans. All the Verds in
the Legion certainly knew of the human who had dared challenge the Ruhar to
give humans, and Verd-kris, a chance to prove their worth on the battlefield.
Dave knew Emily was considered a hero by the Verds, not so much for her actions
on Paradise and Camp Alpha, as for being the founder of the Alien Legion. Verd
leaders had been asking, even begging, their Ruhar patrons for an opportunity
to fight directly against the Kristang, but the Ruhar had ignored them for
centuries, until Emily Perkins used her fifteen minutes of fame to push the
issue. The opportunity she had won was, the Verd-kris agreed, a steaming pile, but it was way better
than nothing.


Oolentz turned to speak rapidly with Jates, and
Dave could barely understand one word in five. He knew enough of the Kristang
common language to get by, but over the centuries the Verd’s dialect had
drifted far enough from standard that it was technically separate. On the
infrequent occasions when Kristang and Verd-kris met, they had to speak a
simplified pidgin to understand each other. It annoyed Dave that he wasn’t
allowed to listen to the conversation, and he did not like the grim expression
on Surgun Jates’s face. When the mostly one-way conversation ended, the Verd
commando team turned away and Jates waited until they were past causal
listening distance before speaking. “They have agreed we can accompany them, if
we can keep up. They will not allow us to delay them.”


“Well, hell,” Dave spat in exasperation. “That’s
no good. Your leg is still gimpy and I’m a slow human, no way can we-”


“They are issuing skinsuits to us.”


“Oh.”


“I was about to tell you that, before you felt the
need to exercise your crumb-catcher.”


“Right. Got it.”


The Verd Surgun looked at him skeptically.
“Listen, Czajka, if you’re going to miss my beefy arm over your shoulder
keeping you warm, you can draw a picture of me on a pillow.”


“No, that’s Ok,” Dave’s face reddened. “I sure
won’t miss the smell,” he stuck out his tongue.


“You are saying all of my kind smell foul, because
we are lizards to you?”


Dave feared he had crossed a line. UNEF emphasized
the soldiers needed to avoid making ‘species-ist’ remarks that might offend
their allies. “Nah, I’ve smelled plenty of lizards. None of them smell as ripe
as you do right now.”


Jates broke the tension by lifting one arm and
sniffing. “I am forced to agree. However, I can assure you that your own scent
is not exactly a field of roses.”


Dave grinned and waved a hand. “Hey, I know what I
smell like. When we get back to civilization, I want to burn these clothes.
Uh,” he looked around the empty forest. “Where are they getting extra skinsuits
from?”


Jates pointed ahead with his rifle. “They have a
combat transport spider.”


“Ugh,” Dave shuddered instinctively. Spiders were
all-terrain transport wagon-crawlers, capable of carrying heavy loads pretty
much anywhere a person could walk. The closest translation of the Ruhar term
for the devices was ‘mule’, but the first humans to see one instantly
christened it a ‘spider’ despite the wagons having six rather than eight legs.
“They brought a spider all the way with them?” He asked in surprise. The
wagon-crawlers had powercells that covered the entire under surface of their
cargo beds, but they were typically short-range devices. Dave recalled training
with one, and being told it could be expected to travel no more than two
hundred kilometers roundtrip.


“Yes,” Jates gestured for Dave to sling his rifle
and help the Surgun walk. The Verd commandos had already engaged their
chameleonware and surged ahead, scouting the area. “They only brought the
spider here, to stage their attack. It is drained of power and will be
abandoned, until the fighting is over.”


“Oh.” That brought another question to Dave’s
mind. “Damn. How far did they walk to
launch this attack?”


“They set out from their base within an hour after
the fighting broke out.”


“Crap. Hell, then, they’ve been in the boonies as
long as we have. I got another question. Can you run with that gimpy knee? Even
in a skinsuit?” The sophisticated suit would detect its wearer’s awkward
motions and compensate, but there was only so much the suit could do on its
own.


“I will,” Jates grunted. “Because I have to. We
have missed too much of this fight already.”


“Hey,” Dave groaned as they began walking up a
hill. “I hate to give you a breaking news flash, but we don’t even know what
the hell is going on around the rest of this planet.” Over the days they had
been walking, they had seen flashes of light high in the sky, heard a couple
aircraft fly by at high speed, and heard and felt the ‘crump’ of missiles or
artillery striking the ground far away. Other than that, they had no idea what
was happening.


“There are two things we know, Czajka,” Jates
sounded irritated at having to explain things.


“We do?”


“Comms are still being jammed, so we know the
fighting isn’t over.”


“Ok, yeah. What’s the other thing?”


Jates flashed an evil grin. “There are a whole lot of lizards on this planet who
need killing.”


“Oh, fuck
yes. Let’s get up this hill double-time.”




 



 

There was a soft whine of electric motors, plus an
intermittent screech of something damaged and still rotating, as a truck pulled
up near the command tent. Perkins stepped out to see who the guard force had
allowed through the picket line, it must be someone important. She tugged on
her uniform blouse to straighten the dirty and wrinkled material, assuming her
visitor must be a high-ranking Verd official she would have to report to.


She was completely surprised when the tailgate
clanged down and Surgun Jates stepped out the back gingerly, favoring one leg
and leaning on a makeshift crutch. A greeting caught in her throat as Jates
turned toward her with a grimace and no one else followed him.


Then a heavy duffel bag flopped out, and Dave
Czajka hopped down after it. He straightened to attention and snapped a crisp
salute to her. It was not protocol for him as a contractor to salute a military
officer, but Dave decided protocol could go screw itself. “Reporting for duty,
Colonel.”


Emily raised a hand halfway to return the salute,
hesitated, dropped her hand and stepped forward to plant a wet kiss on Dave’s
lips. At that moment, she also did not give a damn about protocol. “Dave! I
thought you were-” A single tear ran down her cheek.


He touched his lip, which had split open again
from her kiss. Forgetting about his broken thumb, he pressed it to his sore
lip, making the bandaged thumb throb and he grunted in pain. “Ow,” he shook the
thumb, a bad idea. “Us? No, Jates and I are too ornery to kill.” With his good
hand, he wiped away her tear and whispered “We tried to contact you, but the
Verd commando unit that found us didn’t have secure comms. We only learned you
were here when we came through the outer perimeter. I was worried about you.”


“I was fine,” her eyes flicked to the soldiers
watching them, and she took a half-step backward for proper decorum. Dave
Czajka did not need to know the details of what she had been doing since
fighting broke out. “What happened to you?”


“Oh, you know, we crashed a dune buggy-”


“You
crashed it,” Jates growled. “Colonel, we escaped an ambush. Civilians, but they
were armed with rifles, rockets and small-caliber artillery. Czajka,” he jerked
a thumb toward the security contractor, “should never be allowed to drive
anything more complicated than a tricycle.”


Perkins found it impossible to read the alien’s
expression. “You don’t want to serve with him again?”


“I didn’t say that,” Jates’s eyes narrowed. “Your
boyfriend is, as you humans say, a crazy
motherfucker. I do not think any other human has survived unarmed combat
against a Kristang,” he shook his head in wonderment. “Czajka, I’d serve with
you any day.”


Despite his unofficial status, Dave snapped another
salute, and winced as the gesture made his broken thumb throb again. “Same
here, Surgun.”


Jates returned the gesture. “Get yourself patched
up, there’s a war on. There are a lot of hateful lizards on this planet, and
they need killin’ fast.” With a nod to Perkins, the big Verd limped off toward
the medical tent.


Emily carefully touched the dried blood around
Dave’s split lip. “You killed a Kristang, without a weapon?”


“Ah, the lizard didn’t have a weapon either,” he
wrapped his good hand around hers. “I had a knife at the end.” He flashed a
wicked grin, causing blood to trickle from his split lip again. “You know what?
The Kristang may be tough on the outside, but their insides are just as squishy
as ours.”




 

The next morning, Perkins received orders to fly
back to Legion HQ with Ross. She tried to get seats for Dave and Jates, but the
stealthy transport aircraft only had seats for six and was already overloaded.
They said tearful goodbyes and parted, with Emily more determined than ever to find
a way for the Legion to win the ground battle.




 









CHAPTER TWENTY TWO




 

Perkins tugged her uniform top to straighten it
before approaching the doorway to the partition Ross was using as an office. He
knew she had been out in the field and would forgive her dirty hair, the mud on
her boots and the hydraulic fluid splattered on her left side. He would also
appreciate her taking a moment to be as presentable as possible, given the
circumstances. She tried to run her fingers through her tangled hair, then gave
up. Meeting outside would have been better, as she would have an excuse to wear
the cover she had tucked under one arm. “Sir?” She said as she came through the
doorway that was little more than a tent flap.


“Perkins, come in, sit down.” General Ross rubbed
the stubble on his face, and took a gulp of cold coffee, grimacing at the
bitter taste. “Rough day?”


“Rough night,
Sir.” She tried and failed to stifle a yawn before she could reply. “I was up
all night setting up defenses around the Launcher energizer. Our fearless leader,”
she automatically glanced toward the door in case a Ruhar was passing by.
“Thinks the lizards won’t touch the Launcher complex because they need it
intact. I would rather be certain of our security.”


“Good work,” Ross covered his mouth while his jaw
stretched wide in a yawn. “Ah, damn, it’s contagious. Listen, Colonel, I just
came back from a pow-wow with the Commissioner, and we are in big, big fucking trouble.”


“More than the obvious? We’ve fought the lizards
to a stalemate, at least for now.”


“A stalemate means we lose. The Ruhar didn’t have a raging hard-on to take this planet
in the beginning,” he was too tired to care about using polite language. “They
sure as hell are not going to double-down on this losing bet by bringing in the
second wave, until the Ruhar upstairs can establish space supremacy around
Fresno. Without the second wave, we are fighting a battle of attrition, and our
supply line stretches back through two wormholes. The lizards only need to hang
on while we get weaker every day.”


“Does it matter anyway?” She frowned with one side
of her mouth. “Our local contractor lost all their supply dumps to railgun
strikes. That sleazy lawyer guy, uh-”


“Milstratt,” Ross spat the name out like a piece
of sour fruit.


“Yeah. He wrote a report claiming that Glabosor is
absolved of responsibility to deliver under the contract, unless the government
pays to ship in replacements for all the gear they lost. No way are the
hamsters doing that, even if we stomped the lizards flat down here. Sir, are we
pulling out?” Her eyes narrowed, trying to judge the general’s reaction to her
question.


“We are not,” his reply was less than reassuring.
Then he added “We are not.”


“Sir?”


“The Kristang head honcho down here contacted
Yusafft this morning, to offer a deal. An immediate cease-fire on the ground
and across the star system, followed by forces pulling back to positions to be
negotiated.”


“All right,” she said cautiously. “A stalemate
without fighting is better than one with people getting killed. We don’t have
the ammo to continue the fight for more than a couple weeks anyway.”


Ross shook his head. “That was just the first part
of the offer. Once our positions stabilize, the Kristang will allow the Legion
to conduct an organized and peaceful withdrawal, under their supervision, of
course.”


Perkins was confused. “But we’re not taking the deal to pull out? You
said-”


“The Commissioner is strongly considering the
offer, on the recommendation of his military advisors. The lizards will allow a
courier ship through to contact hamster leadership, if Yusafft accepts the
offer.”


“Ok,” she could not conceal her disappointment.
Withdrawal was a defeat for the Alien Legion, and a shameful defeat on the
Legion’s first mission would be the end of the experiment. Her experiment. She forced a smile. “Live to fight another day,
huh?”


“No. You haven’t heard the worst part yet. The
Kristang are willing to negotiate details and be flexible, as long as the
Legion withdraws from the planet. They also stated one issue is not negotiable: humans stay here. They
consider us traitors, and our presence here fighting alongside their enemy is
treason. The Verd-kris and our hamster overlords are to evac, but we stay here,” he jabbed a finger at the
ground.


Blood drained from Emily’s face. They were dead.
She had gotten them, all of them,
killed. For nothing. “That is a death sentence.”


“You haven’t heard the worst part.”


“It gets worse?
How?”


“The lizards mentioned you by name. You and your
team. Supposedly there will be assurances that most humans here will not be
mistreated,” he worked his jaw side to side, the distaste of his words making
him sick. “You can be assured I know that is bullshit, but Yusafft may grasp at
it to cover his ass. Senior leadership of the human Legion contingent, like you
and myself, are to be executed for treason, as an example. That applies to your
entire team, the six original Mavericks. I’m sorry.”


She had to swallow to keep down the meager
breakfast she’d eaten. “The Commissioner can’t-”


“He can and he will, if he thinks it will save his
own skin. And save his career. I heard from our Verd friends that Yusafft has
his political flunkies researching the legal niceties of abandoning us here.
Technically, UNEF never gained status as a client species of the Ruhar, so legally
they are not responsible for us.”


“Son of a bitch.”


“That was my reaction. I might have used harsher
language than that,” he added without humor.


“We’re all dead,” she whispered. She felt drained
of emotion, unable to confront the horror.


“Speak for yourself, Colonel. I plan on living,”
Ross said with grim determination.


“How?”


“I don’t know yet, but I’m not giving up.”


“We go down fighting, take as many lizards down
with us as we can?”


Ross wriggled uncomfortably in his flimsy folding
chair, threatening to make it collapse. “That’s going to be tricky. The deal
offered to Yusafft makes him, meaning the Ruhar and Verds, responsible for
disarming us poor primitive humans. And for rounding us up and handing us over
to the lizards. We would have to fight our allies before we could fight the
Kristang.”


“Fuuuuuuuck,” she groaned. “When is this going
down?”


“The cease-fire could happen by 0437 tomorrow
morning. I know, it’s an odd time for us, but a nice round number on the clock
the Kristang use.”


“What do you want me to do?”


“You’re a smart officer, what do you think?”


She considered for a moment. “I’ll start quietly
stashing weapons and ammo in areas we control.”


“Exactly. Not a word of this to anyone, Colonel.
Not even your team.”


“I don’t want to tell them anyway,” she spoke the
absolute truth. Screw it, she thought. No way was the proposed deal to abandon
humans on Fresno going to stay secret for long, rumors were going to get out.
“Damn, Sir. I’m sorry I got us all the way out here, for nothing. Worse than
nothing.”


He managed a tight smile. “The Army mentioned
there might be danger when I signed up.”


“I don’t remember the Army warning me about danger
from alien allies.”


Ross made an exaggerated shrug. “We used to think
the lizards were our allies, remember? Getting stabbed in the back by the
hamsters is really nothing new.”


“Shit. Yes.” She recalled the first time she had
heard about the ‘fortune cookies’, back when she served as an intelligence
officer on Paradise. Messages from Earth, smuggled in food packets, telling the
truth about how Kristang were oppressing the human population and ravaging the
Earth. Those messages had only confirmed what she had already concluded: that
the Kristang were more enemies than allies.


“I wouldn’t worry too much about it, Colonel,”
Ross said.


Perkins cocked her head in surprise. “No?”


The general opened a drawer, pulling out two
pieces of chocolate and tossing one to Perkins. “You know the lizards. No way
does this ceasefire last more than a day or two. We now know the battle for
this rock has become sort of a matter of pride across Kristang society. Most
major clans donated troops and material, so their command and control is even
more chaotic than usual. I suspect the smart clans used Feznako as an
opportunity to get rid of their worst troublemakers. We know in some areas, the
lizards have been fighting each other as much as fighting the Legion. Right
now, the Swift Arrows clan is exerting some control over major operations, but
anything below the company level is a free-for-all. Some local clan warlord is
going to see an opportunity to hit the Legion and gain ground as we pull back.”


“They could just wait, and gain back that ground
without fighting.”


Ross snorted. “Riiiiiiight. Because patience and
self-control are what warlords are known for. Some hothead out there is going
to see the Legion pulling back from a rival’s territory, and hit us to take the
territory before the rival can move. Or, this ceasefire is just a breather so
the lizards can consolidate and assess where and how to hit us.”




 



 

Urmat Fobish wet an index finger on her tongue,
and picked up tiny crumbs left in the food packet. Then she carefully turned
the packet inside out, and licked it clean. That was the last packet of Ruhar
food recovered from the crashed Buzzard, which was now sunk to its roof in the
river.


“Sorry I couldn’t find any more food for you in
there,” Dani said, staring out across the forest. After she killed the grikka,
the three of them had moved away from the river, to the top of a ridge which
was a more defensible position. Dani wanted to move farther inland, but Fobish
was too heavy to carry far, and the Ruhar officer was too weak to walk on her
own. Sergeant Colter not only had a broken shin bone, both of his thighs had
angry purple and black bruises from being trapped under the fallen tree. He
also had blood blisters that did not look good at all, and there wasn’t much
they could do about it. They had no weapons other than sharpened sticks, no
more food for Fobish, no communications, and no sign that the Legion was coming
to rescue them. As far as the Legion knew, everyone aboard the Buzzard had died
in the crash. No one was coming to rescue them in the middle of a war, a war
the Legion was likely losing.


Other than that, everything was going just great, Dani told herself.


“You did exceptionally well, Captain Grace,”
Fobish waved a hand weakly. “Colter told me about your battle with the dino-saur,”
she pronounced the word slowly. “I have heard about grikka but never seen one.
Thanks to you, I am still alive.”


“You did great, Cap,” Colter agreed. “The Urmat
and I were goners for sure, until you got on top of that Buzzard and attracted
its attention.”


“Un,” Dani grunted, uncomfortable with the praise.
Looking back, there was so much she would have, should have, done differently. Her training in psychology told her
that such second-guessing was unproductive, but it was easier to know that than
to put it into practice. “Urmat, we can’t stay here, simply hoping someone will
find us. I’m the only one who is fully mobile,” she thought that was a more
tactful way to say the others were not capable of walking. “I should head
downriver, see if I can link up with a Legion unit. There is, or was, an outpost a hundred forty
kilometers from here.”


“That is a long way to walk, in rough terrain,
Ma’am,” Jesse said softly.


“An isolated outpost is likely overrun by the
enemy by now,” Fobish shook her head. “Or the personnel were evacuated by the
Legion by now.”


“We have to try,”
Dani bit her lip and looked down at her boots. “Anything is better than sitting
here waiting to starve, or be eaten by a grikka. I can-”


All three were startled when Dani’s zPhone made an
odd squawking sound. Dani extracted the phone from a pocket and closed her eyes
before looking at the screen, not daring to hope. “Jamming has stopped!” She
announced with a whoop of joy. “There is a ceasefire! All units in the field
are to report position and status,” she read the message, which was blurry from
the tears that welled up in her eyes.


Jesse clapped her on the back. “See? Thanks to
you, we’re getting out of here.”


“You never gave me an answer to the most important
question, Colter,” Dani said as she carefully typed a message to send.


“What’s that, Ma’am?”


She turned to him with a grin that lit up the
gloomy forest. “What do you want on that pizza?”




 



 

“Just up there,” Nert pointed to the top of the
ridge with earnest enthusiasm.


No, that wasn’t the proper description. Annoying enthusiasm is how Shauna
thought the Ruhar teenager was acting. He had been annoyingly enthusiastic and
energetic since they started walking. Damn it, Shauna told herself. I am young! Nert wasn’t that much younger
than her.


There was no denying that the cadet was able to
walk faster, farther and carry heavy loads better than Shauna, despite her
dedication to fitness that had continued even aboard the Deal Me In on the way to Fresno and after she landed on the cursed
planet. Finding a way to run, aboard a ship designed to accommodate beetles,
was a challenge as much as the actual exercise. She was in good condition,
excellent condition, yet there was Nert ahead of her, urging her on. What
bothered her the most was the polite patience Nert displayed while constantly
waiting for her to catch up. He was humoring her, slowing down because of her
comparative weakness. More than once over the long days they had been walking,
she had to bite her tongue to stop from saying a cutting remark about the easy
advantages offered by Ruhar genetic engineering. That, she told herself, was the unfair edge the alien cadet had.


She sighed. Only a short sigh, she couldn’t afford
to interrupt her labored breathing. “I know it’s up there, Nert. I picked this
spot, remember?”


“Should I go ahead?” He hinted., hoping for a
positive response.


“No, Cadet. Wait for me.” She hated saying that,
and picked up her pace.


They were near the small UNEF base, or a base that
existed on maps before the fighting started. Two days ago, they had seen a thin
column of smoke coming from that direction, but they didn’t know anything. The
smoke could have been coming from a Kristang village that was fifty kilometers
beyond the UNEF base, she told Nert with a sinking feeling in her stomach. Or
the smoke could be coming from a downed aircraft. It could be anything, they needed
to see for themselves.


That is why they had added four hours of walking,
to cut a wide circle around the theoretical base and approach from the north,
where a tree-covered ridge would allow a view of the site. Shauna did not like
the idea of walking into the base perimeter without scouting it first.


“Ok,” she waved a hand when they were almost at
the top and she could see Nert fairly bouncing on his toes with eagerness. “Go
ahead. But keep down, you hear?”


“Yes, Sergeant Jarrett,” he snapped a Ruhar salute
to her then blushed as he remembered that saluting in the field was an
invitation for a sniper to target Shauna. “I am sorry.”


“To hell with it. Don’t do it again. Go ahead.”


They were so close that by the time Nert crawled
to peer over the ridge, the scope of his rifle held up just enough to see.
Shauna wriggled up on her belly beside him and flipped the front cover off her
own rifle’s scope. “What do you see?” She asked.


Nert didn’t reply.


That wasn’t good.


Shauna held up her own rifle, using its scope to
feed a view to her helmet visor, without exposing herself to danger beyond the
ridge. “Shit,” she whispered.


“Shit is
what I was going to say,” Nert managed to sound goofily charming even in the
worst situations. “Also other things that are not appropriate in the presence
of a lady.”


“Ladies
never get this filthy,” she corrected the teenager. “So, fuck your politeness.”


Nert lifted his gaze to silently grin at her.


“I don’t know what you’re grinning at. We are screwed.”


The smoke they had seen was from the base. It had
been overrun and ransacked, everything that could burn had been leveled. “Ah, I
hope those guys bugged out before the lizards arrived.”


“Perhaps our soldiers torched the base before they
left?” Nert suggested hopefully.


Shauna considered that happy thought for only a
second, before her heart fell. “No. No, damn it.” To the right of one charred
building, a body lay in the sunshine. A body in distinctive Chinese Army
fatigues. She shifted the view to see two bodies wearing Indian Army uniforms.
“This is not good.”


“I agree. What can we do?”


Shauna thought about that question. “That is the
right question, Nert. What can we do?
We’re almost out of food, and neither of us can eat any of the local plant
life.”


“No, we cannot,” he said sadly, patting his pants
pocket to reassure himself he still had two ration packets.


“We need to go down there,” Shauna concluded,
making the decision while she heard herself speaking. “There is nothing else
even remotely friendly around here. Maybe not everything down there was
destroyed, I see a lot of stuff scattered around. If we find food, maybe some
communications gear intact or that we can fix, we’ll be better off than we are
now.”


“Communications are still being jammed,” Nert
reminded her.


“We don’t need to get a clear signal out. If we
put a signal on a timer, so we can get clear of the area before it transmits,
UNEF or the Verds can locate the source even if they can’t understand what
we’re saying. They might be able to divert an aircraft to scout,” she explained
more hopefully than she felt. “It’s better than nothing, and nothing is what we have right now.” What
she did not say was that even if they did find food packets in the ruins of the
base, they would almost certainly be nothing a Ruhar could eat. The logistics
of multi-species allied warfare were hellishly complex.


“I will follow your orders, Sergeant,” he stated
with a look of such hero worship, Shauna felt her stomach fall. If she got them
killed down there, it would be all her fault.


“We observe the area, then approach when it will
be dusk,” she decided.


Nert’s face screwed up with puzzlement. “We are
not waiting until full darkness?”


“No. I want to see where we’re going, and be able
to search the site. The night-vision gear of these helmets is not as good as a
full skinsuit, or a Kristang powered armor suit. If the enemy is waiting for
us, they will have even more advantage after the sun goes down.”


Nert nodded silently. That made sense to him. He
propped his rifle on a stick to get comfortable for the long wait, placing his
faith in the human sergeant.




 

They had not seen any sign of activity other than
local wildlife. A sort of buzzard landed and sniffed at one of the dead
soldiers, and Shauna had been tempted to take the nasty bird out with her
rifle, but she kept her cool and remembered the briefing packet about Fresno.
Humans could not eat the local wildlife, and local predators could not eat
humans. The buzzard hopped around, sniffing at the dead soldier and squawking,
then flew away. Shauna carefully set her rifle down and shuddered with relief.


The local star was twenty minutes from setting
when Shauna announced it was time to go. Nert wanted to go ahead to scout,
arguing that if he got into trouble, he could run faster and shoot more
accurately than she could. The fact that he added he meant no offense to her specifically,
and humans in general, only made Shauna more irritated. She squashed the idea,
then thought again. Nert was a teenager, a cadet. She was responsible for his
life. He was also correct that physically, he was the superior athlete and
soldier. His young life was already at risk anyway. Was her pride the only
reason she did not want him scouting ahead for her?


No. Shauna had experience in combat, going back to
the jungles of Nigeria. Nert’s only actual combat experience had been at an
island Shauna blew up on Paradise. He lacked the experience and judgment to
judge what was safe and what was not. If anyone was going ahead to scout the
destroyed base, it should be her. To soothe the cadet’s bruised ego, she told
him only that they needed to remain close enough to support each other.


The sun had set and the twilight was dim under
patchy clouds, with the planet’s small moon providing no useful light. That was
perfect for Shauna. It took less than half an hour to determine that if they
were to find anything useful, it would be in the scattered debris. At first
Shauna thought the base had been attacked from the air, then she examined the
debris and realized the Kristang had used explosive charges to destroy the
structures. That could only have happened after they killed, chased away or
captured the UNEF personnel there. Why had the lizards bothered to destroy the
structures? She could only imagine they didn’t have the manpower to garrison
the base, and wanted to make sure the Legion had no reason to return. That was
a piece of information she needed to report, if she ever got in contact with
the Legion again.


“I found these,” Nert whispered as he approached
her in the near-darkness, an hour after they reached the base. He held out six
standard UNEF emergency ration bars, one of them was torn from what Shauna
imagined was a bullet hole.


“Where did you find them?” She asked hopefully.
However those ration bars survived, there might be other useful items in the
same area.


“Er,” Nert scuffed his feet in the dirt. “They
were in the pockets of that soldier,” he pointed to the dead Chinese staff
sergeant.


“You went through their pockets?”


He nodded once, not looking up to meet her eyes.
“We were trained to use battlefield resources, when resupply is uncertain.” He looked
up, a tear in the corner of one eye. “Did I do something wrong?”


“No. No, Nerty,” she patted him on the back
gently. “You did the right thing. I don’t like leaving them here, exposed to
the elements.”


“Should we bury them? There are two others behind
that building over there,” he pointed to where two charred walls stood, all that
was left of the prefab structure.


“I know, I saw them too. Come with me, we’re not
going to find much we can use here.” She led the way under a tree, scant cover
but better than nothing. Leaning back against the tree, she took a long drink
from her canteen while she considered the situation. Burying five bodies would
be hard, difficult work, taxing their resources and taking time they should be
using to get away from the base. They were already hungry, Nert’s food
situation was worse than hers. Moving the bodies would eventually attract
someone’s attention, the Kristang had to be at least casually monitoring the
site.


She considered what to do. The smart thing to do was get as far away
from the base as they could before sunrise. The right thing to do was care for the fallen soldiers. Shit. Why
couldn’t the right thing be the smart thing?


She needed to be smart. She and Nert had
information vital to the Legion, perhaps even critical to the survival of every
human and Verd-kris on the planet. They needed to survive and deliver the
information.


Still, seeing the fallen soldiers, their shapes
dark against the dark ground, Shauna decided that her humanity was as important
as her life. “Nert,” she pushed away from the tree, and slung her rifle. “We
are taking care of those soldiers. We will work for,” she set a timer on her
phone, “two hours. Then we are getting as far away from here as we can.”


“Good,” Nert answered immediately. “I found some
tools we can use as shovels.”




 

The eastern sky was showing the faintest glimmer
of pre-dawn when Shauna called for a brief rest. They had been walking
continuously, headed north to avoid the closest Kristang towns. To the north,
about forty kilometers, was a large river and Shauna did not know how they
would get across, she could tackle that problem when they got there. If they reached the river. After they
left the base, they had heard aircraft racing by at low altitude, twice they
had heard groups of aircraft. That was unusual, they had not heard or seen
aircraft since the first day. Something, Shauna both hoped and feared, was
going on.


She was about to push herself up off the ground to
continue walking, when both of their zPhones made an unusual squawking sound.
“General message from the Legion,” she read with surprise. “Jamming has
stopped!”


The message was brief and light on details,
stating only that the Legion and Kristang had agreed to a cease-fire. Units in
the field were to keep the main communications channels clear as bandwidth was
limited. Report position and status, the message stated, and wait for retrieval
if in hostile territory.


“We are to report our position!” Nert was fairly
bouncing on his toes with excitement, his fingers tapping on the screen.


Shauna slapped his hand away. “Don’t do anything.
This could be a Kristang trick.”


The cadet looked stricken. “But the message
included the correct authentication code,” he pointed to the blue icon flashing
next to the message.


“We don’t know if Legion codes have been
compromised.”


“We can’t call for evac?” Nert was downcast. He
had been so looking forward to eating real food again.


“I didn’t say that. We’re phoning in our position,
but we’re doing it smart.” From a pocket, she pulled out three zPhones she had
taken from fallen soldiers at the destroyed base. “I’ll type a message
reporting our position here,” she looked around for an open area where an
aircraft might land. “Put the message on a timer so it doesn’t transmit until
we are well away from here. If a friendly aircraft shows up, we call it
directly. If not,” she left the rest unsaid.


“Oh,” Nert slapped his helmet in an ‘I am an
idiot’ gesture. “That is a good idea.”




 

It was not until the next morning that Shauna
received a personal text message from Perkins. All Mavericks accounted for.
Shauna and Nert would be extracted by air as soon as possible, with the message
hinting that Perkins was concerned the ceasefire could end at any moment.


Three hours later, an already-overloaded Buzzard
roared overhead, escorted by a Kristang gunship. Shauna called in their real
position and the pilots landed without commenting on her deception. Many others
must have had the same idea.


They climbed the ramp and the aircraft was already
lifting off while they strapped into folding jumpseats. A crew chief came over
to ask if they needed anything and when Shauna told him Nert was hungry, the
man dug through a sack and pulled out some sort of packaged Ruhar meal. Nert’s
face lit up and he tore it open without delay.


“Damned good thing this ceasefire happened before
we starved out there,” Shauna shouted to be heard over the roar of the
turbines, as the back ramp was swinging up to seal in place.


“Don’t be too sure of that,” the Frenchman
replied, leaning close to her and speaking softly. He glanced forward to the
packed cabin, where dirty, tired and injured humans and a pair of Verd-kris
were strapped into their seats. “Rumor has it the Kristang have made an offer
to the Ruhar. The hamsters will be allowed to pull themselves and the Verds off
Fresno.”


Shauna got a sickening feeling in the pit of her
stomach. “What about us?”


The crew chief worked his lips as if he were about
to spit. “According to the Kristang, humans are still legally their client species. We are traitors.
You know how the Kristang feel about traitors, no?”


“Shiiiiiit,”
Shauna slumped back against the netting of the jumpseat, suddenly overcome with
weariness. “At least the timing is good.”


“How so?” The crew chief asked, puzzled what she
could mean.


“If the lizards had waited to attack after the
second wave landed, there would be another eight thousand humans stuck here.”




 

The Buzzard landed Shauna and Nert at a makeshift
Legion airbase in the middle of nowhere, where she was overjoyed to find Jesse,
who was recovering from medical treatment by a Verd-kris doctor. He was tired,
he ached all over from the nano machines in his bloodstream busily working to put
his battered body back together, he was cranky, and he burst into tears when he
saw Shauna. Their reunion was joyous, it was PG-rated because he had medical
therapy machines clamped around both legs, and it was brief. “You’re leaving
already?” Jesse’s eyes bulged out. “Why?”


“Because, Nerty and I found something out there.
Something important, I need to brief the Colonel ASAP.”


Jesse glared down at the bulky machines strapped
to his thighs. The docs said they could be removed within forty-eight hours. “This
can’t wait, like, one more day?”


She leaned down and kissed his forehead, then his
lips. “No, it can’t, lover. The ceasefire could break down any second, I need
to go now. There’s a Buzzard leaving
for Headquarters in two hours, I have to be on it. I’m calling Perkins,” she
announced as she pulled out her zPhone and tapped the icon for the private code
of the Maverick’s commander.




 

“This is highly irregular, Jarrett,” Perkins
responded.


Shauna rolled her eyes, and put a finger over
Jesse’s mouth to stop him from laughing. “Our unit is called Mavericks, Ma’am. We didn’t get that
name by following protocol.”


“Ok,” Perkins admitted. “You got me there. This is
really that important?”


“Life or death,” Shauna replied. “For a lot of people.”


“I’m going to trust you on this one, Jarrett. This
isn’t something you can tell me over the phone, or send an encrypted file?”


“I can’t trust the wrong people won’t be listening
in.”


It irritated Perkins that her sergeant was being
so cryptic. “Hell, that bird is full. Getting you here means I have to bump
some higher-ranking asshole from a seat.”


“Is that a problem, Colonel?”


Perkins snorted, making a booming noise over the
phone. “No, that part will be a
pleasure. All right, I’ll pull strings to make it happen. Give the phone to Colter,
I have a mission for him and Nert.”




 

Jesse stared at the phone, unable to believe his
ears. “You want us to do what,
Ma’am?”


“You heard me the first time, Colter. Make it
happen. Our asses are hanging out to dry down here. UNEF is not getting off
this rock without help, I need you to go get it for us.”


“What am I, Lassie? Timmy fell down a well and
you’re sending me to get help?”


“Think of it anyway you want, sergeant. The Deal Me In is sending a dropship right
now to pull you and Nert off the surface, under cover of the ceasefire. They’ll
take you out to rendezvous with the nearest Jeraptha fleet unit.”


“I’m kind of in the middle of medical treatment
here,” he knew that excuse sounded lame.


“Those medical devices are portable, aren’t they?
Take them with you. This can’t wait. You know what we have to bargain with, so
make the best deal you can.”


“What about the trip to Earth you wanted to trade
the, uh,” he used their code word for the priceless Elder power tap, “the
package for?”


“We can’t arrange a trip to Earth if we’re dead,
Colter. Make it happen.”


“I’m not trained to negotiate, Ma’am.”


“Think of this as stretching your skill set, Sergeant.
There will be a glowing note in your
personnel file if you can do this.”


“You mean the secret personnel file, that only you
get to see?”


“That’s the one,” she laughed. “You’ve been given
an assignment, Colter.”


“Yes, Colonel,” he sighed. “I will execute to the
very best of my ability.” How the hell he was going to ‘make it happen’, he had
no idea.




 









CHAPTER TWENTY THREE




 

The truck slowed to a crawl to drop off Shauna near
the cluster of tents under the stealth netting, which was in the center of a
stealth field generated by the refrigerator-sized device set up on a platform
near the largest tent. The Kristang starships no doubt knew about the existence
of the stealth field despite its sophisticated technology, and they might
consider hitting the area with maser cannons or maybe smart missiles, but they
held their fire for two reasons. The Legion had brought plenty of semi-portable
stealth generators to Fresno, and several were scattered around the area. Some
of those stealth fields concealed nothing more than rocks and trees, and the Kristang
suspected the Legion had set up decoys, because that is what they would do if
the situation were reversed. The second reason the Kristang had not pounded the
site from orbit or with ground-based artillery was more practical; the cluster
of tents were located right next to one of the planet’s two massive cargo
launch railguns. The Kristang did not only want to destroy the Legion, the lead
clan wanted to take the planet back and a busted launcher would make the planet
significantly less valuable.


The reason the truck slowed down rather than
stopping was because Legion Command did not want to tempt fate by making it
obvious which stealth field concealed a valuable target. At some point, the
Kristang might decide they needed to kill the entire concept of an Alien Legion
more than they needed another backwater planet, and they might risk sending
smart missiles that had a decent chance of striking surface targets without
causing fatal damage to the launcher. The lizards almost certainly had
stealthed surveillance satellites in orbit, and a truck that obviously took too
long to go from Point A to Point B must have stopped somewhere important in the
area.


A male Verd-kris soldier hopped down first,
holding out a hand to Shauna. That gesture might have irritated her, but she knew
the soldier only intended to be polite and she was dead tired. She briefly
accepted his grasp until she had her feet solidly on the ground, then shook
away his hand and turned to the pair of Verd guards. “Sergeant Jarrett to see
Colonel Perkins.”


One of the guards checked a tablet while the other
kept her rifle’s muzzle pointed at the ground between Shauna’s feet, the
guard’s finger poised next to the trigger guard. Both guards were wearing
skinsuits and Shauna saw at a glance their rifles had the safeties off.


“You are not on the authorized list of visitors
for Colonel Perkins,” the guard with the tablet stated. “Go to the administration
tent and wait for-”


Shauna was tired. She was tired, she ached all
over and she was hungry despite the half of a sawdust-flavored powerbar she had
eaten in the truck. Low blood sugar made her short-tempered, and anyone who
knew her understood you did not want to piss Shauna off when she was hangry.


“Mavericks,” she tapped the very distinctive and
famous unit insignia on her uniform. The guards surely had run facial
recognition, retinal and DNA scans on her and they knew who she was. “Get out
of my way.”


Verd-kris were certainly not intimidated by humans,
so it had to be Shauna’s fame that made them step aside. It may also have been
the fact that, of the three species occupying the planet, no human or Ruhar
posed a threat to Legion headquarters. Or that the two Verd-kris decided that squabbles
between humans was none of their concern. The one with the rifle pointed its
muzzle to the side.


Shauna strode into the tent, nodding to people
busy at map tables or consoles. She saw Perkins immediately, hunched over a map
table with two other officers. “Colonel Perkins,” she saluted to be safe, not
knowing the protocol in the makeshift headquarters.


“Sergeant Jarrett,” Perkins wanted to give Shauna a
hug, so great was her relief that the sergeant was not dead as everyone had
thought. She settled for a smile and returned the salute. “We are all very glad
to see you are-”


“Yes, Ma’am, thank you.” Shauna barely glanced at
her commanding officer as she concentrated on the map table. “I’m fine,” she
added while striding up to the table. “I need a Class-three drone in,” she
scrolled the map to the west and highlighted the target, “this area, right
now.”


Perkins’ eyebrows lifted. Jarrett was dirty,
disheveled and looked gaunt and weary from hunger and constant tension. The
sergeant might be forgiven for her rudeness under the circumstances. “You
should get checked out by a medic first. The hospital tent is-”


“Ma’am?” Shauna glanced up, her expression
implacable. “A drone.” She jabbed a finger down hard on the map display. “Right now. Please,” she added as an
afterthought.


Perkins either trusted her people or she didn’t,
and Jarrett had demonstrated many times that she could be trusted. “Major
Amari,” she turned to a staff officer, “retask a drone to Sergeant Jarrett.”


“But, Colonel,” the already harried Amari looked
even more pained. “All our recon drones in that sector are-”


“Did I mumble, or do you have a hearing problem,
Major?” Perkins was also harried and desperately tired and not on her best
behavior. And she was burning with curiosity to know what Shauna thought was so
damned important.


“No, Ma’am,” Amari stiffened. Though he had not
served with Perkins long, one thing he knew was that once she made a decision,
no argument was allowed. “Sergeant Jarrett,” he tapped icons on his tablet, “a
drone has been released to your control.”


“Thank you, Colonel,” Shauna did not look up,
intensely concentrating on her own tablet. “This shouldn’t take more than an
hour. Colonel, you don’t need to be here. I’ll let you know the second I’ve got
what I need.”


“And miss this?” Perkins shook her head. “You can
forgedaboudit,” she said without intending to be humorous.


Shauna smiled at that. “Forgeadaboudit, Ma’am?”


“You got it.” She stepped next to the sergeant and
pulled a tablet from under the table. “I will fly the drone if you want to
operate the scanner?”


“Right, good idea,” she agreed.




 

The task did not take an hour, though it took
eighteen minutes just to reposition the stealth drone. Perkins was called away
at that point, so Shauna continued by herself. Forty minutes later, she rapped
her knuckles on the post next to the flap to Perkins’ temporary office, and after
the colonel waved her to come in, sat down heavily on a folding chair. With the
adrenaline rush fading, she was overcome with weariness, and a bit of regret.
She had been undisciplined and rude. Being a Maverick came with
responsibilities and privileges and she had abused that privilege. The fact
that she had a good reason did not excuse her behavior.  “Ma’am, I apologize for my rudeness, and-”


“Jarrett, there’s a war on, we’re fighting for our
lives. Right now, I care more about results than protocol. You have something
for me?”


Shauna dug into a pocket of the vest she still
wore, and tossed a bent piece of metal on the colonel’s desk.


“What’s that?” Perkins picked up the chunk of
metal, testing the weight of it in her palm. Too heavy for steel, too light for
aluminum. Titanium or some alloy, or some exotic alien metal she had never
heard of.


“Evidence,” Shauna replied through a
jaw-stretching yawn, shoulders shuddering. “The drone was for confirmation, and
we got it.”


“Evidence and confirmation of what?” Perkins set
the chunk of metal down on the table. She assumed Jarrett was going to complain
her Buzzard had crashed because of mechanical failure, or a mechanical problem
had rendered the aircraft unable to defend itself from missiles. Shauna and
Nert had survived a traumatic experience and Perkins understood they needed to deal
with their emotions. If Shauna was going to say the maintenance team had
neglected her aircraft, Perkins would be very disappointed in her sergeant.
Even if Shauna had solid evidence that someone had sabotaged that Buzzard, the
information was meaningless now, as the Legion had few flightworthy aircraft
remaining after three days of constant fighting. “We need to concentrate on-”


“You were right, Ma’am. This whole mission has
been a set-up from the beginning. You were wrong about who set us up.”


Perkins rocked her folding chair back on its rear
legs while she considered that statement. “Explain, Sergeant.”


“This hunk of junk,” Shauna picked up the dull
gray, twisted piece of metal, “is debris from the colony supply dump near where
we got shot down. There’s more of it scattered around, we didn’t take time to
collect any more, but you can trip over it. It got ejected from the impact
site, the drone confirmed there is a whole lot of stuff like this in a circle
around the crater.” She held up a hand to forestall the colonel’s protest. “Metal,
composites, some of it is part of the crates the stuff was packed in,” she
dragged a hand across her face, fatigue fighting with her anger.


Perkins tilted her head. “I’m not following you,
Jarrett. Material gets thrown from the impact site, that’s expected.”


Shauna pushed the piece across the table to her
commanding officer. “I don’t think the assholes that landed this crap expected
it to be ejected. They expected it to be vaporized. Look at it closer. It’s
torn and broken, see that jagged edge?”


Humoring her sergeant for another minute while her
patience ran down, Perkins examined the twisted piece of metal. It appeared to
be a bracket, there were holes for bolts or maybe cables to run through it. It
was charred from heat and fire of the railgun dart impact, one of the holes was
bent into an oval shape, and one side had a semicircular hole along a jagged
line. Clearly, the fragment was part of a larger piece that had been violently broken
away. That, too, was expected when three darts moving at an appreciable percentage
of lightspeed struck the site. Each of the darts carried multiple kilotons of
energy that was released on contact with the ground, creating three overlapping
craters and throwing material up to twenty kilometers away. Legion HQ and the
Ruhar task force in orbit had monitored the explosions, the only analysis
Perkins had seen expressed surprise that the darts had come in with less
velocity than expected. One of the three supply dump sites was near a Kristang
village so perhaps the attackers had wanted to spare their people from
collateral damage, that did not explain the comparatively gentle treatments
given to the other two supply dumps. The Ruhar speculated that the railguns of
the Kristang ships may have been in poor condition, but subsequent darts fired
in ship-to-ship combat were launched at potent velocities, so Legion HQ could
not explain the discrepancy. It really didn’t matter anyway.


While she pondered that minor puzzle, she ran a
thumb along the jagged edge, imagining the massive energy it had taken to tear
the piece of metal away-


She sucked in a sharp breath.


“You see it?” Shauna leaned forward eagerly.


Perkins held a finger for silence while she used
her zPhone’s magnifier to look at the jagged edge more closely. “Shit!”


“Yeah,” Shauna balled her fists and pounded the
table. “Those motherfuckers sold us out.”




 

Perkins had immediately shouted for her aide to
call Commissioner Yusafft’s office and request a meeting, then alerted General
Ross to join her there. Getting to the Commissioner’s office was not the quick
walk to another tent that Shauna expected and hoped, because Yusafft had set up
his office and personal quarters inside the cargo launcher itself. The trip
involved walking across the tent city to what was normally a maintenance access
port less than two meters in diameter. With pipes and brackets and conduits
sticking up from the floor and hanging down from the ceiling, Shauna had to
step carefully and watch her head as she followed Perkins. In the actual
launcher tunnel, which was uncomfortably warm because the railgun magnets had
only recently been shut off, she groaned at the idea of walking a long way in
the heat, dim lighting and numerous tripping hazards scattered along the tunnel
floor. Perkins either saw Shauna’s expression or read the sergeant’s mind,
because she held out a hand to hold them there. “Tram is coming.”


Shauna looked up the tunnel, puzzled, then
understood when she looked the other way. A makeshift tram was approaching, its
single headlight bobbing as it rolled along the bumpy surface of the center
walkway. For maintenance crews to travel along the tunnel, the launcher had something
like a cross between a riding mower and a golf cart, with four seats. Now that
the Legion’s headquarters was taking shelter at the site, someone had modified
trailers with crude side-facing seats so the contraption could carry eleven
passengers, plus the driver.


The thing was so wobbly on its narrow wheelbase that
Shauna feared it would tip over whenever the tires thumped over an obstacle.
She clutched a flimsy handrail and leaned backward to steady the vehicle,
afraid it would flop over on its side. Perkins squeezed her hand. “It’s safe,”
the colonel assured her, pointing at the trailer’s deck. “Gyroscopes under the
floor, we won’t tip over. Watch your head,” she advised, and Shauna ducked when
she saw what the colonel warned about. There was a maintenance crane hanging
down from the tunnel’s ceiling, it was uncomfortably close to hitting Shauna’s
head as they passed under it. “Commissioner wants the launcher ready to go
again soon.”


Shauna watched the crane fading in the gloom
behind them, watching two Verd-kris working on a platform at the top of the
crane. “Why would that matter?”


“Yusafft thinks if we launch something into orbit,
even a cargo pod full of rocks, it will prove to the Kristang ships upstairs
that the site is operational, so if they hit it, they break it. I,” Perkins waved
a hand, “actually agree with him about that. Ok, here we are. Sergeant, I’ll do
the talking, if the Commish or General Ross ask you a question, give them a concise
answer. This is going to be a shock, and the brass need facts, not speculation.
Stick to what you know, they’re smart enough to fill in the rest for themselves.”


“Yes, Ma’am,” Shauna frowned. From what she had
heard about the dim-witted alien bureaucrat, Yusafft was surprised to see the
sun rise each morning.




 

Commissioner Yusafft was irritated to see Perkins,
glancing up from his desk to glare at her while flipping through documents on
his tablet at the same time. The Commissioner’s retinue of harried aides and
advisors also were distinctively unhappy to have a group of humans burst into
the large conference room that was growing smaller with every person who
squeezed through the doorway.


The Ruhar were not the only beings unhappy with
Emily Perkins. The Verd-kris commander and her chief of staff had been shunted
aside to a corner of the room, in a deliberately rude gesture. The Verd was
trying her best to pretend she did not notice. The only person Perkins cared
about was General Ross, standing beside the Commissioner and tilting his head
in a gesture that was all too clear. The gesture meant ‘this had better be damned important’ and ‘if it is that important you should have
briefed me first’.


Perkins nodded to Ross first, to defuse the man’s
anger. “Sir, sorry there was not time to brief you first. Commissioner Yusafft,
thank you for-”


“Colonel Perkins, we do not have time for
pleasantries,” said the man whose entire career consisted of exchanging
meaningless pleasantries. Yusafft pointed to his Naval liaison officer. “I am
very busy, there is a war on, if you haven’t noticed. You may address your
concerns to my military aides when they are-”


Perkins slapped a hand on the desk. “No. I can’t.”


Yusafft did not know how to respond to the
unprecedented act of an inferior species being rude to him. Then his
bureaucratic instincts took over and he became very angry, to the point of
rising partly from the chair. “You will leave immediately-”


“I have information that represents a clear and
present danger to your office, and
the lives of the entire force you
command. Sir. I will leave after I have presented the information to you, and
you decide what to do.” Despite her boldness, Perkins knew her lack of
familiarity with Yusafft meant she had no idea how he would react. Over the
years, she had learned to read the body language of Ruhar, which could be
deceptively similar but subtly different from humans. The political appointee
was frightened. Not for his personal safety and not for the lives of the Ruhar,
Verd-kris and humans he was responsible for. He was frightened for his career
prospects, if the occupation of Fresno ended in the disaster it was rapidly
sliding toward. “Only you, Sir,” she added in a softer tone, “have authority to
deal with the situation.”


Yusafft sat back down rather more abruptly than he
intended. Embarrassed and unsure, he looked back at his military aides.


The Navy advisor glanced at the Command in Space
pin on his uniform, the similar pin Perkins wore, and made an almost
imperceptible nod of respect toward her. Her service had earned her a right to
speak. “Commissioner, I would like to hear what Lieutenant Colonel Perkins has discovered.” The emphasis on her
rank was a warning that the respect she had earned had limits.


Perkins had three advantages. First, Yusafft was
looking forward to slapping her down when she finished speaking, using his
power to punish her and put her in her place. Second, he was primarily
concerned with covering his own ass, and if the upstart human truly had
information that might be damaging, he needed to hear it.


And third, Yusafft had become genuinely curious
about what information the Mavericks commander might have that made her so
bold. Waving one hand slowly in a dramatic gesture, he sat back in the chair.
“Proceed, Lieutenant Colonel Per-kins. What is the nature of the threat you
discovered?”


Emily tensed her shoulder muscles to suppress the
shudder of relief she felt. “Commissioner, we know many elements in the Ruhar
federal government opposed the use of the Alien Legion to occupy Feznako.”


No one in the room even attempted to stifle their
groans of disappointment, least of all General Ross, whose wide-open eyes
warned Perkins not to continue. And that she was in big trouble later.


The Navy advisor snorted in disgust. “That is your
information? A few disaffected politicians are not a problem for-”


“They are not a few, Sir” Perkins glared right back at the Navy officer who
considerably outranked her. “I said federal government, not only political
leaders. Your own Navy wants us to fail, because the Legion makes it too easy
to capture marginal territory your fleet needs to hold.”


That remark lost her all support from the Navy
officer. “Are you accusing the Navy of-”


The corners of Yusafft’s mouth curved upward ever
so slightly as he watched the two military officers tear into each other,
anticipating the delicious prospect of dismissing the human, who had quite
obviously allowed her emotions to cloud her judgment.  


“Your Navy is not alone. Your Army is worried that
the availability of the Legion, including potentially millions of Verd-kris,
allows the government to cut Army funding. The Peace Party in your government thinks
the Legion encourages military adventures that stretch your military too thin,
and risks the safety of your civilian populations. Your intelligence people
don’t like the Alien Legion because they don’t trust the Verd-kris,” her eyes
flicked to Burtal Zaring. “The only
group that wants the Legion to succeed here is the blood-sucking colony
contractor!”


“We are honored to support Commissioner Yusafft in
any way we can,” the smarmy corporate lawyer for Glabosor said, keeping any
tone of sarcasm from his voice due to long practice with lying.


Yusafft had become bored already. “Yes, Colonel
Perkins, your political analysis is interesting, however-”


“I don’t give a shit about politics,” she cut in
quickly, sensing her window of opportunity was closing. “Someone tipped off the lizards before we got here. That isn’t
politics, it’s treason.”


Half the air left the room as shocked breaths were
sucked in. Ross took a step forward, trying to salvage the situation that was
spinning out of control. “Colonel Perkins, if you are accusing-”


“I am not accusing anyone, Sir. I am presenting facts. The facts will do the accusing
all by themselves.


The Navy officer was one of a few people not
outraged by Perkins’ statement. “They agreed to hand over the planet, of course
they knew we were coming.”


“No,” Perkins made a cutting motion with one hand,
a gesture she knew the Ruhar understood. “No, the lizards knew WE were coming. The Alien Legion,
humans. They knew the occupation of this world would not be assigned to your Spaceborne
Cavalry. That's why they brought Keepers here, to screw with us. The timing shows those Keepers left
their home base before the Fresno
mission was officially approved. The lizards were tipped off, well ahead of
time. They knew, before your own military knew this planet was assigned for
occupation.”


Yusafft was perhaps not as dim-witted as his
reputation. “Colonel, you may be surprised to know that you are not the only
person capable of stringing facts together to reach a conclusion.” Even through
the translator, his tone was that of an adult speaking to a child. “My office
is aware these ‘Keeper’ people were brought here under suspicious circumstances,
and I can assure you that we are investigating. Now, if there is nothing else
to discuss, we can-”


Perkins reached into a pocket, pulled out a chunk
of charred metal and tossed it to clang on the desk. “Your investigation should
consider this evidence.”


All eyes in the room looked at the mysterious
object for only a split second before everyone’s focus turned to Glabosor’s
operations manager, who had attracted their attentions with a startled gasp. Penda
Lorfo had until then been mostly invisible, spending his time in meetings and
scurrying around seeing to one thing or another, while Chief Counsel Taff Milstratt
was the official face and voice of Glabosor on the planet. Lorfo had the
unenviable task of inspecting Kristang facilities after the Legion had cleared
an area, working with his team of engineers and technicians to assess whether
power plants, water systems and other vital infrastructure were ready for use
by the occupying power, or needed to be torn out and replaced. Glabosor had an
incentive to use existing infrastructure as much as possible, because the colony
preparation contract limited the amount of additional charges the contractor
could submit for reimbursement.


At the moment, the invisible corporate man was
very visible as he stared at the charred chunk of metal on the desk. Under the
light fur covering his fuzzy face, his skin had turned pale. Lorfo’s skin then
turned pink as he spun his head around to face the contractor’s chief counsel.
“You idiot!” He hissed.


“You
idiot!” Milstratt snapped. “Don’t say anything.”


“I am not taking the blame for-”


“Don’t say anything, you fool. Shut. Up!” Milstratt’s voice ascended into a
squeak.


Yusafft was shocked, rocking back in his chair.
Milstratt was his chief contact at the company whose support had been vital to
Yusafft being assigned to Feznako as Commissioner. His eyes narrowed
suspiciously. “Milstratt, what is going on?”


“Commissioner Yusafft,” the attorney’s voice had
not completely regained its usual oily charm. “Our operations manager is
distraught by-”


“By getting caught red-handed, you piece of shit.” Perkins interrupted.


“Colonel,” Ross reached forward to touch the chunk
of metal, but Yusafft snatched it up for himself. He looked up at his
subordinate with renewed confidence. Whatever game the Mavericks commander was
playing, it had the Glabosor executives terrified. “Explain yourself, please.”


“Sergeant Jarrett and Cadet Dandurf found this
object, and many others, in the debris field created when the Kristang hit one
of the company’s supply dumps.”


“We told
you to disperse your equipment,” Ross began to say.


“Yes, Sir,” Perkins could not afford to lose her
momentum. “The company’s tardiness in moving equipment away from the landing
zones is not the problem. The problem is why
they left their gear piled up in three LZs, nice juicy and vulnerable targets. They
knew those supply dumps would get hit. They wanted
those supplies to get hit.”


“Colonel,” Yusafft held the twisted metal up close
to one eye and turned it over in his hands. “I do not understand. What is this,
thing?”


Milstratt spoke before Perkins could answer.
“Clearly, Commissioner, it is a part of some equipment that was destroyed when the
enemy targeted our capability to hold this planet and bring it up to standard
for colonization. You can see the material is charred from the explosion.”


Perkins leaned forward, both hands on the edge of
the desk. “You can also see-”


Gaining in confidence, Milstratt softened his
tone. “Commissioner, our company laboratories can analyze the debris if you are
curious. I am sure we could identify which machinery it came from and-”


To the chief counsel’s surprise, Yusafft held up
one finger for silence. “Milstratt, I would like to hear what the human officer
has to say.”


“Commissioner,” the attorney held up his hands in
supplication. “She is a dedicated officer, but surely humans are too primitive
to understand the tech-”


“Colonel Perkins is a Maverick, Milstratt,” Yusafft snapped in anger. “Kindly shut the hell up and let her speak. Colonel,
I am curious, this object does indeed appear to be debris from a railgun
strike. It is scorched and I can see here,” he ran a finger lightly along one
side, “where it tore away from whatever it was attached to before the Kristang
bombardment.”


“Yes, and-” Perkins began to explain.


“However,” Yusafft turned the piece around so the
other side faced Milstratt. “On this other side, it appears to also have been
torn away from something. Curious, on this side, the area where the metal is
torn away is corroded.” He ran a
finger along the edge, pressing hard into the material. “See, Milstratt, this
edge is dull. Surely the corrosion
could not have occurred in the short time since the bombardment?”


Before the attorney could answer, the company
operations manager stepped forward. “It was all his idea! I didn’t know until I
was in transit!”


And before the attorney could do more than screw
up his face in anger, Yusafft jabbed an index finger in the air for silence. “Lorfo,
you are telling me that your company delivered substandard equipment?”


Lorfo opened his mouth, closed it and looked at
Milstratt, whose tight control over his emotions could not prevent relief from
showing on his face for a split-second. Neither man spoke, the ops manager’s
eyes wide open while the chief counsel’s eyes narrowed in silent warning.
Finally, Lorfo nodded for his colleague to respond. “Commissioner, we will
certainly investigate any use of components that do not meet the contract
standards, however,” he shrugged and held out both hands, palms up. “As all
three of the supply landing zones were struck by kinetic weapons, any
investigation will be diffic-”


“No!” Shauna spoke for the first time. “You lying sack of shit.”


The Commissioner was amused. “Sergeant, while I am
not sure my translator understood your statement with complete accuracy, I do
understand the sentiment.”


“He is lying!” Shauna did not wait for Perkins to encourage
her to speak.


Ross held out a hand toward Shauna, desperate to
cut UNEF’s losses. In his mind, the dispute was about whether a Ruhar
contractor had tried to screw over the Ruhar government, and humans had no
business, no interest in the matter. All the sergeant could do was make UNEF
look like uncontrollable busybodies in the middle of a war. “That is enough, Sergeant. Commissioner, please
accept my-”


“No, it’s not enough,” Perkins interrupted.


“Colonel,” Ross’s teeth were clenched. “The
Mavericks do not get a free pass on-”


“With all due respect, Sir, you don’t know what
the hell you’re talking about,”
Perkins waved Shauna to continue. “You need to trust me, trust us, on this one.
I can assure you that Cadet Dandurf agrees one hundred percent on our
assessment that what we found is a direct threat to the entire Legion, and to
the Ruhar presence on this planet.” Meeting Yusafft’s eyes, she added “He is
preparing a message to his aunt about the matter, Commissioner. You should know
the subject of his message before your government sees it.”


There was no possibility that Yusafft would risk government
leaders above him hearing bad news about the situation on Feznako before he
knew about it. Knew about it, and had time to put his own spin on the official
story. “Sergeant,” his eyes focused on the dirty fabric nametag of Shauna’s
uniform, and there was a hesitation while he either tried to recall her name or
tried to determine how to pronounce the letters of an alien language. “Jay-ret?
Speak, and get to the point quickly, please.”


Shauna took a deep breath and squared her shoulders,
sharing a look with Perkins, who gave the sergeant a thumb’s up behind her
back.


“Aliens cannot present evidence,” Milstratt declared
in his best voice of authority. “It is not allowable under our system of just-”


“Evidence? Justice?” Yusafft’s head swiveled
between Milstratt and Jarrett. “This is a criminal
matter?”


“I did not,” Milstratt was stricken as he realized
his mistake. “That is, I did not mean-”


“I will hear what the sergeant has to say,”
Yusafft sat forward in his chair, fists clenched on the desk.


“Regrettably, Commissioner, you do not have
authority over this matter,” Milstratt dropped any pretense of subservience.
“The contract clearly states-”


“You dare tell me what I can do? On my planet?” Yusafft screeched.


“The law is clear, Commissioner,” the chief
counsel for Glabosor sniffed in a dismissive manner, and turned toward the
doorway. “I will prepare a statement for-”


Yusafft stood, his face flushed with anger. “This
planet is under martial law at the
moment, Milstratt. Here, now, I am
the law.” He jerked a finger first at the pair of armed guards who stood by the
doorway, then at the Glabosor attorney. “If Mister Milstratt attempts to leave,
or interfere, or even open his damned mouth again, you will restrain him. By any means necessary. Is
that clear?”


One of the guards moved to block the doorway,
while the other took two strides to reach Milstratt, and another step to force
the attorney’s back against the far wall. Both guards had a hand on their
sidearms.


“General Ross,” Yusafft fumed, kicking his chair
back and leaning on the desk, “you said enough.
I agree. I will have the truth, now. Now,
Sergeant Jay-ret.”


Shauna did not know Commissioner Yusafft. She did
know how to read people, and she knew the politician wanted unvarnished truth.
The time for polished presentations was over. “These two motherfuckers,” she pointed first at Milstratt then at Lorfo, judging
whether Yusafft understood the curse word’s translation. “Set us up. The crates
at those supply dumps were not filled with old equipment, they were filled with
junk. Scrap metal, anything that weighed
enough to make it seem like the crates were packed with gear for the
colonization effort. That is why the company refused to disperse their
mountains of crates from the landing zones, why they refused the Legion’s offer
to disperse the gear so it wouldn’t be vulnerable to an orbital strike. They didn’t
want us to see what was in those crates. They wanted those supply dumps to get hit. They planned for the supply dumps to get hit!”


Hearing that was a bit too much even for Yusafft,
who was used to double-dealing on a vast scale. His shoulders slumped slightly
and with the corner of one eye he watched Milstratt, knowing the attorney for a
powerful company could disrupt Yusafft’s career. “You have evidence?”


“We do,” Shauna took a step forward to hand her
tablet to the leader of the planet, but was waved back by Perkins.


“We do have evidence,” Perkins stated flatly. “There
is debris like that scattered all around the impact site closest to here. The
other two sites will be searched when we can get to them. We can arrange for
your people to visit the site if-”


Shauna Jarrett was not the only being in the room
who could read body language, and Yusafft saw the rising panic that was
afflicting Glabosor’s local operations manager. Clearly, Lorfo knew something that
Yusafft needed to know. Unfortunately, that man was still undecided about
whether to speak, his eyes alternating between staring at the floor and looking
to Milstratt for help or guidance. “These are very serious accusations,” Yusafft
said with a hint of a smile, pleased with his own cleverness. He sat down in
the chair and leaned back casually. “As I stated, this planet is under martial
law. There are two of you,” he pointed to the two company officials. “The first
one to tell me the truth will receive a deal. The other will receive a maser
beam to the head, for treason.”


“You wouldn’t-” Lorfo gulped.


“Try me,” Yusafft spat, relishing the opportunity
to play the tough guy.


“It was his
idea!” Lorfo shouted.


Milstratt pushed himself away from the wall. “You
can’t prove-”


“Remove Mister Milstratt from the room
immediately,” Yusafft ordered quietly, and the guard hustled the protesting
attorney out the doorway and somewhere the man could not be heard. “Now, Lorfo,
you heard my offer. The truth, all of
it, right now. Leave anything out, or lie to me, and you will be joining your
former colleague.”


It was a full minute before the operations manager
could speak, he was shaking so hard. “We always include obsolete equipment on
contracts like this,” his eyes pleaded for understanding. “Everyone knows it. Everyone
does it. Nothing that would endanger the colony effort, it’s just, we had to
bid so low, we can’t afford to use new gear.” He paused, and Yusafft gestured
for him to continue. “This time was different. Our supply people scrounged up
the usual complement of obsolete and worn-out crap, but, it, it never got here.
I didn’t know, not until we were in transit, almost here, and Milstratt told me
the deal. We had all the documents to show the gear we bought, but it got
diverted and sold. The crates got swapped out with, like you said, scrap
metal.”


The room was dead silent, everyone waiting for
Yusafft’s reaction. When he did speak, it was with an accusing finger pointed
at Lorfo. The finger was trembling with rage, fear, indignation, or all three.
“Why? Are you stupid?” He spat. “We
would discover your treachery as soon as the crates were-”


“Those crates were never going to be delivered,
never going to be opened, never going to be inspected,” Perkins answered for
Lorfo. “That’s why they sat piled up at the landing zone, so they would be nice
big fat targets for the Kristang.”


Yusafft shook his head, disbelieving what he was
hearing. “Why? How?”


“The ‘how’ I know,” Perkins continued. “The ‘why’
I am still guessing at. Glabosor never intended to fulfill the colony contract
here. They tipped off the Kristang that the Legion would be assigned to this
planet. My guess is-”


Lorfo possessed enough natural arrogance that he
couldn’t stand someone telling a story wrong. “The company is going bankrupt,”
he blurted out. To the shocked faces in the room, he shrugged. “Too many years
of underbidding to win contracts, and bad management. The company saw Feznako
as a golden opportunity. We would pocket the upfront payment for our fixed
costs and never have to deliver. Plus, we could claim insurance for all the
gear that got destroyed at the supply dumps. If Glabosor had to actually do the
colony prep work here, the company would go under in a flood of lawsuits.
Feznako was supposed to save the company. Someone, not me,” he stared at the Commissioner with pleading eyes, “paid out
bribes to get Feznako on the colonization list, and for the Alien Legion to be
assigned here. I suspect, I don’t know,
to be clear, that the company tipped off the Kristang even before the Legion
was assigned here. You,” he glanced at Yusafft with guilt, “were part of the
plan. The company paid to have you assigned here. They, they didn’t want an
experienced administrator here.” The way he pronounced ‘experienced’ it implied
he meant ‘competent’. “It was the perfect set-up,” the corners of his lips
curled up with pride. “The Legion was doomed right from the start, and neither
the Army or Navy wants this piece of shit planet. We were never going to take
this planet, so why should someone not profit from it?”


General Ross rocked back on his heels, stunned. He
clenched his fists, struggling mightily with himself not to punch the alien’s
smug face.


Emily Perkins distracted him by interrupting.
“That is why you needed those supply dumps to get hit, right? To wipe out the
evidence?”


Lorfo nodded. “Again, that was not my idea.
Milstratt set up that arrangement. I thought the crates had the usual assortment
of obsolete gear, until he told me the truth during the flight here. My guess
is, Milstratt or somebody saw an opportunity to make money on the side, by
selling off the real equipment and substituting scrap metal. They were greedy,
they were stupid. But, it should have worked!” He cried in anguish.


Perkins laughed bitterly. “It should have, except
the Kristang saw an opportunity to mess with their enemy. They dialed down the
yield on those railguns, so evidence would survive. They screwed you over, just
like you screwed us.”


“Yesssss,” Yusafft exhaled. He did not know
whether to be angry at the Kristang for their treachery, or admire them for
their astute political skills. “This incident will create an immense scandal, probably threaten the
stability of the government. Again,” he shot an unfriendly look at Perkins. The
failed raid on Earth had caused a scandal and nearly caused the government to
collapse. For the second time, humans had been involved in paralyzing the Ruhar
federal government. He sighed and slumped in the chair. “Bring Milstratt here,
now.”


The chief counsel of Glabosor figured he had
nothing to lose at that point. The downcast eyes of Lorfo told him the man had told
everything he knew and awaited his fate. Pleading with the Commissioner would
do Milstratt no good, he could not appeal to the idiot politician’s sense of
fairness because he cared only about himself. What he could do was appeal to
Yusafft’s instinct for self-preservation. “Commissioner, I assume you have
heard whatever unlikely stories Lorfo and these aliens have told you. I cannot take responsibility for actions of
the company operations manager-”


“Milstratt, kindly shut up,” Yusafft said with
sudden weariness, his excitement having worn off and leaving him drained. “I am
not interested in your lies. I am ashamed to be Ruhar. These aliens,” he waved
a hand at Perkins and Jarrett, “saved thousands of lives, Ruhar lives. This is how you-”


“Oh please,” Milstratt could no longer conceal his
disdain for everyone in the room. “There were around forty thousand people on
those transports, that these aliens supposedly
saved from being blown up by a Kristang commando team on Gehtanu. Do you know
how many of our people die every day
just from falling down stairs? Forty thousand lives is a rounding error in our
population. Glabosor, directly or indirectly, employs over three million
people, our people. Yusafft, the
alien is right about something; no one
wants this Alien Legion to succeed. If you take their side, you will be alone.
There is no profit in this for you. They have no evidence,” he declared with
confidence. “Only the word of a frightened little former company officer,” he added with a withering glare at Lorfo.


Yusafft placed his elbows on the desk and steepled
his fingers in a gesture he intended to make him seem thoughtful, but looked
like play-acting. “You propose that I ignore everything I have heard here
today?”


“Commissioner,” Milstratt replied softly. He had
the fish on the hook, now he needed to carefully reel him in. “The mission here
is over. With the loss of the
equipment at the supply dumps, Glabosor cannot fulfill the contract, and you
know the government doesn’t want this planet badly enough to throw another
round of funding at the effort. The Legion is outnumbered on the ground and our
fleet is outgunned in space. We are going to lose this world, Sir. Your best option is to cut our losses now,
negotiate a withdrawal with the Kristang before more people get killed for
nothing. You have that authority.”


“What you say makes sense,” Yusafft nodded gravely,
and the usual oily smile returned to Milstratt’s face. “However, I am not going to do that.”


“Commissioner, I can assure you-”


“Shut up. Mister Milstratt, I am aware of what
everyone thinks of me. That I am a slow-witted fool, that I attained this position
only through family connections, that I was assigned here because I can be
controlled. I can’t be controlled by you.
Colonel Perkins, you said you knew about a clear and present danger to my forces on this world. I agree. As I
stated, this planet is under martial law. Milstratt, I find you guilty of treason
and conspiring with the enemy. Guards,” Yusafft stood abruptly, angrily. “The
sentence for treason in a war zone is death. Take Milstratt outside and shoot
him right here,” he jabbed a finger between
his own eyes hard enough to leave a red mark under the light fur.


The smug smile left the chief counsel’s face. “You
can’t do that!”


“You are a legal expert,” it was the
Commissioner’s turn to feel smug. “You know that I can. Guards, remove-”


“I’ll talk!” Milstratt offered the plea deal of
his life, for his own life. “I will sign
whatever documents you want,” his eyes rapidly darted between the Commissioner
and Lorfo, wondering exactly what Lorfo had said and how much he could afford
to reveal. He only needed to survive until the mess on Feznako was sorted out,
calculating that any statement he made under duress would be denied by Glabosor’s
legal team. There was a way out of the mess for-


“You will confess your role in this crime, in this
treason,” Yusafft agreed. “Then I
will decide-”


The floor shook and fine dust rained down from the
ceiling.


“What is happening?” Yusafft asked his military
aides anxiously


The Navy advisor placed a hand to one ear,
listening intently. “The base is under attack. We just intercepted nine cruise
missiles. One almost penetrated our perimeter.”


“Ah,” Yusafft giggled with relief. “A distraction.
Well, if the enemy-”


“It was not a distraction, Commissioner,” the advisor
corrected. “The enemy tied up our defenses while they inserted by air.”


Yusafft was bewildered. “Inserted what?”


“A ground assault team. Three teams. We are in substantial danger.”










CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR




 

Ross stopped Perkins in the hallway as they joined
the scramble to respond to the attack. He was leaning on a crutch and his face
was ghostly white. The man should not have been out of bed in his condition. “Colonel-”


She held her hands up. “Sir, I said that ‘hell’ so
you would know I was willing to throw my career away for-”


“We can discuss that later. Right now, we need to
secure this base.” He slumped, and she needed to grab under his arm to steady
him. “The Kristang know that they don’t need to defeat the Legion, because the
decision-makers on this planet are the Ruhar.
If the lizards capture the Commissioner, it is game over for us.”




 

The situation was even worse than it first
appeared. The enemy barrage had consisted of not nine but thirteen cruise
missiles, plus three or four decoys for each real weapon. All missiles were
intercepted and destroyed before they could get close enough to launch deadly antipersonnel
submunitions at the Legion base huddled near the cargo Launcher. But tracking
and destroying those missiles had consumed the capacity of the Legion air
defenses, allowing not three but five ground assault teams to be landed. The
aircraft that delivered those teams paid a heavy price for tweaking the nose of
Legion air defenses, with only four out of fifteen transports escaping. Two
transports, their pilots either seeking suicidal glory or figuring they were
dead anyway, flew toward the Legion
base after dropping off their assault teams. The burning wreckage of both
transports acted as a beacon for the assault teams behind them.


With thirty or more troops packed into each of
fifteen transports, the Kristang had four hundred seventy armor-clad warriors
to throw into the assault. Having portable stealth generators to conceal them,
they were difficult to find. With drones to act as decoys, and to locate,
engage and delay the Legion’s response, the Kristang made steady progress
toward their objectives. Their target was not the Legion base at the Launcher
control complex. Their targets were the outlying air defense installations. Each
installation was guarded by a garrison of Legion soldiers, but with typically
four to six Verd-kris soldiers per air defense unit, they were easy prey for
the concentrated fire of the Kristang. The Legion understood their air defense
units were vulnerable to ground attack, and rushed reinforcements to those
areas, but in too many cases they were too late. Gaps appeared in the air
defense network. The gaps were too scattered to create a safe-fly corridor for
the Kristang to bring in more aircraft, but missiles began sneaking in through
the gaps, programmed as hunter-killers to seek out Legion ground forces.
Airbursts killed Legion troops with shrapnel, before they could engage the
Kristang.


Of course, the Kristang teams were also being
steadily ground down by Legion counterattacks, whether by missiles, drones,
light artillery or direct assault. The Kristang did not need to win the battle,
not immediately. With Legion air defenses tied up, they were bringing in fresh
troops to the fight, dropping them at the perimeter. Those troops had a longer
distance to travel, but there were over a thousand of them, running fast
through the equatorial jungle in powered armor.


Crump.
Perkins did not even flinch when the ground shook and more fine dust rained
down on the tablet she was working on. Picking up a static-free rag, she wiped
the tablet screen free of dust and kept working.  They had just lost contact with another
air defense station, probably it had fallen victim to artillery because the
defenders had not reported contact with enemy ground forces.


“Ma’am,” Shauna called to get Perkins’s attention.
“If we lose two more anti-air projectors in that area, it will open a corridor
for the enemy to-”


“I see it. Jarrett, direct AA missile teams to the
area.”


Shauna frowned as she typed the commands. Ground
teams carrying man-portable anti-air missiles were no substitute for a real,
networked, multi-layered air defense capability. “Should they attempt to plug
the gap?” She asked skeptically.


“No. They can’t, and we would just waste their
lives for nothing. At this rate, we are going to lose more AA stations in that
area, and the lizards will be able to sneak in stealth aircraft. Bring them to
within twenty-five kilometers of the Launcher. Tell the missile teams to go
quiet and hold fire, until they
detect enemy transports.”


“Yes, Ma’am,” Shauna turned her attention back to
her console, a tight smile replacing her frown. The lizards would send aircraft
in through their newly-created safe-fly corridor, only to discover it was not
safe at all. “That will only buy us some time, Ma’am. We thinned out our
defenses around the base to reinforce the air defense stations. If the Kristang
make a push here, they could break through.”


“I know, Sergeant. Working on it,” she replied.
“Trying to work on it,” she muttered to herself.




 



 

“They are losing the battle at Legion Headquarters,”
Jates observed, looking over Dave’s shoulder. “While we sit here, huddling in a
hole like rats.”


Dave knew the Verd-kris soldier had not said the
word ‘rats’, that was the translator’s interpretation. But he got the message.
“Between you, me and the commando team, there are what? Forty-five, maybe fifty
troops here? You’ve got a busted knee, and three of the commandos are down for
the count.”


“I can walk,” Jates insisted.


“Hey, Surgun,” Dave knew how badly the alien’s
knee had been twisted when he fell over the cliff and the Tiger nearly rolled
onto him. “You don’t have to prove how tough you-”


Jates gritted his teeth. “Fuck that,” he said and
Dave heard that clearly without a translation. “It’s not a matter of willpower, Czajka.” He balanced on his
injured leg, then hopped. With the splint around his knee augmenting and
stabilizing his own tissues, he leapt up to touch the ceiling of the cavern, four
meters above their heads. “The doctors patched me up. With a skinsuit, I can
run fast as your flabby ass.”


“My ass is not- Whatever. Ok, so you’re combat
effective, if we get you into a skinsuit. That leaves us with-”


“Two of the injured commandos are also
provisionally cleared to return to duty,” Jates insisted. “That gives us forty-seven
and a half soldiers.”


Dave cocked his head, the gears in his head
turning. “How do you get half a
soldier?”


“That half is you,”
Jates pinched Dave’s shoulder muscle between finger and thumb. “Squishy human.”


“Hey! That lizard I killed was plenty squishy on
the inside,” Dave pointed out. “Give me a skinsuit, and we can go mano a mano
if you like, lizard-breath.”


“Man, to, man?” Jates repeated the translation
slowly. “I do not mean to offend, Czajka, but I like women. So if you want man
to man action, you can-”


“That’s not what I- Oh, I hate this translator.”
Dave’s face turned red. “Look, all this talk about going into action is nice
happy horseshit, but we need a plan.
Like, a target. Then we need a ‘Go’ order from HQ.”


“What sort of plan would you propose?”


“Well, shit,” Dave scratched the back of his head.
“I don’t know. Yes, I do. We are totally outmanned and outgunned down here, and
we’re not getting any useful close-space support, right? There are too many
lizards out there for us to kill by ourselves.” In the first phase of the
battle, the Kristang had armed local civilian males and used them as militia.
The militia was poorly trained, lacked discipline and their actions were
uncoordinated, but they tied up Legion combat power, and occasionally got lucky.
Since the ceasefire ended, reports warned the Kristang had learned from the
earlier fighting and adjusted their tactics. They were now using civilians as
cannon fodder, throwing armed male and unarmed females into the fight ahead of
their own warriors. The Kristang reasoned correctly that the Verd-kris, seeing
Kristang females being herded toward them carrying nothing more dangerous than sharpened
sticks and knives, would hesitate to fire on the civilians. The Kristang were
correct. Many Verd-kris units fell back after contact, to avoid being forced to
slaughter innocent females. It was a cowardly, loathesome and effective tactic,
and it hit the morale of the Verd-kris more than it affected their combat
capability.


“There are a prodigious amount of lizards,” Jates
agreed. “You are bothered by a target-rich environment?”


“I am bothered
by having so many lizards to shoot at, we can’t possibly kill them all.”


“The math is indeed against us.” Jates squeezed
the edge of the table and peered down at Dave. “How do you propose to change
the math?”


“Easy,” Dave breathed and slumped in the chair.
“We get those hateful lizards to kill each other. What I don’t know is how to
do that,” he grimaced.


“I do.” Jates pulled a tablet off an adjacent
table and slapped it down in front of Dave. “We have a plan. The commando team
has been planning a strike on Swift Arrow clan leadership, but the Legion has
said ‘no’ every time the operation is proposed.”


Dave snatched up the tablet. “Let me see that.” He
began reading. “If this plan is so good,” he asked slowly while taking in the
information. “Why did it get shot down?”


“Because,” Jates looked hesitant for the first
time since Dave had known him. “Despite our bravado, my people’s leaders here on
Feznako are under orders to prioritize not
losing over winning.”


“Uh, say again?”


“This is the first test for us Verd-kris, in many
hundreds of years,” the Surgun’s expression was pained. “I am ashamed to say
that our leadership has calculated that politically, we can afford to not win this battle, because the terms
were set by our patrons the Ruhar. If we make a good effort but do not win,
that is understandable, and does not reflect badly on the fighting capability
or honor of the Verd-kris. We can be defeated here,” he stomped his good leg on
the ground, “and live to fight another day. But if we take a risk, and lose a fight,” he shrugged. “That’s on
us.”


“Whoa. Whoa,” Dave stood up. “You telling me all
this talk about how tough and eager for action you Verds are, is all just a
steaming pile of bullshit? You bunch
of pussies are scared of a stand-up fight?”


“No.” To Dave’s surprise, the Surgun did not punch
him in the face for the grave insult. Instead, he stared at his feet in shame.
“Do not confuse the warriors who landed here, with our political leaders who
are safe back on our home worlds. We
wish to fight, to fight honorably.”


“Ok,” Dave felt deflated, like he had been cheated
out of giving someone a good ass-chewing. “I understand.”


“Our political leaders may be correct, in the long
term,” Jates admitted, still not looking up to meet Dave’s eyes.


“They may be correct,”
Dave shot back hotly. “That doesn’t make it right.”


Jates was silent, his head only made the slightest
of up and down motions. A nod of agreement.


“Ok,” Dave sat back down and considered the
tablet. The plan was for a strike on the local Swift Arrow clan leadership at
their secret reserve compound, to throw that clan into chaos. With their local senior
leaders dead, the various junior leaders would prioritize fighting for control
of the clan, over fighting the Legion. Other clans and subclans would see the
temporary power vacuum at the top of the Swift Arrows as a weakness, and shift
their focus to exploit that weakness. The disarray might only be temporary, but
it would give the Legion valuable time to consolidate and go on the offensive. “I
like this plan,” he tossed the tablet away. Truly, he had only skimmed over the
summary. The details were a problem for the Verd commando force anyway. “It
doesn’t matter what I think if the Verd leaders won’t, or can’t, put this plan
into action.”


“That is not true,” Jates took the tablet back and
used it to pull up a map. “Look where we are. And where the target is.”


“Uh,” Dave struggled to understand the Surgun’s
meaning. “We are, uh,” the various lines and shaded areas on the map were confusing
and probably outdated.


The details on the map didn’t mean anything. They
didn’t have any significance to-


A lightbulb went on in his head.


The lines on the map didn’t mean anything, except
for one line. The line that defined the zones of responsibility within the
Legion. “Damn. We are in the UNEF
zone right here.”


“Correct.”


“What is a Verd-kris commando unit doing in-”


“That is not important. What is important is that
this unit is currently within the human
zone of responsibility, under human command. The target is also within the UNEF
zone.”


“Hell, then, we don’t need permission from the Verd leadership.”


“Again, that is technically correct. It may only be technically correct. My
leadership may take issue with UNEF assuming command of these troops.”


“Surgun,” Dave leaned back in the chair. “One
thing I have learned in the military is, it’s better to ask forgiveness than it
is to ask permission.” He pulled out his zPhone and checked it was connected to
the secure, jamming-resistant network of the commando base.


“What are you doing?”


“We are in luck,” Dave winked as he pressed the
icon at the top of his Favorites contact list. “I happen to know someone who
can make this happen.”




 

When Dave Czajka called the first time, Perkins
ignored it despite her aching to hear from him. The second time he called, he
used a private code they had set up between the two of them, a code that meant
it was a true emergency. She took the call, speaking slowly and clearly over
the static of enemy jamming. “Dave, how are-”


“We’re fine here. Holding. Reports say you’re
not.”


“We’re-” She was about to say they were also
holding, which was technically true. If she could not speak her mind to Dave
Czajka, she was not free to talk with anyone. “We’re not doing well here. The
lizards are going to overrun us within a day, maybe two. There is just too many
of them.”


“They’ve got us on the defensive.”


“We don’t have the manpower to-”


“Vince Lombardi said the best defense is a good
offense.”


She knew Dave was a Green Bay Packers fan. “I
don’t think he was the first to say-”


“Em, we need to hit them, hit them hard. If this
becomes a battle of attrition, we lose. You know that.”


She sighed and brushed away the hair that had
fallen in front of her face. “I would love to go on the offensive against the
Kristang, but we don’t have the manpower to hit them in any way that is worth
the risk. Commodore Sequent is keeping the Kristang from massing firepower
against us, but his ships are wearing out, and-”


“Em,” he cut her off, having missed part of what
she said because of a burst of jamming. “We can
hit them, and make a difference. The Verds here have a plan. All they need is a
‘Go’ order.”


She hesitated. “Burtal Zaring isn’t here, I can
send a request to her second-in-”


“Forget the Verds. This base is in the UNEF zone, under UNEF authority. Em, all
the Verds here need is a ‘Go’ from someone, anyone. Can you talk with Ross?”


“I,” she hesitated. “Can. Send the operation plan
to me here?”


“On the way now. We need to go now, like, now.”


“I can’t promise anything.”


“You can promise to do your best,” he suggested.
“That’s all I can ask.”


She pressed the zPhone to her forehead and
breathed deeply, calming her nerves. When she spoke, her voice was shaky. “You
come back to me, you hear? That is an order.”


“I’m a civilian contractor now, remember? I don’t
take orders,” he tried to joke, but his voice cracked. “Hell, Em, I don’t want
to do this. Somebody has to, and I’m here.”


“I love you,” the words were out of her mouth
before she realized she’d spoken


“I love you too,” Dave felt like he was having an
out-of-body experience. Neither of them had said those three little words
before. “This is a hell of a time to be having this conversation.”


That made her laugh. “I’ve got the file. You’ll
have an answer in a couple hours, one way or another.”




 

“Well?” Jates asked anxiously, looming over Dave.


“The Colonel is bringing it to General Ross for
approval.”


Jates scowled, looking back over his shoulder at
the Verd commando leader, who was waiting for a response. “How long will that
take?”


“Too long,” Dave admitted. “That’s why we’re not
waiting.”


Jates’s eyes narrowed. “These commandos will not
proceed without a ‘Go’ order.”


“No, they won’t launch the attack without a ‘Go’ order. We don’t have to,” Dave bit his lower
lip to control his frustration. Working with allies, especially alien allies, was a pain in the ass.
“Listen, technically, we need a ‘Go’ order to cross the Line of Departure, right? Ok, so, we move that imaginary
line up, to, uh,” he pulled up a map on his tablet and jabbed a spot with a
finger. “Here. That’s our assembly area, behind
the LOD, Ok?” He used terminology that had been standardized across the various
nationalities of UNEF.


“We are inserting by air,” Jates was skeptical.
“There is no ‘assembly area’.”


“There is, if we say there is. Look, as long as we
don’t cross the Final Coordination Line, we are technically not committed to
conducting an attack, see?”


Jates studied the map. A ghost of a smile creased
his lips. “What are you defining as the FCL?”


“Uh, well, uh,” Dave let the wheels in his head
grind out an answer. “Here. That is the line where we can’t turn our ships
around without being detected and intercepted, right?”


The Surgun continued to study the map silently.


“Well?” Dave demanded.


“Czajka, you humans, especially the Mavericks,
have a tendency to act on your own in an unauthorized fashion. It exhibits a
lack of discipline, that would not be tolerated in a Verd-kris soldier.”


“Oh, for-”


“It also exhibits an admirable capacity for self-direction
and initiative, that we Verd-kris need to learn from. I like it.”


Dave lifted an eyebrow still not sure what the Surgun
meant. “So, we go?”


Jates took in a deep breath and held up a fist to
the commando leader. “Fuck yes we do.”




 



 

 “Urp,”
Dave swallowed hard and breathed through his nose, fighting the urge to hurl up
the energy bar he had wolfed down before takeoff.


“You Ok in there, Czajka?” Jates asked, leaning
over so their skinsuit helmets touched and they could talk without using the
comm system.


“Yeah, I,” he swallowed bile, and took a sip of
water from the nipple inside the helmet. “I’m fine. This ride is a bit rough.”


“This is a normal flight through a safe-fly
corridor,” Jates pretended surprise.


The last thing Dave Czajka wanted to do was show
weakness in front of the Verd-kris who packed the cabin of the bouncing and
lurching aircraft. “Oh, hell, it is-”


“Relax, Czajka,” Jates held up a thumb where Dave
could see the gesture in the dim cabin lighting. “My stomach is also doing an
unhappy dance right now. Normally, your skinsuit could administer an
anti-nausea medication into your bloodstream, but-”


“Yeah, I know. This suit wasn’t fully modified for
use by a human,” he gritted his teeth. Other than shrinking the suit to fit his
shorter height, and loading special software to adjust for his human
biomechanics and limitations, the skinsuit was standard-issue for Verd-kris.
That meant if he was injured, the suit’s reservoir of medical nanomachines
would only be able to provide limited care, as they were not fully compatible
with human biochemistry.


Dave told himself he needed to not get shot. Or
stabbed. Or blown up. Simple.


“Twelve minutes,” the warning from the pilot
blared in Dave’s ears, making him wince.


“Twelve minutes, and we must turn around, if we do
not get approval for this operation,” Jates reminded quietly.


“Yeah, I know,”
Dave found that having something to think about, worry about, helped him ignore
his roiling stomach. “I would call Em again, but-”


“Yes,” Jates made a curt nod. “We can’t risk a
transmission without compromising our stealth. We wait, then.”


“We’ve come this far. These guys would really turn
around, at this point?”


“Yes, absolutely,” Jates acknowledged. “As I told
you, we are not here only to win this one, unimportant battle. Czajka, you humans
must prove to the Ruhar that humans are tough enough, disciplined enough,
determined enough, to be relied on in combat. We Verd-kris have no need to
demonstrate our fighting ability. We must prove that we can be trusted, that we will act only under authorized
orders. Winning this battle does us no good if the Ruhar see that we went rogue
and acted on our own. That is what the Ruhar fear most.”


“Gotcha,” Dave said bitterly, knowing they would
not get another chance to hit the target. The authentication codes the
Verd-kris had stolen could only be used once, and would expire within seven
hours. “Damn it, for once, I’d like a simple, stand-up fight, without a lot of
political bullshit layered on it.”


“Czajka, in preparation for service with humans, I
studied your military history.”


“Ok, so?”


“I think complaints about political bullshit go
back before the Roman Army.”


Dave snorted in his helmet. “I think you’re right.
Ok, ten minutes now.”


In ten minutes, they would have to turn around and
fly back to base, if they had not received the ‘Go’ order from UNEF. The
corridor through which they were flying, a twisting, turning, gut-wrenchingly convoluted
course through Kristang-controlled airspace, was too restricted for the
commando’s pair of aircraft to do anything but fly inbound or outbound. The
only position where the aircraft could have stealthily orbited while awaiting
orders, was now twenty minutes behind them. At that point, the commando leader
decided they could not loiter, because dawn was approaching and traffic in the
safe-fly corridor was increasing. So, if the ‘Go’ order was not received, the
commandos would have no choice but to divert to another safe-fly corridor and
exit the combat area. They would then be flying the last leg back to base in
daylight, not an optimal situation.


Dave sat in silence, his gloved hands on his
thighs, waiting and worrying. And wondering what the hell UNEF was doing. A
simple answer of yes, or no was all they needed. General Ross no
doubt had his already-overworked staff reviewing the commando’s plan, and-


“Go,” the voice of the commando leader spoke
calmly in Dave’s ears. “We have a ‘go’.”




 









CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE




 

Getting approval to launch the final phase of the
operation allowed Dave’s nerves to go from What-the-hell-is-taking-so-long
to I-don’t-want-to-die-without-shooting-back.
He hated the flight inbound to action, always had hated it. When his boots hit
the ground, he had at least the illusion of control, no matter how slight that
was. Sitting in a crowded, lurching aircraft as it bounced through the darkness
was nerve-wracking. A single missile, or even a hit from a maser cannon in an
unlucky part of the aircraft, could kill half the commando team before they
ever made contact with the enemy. Dave had no control over anything except his
rebellious stomach, and that control was tenuous.


There were only three reasons why the commando
team had any chance at all of approaching the target without being blasted out
of the sky. First, they were flying a pair of captured Kristang executive
transport aircraft, sleek aircraft that had been declared total airframe losses
in the earlier fighting. The Verd-kris had recovered five aircraft of the same
or similar type, and used them to slap together two hulls that were considered
flyable although the pilots might argue that point. Second, the aircraft were
equipped with genuine Kristang identification devices, which had authentication
codes. Or, authentication codes that were supposed
to be legitimate. They would not know if the codes worked, until it was too
late to abort the operation. And finally, the third reason the commando
aircraft were flying rather than in pieces, was that the poor information
security of the Kristang had allowed the Legion to map out the safe-fly
corridors that lead to the target.


No guts, no glory, Dave had thought when he heard
the risky infiltration plan. He just hoped his guts didn’t get splattered all
over the landscape below.


Actually, there might have been a fourth reason
why the commando team’s plan had at least some chance of success. The fourth
factor was the never-ending and supreme arrogance of the Kristang. Their minds
simply refused to believe that two aircraft, of a type they knew the Legion did not possess on
Feznako, could be accurately flying a narrow corridor, unless they had received
permission for the flight. The aircraft were making all the correct turns,
maintaining the appropriate altitude and airspeed for each section of the
corridor, and transmitting the correct authentication codes.


Clearly, the aircraft had to be friendly.


Besides, the Kristang could not imagine their
cowardly, dishonorable enemies having the imagination and courage to attack the
Swift Arrow clan leadership in their secure base.




 

Three minutes out from the target, the duty
officer charged with defense of the base wandered over to the bored technician
at the sensor console. “Two executive transports inbound? Who is aboard?” The
duty officer’s eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed with suspicion. What
kind of idiot was flying civilian aircraft during a shooting war?


The sensor tech, busy multitasking because the
base had seen fit to assign one person to do the job of two, had to toggle back
to pull up that information. “The manifest doesn’t list the occupants,” he knew
the answer was weak.


To the technician’s surprise, the officer only
grunted. “Must be someone important, then. Damn it, I’ll need to have an honor
guard at the landing pad to greet whoever it is.” The VIP coming in did not
want to reveal his identity, but would expect to be treated with the respect
due his station regardless. “Show me their code clearance.”


The technician pulled up the relevant information.
“It’s an older code, sir, but it checks out. I was about to clear them,” he
added in a nervous tone. “Shall I hold them?”


“Hmm?” The officer turned away, losing interest.
“No, I was hoping the type of code would help us identify the occupants. Let
them through the perimeter.” He hurried away to alert the guard force to greet
the transports at the landing pad, properly clad in ceremonial dress. He did
not know the identity of the VIP, but he did know it was someone with the
authority, confidence and utter arrogance to fly through a warzone. The
executive aircraft were not strictly civilian ships, being as well-protected
and armed as the troop transports they were based on, but the modifications for
VIP comfort rendered them much less capable of surviving air combat. The duty
officer needed to see to the arrival ceremony, then alert the clan leaders who
were enjoying various amusements inside their secure compound. His crappy day
was getting better by the minute.




 

“What in the-” the pilot of the lead aircraft sucked
in a breath. “What is that?” She
gaped at the image on her cockpit display. She almost immediately pushed the
question out of her mind, for she had more important things to focus on. The near
portion of the enemy compound was surrounded by a stone wall that was fifty
feet high and had towers that projected upward another thirty feet. The wall
was an impressive display of power by the clan leadership, being high enough
that a soldier wearing powered armor could not simply leap over it, or even
jump to land on top of the wall. Other than that one protective feature, the
wall had no military usefulness, because the stone blocks it was made of would
not stand up to rocket fire. It was also, to the irritation of the commando
pilots, a pain-in-the-ass navigation hazard that complicated their final
approach. Most importantly, the wall masked their view of the landing pads until
they had cleared the outer edge.


Behind the pilot, commando leader Vinchla chuckled
softly. “It means someone down there is paying attention, although not to the correct
problem.”


“Sir?” The pilot did not break her concentration.


“That is a clan insignia on a tapestry,” he
pointed to the huge, billowing fabric stretched on the far side of the landing
pad area. “They are expecting VIPs. That answers my last question.”


“What question?”


“Whether we achieved surprise, or if they were
luring us in to a slaughter. Look, those troops are wearing ceremonial helmets,
and they are carrying spears,” he noted with a satisfied smile. “Oh, and look
who just showed up fashionably late for the party,” he said as a group filed
out of a wide doorway. The group was centered on two Kristang who were clad in
gaudy robes with exaggerated shoulders, and were surrounded by more than two
dozen guards and retainers. “Perfect,” the commando leader snorted with
amusement. “The targets are coming to us. The only thing they are lacking is
fireworks.”


Now the pilot smiled. The aircraft’s sensors had a
complete map of the compound, and targeting priorities had been passed to the
weapon systems. “No fireworks? We can fix that oversight.”


The commando leader leaned back in his jumpseat
and tugged the shoulder straps tighter. “Weapons free. Light ‘em up.”




 

Kurz-ard-den Jastrolah bobbed his head to prevent
his ceremonial helmet from slipping down over his eyes. There had not been
enough time to dress the guard force in proper ceremonial armor, so he had
compromised by having them switch their hardshell-armor combat helmets for the
uselessly gaudy headgear. Now he had the worst of two worlds. His men were not
properly attired, and he knew he would catch hell about it from whoever was the
arriving VIP. Plus, the men arranged around the landing pads were supposed to
be wearing useful helmets and acting as the compound’s security force. For the
stupid greeting ceremony, they were forced to don the foolishly impractical
helmets that provided no protection and did not link to the sensors of their
armored suits. His men could run fast, jump high, fight fiercely and shoot only
at targets they could detect and track with their naked eyes.


With his naked eye, he saw a pair of executive
transports appear over the wall that ringed off that part of the compound. For
a split-second he tensed, anticipating trouble. Soon as his muscles clenched,
they relaxed. Both aircraft were flying a normal approach vector, and were
extending their landing skids. Their defensive maser turrets had cannons
extended, but pointed properly upward for the safety of those on the ground,
and none of the doors to the internal weapons bays were open. There was nothing
threatening or unusual about the situation, other than some rich, powerful and
arrogant idiot insisting on flying in a war zone.


And, just then, Jastrolah’s crappy day got a notch
more crappy, as two senior clan leaders strode quickly out a set of wide doors
into the courtyard. The senior leaders were not rushing, for persons in such
illustrious positions did not rush, they made other people wait for them. Thus,
although it looked like both senior
leaders were moving at a very fast walk in their gaudy robes, they were clearly
not experiencing any level of anxiety. As he watched, the two leaders came to
the edge of a landing pad and halted, jostling each other for the best
position, while their retainers straightened the capes and shoulder pads of
their robes.


Jastrolah knew better than to believe the leaders
were nonchalant about who might be aboard the incoming aircraft. When he had
alerted the senior leadership about the mystery aircraft, none of them had any
idea who might be visiting the compound. The leaders did not say they didn’t know who the VIP might
be, because of course senior leaders knew everything, and admitting a lack of
knowledge was a weakness, and weaknesses were dangerous to the health and life
expectancy of any clan leader. So, the senior leaders had ordered Jastrolah to
assemble a ceremonial greeting party, while they hurried to don their formal
outfits. That only two senior leaders managed to reach the courtyard area
before the aircraft landed, told Jastrolah that the others must have been
engaged in, interesting and pleasurable activities, when he called to alert
them. The thought of senior leaders hopping out of bed and scrambling to pull
clothes on, brought a brief smile to Jastrolah’s lips, before he barked an
order for the ceremonial guard to stop their damned cavorting and tomfoolery,
and come to attention.


He stood stiffly, eyes straight forward like his
guards, and so with the wide brim of the stupid helmet blocking his upward vision,
he did not immediately see both aircraft slam open the doors to their internal
weapon bays.


He did see the searing purple glare of maser beams
on full auto mode striking targets atop the wall and in the courtyard.




 

Commando leader Vinchla kept his mouth shut and held
onto the jumpseat with both hands, while he watched the action through the
display between the pilot seats. Both transports had been extensively modified
when they were rebuilt, providing substantial if short-lived advantages. The
defensive maser turrets had their firmware replaced, so they could engage
pre-programmed targets on the ground, and so those cannons could fire in rapid
pulses. So much energy pouring through the maser exciters would burn them out
quickly, which did not matter since the aircraft were not expected to survive
long once the attack began. The external doors that covered the internal weapon
bays had been modified to have their mechanisms replaced by explosive bolts
that tore free the doors in microseconds. Rather than relying on rotary
launchers to spit out one missile at a time, the bays were stuffed with
missiles packed together in a nanogel that held and cushioned them. Following
right behind the discarded doors, the cluster of missiles was ejected. As soon
as the cluster cleared the aircraft’s hull, the nanogel disintegrated and
rocket motors kicked on, propelling their charges toward pre-selected targets.


A quarter of the missiles, those on the bottom of
the clusters, had antipersonnel warheads and dove straight for the courtyard below
while the maser cannons of the aircraft tore into guards on top of the wall.
The antipersonnel warheads exploded in airbursts at four meters above the
polished cobblestones of the courtyard, their razor-sharp submunitions slicing
into exposed flesh and digging into hardshell armor before the tiny explosives buried
within the razors detonated. In seconds, everyone in the courtyard and several
Kristang standing at windows or in doorways, were all dead.


The other missiles streaked off to attack targets
elsewhere in the compound, focusing on taking out defenses that could threaten
the commando team. The missiles blew up maser cannons, antiaircraft missiles
and sensors, and six missiles flew one behind the other to punch through thick
layers of hardened plascrete, to allow a seventh missile’s warhead into the ammunition
storage bunker under the northeast corner of the compound.


The bunker blew sky-high, leaving an enormous
crater and knocking out power beyond the walls of the compound.


Of the missiles fired, only three were intercepted
by the semi-automated defenses. With the missiles being launched while they
were already inside the compound, their path to targets was blocked by walls
and buildings, masking the twisting flightpaths of the missiles from the maser
cannons that tried to hit them. Those maser cannons also did not react
immediately, for the very good reason that they had been put into standby mode
to avoid a cannon mistakenly shooting down a VIP’s aircraft.


With all missiles expended and maser cannons on
automatic mode, the pilots of the two executive transports flew them between
buildings to slap down hard in a narrow gap between structures, their wingtips crumpling
as they collided with the walls on either side. Both aircraft skidded on the
hard surface, nose thrusters firing to halt the momentum, and they came to rest
twenty meters apart.


The aircraft were still rocking on the shocks of
their landing gear, when the commandos began racing out doors on both sides and
the tail ramp. Right behind them were the four pilots, who were now filling the
role of infantry as they had no ships to fly. As the pilots cleared the
overhanging tails of the transports, small-arms fire was already impacting the
hulls and one turbine was screeching as its damaged blades were tearing it
apart.


The assault plan called for the two aircraft to
get the commandos into the compound,
relying on deception and the enemy’s arrogance. Once the defenses were alerted,
there was no way to fly away even if they engaged stealth immediately. The
flight was a one-way trip, as evidenced by the pilots engaging a timer as they
dashed into a building, ran through and out the other side. While enemy troops
leapfrogged each other, one group providing cover fire while the others got
closer to the aircraft, they concentrated on shooting at the engines and
cockpit, to prevent the ships from lifting off.


Two Kristang warriors, racing forward in a
demonstration of daring and poor judgement, had their boots pounding on the
rear ramp of one aircraft when both transports exploded. The shockwave
shattered the buildings on each side, causing them to partially collapse into
the lane.




 

“We’re committed now,” Vinchla said softly over
the team network, at the same time he tracked an enemy soldier running across a
gap between buildings, and he sent a three-round burst into the warrior’s legs.
The warrior staggered and fell heavily, losing his rifle. Before the enemy
could roll onto his back, his helmet was struck by explosive-tipped rifle
rounds from two commandos and his head became a pink mist.


“Teams, execute as planned,” Vinchla ordered,
seeing no reason to alter the original scheme. So far, the operation was
proceeding as expected, better than expected. He had not anticipated the
fortunate circumstance of a large portion of the compound’s guard force being
lined up, in useless ceremonial helmets, providing easy targets for missiles.
He also had two fewer senior clan leaders to hunt down and kill, and that made
his task much simpler. There were now only three senior leaders of the Swift
Arrow clan alive on Feznako, all he had to do was ferret them out of their
hiding holes and make sure they did not survive more than a few minutes.


The commandos had an accurate diagram of the
compound, plus some of the codes to open blast doors. Those diagrams and codes
had been captured from other clans, who had been making their own plans to take
out the Swift Arrow clan leadership using hired Achakai assassins. Because the
Swift Arrow leadership knew the Achakai were a threat to them, there were none
of the highly skilled mercenaries in the compound.


Which was a very good thing for the Verd-kris
commando team.


Once again, Vinchla was very glad he was fighting
the fractious Kristang, rather than an enemy who might fight him in a
coordinated manner.




 

“Right,” Jates grunted, slapping Dave on the
shoulder. “That’s our cue. Let’s go,” he added, but the human was already
racing away, and Jates had to curse and instruct his skinsuit to boost speed not
to fall behind. “Czajka!” He was forced to call out when Dave dashed around a
corner and he heard rifle fire. He rounded the corner too wide, crashing into a
wall that showered him with chips as his skinsuit automatically went rigid on
that side, and ripped chunks out of the ceramic material of the wall.


“What? You’re too slow, old man?” Dave teased, hyperventilating
with excitement. He had fired several bursts as he came around the corner,
first shooting at shadows and then at an actual target. The threat had been an
enemy warrior who had not been able to get into armor but did have a rifle. The
rifle could hurt Dave even in his skinsuit, so he had aimed center-mass at the
warrior and squeezed off two bursts before the warrior could bring his own rifle
to bear. To Dave’s chagrin, his adrenaline-fueled jitters caused five of his
rounds to miss completely, with only the first round striking the enemy.
Instead of a nice impact in the center of the warrior’s chest, the round hit
high and to the right, tearing into a shoulder and sending that arm spinning away
along with the rifle.


“I lead, you follow, Czajka,” Jates growled.


Dave slowed his head-long rush and was going to
protest. Even in a skinsuit, his human biochemistry and slower reflexes meant
he could not keep up with the commandos, but Jates was hobbled by his gimpy
knee, and Dave felt this was his chance to represent his species on the
battlefield. Glancing behind him, he glared at the slightly limping Verd-kris Surgun.
“You-” He never finished that thought. Jates fired at him!


No, he didn’t. He fired a single round just to the
right of Dave, into the exposed chest of the fallen warrior, before that enemy
could bring his sidearm to bear on Dave.


“Shit!” Dave jumped back. He had taken his
attention away from the enemy for only a split second, and could have died as a
result.


“Kristang are very tough to kill,” Jates scolded
as he jogged past. “Make sure they
are dead before you move on.”


Shuddering with relief and another surge of
adrenaline, Dave looked down at the blood-splattered corpse as he jogged warily
by. Seeing one foot jerking spasmodically, he swung the muzzle of his rifle up
and put one round into the enemy’s forehead. The explosive-tipped round caused
the body to jerk again, but this time that was only kinetic physics, and not
from the warrior’s own nervous system.


Jates spun. “What the hell did you do that for?”


“Making sure he is dead,” Dave gasped. “Like you
said.”


Jates grunted. “Next time, warn me before you do
anything stupid. No, fuck what you just heard. Warn me before you do anything. Stupid humans,” he muttered.


“Hey, fu-” Dave bit off his retort. He would let
his actions do the talking.




 

The commandos had split into three teams. The
largest team, led by Vinchla, went straight for the residential section of the
compound, with a mission to locate and kill the Swift Arrow clan’s senior
leaders, plus cause any other havoc they could before extracting. The second
team took up position between the residential section and the military base
that was also within the wall that ringed the compound. Their task was to
prevent the guards from reinforcing security around the senior clan leaders,
and then to keep open a path for retreat after the objective was achieved. Both
teams were comprised of Verd-kris soldiers who had passed their Army’s toughest
tests, and were supremely qualified to conduct the operation.


Then there was Dave Czajka and Krok-aus-tal Jates.
Dave knew the real reason he was allowed to participate in the mission was
that, as a human, he could best communicate with UNEF if needed. That was the
legit reason that Vinchla had stated. Unspoken was another reason: because he
was human, and a Maverick, UNEF might put just a little bit of extra effort
into pulling his ass out of the fire when the mission was over. So, Dave was
insurance and Jates was his bodyguard. Or nursemaid, as Jates said tactfully.


Because they needed something to do, and Vinchla
did not want either of them distracting his commandos, their mission was to
create a diversion that would draw the attention of the compound’s guard force
away from the residential area. They had been allowed to suggest targets, and Vinchla
had approved two objectives that would minimize the risk to Dave, because
getting a human killed during a Verd operation would not be a good way to
encourage future cooperative missions.


Their first objective had them running away from the main pockets of fighting,
into a part of the compound that contained support facilities like water, power
and equipment maintenance, including for ground vehicles. Their task was to
disable any stored vehicles that might be used to pursue the retreating
commandos. To the surprise of Jates and the relief of Dave, when they reached
the motor pool area, they found it deserted except for one unlucky technician
who was huddling just inside a doorway. The technician made a startled gasp
when the two junior commandos ran through the door, then a sharper gasp of
shock when Jates spun and stabbed him through the chest with a blade that
extended from his left wrist. “Catch him,” Jates whispered over the suit-to-suit
laserlink, and Dave pulled the dead Kristang off the blade, laying him on the
floor and making sure he was not visible from outside.


“We alone in here?” Dave whispered back, knowing
he could have shouted inside his helmet and no one would hear, but keeping his
voice low by instinct anyway.


“Yes, we are alone,” Jates scanned the darkened,
dingy warehouse-like space with his helmet’s sensors. “But if you try to grab
my ass, I’m going to punch you.”


“I’m not-” Dave fumed silently. He was angry with
himself, not Jates. Why couldn’t he think of a good comeback until the moment
was over? “There’s a rack of charged powercells on that wall,” he took off
running, Jates on his heels.


Jates scrambled up a ladder to a catwalk above the
cavernous maintenance shop, taking up position to cover the big main doors, and
two smaller doorways. The catwalk shook and dust showered down as explosions
shook the compound. Whatever the two other commando teams were doing, they were
definitely causing havoc. “Czajka, those powercells can’t see how ugly you are,
so you don’t need to chat them up first before you get down to business. Get
the damned things wired up so we can get out of here.”


“I’m moving as fast as I can,” Dave muttered,
cursing the skinsuit gloves that made it harder to do delicate work.


“That’s the problem. I’ve seen snails who move
faster than you.”


At the back of his mind, Dave wondered what Jates
had actually said, which became ‘snails’ when translated for Dave’s ears. He
dragged a spool of cable off a shelf and unreeled it behind him. To steady his
nerves as he connected the banks of charged powercells, he called out to Jates.
“Did you hear about when the snail came around a corner and collided with a
slug?”


“Wha-” Jates began, startled. “What?”


“A cop came to investigate and asked the snail
about the crash. Snail says,” Dave finished with a nervous giggle, “I don’t
know, officer, it all happened so fast’.”


“But, snails are- Oh,” the big Verd-kris Surgun
laughed, a dry wheezing sound. “Czajka, will you quit screwing around and-”


“Done,” Dave tossed the wire spool aside. “Let’s
blow this popsicle stand.”


Jates hopped down off the catwalk, landing on his
feet with a grunt.


“You maybe shouldn’t have done that,” Dave
observed as he followed the limping Surgun out the doorway and sprinted across
to take cover behind what looked and smelled like an overflowing trash
dumpster. This was clearly a part of the compound the senior leaders never
visited. “Ready?”


“Blow that popsicle stand,” Jates ordered,
misunderstanding the expression.


“You got it,” Dave eyeclicked to select the
detonator, and ducked down. At first, there was only a muffled ‘pop’ sound,
like someone bursting a paper bag. Then searing white arcs of electricity ripped
the roof off the maintenance garage as the banks of charged powercells ruptured,
and powercells of the vehicles inside also began to explode. Within seconds, an
angry orange fire raged. The heat made Dave draw back farther behind the end of
the dumpster. “I think we better get out of here before-” His words were cut
off as the ground thumped, and part of a truck rocketed out the destroyed roof
of the garage to land near the dumpster and smash into the adjacent building.


“We’re moving. Now,” Jates tugged Dave backwards
as the remains of the truck exploded, sending glowing hot debris pinging off
their skinsuits and helmets.


“Good idea,” Dave agreed, crawling backwards fast
as he could.




 

They ducked inside a shed that housed pumps and
water filtration equipment, just before a group of five Kristang ran past. Dave
shuddered inside his skinsuit, trusting the darkness inside the shed and the
suit’s chameleonware to keep him from being seen. He was squeezed as far inside
the shed as he could, with the bulk of Jates and a thick metal pipe preventing
him from getting fully out of view. They could not close the door, there was a
large, heavy piece of equipment sticking through the door, Dave assumed the
Kristang had been working on the water system before the assault.


Five shadows raced past the door while Dave held
his breath. Two of them were wearing full powered-armor suits, while the other
three had only ballistic armor panels and helmets. The two in powered armor
were in the lead, urging the others onward with angry shouts that were amplified
by their helmet speakers. None of the Kristang bothered to glance inside the
shed.


Jates said only one word over the secure
helmet-to-helmet laserlink. “Rockets,” he held up his rifle to show the
selector switch for the rocket launcher was active.


“You take the left,” Dave responded and took a
quick breath before the two burst out the door of the shed, the synthetic
vision of their helmets providing a clear view of the enemy even in the
darkness. As Dave eyeclicked to designate one of the powered-armor-wearing
enemy as the target, the ground trembled and a bright flash lit up the sky.
Something big had blown up on the other side of the compound. As he gently
pressed the trigger to launch a rocket, the back of his mind hoped the
explosion had killed the bad guys rather than commandos. No sooner had the
rocket soundlessly left the launch tube under the rifle’s barrel, than his left
thumb switched the selector back to rifle mode and he fired a three-round burst
into the back of a Kristang soldier.


 That
soldier jerked forward as three well-aimed rounds smacked into the ballistic
armor panel that protected his torso, then he was flung backwards as a pair of rockets
streaked past and tore into the backs of the powered-armor suits.


“Holy shit,”
Dave gasped, swinging his rifle up and skidding to a stop. He had planned to fire
at the warrior in the middle, but all five of the enemy were down. The rockets
had scored direct hits and now there were two sets of powered-armor legs
jerking on their own, because they were no longer attached to torsos that had
become bloody chunks. Dave had no idea what happened to the helmeted heads of
those two warriors and he didn’t care. The back blast of the rockets had
knocked down the other three warriors, and Jates had shot the two Dave hadn’t
hit. Just then, Dave saw two of the downed enemy were moving, rocking side to
side in agony and making a high-pitched wailing sound. One of them was missing
an arm, dark blood seeping out of the bloody stump. Dave brought his rifle to
bear but Jates was faster, sending three-round bursts into all three of the
prone figures.


“Making sure?” Dave asked, panting from
adrenaline.


“Mercy killing,” Jates said softly.


“Oh,” Dave felt vaguely ashamed for some reason.
The Verd-kris utterly rejected everything the Kristang warrior caste stood for,
but the Verds shared the same genes and the same heritage. It should not have
surprised him that the tough Surgun had sympathy for a fellow soldier. “I
should have- wait,” he held up a finger for silence. Or as much silence as was
possible, given the raucous din of combat going on all around him. “Did you
hear that?”


“Hear what, Czajka? I hear a lot of things.”


“Voices,” Dave flattened himself against the side
of a building and part of his mind marveled that his skinsuit automatically
changed its coloration to match the dingy gray wall. “Human voices,” he added. He used his suit’s acoustic sensors to
locate the source of the sound, his visor drew a glowing circle around a drab
building adjacent to the alley they were in. Without waiting for a response, he
dashed across to the open double doorway, stuck his rifle inside and pulled it
back immediately. The rifle’s scope had captured sensor data of the interior,
including video and audio.


“Czajka,” Jates arrived behind him, covering the
other side of the doorway. “What the hell
do you think you’re doing? We don’t have time for this shit.”


“We have time for this,” Dave said as he ducked inside the darkened building. Dark
shapes were huddled together inside a large cage that occupied the center of
the open space. Humans. His visor helpfully informed him there were seventeen
individuals. He instructed his faceplate to go clear and activated lights
inside the helmet, so they could see his face. From their general filthiness
and worn-out, dirty civilian clothing, he thought they must be Keepers of the
Faith, who had left Paradise to continue serving the Kristang. The display also
told him the people locked in the cage were fifteen men and two women. One
woman stood alone, her arms hugged tightly around herself, withdrawn. Dave had
harsh words for the idiots, but what came out of his mouth was “Ok, who ordered
the pizza?”


“You are human?”
A woman asked in an Indian accent, her knees almost buckling as she clung to a
man beside her. The man pulled her to himself protectively. “American?” She
asked.


Dave was startled by her question, until he
understood she recognized his accented English. “Yeah, American. Dave Czajka,”
he pointed to his chest.


“I am Saachi Kumar,” the woman answered. “My,
friend, is Ian MacDonald. How are you here?”


“I’m with UNEF and-” Dave began to explain.


“You are slaves here?” Jates interrupted. His own
faceplate remained opaque, its chameleonware blending in with the rest of his
skinsuit. “You thought drawing attention to yourselves was a good idea?” Jates asked, shaking his
head in disgust. “In the middle of a fight?”


“Certainly,” MacDonald pulled Kumar closer to him.
“If the attackers were another Kristang clan, they would have no reason to kill
us-”


“I would welcome a quick death,” She added
fiercely. “Better than what the lizards had planned for us.”


MacDonald continued. “If you were Legion, you are
our only chance to get out of here alive. We had nothing to lose.” He kissed
the top of her head. “We have nothing
to lose.”


“You still took one hell of a risk,” Jates did not
look at the huddled Keepers, maintaining an anxious watch on the doorway.


“Wait,” Dave said. “You know about the Legion?”


Kumar nodded. Before she answered, she cast her
eyes down at the floor in shame, then lifted her chin defiantly. “The lizards
told us about the Legion, that humans and traitor Kristang had come here, to
rescue us. We don’t know how much of what we were told is true.”


“We didn’t come here to rescue you,” Dave
admitted. “We didn’t even know you were here until after we landed.”


MacDonald spat on the floor. “The lizards told us
they brought us here as a lure, as bait to bring Legion boots on the ground,
where they could destroy you. I think they told us that to make us feel
guilty.”


“Guilty for still being alive,” Kumar’s eyes
flashed pure hatred. “We already regret almost everything we’ve done. Do you
know what the lizards planned to do with us?”


“Yeah,” Dave decided there was no point dancing
around the subject. “They were going to make you fight, in like, gladiator
contests. They were doing that to rattle the Legion, hurt our morale, make us
break discipline.” He did not add that the plan might have worked, if the
Legion had not forced the Kristang to launch their attack early.


“We wouldn’t do it,” now the anger in her eyes was
directed at Dave. “You think we are weak, that we’re ignorant. That we’re
traitors.”


“I don’t-” Dave began to say, then bit off the
rest of what was going to be an apology. Why was he apologizing to stupid Keepers? Fuck them.


“We would never betray our people, our oaths to
protect humanity,” Kumar looked around, and the other Keepers, despite their
evident fear, nodded solemn agreement. “The lizards can’t make us fight. We, all of us, vowed we wouldn’t fight, no matter
what they did to us.”


Dave was skeptical. “You were going to just let
them kill you?”


“We were going to die anyway,” MacDonald
acknowledged. “Our dignity, what little we have, is all we have left. Until-”


“Less talking, more shooting,” Jates barked from
near the doorway. “Czajka, we don’t have time for this.”


“Yeah we do,” Dave decided with a sudden insight.
“Our part of the mission is to create a distraction, right?” He turned back to
the Keepers. “Any of you want a chance to kill lizards?”


“Hell,
yes,” Kumar breathed, smacking a fist into her palm. The others surged toward
the fence eagerly.


“What are you thinking, Czajka?” Jates asked
warily.


“I’m thinking,” Dave slung his rifle and pulled a
plasma cutting torch from his belt, “that a dozen humans running around with
rifles is a great big distraction.”


“There is an armory for the guards,” MacDonald
pointed excitedly as Dave sliced through the heavy lock. “Behind that door.”


“Great,” Dave grunted. “Jates, can you-”


“Already on it,” the Surgun raced across to the
heavy door, and pulled out his own plasma cutter. Dave noticed the Verd-kris was
holding the torch with one hand, and his rifle in the other. “Czajka, how much
do you trust these people?”


“You mean,” Dave saw the wisdom of having his
rifle ready, so he switched the torch to his left hand and tried to hold his
rifle awkwardly.


“I can
cut through the gate,” MacDonald said, somewhat annoyed. “You should watch the
door.”


“Huh? Oh, yeah, good idea.” Dave turned the plasma
torch off, then dropped it on the other side of the gate, where MacDonald
picked it up and immediately resumed cutting through the lock mechanism.
Without having to work on getting the Keepers free, Dave hurried to the door
and looked through his rifle’s scope. Holding the muzzle just inside the door,
he extended the scope forward, the thin mechanism projecting out of the
building and giving him a view to both sides. There was movement in the
distance to the left, but nothing close. “We’re still clear out here,” he
decided. He could see far enough that it would take even a warrior in powered
armor several seconds to reach the doorway, and the enemy would be exposed
during that time. “How long to get through that door?”


“Too long,” Jates swiveled his head between MacDonald
and his own cutting torch. “This is an armored door.”


“Crap,” Dave grimaced. That door was heavy, he
could see it was made of some dense composite. Jates was right, they would be
there until dawn if- “Hey! Did you try hacking the mechanism?”


“What?”


“Let me try, you cover the door,” Dave ran toward
the armored door so fast, he grunted when he slammed a shoulder into it. “Go,”
he waved to Jates, “I got this.”


Jates just shook his head, disdainful of the
human’s stupidity. But he also slapped the torch back on his belt and dashed to
take up a watch on the exterior doorway. “Czajka, if you don’t have that door
open in-”


“Yeah, I know.” Dave muttered, concentrating on
his immediate problem. He was guessing, and hoping, the door lock mechanism was
not a high-security device. In its current use, it only needed to secure the
inner part of the building from primitive humans. He took another item off his
belt and pressed it to the keypad beside the armored door. Eyeclicking through
a menu, he instructed the device to hack into the lock mechanism. It was a
longshot, he knew, if-


Click.


There was an audible and rather ordinary sound as
the lock released, and the heavy door swung open by itself. Behind Dave, the
Keepers roared a cheer and he waved a hand to quiet them.


“Czajka, how did you-”


“Ask and ye shall receive,” Dave was too keyed-up
with nervous energy to think of anything more clever to say.


Jates, of course, did not get the Biblical
reference, and he had been looking outside while Dave hacked into the lock
mechanism, so he had no idea what happened. “You asked the door to open? How did that-”


“Clean livin’ and a heart that is pure,” Dave explained
as he squeezed through as the heavy door continued to swing open.


“Pure bullshit,”
Jates grunted. “You!” he shouted as MacDonald triumphantly cut through the
gate, and the Keepers cheered. “Stay right where you are.”


“We are your
people,” Kumar protested.


Jates made his helmet faceplate go clear, and
activated lights inside so his face was visible.


The Keepers jerked back in horror, hanging onto
each other. Their worst fears were confirmed. It had all been a cruel joke. The
Kristang had only let them think they could dare have hope.


“Ok, we got,” Dave halted as he came through the
door with an armload of rifles. “What’s going on?”


“You are Kristang!”
Kumar shouted accusingly, her fists balled up with rage.


“What?” Dave was confused until he saw Jates. “No,
no,” he opened the helmet’s faceplate, realizing the Keepers thought they had
been seeing a false image. “I’m human, see? Sergeant Dave Czajka, used to be
with the Tenth Infantry, US Army,” he realized that was not the time to explain
that he was now a military contractor. “Surgun Jates here, is, uh, did the
lizards tell you about the Verd-kris?”


“Verd who?” MacDonald relaxed only slightly.


“Never mind. Not all Kristang are like the warrior
caste,” Dave said quickly, aware they needed to move quickly. “The Verds are
part of the Legion, they, uh,” he did not want to use the word ‘serve’, “they
are allied with the Ruhar, like UNEF is. They’re on our side. Except for me,
this whole raiding force is Verd-kris commandos. And they are kicking ass!”


The Keepers looked at each other and spoke
excitedly. When MacDonald spoke, the question was not what Dave expected. “UNEF
still exists? Why? The mission of the Expeditionary Force is over.”


“Uh, I,” Dave rolled his eyes. “We are part of the
Alien Legion now, working for the Ruhar. Look, assholes,” he let his frustration show. Setting down the four
rifles he carried, he jerked a thumb back over his shoulder. “Through that door
is an armory,” really it was simply a set of lockers. “There are more rifles,
grenades, some ballistic armor. Not any powered suits,” he added then realized
the Keepers would have no idea how to use them anyway. “Anyone who wants to kill
lizards, go help yourself. Surgun Jates and I are outa here, we have a mission.
If you’re still alive and you see other people in Ruhar skinsuits,” he tapped
his chest, “bugging out, that’s your cue to run like hell.” He did not like the
idea of unprotected humans fighting armor-suited Kristang. It would be a
one-sided slaughter, and would not accomplish much more than creating a minor
distraction. The Keepers had thoroughly fucked themselves, but they were human,
and they now desperately regretted leaving the Expeditionary Force. He had an
idea. “Listen, your best bet is to just get out of this compound. You can help
us by making noise, then getting out of here. The Kristang will have to send
people to track you, that draws them away from us, got it?”


“Understood,” Kumar paused at the door to the
armory, eager to get more weapons. Others had already squeezed past her. “We
will do what we can.”


“I’ll get word to the Legion if I can, to pick you
up. No promises,” Dave added.


She walked forward before Dave finished talking,
bending down to pick up a rifle. She hefted it in her hands, checking the
weight and balance, then ejected the magazine to check it. Slapping the
magazine back in, she pointed the muzzle at the floor. “This will do nicely.
Sergeant,” there were tears in her eyes. “Thank you.”


“Czajka!” Jates called from the outer door. “Move your ass!”


Dave turned to run, then hesitated. He snapped a
salute to the assembled Keepers. To the people.
The humans, just like him. “Good hunting. Except, do not shoot anyone in a skinsuit. And, good luck.”


“Vaya con dios, Sergeant,” one of the Keepers in
the back replied softly, then Dave was gone, running on the heels of Jates.




 









CHAPTER TWENTY SIX




 

“Hold,” Dave said in a breathless whisper.
Breathless because they had been running for their lives, since the commando
leader had declared the objective achieved and ordered everyone to proceed as
best they could to one of the evac points. Whisper because instinct told him to
be quiet, though no enemy could hear if he shouted inside the well-insulated
skinsuit helmet. “Surgun, hold a sec.”


“What is it, Czajka?” Jates pivoted, scanning the
area behind Dave with his rifle scope. They were using passive sensors only, active
sensors were not needed at all because the enemy pursuing them was hammering
away with active sensor sweeps across the spectrum, at full intensity. There
was so much electromagnetic energy saturating the area that it was
counterproductive, more useful for giving away the enemy’s location than
detecting the retreating commandos. Jates’s suit constantly warned him of the
risk he had been located, and the suit absorbed sensor sweeps as best it could
to avoid betraying his position. The active sensor photons flying around were
interfering with each other to the point where any data returned was not only
useless, it probably pointed the enemy in the wrong direction.


At first, Jates had felt smugly superior at the
enemy’s clumsy tactics and poor discipline. Then an alternative idea had made
his blood run cold. Maybe the enemy behind them was using active sensors to
flush their quarry into a trap ahead of them. To see which was true, Jates had
risked doubling back with Czajka, setting up an ambush of their own. With a
pair of rockets and sustained rifle fire, they had cut down four enemy warriors
who were all wearing hardshell armor. The only damage to themselves was a hard
impact on Jates’s left hip. The kinetic energy of the round had been absorbed
by the smart material of the skinsuit, and the force field dissipated the
plasma of the round’s explosive charge. Jates was alive and mobile. His hip
also hurt like hell, so much that it
was distracting him enough that he told Czajka to take point.


Dave had ducked behind a tree when he stopped. He
gestured with his rifle, and eyeclicked in his visor to highlight the scene for
Jates. “We got company. Keepers.”


“Keepers?”
Jates watched the view from Dave’s rifle scope while remaining out of view. The
two unofficial commandos were in a patchy forest, along the east side of a
ridge that ran roughly north-south. Downhill to the east was a narrow valley with
a road, a bridge across a stream, and a cluster of buildings that the map
described as a village. The village appeared deserted, no lights were on in the
buildings and their suit sensors were not picking up any heat signatures from
inside.


They were picking up clear heat signatures from
seven humans who were clad in a motley assortment of ballistic armor, and running
frantically along the dirt road in the center of the valley. As Jates watched,
three of the humans stopped to kneel down and launch rockets at something
behind them that Jates could not see. The rockets exploded and the three leapt
to their feet to resume running. Their gait was awkward because in addition to
rifles, the three carried sacks slung over their shoulders. Whatever was in the
sacks had to be weapons, for they were heavy enough to slow down the people
carrying them. Why would the foolish humans risk-


He got the answer before he finished the thought.
One of the overburdened humans stopped, rolling into a muddy ditch beside the
road and digging into his sack. The other two spun to urge the man onward, but
he waved them away, shouting and gesturing urgently for his companions to run,
and they did. The lone man fired a rocket followed by a long stream of rounds
on full auto, then dug three more rockets out of the sack, fitting them into
the launcher under the rifle’s barrel. He launched the rockets at unseen
targets, changed the magazine for a fresh one, and reached for more rockets.


“That man is brave,” Jates admitted reluctantly.
“Stupid, but brave.”


“He’s buying time for the others to get away,”
Dave’s voice was choked with emotion. 


“Us, too,” Jates rose from his concealed position.
“Come on, Czajka, move your ass. The enemy will be focused on the fight down
there, that gives us cover to get over this ridge.” They needed to get on the
west side of the ridge to proceed to the nearest evac point, though that was still
thirty kilometers away and they had little hope of evading pursuit that long.
Jates’s immediate concern was cresting the ridge before the sun rose, and they
were exposed on the skyline.


“No,” Dave protested. “I don’t want to run away. I
want to help them.”


“Are you out of your f-” Jates shook his head. “I
thought you hated those Keeper morons?”


“I hate them for being stubborn assholes, yeah.
Right now, they’re in trouble,” he looked back at his fellow commando. “They’re
human. They are one of us. And they’re
all going to die unless we can take some of the heat off their trail.”


“I would ask if you have lost your mind, but you never had one. Ah,” he stomped a
boot on the ground. “Damn it!”


“There are seven of them, including two women. Females,” Dave emphasized, knowing that
was a trigger point for male Verd-kris soldiers.


Jates analyzed the situation before replying.
“This is a steaming pile, and all we’ve got to eat it with is a fucking
cracker, Czajka.”


“You can have the cracker if you like,” Dave’s
lips curled in the ghost of a smile.


“Shit. I need to call this in.” The Surgun recorded
a message, and sent it via burst transmission to the commando leader. Because
of enemy jamming, the message was set on repeat so it would have a better
chance of getting through. While they waited, the two anxiously watched the
action in the valley below. The lone man had run out of rockets and was
retreating, dashing from cover to cover while firing wildly behind him. Just as
Jates was about to send a new message, the man fell in a hail of fire from the
enemy, his body jerking as it was struck again and again.


“Jates, you dumb shit,” came the scathing reply
from Vinchla. “Do NOT engage. You do
not engage the enemy unless you have to. Your orders are to proceed to the evac
point, period. Acknowledge.”


Surgun Jates surveyed the scene in the valley,
where seven Kristang warriors, none of them wearing powered armor, were running
down the road, firing intermittently at the humans in front of them. The humans
were very obviously going to lose the race. Jates looked over at Czajka. And he
made a decision. “Your message was broken up,” he said over the transmitter.
“Please repeat message after ‘Jates you
dumb shit’.” Then he toggled the
receiver off.


Dave drew his head back in surprise. “You sure
about this, Surgun?”


Jates pointed down to the valley. “Killing lizards
in that direction.” He pointed behind them up the ridge. “Not killing lizards in the other direction. I vote we kill
lizards.”


“Damn straight,” Dave replied with a growl. “Thank
you.”


“Are you
sure about this, Czajka?”


Dave made an exaggerated shrug. “I figure,” his
mouth was suddenly dry and he had to swallow. “We’re not getting out of this
anyway. Might as well take some of those motherfuckers down with us, right?”


Jates set off down the slope at a trot, waving for
Dave to follow. “You humans are primitive, slow and stupid. But sometimes, you
have the right idea.”




 



 

The Deal Me
In’s crew had lived up to their part of the bargain, carrying Jesse and
Nert out to the nearest Jeraptha fleet unit. What the Deal Me In’s crew expected was to find one or two destroyers at the
rendezvous point. Instead, they found the entire Mighty 98th Fleet
of the Blue Squadron. At first, Jesse’s plea to speak with someone in authority
was ignored, until somehow Admiral Tashallo heard they had two curiosities: a
visitor who had come from Feznako, who was also a human.


Because Tashallo had nothing else to do, and
because he was currently bored out of his mind, he invited the human and his
young Ruhar companion aboard the flagship. The admiral expected a few moments
of diversion, perhaps he would assign a junior officer to give the aliens a
tour of areas of the ship that were not too sensitive for foreigners to see.


Instead, the human had boldly and rather crassly
offered to bargain, for the Mighty 98th
to rescue the Alien Legion force that had become mired in a stalemate on
Feznako. Tashallo and his officers got a good laugh at the absurd notion, and
at the idea the lowly humans might have anything worth bargaining with.


“I am sorry, Sergeant Colter,” Tashallo said
gently when he was able to stop laughing. “It is quite impossible.”


“Uh, well,” Jesse was uncomfortable with that
part. Perkins wanted him to bring home the bacon, without giving away the store,
or some other metaphor he couldn’t think of right then. The Elder power tap was
a priceless artifact that should not be given away just for a ride back to
Fresno. “What if I could offer you something to make it worth your while?”


Tashallo chuckled, a dry wheezing sound that made the
hairs on the back of Jesse’s neck stand up. “Human, there is nothing you could
offer me that would be worth me intervening in the situation on Feznako.”


“Because, uh, you’re prevented from helping lower
species by treaty or something?”


“That, too,” the fine antennas above the admiral’s
eyes rose and dipped. Perhaps he was surprised by the human’s knowledge of
interstellar politics. “What I meant is, I already have a substantial wager
against your ‘Alien Legion’ holding that planet. No offense to you.”


“Ah, yeah, none taken,” Jesse reminded himself
that he needed to be polite even if it killed him. “You bet against us?”


“Of course. It is not a lucrative wager, because
the odds are so stacked against your Legion that the payout will hardly be
worth my while to wager. But,” his main antennas bounced. “I need the action,
you see.”


“I don’t know much about betting,” he shrugged as
an apology for not appreciating the activity that was nearly a religion among
the Jeraptha. “My folks don’t hold with gambling, so I didn’t grow up with it. Some
fantasy football, that’s all.”


Tashallo’s head lifted slightly, and cocked to the
side as he listened to the translation again. “I understand that this
‘foot-ball’ is a sport played with an egg-shaped object?”


“Uh, yeah, I guess. Yeah, that’s right, close
enough.”


“Why did you say ‘fantasy’ before the word
‘foot-ball’? My translator is, confused.”


“Well, it’s, you know. You don’t bet on games
between real teams. You make your own
team out of real players on real teams. Maybe the word ‘fantasy’ ain’t the best
way to describe it. I mean, it’s not a fantasy
like, uh,” he stumbled to a halt. He wanted to explain the difference between
fantasy sports and a more pleasurable type of fantasy, but talking about sex with
beetles made him queasy. “It’s not fantasy like dragons and stuff. It’s
make-believe you know?”


The admiral shifted in his couch, sitting more
upright with evident interest. “Please, Ser-geant Jeh-see Coal-ter. My
translator is having difficulty with your, unique language.”


“Sorry ‘bout that. I am sorry about that.” He recalled the instructions given to the
Expeditionary Force when they were given zPhone translators way back on Camp
Alpha, what seemed like a million years ago now. Speak clearly and slowly, and
avoid using slang whenever possible. That wasn’t always easy to remember.


“Explain, please,” Tashallo leaned forward, mildly
interested. “A person betting on fan-tasy foot-ball does not bet on the actions
of two real teams? This makes no sense.”


“Ah, yeah, that’s what a lot of people say. But
it’s fun! Unless you get stuck with a quarterback who suddenly forgets how to
throw the ball. Um, look, you create a, uh, a virtual team,” he found the word he had been trying to think of.
“Your virtual team is made of real players on real teams, but you can pick the
best players from all the real teams, to be on your virtual team, get it? Of
course, you can’t really pick all the
best players ‘cause other guys in the league get to draft players also.”


“A virtual
team, composed of real players,” Tashallo said in a near-whisper. “Tell me,
human, how are points awarded?”


“Well, that depends on the rules of the league
you’re in, you see? Different fantasy leagues have different rules. Like, in a
PPR league-”


“Pee pee are?”


“Oh, sorry. Points Per Reception. A receiver
doesn’t need to score a touchdown to earn you points, in a PPR league you get
points for how many catches, or how many yards a receiver gets. Some leagues
score yards after a catch separately. Anyways, you also get points for actual
touchdowns, and yards gained rushing. Most leagues just score an entire team’s
defense, but you can get really complicated and draft individual defensive
players. They get points for sacks, tackles, uh-” he realized he had lost his
audience, for the admiral had risen on his couch and gestured excitedly to his
staff. “It’s, uh, complicated?” He added while drawing his shoulders in and
placing his arms closely in front of him. Beetles had rushed over and squeezed
into the small briefing room, jabbering excitedly while he spoke. They
surrounded him and his translator could not keep up with the cacophony of alien
voices. “Hey,” he protested gently as someone bumped him from behind. “Did I
say something wrong? Listen, I’m sorry if I-”


Tashallo roared and gestured with his main
antennas, making the crowd give Jesse space. “It is I who needs to apologize,
Sergeant. My crew became overly excited when I told them what you explained to
me. This fantasy, or concept of virtual sports teams, is very exciting to us.”


Jesse was bombarded by questions that stretched
his thin memory of a casual hobby he had not participated in since Columbus
Day. Was football the only sport that had a virtual equivalent?


“Nah, I was in a fantasy baseball league one
season, but that took too much time, because there are so many games every
week. You have to keep track of starting pitchers of the real opposing team
your batters are playing against. And you need to know your own rotation of
starting and relief pitchers. Plus,” he shook his head, “sometimes teams will
use an opener pitcher as well as a long reliever, a set-up man and a closer,
with the starter covering only four to five innings. That is too much work for
a hobby.”


There were many more questions. How did playoffs
work, if the real team of your chosen players did not make the playoffs? How
did-


“Wait, wait, wait,” Jesse waved his arms slowly in
a manner he hoped was seen as non-threatening. “Are y’all telling me you don’t
have sports? What do you bet on?”


Another dry, wheezing creepy chuckle from the
admiral. “We do have athletic contests you would call ‘sports’ and we do wager
on them. However, the athletes who participate in our professional sports are
from dedicated religious orders. In your society, you would think of these
players as ‘monks’.”


Jesse’s idea of monks was guys wearing robes and
shaving their heads. “You have to be a monk
to play sports? Why?”


“Why, to keep the cheating to a manageable level,
of course,” Tashallo explained as if it were the most obvious thing in the
galaxy. “With sports controlled by religious orders, the cheating is expected
to be within allowable limits, which reduces the risk to wagerers.”


“You know
there will be cheating,” Jesse said slowly.


“Certainly. We often place side wagers on how much
cheating there will be in a game, as determined by a post-game analysis. It is
also possible to wager on how much cheating went into the analysis, although that is considered to be in poor taste,” he
chuckled. Tashallo tilted his head and looked at Jesse. “There is no cheating
in your human sports?”


Jesse shrugged. “If you ask my buddy Ski, the refs
must have been paid off every time the Packers lose. There is probably cheating
going on, as far as I know you can’t bet
on it.”


“Ah, I understand. Sergeant Colter, there is so much we must know about this concept
of fantasy sports. Please tell us-”


“Whoa, Admiral Sir.” Jesse saw the glimmer of an
opportunity. While he answered the barrage of questions about a truly trivial
subject, he had been watching the growing excitement of the beetles. They were
literally vibrating with excitement. One unfortunate beetle had passed out and
slumped against a bulkhead, when Jesse explained that sometimes coaches rested
their starters at the end of the regular season, which could really screw up
your fantasy team’s chances in the fantasy playoffs. “Why is this so important
to you?”


“Sergeant Colter,” Tashallo spoke loudly to be
heard over the buzzing in the compartment, a buzzing caused by mandibles and
antennas being rubbed together with feverish excitement. “This concept of fantasy
or virtual sports teams is, to my considerable knowledge, unique in the galaxy.
This will be the greatest innovation in wagering in the past ten thousand years!
My people simply must understand more
about it.”


“You must,
huh?” Jesse’s momma didn’t raise no fool. “Tell me, what’s it worth to you?”


“You wish to bargain for your knowledge?”
Tashallo’s eyes narrowed but he did not seem displeased or even surprised.


Then the compartment erupted in shouting and
frantic gestures that made Jesse’s translator go dormant. He waited out the
uproar that lasted several minutes, until all the beetles went silent and
leaned toward him with eager anticipation. Tashallo’s main antennas stood
straight up. “Sergeant, please pardon the interruption. We had to wager on what
you will ask in exchange for your information.”


“You bet
on what I want? Oh, of course you did. All right, here’s the deal. You take me
and Nert, that is, Cadet Dandurf, back to Fresno. Once we get there, you kick
the lizards off the place, so humans can be pulled off the surface safely. Once
you do that, I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”


There was a low buzzing like a murmur, as happy
and disappointed beetles settled their wagers. Tashallo looked pleased, he had
guessed correctly. “While I can arrange to transport you and the cadet back to
Feznako, which I advise you against because the Kristang are very likely going
to keep that world, I cannot justify interfering there. That fight is a dispute
between client species. Your people were regrettably foolish to take on that
particular fight.”


“I’m not the only reason you need to go there. I
told you, I’m not an expert about fantasy sports. I know people who are experts, and they’re on Fresno. You
want to know how fantasy sports really work, you need to talk with them.”


That statement sparked another round of agitated
argument among the beetles, while Jesse stood stoically with arms across his
chest.


Tashallo was unhappy, Jesse could tell that even through
the completely alien facial structure, so he pressed forward. “You said you bet
on Fresno, huh?”


“That is correct. Again, I intend no offense in
telling you that I bet the Kristang would keep Feznako. Because I have an
interest in the outcome on Feznako, I am prohibited from-”


“Uh huh,” Jesse took the risk of interrupting the
powerful alien admiral. “Hey, question for you; is that wager still kosher if
the Ruhar had their fingers in the pie?” Jesse knew he was mixing metaphors and
knew it didn’t matter because the translator would change it anyway. The
information about Glabosor’s treason had reached him aboard the Deal Me In just before that ship made
the final jump to rendezvous with the Mighty 98th.


“The Ruhar
cheated?” Tashallo’s head bobbed up and down with agitation. “I did not think
they had such imagination. Ha ha, if they did cheat, they failed,” he laughed.


“They didn’t fail. I mean, the hamsters who
cheated.”


Tashallo stopped laughing. “Explain yourself,
Sergeant.”


Jesse told the admiral about Glabosor’s treason,
while the beetles around him chattered excitedly with each other.


When Jesse finished, Tashallo held up his antennas
for silence. “You have evidence of this, this perfidy?” Cheating on that level, a level that threatened to
invalidate the wagers placed on the outcome, was a mortal sin in Jeraptha
society.


“Perfidy? Heck yeah. We got perfidy, double-dealing
and shenanigans and whatever you want to call it. My leader Colonel Perkins has
the evidence. The hamster Commissioner agrees with her.”


The admiral’s eyes were downcast while his thorax
expanded and contracted like a bellows. He was seething with anger.


Jesse unfolded his arms and clapped his hands once
to get the attention of all the beetles. “Admiral, to make a wager valid, there
has to be risk, right? Both sides have to be in danger of losing? The way I see
it, the Kristang were never in danger, because this Glabosor company, a Ruhar company, cheated to help them. All
your wagers about Fresno are bogus.”


There was a gasp from all the assembled beetles,
and Jesse had to cover his ears to protect them from the loud shouting. Finally,
Tashallo called for silence. “This,” he announced with his mandibles quaking
from anger, “is a heinous crime. We
must investigate! I will go there myself.”


One of the admiral’s aides raised up on her hind
legs to get attention. “Admiral, the task force must remain here while there is
a threat from-”


“Really?” Tashallo shook with laughter. “It is
true the Mighty 98th must remain here. However, I believe the I Am Aching To Give Somebody A Beat-Down And
Today Is YOUR Lucky Day is scheduled to rotate back to base, for
maintenance on some system or other.”


“It is?” The aide shook his head in confusion.
“The Beat-Down’s daily reports do not
mention any-”


“That is because I have just decided I am
displeased with this ship’s jump drive, or maser cannons or some other damned excuse
you can cook up for me.” The admiral clapped his main antennas together. “Prepare
the Beat-Down for departure. I will
be in my flag quarters, along with our distinguished guest Sergeant Colter and
his fuzzy friend. The Beat-Down can swing
by Feznako on the way back to base for repairs.”


The aide’s head drew back. “Admiral, Feznako is located
in the opposite direction from the nearest starship servicing base.”


“It is?” Tashallo shook his head slowly. “Sadly, I
was never very good at navigation.”




 



 

One of the stricken Swift Arrow warriors groaned
and Jates spun toward the sound, striding over to the bloody Kristang warrior,
who had one arm flailing in an attempt to reach his lost rifle. Jates stomped
on the hand, trapping it between his boot and the hard concrete floor. The
warrior shrieked curses at Jates and when that didn’t get a response, swallowed
and spat mucus and blood onto the Surgun’s suit.


Their situation was bad, very bad. Going into the
valley to engage the Kristang had allowed the Keepers to escape, at least for a
while, but it meant the two junior commandos missed the only faint hope they
had of being extracted by air until the following night. They had been chased
into a village, their ammunition running low, skinsuit powerpacks more than
half drained, constantly harassed by enraged Swift Arrow warriors. Dave thought
the only reason they were still alive was that most of that clan’s warriors
were too busy killing each other, in a fight for control of the clan, to bother
with two unimportant Legion soldiers who were far behind the lines anyway.


Jates looked down at the gore dripping down his
legs, the disgusting fluids automatically repelled by the suit’s surface to
avoid compromising its chameleonware capabilities. To Dave’s surprise, the Verd
said something softly to the Kristang.


If Jates had intended his words to be comforting
or at least non-aggressive, the response he got was the opposite. The warrior
shouted curses that, even to Dave’s limited knowledge of lizard slang, were
foul insults.


Jates did not shout curses back or speak in any
way. He simply pointed the muzzle of his rifle at the warrior’s head and
pressed the trigger twice. There were two loud BANGS as the explosive tips
punched through the lizard’s skull and chewed into the floor.


“Shit!” Dave gulped, startled by the unexpected
action. There was dead silence, broken by the ting, ting of the two expended cartridges falling to the floor and
skidding away. “Damn,” he looked at the Verd-kris in sudden fear. “What’d you
do that for?”


Jates looked over at Dave, the opaque helmet
faceplate rendering him unreadable. “I have trouble expressing my feelings.”


Dave froze. Then he exploded with laughter at the
absurdity of the situation. “Was that part of your therapy?”


“Yes.”


“Did it work?”


“Yes. I feel much
better now.”


Dave kicked his right leg, which had gotten splattered
with the dead lizard’s brains. “I don’t think the therapy did much good for him.”


Jates considered the now-headless warrior, and
looked at Dave. “Well, he was kind of an asshole.”


Dave had to laugh again. Sustained rifle fire
resounded behind them. Since they escaped from the Swift Arrow clan’s compound,
they had been relentlessly pursued by Kristang. The other survivors of the
commando team, and even a handful of freed Keepers, had been picked up by
Buzzards and were flying back to safety. Dave and Jates had been steadily
pushed in the opposite direction from the evac site, and finally the Buzzard
assigned to extract them had been forced to abort the operation because it was
low on fuel. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”




 



 

The Jeraptha battleship I Am Aching To Give Somebody A Beat-Down And Today Is YOUR Lucky Day
jumped directly into low orbit around Feznako, fearing nothing. Casually, one
of the cruiser’s maser cannons warmed up by burning out the aft shield
projectors of a Kristang frigate that was unlucky to be raiding that side of
the planet, just below the altitude at which it could have jumped away. With
the frigate’s shields collapsed, the Beat-Down
got the crew’s attention by slicing away part of a propulsion module, then
warned the much smaller ship not to try boosting its orbit.


The Beat-Down’s
crew then, of course, paused for a flurry of wagering about whether the enemy
frigate’s crew would be foolish enough to try boosting altitude enough to jump
away, while the Jeraptha ship’s orbit took it around to the other side of the
planet.


Admiral Tashallo used one claw-tipped arm to
beckon Jesse over to the tactical display, an impressive holographic representation
of the planet below. “There are pockets of fighting all over the surface, with
five major infantry engagements at the highlighted locations. Fighting has
been,” the admiral paused to manipulate the display, and frowned. Or Jesse
thought the alien senior officer was frowning, for the small antennas above the
beetle’s eyes titled down toward each other and his mandibles drooped. “There
has been substantial ground combat since you departed. I sincerely hope your
people who are experts on the subject of fantasy sports,” now the big beetle
was looking at Jesse with the mandibles still down, and the small antennas tilted
upward. Jesse guessed that meant the alien did not believe there were truly
fantasy sports experts on the planet below. “I hope they have not perished.”


“Yeah, me too. Uh, with all this fancy gear, can
you locate a particular person down there?”


“If you supply this person’s identification code,
then most likely we can. Hold!” He waved an arm to restrain the bridge crew. “There
will not be any wagering about whether we can locate the subject.”


A very human-like disappointed sigh of ‘awww’
murmured around the ship’s bridge.


“I don’t know what you mean by an ID code, but,”
Jesse pulled his zPhone from a pocket. “I can try calling him on this. You can
locate him if he picks up the call?”


Tashallo peered at the phone and grunted. “Your
communications device is linked to the ship’s system. Sergeant, if you brought
us all the way here simply to rescue a friend-”


“He is my friend! That’s how he got me into
fantasy football. And baseball, he’s into baseball too. Like I said, baseball
is a lot more complicated. Lots of variables,” he added in the hope that more
variables made for more interesting gambling action.


“Very well. Call your friend.”


Jesse pressed the icon for Dave Czajka. Nothing
happened. When he tried it again, all he heard was static. Looking sheepishly
at the powerful Jeraptha admiral, he assumed it had to be his fault. “It’s not
working.”


“The problem is not with my ship,” Tashallo said
stiffly as technicians frantically adjusted controls. “The primitive technology
being used on the planet allows communications to be easily jammed.”


Primitive technology? Jesse looked at his zPhone,
a device no thicker than a credit card. The Ruhar version he carried had a
slightly larger display than the Kristang model he had been issued way back on
Camp Alpha, but it certainly was incredible technology. “Sure, if you say so.”


That remark got Tashallo mad, and the admiral
barked orders at his crew. “Try it now,” he scowled at the human sergeant.


“Uh, huh! Hey, it’s working.”




 









CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN




 

Dave Czajka was surprised when his skinsuit helmet
pinged with an incoming call, using the unique tone he had assigned to Jesse
Colter. Surprise was not good, because the ping momentarily took his focus away
from what he was doing, which was sending rounds at Kristang warriors, to keep
their heads down while Surgun Jates swapped out his own rifle’s magazine. His
focus was distracted just long enough for a string of rounds to go too high over
the makeshift barrier the Kristang were using as cover. The kinetic rounds impacted
the wall behind the enemy, digging deep gouges and making the concrete-like
material chip, shatter and erupt outward. Angry at himself, Dave shifted his
aim back lower just as a section of the wall sagged downward, exposing a
powercell that began arcing.


Dave was not stupid, he could recognize a golden
opportunity when it fell in his lap. “Fire in the hole!” He shouted over the general
circuit and pumped his rifle’s last rocket across the gap, the weapon flying out
of the undermounted tube and accelerating hard. In the blink of an eye, the
rocket hit the skin of the powercell and its smart warhead judged whether to
delay detonation. The answer, based on a nanosecond decision, was NO. No delay.
When the warhead exploded, it released the energy stored in a large bank of
powercells behind the wall.


And the wall ceased being a concrete-like
organization of matter. It became heat, light, kinetic energy and dust. The
energy blew in all directions, instantly killing the five Kristang warriors who
had been taking cover against the wall. A microsecond later, the blast wave
struck Dave and Jates, flinging them backward down a broad hallway. The two
soldiers skidded on the tough backplates of their combat skinsuits, the material
going slick to allow them to skid without friction compromising the suit
material’s integrity. When their suits sensed the hallway was coming to an end
in a ‘T’ configuration, the material on the appropriate sides ballooned outward
to provide cushioning. Dave hit first, the impact less harsh than he feared.
Then the heavy bulk of Jates slammed into him, flattening Dave against the wall
and leaving a dent in the concrete there.


“Are you combat effective, Czajka?” Jates asked
gruffly as he sprang to his feet, assisted by the amazing technology of a Ruhar
skinsuit.


“I don’t,” Dave grunted, struggling to catch his
breath. “I don’t know if I’m effective for anything.”


“The suit should have cushioned you,” Jates yanked
the human to his feet with one hand, checking the man had not lost any of his
gear during their unexpected flight.


“Yeah, and I was your freakin’ cushion,” Dave pointed his rifle’s muzzle to the dent
in the wall.


Jates shook his head to clear his spotty vision. “Sergeant,
what the hell was that? I only asked
you to cover me while I swapped the magazine.”


“Guess I’m an overachiever, then? I saw an
opportunity and took it,” he replied without bothering to add that the
opportunity had been presented by his mistake. “We-” His helmet speaker pinged
again and an icon of Jesse’s face popped up faintly on the right bottom of the
visor. “Oh, hey, forgot about that. Jesse?
Where the hell are-”


“No time to chat. You Ok?”


“Uh, we’re kinda busy here, we got-”


Explosive-tipped rounds stitched a line down the
hallway, ricocheting off the wall behind Dave and making him and Jates fling
themselves flat on the floor. They crawled away on elbows, keeping low as
possible. “We could use help here!” Dave shouted as he scrambled to his feet
and followed Jates running.




 

“We have located your friend,” Tashallo used one
of his main antennas to point at a blinking yellow dot on the holographic
image. “Unfortunately, we cannot use this ship’s weapons to assist in the
engagement. Friendly forces are too close to the enemy, we would risk hitting
both sides.”


“Shit. Can you send me down?”


“I can do better than that. Captain Regarr! Inform
the Rapid Assault Team they are to deploy immediately.” To Jesse he added “As
you have never fought, or trained, with our cavalry forces, my suggestion is
you keep your head down and stay out of the way.”


Jesse’s mouth went dry at the thought of dropping
into a war zone with a group of battle-hardened beetles. “You won’t have to
tell me that twice.”




 



 

“Shit!” Dave ducked down as a shower of debris
from a rocket pelted his helmet. “Surgun, I’m out! I am out of ammo!” He held
up the weapon, to show there was no magazine inserted. The expended magazine
had automatically ejected itself so he could slap in a new one. Red icons
blinked in Dave’s visor, informing him that the rifle was inoperable. Damn it!
He had just swapped the magazine for one taken from the belt of a dead
Verd-kris, when a rocket had exploded close enough to fling him backwards,
crack his rifle and bruise several of his ribs.


“I also am out of rockets.” He quickly popped up above
the overturned truck they were using for cover, unleashed a stream of explosive-tipped
rounds, and ducked down before a fusillade of enemy rounds struck the vehicle
they were taking cover behind. He ejected his magazine and counted. “Eight
rounds. Here,” he pulled three rounds out and tossed them to Dave. “Take
these.”


“Shit. That’s not good. Did you get a look at the
opposition?”


Jates eyeclicked to play back sensor data the
rifle had gathered during his brief exposure. “A dozen. Or more.”


“We are fucked,
then,” Dave shook his rifle angrily.


Jates tried to think of some appropriate gallows
humor and nothing came to mind. “If we had a rocket, we could try blowing a
hole in this wall,” he tapped the solid, reinforced wall behind them. They were
trapped. The raid had been successful, achieving its goal of forcing the surprised
enemy into a defensive posture. More importantly, the assassination of the
official Swift Arrow leadership on the planet had caused enemy forces to
fracture and fight each other as much as they fought the Legion. No, the
Kristang were now more focused on killing
each other than kicking the Legion off the planet. Local warlords sought to
fill the power vacuum and seize control of as much of the population as they
could before one or more of their rivals hit them. The Achakai, suddenly released
from their original contract, were seeking bids for their services and acting
only defensively against the Legion. That was all good for the Legion overall,
but it did nothing to help Czajka and Jates.


After the raid, they had become separated from the
Verd commandos and arrived at the extraction point too late. They had tried to
link up with the commandos again, but communications were being jammed and the
situation was so chaotic there was no way to know which direction was best.
They had mostly by luck gone into a building where, through a blown-out window,
they could see two gunships firing at the Kristang while a transport screamed
in and picked up two squads of commandos, but the landing zone was hot and too
far away. The commandos and the crew of the transport might never know, but
Jates and Czajka had shot down two enemy missile teams before they could launch
their weapons at the vulnerable aircraft. Immediately after the missile teams
fell and the transport roared away, its booster rockets flaring wildly, the
attention of the enraged enemy had focused on the window from which they had
taken fire. Dave barely got out of the building before the roof fell in, and he
had to use his skinsuit’s power to lift a heavy beam off Jates and drag the Surgun
out. Since then, they had been stuck in one running firefight after another. The
only reason they were still alive was the extreme confusion of the enemy’s
soldiers. Twice, when trapped between groups of the enemy, the Kristang had
shot at each other by mistake, allowing Jates and Czajka to crawl away in the
chaos. Now their luck was running out.


The visor of Jates’s helmet glowed a proximity
warning. “Sergeant, keep their heads down.”


“Right.” Dave took a breath and popped up, holding
the rifle over the truck. With the view from the rifle’s scope transferred to
his visor, he did not need to expose his head to aim and fire. Three rounds
left, he told himself. Don’t waste them.


Taking his time was easier said than done. The
enemy saw his rifle as soon as it came above the truck, and a string of rounds
hit the truck. “Shit!” Dave muttered to himself, not losing focus. He sent a
three-round burst into one over-confident asshole who popped up too high to get
a better look. Dave caught a glimpse of his rounds digging into the lizard’s
armored chest and exploding, before his own rifle was hit and shot out of his
hands. “Ah, damn it!” He sat back down, shaking his numb hands. The gloves had
absorbed part of the shock, not enough.


“That’s it, I’m out.” Dave didn’t even have a
sidearm left, he had lost his when the building collapsed. He had been out of
pistol ammo anyway.


Jates popped up and fired at the enemy, then
ducked back down. “My rifle is out,” Jates declared with disgust, tossing the
weapon away and drawing his own sidearm. He ejected the pistol’s magazine to
verify the digital counter was correct and to his dismay it was. “Five rounds.”


Just then, the truck shook as it was struck by a
large number of explosive-tipped rounds and the two soldiers were forced to
scramble on their backsides to avoid being crushed between the truck and the
reinforced wall. An enemy soldier, running under cover of the sustained rifle
fire, came around the end of the truck and pointed his weapon at Dave before Jates
fire three rounds into the warrior’s neck armor. The armor there was just as
thick as the chest, but Ruhar doctrine held that was a vulnerable spot of
Kristang powered suits. The impact of three explosive-tipped pistol rounds were
not enough to penetrate the armor plating. It didn’t need to. The kinetic
energy made the enemy’s chin thrust back, snapping the warrior’s neck and
shattering the helmet’s faceplate. The warrior was flung backward to lie dead.


“Hell!” Dave whispered. “Why couldn’t his fucking
rifle have fallen this way instead of
away from us?”


“Two
rounds left,” Jates shook Dave’s shoulder to get the man’s attention. He
flipped the pistol around and handed it to the human.


“Uh?”


“Will you do me?” Jates flipped up his helmet visor.


“Do
you?” Dave laughed nervously. “Shouldn’t I buy you dinner first?”


“What was that you said, Czajka?” The Verd-kris
soldier’s eyes narrowed.


“Forget it,” Dave had thought the Surgun was
joking. “You want me to shoot you?”


“The enemy will capture you, put you on display as
a trophy of war. I am Verd-kris, they will not be so gentle with me. Captured
Verd-kris, especially males, are tortured to death, as traitors without honor,”
he shuddered. “I do not fear death, but torture without end cannot be endured.
Even the strongest are broken. I see no point to subjecting myself to that.”


“Ok, uh,” Dave thought the enemy were not likely
to treat him any less harshly. “You can’t just shoot yourself?”


“I am a warrior of my people. To take my own life
is dishonorable.”


“Ohhhkaaay then,” Dave flipped up his own visor.
“Shit. Man, it’s been an honor serving with you. I wish we didn’t have to die
on this miserable rock.”


Jates held out a hand and Dave clasped it with his
free hand. “It has been an honor serving with you.”


Hell, Dave thought, are those tears in the lizard’s eyes? He released his grip on Jates’s hand to
he could hold the pistol with both hands and steady the shaking. “This sucks,”
he muttered and pointed the weapon at his companion, who closed his eyes. Dave pulled
his finger down onto the trigger and-


The truck rocked backwards, throwing Dave to the
side. Pointing the pistol upward, he scooted backwards along the increasingly
narrow gap between the overturned vehicle and the wall. Gunfire so continuous
it sounded like a thousand angry buzzsaws roared and he toggled his visor
closed to reduce the assault on his ears. “What the hell?”


Jates held up a hand and closed his own visor. “I
do not recognize those weapons,” he said hopefully.


“What?” Dave shouted back, unable to hear despite
the noise-absorbing and cancelling features of the helmet. “Your rifle! Give me
your- Oh, forget it,” he added when he realized Jates could not understand him
over the noise. Safing the pistol and placing it on the ground in front of the Surgun,
he picked up the empty rifle, linked it to his helmet and held the scope just
above the body of the truck. “What the hell?”


The scene through the rifle’s scope, watched by
both Legion soldiers, made the previous chaos of the battle look like a carefully
choreographed marching drill. Lizards were falling. No, parts of lizards were falling, others were flying through the air
and others turned into, well, a sticky pink mist in the air. Someone or something was attacking them from behind,
and the Kristang were returning fire or attempting to return fire. In seconds, the
rifle’s scope indicated the only movement from what had been the enemy position
was dead body parts bouncing around. “We- Whoa!” Dave ducked and the rifle was
torn from his hands as an enemy helmet ricocheted off the weapon, hit the wall
and bounced to a stop between Dave’s splayed legs.


“Holy shit,”
Dave was shaking from the adrenaline surge, looking down in disbelief. The
object was the blood-and-gore-splattered upper chest, neck and helmet of a
Kristang warrior, with its face resting right on his crotch. The helmet was
cracked open, its faceplate missing, and lizard blood was staining Dave’s
pants.


Jates leaned over to look at the distorted face
inside the helmet, then at Dave. “I think he likes you. You two lovebirds want some privacy?”


“Ah!” Dave kicked and pushed the dead warrior
away. “Get that thing off me!”


The Surgun shook his head slowly, sadly. “Czajka,
I have heard of some truly weird
fetishes, but-”


“Not
funny!” Dave laughed hysterically. “Ok, it’s, that was kind of funny,” he
admitted. Eyeclicking to the common circuit, he cautiously called out. “Hey,
who’s out there? Anyone out there?”


The reply was muffled and distorted.


“I didn’t understand that,” Dave said louder, his
ears still ringing from the gunfire. “Say again, who is there?”


“Pone. See!”


Dave shook his head, trying to get his hearing to
work. “Wait. Pone? Cornpone? Jesse?”


“In the flesh, man,” the sergeant from Arkansas announced
as he limped into the gap between the truck and the wall, wearing a skinsuit
with hands held high. “How you doin’?”


Before Dave could reply, another figure in a
skinsuit stepped into view. “Hello Sergeant Ski,” Nert said gleefully, waving a
hand in enthusiastic greeting. “We are here to rescue you.”


“You?”
Dave gasped. “The two of you did all that?”


“Nah,” Jesse jerked a thumb back over one
shoulder, as two hulking armored beetles carrying heavy weapons came up behind
the human. “We brought some new friends along. These guys really know how to party.”


“Jeraptha?”
Dave’s jaw dropped. “But, why, how- How did you get the Jeraptha to, to-” he
sputtered to a stop, speechless.


Jesse popped open his visor and grinned, holding
up his hands. “Man,” he shook his head slowly. “You are NOT gonna believe this.”




 

Ten minutes later, escorted out of the combat zone
by two squads of the very keyed-up and anxious Jeraptha Rapid Assault Team,
Dave, Jesse, Nert and Jates huddled behind a collapsed wall while the group
waited for a Jeraptha transport to approach. A pair of evil-looking Jeraptha
gunships circled the area, occasionally blasting something on the ground. Dave
was still bewildered, flinching when the Jeraptha soldiers cut loose on some
perceived danger, which apparently meant anything from a leaf blowing in the
breeze to a shadow moving. The Jeraptha were not taking any risks with their precious charges, namely Jesse and more
importantly Dave himself.


Crouched down while waiting, Dave had his
faceplate open and comms turned off so he could speak privately with Jesse.
“You told them I am an expert on
fantasy sports? Have you lost your freakin’ mind?”


“First, you are welcome for me saving your sorry
ass, even though you forgot to thank me,” Jesse sniffed. “Second, you are an expert compared to me, and the
Jeraptha don’t know squat about it.
So, to them, you are the galaxy’s leading authority on the subject.”


“Jesus, what a mess. Seriously, the beetles,” Dave
glanced around to check if any of the hulking insect warriors were listening. “They
never heard of fantasy sports?”


“Nope. Surprised the hell out of me,” Jesse
agreed. “I guess we humans got something to be proud of, huh?”


“Clue me in about this, Colter,” Jates leaned in
closer. “You create fake teams that don’t play real games, and you pretend all of it is real? And human adults
spend hundreds of hours doing this?”


“Well, uh,” Jesse shifted uncomfortably. “When you
say it that way, it sounds silly.”


“Right,” Jates cocked his head. “The way I said it, that is what makes it silly.”


“It doesn’t matter what we think,” Jesse lowered his voice. “The beetles think this is the
greatest thing like, ever. You should
have seen them on that ship while I was explaining it. I thought they were
gonna pass out from ecstasy. It was like they was at one of those religious
revivals where people start shaking and talking in tongues or whatever.
Anyways, we got an ace up our sleeves, and we’re gonna cash it in for all the
chips we can get.”


“Ok, I’ll play along. But, you know, we need to
find a real expert for them, or they’re gonna get pissed at us real quick.”


“No problem, brother, I got us covered,” Jesse
winked. “I told the beetles they also need to secure Diego.”


“Who is ‘Diego’?” Jates asked.


“Diego Sanchez,” Dave explained. “He was a Radio
Operator in our unit when we were in Nigeria. That’s, uh, a war zone on Earth,
back before Columbus Day. He came to Paradise with us and got reassigned to
carrying a rifle, because the Kristang didn’t allow us lowly humans to screw
with the communications gear they gave us. Point is, Diego is a fanatic about
fantasy sports, he ran a league for the whole 10th Division. He was
even into really obscure stuff like fantasy college football-”


“Including college hockey,” Jesse shook his head.
“Who follows college hockey?”


“Diego did. And he scraped together enough people
to make a league. Man, the beetles are gonna love Diego.”


Jesse shrugged. “What I hope is that Diego loves them.”




 



 

Emily Perkins anxiously waited for the Jeraptha
transport to land in a clearing near the launcher complex. The Legion had been
startled by the arrival of a Jeraptha fast battleship, though less startled
than the Kristang on and around Fresno, who were keeping their heads down and
cowering in fear. When the powerful, advanced-technology warship arrived, it disabled
a Kristang frigate that had just concluded a raid on Legion positions. Because
Legion forces were so dispersed to avoid providing a target for orbital
bombardment, the frigate killed only seven humans, while exposing itself to substantial
danger.


The frigate had not counted on one potential
danger being a Jeraptha warship. Shortly
after the angry battleship disabled the frigate and ordered it to hold its
current altitude, the Beat-Down conducted
a railgun strike on a large underground Kristang weapons bunker that the Legion
wasn’t aware even existed. That bunker was now a deep crater, that would become
a lake when the nearby river filled it with water.


After stating that a Jeraptha admiral wished to
speak with Legion leadership, mostly with the Commissioner and his staff, the
beetles had not responded to Legion attempts at communication, other than to
say they were busy and the Legion should stay out of their way.


The transport was proceeded by a pair of gunships
that screamed in low, scanning the area, then climbing to orbit the landing
zone and provide fire support if needed. The transport then came in fast, so
fast that Emily and the people near her ducked down, fearing a crash. At the
last moment, thrusters on the transport’s nose and leading surfaces fired hard,
bringing it to an abrupt halt in mid-air before it slammed to the ground. A
ramp was already open and two armor-clad beetles ran out, sweeping the landing
zone with their weapons while the assembled humans got shakily back to their
feet, holding hands above their heads.


The two beetle warriors on the ground gave an All
Clear signal and down the ramp trotted first Surgun Jates, then Jesse Colter
and finally Nert Dandurf, all wearing Ruhar skinsuits with the faceplates open.
Jesse looked around, saw Perkins and snapped a quick salute as he limped slowly
toward her. Behind them, the transport took off with a roar and a swirling gust
of wind. The two beetle soldiers remained on the ground behind Jesse, clearly
providing protection for the human sergeant.


“Sergeant Colter,” Perkins beamed. “I see you got
your shopping list taken care of.”


“Uh, yeah, and I didn’t need to, you know, pay for anything,” he looked from Jates
to Nert then back at Perkins.


“You didn’t have to give them,” she licked her
lips uncertainly. “Anything of value?”


“Oh,” Jesse’s grin stretched his face ear to ear.
“We humans are giving them something that is totally priceless beyond measure.”


Perkins pulled her head up skeptically, fearing
what promises her sergeant might have given away. “What is that?”


“Like I told Dave,” Jesse shook his head. “Ma’am, you
are not going to believe this.”




 

She in fact did not believe it, not at first.
Until she decided that, considering that she was in an Alien Legion on a
faraway planet, an alien species getting excited about fantasy sports was
really not all that unusual. She sent Jesse off to brief General Ross in
person, before the Jeraptha admiral arrived in roughly fifteen minutes. The two
beetle warriors escorted Jesse, one in front and one behind the sergeant.


While walking back toward her temporary office
inside the Launcher complex, she turned to Jates. “Your raid was successful,
thank you, Surgun. You took a lot of pressure off. It was touch and go here for
a while. Too long. We lost comms just before the raid, what happened to you?”


“Our day was,” Jates paused to consider his words.
“Interesting. I have never been rescued by a Jeraptha assault team before.”


Perkins was intensely interested in how the
Jeraptha operated as infantry. “What was that like?”


Jates shrugged and looked at Nert. “I did not
actually witness the attack. Cadet Dandurf and Sergeant Colter accompanied the
Jeraptha.”


“Nert?” Perkin prompted the cadet.


Nert tilted his head and a shudder of horror shook
his shoulders. “Colonel Perkins, have you ever seen an assault team of extremely pissed off beetles in action?”




 









CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT




 

The arrival of the Jeraptha ship prevented both Kristang
and Ruhar ships from approaching Fresno, with Admiral Tashallo having declared
a No-Fly zone within six point three lightseconds of that troubled world. Emily
Perkins was, however, dismayed that having a massive Jeraptha battleship
looming overhead did not actually end all the fighting on the surface.
Tashallo’s main concern was investigating the heinous perfidy of Glabosor and
anyone else who had rigged, or known about the rigging, of the situation on
Fresno. The admiral was fuming, to the point of demanding that Commissioner
Yusafft surrender the culprits to the Jeraptha for prosecution, ignoring the protocol
that the Ruhar government had the right to prosecute their own citizens first.
The Commissioner’s decision to hand over the local Glabosor officials may have
been influenced by Jeraptha gunships buzzing around his headquarters like angry
hornets. While the Glabosor employees protested loudly that their rights were
being trampled, Yusafft declared that because the planet was still under
martial law, he could do whatever he thought best. The Ruhar federal government
lodged a formal protest because they had to, although no one wanted the
Glabosor officials coming to the Ruhar homeworld for a drawn-out trial that
would keep the scandal fresh in the public’s mind for way too long.


Regardless, Yusafft was terrified when he learned
that he was also considered a suspect
by the enraged Jeraptha, and he was taken into custody along with the Glabosor
officials.


With Yusafft out of communication aboard the I Am Aching To Give Somebody A Beat-Down And
Today Is YOUR Lucky Day, command of the Legion fell to a Ruhar staff
officer who proved to be intelligent, clear-headed and determined not to lose
the brief advantage the Legion had. His determination to win the fight on the
surface might have been inspired by
Tashallo’s threat, that anyone not fighting to the best of their ability would
also be considered a suspect in the odious
crimes committed against the Jeraptha people. With neither side having
close-space support, and the Jeraptha refusing to intervene, the fighting was
confined within the envelope defined by the surface to the upper edge of the
atmosphere. The Kristang had an overwhelming advantage in manpower, weapons,
ammunitions and other vital supplies. They also had a four-to-one advantage in combat
aircraft, and a fourteen-to-one advantage in ground combat vehicles.


The situation appeared hopeless and not at all
what Perkins hoped when the Beat-Down
jumped into orbit. The Legion had only two factors working in their favor.
First, Commissioner Yusafft and his flunkies had been removed from the command hierarchy,
allowing critical decisions to be made by people who actually, you know, knew
what they were doing. The second factor in the Legion’s favor was that they
were fighting the Kristang.


As soon as the fighting started, even before the
raid on the Swift Arrow clan citadel, part of the Kristang combat effort had
been diverted to fighting each other. All the happy bullshit about clans coming
together to fight against a common enemy went out the window when the shooting started,
and warrior caste hotheads saw an opportunity to settle scores. An after-action
analysis determined that sixty percent of Kristang casualties, and eighty
percent of their combat aircraft lost, was from friendly fire. That was even before
the Swift Arrow clan leadership was decapitated, and the Beat-Down arrived to loom over everyone’s heads in low orbit.


With Yusafft no longer in the loop, the commanders
of the Ruhar, Verd-kris and UNEF forces agreed their priority must be getting
the enemy to kill each other, so most units went into a defensive posture,
while commando groups were sent out to sow chaos and confusion in the enemy
ranks. Kristang clans and subclans that had actually been concentrating on
fighting the Legion, soon discovered they had apparently been stabbed in the back
by other clans. By the fifth day after the Beat-Down
arrived, the Legion offered a general cease-fire and it was eagerly accepted by
the Kristang, who were too busy killing each other to waste time engaging the
Legion anyway.




 



 

“This doesn’t feel
safe,” Derek looked up at the sky from under the portside engine of the
Buzzard.


“Come on,” Dave looked up from the portside main
landing gear bay, where he was working with Irene to replace an actuator. “There’s
a ceasefire. We’re safe as we can be on this rock. The Kristang know the
beetles upstairs aren’t going to take any crap.”


Derek set down the wrench he had been using and
stepped out from under the Buzzard’s wing to peer at the nearly cloudless sky. The
massive bulk of the Jeraptha battleship, visible to the naked eye as a bright
dot even in daylight, had disappeared over the horizon ten minutes ago and
would not be overhead again for more than an hour. “We are only safe when the beetles are above the
horizon. Any Kristang ship captain with more bravado than common sense might be
tempted to jump in and fire every weapon they’ve got at the Legion while the Beat-Down is on the other side of the
planet.”


“The lizards would have to be crazy to do that,”
Dave commented, his voice muffled while his head was up inside the bay. “Even
if a ship jumped in for a quick raid, and jumped away before the Jeraptha could
react, they have to know the beetles will hunt them down.”


“The lizards are
crazy,” Derek retorted. “They lost this battle and they know it. Everyone back
home on their clan worlds knows it too. The Kristang fear losing face more than
they fear death. I can see some ship captain up there deciding it is better to
go out in a blaze of glory here, rather than go back home to humiliation.”


“We-” Dave began a reply.


“Hey,” Irene stuck her head out from the other
side of the landing gear. “Can we argue about this after we get the bird flightworthy again?”


Derek shrugged and bent down to pick up the wrench.
“I’m just saying, I’d feel safer if we were working on the bird inside a
hardened shelter, instead of exposed out here.” He waved an arm around at the
makeshift airbase, which was mostly a couple acres of matting to keep aircraft
from sinking into the equatorial jungle mud near the cargo Launcher. The few
hardened aircraft shelters, deep underground near the Launcher, were occupied
by fighter-gunships. Their Buzzard, being mostly a transport, did not rate the
protection of a shelter.


“I’d feel safer if this thing,” Irene
affectionately rapped her knuckles on the composite belly of the aircraft,
“could fly away from danger, and
fight if we need to. A bird hiding in a shelter is useless to anyone.”


“What’s useless?” Perkins asked as she walked
around the back of the Buzzard, with Nert by her side, and Jesse limping along right
behind them.


“Morning, Ma’am,” Irene greeted the team’s leader.
“I was saying that we need to get this thing airworthy again, and not worry
about hiding it in a hole somewhere.”


Perkins cocked her head. “Why would we hide it in
a hole?”


“I mean a hardened shelter,” Irene explained.
“Derek is worried the lizard’s fleet upstairs may try a raid before they bug
out of here.”


“Bonsu,” Perkins addressed the pilot, “you know
the Jeraptha warned that if one
lizard ship steps out of line, the Beat-Down
will wipe out every Kristang ship in this system, and beyond. Admiral Tashallo
is still pissed about the Ruhar and Kristang conspiring to violate the sacred spirit
of wagering.”


Dave chuckled. “I got the feeling what the beetles
are really upset about is they hadn’t
placed any prop bets on whether the Ruhar would cheat.”


Derek felt a need to defend himself. “It’s not a
raid by Kristang starships that worries me,” he explained. “The lizards still
have plenty of aircraft and missiles they can use. We know their culture honors
the defiant gesture, especially if it’s a suicide attack.” He gestured with the
wrench toward the northern horizon, where the cleared free-fire zone around the
base gave way to the dark green of thick jungle canopy. “They could just infiltrate
a ground team and saturate this whole area with rockets.


“Ah,” Jesse waved a hand to dismiss the pilot’s
concerns. “We got that bunch of pussies beat and they know it.”


Perkins bit back a reprimand at the sergeant’s
casual language. She knew the healing process of his leg had Colter feeling
cranky, even though the powered splint strapped to his leg allowed him to walk
with only a slight limp. The Ruhar nanomachines in his blood, modified for
human biology, greatly accelerated the healing process but also made his leg maddeningly
itchy, and both drained his energy and made him constantly hungry. When Emily,
Shauna and Irene had breakfast that morning, Shauna had hinted that only her
‘special physical therapy treatments’ made Jesse tolerable to deal with. So,
Perkins cut the sergeant some slack.


Nert did not. He cocked his head in an exaggerated
fashion, to imitate the gesture of his human friends. “I am curious.”


Hearing just that, Dave thought to himself ‘Oh shit’, but it was too late.


The alien teenager, fueled by being clueless and a
natural social awkwardness, forged ahead, ignoring Dave’s gesture of a hand
slashing across his throat. “I now know that ‘pussy’ is not only a feline Earth
animal, it can refer to part of the,” he realized what he was saying, and his
cheeks flushed under his fur. “Of, it can be a reference to,” he coughed, “lady
parts?”


“Uh,” Jesse’s face was even more red. “Sorry,
Ma’am,” he said to Perkins.


That was still not enough of a clue for Nert. “My
question is, why do you use that word disparagingly? I have many times heard
‘pussy’ used to describe weakness.”


“Um,” all eyes were on Jesse, and he had nothing
to say.


Irene rolled out from under the Buzzard’s belly
and stood up, wiping her hands on a rag. “You want to explain that, Colter?”
She asked with a twinkle in her eye, while Derek and Dave frowned.


“I have seen human females in combat,” Nert said,
“and they are brave. They are not weak.”


“It’s not, uh,” Jesse fumbled for words.  Nothing he said would get him out of
that jam. Just then, Shauna stomped up to the aircraft, wearing a skinsuit and
carrying a replacement part for one of the turbine engines. The component was
heavy and awkward to handle, but with the skinsuit doing most of the lifting
and assisting her balance, Shauna made it look easy.


She was going to set the heavy part down, but
everyone was staring at Jesse, and his look of panic, made her curious. “What’s
going on?”


“Sergeant Colter was just explaining,” Irene tried
to keep a straight face, “why being female makes us weak.”


“Oh, really?”
Shauna glared at her boyfriend, whose status was now in jeopardy.


“No, I just- Shit.” Jesse had no idea what to say.


Nert was of no help. “I am curious why someone who
displays weakness or cowardice is called a ‘pussy’?”


“What?”
Shauna set the heavy turbine gearbox down gently, despite it massing half her
body weight.


Jesse tried to bail himself out. “Oh man, I, look,
Nert, it’s just a stupid-”


“Because,” Nert continued, “I have never seen a
female display cowardice in combat,” he stated with an arched eyebrow. “And
while human females may have less upper body strength than your males, that
makes no difference in a combat, when skinsuits are usually worn. Actually,” he
rubbed his cheek in imitation of human body language. “Human females have
better fine motor control, that allows them to be more effective than males in operating skinsuits.”


Shauna jammed her hands onto her hips hard enough
that she would have hurt herself if the skinsuit’s computer had not dampened
the power. “What you got to say about that, Colter?”


“I am terribly sorry,” Jesse hung his head. “And I
would really, really appreciate it if one of y’all would just kill me now,
please?”




 



 

On the seventeenth day of the second ceasefire,
which surprisingly had held without major violations by the Kristang, a Ruhar
fast courier ship arrived in orbit. Three hours later, Emily Perkins was called
into a meeting with the acting Commissioner, and she was given information that
did not please her. It also did not surprise her.


She knew it was going to be a surprise to her
team, and she dreaded telling them. So, she called the core group of Mavericks
together, and told them exactly what she knew.


“This is BULLSHIT!”
Jesse exploded, pulling his arm away when Shauna squeezed his forearm. “We bled for this rock. Now we’re-”


“Sergeant,” Perkins held up her hands to appeal
for calm. “I was not thrilled when I heard about it either. We can either-”


“It’s bullshit,” Jesse insisted, folding arms
across his chest. “You brought us here-”


That remark got Emily hot under the collar. “Sergeant! That is enough.”


Dave came to his friend’s defense, seeing Jesse
struggle mightily not to lose his professional cool. Shauna was squeezing one
of Jesse’s hands hard and earnestly whispering something in his ear, the way
his jaw was clenched, Dave didn’t think Jesse’s discipline was winning the
battle against his emotions. “Em,” he deliberately used his private name for
the Mavericks leader. “I’m not a sergeant, and I agree with Colter. This is bullshit.”


Emily shot Dave an angry look. They had promised
each other they would not let their very personal relationship affect their
work. “Seriously?” She glared at her team. “Anyone else want to comment?”


Irene folded her arms also. “This doesn’t sit
right with me either, Ma’am. We took this planet. We won. Against the odds,
when everyone including the fucking hamsters were out to screw us, we won.”


“We did win,” Perkins insisted. At the disgusted
and skeptical looks she got in return, she pressed her point. “You’re right.
Everyone was against us succeeding here, and we did it anyway. The Legion
accomplished everything we set out to do here. We don’t need this rock.”


“It doesn’t feel right,” Shauna’s expression was
more sad than angry. “A lot of people died here. Humans and Verds. Now we’re
saying that was all for nothing?”


Perkins took a long breath before answering.
“Jarrett, the argument that we need to risk more
lives, to make the lives we lost meaningful, is an endless cycle. That kind of
thinking doesn’t get us anywhere. We can’t change what happened. What we can do
is prevent any more lives from being lost. Anyone who gets KIA here from this
point on, really will be for nothing. We won.
The Legion won!”


“It doesn’t feel
like winning,” Jesse said with a sulk instead of anger. “We bled for this
planet, now the hamsters are pulling us out, giving up, handing this place back
to the lizards. How is that winning?”


“Colter,” Perkins cocked her head and allowed a little
note of sarcasm into her voice. “You want
to stay here? You like this rock?” She broke into a smile. “What, you and
Jarrett plan on setting up a bed and breakfast here?”


“No, but-”


Perkins gave him the knife hand to cut him off. It
was a gentle knife hand, but everyone got the point. “Right from the start, the
Legion did not give a shit whether hamsters set up homes here, plant their
alfalfa or whatever, make little hamster babies and live happy hamster lives.
That’s their problem. I know that I
will be happy to see the last of this rock, and get home. The Legion came here
to prove humans can fight, and we
sure as hell did. We proved we can handle combat, even with our allies stabbing
us in the back, and with only half the equipment the fucking hamsters promised
to supply. We proved we can fight, the Verds proved they can fight, and we
proved the two of us can fight effectively together. When we formed the Legion,
our goal was to be taken seriously, to get respect. We got that. Hell, we may have collapsed the Ruhar federal government.
The Glabosor scandal has caused the shit to hit the fan on their homeworld. Team,”
she looked from one person to the next. “The Ruhar don’t want this planet.
Truth is, they never wanted it, they never planned to keep it. Because of
Glabosor’s fraud, there is no money left to get Fresno set up as a Ruhar
colony. The military situation in this part of the sector means the Ruhar would
benefit from pulling out, and letting the lizards fight over this rock. The
clans who sent ships, troops and supplies here all feel they got screwed over
by the others, and they’re out for blood. The battle of Fresno has caused
several inter-clan alliances to split, that weakens the Kristang overall and hopefully
means their nasty civil war will last longer than it would have. People, it was
not our problem whether the hamsters set up happy little lives here. We don’t
care. The Legion was always going to pull out when the battle was over. The
facts are simple: the battle is over, so we’re pulling out. Think of it this
way; if the hamsters kept this place and tried to set up a colony here, and
then decided to bail out five years from now, would any of us care?”


That prompted grumbling from everyone except
Derek, who had been certain right from the start that he did not give a shit
about the ultimate fate of Fresno. “Ok, maybe, I can see that,” Irene had
elected herself as the group’s spokesperson. “Ma’am, it feels like, like- Like
the lizards are laughing at us.”


That made Perkins snort with a chuckle. “No. Striebich,
the lizards are not laughing at us.
We kicked their scaly asses and they know it. They are laughing at the hamsters, at least until they realize the Ruhar
are quite happy to let this planet become one more thing for the lizards to
fight over. The Kristang know the Ruhar are setting them up to make Fresno
another battle in their civil war, but they can’t help letting Fresno tear
apart their clan alliances, because that’s just who they are. So, no, I can
assure you the Kristang are not
laughing at us, or at the Verd-kris. The Legion has got them scared shitless
right now. They’re worried the next place we hit will be a fight for real
stakes. Think about that.”


“Ma’am,” Dave said after a long pause while the
team considered her words and looked to see everyone else’s reaction. “Is it
true that part of the deal is we get to take all the Keepers on the planet home
with us?”


Emily nodded, not daring to risk a smile that
might break the fragile mood. “Yes. All the Keepers who want to come back to
Paradise with us. Those who refuse, well,” she held up her hands. Nothing more
needed to be said.


“Ok,” Dave agreed, and shared a look with Jesse.
“Something good will come out of this, then. All the Keepers are dumbasses,
but,” he thought back to the commando raid. “Some of them are good people, when
it counts.”


“Oh,” Jesse knew all eyes were on him. “What the
hell. You’re right, Colonel. I do not
give a shit what happens to Fresno. A couple weeks ago, the Ruhar were ready to
pull the Legion out and leave us humans here to die. So, yeah, this is a win
for us. Live to fight another day, right?” he offered a fist, and Dave bumped
it.


“Amen to that, brother,” Dave muttered. “What’s
next for the Legion, Ma’am?” He really wanted to know her thoughts on the subject,
because she had refused to discuss it with him in private.


“That’s a tricky question,” Perkins admitted. “The
hamster government can’t say the Legion is a failed experiment, because that
will remind their public that this was never a fair fight. And that we won, despite getting screwed over. Politically,
I think the Ruhar will need to give the Legion another assignment, but we still
have their Army, Fleet and the Peace faction in their government against the
whole Legion concept. My guess is, we will get sent somewhere as a support or
relief force, backing up their Army. That’s Ok,” she assured her team. “That’s
what we expected in the first place. UNEF HQ and I were surprised when the
hamsters sent us to Fresno, as the lead force.”


“I’m Ok with someone else taking the lead in the
next fight,” Shauna announced, surprising even herself. “If it means the
hamsters get shot at first.”


“I don’t even care about that,” Irene pushed
herself away from the wall she had been leaning on. “What I care about is that
in the next fight, the hamsters can’t bail themselves out and leave us to fight
for ourselves.”


“Relax, Striebich,” Perkins did her best to assure
the pilot. “I’m pretty sure that ship has sailed. When rumor got out that the
Ruhar considered abandoning humans here, that did not go well with their public. It would have been too late to help
us, but the hamsters can’t pull that shit in the future. One way or another,
they’re stuck with us.”


“When do we pull out, Ma’am?” Derek focused on the
practical question.


“The timeline is still being negotiated,” Perkins
said. “Jarrett, you and Nert may need to stay here a while, to testify for the
Jeraptha about what you found. You’ll be under the protection of the beetles,
and Admiral Tashallo told me it shouldn’t take long. He’s waiting for an
official group called the Inquisitor’s Office to show up and conduct a formal
investigation. Before that, I have meetings set up with the Kristang fleet
commander, Tashallo, and a couple others. I do have one bit of good news.”


“What’s that, Ma’am?” Jesse asked on behalf of the
group.


“When we return to Paradise, the Jeraptha will be
coming with us. Their Central Wagering Office wants to talk with more humans
about virtual sports.” She grinned ear to ear. “Those beetles really think it
is the greatest thing since the jump drive. General Ross is negotiating with
Tashallo for a group of human fantasy sports experts to go to the Jeraptha
homeworld.”


“Shit,” Dave gasped. “They don’t mean me, do they?”


“No,” Emily winked. “He understands now that,
despite whatever Colter told him, you are not truly the subject matter expert
they need.”


“Uh,” Jesse looked uncomfortable. “The admiral
doesn’t have any hard feelings about my little fibbing, does he?”


“No,” Perkins laughed. “All’s well that ends well,
is their philosophy. Ok, people, carry on, until Legion HQ gets the evac
schedule hammered out. I’m going to meet with the Kristang fleet commander. You
might be interested that we sort of know this guy.”


The team looked at each other, mystified. Irene
asked the question. “How do we know a lizard fleet commander, Ma’am?”


“We blew his battlegroup out of the sky over
Paradise.”


Jesse whistled, long and low. “Wow. Now there are gonna be some hard feelings.”




 









CHAPTER TWENTY NINE




 

 “Colonel
Perkins,” Commodore Kekrando stood up confidently when Perkins strode into the
room. The defeated Kristang former admiral was smiling broadly and holding out
a hand. The Verd-kris guards instantly went on alert, bringing their rifles to point
directly at Kekrando’s chest, the faint red dazzle of the targeting lasers
dancing off his resplendent uniform.


“That will not be necessary,” Perkins waved a hand
for the guards to lower their weapons. She took another step forward and
grasped the Kristang’s hand, returning a firm but not crushing grip and looking
up to meet his gaze. The Commodore was tall even for his people, she estimated
he was seven feet six or more. “I am pleased to finally meet you, Commodore.”


He released her hand before the grip became
awkward. “It is very pleasant for me to finally meet you, Colonel Perkins. The
first time we were adversaries, you were a major, and I,” his smile faded
slightly, “was an admiral.”


“I am sorry about you being demoted.” She spoke
the truth. Based on everything the Ruhar knew about Kekrando, he was a smart
and deadly opponent. He also had a reputation for being honorable and adhering
strictly to both the rules and spirit of the treaties governing interspecies
warfare. In a battle over a decade ago, Kekrando had ordered his ships to hold
fire while two Ruhar destroyers assisted a damaged battleship. The then-Admiral
had allowed the battleship’s crew to evacuate and the destroyers to jump away,
before he blew the battleship into space dust. When he was later harshly
criticized by his clan leadership for showing weakness toward the enemy,
Kekrando responded that mercy is a demonstration of strength rather than
weakness, that the battle was essentially over at that point, and that he had won the battle. So, she did genuinely
regret that his defeat at Paradise had resulted in his temporary removal from
command. Whoever had taken his place as admiral was sure to be worse.


He lifted his shoulders in a good imitation of a
human shrug. “Such are the fortunes of war. I believe there is a human
expression, ‘You win some and you lose some’? However,” he wagged a finger at
her, it was a playful rather than threatening gesture. “This is the second time
we have been adversaries, and the second time I am going home in defeat.”


“If you are concerned about your treatment when
you return home, the Verd-kris could use an experienced starship commander,”
she suggested with humor, and a tiny bit of hope.


He laughed, a raspy sound. “Thank you for the kind
offer. I might consider it someday. For now, thank you for being concerned
about my fate, however I am not in danger. The clan leadership also needs
experienced starship commanders,” he did not need to tell the human about the
recent defeats his clan had suffered in the civil war, while Kekrando had been
distracted at Feznako. “Unlike our first encounter at Pradassis, I am not being
blamed for the debacle here. Clan leaders understand there is nothing I could
do once the Jeraptha decided to intervene directly.”


She made a decision, and waved toward the chairs
arranged in the corner of the room. “Please, Commodore, be seated.” There was a
brief, animated argument when she insisted the guards leave the room. “You can
wait just outside the door, but the Commodore and I have much to discuss,” she
explained, and the grumbling guards left, making sure she saw them standing at
attention as the door slid closed.


“Now, Commodore,” she lifted a box that had been
placed on a coffee table when the room was set up for their meeting. “This is a
gift to you.”


Kekrando’s surprise was clear. He accepted the box
and hefted it, testing its weight. “A gift?” He asked, as he opened the top of
the box. “From you, or from your Expeditionary Force?”


“Neither,” she shook her head. “This is from the
Verd-kris. It is a type of wine that they make on one of their planets,” she
emphasized the word ‘their’ to make the point that the Verd-kris were not
merely tolerated as guests on Ruhar worlds. Of the seven worlds with
substantial populations of Verd-kris, six had no Ruhar inhabitants other than
diplomatic personnel. “Do me a favor, please? If the wine is not good, tell the
Verds it is wonderful. They are quite proud of it.”


His broad grin returned. “You have not tasted it?”


“No.” She had sniffed another bottle of the wine,
which to her human nose, smelled like nutmeg and paint thinner.


“Thank you,” he examined the bottle, which was
indeed impressive. The bottle looked like it was made of crystal, with the lettering
embossed in solid gold. “I have nothing so special for you.” He lifted a plastic
box large enough to hold a full case of wine and carefully set it on the table.


“What is this?” Her question was not prompted by
fear, for she knew the box had been checked by the Verds. She was simply
curious, and a bit uneasy. What sort of gift would the Kristang give to a
human? She needed to be polite, no matter what it was.


She need not have worried. The box was indeed full,
twelve bottles of wine and spirits. “Twelve-year-old Scotch,” she noted as she
lifted out one bottle. Actually, the scotch was twelve years old when it left
Earth. It was older than that now. “Where did you get this?” She knew that UNEF Headquarters back on Paradise would
be thrilled to see the case.


“There is more, if you like. The final shipments
from Earth never arrived at Pradassis because the Ruhar took that world from
us.” The smile remained on his face, but faded from his eyes. “We have used
most of those supplies for the ‘Keepers’ who came with us, but luxury items
such as these went into storage.”


“We would appreciate any such items being,” she
almost used the word ‘returned’. “Provided, to us, thank you.”


“I will do what I can. Most of these items are
controlled by another clan and, relations between clans are currently,
complicated.” The Commodore shifted in his chair. “There is a favor I wish to
ask of you.”


“You may ask,” she kept her tone cool but polite.


“The Keepers on Feznako are going back to Paradise
with you.”


“Yes,” she confirmed. To her great relief, not a
single Keeper had refused the offer to break their enslavement and return to
Paradise with the Legion. Returning to Paradise would be humiliating and that
was still much better than their treatment by their former allies.


“There is one more person I wish you take with
you. I have a,” he was very careful not to use a Kristang word that would
translate as ‘slave’. “A Major Ma of the Chinese Army, who came with us when we
left Pradassis. She is an honorable person, not pigheaded like the other
Keepers of the Faith I have had the misfortune to know. She had been a member
of my household, and I would like her to return to her people.”


The commodore’s request was not what Perkins
expected at all. “She is willing to come with us?”


“At first, she was reluctant. She had been
steadfast in her belief that her duty is to do nothing that would cause harm to
China. I assured her that, at this point, the White Wind clan on Earth will not
care about the actions of one human, or a hundred thousand humans. She can do
nothing to help her nation or her family back on Earth, but she can make a
better life for herself and others on Pradassis.”


“You care about her?”


The Commodore nodded once, very slowly, as if
making up his mind about the subject. “I respect Major Ma. I would not like to
see harm come to her. If that is caring, then, yes.”


Again the Commodore had surprised her. “We would
be pleased to accept Major Ma back into our community. Tell me, if you had won
the battle here, what would be Ma’s fate?”


“I did not know a condition of the surrender would
be for humans to remain behind, while the Ruhar and,” he nearly used his
people’s very insulting word for the traitors. “And the Verd-kris were allowed
to go home. The reason I brought Major Ma here aboard my ship was so she could
go back to Pradassis, win or lose.” The real smile returned. “Of course, I had
assumed I would be winning.”


“I cannot tell you that I am sad you did not win
this battle.”


He waved a hand through the air in a dramatic
gesture of dismissal. “Victory or defeat in battle is always temporary. There
is always another battle to be fought.” A darkness crossed his face. “In this
war, there is no real victory.”


That confused her. “What do you mean?”


“Colonel, this war has been going on forever. None
of us will ever achieve a real, lasting victory, our masters will not allow
that. If my people, or the Ruhar, get too strong, that threatens our ultimate
patrons.” He looked sharply at her, having decided to say something to a lowly
alien that he could not speak of among his own people. “Do you know the purpose
of this endless war?”


“Habitable planets near stable wormholes are
rare,” she noted. “The war is over controlling resources, territory, like any
other conflict.”


“No,” he appeared vaguely disappointed in her
answer. “You have been listening too much to the propaganda of the Ruhar. They
tell you they are virtuous and only wish to protect their citizens from the
evil Kristang, and that my people need constant warfare to keep the warrior
caste in power. That last part is somewhat true,” he admitted. “But the purpose
of this war is to protect only our ultimate masters; the Maxolhx and the
Rindhalu. Each of those species are too powerful to fight each other directly
without the risk of destroying life in the galaxy. The threat to them is not only
each other, it is immensely powerful machines the Elders left behind. Use of
Elder weapons, or weapons derived from Elder technology, will awaken these
machines.”


“The Sentinels,” she recalled.


“That is one name for them, yes. Because the two
apex species dare not make war against each other directly, they encourage
their clients to fight for them. They force
us to fight their battles for them. But,” he held up a finger, shaking it to
illustrate his point. “They also cannot allow any of their clients to become
too powerful. If the Thuranin were to control too much territory, gain technology
that could allow them to challenge the control of the Maxolhx, then the
Thuranin will find themselves without support of their patrons. The Thuranin
would be set upon by their enemies, even by their rivals under the Maxolhx, and
slapped back down to their proper place. Some of us,” he sighed, a weary sound.
“Wonder if our regular civil conflicts between clans is encouraged, or even
begun, by the Thuranin. Our current civil war began in an unlikely place and at
a time when the major clans were still maneuvering for position; the outbreak
of the war was completely unexpected.” He looked at her again and raised an
eyebrow. “Suspiciously unexpected.”


“If you, your people, know you are being used by
the Maxolhx, that you will not ever be allowed to win this war, then why do you keep fighting?”


“What is our alternative? If all the client
species together refused to fight, then, ah,” he waved a hand. “It will never
happen.”


“There are factions in the Ruhar government who
wish to contain the fighting, to act only defensively. To not play the game of
their patrons any longer.”


“There are factions among my people who feel the
same. They believe we must stop bleeding each other needlessly in foreign wars,
that we have enough to fight over between our clans. My people have never
unified, because once a major clan becomes strong enough, they seek to conquer
territory from the Ruhar or the Torgalau. It is inevitable.”


“Is it?”


“Unfortunately, yes. When a clan reaches a certain
level of power, those clan leaders become the most important target for ambitious
young leaders within the clan, or the leaders of allied subclans. Why bother
fighting outside the clan, when forcibly taking the place of the senior leaders
yields such a greater prize? So, to protect themselves, the senior leaders must
send ambitious young fools away to fight. If they win, the clan gains valuable
territory. If they lose, the senior leaders rid themselves of an internal
threat. The fools think they will gain glory and return more powerful. I,” he
laughed, “was once such a fool. Now I seek only to do my duty, and contain the
damage.”


“Is that why you came here?”


“I came here because I was not given a choice.” He
knew that was a lie. He could have refused, and been executed for disobedience.
That was not really a choice. “But, once I learned of the situation, yes. I did
see an opportunity to prevent future bloodshed. Colonel Perkins, you believe
you won a great victory here.” He shook his head sadly, staring at the bottle
of wine from the Verd-kris. “All you have accomplished is widening this
conflict, and ensuring the deaths of millions. Bringing the Verd-kris into the
fight will make the war more widespread, and more vicious. It will lead to no
good end, for anyone.”


“Respectfully, Commodore, I disagree.”


He shook his head slowly again, with great
sadness. “I cannot see a good result from this Alien Legion you have unleashed
upon the galaxy.”


That is because, she thought to herself, you don’t
know what I plan to do with the Legion.


The Ruhar don’t know.


Not even UNEF knows, because they might try to
stop me.




 



 

Her next meeting was with Admiral Tashallo, who
was looking very pleased with himself. “My,” she caught herself before using
the word ‘sergeant’. It was so easy to keep using that term. “Mister Czajka,”
she allowed herself an inner laugh at that title. “Tells me you are satisfied
so far with the instructions you are receiving about virtual sports wagering?”
Dave had warned her not to say ‘fantasy’ as the Jeraptha did not like the
connotation that their wagers were not about real sports.


Admiral Tashallo bobbed his head excitedly, his
antennas flopping. Emily Perkins could not help thinking of a very large and
shiny puppy. With a fleet of starships. “We are immensely pleased, yes,” he fairly bubbled with enthusiasm.


She listened politely, feigning interest. At
appropriate times, she interjected with comments, or prompted the admiral with
questions that Dave had suggested. Virtual sports gambling was a subject the
admiral could talk about all day, and she wanted Tashallo to be in a good and
receptive mood when she sprung on him the question she had planned. If not for
good luck, and Jesse Colter, she would not have the Elder power tap to bargain
with, so she thanked God for luck and for quick-thinking sergeants from
Arkansas. The admiral paused to respond to a staff officer who had some
annoying yet urgent business. Before he could continue on about a thrilling
recent development in virtual sports, she took the opportunity to steer the
conversation in a more useful direction. “Admiral, on behalf of all humans, we
are pleased that we can offer something that interests a species as advanced as
the Jeraptha. There may be something else we can offer you,” she hinted. “I
wonder if we can come to an arrangement.”


“A wager?” He asked with only mild interest. The
new concept of virtual sports had him overwhelmed, and he could not imagine any
wager with a human could be worth his time.


“No. A deal.” She took a breath. “We would like a
ride to Earth. For a recon mission.”


She had managed to pique his interest. He would
have bet against that happening. “To Earth?”
Implied in his tone was that no sane being would wish to go to such a primitive
place.


“Yes. We would like you to send a ship to Earth,
with a few humans aboard. We are,” she found herself wringing her hands despite
her resolve to remain calm and rational.


“Oh. Colonel Perkins,” he lowered his head and
looked at her in what might have been intended as a fatherly manner. “I am very
sorry about what has- What might have
happened-”


“We all know what is happening on our homeworld.”
She had to fight back tears forming in her eyes.


“Very likely, yes.” He did not say that the fate
of Earth and its native population had been the subject of intense wagering,
back when the Thuranin were supposed to send a long-range surveyor ship there.
When that ship had been destroyed, all those wagers had to be unwound and it caused
great consternation. Until the wagerers rushed to bet on who really had blown
up the surveyor ship and its escorts. Tashallo had bet the Maxolhx were behind
it, and the wager was still active. “I am sorry, truly. If you think you know
what is happening there, why do you wish to return?”


“To know for sure,” she explained simply.


“Is that all?”


“No. A single Jeraptha ship has more firepower than
all the ships the White Wind clan brought to my homeworld.”


“Ah. You wish us to rescue your people.”


“If that is possible, yes.”


“And if it is not?”


“Then,” Perkins set her jaw and spat out the word,
“vengeance.”


“I understand.” He considered the human female.
She was remarkable, especially because her species was so backward. “Colonel
Perkins, unfortunately that will not be possible. A voyage to Earth from the
nearest active wormhole is an extreme distance, even for our ships. When we
agreed to support the Ruhar’s foolish raid on your homeworld, we had to
assemble many specialized ships, and modify others. To reach Earth, we had to
stage star carriers along the way, and create refueling and ship repair
facilities at two points between the wormhole and your planet. It was an
enormously complex and expensive
undertaking, and, frankly, it was all a waste.”


“I appreciate that sending even one ship to-”


“That is part of the problem. It is not possible
for us to send one ship. For a single
ship to reach Earth and return, we would need to send,” he paused to consider
the problem. It was a useful exercise for an admiral. “Probably three, no, four
ships. Two ships to go to Earth, where one ship could be stripped of parts for
the other ship’s return voyage. Another ship to set up a refueling station
two-thirds of the way there. And a fourth ship, for safety. Four starships, all
capable of independent, long-range flight. Such ships are not common in our
fleet,” he explained. “I am sorry. The expense would be, substantial.” He did
not say ‘more than you humans could possibly afford’. That was implied.


“What if we could
afford to pay? If we had something to make it worth your effort?”


He laughed, a sound that made the hairs on the back
of her neck stand up. “I do not think-”


“You have not heard the offer yet.”


“Colonel, the services of the Legion are indeed
valuable, but at the moment, my people have no need of-”


“I wasn’t talking about the Legion serving the
Jeraptha. I meant-”


“There is no point to us sending a ship to Earth.
Have you not heard? The Maxolhx are already doing that.”


“What?”
She was so stunned, she could not think of anything else to say.


So, the admiral explained, about the Maxolhx
expedition to investigate the wormhole that had inexplicably gone dormant. Those
ships did not care about the fate of Earth, but they planned to come close
enough to that star system to gather sensor data. “The Ruhar did not tell you?
No? Perhaps they kept you ignorant of the facts out of kindness.”


Perhaps, she thought. Or perhaps their arrogant
patrons just worried knowing about Maxolhx ships going to Earth would arouse
passions among the currently quiet and peaceful human population on Paradise. “The
Maxolhx offered to bring Rindhalu scientists with them, but the sp-” She
realized that ‘spiders’ was not the polite thing to say. “The Rindhalu
refused?”


“They did not refuse,
exactly. They declined the offer. I,” he glanced around to see who might
overhear his words. “It is my opinion that our patrons the Rindhalu are simply
too lazy to participate in a mission to Earth. They will wait for the Maxolhx
to do the work, and bring back information about the condition of the local
wormhole there.”


“Interesting,” she said slowly, drawing out the
word while she thought. “Admiral Tashallo, I have a question for you.”


“What is that?”


“How much do you trust the Maxolhx?”


He laughed again at such a ridiculous question. “I
do not trust them at all!”


“In that case,” she crossed fingers behind her
back for luck. “I have another question for you.”




 



 

The next meeting Perkins had that day, one she
hoped would be her last meeting of the day and maybe the last before she left
Fresno behind forever, was with the leader of the Achakai mercenaries. The
current leader, because the original leader and his second, third and fourth in
command all had been killed in the fighting. Being a ninja for hire, Perkins
thought as she waited for the Achakai to arrive, is a hazardous job.


The door opened and two armed Verd-kris walked in,
stepping aside for a single Kristang, followed by two more Verds who had their
rifles pointed at the Achakai leader. Perkins noted that all four of the Verd
guards were women, she was sure that was done as a deliberate taunt and
humiliation for their Kristang cousins. She kept her smile to herself.


“Please,” she gestured to the chair across the
table. “Sit down.”


The Achakai stood, staring at her. “I prefer to
stand.”


“No, you prefer to sit, but you think you can play
little childish mind games with me. I know your back and right shoulder were
seriously injured in the battle, they must be very painful. Sit down, if that
would ease your pain.”


He said nothing. If his blank expression softened
even slightly, she could not see it. So she added “If I wanted to humiliate
you, I could have had you brought in here stripped naked. We don’t need to play
games, we won.”


Whether the mercenary was afraid she would follow
through on her threat to truly humiliate him, or because he saw no advantage in
being stubborn, he picked up the back of a chair, pulled it away from the
table, and lowered himself onto it. There was no mistaking the pain that
flashed across his face as he sat.


They exchanged awkward and formal pleasantries, then
quickly moved on to the agenda for the meeting. Perkins confirmed the logistics
and schedule for the Legion pulling off Fresno, emphasizing that Admiral
Tashallo’s massive battleship would be remaining in orbit until the last human,
Verd-kris and Ruhar had left the planet. Also, the Jeraptha admiral intended to
accompany the Ruhar transport ships carrying the Expeditionary Force all the
way back to Paradise, providing escort for the star carrier. Any attempted
nonsense would be dealt with harshly, and when the Jeraptha said ‘harsh’ they
meant railguns leaving a deep smoking hole in the planet’s surface. “No incidents will be tolerated,” she
emphasized. “That includes ‘rogue units’, or whatever bullshit excuse you
lizards use, for turning a blind eye to young hotheads doing what the rest of
you wanted.”


Phalanx leader Zephanon, commander of all Achakai
mercenaries on Feznako, took her warning as a mild insult. “Colonel Perkins,
you insult the Achakai. As you are a primitive alien and not familiar with our
culture, I will pretend your ignorant words were caused by a fault of the
translator. The Achakai do not suffer the failures of discipline that afflict
the amateur soldiers of the warrior caste. We do not have any ‘rogue actors’ in
our ranks.”


“I am familiar enough about your culture, and I wasn’t
talking about the Achakai.”


“Then why bother to repeat this warning to me? We
received the rules governing the extraction of the Legion, and we will comply.”


“I mention it to you because we will be holding
the Achakai partly responsible for ‘rogue actions’ by any Kristang on the planet.”


His eyes narrowed for only a moment, then his
stone-faced neutral expression restored itself. “I fail to see how your policy
of random punishment, will achieve the goal of discouraging the people actually
responsible for violating the terms of the agreement.”


She sat back in her chair. “It’s easy, so I’ll
explain it to you. The Achakai have units scattered throughout the multiple clans
and many subclans on Feznako. Your
units are organized, disciplined and subject to central command authority.
Subject to your authority, Zephanon. The
loss of senior leadership by the Swift Arrow clan here”-


“Losses caused by your people,” he interjected.


“Yes,” she smiled. “We did go into their holes and kill those rats,” she tilted her head
and waited a moment, to see if the Achakai leader understood the translation.
The briefest of upturn at one corner of his mouth, told her he did know what a
‘rat’ was. And that hearing the warrior caste senior leaders referred to by
such an insult amused him. “Having the enemy leaderless was useful to us in
battle, but now it is a liability. No one is in firm control of the major clans
here, there is still fighting going on within the clan hierarchies, despite the
ceasefire agreement. That poses a risk that some idiot minor leader will try to
make a name for himself, by striking at the Legion before we have pulled our
boots off this rock. The largest group of Kristang under a single authority is
the Achakai. So, we are making the Achakai responsible for keeping the clans in
compliance with the evac agreement.”


“I have no authority to-”


“Bullshit. You understood that expression, right?
Bullshit? Yeah, you did. Life isn’t fair, so if you don’t like being placed in
authority over this planet, step down and let someone else in Achakai
leadership handle the job. The Legion doesn’t care which lizard enforces the
agreement, we only care that it is enforced.”


For the first time, she had broken his stoic mask
of composure. “Colonel, my people are mercenaries. We have no authority to
interfere in clan affairs. The Achakai,” deep-seated anguish flashed across his
face, “are not a clan.”


“You have authority to intervene now,” she pulled
a crystal chip out of a pocket and slid it across the table to him. “This chip
authenticates your new contract. This planet technically belongs to the Swift
Arrow clan, the other clans here are now unwanted guests. The Swift Arrows have
hired you to manage the evacuation.”


Zephanon picked up the chip, but did not touch it
to his phone to authenticate and read the message. “The Swift Arrow clan
leadership on this world is in more chaos than the other clans. They can’t
even-”


“The contract is not from Swift Arrow leadership here. It comes directly from leadership
on their clan homeworld. A fast courier ship arrived this morning, with terms
of the contract” she pointed to the chip. 


Zephanon knew he was trapped, in a very
uncomfortable situation. “This is unprecedented. Never before have Achakai been
placed in a position of authority over clan warriors. It will cause,” he pressed
the chip to his phone to read the message, mostly to give himself time to
think. “The clans, especially these ‘hotheads’ you mentioned, will resist being
given orders by mercenaries. You suggested some minor clan leader might try to
make a name for himself by attacking the Legion? This,” he waved the crystal
chip, “will ensure that minor clan leaders will resist the authority given to
the Achakai, and strike at my people.”


“Your people are master assassins, or so you
claim. If hothead clan leaders become a problem,” she shrugged, “eliminate
them.”


“What you suggest is not so easy to accomplish,”
the mercenary leader lost a tiny bit of his icy reserve, leaning forward onto
the table. “My people are greatly outnumbered.”


“We know that. We also know it is not realistic to
expect there will be no outbreaks of violence. We prefer,” she smiled again.
“That such violence is directed at the Achakai, rather than the Legion.”


“I underestimated your ruthlessness, human.”


“You underestimated my determination, Achakai. However, I have no wish for more pointless
bloodshed, especially not to see the blood of your people spilled on this
worthless planet.”


“Because you care so much about us?” Even through the translator and his impassive
expression, his sarcasm was clear.


“We are both mercenaries, you and I. The Legion
and the Achakai. We go where our masters tell us. The motto of the human part
of the Legion, the Expeditionary Force, is ‘Anytime,
Anywhere, Any Fight’,” she tapped the
ExForce logo on her uniform top. “We don’t choose our battles, they are chosen
for us. It is the same for you.”


“I still do not believe you will hesitate to get
my people killed, if it will save a single life on your side.”


“I won’t,” she admitted. “That doesn’t mean I want
any senseless, useless violence. Your
people are outnumbered. There will be
resistance to your new authority. So, when the first incident happens, we make
an example.”


“How so?”


She pointed to the ceiling. “Our beetle friends
are still upset at being cheated out of a prime wagering opportunity.” She knew
that was a gross understatement. According to Dave, who was aboard the Jeraptha
ship with a half-dozen other humans, explaining the intricacies of fantasy
sports, the beetles were still hopping mad about the treachery of the Glabosor
personnel in particular, and the Ruhar in general. While their punishment of
the Ruhar would have to wait, there were plenty of dastardly lizards on the
planet below. “To put it bluntly, our friends in orbit really, really want to smash something down here,
and they are looking for an excuse. The first time some clan idiot gets out of
line, you call the Jeraptha directly, and they will rain hellfire over the
entire area. Plus hitting whatever other targets they think might have been
involved. And probably targets next to that. The beetles are not going to be
precise about choosing targets, so let the clans down here know that. The first
clan that gets out of line will be responsible for a lot of others getting hit.”


“That,” he paused to consider. “Would be
effective. You expect me to believe the Jeraptha will take targeting directives
from me? From their avowed enemy?”


“Sure. First, the Kristang are not the avowed enemy of the Jeraptha. To
the beetles, you lowly lizards aren’t even worth thinking about. Plus, if you
try to play games with the Jeraptha, they will not be pleased. Their weapons
can target any point on the surface, including you.”


Phalanx leader Zephanon turned the crystal chip
over in his fingers, then tucked it into a pouch on his belt. “This has been a
truly astonishing assignment. Humans and Verd-kris fighting together, under the
Ruhar. The Ruhar committing a level of treachery that is impressive even for
them. The Jeraptha intervening directly in a low-level conflict on a backwater
planet. And now, Achakai placed in authority over every clan on Feznako.
Perhaps, though we are enemies, we do understand each other somewhat. The life
of mercenaries is the same, all across the galaxy. Colonel Perkins, I
congratulate you on your victory. It was most instructive.”


“It was the Legion’s victory.”


“Come, Colonel. False modesty is insulting.”


“Then,” she blushed slightly, hoping the alien
would not understand the meaning. “Thank you. It certainly has been instructive, to both sides. Zephanon,” she took the
fleeting opportunity to raise the subject that was the true purpose of the
meeting. “There is a potential arrangement that could benefit both of our
peoples. The Legion, and the Achakai. I propose that-”


“Colonel Perkins,” he waved an arm, she noted it
was his uninjured left arm. “I must insist you stop there. It is apparent what
you are about to ask me, and you are wasting both of our time. Also, you insult
me, and my people. I will not hear it.”


“Oh,” she arched an eyebrow. “What do you think I
am going to ask?” When he didn’t answer, she prompted him with “It is not
insulting if you tell me what I am
thinking.”


“You were going to suggest I betray my people. The
Kristang people,” he emphasized.


“The society that keeps you down, that refuses to
grant you honors you have earned in battle? The society that, no. The warrior caste that has determined you
have no honor, can never have honor, because something your ancestors might
have done? That Kristang people?”


He stiffened. “My honor is my own. I do not need
others to tell me whether I have honor. You will not get me, or any Achakai to
betray my people. That would be
dishonorable.”


She cocked her head as if she did not understand.
“Why? What do you think I was going to ask you?”


“It is obvious,” his glare bored into her eyes.
“You want to hire the Achakai as mercenaries, to fight alongside your Legion.”


“Ha,” she laughed once, quietly. “No, Zephanon,
you have it wrong,” she shook her head.


That made the stoic mercenary break his stony mask
for the briefest moment. “You do not
want to-”


“We don’t want to hire the Achakai to serve with
the Legion.” She paused. “We want you to hire us.”




 

THE END
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