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   One
 
    
 
   The Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship hovered two kilometers above the planet’s surface, its presence invisible to any and all scanners. The only way it could be discovered was if someone out on a joyride at that altitude came within three meters of its cloaked hull. 
 
   And considering that the atmosphere of the planet was filled with densely packed clouds made up of sulfuric acid and iodine vapor, the odds of someone out for a fun family flight was almost nil.
 
   “Okay, Zero, everyone should be in position and ready for go,” Lieutenant Bish “Motherboard” Falk announced into the com, commander of the elite Galactic Fleet Marines SpecOps unit known as Drop Team Zero. “I have readings from Cookie, Wanders, Mug, and Hole. Geist? I am not picking you up. Does anyone have eyes on Geist?”
 
   She swiped the metallic fingers of her right hand through the holo that showed her Team’s positions. The holo rolled right, right, then back to the left, completing a full circuit of the target below. Only four blips when there should have been five.
 
   “Are you joking?” Sergeant Nox “Cookie” Schturm replied over the com. “The whole point is to not see Geist.”
 
   “I understand that, Cookie,” Motherboard replied. “But I’m not even seeing his transponder signal.”
 
   “I had eyes on him,” Sergeant Woo “Wanders” Calli-Fa said over the com. “But he did his chameleon thing. He blended into the lawn then the palace’s walls as soon as he broke cover.”
 
   “Small mercies there, I tell you,” Sergeant Zelaron “Mug” Guspo laughed over the com. “I’m a little tired of seeing his naked ass all the foing time.”
 
   “Only way he can blend in to his surroundings,” Motherboard responded. 
 
   “Yeah, I am aware of that, LT,” Mug replied. “Just saying. That bony butt of his ain’t exactly my cup of Ichterran tea.”
 
   “Eight Million Gods, Mug,” Cookie said. “How can you drink that stuff? You know they brew from the water exhaled from their gills, right? That is some nasty fish tea.”
 
   “I’m Urvein, Cookie,” Mug replied. “I love me some fish tea.”
 
   “Can we stop the chatter?” Master Sergeant Hole interrupted. “We’ve got movement on the east side of the palace.”
 
   “Listen up, Geist,” Motherboard said, knowing the Tcherian could hear her, but couldn’t respond without giving his position away. “You are the inside eyes and ears. The second you see something off, I need you—”
 
   “I know my job,” Sergeant Ja’le’fa “Geist” Tog’ma whispered over the com. “And something is seriously off, LT. Our intel is way wrong on what to expect.”
 
   “Way wrong?” Motherboard asked. “How way wrong?”
 
   “This may be Sha Morgoal’s BOP, but he isn’t exactly having a meeting of the criminal minds,” Geist replied. 
 
   “Then what is he doing?” Motherboard asked, pinching the holo so she could zoom in on the image. The landscape was rocky and inhospitable. Add the noxious cloud cover and it was perfect for a galactic crime lord to call his own. “I have signatures from vehicles of half the crime lords that live here on Monia’Ja and signatures from ships of most of the criminal element within six wormholes. I’d say he is up to something.”
 
   “Yeah, he’s up to something, but it’s not a crime council or some crud,” Geist replied. “It’s a foing wedding.”
 
   “A what?” Mug growled, her voice a thundering rumble even through the com. “Our op is to crash a wedding?”
 
   “Our op is to recover Councilman Keer’s son with extreme prejudice,” Motherboard said. “If there is a wedding going on then it is about to be ruined.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a little more complicated than that,” Geist said. “Fo!”
 
   “Geist? Geist? Come in,” Motherboard ordered. “Crud!”
 
   “Are we a go or are we on hold?” Mug asked.
 
   “I can get in there and make this happen right now, LT,” Cookie said. “Just give me the word.”
 
   “Keep your Cervile claws retracted, Cookie,” Motherboard ordered. “Everyone hold. Geist probably went quiet because of company.”
 
   There was a click in the com.
 
   “There we go,” Motherboard said. “That you, Geist?”
 
   Another click.
 
   “Is it go time?” Motherboard asked.
 
   Two clicks.
 
   “Then we hold until Geist gives the word, Team,” Motherboard said. “Acknowledge.”
 
   “Hold,” Cookie said, his voice betraying his obvious displeasure with the order.
 
   “Hold,” Wanders replied, his voice like thick gravel, normal for the stone-skinned Gwreqs. 
 
   “Hold,” Mug said, her voice no longer the thundering grumble, but a calm, patient sigh.
 
   “Hold,” Hole agreed in her flat, android voice. It had a hint of the feminine, only because that was her body structure and designed gender identity. “But go in five if Geist doesn’t give the all clear.”
 
   “You seeing something I’m not?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “I’m seeing everything you’re not, LT,” Hole replied. “My scanners detect enough weaponry to take down a quarter of the Fleet Marines.”
 
   “Great,” Motherboard sighed. “Go in five if Geist doesn’t give the all clear.”
 
   A single click indicated Geist was perfectly fine with that plan.
 
   Motherboard eased back in her chair, rotating her mechanical right arm in its cybernetic socket. The science was precise and millennia old, but there was no way a human being could ever get used to her body being half machine. She cracked her neck and waited.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Two
 
    
 
   Tcherians were a genetically engineered race. No one knew who engineered them or why. The Tcherians themselves didn’t even know. Many theories were that they were intended to be a race of assassins, their chameleon abilities, which included not only near invisibility and total camouflage, but also eyes that could rotate and see independently of each other, were perfect for use as covert weapons. 
 
   Unfortunately for their creators, the Tcherians were natural pacifists, a race that abhorred violence in any form. Legend on their planet had it that they were dumped there to die when their creators couldn’t breed or engineer the pacifism out of them.
 
   But, as with every race and species across the galaxy, there was always at least one or two outliers that refused to conform to genetic or cultural norms.
 
   Geist was that outlier to an extreme.
 
   After giving the last click of ascent to the rest of Zero over the com, Geist focused one eye one way and his other eye the other way, taking in both the left and right directions of the stone corridor he stood in. His back was pressed firmly against the wall, his naturally cold-blooded body not even feeling the chill of the stone. Servants hurried back and forth in front of him, none the wiser to his presence, as they rushed to deliver food and supplies to the grand ballroom that bustled with activity only a few doors down.
 
   Geist slowed his breathing to almost nothing and waited. He’d been able to make it that far inside the palace only because of the chaos of the wedding reception. But the sharp, loud clinking of a glass, and subsequent silence of the guests from the grand ballroom, meant the chaos had come to an end and he was cemented in his spot or he risked discovery. Even with his body’s ability to blend in to any and all surroundings, movement still produced enough of a shimmer that a servant that wasn’t completely distracted with his or her task could detect him.
 
   If that happened then the eight-inch talons that extended from the middle knuckle of each finger would have to come into play. When they decided to play, there was always a great deal of blood. And no matter the species, or the color, large quantities of blood spraying everywhere was always a dead giveaway that maybe things weren’t how they should be.
 
   While his eyes were exceptional, Geist’s hearing was no better than a human’s, so he strained to make out the toast that was going on in the grand ballroom.
 
   “…gentlemen…species and castes,” the faint voice said. “…together for this occasion…occurrence for our….thank you…glass high…”
 
   Geist made sure none of the servants were looking in his direction and eased two steps to the side, moving slightly closer to the open double doors of the grand ballroom. He froze in place when a female Shiv’erna servant lifted her elongated nose and took a deep breath. Geist had shut down every pore on his body, making sure he didn’t emit any tell-tale scent before entering the palace, but Shiv’ernas had proboscises that were lauded throughout the galaxy for their ability to detect scents down to the milli-micron. 
 
   The Shiv’erna woman sniffed again then a third time. She turned and looked directly at Geist, her eyes wide with alarm.
 
   “Musho?” she asked, pressing her stunted hand to her throat. “Musho? Is that the terpig quiches burning that I smell? Musho, I swear to the Eight Million Gods that if I come back into that kitchen and find burnt quiches, I will have the chefs chop you up and serve you to the guests!”
 
   The woman tilted her head, obviously listening to a response, and frowned.
 
   “I am checking the buffet then I will be right there,” the woman snapped. “The nuft pudding had better not be ruined either. These guests are tearing through that like a Cweatt dragon through a field of C sheep. Do you hear me, Musho? Musho!”
 
   The Shiv’erna woman spun about on her rounded, elephantine heels and stomped back the way she came. Geist counted to ten before he let out his breath and moved closer to the grand ballroom doors.
 
   His internal clock told him he had two minutes before Hole gave the order for the rest of Zero to come in with plasma rifles hot. Lieutenant Falk, known to everyone on the Team as Motherboard, was Drop Team Zero’s commanding officer, but Hole was the assault leader when boots were on the ground. If she gave the order in that android voice of hers then Zero went to work. Geist needed to verify and make sure one hundred percent that Zero wasn’t rushing into something they couldn’t handle.
 
   As he got closer and closer, and his eyes focused together on what he saw through the grand ballroom doors, Geist quickly realized that, yes, Zero was about to rush into something that they could not handle. Not without turning the palace into foing Hell, at least.
 
   He clicked his com over and over until he heard Motherboard’s voice in his ear.
 
   “I assume that an assault is not in our best interest,” Motherboard stated.
 
   Geist gave one click to let her know she was correct in that assumption.
 
   “How many are we looking at?” Motherboard asked. “Give me clicks by the dozen.”
 
   Geist clicked eighteen times.
 
   “Fo,” Motherboards said.
 
   “Are you saying we have over two hundred galactic criminals to deal with?” Mug asked over the com.
 
   Geist clicked twice to indicate a no.
 
   “Don’t tell us that number is just the bodyguards present?” Cookie asked.
 
   Geist clicked once to confirm it was.
 
   “Crud,” Cookie hissed. “Crud, crud, crud.”
 
   “Hey!” Motherboard snapped. “We knew the security was going to be heavy. That’s why the brass sent us. They don’t activate Zero if it’s a couple of Jesperians or Jirks hanging out with pistols.”
 
   “Heavy security is one thing, LT,” Mug said. “But two hundred armed bodyguards is another.”
 
   “They are only an issue if they come into play,” Hole said. “If we do our jobs then they won’t know we were even here. Full assault is now off the table. Cookie? You’re up.”
 
   “Roger that, Hole,” Cookie responded. “I’m making my way around the palace now to the detention side. Intel better be right on the location of the intake vents.”
 
   “It is,” Hole said. “I verified when we dropped. You’ll have a three-story climb, but you are more than equipped to handle that.”
 
   “Wanders, you have overwatch,” Motherboard ordered. “Move your position so you have eyes on Cookie.”
 
   “Roger, LT,” Wanders said. “Moving now.”
 
   “Mug, you are Cookie’s backup,” Motherboard said. “This goes south then you do that break everything in sight thing you do. Stealth be damned.”
 
   “I hear that,” Mug said.
 
   “I’m tapped into their com system and will monitor all communications,” Hole said. “I’m sitting tight until it’s time to leave or Mug needs to do her thing.”
 
   “Good plan, Hole,” Motherboard replied. “I’m relying on you to keep things moving on the ground.”
 
   “That’s my job, LT,” Hole said. “I plan on doing it perfectly.”
 
   “Ain’t no thing as perfect in the field,” Mug said. “Unless by perfect you mean total SNAFU as usual.”
 
   “I mean perfect,” Hole replied, her android voice a couple degrees colder than before.
 
   “Quiet on the coms until we have the target,” Motherboard ordered. “Geist? If you see any indication that those bodyguards have gotten even a hint of our presence, you click the crud out of that com then get your naked ass out of there. Do you copy?”
 
   Geist clicked once that he copied then settled in to his position across from the grand ballroom’s double doors. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Three
 
    
 
   The intel was right as to the location of the intake vents.
 
   Cookie stared up at the three stories he had to climb to get to the first vent, the only unguarded access point into Sha Morgoal’s crime palace. The vents should have been on the first floor, just a quick leap and grab from where Cookie stood, like the vast majority of galactic structures.
 
   But that would have been too easy and easy wasn’t why Drop Team Zero was sent to Monia’Ja. 
 
   Vapor droplets from the noxious clouds that loomed above coated Cookie’s full-flex carbon-armor drop suit. But he didn’t care, he was protected. At least until he had to extend his razor-sharp claws from the tips of his gloves in order to gain purchase on the slippery rock that made up the palace’s outer walls.
 
   The atmosphere burned, singeing the outer chitinous layer of Cookie’s claws, turning them a coppery black. But Cookie wasn’t too worried despite the intense pain it caused. Being a Cervile, a feline race from a planet considerably more hostile than Monia’Ja, Cookie had healing abilities that rivaled a full-functioning med chamber. That ability was coupled with a dense, wire-haired fur that made any attack short of a plasma bolt pointless.
 
   Still, Cookie was not happy about the damage being done to his claws as he carefully selected handholds on the wall, letting the claws slide into the minute cracks and crevices for purchase. His instincts were to growl low in his throat and complain about the slippery, precarious climb, but he couldn’t risk making a sound that close to the palace. 
 
   Intel may have been wrong about the intake vents, but it was not wrong about the surveillance array the palace had. Even getting as close as he was had been a difficult task that took Fleet tech, his natural abilities, and a healthy dose of luck from the Eight Million Gods. He glanced up at the vents and hoped his luck would hold out for a few more meters.
 
   Hand over hand he climbed. He didn’t bother extending the claws from his toes. His drop suit boots were designed to handle the rigors of space warfare and even his claws couldn’t pierce their shell. He just kicked the toes hard against the wall and let the gripping tech keep him from slipping. As long as his claws held the majority of his weight then he was good to go.
 
   But all of that was assuming the surface he was climbing was good. Cookie had been on many a covert op and he’d seen structures intentionally designed to look old and stressed when they were in fact state-of-the-art fortresses without a single flaw. That was not the case with Sha Morgoal’s palace. It was almost as old as the planet it rested upon. 
 
   A hunk of stone kicked loose and tumbled the one-and-a-half stories to the ground below. Cookie didn’t watch it fall; he just froze in place and tensed as his highly sensitive hearing listened to the whoosh whoosh whoosh then thump of the stone falling and landing. He waited. An impact like that should have set off some type of alarm. His worry was it was a silent alarm and he wouldn’t know he’d given away his position until it was too late.
 
   Three seconds, five seconds, eight seconds and he let out the breath he’d been holding. He scrambled the last meter to the first intake vent. The claws on his right hand retracted and he hissed as the vapor droplets that had formed on them burned through his skin. But that didn’t slow him from removing the multi-tool from his belt and dialing it to the correct socket setting. 
 
   He placed the tool against the first bolt in the vent and let it do its job. The bolt came loose and a small net under the multi-tool caught it before it could clatter down the face of the palace. Two more bolts and Cookie was able to pry the vent open enough that he could slip inside. 
 
   He stared at the atmospheric conditioning webbing that filled the vent. Cookie debated whether to use his claws or activate the cut-torch in the multi-tool. Claws were silent and didn’t produce a heat signature that could be detected. They were also slow when it came to handling webbing like the type he was staring at. A cut-torch would slice right through the webbing, but would also be a high risk with the surveillance system.
 
   Slow and silent or fast and risky. Those were his choices.
 
   The debate took half a second and Cookie switched the multi-tool to the cut-torch setting. He didn’t have time for slow and silent.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Four
 
    
 
   Geist looked one way then the other and took a huge risk. He removed himself from his hiding place against the wall and sprinted the couple meters across the hall to a position right next to the grand ballroom doors. He was not ordered to do so, but a strange sight had caught his eyes and he needed a better angle to confirm what he thought he’d just seen.
 
   His body adjusted to the new surroundings and he was a split second swirl of colors and textures as he moved from one position to the next. To any observer, it would have looked like a piece of the palace itself had detached and gone for a quick stroll across the hall before reattaching itself to the new spot. But no one was watching and Cookie timed it perfectly before the next servant came around the far corner down the hall.
 
   Once that servant had passed him and entered the grand ballroom, he craned his neck so he could see what he already knew was true.
 
   Skrangs.
 
   There was a small contingent of Skrang officers standing close to the front table that overlooked the dance floor. A good number of guests were busy getting their boogie on while the Skrangs stood around the man of the palace, Sha Morgoal. No one seemed to mind or care that officers of the Skrang Alliance were present and talking directly to the head of one of the larger crime organizations in the galaxy. After centuries of War between the Skrang Alliance and the Galactic Fleet, it would be hard to surprise anyone of anything anymore.
 
   Even still, the War Treaty signed by both sides explicitly stressed that in order for peace to be maintained, neither side would engage with the galaxy’s criminal element. That way, the criminals could not be hired and used as fighting proxies for either side. For Geist to see such a blatant disregard for that provision of the treaty meant the Skrangs either weren’t interested in using Sha Morgoal’s resources for a shadow war… 
 
   Or they were perhaps the real reason Drop Team Zero was on a crud planet to rescue some Fleet councilman’s brat.
 
   Geist’s questions were answered as six of Sha Morgoal’s henchmen, all of various races and species, shoved said brat through a side door and towards the Skrangs. They turned as one and their lizard eyes widened in surprise. Geist could see that clear as day even though the days on Monia’Ja were far from clear considering the ever-present noxious cloud cover. But the lighting in the grand ballroom was superb.
 
   It was obvious the Skrangs were not expecting to see the councilman’s son there. They straightened and hissed, growling in their guttural language to each other as they looked from the brat to Sha Morgoal and back.
 
   The crime lord laughed at their expressions and patted his wide belly. He certainly wasn’t one of those crime lords that liked to get his hands dirty out in the field. No, he had given that up years before and had spent those years eating and whoring his way through his vast riches. Still, even with the constant overindulgence, it was not easy for a Slinghasp to attain even a fraction of the bulk he had. Slinghasps were a snake-like race and made of pure muscle. Sedentary wouldn’t even come close to describing his lifestyle for him to be as obese as he was.
 
   Yet, he was still a Slinghasp, and strength was that race’s main asset. Besides a strange need to always be helpful, which Sha Morgoal obviously had overcome.
 
   The crime lord stood and he towered over the tallest of the Skrangs by half a meter. The lizard men jumped as he barked an order to his henchmen and they dragged the councilman’s brat closer. Geist couldn’t hear what they were saying, and he couldn’t read their lips with any accuracy even when he tried to dial in his focus with both eyes for a closer look.
 
   “Excuse me,” a voice said from Geist’s shoulder. “You wanna tell me whatya doin’ here?”
 
   Geist froze. It was like every molecule in his body no longer moved. Tcherian physiology was not just about visual camouflage, but also about having total control over one’s physical being. If one of the guests decided to put a hand on him and lean there for an hour, thinking they were leaning against a wall, Geist would have been able to stay as he was indefinitely. Geist would be that wall until he no longer needed to be that wall.
 
   So he was more than shocked to find a Leforian standing next to him, its insectile eyes wide open with confusion. But Geist didn’t break his cover, he maintained the illusion of being the wall and waited. The Leforian frowned, its mandibles drooping slightly in the hangdog way Leforians have. Looking like a cross from between a seven-foot-tall beetle and a Great Dane, Leforians were very good at the hangdog expression.
 
   “I said, excuse me,” the Leforian repeated. “Is there something I can help you with? You are obviously in full-camouflage mode, so perhaps you have been spooked. If there is a threat here in the palace, I would be happy to alert the guards and tell—”
 
   “Spying on my ex,” Geist said, clearly not able to keep up the ruse any longer. Leforians were notorious busybodies and Geist knew he wasn’t getting rid of the bug dog anytime soon. “She’s sitting over there, by the Plutonian.”
 
   “Oh, I understand that,” the Leforian said as he turned his carapace so he could get a better look at the guests inside the grand ballroom. “Once, my ex-wife took away visitation privileges from me. I couldn’t see our brood for six months. I swear, they grew ten sizes by the time I got to hug those eight little buggers in my arms again. Matters of the heart… Hold on here.”
 
   Geist swallowed hard. He readied his talons and held his hands down close to his sides, his arms set to strike. 
 
   “That woman there? The human? Are you saying she is seeing that Plutonian?” the Leforian asked. “That would be a strange coupling since Plutonians are completely made of mercury. One kiss and she would—”
 
   The Leforian gasped as Geist brought his right hand up, burying the four talons right between the cracks in the front plates of the Leforian’s carapace. The thing gasped then shook as its thick, oddly colored blood leaked out from its chest and down Geist’s arm.
 
   “That…was…rude…” the Leforian gasped as he grabbed Geist with all four of his hands. 
 
   “Sorry,” Geist whispered, as one by one the four hands lost their strength and let go. 
 
   The Leforian went limp and Geist caught him before he could hit the floor and alert the wedding guests that maybe things weren’t as party-hearty as they seemed. Then an idea hit him as he slowly lowered the dead Leforian to the floor. Maybe the busybody was still of some use.
 
   Geist threw the body as far into the grand ballroom as he could. The corpse slammed into the tank of a Nemorian woman. The water nymph shrieked and all eyes turned on her as she pushed herself to the far side of the tank, putting as much space between her and the Leforian corpse as possible.
 
   The grand ballroom erupted into panic and confusion. Geist took that opportunity to make his move and he slipped inside the ballroom. As guards rushed to the corpse, Geist made his way along the wall, his body morphing to match the changing surfaces he slipped by.
 
   He knew Motherboard would be pissed about the change in plans, but he needed the noise and confusion to cover the sound of his voice as he called in what he saw.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Five
 
    
 
   “Come again?” Motherboard asked, her eyes studying the readings in front of her. Massive movement throughout the palace. All because Geist decided to improvise. “Speak up, dammit, I can’t understand you.”
 
   “The target is not in the detention wing of the palace,” Geist said over the com. “He’s standing about twelve meters in front of me with a bunch of goons surrounding him while a group of Skrangs argue with the big boss himself.”
 
   “This was never a kidnapping for ransom,” Motherboard said. “This was a snatch and grab in order to sell the kid to the highest bidder.”
 
   “That’s what it looks like,” Geist said. “We need to rework the op.”
 
   “Yes, I am aware of that,” Motherboard said. “Hole?”
 
   “I’m here,” the android replied. “I’m processing new scenarios right now.”
 
   “Are any of those scenarios going to take place in the next few seconds?” Wanders asked. “Because we have three more vehicles coming in from the east. Small shuttles, dingy-looking. I’d say they’re either marauders coming out of the ether to make a play or… Crud. Edgers. We have Edgers coming in.”
 
   “Edgers?” Motherboard asked. “Sha Morgoal is really playing it hard if he’s engaging the Skrangs and the Edgers. Those lizard crudholes I understand, but to bring in the anarchistic separatists? I think he’s more confident in his hostage’s worth than even the kid’s own family is.”
 
   “What’s the order, LT?” Mug asked. “Am I going in and crushing some thugs or do we wait?”
 
   “Your cover is still intact, Geist?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “No one is even looking my way in all this chaos,” Geist replied.
 
   “Hole?” Motherboard asked. “You have boots on the ground. What’s your call?”
 
   “Cookie is in the vents right now, so he’s no use to us until he gets free,” Hole says. “Even still, the numbers are overwhelmingly against us. With a Skrang presence detected, this could turn into a galactic incident in a microsecond if not handled properly.”
 
   “So we go in with rifles blazing, snatch the kid, get the fo out of there, and let the bigwigs sort it all out later?” Mug asked.
 
   “Since every other scenario I can come up with results in our detection anyway,” Hole replied, “then stealth is more of a liability than it is worth. On my mark, we hit the palace, make our way to Geist and the kid, then fight our way back out and get gone ASAP.”
 
   “Get gone?” Geist chuckled. “You’re starting to sound a little folksy there, Hole.”
 
   “It makes me more approachable,” Hole replied. “I’m taking lessons from Mug.”
 
   “Damn straight you are,” Mug said.
 
   “Approachable? Yeah, right. You keep thinking that, metal lady,” Geist chuckled some more. He stopped chuckling abruptly. “Uh oh. I’ve been made. You folks may want to do that hitting of the palace a lot sooner than later.”
 
   There was the sound of angry shouting, loud enough to be heard over the chaos of the other guests, and Geist’s com suddenly went dead.
 
   “Geist?” Motherboard called out. She played with the com console in front of her, but couldn’t get him back on. “Crud! Drop Team Zero, I am giving the order for a full assault. Get in there, get the target, save Geist’s ass, and get back out. I’m bringing the Eight-Three-Eight down out of the clouds and will meet you at the LZ. Understood?”
 
   The Team responded as one with a resonant, “Hooah!”
 
   Motherboard smiled and disengaged the ship’s stasis mode, bringing it around to bear on the landing zone’s coordinates. She also brought up the full-weapons array and double checked that defensive shields were at full power. She was not going to underestimate the palace’s offensive capabilities, not with the wealth and resources at Sha Morgoal’s hands.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Six
 
    
 
   As he watched Mug move across the palace grounds towards the main entrance at a speed that defied her metric-ton bulk, and her custom-made and -sized RX31 plasma assault rifle that was to her shoulder, firing at anything and everything that turned in her direction, Wanders knew his job was to make sure the huge Urvein had as clear a path as possible. That wasn’t an easy job since the smallest of the Urvein race made a grizzly bear look average.
 
   Wanders sighted through the multi-spectrum scope of his Tonal Five sniper rifle and picked off target after target, turning their bodies into vaporized mist to join the already offensive atmosphere of the planet. A head pop here, a belly explosion there, then complete disintegration as the molecular disruptor slugs went to work on the unfortunate targets’ bodies at a cellular level.
 
   “You have five coming in on your three, Mug,” Wanders said, his rifle’s algorithms calculating the angle needed to take out the majority of Mug’s attackers. Not that Wanders needed the algorithms to do his job. They were there mostly to confirm what his vast skills and instincts had already told him the second he sighted on the targets. “I can take three, but two will make it to you before I can change directions.”
 
   The three dropped one after the other as Wanders squeezed the rifle’s trigger with a calm and ease very few shooters in the galaxy could maintain. The two that he couldn’t take down began to fire on Mug, their plasma carbines not doing much more than pissing off the sprinting Urvein. Wanders squeezed the trigger a fourth time and one of the two henchmen became a purple-hued cloud of bloody particles. 
 
   The last attacker made it to Mug and dove at her, his arms extending way longer than they should have been able to.
 
   “Mug! It’s a Halgon! Are you hearing me? Do not let that rubber foing thing grab you!” Wanders yelled into the com. 
 
   But it was too late. The Halgon henchman used his species’ deadly elasticity to stretch both arms all the way around Mug as he collided with the huge bear of a soldier. Wanders heard a distinct “oof” come from Mug over the com then a snarling growl and cry of pain as the henchman took her down to the ground, his arms winding and winding over and over again to completely encircle the Urvein.
 
   “Mug!” Wanders yelled, trying desperately to get a bead on the Halgon without risking hitting Mug. But there was no shot and Wanders had to turn his attention to the other henchman that were closing in fast. “Hole!”
 
   “I see her,” Hole replied, “but I need to get to the entrance on my side of the palace. She is keeping the guards’ attentions diverted and I have only one shot at this.”
 
   “Eight Million Gods, you cold, lifeless—” Wanders started but was quickly cut off.
 
   “Do it, Hole,” Motherboard ordered. “We have an op to finish here. Mug knows the risks. Wanders, you are no longer effective in your current position. I want you to fall back and move to the landing lot. Take out any and all guests that try to leave the palace grounds. We are going to lock this place down until we get what we want.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Wanders replied through gritted teeth. He squeezed off six more shots, and six guards blew apart, before he lurched up to his feet and began to sprint towards the landing lot, his rifle gripped in two hands while he pulled his KL09 heavy pistols from his belt and wielded them with his other two hands. Wanders was a Gwreq, a race of four-armed, stone-skinned warriors that were known more for their crushing and smashing fighting techniques than for deadly accuracy with firearms. But such was Drop Team Zero, a group of outliers and misfits within their own races that found a place amongst the elite fighters in the Galactic Fleet.
 
   He moved as fast as possible, dropping down to hide behind an ancient and crumbling rock wall, before bringing his rifle to bear on the landing lot. The Edgers’ three dingy shuttles came to rest and four separatists hopped out of each vehicle, fully armed and ready for a fight. Wanders took a second to size up the situation then opened fire, sending a third of the Edgers scrambling back into their vehicles, a third diving to the ground for cover, and a third exploding into bloody nothingness.
 
   “Landing lot secured,” Wanders called. He repositioned himself so he had a better sightline with the palace’s landing lot exits. If anyone came out of those doors, they’d be met with two choices: go the fo back inside or end up with a gloomy landing lot as the last thing they ever saw. “I don’t have eyes on Mug. Tell me she’s okay.”
 
   “Oh, I’m good, brother,” Mug growled over the com.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Seven
 
    
 
   “Don’t you worry your sniper head none about me, Wanders,” Mug said. “This ain’t my first Halgon I’ve had to tussle with.”
 
   Mug strained against the ever-enveloping grip of the elastic henchman. The thing may not have been the first Halgon Mug had to tussle with, but that didn’t mean the tussle was an easy one. Mug’s drop suit was keeping the Halgon’s toxins from getting through to her, but the beeping in her helmet made it perfectly clear that a suit breach was imminent.
 
   “Hey, Stretch FoStrong!” Mug roared. “Get the fo off me!”
 
   She was able to get her massive legs underneath her and she stood up with a burst of strength that sent her boots sinking into the damp ground almost up to mid-calf. The Halgon spit at her helmet, his saliva smoking and hissing against her protective faceplate. Mug only smiled in response.
 
   “That ain’t very polite now,” Mug said as she took a deep breath, letting the air fill her lungs and expand her suit out around her chest. 
 
   She breathed deeper and deeper and watched as the Halgon had to expand with the suit. When she couldn’t take in any more air, Mug did something that was strictly against every safety protocol ever taught to a Fleet Marine. She simultaneously exhaled her entire breath while activating her drop suit’s atmospheric purge protocol, sending not just her massive exhalation out into the planet’s environment, but most of her suit’s air supply.
 
   Mug achieved two things with this move: she got one serious head rush, and the sudden shrinking of her drop suit left the Halgon stretched out like a sad, useless rubber band. Mug did not hesitate for a second and closed off her purge valve with one huge hand while griping the Halgon’s neck with the other. She yanked the henchman free and whipped his entire body out and away from her, like snapping a damp towel in the locker room back at Galactic Fleet headquarters.
 
   The Halgon screeched as his body betrayed him and his internal organs tried to go in two different directions at the same time. Mug gripped the henchman’s neck tighter, sending the fluids it called blood ballooning into the thing’s skull. When it looked like the Halgon’s head would explode, Mug threw it to the ground and executed one, single stomp.
 
   There was a loud pop and fluids shot in every direction.
 
   Mug snorted and walked away, wiping the bottom of her boot on the loose dirt of the palace grounds, a self-satisfied smirk on her face. 
 
   The smirk slipped slightly as eight more guards came rushing out of the palace and straight at her. She started to run, picking up speed as she hurled her bulk towards the guards. Mug didn’t even bother bringing up her rifle to fire since she knew she’d be closing the distance between herself and the guards faster than she could aim.
 
   As she closed on the guards, they brought up their rifles and carbines and opened fire. Mug dove to the ground, executing a leaping roll that someone her size should not have been able to accomplish with as much grace as she did. Again, she was as much an outlier amongst her race as the other members of Zero amongst theirs.
 
   When she came up, she used the butt of her rifle to obliterate the midsection of a Gwreq guard, shattering the man’s protective suit and turning his insides into gravel. As that guard collapsed, Mug kicked out with her left leg and broke a human guard’s right leg into a thousand pieces. Bone shards pierced the man’s protective suit and he screamed as he fell face first onto the ground. Mug brought a glove-clad paw down and crushed the man’s head mid-scream. 
 
   A plasma bolt hit Mug in the side and she rolled onto her back, finally bringing her rifle up as it was intended. She fired off a dozen bolts in quick succession, her body twisting in the dirt as she laid waste to the guards that couldn’t get shots off fast enough to take her out. When her rifle clicked empty, she pushed herself upright, ejected the energy magazine, and slapped in a new one as she surveyed her work.
 
   “Mug, you good?” Wanders called out over the com.
 
   “I’m good,” Mug replied.
 
   “Your suit is at seventy-one percent efficiency,” Motherboard stated over the com. “That last plasma bolt compromised your seal on your left side. You’ll be at critical in ten minutes if you don’t get inside the palace and repair the breach.”
 
   “On my way,” Mug said. 
 
   She moved towards the palace doors, her rifle firing repeatedly, tearing into every guard that was stupid enough to show his or her helmeted face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Eight
 
    
 
   The KL09 hand cannons clicked empty as Cookie took out a dozen and a half guards. Useless hunks of junk without ammo, Cookie tossed the pistols to the side, knowing he could obtain more later when needed, and went into hand-to-hand mode. He’d emptied his rifle, and all extra magazines, six corridors back as he fought his way from the detention wing to the grand ballroom. If the map that was superimposed on his helmet’s faceplate was correct then he only had three more corridors to go before he joined up with Geist.
 
   If Geist was still alive. 
 
   The Tcherian was not responding to any com hails and that worried Cookie. Not because he was afraid his teammate was dead, but because that meant he’d have to extract the target on his own against odds that even he didn’t feel comfortable with. And, yes, he was worried about Geist, but the op wasn’t to worry about teammates, it was to rescue the councilman’s son.
 
   Cookie was considered to be a cold son of a gump because of his insistence that the op always come first. But that was the job and he really didn’t understand why the others didn’t always see it that way. Sometimes they were too chummy for their own good. Except for Hole. That android was colder than half of Venti’s three hundred moons. 
 
   Three guards rushed him and Cookie let his claws come out to play. Their coppery black color was gone, his healing abilities turning them good as new after only a few minutes of being retracted back into the flesh of his fingers and they were back to their normal milky-white hue. That hue didn’t last long as Cookie leapt to the side, his right foot hitting the corridor’s wall, pushing him back at the guards, as his left hand swiped in a wide arc, catching two of the guards across their exposed throats.
 
   The first guard went down with a gurgling screech while the second merely stood there, apparently stunned to find that most of the flesh from his throat back to his spine was missing. The third guard skidded to a stop as Cookie landed back on the floor and flashed his blood-red claws at the man.
 
   “Just give me your carbine and I’ll let you live,” Cookie said, holding out a bloody hand to the man. “Come on, pal. You’re a human. You don’t stand a chance against me.”
 
   Cookie could tell the guard actually thought about it for a second before slowly offering the beat-up-looking plasma carbine. 
 
   “Thanks,” Cookie said as he took the weapon, flipped it around so it pointed at the man, and fired twice. The guard dropped dead and Cookie casually stepped over his corpse as he continued down the corridor. “I didn’t say how long I’d let you live.”
 
   He put the carbine to his shoulder and rounded the corner of the corridor, ready to take down any more guards that decided he was an easy, solo target. But all he saw were screaming and running wedding guests as they scurried around in every direction like gumps with their heads cut off. At least the ones with legs were scurrying and running, the ones with wings and other locomotive appendages were doing whatever those appendages required to get them the hell out of the palace.
 
   In the chaos of the fleeing guests, four armed guards were shoving their way towards Cookie as soon as they caught sight of him. One of the guards looked directly at the carbine Cookie held and his eight eyes flashed with anger, his insect brain obviously making the connection between who should have been holding the carbine and the implications behind why Cookie had it at that moment.
 
   “DOWN!” Cookie shouted as he squeezed the trigger twice.
 
   No one got down and one of the plasma bolts ripped through a fleeing Groshnel, tearing into her eight-armed, boneless body and out the other side like she was made of gump butter. Cookie ignored the woman’s dying screams and smiled as he saw the bolt continue on its trajectory and blast a hole right through the center of one of the guards. 
 
   The three remaining guards didn’t seem to care for the guests’ well-being either and they opened fire without even giving a warning shout. Guests began to fall, the blood and fluids from the various races quickly mixing on the corridor’s floor like the swirling palate of some deranged and seriously sick painter. Cookie jumped to the side, pressing his back to the wall, as the bolts tore through the guests and down the center of the corridor. 
 
   He raised his carbine and fired again, but the weapon jammed halfway through the plasma charge. Cookie knew exactly what was going to happen next and he flung the carbine as far away as he could. Of course, he didn’t waste a good opportunity, which meant he flung it directly at the guards and into the center of the fleeing guests. 
 
   Cookie flattened himself on the ground as the carbine exploded with a blinding and deafening flash-bang. More than half of the guest screams went silent instantly as their bodies were vaporized. The remaining guests rolled on the floor in agony from the various wounds inflicted by the plasma, and shrapnel, sent flying by the weapon’s explosion.
 
   Cookie pushed up into a crouch and was stunned to see one of the guards still standing. Then he wasn’t so stunned when he saw the light from the ceiling lamps that were still operational reflect off the metal showing itself from under the man’s synthetic skin.
 
   “Come here, Cervile scum,” the android said, kicking dying and dead guests out of his way as he moved towards Cookie. “You are Fleet Marine, yes? You are here to kill my boss, yes? I shall disappoint you.”
 
   “I don’t know what speech protocol you are programmed with, but you sound like a two-bit gangster from a holo vid,” Cookie said as he looked around for a weapon, any weapon, he could use to take down the android. His claws were sharp, but not pierce-an-android’s-body sharp. Very few things in the galaxy were that sharp. “Seriously. Take a week off and get yourself reprogrammed.”
 
   “This is my native speech pattern,” the android guard replied. “You no like it then you go fo yourself. Not all androids built by snobby Galactic Fleet mechanics. Some of us activated on the fringe, away from your brutal oppression.”
 
   “Yeah, I think you got your propaganda wrong, pal,” Cookie said and shrugged. “But, whatever. I could care less where you came from. It’s where you’re going that interests me.”
 
   The android punted a severed head at Cookie and the Cervile dodged easily out of the way.
 
   “Oh? Where you believe I will be going, pussy?” the android asked.
 
   “Pussy? Don’t be racist,” Cookie said. “I’d think a metal thug that works for a Slinghasp would have a more inclusive attitude.”
 
   “I call it as I see it,” the android said, still closing the distance between itself and Cookie. “That is saying, yes? Call it as I see it? I do not enjoy the common tongue. It is base language, dumbed down for masses to use. I prefer refinement.”
 
   The android rattled off a long sentence in a language that Cookie didn’t understand.
 
   “No idea what you said there,” Cookie responded, “but to get back to your question, you are about to go to whatever Hell you androids go to when you are permanently deactivated.”
 
   “We do not have a Hell, Cookie,” Hole interrupted over the com.
 
   “Not the time, Hole,” Cookie said. “Hey, are you patched into my helmet’s cam?”
 
   “I am and it is a good thing,” she replied. “That’s a model 24601. Slave-class android. Easy to deactivate if you can destroy its brain cluster. It is located just at the base of its spine.”
 
   “Good to know,” Cookie said, still looking for a weapon. “Only one problem.”
 
   “You do not have a weapon that can pierce its armored body,” Hole said then sighed. “Then my suggestion is you run. Because that model also has the strength of a station wrecker. If it gets a hold of you then you will be ripped apart into small chunks before you even put a scratch on its surface.”
 
   “Run?” Cookie asked.
 
   “Yes, that would be a good idea,” Hole replied.
 
   “Yes, that would be good idea,” the android said almost at the same time. “You know what I am now, yes? A voice in your ear tell you what I do to you, no?”
 
   “No, yes, make up your damn cybernetic mind,” Cookie said.
 
   The android kicked another head at Cookie. The Cervile took that moment to do exactly as Hole had advised. He turned tail and ran. Not literally since Cerviles do not have tails, but in the figurative sense as he pumped his muscular legs as hard as he could to get him as far away from the android as possible.
 
   The loud footsteps that echoed from behind him told Cookie that the android had no intention of letting him get away. 
 
   “Hole! How do I get this guy off my ass?” Cookie yelled.
 
   “You don’t,” Hole replied. “24601s are fast and agile, as well as strong. It will catch up to you. How far back is it?”
 
   “Six, seven meters,” Cookie said.
 
   “Then you have that many seconds before he takes you down,” Hole said.
 
   “That is not what I wanted to hear,” Cookie said.
 
   “I am not here to tell you what you want to hear, but to tell you what you need to hear,” Hole said. “I am also in the middle of my own struggles, Cookie. You are lucky I can multitask with ease as I am facing fourteen hostiles currently and not handling them as well as I would like.”
 
   “Cookie, cover your own ass!” Motherboard snapped over the com. “Hole, focus on your fight! Both of you get to that damn ballroom and find Geist and the target! Am I clear?”
 
   “Roger, LT!” Cookie yelled as he sprinted around a corner and came face to face with a contingent of guards. “Loud and clear!”
 
   Cookie dove to the ground as the guards opened fire. Their plasma bolts tore into the android as he came around the corner, moving too fast to even skid to a stop. Cookie looked over his shoulder at the jitterbugging android and knew that if Hole’s words were true, even the head-on attack from the friendly fire wasn’t going to put the thing down.
 
   Cookie scrambled into a crouching attack and rushed at the guards as they realized they were shooting one of their own. His claws gutted four of them before they could even look down at him. He was flipping up and over the rest, claws taking out a various assortment of alien eyes as he executed the maneuver. 
 
   When he came down on the other side, he had a clear view of the android and also had more than enough firepower at his disposal. Cookie slashed out right and left, shredding the throats of two guards then hooked his foot underneath a carbine and kicked it up into his bloody hands as he sent his claws back into his fingers.
 
   The few remaining guards turned their weapons on Cookie, but he was much faster and he shot them down where they stood before taking aim at the android.
 
   The machine looked at where Cookie had his carbine aimed and stopped walking.
 
   “You do not appear to understand how to use your weapon,” the android said, a metallic chuckle coming from its metallic throat. “The Galactic Fleet’s standards are not what used to be, no?”
 
   “No,” Cookie said and fired. 
 
   The plasma bolt missed the android by a good half meter. The machine’s metal lips turned up in a sly grin and he started to walk forward again. Then he shuddered and stopped as the bolt ricocheted off the cabinet of an emergency fire kit welded to the wall. A fire kit that could stand up to the intense heat created by a plasma bolt.
 
   There was a loud, grinding groan and the android’s eyes went dead. It fell to its knees then onto its face as Cookie slowly lowered the carbine.
 
   “How’s that for Galactic Fleet standards?” Cookie said as he tossed the carbine aside and bent to pick up a fresh one at his feet. The first one had pulled to the left a little.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Nine
 
    
 
   The skin on Geist’s body switched continually as he positioned himself around the panicked crowd that struggled to get free of the grand ballroom. Some had made it out, but the majority were still trapped in the huge room, the crowd so big that they jammed the doors so much that only the skinny few could leave. Males and females of all races screamed and cried as their exit was so close yet still so far out of reach. Geist took advantage of the guest jam at the doors and pressed himself to the flesh of the many races, his skin allowing him to blend in completely.
 
   He’d tried to contact Motherboard, but the com was out. His guess was one of the Skrangs had a scrambler on him and his com probably wasn’t the only one not working. Geist just hoped it was a short-range scrambler and the other members of Zero were still in communication with each other. That would be good since that meant they were hopefully on their way to help his Tcherian butt. 
 
   In the meantime, he kept himself hidden and out of the direct line of fire of the Skrang pistols that were being leveled at anyone that strayed too close to their group. That group included Sha Morgoal and Councilman Keer’s son. The Skrangs seemed agitated, not just because of the chaos, but because of Sha Morgoal’s body language. 
 
   It was obvious to Geist that Sha Morgoal was less than intimidated by the couple of pistols pointed directly at him. He had the cocky air of someone with an ace up his sleeve. He kept the kid seated next to him, one of his snake hands clasped tightly on the boy’s wrist. Other than that, it looked like he didn’t have a care in the world.
 
   Geist assumed that wasn’t true. No way someone could be witnessing what was happening in the grand ballroom, inside his own palace, and not care about it. But Geist had to give the crime lord credit, he certainly didn’t crack under pressure.
 
   The crowd grew more agitated then suddenly quiet. Or as quiet as a crowd that size could get. Then they began to surge backwards, pushing Geist back deeper into the grand ballroom. There was a roar of anger and Geist couldn’t help but smile. He knew that roar. Mama Bear had come to the rescue.
 
   The Skrangs stopped their haranguing of Sha Morgoal and all turned to witness the entrance of Mug. Guests flew this way, guests flew that way. A Dornopheous couple melted to the floor, their species’ natural defense responses finally kicking in and turning them to insubstantial puddles. Two Spilflecks’ neck frills exploded outwards and clipped the temples of two Lipian women that were obviously only there as escorts to a couple of the wealthier male guests. The Lipians screamed then both fainted, although Geist was fairly certain they were faking it and just wanted an excuse to hit the floor and lay low. 
 
   All of that was great for a moment.
 
   That moment passed when the Skrang pistols came up aimed directly at Geist as soon as he was shoved far enough away from the crowd to be detected as an individual. An individual that was unarmed and quite naked. Yes, his skin still tried to blend in with his surroundings, but the surroundings were no longer a solid mass of panicked guests. His surroundings were now a splintered mass of panicked guests with a very angry and determined Urvein tossing half of them out of her way.
 
   The tips of the pistols glowed bright red and Geist almost closed his eyes. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see how his life ended. But he was a member of Zero and Zero faced death. So his eyes stayed open and he watched those glowing tips get brighter and brighter. 
 
   Geist raised a hand and gave the Skrangs a wave. A last gesture of defiance before he died. But he didn’t die. He stayed very much alive. It was the Skrangs on the right side of their group that died. Their heads split open as plasma bolts tore through them. Skrang blood splattered the others and only then did Sha Morgoal’s composure break as he caught some of the spray.
 
   The crime lord jumped to his feet, the Keer kid still gripped tight, and backed away from the carbine-wielding Cervile that stepped into the room from a concealed servant’s entrance. Geist watched Cookie fire again and again until all the Skrangs lay dead either on the ground or sprawled across the main table which had been abandoned by the wedding party a good while before.
 
   “Look out,” Mug said as she nudged Geist out of the way. “Head up there and see which one of the lizards has the scrambler. Cookie and I will take care of Sha Morgoal and get the kid.”
 
   “You think so?” Sha Morgoal hissed as he whipped his snake tail up around the boy’s neck, putting the kid squarely between himself and Cookie and Mug. “I can take care of myself, thank you. As for the kid, he will be looked after as he accompanies me off planet. We will be going straight to the Treaty Court where I will file a complaint against this blatant disregard for my sovereignty. This planet is neutral territory and not under the jurisdiction of the Galactic Fleet.”
 
   “It ain’t under the jurisdiction of the Skrang Alliance neither,” Mug snarled. “But lookey lookey, I sure see me some dead Skrangs right there by you. Now, they ain’t part of the official guest list, I’m sure. So I have to wonder why they are here at all, what with you being a neutral planet and all.”
 
   “People can come and go as they please here,” Sha Morgoal said. “No law against me having visitors.”
 
   “Then consider us visitors,” Mug said.
 
   “Is he a visitor?” Cookie asked, moving a couple steps closer to Sha Morgoal and the boy. “Is that boy here on spring break? That it?”
 
   “Stay where you are, cat,” Sha Morgoal said. “I would hate for my tail to spasm accidentally and squeeze the head off of my guest here.”
 
   “Dylan? That’s your name, right, son?” Mug asked. “Would you consider yourself this man’s guest?”
 
   Geist knew his job and it wasn’t to find any scrambler. While Cookie and Mug kept the crime lord occupied, Geist slowly moved from spot to spot, very careful not to draw attention to himself. He made his way to the far wall again and pressed up against it, giving his body a couple seconds to adjust fully to the new camouflage. Once he was sure he was perfectly acclimated, he sidestepped his way around the room, getting into position for when either Cookie or Mug made the call.
 
   “I know you’re coming for me, Tcherian!” Sha Morgoal shouted, his snake eyes hunting the room for Geist. “You even think of sneaking up on me and I pop the boy’s head like a zit!”
 
   “Dylan? Are you listening to me?” Mug asked.
 
   The boy nodded then stopped as Sha Morgoal’s tail constricted further, turning the boy’s skin to a bright pink bordering on a choked purple.
 
   “Good, Dylan,” Mug said. “Now, son, I ain’t gonna ask you to do nothing that will get you killed. But when I tell you to do what I’m going to tell you to do, you cannot hesitate. Are we understood?”
 
   Dylan’s head was held perfectly still, but he blinked a few times.
 
   “That’s good, that’s good,” Mug said. “Cookie?”
 
   “I got him,” Cookie replied.
 
   “You have nothing!” Sha Morgoal hissed. “Kill me and you will find out just how much nothing you have!”
 
   Cookie sighed. “What the fo does that mean? How much nothing? Nothing is nothing, snake face. You can’t have more nothing.”
 
   “Cookie, calm down,” Mug said. 
 
   “But did you hear him?” Cookie snarled. “Who says things like that? I tell you, Mug, I hate criminals. I wish we could just be back in the War and fight Skrangs and B’clo’nos like we used to. Crud made sense then.”
 
   “Cookie, now is not the time for this, you hear me?” Mug said, moving closer and closer to the long wedding table and Sha Morgoal. “We are soldiers, not politicians. We’re given a job and we finish that job.”
 
   “You will be finishing nothing,” Sha Morgoal said. “I will count to five and you will leave or the boy dies.”
 
   “Boy dies and you die,” Cookie said. “You get that, right?”
 
   “He speaks the truth, Morgoal,” Mug said. “You hurt that boy and you will get hurt yourself.”
 
   “But the boy will be dead and that will not look good on you,” Sha Morgoal said. He laughed. It was a dry, lisping noise. “They send Drop Team Zero to come for me and take my leverage. The infamous Drop Team Zero all for one councilman’s son. Why do you think that is?”
 
   “Leverage?” Mug asked. “What leverage are you talking about here?”
 
   “Kill me and you never find out,” Sha Morgoal said. “And believe me, you will want to find out.”
 
   “Will we now,” Mug said.
 
   “Just let me shoot him, Mug,” Cookie said. “I have the shot. I can put one between his eyes before he can squeeze that tail even a millimeter tighter.”
 
   “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Mug said. “Geist?”
 
   “Close your eyes, kid!” Geist yelled from directly behind Cookie. 
 
   Geist opened his mouth and a small tube popped up from under his tongue. He exhaled as hard and fast as he could and a thin, perfectly clear stream of liquid shot from the tube. The liquid covered the distance from his mouth to Sha Morgoal at a speed that shouldn’t have been possible. The crime lord didn’t have a chance to flinch as it hit him squarely in the eyes.
 
   The kid, Dylan, screeched as some of the liquid splashed onto his cheek and temple, but he had done what Geist had said and closed his eyes tight. 
 
   “Alive!” Mug yelled as Cookie squeezed the trigger on the carbine.
 
   Sha Morgoal dropped. Dylan scrambled away, his eyes still closed, and collided with the wedding table. He toppled over it and landed hard on the floor as Mug rushed to the raised area, leaping over the boy and the table with one powerful thrust of her massive haunches. Cookie moved in and planted a boot firmly against Sha Morgoal’s chest, the carbine aimed for the spot between the crime lord’s quickly swollen and pus-filled eyes.
 
   “What…? What happened?” Sha Morgoal whispered. 
 
   “You foed up, crudface,” Cookie said.
 
   “Cookie?” Mug asked. “How we looking?”
 
   “Tagged him in the shoulder,” Cookie said. “He’ll live.”
 
   “Do Slinghasps have shoulders?” Geist asked as he dropped his camouflage and knelt by Dylan. “Yeah, sure, they have arms, but are the arms connected to real shoulders?”
 
   “Slinghasps have shoulders,” Mug said as she lifted Sha Morgoal up by the front of his bloody shirt. “But some just ain’t got souls.”
 
   “Let’s not be bigoted,” Hole said from the grand ballroom’s doors. Most of the crowd had escaped as soon as Zero made its presence known, so Hole sauntered easily through the ballroom. Sauntered backwards with a plasma rifle to her shoulder, making sure no ambitious guards decided to make a move and free their boss. “Slinghasps are a generally peaceful and helpful race.”
 
   “I was specifically addressing this piece of crud,” Mug said, holding Sha Morgoal up in the air.
 
   “Geist? How is the boy?” Hole asked.
 
   “He knocked himself silly falling over the table, but he closed his eyes as I asked and my spit only did some cosmetic damage to his cheek here and here,” Geist said. “It’ll heal up in a week or so.”
 
   “What about me?” Sha Morgoal screeched. “What did you do to my eyes?”
 
   “Those are no longer a concern,” Geist said as he picked the boy up and slung him over his shoulder. He was a teenager, but hadn’t seen a proper meal in a long while, so he didn’t way much more than a sack of Glupernian potatoes. Geist turned and looked up at the crime lord. “For all intents and purposes, you no longer have eyes. They are turning to jelly as we speak.”
 
   “Little known fact about Tcherians,” Cookie said as Mug carried Sha Morgoal around the wedding table and down to the dance floor. Despite the Slinghasp being firmly in Mug’s grip, Cookie kept his carbine ready. “They have a separate saliva gland that shoots a very specific type of toxin.”
 
   “I can melt eyes,” Geist said as he joined Mug and the two teammates walked with their charges firmly secure. “It’s a thing.”
 
   “Eight Million Gods!” Sha Morgoal cried. “Why? WHY?”
 
   “Relax,” Geist said. “It doesn’t really melt eyes. Just makes you blind for a while. Calm down. Sheezus.”
 
   “Still, count yourself lucky you cannot see,” Hole said once Mug and Geist reached her. She didn’t even glance back, her focus on the double doors. “Sergeant Tog’ma isn’t wearing pants. That is not a sight you would enjoy.”
 
   “Yeah, Geist, do me a favor and camouflage that bony butt of yours while I walk behind you,” Cookie said.
 
   “If you are covering our six, Cookie, then you should be looking the other direction, not at my butt,” Geist said. “And it’s not bony.”
 
   “It’s a little bony,” Mug said.
 
   “Enough,” Hole said as they reached the double doors. “We still have to get out of this palace and rendezvous with the Eight-Three-Eight at the LZ.”
 
   “If you think you can just leave, you are very mistaken,” Sha Morgoal hissed.
 
   “We’re Drop Team Zero,” Cookie replied. “We don’t just do anything.”
 
   “Wanders? What’s our exit look like?” Hole asked into the com. There was no response. “Wanders? Come in.” Hole held up a hand and looked back over her shoulder. “Didn’t one of you disable the Skrang com scrambler?”
 
   “Oh, right, yeah,” Geist said. “I was busy spitting and then checking on the kid. I didn’t look for a scrambler.”
 
   “Let’s hope Wanders has things under control,” Hole said as she looked left then right down the corridor outside the grand ballroom. “We walk into a crudstorm and I will not be happy.”
 
   “Do androids even have emotions like happy and sad?” Cookie asked.
 
   “We do,” Hole replied. “We also have angry and extremely angry. Care to see both of those?”
 
   “Just asking,” Cookie said as they all turned right and made their way towards the main entrance hall. “No need to go all killer robot on me.”
 
   “You can be such a space dick sometimes, Cookie,” Geist said.
 
   Cookie only shrugged.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Ten
 
    
 
   “Zero? Come in! Zero? Do you guys read me?” Wanders called into the com. “Eight Million Gods dammit! Where are you guys? Is anybody there?”
 
   Wanders hunkered down behind the ancient stone wall, flinching and cringing with every plasma impact, energy bolt, and even old-school bullet that hit the wall, sending shards of centuries-old stone flying up into the air around him.
 
   “Motherboard, I do not have contact with Zero and I am under some seriously heavy fire right now,” Wanders called.
 
   “Roger that, Wanders,” Motherboard responded over the com. “I am picking up a scrambled signal from inside the palace. Someone disabled our com, but it looks to be localized within the walls, not without.”
 
   “Can you override remotely?” Wanders asked. “If Zero comes out that main entrance, they will be walking into one hell of a crudstorm.”
 
   “I’m aborting the LZ rendezvous and coming to you directly, Wanders,” Motherboard said. “Scans show close to fifty armed hostiles, is that correct?”
 
   “Sure foing feels like it’s correct,” Wanders cried as a large chunk of stone was blasted past his face. He flattened himself on the ground and crawled as far as he could before the stone wall ended. “I’m not exactly in a position to do an accurate headcount.”
 
   “Understood,” Motherboard said. “I’ll be there in less than five. Hang tight.”
 
   “That’s about all I can do right now,” Wanders said. A hunk of the wall collapsed onto Wanders and he scurried back from the edge. “Son of a gump!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Eleven
 
    
 
   “That does not sound good,” Cookie said as Zero reached the main palace doors.
 
   “No, it does not,” Hole agreed. “Mug? Our target is acquired. We can leave the Slinghasp.”
 
   “I don’t agree, Hole,” Mug replied. “This guy seems to know something. Every inch of my gut is telling me we can milk him for intel once he’s back at Fleet headquarters.”
 
   “I agree, but our main objective is Dylan Keer,” Hole said. “We’re going to need your hands free if we’re getting out of this palace. Drop the bastard and gun up, Sergeant.”
 
   “Sergeant, is it?” Mug laughed. “Pulling rank now, Master Sergeant?”
 
   “I’m going to get us out of here alive,” Hole said. “I need you with gun up.”
 
   “Roger that,” Mug said. She pulled Sha Morgoal’s face close to hers. “We’ll be seeing you later, you can count on it.” She let the crime lord drop to the ground and he cried out as his face met the floor.
 
   “But you won’t be seeing us,” Cookie said.
 
   “Good one,” Geist said. 
 
   “Thanks,” Cookie said and handed Geist a KL09.
 
   “No, thank you,” Geist said as he took the pistol, made sure the charge was up, and took aim at the main doors. He shifted Dylan’s weight on his shoulder. “I’m ready when you are.”
 
   “I’m on point,” Hole said, “since I can take more damage than you flesh bags.”
 
   “Be nice,” Cookie hissed.
 
   “Mug, I want you behind me with Geist and the target behind you,” Hole said. “Cookie, you bring up the rear. Most of the fire will be coming at us head on, but I do not want any of Sha Morgoal’s henchmen still inside to try anything. Are we all understood?”
 
   “You will not leave my estate alive,” Sha Morgoal snarled as he turned his head back and forth, blindly searching for something to focus on. “My guests? Some are simple business folk, but most are not. Now that the shock has worn off, I expect them to take offense to their nice Saturday being ruined.”
 
   “Is it Saturday?” Geist asked. “I can never tell when we have to go through as many wormholes as we did to get here. Why can’t these crime dicks live closer into the center of the galaxy? It would make things way more convenient.”
 
   “Mug? Silence him,” Hole ordered.
 
   “What?” Geist gasped.
 
   “Sha Morgoal, moron,” Hole said. 
 
   “I know, I was playing around,” Geist said. “I wanted to get one more laugh out before we burst through those doors.”
 
   “My pleasure,” Mug said and lashed out with the tip of her huge boot, sending Sha Morgoal into a sudden and silent unconscious state.
 
   The weapons fire outside intensified. Hole sighed and placed a boot against one of the front doors. “We go on three.”
 
   The rest of Zero nodded and made sure their helmets were secure and faceplates tight before they rushed out into the noxious atmosphere. Geist took a deep breath and a protective film covered his eyes. His species could handle a near vacuum without being damaged, a little poisonous air was nothing to him.
 
   “One. Two,” Hole announced. “Three!”
 
   She kicked the door open and hurried from the palace, her rifle up and ready to take down each and every target that got in her way. She made it three meters without firing a shot before she lowered her rifle and stared at the carnage.
 
   “Holy crud,” Mug said as she stood directly behind Hole, her rifle still up, but in a much more relaxed grip than a half-second before. “Well, ain’t this a sight to see.”
 
   “What is?” Geist asked. “Move, mug.”
 
   Mug stepped to the side and Geist’s eyes widened.
 
   “Damn,” he said. “Looks like the party moved outside and we missed it.”
 
   “Mug?” Hole asked.
 
   “I’m on it,” the Urvein replied and stomped back inside the palace. She came out in a couple seconds with Sha Morgoal tucked under one massive arm. 
 
   “Let’s get the fo out of here,” Cookie said. “I want to get this suit off and into a hot steam before the night is over.”
 
   “Good job, Zero,” Motherboard said from the rear ramp of the Eight-Three-Eight. Wanders sat on the ramp, his helmet in his four hands, the protective shielding keeping the atmosphere at bay. “I scrapped the LZ and decided to clear a spot closer to you.”
 
   Zero looked at the dead and wounded that lay everywhere. 
 
   “The brass does not like it when civilians are injured,” Hole said. “This will be a considerable amount of paperwork.”
 
   “We can tackle that together, Master Sergeant,” Motherboard responded. “But I think we all know that these pieces of scum are far from being average civilians.”
 
   “You good, Wanders?” Mug asked as she carried Sha Morgoal up the ramp. 
 
   “I’m good,” Wanders said, getting up as the Urvein passed. “How about you?”
 
   “Right as Nemorian rain,” Mug said. “You sure you’re good? You look a little peaked.”
 
   “That’s just because I have crud in my drawers,” Wanders said. “You missed quite the show of firepower out here.”
 
   “Nothing to say, Geist?” Motherboard asked as the Tcherian walked up the ramp with Dylan over his shoulder.
 
   Geist gave the Lieutenant a smirk, but didn’t respond, his lips still sealed tight against the Monia’Ja atmosphere.
 
   “LT,” Cookie said and nodded. “I’m gonna need some new pistols and a new rifle when we get back to headquarters.”
 
   “You always do, Cookie,” Motherboard said, clapping the Cervile on the shoulder. 
 
   Once all members of Drop Team Zero were inside the ship, she slammed her hand against the ramp button and followed behind, leaving the mess of bodies that filled the landing lot for someone else to deal with.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twelve
 
    
 
   “I’ve steamed six times and I still think it’s going to take two sheddings before I slough off the stink of that planet,” Geist said as he stepped into the Eight-Three-Eight’s small mess hall, a towel draped around his shoulders and one wound around his waist and thighs. 
 
   “Still no pants?” Cookie said, sipping from a metal cup. He raised it and nodded to the commissary console set into the mess’s wall. “No pants, no service.”
 
   “Come on, man, you know uniforms chafe,” Geist said as he made his way to the console. 
 
   He stopped halfway and stared at the plate before Mug. The Urvein paused in the stuffing of her hairy maw from what looked like over a dozen MREs worth of food in front of her.
 
   “What?” Mug asked around a mouthful of food. “I burn ten times the calories y’all do. If I don’t eat my fill then my blood sugar drops and I get grumpy. You want me grumpy, Geist?”
 
   “Nope, don’t want that,” Geist said and continued to the console. “What I do want is for you to leave some for the rest of us.” 
 
   He tapped at the screen and it beeped shrilly. A message popped up. It read, “No pants, no service.”
 
   “What the fo?” Geist snapped. He spun around then saw Hole seated up against the far wall, a fiberoptic tether going from the base of her skull to a wall outlet, her eyes firmly closed. “Hole! Not cool!”
 
   A sly grin appeared on Hole’s face, but was gone so fast that no one would have been able to swear it had ever been there.
 
   “Is there an issue, Sergeant?” Hole asked. “Perhaps you would like to make a formal complaint. That would require pants, though.”
 
   “Ha!” Cookie laughed. “Now that’s a good one!”
 
   “Whatever,” Geist said and took a seat next to Cookie. He looked across the mess table at Mug, frowned as the Urvein shoved two pounds of food in her mouth in one bite, then said, “I’d ask you how the kid is, but you’re busy.”
 
   Mug swallowed hard and cleared her throat. “The kid is fine,” she said. “A little bruised and banged up, dehydrated and malnourished, but he’s sleeping peacefully in a med chamber. He’ll be at one hundred percent by the time we reach the Galactic Fleet headquarters. Once he’s there, and safely back in his parents’ care, then he’s not our worry anymore.”
 
   “Did this op seem too easy to you all?” Cookie asked. He kicked his feet up onto the table. His boots were off and he flexed his long, furry toes. “I mean, the Fleet could have sent in a platoon of Marines to handle what we did. It all ended up in a bloody shoot out anyway.”
 
   “Hey, I think there’s a no shoes, no service rule,” Geist snapped.
 
   “Nope, not today,” Cookie replied and smirked.
 
   “You are such a dick,” Geist mumbled.
 
   “What are you calling easy?” Wanders asked. 
 
   Geist jumped and looked around. “Dude! Where the hell are you?”
 
   “Down here,” Wanders said. “I’m doing my breathing exercises.”
 
   Geist craned his neck around Mug’s bulk and saw Wanders lying on the floor, two arms at his sides, two arms across his chest. He had his eyes closed and was slowly taking in a deep breath then letting it out.
 
   “You guys may have had it easy inside the palace, but outside was a crud show, man,” Wanders said. His stony lids opened and he turned to look at Geist. “I’m telling you, that was not fun.”
 
   “It got a little hairy, yeah, but we did the job and everyone is in one piece, so quit your whining,” Cookie said.
 
   “Gwreqs don’t whine,” Wanders said. 
 
   “Just another reason you are an exception to your species,” Cookie said. “Just like the rest of us spacehead fools.”
 
   “Don’t lump me in with that assessment,” Motherboard said as she walked into the mess. “I didn’t get where I am by being a fool.”
 
   “Hey, LT, will you tell Hole to put the commissary back to normal so I can get some tea?” Geist asked. “She and Cookie are foing with me and all I want is a nice cup of Javitz oolong.”
 
   “How can you drink that stuff?” Wanders asked. “You know everything from that drive-thru planet is just made of chemicals, right? There isn’t a real tea leaf in that beverage.”
 
   “There isn’t anything real in the stuff that console craps out,” Cookie said. 
 
   “Hole?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Already done,” Hole said as she reached back and removed the tether then opened her eyes. They were a bright white, but slowly returned to a more normal state as she stood up. “Get your tea, Geist.” She glanced at Motherboard. “ETA to the wormhole portal?”
 
   “You didn’t get that info while plugged in?” Motherboard asked as she took a seat next to Mug.
 
   “I was submitting my report of the op and running diagnostics,” Hole said. “I didn’t check.”
 
   Motherboard leaned back in her chair and put her boots up on the table, kicking Cookie’s off in the process.
 
   “Now, I know I’m just a simple country bear, but even I have manners enough not to put my feet up on the table,” Mug grumbled. “What is wrong with you people?”
 
   “If you put your feet on the table, it’d collapse,” Cookie said. 
 
   “You ain’t wrong there,” Mug chuckled. She took a huge bite then was about to go back for more when she set her oversized fork down and fixed her gaze on Motherboard. “Hold on, now. You didn’t answer Hole’s question.”
 
   “Leave it to you to catch that,” Motherboard said.
 
   The rest of Zero straightened up and focused on the lieutenant. All joking was gone and their faces showed it.
 
   “LT?” Mug said, pushing her plate aside. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hairy paw, took a drink of water from the pitcher to her right, and leaned back in her chair. Her weight made the metal groan, but it held. “Care to fill us in?”
 
   “That’s why I’m here,” Motherboard said. “I have good news and I have bad news.”
 
   “What’s the bad news?” Cookie asked.
 
   “I’d like to hear the good news first,” Geist said.
 
   “Shut up, Geist,” Cookie replied.
 
   “Both of you shut up,” Mug growled. They did. “LT?”
 
   “The bad news is that we did such a good job rescuing Councilman Keer’s son that the Fleet is sending a ship to intercept us and take him off our hands,” Motherboard said. “That ship will take the boy directly to his father at the Fleet Council. We don’t have to stop there at all.”
 
   “How’s that bad news?” Cookie asked. “Sounds like good news to me.”
 
   “Where are we going instead?” Hole asked.
 
   Motherboard smiled and pointed a finger at Hole. “Yes, that is the real bad news.”
 
   “Real bad as in authentically bad or real bad as in very, very bad?” Geist asked.
 
   “Yes,” Motherboard replied.
 
   “Fo,” Wanders said as he joined them at the table.
 
   “The Fleet brass are very happy we took the initiative to obtain Sha Morgoal for questioning,” Motherboard said. “They are so happy that they want us to deliver him to a Fleet black site for full interrogation.”
 
   “We’ve done that before, LT,” Cookie said. “Stop dragging it out and tell us the bad news.”
 
   “Real bad news,” Geist said.
 
   “The black site is new and has not been tested fully yet,” Motherboard continued. “The brass would like us to be there to make sure that it is fully secure and nothing can get in.”
 
   “You mean out,” Wanders said, his rocky eyebrows raised so it looked like he had arches made of pebbles over his eyes. “LT? You mean so nothing gets out?”
 
   “They aren’t so worried about anything escaping,” Motherboard said. “But the site has been completely automated since it was turned on, so there have only been a small contingent of androids there. Nothing made of flesh.”
 
   “And flesh attracts what?” Hole asked. “LT, where are we going?”
 
   “The Klatu System,” Motherboard said and sighed. “The new black site is in the Klatu System.”
 
   “Are you foing kidding me?” Wanders exclaimed. “The Klatu System? That’s filled with nothing but ten kinds of nope, LT!”
 
   “The words you are looking for are unspeakable horrors,” Hole said.
 
   “I second everything Wanders and Hole just said,” Geist announced. “I might even add a no foing way to it.”
 
   “LT, while I admire the Fleet’s guts to pull something like this off, I mean, come on, who would go looking for a black site in the Klatu System? It’s a brilliant placement of a covert facility,” Cookie said. “But, I have to agree with my teammates and also ask what the fo are they thinking? And why the fo would they send us there if it’s already automated and being handled by androids?”
 
   “Because they are low-level sentient models,” Hole said. “They can’t conduct an interrogation beyond basic questioning. They need us to not only secure the site, but to also extract any and all information from Sha Morgoal.”
 
   “That’s pretty much it,” Motherboard said. “You and I will handle the interrogation of the subject, Hole, while the rest of Zero confirms the site’s security cannot be breached.”
 
   “In the Klatu System?” Wanders laughed. “Cannot be breached in the Klatu System? This is foing terpigcrud.”
 
   “I won’t disagree with you on that point,” Motherboard replied. “But our orders are our orders. We are going there whether we want to or not.”
 
   “Can we mutiny?” Geist asked. “Not against you, LT, but against the Fleet? Go rogue and become space pirates or some crud?”
 
   “We’d be horrible space pirates,” Mug said. “You have to be willing to kill innocents to enforce your threats.”
 
   “I could kill innocents,” Hole and Cookie said at the same time.
 
   “There is no killing innocents and no becoming space pirates,” Motherboard said. “Get that foing crud out of your heads. We have our orders and we are going to the Klatu System directly after we rendezvous with the Fleet ship coming to pick up the Keer boy.”
 
   “ETA on the exchange?” Hole asked.
 
   “Five hours,” Motherboard said. “We’re handing him off in the Havlov System. The gas planets there mean we won’t be dealing with any native races. Any ships pop through that wormhole and we’ll know whether they’re there to help us or harm us.”
 
   “We expecting ships to harm us, LT?” Mug asked.
 
   “We should always be expecting ships to harm us,” Cookie said. “We’ve made more than a few enemies over the years.”
 
   “Have we thought of using a different ship?” Wanders asked. “We’ve been using this one for a long time.”
 
   “Hey, no way we’re ditching the Eight-Three-Eight,” Geist said. “This baby is like a second home.”
 
   “Our homes are like second homes,” Cookie said. “We spend more time on this bucket than we do in our own residences.”
 
   “All the more reason to keep the Eight-Three-Eight,” Geist said.
 
   “Cut the useless debate,” Hole interrupted. “We keep our ship because we can rely on it. If there are those out there that have us tagged and know what we fly then that means they know to steer clear of us.”
 
   “I hear that,” Cookie said. He flicked his claws in and out on his right hand and snapped his fingers with his left. “Bring it.”
 
   “No bringing it,” Motherboard said. “No switching ships and no more whining about the op. Eat up, get some rest, and be good to go in five hours when we get rid of the Keer boy. Am I understood?”
 
   “Loud and clear,” they all said.
 
   “Good,” Motherboard responded and stood up. “Navigation is on auto, so I’ll be resting up in my quarters as well. I am not kidding here, Zero. Get some sleep. We are all going to need it.”
 
   She nodded to each of them then left the mess. 
 
   “Klatu System,” Wanders said. “There are things in that system that can fly through the dead of space as if it was air. Huge things. Things that like to eat small ships. Our small ship.”
 
   “Calm down, Wanders,” Cookie said. “We’re Zero. We can handle it.”
 
   “I know we can handle it, I just don’t want to handle it,” Wanders said.
 
   “Ain’t got much choice in the matter,” Mug said, the food remaining on her plate completely forgotten. “We go where the Fleet brass tells us to go. If they want us at this new black site in the Klatu System then we go to this new black site in the Klatu System.”
 
   “What do you think, Hole?” Geist asked the android. “No way you are as at ease with this as you’re acting. You’re a foing android, I know that computer brain of yours is calculating the risks.”
 
   “The black site has survived construction and implementation,” Hole said. “It has not been destroyed by any of the System’s gargantuan horrors, so it must be relatively safe.”
 
   “Relatively is relative,” Wanders said.
 
   “Let the woman finish,” Mug said. “Hole?”
 
   “The risks are immense,” Hole admitted. “The wormhole is at the far end of the System. I do not believe the black site will be anywhere close to that wormhole. The real test will be getting to the site without being detected. If we are detected then we will need to show absolutely zero aggression.”
 
   “We’re Zero,” Cookie said, flashing his claws again. “We don’t do zero aggression, we do Drop Team Zero aggression.”
 
   “Hooah,” Wanders laughed.
 
   “Hooah,” Mug, Geist, and Cookie echoed.
 
   “Hooah,” Hole said. “All I’m saying is that if we encounter any of the creatures that live between the planets then we do not poke them with a stick.”
 
   “Good philosophy,” Mug said. “Best to not poke a bear with a stick.”
 
   “I wish it was just a bear we’re talking about,” Geist said. “Bears are cuddly and harmless.”
 
   He dodged out of the way as Mug took a friendly, but not too friendly, swipe at him with one of her huge paws.
 
   “You all heard what the LT said,” Hole said. “Back to quarters for some rest. No need to get worked up until we have cause to get worked up. Think of this as a simple intel extraction op. We get Sha Morgoal there, the LT and I do our work, the rest of you check the facility, then we leave. All of this happening in the Klatu System is irrelevant. It’s just another op in just another system.”
 
   “That your pep talk? Just another op in just another system?” Wanders asked.
 
   “I think it sounded great,” Geist said.
 
   “You would, suck ass,” Cookie said.
 
   “Hole is right,” Mug said and stood. “We rest and save our worries for later. The op is what it is.”
 
   “Hey, uh, LT never told us the good news,” Wanders stated.
 
   “I don’t think there was good news,” Geist replied. “She was foing with us on that.”
 
   “Great,” Wanders said as he and the others got up to leave. “Just great. I really could have used some good news.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirteen
 
    
 
   The bell chimed at Motherboard’s door. Blissful silence then it chimed again. Motherboard stirred, sighed, and flicked on the light next to her bed.
 
   “Enter,” she said and the door slid open. “Hole?”
 
   “Am I disturbing you?” Hole asked as she waited at the threshold.
 
   “No, of course not, come on in,” Motherboard said and indicated for Hole to take a seat in the single chair across from the bed. “What’s up? The Team send you to pick my brain about the op?”
 
   “The Team is doing as you asked and getting some rest,” Hole replied as she entered the quarters, but didn’t sit down. Once the door slid closed, she leaned back against it and narrowed her eyes. “But I don’t need rest like they do. What I need is data. As second-in-command, I’d like to get a little more information on this op. I know you have it, I know you aren’t planning on revealing that information until we are closer to the System, and I know it’s going to shake everyone up. I can see it in your eyes.”
 
   Those eyes widened and Motherboard smirked. “You think you know me that well?”
 
   “I know human behavior,” Hole said.
 
   “I’m only half human,” Motherboard said. “The other half is machine like you.”
 
   “Which makes reading you even easier,” Hole said. “I am asking out of respect, LT. Respect for the others. Let me have the information and I’ll run it through my brain to make sure all angles are accounted for.”
 
   “No angles with this op,” Motherboard said. “We deliver the Keer boy and we interrogate Sha Morgoal until he tells us what the Fleet wants to know.”
 
   “Which is?” Hole asked.
 
   “Who hired him to kidnap the Keer boy,” Motherboard answered. 
 
   “That’s it?” Hole asked.
 
   “No, of course not,” Motherboard said. “Sit.”
 
   “I don’t need a lecture,” Hole said.
 
   “You aren’t getting a lecture, but you are sitting your metal ass down,” Motherboard said. 
 
   Hole regarded the lieutenant for a second then nodded and sat.
 
   “I am now going to have a drink,” Motherboard said as she got up and pressed her hand against the wall by the chair Hole sat in. “Would you care for one?”
 
   “I’m synthetic,” Hole said. “I don’t drink.”
 
   “Terpigcrud,” Motherboard said. “You can eat, you can drink, you can process anything just like a human can. Probably better since your system is perfectly calibrated.”
 
   Part of the wall slid out and a small table unfolded to reveal a recessed cubbyhole with various liquors and several different-sized glasses.
 
   “I know you like the taste of bourbon because you’ve told me so before,” Motherboard said.
 
   “I have done no such thing,” Hole replied.
 
   “Yes, you have,” Motherboard said. “You just didn’t know that was what you were telling me.”
 
   Motherboard poured two generous glasses of bourbon then sat back down on her bed as she handed one to Hole and kept the other for herself. She sipped lightly then cradled her glass in both hands and sighed.
 
   “You know what my post was before I became CO of Zero, right?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Yes,” Hole said. She sipped at her bourbon and Motherboard smiled. Hole rolled her eyes and sipped again. “You were Fleet Intelligence. Deep ops until you got your human ass blown apart and had to join my side of existence.”
 
   “You are getting poetic in your old age, Hole,” Motherboard said and chuckled. She sipped again and her smile widened. “You like the bourbon?”
 
   “Shut up and tell me what you’re going to tell me,” Hole said. 
 
   The android started to relax as the bourbon kicked in. Synthetic or not, bourbon was bourbon and the Eight Million Gods gave it one purpose. To cut through the terpigcrud and get to the heart of life.
 
   “I didn’t get blown up,” Motherboard said. “No Skrang hover-mine exploded next to me and ripped half my body apart. Have you ever really looked at my scars, Hole?”
 
   “I’ve seen you shower,” Hole said. She sipped more and shifted in her chair. “I’ve logged the extent of the damage to your human self. The surgeons and techs did an amazing job with your replacements.”
 
   “That they did, that they did,” Motherboard said. 
 
   She downed her glass and tossed it at Hole. Hole caught it without a bobble, even keeping it upright so it wouldn’t dribble the few drops left coating the sides. Hole poured Motherboard a second drink then leaned forward and handed it to her carefully.
 
   “Thank you,” Motherboard said. “So you’ve seen me shower. We’ve all seen each other shower. Even you.”
 
   “My skin gets dirty just like yours. I sweat and stink just like a human,” Hole said. “A good steam keeps me from being offensive.”
 
   “A good steam does a lot of things,” Motherboard said. She swirled the dark amber liquid. “You want to know how I really lost my humanity?”
 
   “You didn’t lose your humanity,” Hole said. “That isn’t something cybernetic parts can take away or replace.”
 
   “The purists of my race might argue against that,” Motherboard said. “But that is neither here nor there. The fact of the matter is I lost my humanity way before I lost some of my flesh.”
 
   “Because…?” Hole asked. She downed her glass and refilled it, tipping the rim towards Motherboard in a gesture that said for the lieutenant to please continue.
 
   “I lost my humanity the day I tortured a child to death,” Motherboard said. “The day I looked into a collaborator’s eyes, eyes that hadn’t even seen their eleventh birthday, and I ignored the terror and the pain and the truth.” She sipped and scooted back on the bed, her back up against the metal wall. “Terror and pain I had seen a hundred times. It was the truth part that foed me up. Every single scrap of intel we had on the kid said he knew exactly where a nest of traitors were hiding on Xippeee. You ever been to Xippeee?”
 
   “The tavern planet?” Hole asked. “I don’t like bourbon that much to visit a planet made up of nothing but taverns, bars, and speakeasies.”
 
   “You aren’t missing much,” Motherboard said. “A tavern is a tavern. Except not always. There was one tavern where the deserters could hide out. If they were willing to help pass on information about the Fleet. It all started like any normal bunch of Marines deciding they’d had enough of the War. They saw an opportunity and they took it. Deserted from the platoon and disappeared into the galaxy.”
 
   “Then turned up on Xippeee?” Hole asked. 
 
   “Not for a while, but eventually,” Motherboard said. “By that time, they’d gotten themselves into some hot water and they needed to make some chits fast. So they sold out the Fleet by selling as much intel as they had. Turns out that a couple of them liked the business of turning simple information into chits so much that they decided they’d go into it full time.”
 
   “And the kid knew about them somehow?” Hole asked.
 
   “The kid belonged to one of them,” Motherboard said. “Like a pet. Nice kid. Slinghasp, so helpful.”
 
   “I have had my fill of Slinghasps lately,” Hole said. “But they are pleasant in general.”
 
   “This kid had been used as labor around the tavern where the traitors set up,” Motherboard said. “Sold to one of them by his mother after she couldn’t pay a debt. Good kid, smart kid.”
 
   “LT? Can we get to the point?” Hole asked.
 
   “Am I boring you?” Motherboard laughed. “I bet I am. Here’s the gist of it, Hole. Those traitors took off only minutes before we raided their tavern. Minutes. They were tipped off and not by street thugs or lookouts. Someone in our office, in my office, gave them the heads up. I know that with all of my soul.”
 
   Hole narrowed her eyes, but didn’t respond. She had a couple more sips and set the glass aside. She leaned forward and rested her forearms on her knees.
 
   “You killed the kid to find a mole,” Hole said. “You killed him to get to the truth. It was something that had to be done.”
 
   “I know that,” Motherboard said. “But that’s not the problem. The problem is I saw the truth and I ignored it.”
 
   Hole grimaced. “LT, Bish, I have a brain that can process trillions upon trillions of bits of data per millisecond, yet you have somehow managed to lose me with this story.”
 
   “I killed the kid because of the truth, not because he wouldn’t give it up,” Motherboard said. “Before he could say the name of the person that had really been running those traitors, I snapped his neck. I made it look accidental as if I had applied just a little too much pressure at the wrong moment, but it was far from accidental.”
 
   Hole didn’t respond. Motherboard emptied her second glass and set it on her thigh. She watched it balance there for a minute before she continued.
 
   “The mole was my wife,” Motherboard said. “She was also my partner. She was standing right behind me while I interrogated that kid. I didn’t want to believe what I was seeing, but every time, every Eight Million Gods damn time, I asked that kid who was in charge, who was really pulling the strings, who sold out my department before that raid, his eyes skipped past me and focused on the woman standing directly behind me.”
 
   “Could have just been fear,” Hole said. “The kid wanted to see which one of you was the real threat. The good cop, the bad cop. If the kid had been living the life you say he had then he knew the drill.”
 
   “But I knew the drill better,” Motherboard said. “The first couple of glances I chalked up to exactly that. The rest I knew the kid was telling me something. I killed him before he could explicitly tell me. I covered it up.”
 
   Hole frowned. “But your wife died in a roller accident, correct? While you were on vacation in…”
 
   “Exactly,” Motherboard said. “She died in a roller accident while we were on vacation. Vacation on Xippeee.”
 
   “You did that,” Hole stated. “You took your own wife back to the scene of the crime and you did what? Gave her a choice to turn herself in or you would do it? Things got bad and you were forced to do something you didn’t want to do?”
 
   “There you’re wrong on a couple of counts,” Motherboard said. “I did want to do it. The second that kid breathed his last breath, I wanted to put a blade between my wife’s ribs and make her pay. The other part you are wrong about is that I gave my wife a choice. She never had a choice. She was dead as soon as the kid was. Love is powerful, but betrayal is so much more. I got the information I needed, I closed the hole in my office, I killed the mole responsible, and I was promoted. All because of the death of a Slinghasp kid.”
 
   Hole leaned back and began to speak then she closed her mouth. She shook her head and closed her eyes for a moment.
 
   “You want to know what this all has to do with the black site we’re going to,” Motherboard said. Hole nodded without opening her eyes. “You also want to know why, if I was promoted within Fleet Intelligence, I am now running Drop Team Zero. Strange to go from Intelligence to SpecOps. Not the usual path.”
 
   Motherboard rubbed her temples for a minute.
 
   “This black site in the Klatu System? That’s how I lost parts of my body,” Motherboard said. “It didn’t start as a Fleet site. It wasn’t Skrang either. It was Collari Syndicate. I hurt them when I shut down their Xippeee operation. I hurt them when I closed the hole in Fleet Intelligence. I hurt them bad. So they snatched me up and took me there. They hurt me bad. Tit for tat.”
 
   “Did you break?” Hole asked.
 
   “No,” Motherboard said. “That’s why I have top of the line Fleet cyber-tech replacements without having to spend a single replacement chit. Most Marines get two repchits per tour. Lose a limb, spend a repchit, get a new limb. Mine were on the house. They saw something in me.”
 
   Hole cocked her head. “You weren’t rescued. You escaped.”
 
   “I escaped,” Motherboard said. “I killed every single one of the Collari Syndicate’s operatives in that moon. I killed them without even batting an eye and I did it with half my body removed and most of my life having been spilled down a wash drain in a dank and smelly interrogation bay they used to torture me in.”
 
   Hole was at a loss for words once more, so she just nodded.
 
   “I took this job because after I had killed all of those beings, I realized that if I was ever going to kill again, it was going to be in the open and with deliberate purpose,” Motherboard said. “I took a demotion from major down to lieutenant since Fleet rules state an officer above the rank of lieutenant cannot lead a SpecOps Team in the field.”
 
   “We’re going to this black site because you not only know it, you know it intimately and you know exactly how to extract the information we need from Sha Morgoal,” Hole said. She laughed. It was an empty sound, but it made Motherboard smile. “The Fleet’s been waiting for this day for a very long time.”
 
   “That they have,” Motherboard said, “and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell the others about all of this.”
 
   “They suspect you aren’t leveling with them,” Hole said. “That suspicion could cause a problem down the road.”
 
   “Let me worry about that,” Motherboard said. “But you know how SpecOps feels about Intelligence. If the rest of Zero finds out I used to be a spook then their respect for me will drop considerably. Where we’re going, we cannot risk that. I need them sharp and I need them in line. The Klatu System is nothing to fo with. When I bark an order, it needs to be carried out without hesitation. Doubting me will result in that hesitation and that could kill us all.”
 
   “Now it makes sense why there’s a black site in the Klatu System,” Hole said. “The Fleet would never have the balls to do that, but the Collari Syndicate would.”
 
   “Fleet Intelligence never got it up and running during the War,” Motherboard said. “Understandable. The Collari Syndicate had more bugs and boobytraps and hidden surveillance in that moon than anything I’ve ever seen. It has taken all these years to finally clear it.”
 
   “And we get to take it for a test drive,” Hole said.
 
   “I already took it for a test drive,” Motherboard said as she held up her cybernetic hand. “Now we own it and forget about tests. Sha Morgoal will talk. He will tell us what we need to know or he won’t; either way, it will lead to the next phase of our op.”
 
   Hole’s eyes narrowed. “Bloody hell, Bish,” Hole said, going straight for the familiar. “You expect this hand-off of the Keer kid to be monitored, don’t you?”
 
   “The Fleet suspects it will,” Motherboard said.
 
   “The Collari Syndicate will be waiting and when they see that only the kid is handed over then they’ll know we have Sha Morgoal and they will follow us to the black site,” Hole said. “It’s a moon? This place we’re going is built into a moon?”
 
   “Yes,” Motherboard said. “The Collari already know where it is, so all we have to do is show them that’s where we’re headed. They won’t strike right away since they think they’ll have the advantage. They’ll let us get comfortable then come in and try to remove Sha Morgoal. And it won’t be grunts they send. They know who we are and what we’re capable of. It’s going to be heavies coming for us. Beings that will be in the know.”
 
   “A honey trap,” Hole said. “That’s what this is called, isn’t it? Fleet Intelligence is setting a honey trap. The Collari Syndicate sends big guns and they fall right into it. We use the black site’s design to extract intel from these big guns, once we take them down, which we will, then… What? What comes next?”
 
   Motherboard sighed. “Then we use that intel to help the Drop Teams Division get to the real op. We’re going to take down the Collari Syndicate where they live and end that scum-sucking organization once and for all.”
 
   “This op has a lot of moving parts, LT,” Hole said, her voice back to business. “If one of those parts gets out of synch then we are looking at way more than a SNAFU. We’re looking at a mess that even Zero may not be able to clean up.”
 
   “Now you see why Zero was sent to handle a simple hostage situation,” Motherboard said. “Because it has never been a simple hostage situation. Not for us.”
 
   Hole exhaled. An unnecessary thing to do, but it made her point very clear.
 
   “Fleet Intelligence let the Keer boy dangle like low-hanging fruit so Sha Morgoal couldn’t miss the opportunity,” Hole stated. “They let him get nabbed to put this all in motion. Did the councilman know?”
 
   “Of course not,” Motherboard said, “and he never will. The only reason I know what I do is because Fleet Intelligence needed me to know because of my experience with the black site.”
 
   “There it is,” Hole said. She smiled. It was a smile that would have made small children cry and most others turn away. “You weren’t rescued right away, were you?”
 
   “Now you’re getting it,” Motherboard said. “I spent six months alone in that moon. A broken, severed woman fighting just to keep the rot in my body from killing me. I didn’t even have the strength to jettison the corpses I had made. Got to a point that I didn’t know what was stinking worse, me or them.”
 
   “But during those six months, you studied every single inch of the place,” Hole said. “Took a while, LT, but we finally have arrived at the piece of the puzzle that has been bothering me. We’re going there because no one knows the black site better than you. Not the Fleet, not the Collari Syndicate. Not even the androids that are running it. You’re it.”
 
   “I’m it,” Motherboard said. “This is why they let me take a demotion. This is what they have been waiting to use me, and Zero, for. It’s taken years, but we are finally here.”
 
   “You’re finally here,” Hole said and stood up. “The rest of us are just along for the ride.”
 
   “I trust you can keep my confidence?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “You dump all this on me and that’s what you ask?” Hole responded. She shook her head. “You don’t ask what I think? You don’t ask what I think the rest of Zero will think? You don’t ask whether or not I think they’ll think this is a betrayal of their trust? All you ask is whether I will keep your confidence.”
 
   “Yes,” Motherboard sated.
 
   Hole smiled. “Yeah, you’re more like me than I thought. Of course I will keep your confidence. I have to for the op to work. You’ll tell them what they need to know when they need to know it, just like always. I’ll back you up 100% on whatever decisions you make, just like always. Zero will complete the op and make the Fleet happy, just like always. It’s what we do.”
 
   “Thank you, Hole,” Motherboard said. “This wasn’t easy to tell you.”
 
   “I believe that,” Hole said. “But may I ask one question?”
 
   “You’ve earned the right,” Motherboard replied.
 
   “Were you planning on telling me all of this anyway or did I force your hand by coming to you like this?” Hole asked.
 
   “What do you think?” Motherboard responded.
 
   “I think you planned on telling me every single thing you just told me,” Hole said, “except for the part about your wife. That was personal. That will be locked away inside my brain until my time is up and I’m melted down.”
 
   Motherboard watched the android for a minute before she cleared her throat and nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   “I may not be human, and you may not be all human, but that doesn’t make either of us monsters,” Hole said. “If we can’t be here for each other then there is no point in even opening our eyes in the morning.”
 
   “You read that somewhere?” Motherboard asked
 
   “Billboard in one of the Fleet Headquarters corridors,” Hole said. “Didn’t understand it until now.”
 
   “Billboards and greeting cards,” Motherboard laughed, “more wisdom there than we give credit.”
 
   “Get some sleep,” Hole said. “I’ll be on the bridge and handle everything from there. I’ll wake you when it’s time. Rest up until then. We’ll get through all of this and be fine like always.”
 
   “You believe that?” Motherboard asked.
 
   Hole shrugged. “Probability is in our favor.”
 
   “Even with the possibility of the entire Collari Syndicate sending close to everything they have at us?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “They better,” Hole said as the door slid open and she stepped out into the corridor. “Only way they’ll even have a chance against us.”
 
   The door started to close, but Hole stopped it.
 
   “What?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Why did Sha Morgoal want the Keer kid?” Hole asked.
 
   “Councilman’s kid,” Motherboard said and shrugged. 
 
   “Maybe,” Hole said. “The Fleet may have served the kid up, but I want to know exactly why Sha Morgoal took that bait. Plenty of easier, more profitable targets.”
 
   “We’ll find out when we get the Slinghasp to the black site,” Motherboard said.
 
   “I suppose we will,” Hole said and let go of the door.
 
   The door slid closed and Motherboard smiled. She felt lighter, even with the most dangerous part of the op looming only a hair’s breadth away. If Hole said probability was on their side then probability was on their side.
 
   Motherboard just hoped luck and fate were riding along with.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Fourteen
 
    
 
   “Wanders, how are we looking?” Hole asked as she sat in the Eight-Three-Eight’s pilot’s seat, her eyes watching the holo of the Fleet ship that had rendezvoused and docked with them only minutes before. “Any sign of hostiles?”
 
   “We are clear right now,” Wanders replied from the weapons system console, his own eyes glued to the readings telling him they were alone in the System. His four hands rested on the edge of the console, only a quick twitch away from the Eight-Three-Eight’s targeting controls. If something came at them, he would take it out faster than a blackhole sucking down a stray comet. “Not a sign of trouble, but we all know what that means.”
 
   “Trouble is coming,” Geist said as he sat in the co-pilot’s seat. 
 
   It was a seat Hole usually occupied, but with Motherboard supervising the handoff of the Keer boy herself, with Mug and Cookie as backup, that meant the seat was empty and it was Geist’s job to fill it. 
 
   “Engines are on standby,” Geist said. “Things get hinky and we can be back at the wormhole in five.”
 
   “Let’s hope things don’t get hinky,” Wanders said. “Hinky is bad.”
 
   “Hinky is bad,” Geist agreed, “but expected. Flying through the Havlov System is never a picnic. Some of these gas giants have been known to swallow the smaller gas giants.”
 
   “Gas midgets?” Wanders asked.
 
   “Funny,” Geist said. “But I’m serious. The orbits of some of these planets aren’t always heliocentric. Some are wildly elliptical. There’s a collision every couple of decades. No way to predict them, really. They just happen.”
 
   “That explains why there aren’t any races in this System,” Wanders said. “I’ve met plenty of other races that come from gas planets, but none from Havlov.”
 
   “You can predict collisions,” Hole said. “Whoever told you that it can’t be done is an idiot. Math is math, geometry is geometry, astrophysics are astrophysics. Predictions are easy.”
 
   “That so? You a rocket scientist now?” Geist asked.
 
   Hole sighed and pointed out the Eight-Three-Eight’s view screen. “See that mauve planet there?”
 
   “Mauve?” Wanders chuckled.
 
   “That’s the correct name of that color,” Hole said. “Look it up. You see it?”
 
   “I see it,” Geist said. “Hard to miss a mauve planet made of swirling gas that’s bigger than the entire system I grew up in.”
 
   “Someone’s got system envy,” Wanders said.
 
   “That planet is going to collide with the purple one that is directly behind us,” Hole said. “They’ll collide within the century. Odds are, it will be within two decades. I’d avoid the Havlov System around that time.”
 
   “I’m going to avoid it as soon as we leave,” Geist said. “No desire to come back here. You have any idea what gas planets do to my camouflage instincts? All that swirling? Makes my skin crawl.”
 
   “That’s not hard,” Wanders said. “I remember that one time we were looking for those B’clo’nos and you—”
 
   “Hold up,” Hole said as she cocked her head to the side.
 
   “What? You remember that, right, Hole?” Wanders asked.
 
   “Quiet,” Hole snapped. “Listen. Do you hear chatter on the broad spectrum?”
 
   “We aren’t dialed into the external coms, Hole,” Geist said. “That’s all in your head. Literally.”
 
   “Right. Of course,” Hole said and tapped at the console in front of her. The external coms, broad spectrum nets that caught any transmissions within the System, kicked on over the bridge’s speakers. “Hear that?”
 
   Both Geist and Wanders concentrated as they listened to what was mostly static. But interspersed within that static was certainly something. The looks Wanders and Geist gave each other said they had no idea what that something was.
 
   “It’s coded,” Geist said. “I think.”
 
   “No, you are correct,” Hole said. “The transmission is coded. It is also using a laser-directed frequency that should not carry an audio transmission at all.”
 
   “That why it’s so staticky?” Wanders asked.
 
   “Yes,” Hole replied. “We are only picking this up because I have the Eight-Three-Eight’s antenna cluster tuned to grab any and all transmissions within this System. If I wasn’t so paranoid, we would have missed it completely.”
 
   “Good for you and your android paranoia,” Geist said. 
 
   “It’s not because I’m an android,” Hole said.
 
   “So it’s a true personality flaw?” Wanders asked.
 
   “You two having fun?” Hole asked. “Pick on the synthetic because you’re bored?”
 
   “We’ve gotta do something to pass the time,” Geist said. “Dropping off some councilman’s brat to the Fleet isn’t exactly what Zero was commissioned for. We could have just called the kid a wormhole taxi, handed him some chits, and been done with it all.”
 
   “Yes, Geist, that is exactly what we should have done,” Hole said. “If we wanted to end up before a Fleet tribunal with the threat of a court martial hanging over us for complete professional incompetence.”
 
   “I was just joking, Hole, sheezus,” Geist said. “Lay off.”
 
   “There something you aren’t telling us, Master Sergeant?” Wanders asked. “Because it certainly sounds like there is something you aren’t telling us.”
 
   Hole hesitated.
 
   “Oh, crud!” Geist exclaimed. “There is something, isn’t there? Wanders totally nailed it. Oh, come on, Master Sergeant Hole, you can’t keep it from us.”
 
   “Need to know,” Hole responded.
 
   Geist and Wanders went silent. They stared at the android for a couple seconds then turned back to their consoles.
 
   “Fo,” Geist muttered.
 
   “Need to know,” Wanders said. “That’s not good. Really not good.”
 
   “Are we about to get in the crud?” Geist asked after a couple of minutes. “Can you at least tell us that? Is this drop off about to get very complicated?”
 
   “It shouldn’t,” Hole said. “This is the easy part.”
 
   “Son of a gump,” Wanders said. “This is the easy part. Okay, okay, I can handle that. This is easy. No reason it shouldn’t be.”
 
   “Then the black site is the hard part?” Geist probed. “Harder than what LT made it out to be?”
 
   “Need to know,” Hole replied.
 
   “Motherfoer,” Geist said. 
 
   He looked at the holo of Motherboard and the others as they stood in front of the Fleet officers that were sent to fetch the boy. The handoff was happening in the docking portal where the two ships were joined. Geist pointed at the lead Fleet officer. 
 
   “The other two are Marines, but who is this guy?” Geist asked.
 
   “Need to know,” Hole said.
 
   “You’re wrong there,” Geist said. “Better check your protocols. The man is standing with one foot on his ship and one foot on ours. Once that foot hit Eight-Three-Eight metal then need to know became I get to know.”
 
   Hole remained silent for a moment as if she never heard Geist then said, “Fleet Intelligence officer.”
 
   “Son of a gump,” Wanders said again. “We’re in league with the spooks on this one? That’s not cool on so many levels.”
 
   “What do the spooks want with Councilman Keer’s kid?” Geist asked. “This should be a straight-up Marines thing. The Fleet never sends Intelligence for a simple fetch mission.”
 
   “Need to know,” Hole said.
 
   “Oh, for fo’s sake,” Geist grumbled. “You suck, Hole.”
 
   “LT will sort it out once we’re on our way, Geist,” Wanders said. “Let the bot have her secret fun. It can’t stay need to know forever.”
 
   “Bot?” Hole asked. “Do you even know how offensive you can be sometimes?”
 
   “Sometimes,” Wanders replied and shrugged his shoulders. “Most of the time, I just say things and you all tell me after. It’s a system that’s worked so far.”
 
   The background static of the mystery transmission cleared for a second. The three froze. Then they jumped into action.
 
   “LT? We’ve got incoming!” Hole called over the com.
 
   Motherboard turned and looked directly out of the holo at Hole. 
 
   “Sit rep,” Motherboard ordered.
 
   The Fleet Intelligence officer began to speak as he reached for the Keer boy. Motherboard held up her hand and the officer paused. Then he started moving again. Mug and Cookie came into view, their hands on their sidearms. The pistols remained in their holsters on the teammates’ hips, but it was obvious they wouldn’t stay there if the Fleet Intelligence officer continued on his course of action.
 
   “We have six ships incoming,” Hole said as she dialed up the view screen to show the wormhole portal. “Heavily armed and ready. I don’t need the Eight-Three-Eight’s scanners to tell me their weapons are hot, I can see the power signatures with my own eyes.”
 
   “Fo,” Motherboard said. “We’ve been made.”
 
   At those words, the Fleet Intelligence officer yanked hard on the Keer boy’s arm, pulling the kid across the threshold of the docking portal. The Marines behind the man brought up their carbines, but looked completely confused as to what was happening. Hole was glad to see that. It meant the Marines weren’t bought and paid for. She wasn’t 100% sure the Fleet Intelligence officer was either, but his behavior indicated it was highly likely. That and the coincidental arrival of six Collari Syndicate fighter ships showing up at such a convenient time.
 
   Hole switched the holo’s audio from com only to the speakers on the bridge.
 
   “—do this, VilMon,” Motherboard was saying. “Give the boy back, come with us, and we can set this all right.”
 
   “You were always a dreamer, Falk,” the Fleet Intelligence officer, VilMon, laughed. “An idealist in a job where ideals are a liability, not an asset.”
 
   “Everything in this galaxy isn’t about liabilities and assets, VilMon,” Motherboard said. “You gotta get out more, see the sights, learn something about the galaxy we live in. The War is over. We have a chance to—”
 
   “The War is never going to be over, Falk,” VilMon replied, his hand gripping the Keer boy’s arm hard enough to make the kid wince. “The theatre changed, that is all. Your problem, Falk, is that you never learned the actors’ names. You assumed the Fleet and the Skrang Alliance were who was on the stage. They were bit parts, are bit parts, and now the real stars are about to make themselves known. Back off and you can live to see the show. Keep pushing me and you won’t make it to intermission.”
 
   “Sheezus,” Geist said. “This guy is really committed to his theatre metaphor.”
 
   “Hole?” Wanders asked. “If we are going to engage these Collari fighters then we need to disengage from the other ship and get moving. I may have four hands to work this console, but that don’t mean a good Eight Million Gods damned thing if we sit here like a Sterli duck.”
 
   “I know,” Hole said. “But this is Motherboard’s call. She has to handle this.”
 
   “The kid is on the spook’s side of the portal,” Geist said. “If Zero makes a move then we are essentially attacking our own Fleet. This goes sour and we’ll be lucky if we get hanged or jettisoned into space as our punishment.”
 
   “This has already gone way past sour, Geist,” Wanders said. “It’s full on rotten.”
 
   “Motherboard is fully aware of what the consequences are,” Hole said. “She is the one currently engaged so she makes the call.”
 
   “Sheezus,” Geist said. “Wanders?”
 
   “Three minutes, maybe four at the most,” Wanders replied as his four hands gripped the targeting sticks. “I can hold them off that long. Anything past that and we might as well open the airlocks and just vent our asses out into the cold for them. Be a better way to go than blown to bits.”
 
   “Easy for you to say,” Geist said. “You’d die, but I’d be out there floating and freezing my skin off.”
 
   “That’s right,” Wanders said. “You can survive vacuum.”
 
   “As can I,” Hole said. “So you wouldn’t be alone.”
 
   “Is that a comfort?” Geist asked and shook his head. “Because it’s a cruddy one, Hole.”
 
   “I can’t wait any longer,” Wanders said as he began to fire at the six fighters headed straight for them. Plasma bolts raced from the Eight-Three-Eight and out across the System. “Three minutes, tops.”
 
   “Roger that,” Hole said and stared at the drama unfolding on the holo.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Fifteen
 
    
 
   Motherboard held out her hands, her hope being to get VilMon to calm down and think. She knew the man was in a tight spot, she knew he was close to desperation. She knew the look in his eyes only too well.
 
   “VilMon, we’ve known each other for what, a decade?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Don’t,” VilMon said. “I know the craft, Falk. I know exactly what you are going to try to do. Out of respect for our past, I’m taking the kid and I’m taking Sha Morgoal. Get his butt up here or the Collari fighters tear you apart.”
 
   “You along with us,” Motherboard said. 
 
   “Not likely,” VilMon replied. “They know their job. This is a snatch and grab, pure and simple. They won’t fire on my ship. They know the risks. But your ship? They’ll disable your weapons, your engines, your com system. They’ll cut you off at the knees and there won’t be a thing you can do about it.”
 
   “Those pilots are that good?” Motherboard asked. “You actually believe they’ll fire on my ship only and leave yours unscathed?”
 
   “I do,” VilMon said.
 
   Mug and Cookie stood behind Motherboard. They didn’t twitch, they barely even breathed. VilMon’s eyes went from Motherboard to them then back.
 
   “Have your goons put their pistols on the ground,” VilMon said. “Then send the Cervile to go fetch Sha Morgoal. I give you my word, Falk, that if I get what I came for, you and yours walk free.”
 
   “VilMon, the Collari Syndicate won’t even let you walk free from this, let alone Zero,” Motherboard said. 
 
   “Can I ask something?” Dylan asked. 
 
   “Sheezus, kid, shut the fo up,” Mug growled. “Let the grownups handle this.”
 
   “It’s kind of important,” Dylan replied. “I just want to know why me? Is my dad on the take or something? Or is he too clean that you need me as motivation for something?”
 
   “Good questions, kid,” Motherboard said, nodding. “How old are you?”
 
   “Fifteen,” Dylan replied. “I’ll be sixteen next month.”
 
   “No, you won’t,” VilMon said. “Unless you shut the fo up.”
 
   Motherboard rubbed her face slowly, careful not to alarm the very confused Marines that held their carbines at the ready.
 
   “Are you ready to die for this man?” Motherboard asked the Marines. “You’ve heard what he’s said. He is not working for the Fleet, but for the Syndicate. That means if you defend him, you will be working for the Syndicate as well.”
 
   “They said you’d try to sway us,” one of the Marines responded. “They said you’d act like Officer VilMon was the one that is corrupt.”
 
   “Pretty sure Officer VilMon is making himself look corrupt all on his own,” Cookie said.
 
   Motherboard shook her head and held up a hand. Cookie didn’t continue. 
 
   “Listen to me, Marines,” Motherboard said. “I am ordering you to put your weapons down and step away from the traitor. I am Lieutenant Bish Falk and that is a direct order. Ignore it, and I cannot be held responsible for what happens next, whether you deserve it or not.”
 
   “Get me Sha Morgoal!” VilMon shouted. “Do it, Falk, or I swear to the Eight Million Gods that any blood relatives you have still alive, any friends you have back at Fleet Headquarters or anywhere in this galaxy, any old classmates from preschool, anyone at all that you have known or might know in the future, they will all die horrible, painful deaths, beginning with that niece of yours back on—”
 
   The pistol was in her hand and firing before he could finish. The top of VilMon’s head was vaporized instantly. His eyes went wide with shock and pain then clouded over with the near-instant death that became his fate.
 
   “DO NOT THINK IT!” Mug screamed as she moved forward, her pistol out and pointed at the freaked-out Marines. “PUT THE CARBINES DOWN NOW!”
 
   The Marines hesitated for only a split-second then set their carbines down.
 
   “LT?” Hole asked over the com.
 
   “We have this,” Motherboard said. “Disengage from the other ship once we are out of the docking portal. Mug? Take Dylan to the brig. Secure him and stay there yourself. I want eyes on him from here on out.”
 
   “Sha Morgoal?” Mug asked.
 
   “Leave him be,” Motherboard said. “I don’t want anyone to talk to him until we reach our destination.”
 
   “That still the black site?” Cookie asked, as Mug hurried from the docking portal with Dylan in tow. Cookie’s eyes were locked onto the disarmed Marines, his pistol rock steady.
 
   “Not likely,” Motherboard said. “The op is FUBAR. We get clear of the Havlov System then regroup.”
 
   She nodded at the Marines. 
 
   “Take VilMon’s corpse with you,” Motherboard continued. “Report back to Fleet Headquarters and tell them exactly what happened here. Be honest and let the brass sort out the particulars of betrayal.”
 
   “We’re letting them go?” Cookie asked. “How do we know for sure they aren’t working for the Collari syndicate too?”
 
   “We don’t,” Motherboard said. “But it doesn’t matter. They are more valuable alive so they can tell whomever they are working for exactly what happened here.” She took a couple steps towards the Marines and they flinched. Motherboard smiled. “When you do tell them, be sure you mention that Lieutenant Bish Falk and Drop Team Zero made it all happen. If you are loyal to the Fleet then they’ll know what that means. If you are bought and paid for by the Syndicate then they will know what it means. Just be honest with who you speak with. That’s all I’m asking.”
 
   The Marines stood there, hands up, eyes wide with fear and anxiety.
 
   “That means leave, morons,” Cookie said. “Get back on your ship and tell your pilot to get the fo out of here.”
 
   “LT,” Hole said again, but that time her voice was considerably more urgent. “We need you to get inside the ship ASAP. I am disengaging the portal in thirty seconds.”
 
   “Hole just gave you an order, LT,” Cookie chuckled.
 
   “Then we better do what she says,” Motherboard replied. “She usually doesn’t ask twice.”
 
   Motherboard and Cookie backed away from the Marines and into the docking airlock. As soon as they were all the way in, Motherboard reached out and closed the airlock. A loud siren rang out and the Marines scrambled inside their own airlock as the docking portal began to disassemble itself and retract back to the Eight-Three-Eight. The moment the sirens stopped, Motherboard spun about and activated the Team channel on her com.
 
   “Are we secure?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Private channel only,” Hole said. “Not even Fleet tech will crack it.”
 
   “Zero, we are in the dark here until I can contact Fleet Headquarters,” Motherboard said. “Any and all ships that approach us are now considered hostiles. I do not care what affiliation they pretend to have. We are on our own until we are told otherwise. Does everyone copy?”
 
   Her com was filled with the sounds of acknowledgement. She turned and looked at Cookie and he gave her a quick nod as a mischievous grin spread across his face.
 
   “What?” Motherboard asked as they hurried from the belly of the ship and up to the bridge.
 
   “Now this is an op,” Cookie said. “Now the fun really starts.”
 
   “I worry about you sometimes, Cookie,” Motherboard said, but not without her own mischievous grin creeping across her lips. “But only sometimes.”
 
   They climbed a ladder and were almost to the top when the entire ship shook. The far-off sounds of plasma fire could be heard and the grins left both their faces fast.
 
   “Get us out of here!” Motherboard ordered through the com. “Hole! Do not bother engaging! Just get us gone!”
 
   “No longer an option, LT,” Hole replied. “The six fighters have spread out in a contain-and-collapse formation. We are basically surrounded.”
 
   “Fo,” Motherboard swore. “Then ignore my previous order and have Wanders take care of this.”
 
   “He already is,” Hole said as more plasma fire could be heard. “We are going to take some damage to our shields, but they should hold long enough for—”
 
   Her voice was cut off as the ship rocked violently to the side. Motherboard and Cookie stepped onto the next level just as the corridor went dark and red emergency lights kicked on.
 
   “Hole? What the hell?” Motherboard shouted into the com as she and Cookie raced down the corridor.
 
   “Shields are down, LT!” Hole yelled. “We didn’t take a hit hard enough for that to happen!”
 
   “Override,” Cookie said as if he was pointing out a pretty wildflower on the meadow planet C. “The fighters have the codes. We’re foed.”
 
   “Do what you can, Hole,” Motherboard said. “We’re almost to the bridge.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Sixteen
 
    
 
   “Where are we at, Wanders?” Hole asked.
 
   “I took out one fighter, but the others have moved out of range,” Wanders said. “I can fire on them to keep them where they’re at, but at this distance I won’t hit fo at all. If they can pilot a hover tractor then they can evade our weapons.”
 
   “That’s a good thing, right?” Geist asked. “Then that means we can evade their weapons too.”
 
   “That’s exactly what that means,” Hole said as she stared out the view screen at the three Syndicate fighters directly within sight. “Which doesn’t make sense. Why bother bringing our shields down with a stolen code if they don’t plan on moving in for the kill?”
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” Motherboard asked.
 
   Hole stood up from the pilot’s chair and let Motherboard take the seat as Geist moved from the co-pilot’s seat so Hole could take his place.
 
   “Cookie?” Hole asked.
 
   “Sent him to the brig with Mug, making sure Sha Morgoal is secured,” Motherboard replied.
 
   “Good idea,” Hole said.
 
   “Shields are down, so what console do you want me at?” Geist asked Motherboard.
 
   “Coms,” Motherboard said. “Get the colonel on the horn.”
 
   “You sure that’s a good idea?” Wanders asked as he fired off the plasma cannons at the Syndicate fighters. The ships easily dodged the barrage then moved back into place. “We have no idea who is clean and who isn’t, LT.”
 
   “Colonel Leguin is not dirty,” Motherboard said. “I will bet my life on it.”
 
   “You’re betting our lives on it too, LT,” Geist said as he took a seat at the coms console and began dialing in codes to scramble their signal. He swiped at a bright blue holo until it turned red then he swiped it away and looked over at Motherboard. “You absolutely sure about this, LT?”
 
   “I am,” Motherboard said.
 
   “Okay then,” Geist said, took a deep breath then, “This is Drop Team Zero calling for direct com with Colonel Ory Leguin. Bypass code Alpha Niner Five Five Zed. I repeat, this is Drop Team Zero requesting direct com with Colonel Ory Leguin. Bypass code is Alpha Niner Five Five Zed.”
 
   “We have a new player coming onto the board,” Wanders said.
 
   “I see it,” Hole said from her position in the co-pilot’s chair. “Not another fighter. Looks like a Spoolaran freight cruiser.”
 
   “Another Syndicate ship,” Motherboard said. “Coming to get our guests from us now that VilMon has failed.”
 
   “Speaking of, those Fleet Marines are making a run for the wormhole portal,” Hole said. “They will have to engage the cruiser if they plan on getting out of this System.”
 
   Motherboard began to shift the focus of the view screen, but stopped as soon as four torpedoes shot from the cruiser and flew directly at the fleeing Fleet ship. 
 
   “Hole? Do they have shields up or are they naked like us?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Shields are up, but that won’t matter,” Hole said, taking the helm and pushing their engines to full power. She swung the Eight-Three-Eight around and aimed them right for the closest gas planet.
 
   “Hole?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Let her fly,” Wanders said. “Those are frisson needles, LT! If we’re caught in the blast then we’ll be ripped apart down to our molecular civvies!”
 
   “The planet’s gravitational field puts out enough distortion to warp the blast radius and keep us from being frissoned,” Hole said.
 
   “Yeah, we got it, just fly,” Wanders said. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “If anyone has any prayers they’d like to say, now is the time.”
 
   “Stop being such a melodramatic wanker,” Geist said.
 
   “I’ll stop as soon as I know all my cells are going to stay intact,” Wanders said.
 
   The torpedoes collided with the fleeing Fleet ship and the view screen went a bright yellow as they detonated. Then the yellow flash disappeared, along with every single bit of evidence there had even been a Fleet ship. 
 
   “Strap in!” Hole called over the general com and her voice echoed from the bridge’s speakers. “Impact in three, two, one!”
 
   The Eight-Three-Eight didn’t shake and shudder like it would with hits from a plasma cannon. Instead, it seemed to vibrate from its very core. Every surface on the bridge shimmered like it couldn’t quite stay in focus.
 
   “Hole,” Motherboard whispered through gritted teeth.
 
   “We’ll make it,” Hole said, all of her attention focused on the ship’s flight controls. “We’ll make it.”
 
   The gas planet before them grew larger and larger in the view screen as Motherboard switched the view away from the space where the Fleet ship used to be. All eyes stared at the swirling mass of red and orange and beige as they tried to outrun the wave of energy coming at them.
 
   “We aren’t going to make it,” Wanders said.
 
   “We’ll make it,” Hole responded.
 
   “Trust the computer brain, Wanders,” Geist said.
 
   Wanders looked over at him and laughed. “Trust her brain? We have no shields, Geist. If that wave hits us even close to dead on then we’re dust.”
 
   “Not even dust,” Motherboard said. “Less than dust.”
 
   “We’ll make it!” Hole snapped. “So shut up and let me fly!”
 
   Motherboard glanced at the android, but Hole’s face was a blank mask. No sign of strain, no sign of fear, no sign that the woman had her teammates’ lives literally in her hands. The only sign she was not just taking them on a sightseeing tour was how her hands constantly moved across the flight controls, making minute adjustments at a blindingly fast speed that was almost imperceptible. 
 
   “We’ll make it. We’ll make it,” Hole whispered over and over.
 
   The vibrations racing through the Eight-Three-Eight began to increase. A high-pitched whine joined the vibrations and the sound overcame Hole’s whispered mantra. The gas planet before them grew as well and the view screen automatically dimmed as several bright explosions became visible within the planet’s atmosphere.
 
   “Frisson is causing fusion,” Geist said.
 
   “Shut up,” Hole replied.
 
   “If the planet’s gravitational field doesn’t disrupt the frisson wave then it could mean a chain reaction that will tear that planet apart and us with it,” Geist said.
 
   “I said to shut up!” Hole shouted.
 
   “I’m just saying,” Geist muttered then shut up.
 
   “Geist? Any response from Colonel Leguin?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “You’re just trying to distract me from our imminent deaths,” Geist said.
 
   “I’d like to be distracted,” Wanders said.
 
   “Geist?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “No, LT, not even a ping back that our signal made it to Fleet Headquarters,” Geist said. “I don’t think it even made it past the Syndicate ships.”
 
   “Jammed,” Motherboard said. “Just like back at Sha Morgoal’s palace. I’m getting really sick of this crud.”
 
   “Five seconds,” Hole announced.
 
   “Until what?” Geist asked.
 
   “That’s okay, we don’t need to know,” Wanders said. “Whatever is going to happen is going to happen.”
 
   “Yes, it is,” Hole said. “In three seconds.”
 
   The Eight-Three-Eight went completely still then shook so hard that Hole almost lost her grip on the flight controls. Almost. She pulled up hard and the view of the planet was instantly gone and replaced by the wide open space between them and the far-off wormhole portal.
 
   There was no sign of any Syndicate ships. Not the fighters nor the cruiser. The empty space rippled, rippled, then smoothed as Hole leveled out the Eight-Three-Eight and sent them flying directly towards the wormhole portal.
 
   “Are we good?” Geist asked.
 
   “We aren’t dead,” Wanders said.
 
   “We are good,” Hole said. She glanced over at Motherboard. “LT?”
 
   “Yes,” Motherboard said and nodded. “Pursue. If we reach the portal soon enough then we can piggyback on their signal.”
 
   “Exactly,” Hole said.
 
   “Geist? Keep trying Colonel Leguin,” Motherboard ordered.
 
   “I’d love to, LT, but coms are dead as a male gump in mating season,” Geist replied. “Either the antenna array is toast or the whole system was fried.”
 
   “Understood,” Motherboard said. “Mug? How are you doing down there? Cookie? Do either of you copy?” She waited, but there was no response over the com. “Looks like it’s the whole system. Geist? Go check on Mug and our guests. Make sure the kid is okay. Double check Sha Morgoal didn’t use the chaos to try something.”
 
   “Roger that, LT,” Geist said as he got up and headed for the bridge doors.
 
   “Tell everyone to hold onto something as soon as you get there,” Hole said. “I’m not slowing down when we hit the wormhole portal. This is going to be a messy, bumpy trip.”
 
   “Great,” Geist said. “Try not to rip us apart, will ya? We just survived one crisis, so how about we not just leap into another?”
 
   “I’ll do my best, but no promises,” Hole said.
 
   “Yeah, of course not,” Geist said and left.
 
   “Residual signal is faint,” Motherboard said to Hole. “I’m punching in what I think their coordinates were, but we cannot be certain considering all the interference from the frisson wave.”
 
   “Just get me a ballpark and I’ll handle the rest,” Hole said. “I’ve calculated sixteen billion possible scenarios we will face at the wormhole portal.”
 
   The view screen erupted with white hot light and everyone, including Hole, winced and closed their eyes.
 
   “What the fo?” Wanders shouted.
 
   “Did you calculate that scenario?” Motherboard asked as the view screen cleared to show them the floating debris of what had previously been the wormhole portal. 
 
   “I did not,” Hole said as she brought the Eight-Three-Eight to an immediate stop. “That wasn’t even a digital blip in my processors.”
 
   “I didn’t think so,” Motherboard said. “I’ll take the flight controls while you start working on the coms. We need to get in touch with Colonel Leguin ASAP, copy?”
 
   “Copy,” Hole said, pulling her hands away from the controls. She stood up, but didn’t move. “We can’t stay here.”
 
   “I know,” Motherboard said, her fingers tapping at the flight console. “I’m going to take us somewhere close by. It isn’t known to the Fleet or anyone that may be compromised. We can sit tight there and regroup until we get further orders from the colonel.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Hole asked. “This System is compromised.”
 
   “We aren’t staying in this System,” Motherboard replied. “There’s a back door.”
 
   “Whoa, are you talking about an off-grid portal?” Wanders asked. “Are we that foed?”
 
   “You been paying attention at all, Sergeant?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Yeah, I guess we are that foed,” Wanders said.
 
   “Keep an eye on the scanners, Wanders, while Hole fixes the coms,” Motherboard ordered. “Just leave the flying to me.”
 
   “Roger that, LT,” Wanders said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Seventeen
 
    
 
   Geist made his way to the brig as fast as possible, but he also took the time to study the condition of the ship, making sure the Eight-Three-Eight wasn’t damaged badly enough to give them a surprise of the purge them all out into space kind. 
 
   He ran his hands along the walls of each corridor as he hurried down level after level until he reached the secured double doors of the brig. His fingertips detected some stress and a few ripples in the metal here and there, but otherwise the Eight-Three-Eight appeared to be completely undamaged.
 
   “What the fo,” he muttered to himself. “Why drop our shields if they aren’t going to blow us to dust?”
 
   He tapped in a code on the console by the brig’s doors. There was a shrill bleep then a loud honk as the console flashed a warning message. Geist drew his pistol and took two steps back from the doors. He read the message and shook his head.
 
   “Breach? What breach?” he asked aloud. “I’m looking at two sealed doors and there has been no hull breach warnings.” He sighed. “The breach is obviously in my head, though, since I’m talking to an empty corridor.”
 
   He reached out and tapped at the console again, keying in the override code so the doors would open. No atmospheric warning messages popped up, but he took a deep breath anyway as the doors began to slide apart.
 
   Geist moved in quickly, his pistol sweeping from side to side, his independent eyes watching for an ambush, their focuses taking in as much detail as possible. Geist was halfway inside the brig when he lowered his pistol and just stared.
 
   “Not good,” he muttered as he surveyed the chaos his brain was trying desperately to make sense of.
 
   The brig was a large, completely round room. No corners for anyone to hide in. Directly in the center should have been four cells made of a perfectly clear alloy that no known race could manipulate or break. The members of Zero always joked that prisoners kept in the cells were known as the chewy center.
 
   But, being there were no cells, that also meant there were no chewy centers. Instead, it looked like something had scooped out most of the brig with a giant ice cream scoop. The metal floor, eight feet thick, had a round depression in it and exposed conduits sparked and crackled as Geist cautiously stepped forward.
 
   “They’re gone,” Cookie grunted from across the round room. “Blinked right out along with most of everything else.”
 
   Lights flickered and sparked along with the exposed conduits, but Geist didn’t notice as he rushed to his teammate’s side. He knelt down to check Cookie, but the Cervile waved him off.
 
   “I’m fine, just banged up a bit,” Cookie said. “What the hell happened?”
 
   “You took the question out of my mouth,” Geist said.
 
   “With the ship,” Cookie said. “What happened to us? It felt like we we’re going to vibrate apart then the cells just began to shimmer and fade.” He snapped his furry fingers. “Poof. Gone.”
 
   “Frisson needles,” Geist said. “That was the vibrations, but it doesn’t explain what happened here.”
 
   “Moltrans,” Cookie said and shrugged. 
 
   “A molecular transport unit? Seriously?” Geist said. “You have got to be foing me.”
 
   “Help me up,” Cookie said.
 
   Geist helped Cookie to his feet and stayed close as the Cervile wobbled slightly then took a deep breath and steadied his stance.
 
   “Okay, I’m good,” Cookie said and pointed at where the cells should have been. “Go take a look. Use those eyes of yours and tell me I’m wrong.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re wrong,” Geist said. “My eyes can see the residue from the transmission. It’s just that using a moltrans on targets in a moving ship, while a frisson energy wave is headed at us, is about as dangerous as diving naked into a B’flo’do breeding nest.”
 
   “Still, it happened,” Cookie said. “One second there, next second gone.”
 
   “Mug?” Geist asked. Cookie nodded. “Eight Million Gods…”
 
   “The kid, Sha Morgoal, and Mug,” Cookie said. “Mug was holding onto the kid and bracing herself inside one of the cells. I was about to join them since those cells are quite possibly the safest place to be on this ship, but I didn’t get there in time. Good thing, I guess.”
 
   “Moltrans,” Geist said and shook his head. “Ballsy.”
 
   “Yes,” Cookie said. He tapped his ear. “No coms?”
 
   “Whole system is down,” Geist said. “Someone’s probably working on it now. My guess is Hole since she can interface directly and clear out the bugs and fix the connections a hell of a lot faster than any of us.”
 
   “Then what?” Cookie asked. “We call for help? Get a couple of Marine platoons to back us up as we go hunt the Syndicate’s ships and find Mug?”
 
   “Not quite,” Geist said. “Motherboard only wants us to speak to Colonel Leguin for the time being. She doesn’t trust anyone else.”
 
   “I don’t blame her,” Cookie said. “But we don’t even know if we can trust the colonel, do we?”
 
   “Motherboard thinks we can,” Geist said. “But that’s not really the problem.”
 
   “It’s not? Great,” Cookie said. “What is?”
 
   “Wormhole portal is gone,” Geist said. “The Syndicate must have had it rigged to blow as soon as they left. We caught a hint of possible coordinates, but nothing solid enough to give us an exact location.”
 
   “Not too surprised there,” Cookie said. “So where are we headed? It’s going to take us a week at least to get out of this System. Then another two weeks before we get even close to another working portal. That’s a lot of time for Mug to end up as some Syndicate asshead’s trophy rug in front of their fireplace.”
 
   “I don’t know where we’re headed,” Geist said. “I was sent down here before Motherboard made that call.”
 
   “Then let’s get our butts back onto the bridge so we can find out,” Cookie said and waved his hands at the missing cells. “No reason to stick around here. Not like we have guard duty or anything.”
 
   “LT is not going to be happy about this,” Geist said. “With spies and traitors in Fleet Intelligence, I think Sha Morgoal was our only bargaining chip.”
 
   “That and having the kid meant that the Fleet had to think twice about blasting us out of space if they decide we aren’t trustworthy anymore,” Cookie said.
 
   “Sheezus, do you think they’ll do that?” Geist asked. “Even if they think we’re the traitors, they’ll want to interrogate us. Debrief us at the very least.”
 
   “Not if the ones that set this up get to us first,” Cookie said. “Then they’ll want us dead silent. Permanently.”
 
   “Ugh, I hate this crud,” Geist said. “Can’t we just be down on some planet with our plasma rifles blasting the foing hell out of bad guys? That’s what I’m here for, not this devious spook game stuff.”
 
   “It can’t all be shoot ‘em up fun,” Cookie said. “When you’re SpecOps then the spook game stuff goes hand in hand a lot of the time.”
 
   “Yeah, but you’re a Cervile, so you don’t really care,” Geist said as they left the ruins of the brig and headed to the bridge. 
 
   “What the fo does that mean?” Cookie asked.
 
   “Cerviles are sneaky as hell as it is,” Geist said and shrugged. “You guys get off on this sneaky stuff.”
 
   “I’m going to pretend that your ignorant chameleon mouth just got confused on how to say something smart,” Cookie said. “Because even you can’t be that bigoted stupid.”
 
   “Just saying,” Geist replied. “No offense, man. You guys make fun of my camouflage all the time.”
 
   “That’s because Tcherians are easy to make fun of,” Cookie said. “Look at you.”
 
   “Ha ha, fair enough,” Geist said. “I wasn’t trying to be a dick, just stating that all the Cerviles I’ve known have loved the intrigue side of things.”
 
   “Yeah, we do,” Cookie said. “Still no reason to point it out.”
 
   The coms in their ears squawked loudly and they both winced.
 
   “Will you two shut up,” Hole ordered, “and get your butts up to the bridge. We’re about to make an off-grid jump and you’ll want to be strapped in.”
 
   “Off-grid?” Geist and Cookie asked at the same time, their eyes going wide with an even mix of fear and surprise.
 
   “I’m not going to repeat myself,” Hole said. “And tell Mug that she has about sixty seconds to make sure our guests are secured before she joins us.”
 
   “Yeah, about that…” Geist said.
 
   “Mug and our guests are gone,” Cookie said. “Moltrans. I’ll fill you in when we get up there.”
 
   “Moltrans?” Hole asked then laughed. “Of course. It all makes sense now. Get your fleshy butts up here double time, copy?”
 
   “Copy,” Cookie said.
 
   “Copy,” Geist echoed.
 
   They took off running down the corridor, headed for the closest ladder that would get them up to the next level and directly to the bridge.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Eighteen
 
    
 
   Only Hole showed no surprise as Motherboard addressed the rest of Zero while the Eight-Three-Eight traversed the nonexistent space between the two ends of the off-grid portal. Motherboard, her pilot’s seat swiveled to face everyone else on the bridge, waited patiently as everything she told them sunk fully in.
 
   Cookie sat there, his hackles up on the back of his neck, his pointed ears almost flat against his head. The vertical slits in his eyes were nearly imperceptible and his brows were knitted so tight that it looked as if his face would collapse in on itself.
 
   Geist kept blinking, each lid closing around an eye independently of the other, while the corners of his mouth twitched. He looked like he wanted to ask a hundred questions, but his lips had called a mutiny and refused to obey.
 
   Wanders was still seated at the weapons console, but his hands were neatly folded in his lap, all four of them, instead of engaging the weapons controls. He waited, his head back, his stone eyes staring up at the ceiling of the bridge.
 
   Motherboard waited. She knew her Team well enough not to push them. The questions would come, along with a healthy dose of indignation; she just had to let them happen in their own time, at their own pace, or she risked losing their confidence and, most of all, their trust.
 
   “Knock it off,” Hole said.
 
   “Hole,” Motherboard cautioned.
 
   “No, LT, they’ve heard everything, so it’s time to act like professionals,” Hole said. She pointed a finger at each one of them in turn then stood up from the co-pilot’s seat. “I want assessments now. Give me your thoughts and let’s figure a way out of this.”
 
   “Still no word from Colonel Leguin?” Cookie asked.
 
   “No,” Motherboard said. “But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t tried. Com signals can’t reach us while we’re traveling off-grid.”
 
   “Why do they call it off-grid?” Geist asked. “The Grid is the info stream. Seems like, since this is a backdoor wormhole, it would be called off-hole or off-worm or something like that.”
 
   “That’s your question?” Hole asked, looking less than pleased.
 
   “I’m stumped as to everything else,” Geist said. “We know there is corruption in Fleet Intelligence, but we don’t know how deep. We also don’t know how far it’s spread into the rest of the Fleet. Has it worked its way to the top? Is it just in the Marines or is it Navy as well? Maybe it’s only Fleet Intelligence and all the grunts are still on the straight and narrow.”
 
   “What’s on the other hand?” Wanders asked.
 
   “Huh?” Geist replied.
 
   “You said on the one hand which implies there is another hand,” Wanders said. “What thoughts are there?”
 
   “I haven’t gotten that far,” Geist said. “Still working with just the one.”
 
   “This off-grid portal is taking us to where? The Gorf System?” Cookie asked. “Which planet are we going to hide out on? That whole system is made up of jungle planets. That’s a lot of life for us to get lost in. Scanners can’t tell what is what on any of those planets.”
 
   “Rylia Five,” Motherboard said.
 
   “Oh, hell no!” Wanders shouted and bolted to his feet. “No foing way!”
 
   “That planet has more snakes per square foot than anywhere else in the galaxy,” Cookie said. “It will be impossible for Fleet, or Syndicate, scanners to tell our life signs from all those wriggling beasties.”
 
   “Wriggling beasties?” Wanders snapped. “You think this is a joke, Cookie?”
 
   “I think I’m a Cervile and a couple of snakes do not bother me in the least,” Cookie said. “I wouldn’t think they’d bother you. Your skin is stone, Wanders. What could a snake possibly do to you?”
 
   “Snakes like rocks,” Wanders said. “You’ve never known that? They love to find a warm Gwreq and just curl up on us, soaking up all of our body heat.”
 
   “Permanently?” Geist asked.
 
   “No, not permanently,” Wanders said. “They aren’t vampires, they’re snakes. It’s just that they are attracted to Gwreqs.”
 
   “Never seen a Slinghasp try that with you,” Geist said. “They’re basically snake people.”
 
   “Says the chameleon,” Cookie said.
 
   “Shut it,” Hole ordered. “Wanders? You will deal with your irrational fear of snakes or I’ll—”
 
   “Some of them get to two hundred feet long and two feet wide,” Wanders said then sat back down. He crossed all four arms. “Chew on that for a second.”
 
   “Yes, big snakes,” Hole said, unfazed by the herpetological trivia. “We have big guns. I think we’ll be matched perfectly.”
 
   “Rylia Five is the best place for us to regroup until we have new orders,” Motherboard said. “I know a spot, snake-free, where we can set down and not worry about anyone discovering us. I’ve used it before and it is secure.”
 
   “Not if you’ve used it before,” Cookie said. “Are we seriously not considering what that VilMon guy said about our families and such? The Syndicate has long arms and deep pockets, they probably know more about all of us than we do about ourselves.”
 
   “They don’t know this,” Motherboard said. “No one does. Trust me, Team, I am not steering us wrong here.”
 
   There was a short beep then the Eight-Three-Eight jolted slightly.
 
   “What was that?” Geist asked.
 
   “End of the line,” Motherboard said and swiveled her seat back around to face the view screen.
 
   There was a blurring of the image then everything became crystal clear in a second. Before them was a system so green that it almost hurt the eyes. There was certainly the deep blue and blackness of space between the green, but with approximately thirteen jungle planets all orbiting around a fern-green star, there wasn’t a species in the galaxy that couldn’t be wowed by the verdant audacity of the Gorf System.
 
   Motherboard pointed to an emerald-green planet situated between one that looked like it was lit up in pure neon and another that had the sickly pallor of a perpetually nauseous alcoholic. 
 
   “Rylia Five,” she said. “I’ll take us around to the far side. We’ll be landing at night over there which will keep us hidden from the local fauna. It also helps me see our landing zone.”
 
   “You can see our landing zone at night?” Geist asked. “Why is that, LT?”
 
   “It glows,” Motherboard replied.
 
   “Yes, good to know, but I was hoping for a more specific answer,” Geist said. “Perhaps as to why it glows?”
 
   “If I tell you then you’ll think I’m mad,” Motherboard says.
 
   “Yes, well…” Geist said and looked at the others. He got a double shrug from Wanders, a slit-pupil eye roll from Cookie, and a blank stare from Hole. Geist cleared his throat. “I’m willing to risk being the one to say that I think we’ve stepped off that porch and are fully in the lawn of no foing crud here, LT.”
 
   “We’re going to land in an active volcano,” Motherboard said. “It hasn’t erupted in two centuries, but it still has its moments of instability. It also blocks any and all detection of the Eight-Three-Eight. If anyone has tracked us this far, which I doubt, but would be a fool to assume otherwise, then they can scour every single planet in this system and never even get a hint as to our location.”
 
   “Is this one of your boltholes from back in your Intelligence days?” Cookie asked. “A hideaway from your usual hideaways.”
 
   “Yes,” Motherboard said. “And it is one I never reported in a single piece of correspondence with Fleet Intelligence. I’ve never come here with anyone else and I’ve never mentioned it to a single soul. You all are the first.”
 
   “Good to know,” Cookie said.
 
   The Eight-Three-Eight closed in on the planet and Motherboard set a course for the far side, making sure to steer clear of the six moons that seemed to be placed in orbit around the green planet in a random and haphazard fashion. Once past the satellites, Motherboard brought the ship into the atmosphere at a low angle. 
 
   The view screen was filled with the flames and fire of entry then nothing but smoke as they descended into the heavy, thick cloud cover that enveloped Rylia Five over half the year. Some would call it the rainy season, but the truth was it always rained on Rylia Five. It rained heavily on all of the planets in the Gorf System, hence the constant and unstoppable greenery.
 
   The lieutenant banked the Eight-Three-Eight hard to the right and spiraled down through the night sky to their destination. It was hard to miss even with darkness shrouding that side of the planet.
 
   “That’s quite the volcano,” Wanders said. “You do know I’m a stone race and Gwreqs and lava don’t get along so well, right?”
 
   “No one and lava get along so well, man,” Geist said. “You think I’d fair better than you?”
 
   “You can handle complete vacuum, I bet you can handle some lava heat,” Wanders said.
 
   “You are such a whiner,” Cookie said as he stood and stretched. He stumbled his way to stand behind Motherboard and Hole, his eyes focused on the view screen. “How hot are we talking, though, LT? Are we here for a while or just long enough to figure out a different hiding spot?”
 
   “It’s as hot as Hell down in there,” Motherboard said. “But our ship can handle it. No hotter than reentry.”
 
   “I’ll be able to repair our shields,” Hole said.
 
   “And switch the codes,” Geist interrupted.
 
   “Yes, and switch the codes,” Hole said. “Then I’ll work on the com system. Make sure we can’t be monitored by Fleet Intelligence when we try to connect with Colonel Leguin. We go from there.”
 
   “We think we can trust him?” Wanders asked.
 
   “Leguin is the only one we can trust,” Motherboard said.
 
   “Just double checking,” Wanders replied. 
 
   “I appreciate that,” Motherboard said. “But we will be cautious when we contact him. I may trust him, but I do not trust anyone that might be around him. We’ll have to be careful when we make the call.”
 
   “Hole knows what she’s doing, but what are we doing?” Geist asked.
 
   “The rest of you will accompany me,” Motherboard said. “We’re going to make some mods to Eight-Three-Eight. You saw the Syndicate fighters. They are more maneuverable and can out fly us easily. I want to minimize that when we go hunting for the Syndicate.”
 
   Cookie made a low growling in his throat. “Is that wise? They’ll be expecting it.”
 
   “I know,” Motherboard said. “But we can’t leave Mug to be tortured or worse. We also still haven’t completed our op. That was to retrieve the Keer boy, obtain custody of Sha Morgoal, and interrogate him thoroughly at the black site. We came close, but we did not succeed.”
 
   “That was when we thought we had the Fleet backing us up,” Geist said. “This isn’t going to be a picnic now that we are on our own.”
 
   “Maybe we don’t have to be,” Wanders said.
 
   “How do you mean?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “No,” Hole stated flatly.
 
   “Hear me out,” Wanders said, holding up all four of his arms.
 
   “We do not need to hear you out because the answer is no,” Hole said.
 
   “Pretty sure I’m still the CO,” Motherboard said to Hole. “How about I hear Wander’s idea before we reject it?”
 
   “You’ll say no,” Hole said.
 
   “Go ahead, Wanders, what do you have in mind?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Something has been bugging me since the op on Monia’Ja,” Wanders said. “We weren’t just dealing with Sha Morgoal’s people, but Skrangs as well. I doubt I’m wrong when I say that interrogating Sha Morgoal has something to do with the Skrang presence there, right?”
 
   “You are not wrong,” Motherboard said.
 
   “But what about the Edgers? Why were they there?” Wanders asked. 
 
   “Your answer will be no,” Hole said to Motherboard.
 
   “Yeah, I think I know where this is going,” Motherboard responded without looking back at Wanders. Her focus was on piloting the ship down to the caldera of the volcano below the ship. “But continue, Wanders, I want to hear your pitch.”
 
   “I may, uh, well, know someone within the Edger organization,” Wanders said.
 
   “You’re calling those misfits and separatists an organization?” Cookie laughed. “That’s stretching things a bit.”
 
   “Can you trust this person you know?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “With my life,” Wanders said.
 
   “What about our lives?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “That depends on why the Edgers were there on Monia’Ja,” Wanders said. “When we have the coms scrambled so the Fleet can’t overhear us then I’ll reach out and see what intel I can get.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Motherboard said. “I’m not against the idea, but I’m not sold. Let’s land and do what we need to do then we’ll revisit your suggestion. Until then, we focus on making the Eight-Three-Eight if not a match, at least a contender against the Syndicate fighters. Hooah.”
 
   “Hooah!” the others responded.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Nineteen
 
    
 
   The Eight-Three-Eight could handle the heat of the volcano, but the teammates of Zero could not. Not without some extra protection.
 
   “Crud, look at this place,” Geist said as he stepped to the edge of the Eight-Three-Eight’s rear ramp. 
 
   The ship sat on a huge outcropping of what looked like pure obsidian. The black glass shone brightly in the glow of the churning and bubbling lava far below. Geist glanced up and saw nothing but thunderclouds far above. He knew it was raining hard, the scanners had picked up the precipitation, but not a drop made it to where he stood. It all became water vapor before it could pass the edge of the caldera.
 
   Dressed in personal shields and environmental suits, Motherboard, Cookie, and Wanders joined Geist at the edge of the ramp. They stared at the insanity of their surroundings. Except for Motherboard. She ignored the surroundings and continued off the ramp and around the side of the ship, her right hand holding a huge span-hammer that she pointed at the right wing.
 
   “Yes, it is a crazy place to find yourself,” Motherboard said. “But get over it. We have work to do, Zero. The longer we take, the more likely we don’t find Mug alive.”
 
   “She’d hate this place,” Geist said. “She gets overheated in the cold of space. This? Yeah, she’d be growling so hard she’d make the volcano quake.”
 
   There was a slight rumble and everyone froze. Again, except for Motherboard.
 
   “It’s a volcano, people!” Motherboard yelled as she jumped up and grabbed onto a small handhold recessed into the right wing. She tossed the span-hammer onto the wing and pulled herself up after it. “Hello? Time to get to work. You know your jobs!”
 
   Cookie smacked Geist in the chest as he walked by to work on the underside of the right wing. Geist flipped him off then looked at Wanders who hadn’t moved from the edge of the ramp one step.
 
   “You gonna be okay?” Geist asked. “Just think of this as another op. You never hesitate or get whiny during an op.”
 
   “You all gotta stop calling me whiny,” Wanders said.
 
   “You have been exceptionally whiny,” Cookie said over the com, having moved out of Wanders’ sightline. “Since we picked up Sha Morgoal, you have been complaining like a little gump bitch.”
 
   “Off my game is all,” Wanders said. “No down time to decompress. Starting to feel the stress.”
 
   “Then stop it,” Cookie said. “You may be the best sniper the Fleet Marines has ever seen, but that don’t mean foing crud if you fall apart like a baby every time we come off an op.”
 
   “Cookie? Stow it,” Motherboard ordered. “Wanders, get your head back in the game and toughen the fo up. I don’t know what’s going on in that rocky brain of yours, but you best get your pebbles straight or I’m leaving you here in this volcano.”
 
   “I’m good, LT,” Wanders said.
 
   “You sure?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “I am,” Wanders replied.
 
   “Good then let’s not talk about this crud again, copy?” Motherboard said.
 
   “Copy that, LT,” Wanders said. “Pebbles are lined up.”
 
   “That goes for the rest of you, as well,” Motherboard said.
 
   “What the fo did I do?” Cookie asked.
 
   “Nothing. Yet,” Motherboard said. “But I know this Team, and I know when there’s one crack, there is sure to be more. Get it out of your heads that the op is over and we are starting another one. The op never ended. We’re still in the crud. Get fired up and prepped for the coming fight.”
 
   There was a rumble from below and huge bubble of lava popped sending fiery sparks flying up past the ledge and the Eight-Three-Eight. The members of Zero turned to watch the sparks then settled back into their tasks at hand. 
 
   It took them a good hour before they’d completed the modifications to not only the Eight-Three-Eight’s wings, but also its engine couplings and thruster flaps. Motherboard stood looking at the ship as Geist came up to her while the others hurried inside once the ramp had descended to let them back in.
 
   “Hey, LT?” Geist asked.
 
   “Yes?” Motherboard responded, twirling a span-wrench in her hand. “What’s on your mind, Geist?”
 
   “How burned are we?” he asked. He glanced over his shoulder at the glow that came up from below the ledge. “Are we volcano burned or just a little singed?”
 
   “I’ll be honest, Geist, I don’t know yet,” Motherboard said. “Once I speak with the Colonel, I can answer that question.”
 
   “It’s not like we took on a Marine platoon or anything,” Geist said. “We handled a cruddy situation that was forced on us by some duplicitous Fleet Intelligence traitor. We did our job and tried to complete the op, but a foing spy stopped us.”
 
   “True,” Motherboard said. “That’s our story. But we have no idea what story the Fleet Intelligence scum sent to Headquarters. As far as we know, he painted us as traitors from the start and he had full authority to go after us.”
 
   “You think the only way out is to find Sha Morgoal and the Keer kid?” Geist asked. “Then complete the op by interrogating Sha Morgoal? Shouldn’t we just cut our losses?”
 
   Motherboard turned and focused on Geist. He tried not to flinch, but even through the visor of her environmental suit’s helmet, her gaze was wickedly stern.
 
   “You consider Mug being taken just a simple loss?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Eight Million Gods, no!” Geist exclaimed. “I’d die to get that big bear back!”
 
   “Then adjust your perspective,” Motherboard said. “I know you’re trying to think big picture, but we have no idea what the small picture is right now. Except that our target, a hostage we rescued, and a valued teammate were all snatched right off our ship. Even if Colonel Leguin pulls the plug on the op, I plan on getting those three back strictly on principle. At the very least, we’ll get Mug back. That’s a promise.”
 
   “I hear you loud and clear, LT,” Geist said. “I guess I just needed to get my own mind wrapped around it all. I may not be a whiner like Wanders is when he gets freaked, but I have been known to voice a little dissatisfaction when I’m confused.”
 
   “Have you now?” Motherboard chuckled. “I hadn’t ever noticed.”
 
   Geist smiled then nodded to Motherboard and started walking up the ramp.
 
   “Geist?” Motherboard called out.
 
   “Yeah, LT?” Geist replied, turning to face her once again.
 
   “I know the others give you crud all the time, but it’s just part of how Zero works,” Motherboard said.
 
   “Fo, LT, I know that,” Geist said and frowned. “You don’t need to tell me that. It’s all good fun.”
 
   “Except it’s not,” Motherboard said. “They look to you more than you think. When you gear down and get your game face on, your real one, then they follow. Hole may be Master Sergeant and my second-in-command, and Mug may be the big Mama Bear that looks out for all of us, even me, but you’re like Zero’s compass. Wanders is off, obviously, and Cookie may not show it, but he’s getting freaked out by this Syndicate crud.”
 
   “He is?” Geist asked. “How can you tell with him?”
 
   “I just can,” Motherboard said. “I’ve read his files and there could be some history with the Syndicate we may not know about.”
 
   “I haven’t noticed anything wrong with him,” Geist said.
 
   “Which worries me,” Motherboard said. “He’s the opposite of Wanders. When he isn’t complaining is when I get worried, and he’s quieted down considerably.”
 
   “You want me to keep an eye on them,” Geist stated.
 
   “No babysitting, just use that Tcherian perception of yours to make sure neither of them is going to crack,” Motherboard said. “We are the best of the best, but we’re also living beings. We’ve had a good run and I’m afraid our bad patch may be coming. Not saying it will, just trusting my gut is all.”
 
   “How much guts do you have?” Geist asked. “Isn’t most of your belly filled with android steel?”
 
   “Most of your belly is gonna be filled with plasma bolts, smart ass,” Motherboard replied, smiling, the sternness gone.
 
   “Good to know,” Geist replied and smiled back. “I’m heading in, you coming?”
 
   “I’ll be there in a minute,” Motherboard said.
 
   “Roger that,” Geist said.
 
   Geist left Motherboard to her musings and made his way through the drop hold, into the cargo hold, up more than a couple of ladders, and to the corridor leading to the bridge. Before he’d gotten within a few feet of the open bridge doors, Geist could hear the argument building.
 
   “What the fo is going on?” Geist asked as he stepped onto the bridge. 
 
   “Wanders wants a private channel, and I’m not inclined to give him one,” Hole said. “If he is going to contact an Edger then we should all be able to hear that conversation. I am going to have to insist on it.”
 
   “And I said I cannot lie to my contact, and if there is even a hint that someone else is listening then it’s all over from there,” Wanders said. “Edgers aren’t stupid, despite the Fleet’s reports. Their tech is getting better and better and they will backtrack the signal. He’ll know if it’s just me and him or if others are on the line too.”
 
   “You can’t really expect us to go along with that?” Cookie asked.
 
   “You have to,” Wanders said. “I’d rather you all listen so you know I’m not one of the traitors in the Fleet.”
 
   “No one said that,” Geist said. “Don’t even go there, Wanders.”
 
   “We all know you are beyond loyal to Zero,” Hole said. “You have proven that again and again. I do not suspect any of you of being traitors. That hadn’t crossed my cybernetic mind at all.”
 
   “Good,” Wanders said. “Then trust me to say that I have to talk to my contact privately. Once I get him to trust that none of this will blow back on him or the Edgers then maybe, maybe, we can have a broader discussion with him. LT first then the rest of you as we figure out what steps to take next.”
 
   “Leguin will tell us what steps to take next,” Motherboard said as she joined them on the bridge “Let me speak with him, inform him that you have an Edger contact, and get his opinion. If he says you have authorization to make contact privately then I will allow it. If he has his doubts then the decision is made and we risk your contact being upset. Considering what we are dealing with, it is a risk that I am willing to take.”
 
   Wanders began to argue then only nodded.
 
   “Good,” Motherboard said. “Hole? Is the com system safe to use?”
 
   “It is,” Hole said. “Would you like us to clear the bridge?”
 
   “No,” Motherboard said. “I’ll make the call from my quarters. The rest of you get prepped for the next phase of our op. Wanders, you get ready to make your call as soon as I am finished speaking with the colonel. Whatever is decided, I want us wheels up ASAP.”
 
   “Whatever is decided?” Cookie asked. “What if Colonel Leguin decides we’re to come back to Headquarters and stand down?”
 
   “Then I guess the com system isn’t working properly and I didn’t hear that part of the conversation,” Motherboard said. “I will then have to assume Leguin gave the order to find and rescue Mug. It’s a safe assumption I am sure you all agree with.”
 
   “Hooah,” they said in unison then laughed. The laughter died as all minds turned to the obvious.
 
   “What if we can’t find Mug?” Geist asked.
 
   “Not an option,” Motherboard said.
 
   “Yes, but—” Geist pushed.
 
   “Not an option,” Motherboard replied with enough force to make it very clear that it was indeed not an option.
 
   She caught each teammate’s gaze then nodded.
 
   “Be ready,” Motherboard said.
 
   They nodded back as she left the bridge.
 
   Geist sighed and settled into his seat. He looked over at Wanders. The Gwreq was busy cracking, setting, then re-cracking the knuckles on all four hands. Geist looked at Cookie and the Cervile was staring at a spot on the bridge’s ceiling. He looked at Hole and she was looking back at him. Geist gave her a smile, she smiled back then turned her seat around and started running through engine diagnostics. 
 
   Geist began going through the defensive and shield systems to make sure that the modifications didn’t compromise their stability. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty
 
    
 
   Once the doors to the conference room closed, and everyone received the signal in their coms that the space was secure, Fleet Admiral Gorbia Kimo stood and addressed the four others seated before her. Despite the Fleet’s open-race policy, all in the room were human and all were free of any cybernetic replacements. It wasn’t that purity was encouraged, it was that it cut down on the variables of trust.
 
   Trust was not something that anyone in the conference room came by naturally.
 
   “Do I need to state what a cluster this has become?” Kimo asked. A tall, beefy woman, Kimo created an intimidating presence, even amongst the hardened veterans she addressed. “Do I need to point out that it has taken a considerable amount of effort to keep this problem from becoming general knowledge? What happens if the press gets ahold of this? We just recovered from whatever that incident was with the Salvage Merc Corps, I’m still not certain what happened there, and now we have the quite real possibility that Fleet Intelligence has been compromised? Unbelievable.”
 
   “Admiral, I take offense to that,” Major General Ved Gerber said. He sat ramrod straight in his chair, his black hair shorn tight to his scalp. Heavy wrinkles from weather, not advanced age, coupled with more than a few battle scars, crisscrossed his deep brown face. “Every operative within Fleet Intelligence is vetted by multiple outside organizations.”
 
   “Which could easily be the problem,” Commandant Jicks Walton interrupted. He wasn’t a muscular man, but looked like he could leap the table and snap a neck without breaking a sweat. “Perhaps if we kept things in-house and allowed my officers to vet the Fleet Intelligence operatives and agents, we could be sure of their loyalty.”
 
   “And who would be sure of your Marine officers, Commandant?” Gerber spat. “I know your Marines call my people spooks and mock them like they aren’t actually a part of the Fleet. Why would your officers be any different? They know plasma carbines and blowing up Skrangs; they don’t have the subtlety to understand what it takes to fully run Intelligence. Hell, forget subtlety, they don’t have the intelligence to understand Intelligence.”
 
   “Yes, my Marines call your people spooks, but may I remind you, Major General, that I am Commandant of the entire Fleet Marine Corp which means I am Commandant over you as well,” Walton snarled. “Push me any harder and I’ll demote you down to—”
 
   “That isn’t correct, sir,” Colonel Ory Leguin said. The man was middle-aged and fit, but he looked tired, as well as bored to death. “Due to possible conflicts, Fleet Intelligence is actually a separate organization from the Fleet Marines. Has been for a good half-century. Technically, you do outrank Major General Gerber, but he reports directly to Fleet Admiral Kimo, not you.”
 
   “And the Fleet Admiral reports to the Fleet Council,” Councilman Douglas Keer said. Keer’s appearance beat Leguin’s on the tired scale by several levels. The shadows under his eyes were deeper than black holes. “So can we please stop playing who’s in charge and get down to how we find my son? I am not just here as a representative of the Fleet Council, but as a parent that is three seconds from losing his mind and hiring private security to handle this.”
 
   “The Salvage Mercs won’t take the job,” Leguin stated. “They’ve let me know as much already.”
 
   “You reached out to them?” Kimo asked.
 
   “No, ma’am,” Leguin replied. “They reached out to me before I even entertained the thought. They’d heard what happened and wanted to make sure I knew they could not help. Apparently, they have some conflict due to one of Zero’s relations.”
 
   “Please tell me this is not a story of a Drop Team member being compromised because of a whore?” Walton said. “Your people are supposed to be above that sort of thing, Colonel.”
 
   “Calm down, Commandant,” Leguin said. “I misspoke. I should have said relative instead of relation. A member of Zero has a relative in the Edger separatist movement, and due to that incident that none of us can quite recall, the SMC has decided to sit this one out.”
 
   “Should I be worried that none of you seem concerned that something serious happened between the Fleet, the Skrang Alliance, the Edgers, and the SMC, yet no one can actually say what?” Keer asked.
 
   “Councilman Keer,” Kimo said, “you are fairly new to the Fleet Council, so your dealings with the SMC has been limited. This is not the first incident that involved them that ended on less than clear circumstances. There have been many over the decades. We tried clearing them up early on, and it always ended with more confusion. As long as the SMC stays completely neutral in the galaxy then we will let the gaps in information stand.”
 
   “Gaps in information?” Keer chuckled. “You sent heavy cruisers to Bax and no one can recall exactly why, other than there was a Skrang Alliance presence that needed to be reminded they were in violation of the War Treaty.”
 
   “And our ships did their jobs,” Kimo said. “The Skrangs backed down and the SMC was satisfied with our response.”
 
   “Bloody crime how we kowtow to those mercenaries,” Walton said. 
 
   “I agree with the commandant on that point,” Gerber said. “They are too closed off and have too much power in the galaxy to be given the freedoms that they have.”
 
   “Colonel Leguin has said the SMC is not involved, so why are we harping on this?” Keer snapped. “Can we move on to what we are doing to find my son?”
 
   “Colonel Leguin? Can you address this?” Kimo asked.
 
   “Ma’am? I’m not sure how I can,” Leguin replied. “Once the Intelligence ship rendezvoused with Zero’s ship, then Dylan Keer became Intelligence’s op. My people had a different op to deal with after that. If you’d like to speak about that then we certainly can, but I wouldn’t know where to start with Councilman Keer’s son.”
 
   “What other op, Colonel?” Gerber asked.
 
   “Well, sir, your officer seemed to know perfectly well what it was, so I am sure if you continue digging deeper into your organization, you will find the answer waiting for you,” Leguin said. “But until I am ordered to divulge that information by the commandant directly, I’m afraid that is need to know.”
 
   “I could have you thrown into a black site where they would never find you,” Gerber growled.
 
   “I doubt that, sir,” Leguin replied. “You forget that Lieutenant Falk was Intelligence once. The few black sites I didn’t already know about, she was able to fill me in on.”
 
   “There are plenty more,” Gerber said and grinned like a Gorborian shark. 
 
   “Gentlemen, stop,” Kimo ordered. She focused on Gerber. “Colonel Leguin is correct, the Keer boy was your agency’s responsibility. Whether the fault of an officer gone rogue or not, you did not receive the young man and you did not deliver him to his father as you were supposed to do. You failed, Major General, pure and simple.” She switched her focus to Leguin. “But Dylan Keer was in your Team’s custody and they were the last Fleet representatives to have custody of him. They are also the most capable Team to retrieve him.”
 
   “Except that they cannot be trusted,” Walton said. “I am not saying they had anything to do with this SNAFU, but until we bring them in and debrief them then we cannot say for certain. Considering the gravity of this entire situation, anything less than certainty would be a mistake.”
 
   “I want to know what this has to do with Sha Morgoal,” Keer said. “Why would a galactic crime lord kidnap my son and then be seen dealing with the Skrangs? It makes no sense.”
 
   “It brings up questions, is what it does,” Gerber said. “Why would the Skrangs be interested in your son? The obvious answer is to use him as leverage against you. Why would they think that would work?”
 
   “Besides the fact that I love my son more than my own life?” Keer shouted as he jumped to his feet, an accusatory finger jabbing the air towards Gerber. “You obviously do not have children!”
 
   “Councilman, please,” Kimo said. She moved to place a hand on the upset man’s shoulder, but he shrugged it off. She held up both hands and waited until he calmed down and was seated again. “Thank you. I believe what Major General Gerber is asking is what could the Fleet Council be working on, you specifically, that would make the Skrangs risk breaking the terms of the War Treaty?”
 
   “And the Edgers,” Leguin said.
 
   ‘The Edgers are not part of any treaty,” Walton grumbled. “Fringe scum.”
 
   “No, I mean why would the Edgers be interested as well,” Leguin clarified. “Unless they were there for some other business they had with Sha Morgoal.”
 
   “Too coincidental,” Gerber said.
 
   “Is it?” Leguin asked. “If you say so. You’re the spook at this table, so you’d know the difference.”
 
   “My son,” Keer snarled.
 
   Leguin held out his hands. “I can send one of the other Drop Teams,” he said. “Zero is the best, but any one of my Teams can get the job done. I’m thinking Three would be best suited for the task.”
 
   “But we don’t know where to look!” Keer shouted.
 
   “Councilman, I will have you removed if you cannot be calm,” Kimo said.
 
   “Remove me and you’ll have the wrath of the entire Fleet Council coming down on you like a span-hammer,” Keer snarled.
 
   “I don’t think we want that, Councilman Keer,” Leguin said. “I do understand how hard this is for you, but I can promise you that we will find your son and we will retrieve him before any permanent damage can be done.”
 
   “Permanent? Permanent! You will find him and retrieve him, like you were already supposed to do, without any damage being done at all!” Keer yelled.
 
   “That I cannot promise you,” Leguin said. “I am sorry, but I don’t think anyone in here would believe me if I told you I could. The Drop Teams are the best at what they do, but they cannot stop the Collari Syndicate from harming your son. My guess is that you will be receiving a message from them shortly just like the message you received from Sha Morgoal originally.”
 
   Leguin looked to Gerber for confirmation and the major general nodded.
 
   “We expect to receive the message any minute now,” Gerber said. “The Collari wouldn’t stick their necks out like this unless you have something important they want. You will have to be patient and let us all do our jobs.”
 
   “I was patient before and where did it get me?” Keer asked. “Nowhere. I’d be a fool to expect different results.”
 
   The man stood up and shook with so many conflicting emotions he looked like he was having a small seizure. He pointed a finger at each person present, finally resting on Kimo.
 
   “I am hiring a private security firm to handle this situation,” Keer said. “Do not try to stop me or talk me out of it. It is within my rights as a citizen of the Galactic Fleet to protect my family at all costs.”
 
   “I’m going to advise against doing that,” Leguin said. “But you are your own man and a free citizen, so the choice is yours.”
 
   “Anyone else want to flap their gums uselessly?” Keer snapped. No one else responded. “Good. Then it is settled. Now, my advice to all of you, is to get your houses in order because if my son comes back to me in less than perfect condition, I plan on using the Council’s full powers to destroy each of you personally.”
 
   He didn’t wait for a response and stormed from the conference room. Two alarmed-looking Marines watched him go as the doors banged open then both glanced into the conference room before turning about and snapping back to attention when they received a less than pleased glare from the commandant.
 
   “That didn’t go as well as I had hoped,” Kimo said once the doors were closed and she sat down heavily in her chair. “He will do what he feels is right and we will do what we are duty bound to do.”
 
   “This could be good,” Gerber said. “Letting him off leash.”
 
   “How could this be good?” Walton asked. “A councilman does not trust the Fleet to do what it does best and is bringing in outside entities to do our job for us.”
 
   “I know Intelligence has screwed the gump on this, but I know for a fact it is not an organization-wide issue,” Gerber said. “Intelligence Officer VilMon was acting on his own. I want to know why as much as everyone else does. I believe Keer has some of those answers. Sha Morgoal snatched his son for a reason. The Skrangs wanted the boy for a reason. The Collari Syndicate exposed a mole in order to get that boy. This isn’t random and Keer is not innocent.”
 
   “You’ll surveil the security team he hires?” Leguin asked.
 
   “I will,” Gerber said. “If they go directly to where the boy is being held then we’ll know Keer has inside information.”
 
   “And if they do not go to where the boy is?” Walton asked.
 
   “Then I still send Drop Team Three,” Leguin replied. “I’ll have them on standby.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can to discover where the Collari Syndicate is holding Dylan,” Gerber said. “I have a few agents imbedded in their organization. None have any idea why the Collari want Dylan Keer, but they can probably find out his location.”
 
   “Then that is how we proceed,” Kimo said. “Colonel Leguin, you will prepare your Team for deployment as soon as we know the location of the Keer boy. Gerber, I expect that location to come across my desk within the hour.”
 
   “It could take longer than that, ma’am,” Gerber said.
 
   “Within the hour,” Kimo insisted. Gerber nodded.
 
   “We still have the mystery of the Skrang,” Walton said. “Should I have the Fleet on alert?”
 
   “No,” Kimo said. “If we do that then we are sending a signal to the Skrang Alliance that we are preparing for war again. The Skrang at Sha Morgoal’s palace may have been acting independently of the overall Alliance. Or they may not have been. Until we know for sure what the Skrangs’ involvement is, we hold tight. The last thing we need is to plunge the galaxy back into war over some councilman’s child. I do not mean to sound cold, but I have to consider everyone’s children, not just a privileged politician’s.”
 
   “That we all agree on, ma’am,” Leguin said. He stood up. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a Team to get ready.”
 
   “Of course, Colonel,” Kimo said. “You will hear from me within the hour.”
 
   Leguin gave a quick salute then strode casually from the conference room. As soon as he was down the hall and out of sight, he activated his com and the casualness dropped away. 
 
   “Get me Lieutenant Falk this second,” he said.
 
   “Funny you should say that, Colonel,” a voice replied in his ear. “She is waiting to speak to you. It’s a scrambled channel that is not part of the Fleet system, so you will need to take it in your office. I cannot reroute it over the com.”
 
   “Good,” Leguin said. “Purge all records of her communication and get me Drop Team Three’s CO ASAP. I want to talk to him as soon as I’m done with Falk.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the voice said and the com went dead.
 
   Leguin ground his teeth as he made his way to the closest lift that would get him back to his office.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-One
 
    
 
   “You’re safe?” Leguin asked, his eyes studying the holo projection of Motherboard. “Zero is safe?”
 
   “Safety isn’t our concern right now, sir,” Motherboard replied. “But we are in a secure location.”
 
   “Hole did a good job with the off-system communications link,” Leguin said. “I’ve had my people hunting for cracks in the code, but they can’t find them.”
 
   Motherboard smiled. “By people, you mean Staff Sergeant Lo’wn, right?”
 
   “Yes,” Leguin admitted. “But, she being a Klav and nothing but a ball of eyes, it’s hard for things to get past her.”
 
   “Tel’ile is great at her job,” Motherboard said. “You would be hard pressed to find a better assistant.”
 
   “Speaking of great at their jobs, I am going to have to ask Zero to stand down for the time being,” Leguin said.
 
   “That’s a contradictory request,” Motherboard said. “Praise us for being great at our jobs while also firing us? Mixed messages there, sir.”
 
   Leguin gave her a weak smile and a nod as his response.
 
   “Who may I ask is taking over the op?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Three,” Leguin said. “They’ve been tasked with retrieving the Keer boy and delivering him to us directly. No more handoffs with Intelligence.”
 
   “How deep do you think the Syndicate has their fingers?” Motherboard asked. “Or, how high up is the problem, I should ask.”
 
   “Gerber is clean,” Leguin said. “I don’t care for the guy, but I didn’t sniff out any corruption.”
 
   Motherboard laughed.
 
   “Okay, okay, I sniffed out the normal stink of corruption that all Intelligence officers have, but he didn’t strike me as crooked,” Leguin said. “The Collari Syndicate doesn’t have him in their pocket.”
 
   “What about Councilman Keer?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “I sometimes wonder if Hole hasn’t figured out a way for you to be tapped into my com system,” Leguin said and laughed. “Were you listening to the meeting I was just in?”
 
   “Easy conclusion,” Motherboard replied. “And I was Intelligence at one point. Hard to get rid of that kind of professional paranoia.”
 
   “Paranoia seems to be all the fashion lately,” Leguin said.
 
   “How?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Keer is hiring his own private security detail to hunt down his son,” Leguin said. “We’re going to give him a first crack at it. If he fails, and doesn’t get his kid killed in the process, then I send in Three. For now, we’re on standby.”
 
   “His own security detail?” Motherboard laughed. “This should be rich. Especially since no one knows where the Keer boy is.”
 
   “Gerber is working on that,” Leguin said. “He’ll have a location within the hour.”
 
   “Will you be sharing that location?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Only with Three,” Leguin said. “That’s directly from Kimo.”
 
   “You want to tell me why we’re really being shoved aside?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Let’s say that Kimo and others don’t exactly see Zero as squeaky clean in all this,” Leguin said and held up a hand before Motherboard could protest. “I have no doubts as to your loyalty. But with the Edgers arriving on Monia’Ja, it’s hard not to see a connection.”
 
   “It’s hard for me, apparently,” Motherboard said.
 
   “Is it?” Leguin asked. “You know your teammates better than anyone else. I would think the connection would be obvious.”
 
   “You’ve lost me, sir,” Motherboard said.
 
   Motherboard stared out of the holo at Leguin for a second then nodded.
 
   “There it is,” Leguin laughed. “Your teammate’s personal connection. Should I worry about this, Lieutenant?”
 
   “I’m worried about all of Zero, to be honest,” Motherboard said. “We’re off our game. Everyone is tense and emotional. This op went bad fast and I don’t know why. I also don’t know why my people are acting like first-year recruits. It’s strange.”
 
   “Have you swept your ship?” Leguin asked. “Checked for some type of outside influence? You could have a bug.”
 
   “Hole has assured me that there are no trackers or surveillance devices on the Eight-Three-Eight,” Motherboard said. “She’d know if there was any foreign tech onboard.”
 
   “No, not tech, a bug,” Leguin said. “A literal bug. Check for biological influences.”
 
   “There’d be no way that…” Motherboard started then trailed off. “Mites.”
 
   “Yes, there might be,” Leguin said.
 
   “No, mites,” Motherboard said. “Sha Morgoal. He’s Slinghasp. Scaled. If he had Volgassian mites under those scales, then let them loose once he was on the ship, we’d not only be emotionally affected, but he could be tracked anywhere in the galaxy if someone knew the vibrational frequency those little parasites put out.”
 
   “Bish,” Leguin warned.
 
   “Yeah, I just realized what’s about to hit us,” Motherboard said. She waved a hand at Leguin and half of her left the holo view. “Fo! How could I be so stupid?”
 
   “Because you’re part machine and the mites wouldn’t affect you like the others,” Leguin said. “Same with Hole. Put her on the search. Clear that ship and get the fo out of there. I doubt you have much time.”
 
   “I’ll report as soon as we’re at a safe location,” Motherboard said. “Hole is going to have to check the com system again. If we have mites then their mating signals will be combined with our trans-space com signal. No one can eavesdrop, but they will be able to find that channel and crack the code eventually. Fo!”
 
   “Stop beating yourself up, Bish,” Leguin said. “If there hadn’t been a mole in Intelligence then the mites wouldn’t have mattered. Your people would still be whiny babies, but you would have had the ship back here at Headquarters for its usual post-op clean and purge. No harm, really.”
 
   “But Intelligence did have a mole and the fact we missed the mites means our location is compromised and we need to run, now,” Motherboard said. “I’ll be in touch as soon as we have a new secure com and we find a place to hole up in.”
 
   “Talk to you then, Lieutenant,” Leguin said. “Stay safe.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Motherboard said and the holo blinked out.
 
   Leguin sat at his desk for a few seconds then reached up to tap his ear. But before he could activate his com, the door to his office slid open and a being that was basically a large ball of eyes, with several long tentacles sticking from the flesh between, came rolling in.
 
   “Good timing, Staff Sergeant,” Leguin said to the Klav. 
 
   Staff Sergeant Tel’ile Lo’wn blinked several of her eyes at once, the Klav version of a nod, and stopped at the edge of Leguin’s desk. Only half her body could be seen, but considering how many eyes she had, it didn’t really make a difference. Leguin just had to decide which eyes to look into as he spoke.
 
   “Tell me you have good news,” Leguin said.
 
   “I do, sir,” Lo’wn replied. “Major General Gerber’s office called. They believe they know where the Collari Syndicate has taken the Keer boy, Sha Morgoal, and Sergeant Guspo.”
 
   “That was faster than I expected,” Leguin said. “Gerber’s agents on the inside must have been waiting for him to contact them.”
 
   “The intel didn’t come from his inside agents, sir,” Lo’wn said. “It came from the surveillance on Councilman Keer. The suspicions were right and the councilman must have some ties to the Collari Syndicate because the security team he hired is already on their way to the target destination.”
 
   “That happened faster than I thought, too,” Leguin said. “Makes me think Keer had that security team lined up and ready before we even met with him.”
 
   “That would be a logical assumption,” Lo’wn replied. “Would you care to know who he hired?”
 
   “Irrelevant,” Leguin said. “Just tell me the target destination.”
 
   “No, sir, I think you do want to know who he hired,” Lo’wn said. Leguin gave her a raised eyebrow. “BooshGon security.”
 
   “Mother of pearl,” Leguin snarled. “Get me Meeks Boosh on the com right away!”
 
   “I already tried and his secretary says he is unavailable,” Lo’wn replied.
 
   “Yeah, I bet he is,” Leguin said. “Meeks has always been scared of me. I’m sure he’s hiding under his desk right now and his secretary is busy covering for him with every call that comes in just in case I try a fake name and slip by.”
 
   “That is what the secretary said, knowing we’d probably try,” Lo’wn replied. “He is a very friendly Slinghasp, but also extremely loyal. There is no way anyone is talking to Meeks Boosh over the next forty-eight hours.”
 
   “Then get me Z Gon,” Leguin snapped. “If I have to then I guess I’ll talk to the Jirk.”
 
   “Yes, well, Z Gon is out on assignment according to her secretary,” Lo’wn said. “A not-so-friendly Lipian that has made it out of the sex trade and into office life.”
 
   “I sense you do not approve,” Leguin said.
 
   “Lipians are a prostitute race, sir,” Lo’wn replied. “Anytime you have to deal with them, you know you’re going to get foed.”
 
   Leguin couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   “Did you get an idea of what kind of assignment Z Gon is on?” Leguin asked. “And maybe what form that skintaker has stolen? How we let that race live is beyond me.”
 
   “The Lipian was not going to give out any information, but I did manage to get her to slip up once,” Lo’wn said, her eyes widening in what passed for a smile with Klavs. “I believe that Z Gon is heading up Keer’s security detail personally.”
 
   “Fo…” Leguin said quietly and leaned back in his chair. He rubbed at his chin then nodded at Lo’wn. “Okay, you’ve managed to shock me sufficiently. Now, where are they headed?”
 
   “Care to guess?” Lo’wn asked.
 
   “Why the fo would I want to…? Oh, Eight Million Gods, don’t tell me,” Leguin said. “The Klatu System?”
 
   “The Klatu System,” Lo’wn said. “They should be arriving within two hours if they make a few shortcuts through a couple of the less-stable wormhole portals. Knowing BooshGon, they will do just that.”
 
   “Well, it’s out of our hands now,” Leguin said. “We’ll let BooshGon make a mess of things then send in Three to clean up. Is Lieutenant Queshor standing by on the com?”
 
   “Lieutenant Queshor is standing by, sir,” Lo’wn said. 
 
   “Good, put him on,” Leguin said. “I want them with wheels up and their ship heading to the Klatu System before my call ends.”
 
   “He is well aware of that, sir,” Lo’wn said.
 
   Leguin sighed. “Well, at least Zero isn’t heading to the black site anymore. They would have had a rude surprise waiting for them.”
 
   “Yes, sir, they would have,” Lo’wn replied.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   “You sure about this, LT?” Wanders asked. “There have to be other places to go hide out at.”
 
   “Is that the Volgassian mites still talking or are you actually worried, Wanders?” Hole asked.
 
   “Only a fool wouldn’t be worried about willingly going to the Klatu System,” Wanders said. “And those mites are gone. I’m feeling more like my stone-cold self.”
 
   “Good to know,” Hole said.
 
   “I agree with Wanders on this,” Cookie said. “It doesn’t sound like the sanest of strategies.”
 
   “That’s exactly why it works,” Motherboard said. “It’s just sitting there empty and waiting for us. It has full provisions and supplies put in. And no one would even think we’d be crazy enough to willingly go to the Klatu System. We can land the Eight-Three-Eight in one of the hangars and lock down that site tighter than an Ichterran’s vent hole.”
 
   “We can also get it prepped for when we retrieve Sha Morgoal, again, and also the Keer boy,” Hole said. “We will be more prepared than we would have been originally.”
 
   “If we get through the Klatu System and to the black site without issues,” Geist stated. “It could be smooth sailing or it could be a clusterfo of epic proportions.”
 
   “Sounds like someone still has some mite issues,” Cookie said.
 
   “Hey, you agreed with Wanders,” Geist said. “I’m agreeing with you.”
 
   “We’ll make it from the wormhole portal to the black site without incident,” Motherboard said.
 
   The way she said it made everyone, including Hole, pause and regard her with curiosity.
 
   “LT, do you know something we do not?” Hole asked.
 
   “I know a lot that you do not,” Motherboard said. “But that is beside the point. Specifically, I think I have a trick to keep the natives of that system from converging on us before we reach our intended destination.”
 
   “Care to share with us?” Hole asked.
 
   “I’d prefer to show you,” Motherboard said. “Follow me to the cargo hold. There is something you all need to see.”
 
   The teammates didn’t question or argue, just stood up and followed the lieutenant off the bridge and to the lift. They waited in silence, saving questions for the lieutenant’s reveal. The lift doors opened and they stepped in, still silent as the lift took them down to the cargo hold below. Once off the lift, Motherboard led the way to a stack of crates pushed up against the port wall of the hold. 
 
   “Spare parts?” Geist asked.
 
   “Not quite,” Motherboard said.
 
   “Inventory does have these crates listed as spare thruster parts,” Hole said. “Except I can’t find a manifest invoice for them.”
 
   “You won’t,” Motherboard said.
 
   She stepped to the closest crate and pressed her hand flat on the panel. There were a series of clicks and clangs and the crates shifted about, revealing themselves to be only shells. Every member of Zero, except for Motherboard, instinctively reached for their sidearms as they saw what was revealed.
 
   “Fo me,” Wanders said. “This thing has been onboard the whole time?”
 
   “It has,” Motherboard said. “And, as I am sure all of you are aware, we are breaking so many covenants of the War Treaty that I should not have to tell you that you are not seeing what you are seeing and what we do with this creature will never, for no reason whatsoever, make it onto any official report.”
 
   “I’m not stepping on that landmine, LT,” Geist said. “My lips are sealed.”
 
   “Same here,” Wanders said.
 
   “I could care less what happens to this thing,” Cookie said.
 
   “Hole?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “I am more troubled by the fact you did not alert me to this thing’s presence than by what we are going to do with it,” Hole said.
 
   “Then you agree that silence on this subject is the best course of action?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “I agree that it is the only course of action,” Hole said. “As an android and synthetic being, I am not a fan of this species at all.”
 
   Zero stared at the containment cube that was filled to capacity with the black goo that made up the B’flo’do. It was a creature that was like thick tar with a barely discernible mouth and eye indentations. A feral race that survived by sapping all energy from their environment, the B’flo’do were from the same system as B’clo’no’s, but a cousin species. The B’clo’nos had used them during the War as battlefield clearers, sending them en masse to drain the Galactic Fleet’s forces of all energy so that the Skrang Alliance could swoop in and massacre the Fleet Marines with almost no resistance. That was, if any Marines were left alive after the B’flo’dos had sapped them of their life force.
 
   “That containment cube doesn’t look too stable,” Geist said. “If the slime monster gets free on the Eight-Three-Eight then we are all dead.”
 
   “I am aware of that, Geist,” Motherboard replied. “But the cube will hold. Colonel Leguin obtained it from the SMC specifically for this purpose.”
 
   “The Salvage Merc Corps has containment cubes that can hold B’flo’dos?” Cookie asked. “Since when?”
 
   “It has been a recent development,” Motherboard said. “Leguin is not certain of the hows or whys, but apparently the SMC had itself quite the run in with a good-sized contingent of B’flo’dos and they felt the need to create a containment cube that could hold one of the creatures, if needed.”
 
   “Lucky us,” Wanders said.
 
   “I’m fuzzy on how this will help us get through the Klatu System,” Geist said.
 
   “The B’flo’do can handle a full-vacuum environment,” Hole said. “We eject it from the ship at the first sign of trouble. The B’flo’do will instantly engage any creatures that come to inspect us. It is a rather ingenious plan.”
 
   “Thank you, Hole,” Motherboard said. “It was something I came up with during the War. This will be the first time to test my theory, though, so we will all need to be as vigilant as if we did not have this edge.”
 
   “What if the Klatu creatures do not engage with the B’flo’do?” Cookie asked. “I’m not worried, just want to know what the backup plan is.”
 
   “No backup plan,” Motherboard said. “We eject the snot monster and run like Hell to the black site. Whether engagement occurs or not, our first priority is to get inside the black site and lock that facility down as fast as possible. I have no illusions that the B’flo’do will be much of a match for the Klatu creatures. They are on a nightmarish scale that truly require a Fleet cruiser to handle. But the B’flo’do will slow them down as it tries to devour their energy. That is all we need for them to be slowed down.”
 
   “Can I ask how the black site will be safe from the Klatu creatures?” Geist asked. “I mean, I know you said it is built into one of the moons, but that’s just rock. What if one of the creatures decides to do a little digging?”
 
   “They won’t,” Motherboard said. 
 
   “Why not?” Cookie asked. “Be straight, LT.”
 
   “I’ll be as straight as I can be,” Motherboard replied. “From what I know of the site’s construction, the moon was chosen specifically because the nightmares that inhabit the Klatu System are afraid of it. They avoid that moon at all costs. It is one of a very few satellites within the system that the creatures will not go near.”
 
   “Which begs the question as to why,” Hole said. 
 
   “We don’t have the answer to that,” Motherboard said. “And that is me shooting you all straight. I honestly don’t know and even Fleet Intelligence couldn’t figure it out. Let’s just be glad it’s true since that means once we are securely inside the black site, we will be safe.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m not buying that one hundred percent,” Wanders said. He held up all four stone hands. “Not whining or anything, it’s just that if those nightmares steer clear of the moon then maybe there is a very good reason.”
 
   “I believe there is,” Motherboard said. “But for right now, we can’t worry about that reason. We hit the site, get ourselves established, then wait for Leguin to give us more information as to Sha Morgoal and the Keer boy’s location.”
 
   Hole cocked her head and held up a hand.
 
   “We’re about to reach the off-grid Klatu wormhole portal,” she said. “We should return to the bridge.” Hole nodded at the containment cube. “What do we need to do to prepare the bait?”
 
   “I’ll help Wanders load it into the ejection chute,” Motherboard said. “The rest of you get to your posts on the bridge and prepare for engagement.”
 
   “Crossing my fingers that we have none of that,” Geist said. 
 
   “Yes, do that,” Motherboard said. “Any last questions before we do this?”
 
   “A million, but I doubt you have answers,” Geist said. 
 
   “I doubt I do, as well,” Motherboard said. “Now, get to your stations and let’s all cross our fingers that we can get into the system, through it, and to the site without incident.”
 
   Everyone nodded and hurried off to the bridge except for Motherboard and Wanders. The Gwreq stood with two hands on his hips and two arms crossed across his stone chest. 
 
   “I saw a nest of these take out a full platoon without even pausing,” Wanders said. “We’re playing with fire here, LT.”
 
   “Don’t I know it,” Motherboard said. “Now help me get it loaded into the chute. We need it to be ready for ejection the second we’re through that portal.”
 
   “Copy that,” Wanders said as he went and fetched a hover jack to lift the cube with. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   There was the distinct thump and feeling of movement coming to a full, sudden stop, even though the Eight-Three-Eight was still moving at close to lightspeed, as the ship exited the wormhole portal and entered the Klatu System.
 
   “Give me a reading,” Hole ordered as she sat in the pilot’s seat. “Geist? What are we looking at?”
 
   “No movement and no sign of anything coming our way,” Geist said. “Scanners are clear.”
 
   “Cookie?” Hole asked.
 
   “Shields are at maximum and I have all weapons hot,” Cookie said. “It may not do much, but we are ready to fire on anything that tries to engage us.”
 
   “Good,” Hole said. “Sit tight and stay aware.” There was a shrill beep and she looked down at the console in front of her. “Nav system just locked onto the black site. I’m taking us that way as fast as possible, but not at full speed. Too fast and we will draw attention to ourselves, but too slow and we will be sitting targets. I need all of your attention on your consoles. The instant you detect anything, I need to know about it.”
 
   “Aren’t you dialed into the ship?” Geist asked.
 
   “I am, but I am putting my full processing power into piloting the Eight-Three-Eight,” Hole said. “If we are engaged by the creatures of this System then I plan on flying this ship like it’s never been flown before.”
 
   “That is surprisingly hot,” Cookie said. Geist glanced over his shoulder at him and frowned. “What? You telling me you aren’t kind of wishing we see engagement just so Hole can do her android pilot thing?”
 
   Geist began to respond, but stopped as a smile crept across his lips.
 
   “Exactly,” Cookie said. “They didn’t put us on Zero because of our over abundance of caution.”
 
   “Yesterday, I’d be freaking out,” Geist said. “Those Volgassian mites really did a number on us.”
 
   “On you,” Cookie said. “Cerviles are immune to mite influence.”
 
   “As are androids,” Hole said.
 
   “Well, those buggers did a number on me and Wanders, that’s for sure,” Geist said. “I felt like I was a Marine cadet again and ready to crud my uniform. It’s nice having that balls-to-the-wall feeling back again.”
 
   An alarm rang out and Geist whirled back to his console.
 
   “Incoming,” he said. “It’s big.”
 
   There was a second alarm and a third.
 
   “What do you have, Geist?” Hole asked.
 
   “Three hostiles coming in fast,” Geist said. “Smallest is twice the size of our ship. Largest is six times. They are converging on our coordinates without delay.”
 
   “Cookie,” Hole said. “Once they are in range, send a couple warning shots their way.”
 
   “You aren’t worried we’ll just piss them off?” Cookie asked.
 
   “I know we’ll piss them off,” Hole said. “I want them pissed. There isn’t a creature in the galaxy that doesn’t lose efficiency when angry.”
 
   “The entire Cervile race might argue with you on that,” Cookie said.
 
   “The Skrangs are pretty efficient when angry,” Geist said.
 
   “You’ll just have to trust me on this,” Hole said. “Your perceptions are clouded by emotion while I am looking at hard facts and verifiable data.”
 
   “Yeah, you hang onto those hard facts and verifiable data when these things try to rip us apart because you had us poke them with plasma bolts,” Geist said.
 
   “Bridge? How are we looking?” Motherboard asked over the com. “Give me an ETA.”
 
   “Engagement within the minute,” Hole replied. “Be prepared to issue countermeasure on my mark.”
 
   “We’re prepared,” Motherboard said. “Cube is loaded into the chute and ready for ejection. You sure you have this timed correctly, Hole?”
 
   “I am more than certain,” Hole said. “Whether the creatures take the bait is not calculable. That remains to be seen.”
 
   “Holy Eight Million Gods,” Geist said as he looked at the ship’s main view screen and what was coming at them.
 
   “You might actually be right on that exclamation,” Cookie said. “Those three could easily be mistaken for gods.”
 
   “But they are not,” Hole said. “They are mortal and subject to the same rules as all life in the galaxy.”
 
   “I’m not so sure about that,” Geist said. “But I sure as crud hope you are right, Hole.”
 
   The three members of Zero stared at the images of the three massive creatures racing at the ship. None of them, even cool-headed Hole, could say a word as they watched the nightmares close the distance.
 
   The first was more tentacles than body; a swirling mass of ever-undulating limbs that seemed to propel it through open space. It had a set of eight eyes, all in a row across its brow. The head that held the eyes was wedge-shaped, but inverse with the smaller end closest to the body and the wider end leading the way in what was a clear defiance of all things aerodynamic. Luckily, the vacuum of space cared not for streamlined efficiency. That was a planetary worry and the odds of the giant monster ever setting foot, or tentacle, on a planet were slim to none.
 
   The second creature resembled a gigantic version of Wanders. If a Gwreq had huge, leathery wings billowing out from its back and claws at the tips of its fingers that were the size of asteroids, yet considerably sharper. But it did have four arms and was built in a more humanoid fashion than the first creature. The thing’s face resembled its tentacled brethren in that it appeared to have an ever-undulating mustache and beard of huge cilia that twisted and turned in all directions.
 
   The last creature was a mix of the first two. The top half was like Creature Two while the bottom half could have been severed directly from Creature One and glued in place. Two wings and four arms above with a never-ending mass of tentacles below. Its head was neither humanoid nor wedge-shaped. It was rounded like a half-orb, the flat portion pressed down against its neck and the dome leading its way through space.
 
   That was all the time the teammates had for observation before they were forced into action.
 
   “Now!” Hole called out. “Release the snot monster now!”
 
   Lights blinked and alarms blared as the ejection chute was engaged and all safety protocols warned against personnel being anywhere in the vicinity.
 
   “Geist,” Hole ordered and the Tcherian tapped at his console, silencing the alarms. “Thank you.”
 
   Hole dipped the Eight-Three-Eight, steering it on a trajectory that would take the ship well under the three creatures coming at them. She spun the ship upside down, although the gravity engines made it seem like nothing had happened at all and everyone stayed firmly in their seats, but the move meant the B’flo’do’s containment cube was ejected up and at the creatures instead of down and away.
 
   “Thrusters at full power,” Hole announced. “I’m going to put some distance between us and the mess that is about to happen.”
 
   She banked the ship harder and kept it at that angle for a full minute. Then she brought it right-side up and pointed the nose towards the coordinates that blinked on her navigations console. The black site was only a few thousand clicks away, so it wouldn’t take long for them to reach the sanctuary of the small moon. 
 
   Hole made sure thrusters were in the green and running steady then brought up a magnified view of the creatures and the B’flo’do that were now far above and behind them.
 
   The containment cube came apart and the gelatinous creature burst free of its prison. It moved like a blob of black grease dropped into water, but with slightly more purpose and control. It was obvious that the thing could sense the immense energy coming off the three gigantic creatures, and if it could drool, the holo would have recreated a steady stream of black saliva. 
 
   It was only a quarter kilometer from the three creatures when it seemed to fold in on itself. The three teammates on the bridge watched as the B’flo’do did everything in its helpless power to reverse its direction and try to flee from the creatures. 
 
   Even with her android programming, Hole gasped as the creatures closed in on the B’flo’do and began to tear into it.
 
   “Sheezus,” Geist said, his eyes on the scanner readings before him. He tapped at the console and swiped his hand upward then back, creating a full holo image of the conflict in the center of the bridge. The holo was a scene of total brutality. Brutality for the B’flo’do, at least. “This shouldn’t be possible. I’ve seen a B’flo’do take a full ion nuke in the chest and not come apart like this.”
 
   Hunks of black goo were torn this way and that. The B’flo’do, which was only a fraction of the other three creatures in size, was soon reduced to fist-sized hunks that bobbed and floated in space like crumbs from a cookie in milk. Then the three creatures began to consume those crumbs, sucking them up into their various mouths.
 
   With the consumption of each B’flo’do crumb, one of the creatures would glow slightly. It was faint, but there if one was looking. And the three members of Zero couldn’t help but look. In a matter of seconds, the B’flo’do was no more. The only evidence of its existence was the empty containment cube that floated lazily through space, ignored and forgotten.
 
   “What do we have?” Motherboard asked as the doors to the bridge slid open and she and Wanders entered quickly, both out of breath from the race up from the cargo hold. “Is the distraction holding?”
 
   “No,” Hole said and returned all of her attention to the flight controls. “Not even close. Strap in, I’m going to do some flying that may make things less than comfortable for those of you made of flesh and bone.”
 
   “That would be all of us,” Geist said, nodding at Motherboard. “With a few miscellaneous exceptions.”
 
   Motherboard and Wanders grabbed seats and strapped in tight. Cookie and Geist made sure their straps were as secure as possible as Hole slapped a hand against the console.
 
   “Diverting power from gravity engines and life support to thrusters,” Hole said. “We are sealed tight on the bridge and air supplies will last for at least an hour.”
 
   “I trust you think we need the extra power to the thrusters?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “You trust right,” Hole said. 
 
   Her hands began moving at an almost blinding speed as she made constant adjustments to the flight controls, taking the ship on a zigzagging route that would have had everyone throwing up if the gravity had been engaged. But in zero-g, no one could feel the sudden shifts up and down, left and right, around and around.
 
   “I am trying not to give them a target to focus on,” Hole said, her eyes locked on the space before them while the others watched the holo image of the three nightmares. “I am hoping they are like most predators and a difficult target will not be so appealing.”
 
   “If you think that then you don’t know predators very well,” Cookie said. “Sometimes it’s the challenge that is the lure.”
 
   “Let’s hope not,” Motherboard said. “Do what you have to do, Hole, to get us to our destination.”
 
   “Copy that,” Hole said. 
 
   She took the Eight-Three-Eight into a steep dive, sending them wildly off course, but at an angle that should make the three creatures get in each other’s way if they decided to pursue directly. Hole’s brain brought up the same holo image that the others were watching and she growled internally. The three creatures were in direct pursuit, coordinated so that they didn’t even come close to getting in each other’s way, but quite the opposite. Their bulks seemed to add to their velocity the closer they were together.
 
   “Geist, how far out are we?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “Depends on how many more figure eights Hole does,” Geist replied. “But looks like we are only a couple hundred kilometers from the moon. If these things’ aversion to the black site proves true then they should back off shortly.”
 
   “If they don’t catch us first,” Wanders said. “Eight Million Gods, look at how fast they move!”
 
   It truly was a wonder to behold. The vacuum of space shouldn’t have allowed the creatures to have the speed they did, not without some sort of propulsion evident. Two of them may have had wings, but wings needed atmosphere to push against. And the same went for the smaller one’s tentacles. If it was anything like an octopus or jellyfish then it needed the mass of water at the very least to create locomotion.
 
   Yet on sped the three giant nightmares, all headed directly at the Eight-Three-Eight.
 
   “I have a small asteroid field to starboard,” Hole announced. “Thoughts, LT?”
 
   “Do we need it?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “At this very second? No,” Hole responded. “But I can’t say what we’ll need in the next few seconds. Even my brain can’t predict these creatures’ abilities.”
 
   “Then take us that way,” Motherboard said. “Skirt it if you can, use it as an obstacle, but take us into the field if we have no other option.”
 
   “No offense, LT, but I’m glad Hole is flying if this is our new strategy,” Wanders said. “You’re good, but you still have human parts which means human mistakes.”
 
   “Androids are capable of making mistakes,” Hole said. “Just not on the scale of flesh species.”
 
   “I’d rather pretend you are perfection incarnate,” Wanders said. 
 
   “Incarnate is a term used for flesh, which I just established I am superior too, Wanders,” Hole said. “Get a dictionary, Gwreq, your ignorance is distracting.”
 
   “The chatter is distracting,” Motherboard snapped. “Can it.”
 
   There was no need for the order as silence descended on the teammates as soon as the first asteroid whizzed past the view screen. Hole swerved and took the ship between two large rocks then dove fast to avoid a third that hurdled right at them. She swooped right then left, back and forth, dodging the outer asteroids that made up the edge of the small field.
 
   There was a muffled thunk and a clang as either the ship collided with a rock or a rock moved into their path unobserved, but Hole kept the ship steady and no alarms rang out in the bridge to warn the crew of any possible shield or hull breaches.
 
   The creatures continued their pursuit and the distance between them and the ship became negligible, despite the chaos of the asteroid field. In fact, the asteroids seemed to be of absolute no concern for the nightmares. They headed straight into the swarm of rocks, showing no signs of noticing as the asteroids began bouncing off their space-hardened skin.
 
   “Weapons, LT?” Cookie asked. “We might want to consider showing them we have some sting.”
 
   “Not yet,” Motherboard said. “I have no idea if the weapons will do enough damage to risk pissing them off. As far as we know, they could feed off plasma bolts.”
 
   “How do we not know?” Cookie asked. “Is there no record of engagement with these things?”
 
   “There is record of engagements of all types of things in this System,” Motherboard said. “The problem is the creatures are different every time they are encountered. Every single time.”
 
   “LT is correct,” Hole said. “I’m searching the database for any hint as to how to avoid these creatures, but I am getting no matches. There were some successes by other ships against different creatures, but none that apply to our current situation.”
 
   A proximity alarm rang out and Cookie turned to face Motherboard.
 
   “I highly advise we fire, LT,” Cookie said. “At the asteroids, if at nothing else.”
 
   “Hole?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “That might be a good idea,” Hole said. “Create a debris path that would give us more cover.”
 
   “I’m on it,” Cookie said as he took aim at the closest asteroid with the plasma cannons. He fired again and again, turning the asteroid into a thousand smaller chunks that filled the space behind the Eight-Three-Eight.
 
   “Give me a path through there,” Hole ordered as she pointed at six massive asteroids that floated lazily, their huge size keeping them in place as the smaller ones collided and bounced away.
 
   Cookie fired over and over until the large asteroids became the smallest in the field. That time alarms did ring out as the ship’s shields took a beating from the debris.
 
   “We’re good,” Geist said. “Eighty percent and holding.”
 
   The holo of the nightmare monsters was a blurry cloud of tiny rocks with three huge shapes obscured in the middle. Then the cloud burst apart and the three creatures came rushing at the ship. No one said a thing, their eyes locked onto the horrible image, as Hole pushed the thrusters to their maximum and pulled up on the flight controls, taking the ship into a steep, curving climb.
 
   The climb became an arc and the arc turned into a dive as Hole did an almost complete circle, putting the three monsters in front of them instead of behind them.
 
   “I know,” Hole said. “That puts them between us and the moon. I am well aware of that.”
 
   “No one said anything,” Motherboard responded. “We trust you know what you’re doing.”
 
   “I would like to think so,” Hole said as she banked left and changed their course. They were no longer heading in the direction of the moon, but parallel to it. The ship shook and more alarms were added to the noise that already filled the bridge. “Hang on.”
 
   “We’re as hanging on as we can get,” Cookie said. “Just fly the damn ship.”
 
   The three creatures turned almost as one and began a course that would intercept the Eight-Three-Eight in a matter of seconds. Hole kept the ship pointed in its current direction and showed no signs that she noticed the nightmares’ change of direction. She maintained the exact same speed even as more proximity alarms rang out.
 
   “Hole,” Motherboard warned.
 
   “I’ve got this, LT,” Hole said. Her left hand moved to the left stick of the flight controls. “Three, two, one.”
 
   She pulled hard on the left stick while pushing forward on the right. The ship spun one hundred and eighty degrees and they were facing backwards instantly just as the three monsters reached them. Hole punched the thrusters and they shot forward, letting the creatures race past in the blink of an eye. Then Hole duplicated the maneuver and they were facing the other direction once again.
 
   “LT, I need override authorization to send the engines to critical, please,” Hole said.
 
   “We’re foed if Hole is saying please,” Geist muttered.
 
   “Permission granted!” Motherboard called out as the monsters adjusted their course and swooped around to come at them once again.
 
   “Thank you,” Hole said and entered a code into the console. 
 
   The loudest alarms yet filled the bridge, but Hole silenced them with the swipe of her hand. The ship shuddered violently as everyone was pressed back into their seats, zero-g replaced by the forward motion of every ounce of energy being pumped into the rear thruster engines. The world became a blur as the ship nearly shook apart. 
 
   The voices of Geist then Wanders, followed by Cookie and Motherboard, became the new alarms as they involuntarily cried out from the violent shaking of the ship. Only Hole seemed calm and steady, perhaps the only thing on the entire ship that was.
 
   But despite the fear that they would be shaken into a million pieces, hope sprung up amongst the teammates of Zero as they watched the images of the three nightmares grow smaller and smaller in the holo. Hole pointed at the view screen in front of them and the cries of alarm became cries of relief as a small moon started to fill the screen.
 
   “Powering down,” Hole said. “Now it really is a race.”
 
   The shaking became a strong vibration then became an almost imperceptible tremor as the engines cut out. The moon grew larger before them, but so did the nightmares behind them. Every finger on the bridge was crossed as silent prayers to the Eight Million Gods, and perhaps even the Seven Satans, were silently said. 
 
   “We’ll be within the moon’s slight gravitational pull in five seconds,” Hole announced.
 
   The nightmares grew larger, larger then stopped. It was as if they’d thrown the brakes on and came to a sudden halt, one that shouldn’t have been possible due to the basic laws of physics. But there they were, frozen in space, their limbs flapping, undulating, waving around them. Then they turned as one and were gone. Just like that. Blips of light then nothing at all.
 
   “I’m going to need a new uniform,” Geist announced. 
 
   “I may join you on that,” Wanders said as the Eight-Three-Eight got nearer and nearer to the black site moon.
 
   “LT?” Hole asked. “The site is supposed to only have androids on it, yes?”
 
   “Yes,” Motherboard replied. “Why?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m seeing it too,” Geist said, his focus on the scanners. “We’ve got life signs all over the place. That moon is not occupied by androids only.”
 
   “Can’t be,” Motherboard said. “I was assured it was empty and neither the Marines nor Intelligence have used it in years.”
 
   “You think maybe the original owners might have figured that out and came back to claim what they built?” Cookie asked. “I know I would.”
 
   “Cannons locked on us!” Geist shouted. “They’re firing!”
 
   Bright red beams of light shot towards the Eight-Three-Eight from the small moon.
 
   “Evasive actions now!” Motherboard yelled.
 
   “Too late!” Hole responded. “Prepare for impacts!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Mug’s Urvein ears perked up at the sounds of plasma cannons firing continuously. She listened, counting the blasts, making sure she knew the exact number before they stopped. It didn’t matter too much to her while she was locked away by herself inside the blindingly bright cell, but she knew eventually she would escape and she wanted to know the cannons’ capacities for when she stole a ship and fled the Collari Syndicate’s outpost.
 
   For that was what it was, no doubt. Motherboard may have said that Fleet Intelligence had driven the crime family from the moon, but they had only been biding their time to make an unobserved return. The entire site was overrun with criminals and thugs, all bent on preparing for the inevitable strike. The sounds of the cannons told Mug that the Syndicate’s fears had been confirmed.
 
   She only wondered who was executing the strike and how many of them were there. 
 
   If it was a Fleet cruiser or destroyer then there was the very distinct risk that she’d be blown to atoms before anyone could free her from her imprisonment. There was also the distinct possibility that Zero had come for her, which meant they were horribly outnumbered, outgunned, and out of their element because the moon was far from just an off-the-books black site anymore. It was a fully armed fortress.
 
   Mug paced the cell which was barely bigger than her. She walked six steps to one wall then turned on her heels and walked six steps back to the other wall. Over and over she paced back and forth, subconsciously counting the number of steps she took.
 
   Her ears perked up again, but not because of more cannon fire. She heard the door at the far end of the detention hall open then close. Footsteps moved their way down the hall until they were directly outside her cell. She had no idea who was out there since the entrance into the cell looked exactly like the rest of the walls, completely white and so bright that she had started to develop the hint of a migraine.
 
   Before Mug could even think of preparing an attack, a beam of green light descended from the ceiling, completely enveloping her body. There she was, held in place by a simple piece of tech that had originally been designed to catch fish on one of the outer marine planets. She couldn’t remember the name of the planet, it was Edger so really of no consequence, but she did know that the person that had developed the tech had made a fortune selling it to some Grid zillionaire where it was quickly sold to the Galactic Fleet.
 
   The tech had obviously been hacked and reverse engineered, as evidenced by Mug’s frustrating lack of mobility.
 
   The wall before her turned transparent then slid away and a very tall, very thin man stood in front of her, a 616 stun baton held casually in his left hand. In his right was a tray piled high with various foods. It looked like someone had emptied their leftovers onto the tray and didn’t quite care if the flavors went together.
 
   “I’m going to set this down here,” the Thin Man said. 
 
   It was clear he wasn’t completely human, but Mug couldn’t figure out what other race he was mixed with. It was nearly impossible to tell with halfers.
 
   The Thin Man set the tray of food down on the floor to Mug’s left, but instead of retreating and letting the wall close back up, he leaned against the wall to Mug’s right and folded his arms across his scrawny chest.
 
   “You’re with Zero, yeah? That the team you belong to?” the Thin Man asked. 
 
   “You know it is since you snatched me from our ship,” Mug replied. Answering the Thin Man’s questions wasn’t a problem for her. She’d tell him anything he wanted to know since she had the utmost confidence he wouldn’t live long enough to pass on the information. “You gonna let me free from this beam so I can eat? Or do I have to wait while you ask more stupid questions?”
 
   “Oh, no way I’m letting you free while I’m still in this cell,” the Thin Man laughed. “No way at all. No, ma’am. You’d rip my skinny arms right out of their sockets and probably fill more than one of my orifices with them.”
 
   “The thought sure is crossing my mind right now,” Mug said. “Although I am hungry enough that I might skip stuffing them in your bunghole and just eat them as an appetizer before the main course of the rest of the scumbags in this site.”
 
   “Base,” the Thin Man said. “We call it a base. That whole black site thing is so Fleet Intelligence. They didn’t build the place so why should we let them name it? It’s our Hoonnaann base. Named it after my niece.”
 
   Mug almost didn’t catch the unique phrasing, but her mind caught up with the Thin Man’s words before she said, “Your niece? Who are you, mister?”
 
   “No one you need worry about,” the Thin Man said. “I have people coming to speak to you that you will need to worry about, but you and me, we’re going to be friends.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Mug said.
 
   “I do,” the Thin Man replied. “I think we are going to be the best of friends. You need friends, Sergeant Guspo, since it appears all of yours are now dead. Or will be once their ship completely falls apart.”
 
   “What the fo are you babblin’ about, fool?” Mug snapped. “Speak plainly or don’t speak at all.”
 
   “I am sure you heard the plasma cannons,” the Thin Man stated. He tapped at the side of his head. “I know Urveins have exceptional hearing. I’ve employed a few in the past and learned the hard way that just because they are in a different room doesn’t mean they can’t hear everything you’re saying. Extraordinary, but not practical in the business I’m in.”
 
   “The business of crime?” Mug snarled.
 
   “The business of crime,” the Thin Man chuckled and spread his hands out in front of him. “I should put that on a sign or something. The Business of Crime. Delightful.”
 
   “Get on with what you want to say, string bean, because I ain’t in the time-wasting mood,” Mug said.
 
   “There, you see, we have another thing in common,” the Thin Man responded. “I abhor wasting time. Which is ironic since I have been told I love the sound of my own voice too much to truly be concerned with brevity.”
 
   Mug growled so low that the green light in the beam shook around her. The Thin Man pushed away from the wall and his eyes went wide, he glanced at the cell’s entrance then took a deep breath, shook his head, and settled back against the wall.
 
   “I see why you were recruited by the Drop Team division,” the Thin Man said. “You have some serious power in you, Sergeant.”
 
   “Come closer and let me show you just how powerful I can be,” Mug said. “Won’t take but a second.”
 
   “I’ll pass,” the Thin Man replied. “No, I’m not here to see how strong you are, but to let you know how weak your friends are. That ship of theirs tried to enter our airspace…” He chuckled again and shook his head. “Strange term, that. Airspace. There is no air outside this base. It’s a vacuum. But we still call the area directly around us airspace. Funny how terms as old as time never seem to die.”
 
   “I’d like to die if you don’t hurry up and get on with what you’re planning on saying,” Mug snapped.
 
   “Right, yes, sorry,” the Thin Man said and looked honestly apologetic. “You see, we blew your teammates into submission. They managed to escape, but not before we put a hurt on them so bad that I will be surprised if they can limp halfway back to that off-grid wormhole portal they came through. Ballsy move that, using a portal that has a fifty-fifty chance of turning them into nothing but protons.”
 
   Mug didn’t respond. Her worst fears were being confirmed and she didn’t want the skinny bastard to hear any pain in her voice.
 
   “But, hey, there’s always hope, right?” the Thin Man said. “Drop Team Zero does have a reputation for defying the odds. Maybe they’ll defy these odds and actually get out of this System.” He smiled and smacked his forehead. “No, wait, sorry, I just remembered that they don’t stand a chance in Hell. I watched their approach and they had one heck of a time getting away from three of the Klatu System’s lesser nightmares. Seriously, those big beasties gave them a lot of misery, wait until the really big ones come crawling out from behind their little nebulas and gas clouds.”
 
   Mug still remained silent. The Thin Man waited. He stood there, his bony back pressed against the wall. After a couple of minutes, he shrugged and pushed away, taking careful steps around the green beam. 
 
   “I’m going to ask you one question before I go and I do so hope you give me a sincere answer,” he said. “Dylan Keer. Did you extract the data or not? That’s all I need to know. I really don’t care about anything else.”
 
   The Thin Man waited, but Mug didn’t say a word.
 
   “Well, I can take it by the look on your bear face that you have absolutely no idea what I’m talking about,” the Thin Man said. “This is good. If you don’t know then the Fleet doesn’t know. That means Councilman Keer might actually have a chance of seeing his boy alive again. Might. I hate to make promises I can’t always keep. I’m a stickler for keeping promises. It’s my thing.”
 
   Mug only stared.
 
   “Right, well, good talking to you, Sergeant,” the Thin Man said as he stepped out into the hall. He nodded his chin at the tray of piled food. “Eat up now. A bear like you needs her strength. Trust me. You will need it when the fun really starts for you.”
 
   He smiled and held up a hand. The wall moved back in place and was bright white once again. Mug blinked a few times as the green beam from above winked out and she was free to move once again. She looked down at the food, but already knew she wouldn’t touch a bite. Not that she was worried it was drugged or poisoned, her nose already told her it wasn’t, but damn if she didn’t hate raisins and there were raisins throughout the pile as if someone had known she hated them and was playing a cruel joke.
 
   Considering how much the Thin Man seemed to know, Mug wasn’t exactly certain the joke wasn’t real. 
 
   While the encounter with the Thin Man brought up more questions than answers, one thing she did know for sure was that Sha Morgoal was being held on the same detention hall as she was. Mug could smell his fear sweat as soon as the cell had opened. That meant he was not only close, but his cell wasn’t nearly as secure as hers, otherwise she wouldn’t have even caught a hint of him considering how tightly sealed the cells were.
 
   She started up with the pacing again, her mind running over everything the Thin Man had said. She processed all of the information and came to one conclusion. Unless she was horribly mistaken, she’d just spoken to Gorma Collari, the eldest son of Gachu Collari, patriarch of the Collari Syndicate. The thing that had her confused was that Gorma didn’t look anything like he was supposed to, yet his personality and way of speaking was well known and the man she’d just met fit that description to a tee.
 
   “People can change how they look,” Mug said to herself. “People ain’t always people, beings ain’t always beings, the truth ain’t always the truth.” 
 
   It was a bit of homespun wisdom her Maw Maw used to say to her when she was a little cub. It never made much sense until Mug had joined the Fleet Marines. Then it quickly made brutal sense.
 
   “Data in the Keer boy. Gorma Collari not looking like how Gorma Collari should,” Mug muttered. “I’m in it deep and it ain’t because I’m stuck in this damn cell.”
 
   Mug’s pacing continued and she went over everything again and again until her brain hurt. Not because she thought she’d come up with an answer, but because she needed something to take her mind off what may have happened to her teammates.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   “Yes, Father, all is well here,” the Thin Man said as he lounged in a plush chair that sat in the center of an empty room. There was a wavering holo projection of an aged human seated in his own chair, but it looked considerably more utilitarian than the one the Thin Man sat in. “A Drop Team tried to make a play, but we held them off. They’re spinning off into infinity right now. If they don’t run out of air soon then one of the big uglies will get them.”
 
   “You did not give chase?” the aged man snarled. “That is sloppy, Gorma, very sloppy.”
 
   The Thin Man’s face took on a feigned expression of hurt. “Oh, Father, please don’t say such things. Your approval means everything to me.”
 
   “Your sarcasm does not become your station in this family, Gorma,” the aged man said. “You would do well to remember that or I might rethink who I have setup as my successor.”
 
   “I think we both know that you don’t exactly have a deep pool of candidates to choose from,” the Thin Man laughed. “Garpo? Graba? Gerbo? Do not make me laugh, Father. Even if the three of them combined their intelligences, they still wouldn’t be a match for one of my bowel movements.”
 
   The aged man sighed. He shook his head and looked off at something that wasn’t within view of the holo. “I am being summoned,” he said. “We will revisit this later. I am trusting you know what you are doing, Gorma. I expect that all loose ends will be neatly tied by the next time we speak to each other.”
 
   “Of course, Father,” the Thin Man replied. “That is exactly what I intend on doing. You will be the first I call when the last knot is fastened.”
 
   “Good,” the aged man said and the holo blinked out.
 
   “Goodbye to you too, old man,” the Thin Man snarled. 
 
   He spat where the holo projection had been and stood up from the chair. He was Gorma Collari, the Thin Man, and heir to the vast Syndicate that controlled most of the crime business in the galaxy. If they didn’t control it directly then they had a grip on whomever did. It was rare that a deal went down without some type of Collari Syndicate involvement.
 
   What angered the Thin Man most was that his father had chosen him as heir, but did not trust him yet enough to reveal everything that was behind the curtain. It made the Thin Man’s skinny arms and legs shake with suppressed anger. And they were certainly skinny, almost stick-like. It was a side-effect of his time spent in the Klatu System all those years when he was younger.
 
   But that time also gave him certain—
 
   “Sir?” a woman’s voice asked from the doorway. “You asked me to fetch you if progress had been made on the data?”
 
   “Yes, indeed I did ask you to do that,” the Thin Man said, pulled from his thinking. He regarded the extremely attractive Slinghasp that stood in the doorway. It was hard for him to understand how a thing of beauty such as her could be in the same race as a disgusting lump of scales like Sha Morgoal. “Thank you, Vexia.”
 
   “Would you like me to accompany you to the interrogation wing?” Vexia asked.
 
   The Thin Man crossed the distance between them in three long-legged strides. Vexia held her ground and waited patiently as he took her chin in his hand and leaned his face close to hers.
 
   “No, thank you, dear,” the Thin Man said. “I can make my way there on my own. How about you make sure my dinner is being prepared and join me in my quarters soon? Can you do that for me, dear?”
 
   “I can, sir,” Vexia replied. “It would be my honor to dine with you.”
 
   “Would it also be your honor to have dessert?” the Thin Man asked as he leaned in closer and slowly licked her cheek with his grey and narrow tongue. “Or is that too forward of me?”
 
   “I live to serve you, sir,” Vexia said, showing no sign of emotion on her face as to how she truly felt. “Dinner, dessert, perhaps more, would please me immensely.”
 
   “That is what I like to hear, dear,” the Thin Man said and kissed the spot where he’d just licked. “You always know the perfect things to say. Dinner, soon, but for now I attend to business.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Vexia said and stepped out of his way.
 
   The Thin Man was out the door and halfway down the hall before he stopped and spun about. “Please make sure no one is getting complacent after out victory against the Drop Team. If I know the Fleet, they’ll have a backup Team already on its way here. I know they have spies in the family business, so it is hardly a secret anymore where we are. Just make sure there is a very warm and friendly reception waiting for whichever Team it is that comes looking, will you, dear?”
 
   “I will attend to that immediately then deliver your dinner to your quarters,” Vexia said and gave a slight bow.
 
   “What an absolute treat you are!” the Thin Man exclaimed. “An absolute treat!”
 
   He turned and continued on his way, saying variations of “an absolute treat” over and over again as he made his way to the interrogation wing. It was a long walk, with more than a couple lift switches, but the Thin Man had such long legs that he hardly noticed the distance between his sparse office and the wing where he considered the real magic happened.
 
   “Kinchminch, my good Ferg! What do you have for me?” the Thin Man asked as he burst into Interrogation Bay 17. “Please tell me we have made progress on the data. Vexia was only supposed to come and get me if you have, so have you?”
 
   “I have, sir,” Kinchminch replied. “It is not a full breakthrough, but I believe I have found the keyhole in the door.”
 
   Kinchminch was about a meter and a half tall. Being a Ferg, he was bright green with insect-like limbs sticking out from a plump, hairy torso that was topped with a bucktoothed rodent head. Behind him, hanging limply, since it was strictly vestigial amongst Fergs, was a paddled tail. Basically, he looked like a cross between a praying mantis and a beaver. 
 
   “The keyhole in the door, eh?” the Thin Man asked. “That leads me to believe the door is still shut because we do not have the key.”
 
   “True, true,” Kinchminch replied. “But now all we need is to locate the key and we are in. I consider that progress.”
 
   “Yes, I am sure you do,” the Thin Man said. 
 
   He moved closer to the subject that was strapped tightly to the interrogation chair that stood in the center of the deadly looking room. A thousand implements of torture lined the walls, covered the walls, leaned against the walls, but the Thin Man did not care to look at them. His eyes were on the Keer boy before him.
 
   “Hello, Dylan,” the Thin Man said. “Do you know who I am? We met briefly when you were first delivered here.”
 
   Dylan looked up at the Thin Man with bloodshot, watery eyes. Deep, dark circles pooled under those eyes and his upper lip was crusted with snot and blood. Dylan did not look well, but he did not shy away from the grey-skinned man that loomed over him.
 
   “Yes,” Dylan croaked in a pained whisper. “Collari.”
 
   “Yes, I am of the Collari Syndicate,” the Thin Man said. “My name is Gorma Collari, heir to the vast and unstoppable family business.”
 
   Dylan did not reply, just shifted his gaze away from the Thin Man. 
 
   “I know, I know, it doesn’t sound impressive to be an heir,” the Thin Man said. “I am sure you understand, being the son of a Fleet councilman. We are two that live under our parents’ shadows, unfortunately. But, my dear boy, I am here to free you from that shadow. You are very lucky I have you in my custody and you are not with the Fleet or the Skrang Alliance. They would not be so kind.”
 
   Dylan laughed which turned into a cough. A spray of blood flew into the air and the Thin Man recoiled quickly. His head snapped around and he glared at the Ferg that stood a few paces away.
 
   “He is damaged, Kinchminch,” the Thin Man growled. “If he dies then we lose everything. I made that very clear.”
 
   “Yes, sir, you did,” Kinchminch replied. “I have taken precautions to avoid an early death, but each individual and species is different. It is hard to know what their bodies will tolerate. I can assure you he will not die before he has revealed the data.”
 
   “Fo…off,” Dylan whispered.
 
   “Spirit! I like that, Dylan,” the Thin Man said as he regarded the boy again. “Keep that up and you might live through this, yet.”
 
   “Sir, if I may have a word away from the subject?” Kinchminch asked, bowing so low that he almost doubled over to the floor.
 
   “Stand up,” the Thin Man said, his tone not even trying to hide his disgust. “This kowtowing proves nothing, Kinchminch. Do your job if you want to show your loyalty and fealty to me.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Kinchminch said.
 
   The two walked to the far side of the room before Kinchminch spoke again.
 
   “This data we are to retrieve,” Kinchminch began, “I am worried that it is too large to extract.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Kinchminch, but have you gone completely stupid in the past fifteen seconds?” the Thin Man snarled. “Because you are talking like you have. How could data be too large to extract? If it can be embedded then it can be extracted.”
 
   “That is not always true,” Kinchminch said. “Especially with cerebral caches. While I say I have found the keyhole, I am not sure the door is large enough to get all of the information out at once before the boy dies. It must be taken out slowly, cautiously.”
 
   “So, what? The data must be retrieved in batches?” the Thin Man asked. “Then retrieve it in batches.”
 
   “I cannot do that in the timeframe you have asked for,” Kinchminch said. He held up his insect hands in anticipation of the rage that quickly colored the Thin Man’s face. “I don’t need much more time, but I do need to be able to space out the retrieval sessions once I have the key.”
 
   “I am a patient man, Kinchminch,” the Thin Man said, “except when it comes to this project. You have a deadline. Meet that deadline or what happens to that boy will be a much kinder fate than what I will have in store for you. Are we understood, Ferg?”
 
   “We are understood, sir,” Kinchminch whispered.
 
   “Good,” the Thin Man said. “Now, get the key. I don’t care how you do it, but I want that key by the morning and I want the data retrieval process done within forty-eight hours as you have been instructed. I say this not just to keep you alive, Kinchminch, but to keep us all alive. The Klatu System is not for everyone and for any of you to stay beyond that time would be extremely harmful to your long-term health.”
 
   “Any of you?” Kinchminch asked, the interrogator in him unable to refrain from seeking clarification. “You said any of you. Are you not included in the danger, sir?”
 
   “No, I am not,” the Thin Man said. “I can remain in this moon for as long as I need to. The issues with the Klatu System do not affect me the same way they affect you.”
 
   “That is interesting, sir,” Kinchminch said. “Perhaps when we are done with this task I could ask you some questions and perform some studies? Non-invasive, of course.”
 
   “I do not think so, Kinchminch,” the Thin Man responded. “But I do admire your dedication to the art of discovery. We need more like you.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” Kinchminch said and bowed again, but not as low as previously.
 
   “Of course, there will be none of you if you do not get me what I want,” the Thin Man said. “So get me what I want, Kinchminch.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Kinchminch said. “I will do that.”
 
   “Excellent,” the Thin Man said and turned to leave. He paused at the door. “Do not hesitate to wake me in the night, if needed. I want to be here the second the retrieval process starts so I can make sure the Keer boy is indeed holding the data I need.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Kinchminch aid. “I will, sir.”
 
   “Good,” the Thin Man said.
 
   He left quickly, his long legs taking him from the interrogation bay and down the hall so fast that a couple of guards walking the hall were startled and began to raise their weapons.
 
   “At ease, gentlemen,” the Thin Man said. “No need to be alarmed.”
 
   They gave him a deferential nod and moved against the wall to let him pass.
 
   The Thin Man retraced his steps from the interrogation wing and back up to the administrative section of the moon base. He almost went straight to his quarters where the delectable Vexia waited for him, but he had one more task to complete. His father had sowed a seed of doubt in his head and he wanted it plucked before he settled in for an evening of rest and relaxation.
 
   “Do you still have a reading on the Drop Team ship?” the Thin Man asked as he walked into the base’s main control room. “Bring up a holo and show me where it is.”
 
   The room was lined with control consoles, holo projections of the Klatu System rotating constantly as techs maintained the base operations while also making sure that the space-dwelling monsters did not get too close. The moon had been chosen specifically because of the monsters’ natural aversion to it, but one could never be too careful when dealing with interstellar nightmares.
 
   A tech cleared his throat and stood as the Thin Man approached him. “I am sorry to report, sir, that we lost sight of the damaged ship about ten minutes ago.”
 
   “Then find it,” the Thin Man ordered.
 
   “We have tried, sir, but there is interference from the Cog’soth Nebula,” the tech said.
 
   “They are tricky,” the Thin Man said.
 
   “Sir?” the tech asked. “If you think they deliberately moved their ship there then I will have to differ with you. With the utmost respect, of course.”
 
   “Of course,” the Thin Man said. “But differ all you want, I believe they knew exactly where they were going. Drop Team Zero is the best of the best.” The Thin Man chuckled and clapped the tech on the shoulder. “For Fleet, that is. We aren’t fettered by rules and laws and regulations, so we can achieve so much more. Keep an eye on that nebula. Send eight gun probes out to inspect the immediate area. Also, send another dozen to each wormhole portal. Not just the off-grid one, but the main one. I have a feeling more company is on the way. When they come through, destroy them.”
 
   “Who, sir?” the tech asked. “Who are we destroying?”
 
   “Anyone,” the Thin Man said. 
 
   “You mean Fleet or Skrang, right, sir?” the tech asked.
 
   “I mean anyone,” the Thin Man said. “If a ship comes through that portal then turn it to dust. Whether it is Fleet or Skrang or Edger or even Syndicate.”
 
   “Syndicate?” the tech gasped. A few heads turned to look at the Thin Man then turned away quickly.
 
   “Yes, even Syndicate,” the Thin Man said. “What we are going to accomplish here will change the way the galaxy is run, for good. I do not believe even my father wants that, but who is he to stop progress?”
 
   The tech gulped, but did not respond.
 
   “Good man,” the Thin Man said and clapped him on the shoulder once more. “Eight gun probes to the nebula, a dozen to each portal, and call me the second anything happens. I’ll be in my quarters elbows deep in a Slinghasp.”
 
   The Thin Man left quickly, a wide smile spreading across his thin face. Even with the horrors he has endured and experienced, he did love his life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Hole sat in the pilot’s seat, stiff and unmoving, her body showing no signs of what was going on in the bridge.
 
   “She creeps me out when she does that,” Wanders said as he crawled out from under the weapons console, more optic cables and wires on the floor around him than actually connected to the console. “I know she’s synthetic, but it’s only when she goes full bot that I realize just how much of an android she is.”
 
   “Doesn’t bug me,” Geist said from his place by the coms console. He didn’t have quite as many cables and wires strewn about him, but it was a close count. “It’s kind of reassuring to know she can get deep into the ship’s systems and fix things. We’d be here until the end of time trying to track down all the core damage.”
 
   “I doubt even that much time would be enough,” Cookie said as he leaned against the bridge wall, staying out of the way. “I am fairly certain you two are doing more damage than good.”
 
   “Yeah? And what are you doing, Cookie? Holding up that wall?” Wanders asked.
 
   “With the damage we took? Yeah, I probably am,” Cookie said.
 
   There was a beep at the bridge door and the three didn’t even hesitate as they put their environmental suit helmets on. Once secured, Cookie banged a fist on the door and it slid open. Motherboard came in, shut the door, and waited until the bridge restored breathable atmosphere before taking her helmet off. The others did the same.
 
   “It’s bad,” Motherboard said without being asked. “Thrusters are totally shot. I don’t think a month in dry dock could put them back together. Gravity engines are still working, but I don’t know for how long. I’d prefer to shut them off and just float since they are a drain on our energy reserves.”
 
   “Which are what?” Cookie asked. He pointed at all the wires. “We’re blind up here, so none of us have any idea how much power, or air, we have left.”
 
   “Scrubbers are working properly,” Motherboard replied. “So we have air for as long as we need. The hull is breached in sections five, seven, and nine. Bulkheads are sealed, so the breaches shouldn’t be a problem. We can maintain atmosphere on the bridge for months without worry.” She nodded at Hole. “What’s her status?”
 
   “She hasn’t said a word since you left to inspect the ship,” Cookie said. 
 
   “She must be deep into the system then,” Motherboard said. “I’ll connect and see if I can get a report from her.”
 
   Motherboard sat down in the co-pilot’s seat and tapped at the console. A thin wire extended up towards her. She removed one of her suit’s gloves then let the wire insert itself into an imperceptible port in her wrist. Motherboard’s eyes closed and her body jerked once then went as rigged as Hole’s.
 
   “And the creep factor has doubled,” Wanders said.
 
   “I can hear you,” Motherboard responded.
 
   “Fo,” Wanders said. “I always forget that.”
 
   “I can hear you as well,” Hole said.
 
   “Dammit!” Wanders exclaimed.
 
   Cookie laughed. “Any news?”
 
   “We are worse off than we thought,” Hole said.
 
   “Not the news I was looking for,” Cookie replied.
 
   “Stop that,” Hole said.
 
   “Stop what?” Cookie asked.
 
   “I was speaking to the lieutenant,” Hole said. “I just spent a good amount of time on that section of code.”
 
   “Sorry,” Motherboard said. “It didn’t look right.”
 
   “It is not right,” Hole said. “But it is as right as it is going to get. Leave everything alone. The Eight-Three-Eight’s system is far from stable.”
 
   “Can we get communications out?” Wanders asked. “Because if we can then maybe my connection can help.”
 
   “Your Edger connection?” Cookie asked. “If we get coms up then we’re calling in the Fleet cavalry, not some separatist yahoos.”
 
   “No, I think Wanders is right,” Motherboard said.
 
   “I am?” Wanders asked.
 
   “He is?” Cookie asked.
 
   “How?” Geist asked.
 
   “Because we need to think outside the Fleet,” Motherboard said. “Sha Morgoal, the Skrang Alliance, Collari Syndicate, Edgers, there are a lot of players. We know where the Fleet stands—”
 
   “Do we?” Hole asked. She unhooked from the console and stretched. “I am not sure the Fleet knows where the Fleet stands.”
 
   “Fair point,” Motherboard said. “Which is why we need a new perspective. As soon as we have coms up, I want Wanders to make contact with his connection.”
 
   “We’ll have to move away from this nebula,” Hole said. “Even if the coms are fixed, we’ll never get a signal out. It’s why we hid here.”
 
   “We hid here because the ship wouldn’t go any farther,” Cookie said and shrugged. “Just saying.”
 
   “You have a lot of opinions for a guy that isn’t helping,” Wanders said.
 
   “Didn’t we just have this argument?” Cookie asked.
 
   “All the damn time,” Geist said. “Can you guys can it and let me concentrate?”
 
   “I can take over,” Hole said and stood up from the pilot’s seat. “I believe I saw where the connection breakdowns are while I was in the system.”
 
   “Can you get it working so we aren’t being listened to?” Motherboard asked. “That is key, Hole.”
 
   “Key hole,” Wanders snickered.
 
   “No,” Hole said. Everyone waited. She sighed. “No to Wanders about the joke. Also, no to you, LT, about the scrambling. I will be lucky if we can hold a stable signal long enough to even have more than five minutes of conversation.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Wanders said. “I can get the point across. We’ll know within a minute if the Edgers can help or not.”
 
   “Then do it,” Motherboard said to Hole.
 
   “Geist?” Hole asked.
 
   “Sorry,” Geist replied and got out of Hole’s way. 
 
   The teammates watched as Hole’s hands blurred across the wires and cables, tucking most back inside the console, but also removing quite a few permanently. It took her several minutes of work, followed by more minutes of checking and double checking, but she finally got the coms console to light up.
 
   Then it went dark and a thin stream of black smoke poofed up from it. 
 
   “Huh,” Hole said as she sat back and watched the smoke rise up to the ceiling. “That shouldn’t have happened.”
 
   “I expect not,” Motherboard said. “How bad is it now?”
 
   “Bad,” Hole said. “I believe it is fried completely.”
 
   “Now what do we do?” Geist asked.
 
   Hole held up a hand. “I believe a solution is coming our way.”
 
   “It is? What?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “We have eight gun probes on a direct course for our position,” Hole said.
 
   “Scanners are crud,” Geist said. “How can you know that?”
 
   Hole pointed at the view screen. “Because I can count.”
 
   They all turned and watched as eight gun probes came streaming out of the gas clouds that made up the nebula.
 
   “Those probes will have full com arrays,” Hole said. “Working com arrays. Individually, they aren’t strong enough to get a trans-space signal out, but if we linked them together then we might be able to get enough power to contact the Edgers.”
 
   “Yeah, one problem,” Cookie said, “those things want to kill us. We’re going to need to blast them to Hell or get blasted ourselves.”
 
   “No blasting,” Motherboard said, pointing a finger at Hole. “You know the models?”
 
   Hole thought for a split-second. “Yes. They are older models. A decade, at least. That is good. I can handle them.”
 
   “There are eight gun probes out there,” Wanders said. “You can’t handle eight gun probes.”
 
   “Looks like we’re going outside,” Cookie said. “Better than being stuck in here, at least.”
 
   “How bad can we hurt those probes without damaging their coms arrays?” Wanders asked.
 
   “It would be best if we don’t hurt them at all,” Hole said. “Disable the guns, but keep the probes intact. We’ll need the power.”
 
   “Yeah, we will,” Wanders said. “We could link them for their thrusters, too. Hook them up to our nav system and maybe use them to get clear of here and back to that off-grid wormhole portal.”
 
   He frowned as he saw the look on Hole’s face.
 
   “What? Bad idea? Is there something I’m missing?” Wanders asked.
 
   “No, that is a great idea,” Hole said. “If I look troubled, it is because I am unsure why I did not think of it. But it does bring up a separate set of problems.”
 
   “We’ll have to be precise when disabling the guns or we can knock out the thrusters,” Motherboard said. “Good thing we have the best sniper in the galaxy onboard.”
 
   “What am I shooting at?” Wanders asked.
 
   Hole tapped at her wrist and a blank holo came up. She began to draw in the air, creating a facsimile of the gun probes rushing at them. 
 
   “They have a weak spot here that doesn’t power the guns down, just makes it so they can only fire in one direction,” Hole said. “If you can hit this spot on each then their guns will lock in place. We turn the probes so they face away from us and they can’t shoot the ship. Coms arrays and thrusters will be useable while the threat is neutralized.”
 
   “Can we take the guns systems over?” Cookie asked. “That would be a good thing.”
 
   “I do not believe so,” Hole said. “Not with this model. But I’ll know more when we link the probes with the Eight-Three-Eight.”
 
   “There is one problem with this plan,” Wanders said. “I can only shoot one probe at a time and only hit the exact spot if that spot is facing me.”
 
   “I said we’re going to have to go outside,” Cookie responded. “Was no one listening?”
 
   “We’ll be the decoys,” Motherboard said. “We suit up and go outside, draw the probes’ fire, and let Wanders do his job. Once they are under control then we get to work ASAP. Coms up first then thrusters. Copy?”
 
   “Copy,” everyone responded.
 
   “Then let’s get to work,” Motherboard said. “Hooah!”
 
   “HOOAH!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Armored suits in place, Drop Team Zero rushed from the ship and took up the positions they had been given as Motherboard had briefed them in the belly airlock. 
 
   Wanders quickly clamped his mag gloves onto the hull of the ship and crawled his way up and around until he had a secure position on top. 
 
   Hole and Geist each headed to the bow of the ship while Cookie and Motherboard moved to the stern, their suits’ mini-thrusters propelling and steering them in their respective directions. 
 
   The eight gun probes came at the Eight-Three-Eight with no sign of stopping. The two-meter diameter orbs of carbon steel and ultra-plastic were locked onto their target and moving in to the ideal range for maximum damage.
 
   “In place,” Wanders said. “I have a shot on the far left probe. I’ll take it down and then move in from there. The second I hit the first one, the others are going to be gunning for me. Literally.”
 
   “We have you covered, Wanders,” Motherboard said. “You just worry about your shots.”
 
   “Roger that, LT,” Wanders said.
 
   A plasma bolt flashed across the dwindling space between the probes and the ship. One of the gun probes took a direct hit underneath the short line of refraction lenses that directed data to its visual cortex. The probe spun about ninety degrees to its left then stopped as a second plasma bolt hit it above the small pair of dual-guns it had extended from its right side. The probe began to fire wildly, but none of its plasma came anywhere near the ship or Wanders.
 
   That could not be said for the other seven probes.
 
   They opened fire and the Eight-Three-Eight’s shields lit up like fireworks. 
 
   “Draw them away!” Motherboard ordered. 
 
   She lifted her KL09 heavy pistol and squeezed off two shots before firing off her suit’s thrusters to avoid the imminent return fire. She managed to get out of the way just in time, almost certain that if she hadn’t been in a suit and the freezing cold of space, she would have felt the plasma singe her skin. 
 
   Plasma filled the space around the Eight-Three-Eight as the teammates tried to get the probes to focus on them instead of on Wanders. Two more probes were taken out, precise bolts from Wanders, freezing their guns in place.
 
   “Son of a gump!” Cookie shouted over the com. “Careful what direction you freeze those guns, Wanders! I just about took a double bolt to the helmet!”
 
   “I’m taking the shots I’m given,” Wanders replied. “You just gotta get out of the way.”
 
   Two more probes went still, making five total, and Hole rushed towards them.
 
   “I’ll wrangle these and get them prepped for integration with the Eight-Three-Eight,” Hole said. “Keep the others off me. Once they see a target try to approach, they will ignore all of you and go for me. They aren’t the brightest things, but they do have enough of a low-level AI to know a threat when they see it.”
 
   No sooner had Hole’s words echoed in everyone’s coms than the three remaining probes adjusted their strategies and turned guns onto her. Wanders blasted one, but the two still active engaged their thrusters and headed right for Hole.
 
   “They aren’t paying attention to us anymore!” Geist exclaimed. “They’re ignoring our pistol fire!”
 
   “I see that,” Motherboard said. “So we change our tactics. Move in for physical restraint.”
 
   “If you move in too close then I lose my shots,” Wanders said. “I’d hate to take one of you out with friendly fire, even Cookie.”
 
   “Hardy har har,” Cookie said. “But I don’t think we’ll need your pew pew rifle anymore, Wanders. Not if we are getting up close and personal.”
 
   Cookie’s thrusters flared bright and he rocketed at the two probes that were converging on Hole. His pistol was out and he steadied his aim with both hands. It didn’t hurt that his targeting display was up on his helmet’s faceplate and the bright red crosshairs turned to bright green as soon as he had the shot. A squeeze of the trigger and one of the two probes froze in place, guns locked and useless.
 
   That left one last probe that was dead set on getting to Hole. It zipped left then right, avoiding the plasma bolts from Cookie. Hole had been right that the AI was low level, but it was high enough to know it had only one chance to take out the android before it reached the other probes. Whether the thing actually understood what Hole’s intentions were or not, it was determined to put a stop to them.
 
   “Motherboard! You are in my way!” Wanders said.
 
   “Hold your fire!” Motherboard announced, her mini-thrusters at full power as she put herself in a race with the last probe to see who would get to Hole first. “Everyone hold your fire!”
 
   “Yes, I would appreciate that, also,” Hole said. She’d reached the first probe and her hands flew over the carbon-steel surface until a small hatch was revealed and popped open. “It’s easier to work if I’m not dodging plasma fire.”
 
   Motherboard angled her body so she came at the probe feet first. Its sensors detected her and adjusted course one second too late as she collided with it. Motherboard engaged her boots’ mag soles as soon as she made contact. She was locked onto the probe and there wasn’t a thing the machine could do about it. 
 
   Except engage all thrusters at once and send itself into a spiraling tailspin away from Zero and the Eight-Three-Eight. Its trajectory was a direct course for the gas nebula. A nebula where a gun probe could survive easily, but even with her armored suit in place, Motherboard had a slim chance of making it through the intense gasses without a full rupture.
 
   “LT!” Geist yelled and shot out after the woman and the probe. “Hold on! I’m coming!”
 
   The two kilometers between the ship and the edge of the nebula shrank away in seconds, but Motherboard didn’t disengage her boots. She crouched down and aimed her pistol at the spot by the dual guns, ready to fire. But the probe came to a sudden halt, its thrusters firing in reverse, trying to shake her free. Motherboard’s plasma bolt went wild and so did her pistol as she was whipped about violently.
 
   Geist was within only a couple meters of both of them when the probe and Motherboard hit the edge of the nebula. The bright orange gasses swallowed them up and only a hint of a shadow of their forms could be seen. Geist aimed for that hint and didn’t let up until he’d pierced the edge of the nebula as well.
 
   Visibility actually became better once inside the nebula, but that didn’t make the situation any better. It was easy to see that Motherboard’s suit was quickly being eaten from the outside by the various deadly gasses that made up the nebula. Hunks of plastic and carbon began to flake off the suit, dissolving into nothing as they floated away.
 
   Geist gunned it. He put all of his reserve energy into his thrusters and said a quick Tcherian prayer just before impact.
 
   “Forget this one!” Geist said. “We have seven already!”
 
   Motherboard turned her head as Geist reached her. She nodded then pointed at her helmet then down at her boots.
 
   “Can you read me, LT?” Geist asked, grabbing the lieutenant by the shoulders. Motherboard nodded. “But you can’t respond?” Motherboard nodded again. “Okay, understood. Just disengage your boots and let’s get out of here. I’ll blast this probe to pieces the second you’re free.”
 
   Motherboard shook her head and pointed at her boots again.
 
   “Fo,” Geist said, getting the message. “Boots won’t disengage?”
 
   Motherboard gave him a thumbs up. Bits of her gloves crumbled off and her eyes went wide.
 
   “Crud, your suit is about to have a serious breach,” Geist said. Motherboard pointed at him and he looked down to see the same problem with his. “Yeah, but I can handle vacuum better than you.” Motherboard rolled her eyes. “Oh, right, we’re in a nebula. Yeah, I can’t handle a nebula. Better than you can, but it’s still going to eat me up.”
 
   Geist thought for one second then just started firing. His pistol blasted the probe’s thrusters to nothing. Sparks and fire erupted from the machine, but were quickly extinguished by the nebula. Motherboard gave Geist a quizzical look then smiled as she saw what he was about to do.
 
   He positioned himself under the probe and engaged his own thrusters, pushing Motherboard, himself, and the dead machine back to the edge of the nebula. They wobbled wildly since the suit was not designed to steer that much bulk with any type of efficiency, but Geist managed to keep them in a semblance of a straight path.
 
   They shot from the nebula and Geist began yelling for assistance. Of course, the time in the nebula rendered his com as useless as Motherboard’s. But words weren’t needed as the others turned to look at them and came racing over to help. The fact that Motherboard’s and Geist’s suits were still disintegrating was message enough that they were in deep crud.
 
   Geist killed his thrusters and let Cookie and Wanders, who had no more targets to shoot, each take a side and grab Motherboard, along with the dead probe. Once they had the lieutenant in hand, Geist fired his thrusters back up and aimed for the Eight-Three-Eight’s belly airlock. 
 
   He shot past Hole as she worked to connect the disabled probes into a manageable group. It wasn’t easy since the guns were still firing, but she was doing a good job of keeping the plasma bolts from hitting either the others or the ship.
 
   Geist reached the belly airlock just as his suit started to bark warnings at him of its impending disintegration. He slammed a hand on the airlock controls and clambered his way inside, getting out of the way so the rest could fit next to him.
 
   Once Cookie, Wanders, Motherboard, and the dead probe, were past the airlock seal, Geist shut the door and cycled the atmosphere. Nothing happened.
 
   “Dammit!” Wanders yelled. “Atmosphere to the ship is centralized in the bridge only!”
 
   “We have to get it back on here now!” Cookie yelled.
 
   Geist popped his helmet off and almost tried to take a breath, but the lack of a green light by the airlock seal told him there was nothing to breathe. The others looked at him like he was crazy, but he shook his head at them. He pointed at his skin then shook his head again and turned to the airlock door leading directly into the ship.
 
   Motherboard was completely limp in Cookie and Wanders’ grips. Geist gave her one quick glance then focused on what he had to do. He manually opened the inner airlock then manually closed it as he moved out into the corridor. He snapped open the control hatch on the wall and began to reroute atmosphere away from the bridge and to the airlock.
 
   There was a banging and Geist saw Cookie giving a thumbs up through the airlock door’s porthole window. He nodded back then spun about and quickly stripped off his suit. He grabbed up a spare from the line of suits on the wall directly across from the airlock and put that on as fast as he possibly could. Once the suit beeped in his ear, he took the sweetest breath of air he’d ever taken in his life.
 
   “I’m heading to the bridge to get atmosphere back in this corridor so you can get her into a new suit before I shut it back down,” Geist said over the com. “How’s LT doing?”
 
   “She’s unconscious, but breathing steady,” Cookie replied. “You’ll want to turn atmosphere on in the med bay, as well.”
 
   “We’ll be draining a lot of energy and resources, but we can’t help it,” Wanders said. “Hole better get those probes working soon. I have a feeling we don’t have much time. Someone’s going to come checking on these probes when they don’t return or report in.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Hole said over the com. “They just reported our deaths to the moon. It’s a garbled message and probably not on the right channel or using the proper codes, but I’m hoping some sleepy tech will chalk it up to the nebula’s interference.”
 
   “Yeah, let’s hope,” Wanders said. “Bust ass, Geist. We need to get LT into a med chamber STAT.”
 
   Geist took off down the corridor and towards the bridge as fast as he could.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   The four BooshGon fighters came roaring out of the wormhole portal at full speed with weapons hot and scanners at full. That last part was all that saved them from instant annihilation.
 
   “Gun probes!” Fighter One shouted. “Engage!”
 
   The gun probes opened fire, the BooshGon fighters opened fire. It was plasma everywhere in the area surrounding the Klatu System’s wormhole portal. Blasts shot this way and that, up and down, left to right, diagonal, in a swirling vortex as fighters and probes dipped and dodged each other.
 
   The probes had the numbers, but the BooshGon pilots had the skills. 
 
   “Split into twos!” Fighter One ordered as his plasma cannons ripped apart two probes. He had to ditch the guns and concentrate on his flight controls, though, to keep the third probe that had come at him from turning his ship into scrap. “Draw them apart then come back together for a whammy!”
 
   “Tight quarters for a whammy!” Fighter Three said. “We ain’t careful and we’ll destroy the wormhole portal. Then how we gonna get home?”
 
   “You aren’t paid to get home, you’re paid to take orders and shoot what, where, and when I tell you to shoot!” Fighter One snapped.
 
   “Copy that,” Fighter Three responded, sending his fighter closer to Fighter Four.
 
   “We do have to make sure the portal stays open so the boss can get through,” Fighter Two said.
 
   “Keep intel like that off the coms!” Fighter One shouted. “There are ears everywhere!”
 
   “Yes, sir, sorry, sir,” Fighter Two replied. Just before being blasted into nothing as two probes came at him from both sides. 
 
   Wreckage filled the space and a huge chunk of fighter slammed into one of the probes, turning it into a brief ball of fire and then an exploding mass of carbon steel. 
 
   “Watch the shrapnel!” Fighter One yelled. “Watch the shrapnel!”
 
   He sent his fighter diving below the dangerous debris field. His cannons ripped into a probe before he was forced to pull up and bank hard right to keep from being blasted himself. Two probes pursued and he launched defensive measures to shake them from his tail. A hundred bright red flares streamed from between his aft thrusters. 
 
   One of the probes broke off and gave chase, its guns firing impotently at what were just sparks and light. The other probe ignored the countermeasures and stayed on Fighter One, surprisingly gaining speed as the larger vessel dipped and dove to try to shake it the old fashioned way.
 
   “Anyone have a bead on this thing?” Fighter One yelled. 
 
   “I’ve got my own problems!” Fighter Four shouted back. “Two on my ass, as well!”
 
   “Let’s take care of those problems for each other!” Fighter One said.
 
   “I hear ya!” Fighter Four replied.
 
   Fighter One sent his ship directly at Fighter Four. The two ships leveled out then increased speed. The probes behind them started closing the distance. Then Fighter One pulled up hard and Fighter Four dove steeply. The pursuing probes didn’t have time to react and collided with each other. More shrapnel was added to the already deadly field of debris. 
 
   A probe shot up at Fighter One, but was quickly sliced and diced to scrap as shrapnel hit it again and again. Fighter One checked his scanners and counted only five probes left. He had no idea how many he’d taken out, but it was inconsequential since the five left were all that mattered.
 
   The probes came together in a tight group and took off after Fighter Four. 
 
   “I can’t shake them!” Fighter Four called out. “Someone cover my ass now!”
 
   Fighter One dove down at Fighter Four, but was too late as the five probes opened fire as one, concentrating their plasma on Fighter Four’s thrusters. The engines went black then critical and the fighter exploded, sending shock waves out in ringed ripples. Fighter One fought against the concussions, pushing the flight stick all the way forward so he did a complete circle upside down.
 
   “I’ve got the foing bastards!” Fighter Three announced and headed for the still clustered probes. His cannons picked off one, two, three of the probes, but the last two broke away from each other and avoided the kill shots that had been sent at them. “Son of a gump!”
 
   “I’ve got the left one!” Fighter One said and gave chase to the fleeing probe. Which didn’t seem right. Probes engage, they don’t flee. “Where’s the second one? Do you have a visual?”
 
   Fighter One got the visual he needed, but not in the way he wanted. The probe came speeding at his cockpit and he didn’t even have time to scream before his ship became one more fireball in the blackness of space.
 
   “Pilot Haskel calling BooshGon Command!” Fighter Three yelled into the com. “Pilot Haskel Calling BooshGon—!”
 
   He never finished his sentence as the last probe came up from beneath, all guns set to auto. The probe fired until the guns clicked empty and the last BooshGon fighter was destroyed. It changed course, ready to return to the Hoonnaann base to reload, but it didn’t make it more than a quarter of a kilometer before it was destroyed.
 
   A Grabal 31 personnel carrier came out of the wormhole portal, fore guns firing. Once the probe was dispatched, it paused briefly then set a direct course for the Hoonnaann base. It was a good-sized ship, able to carry a full platoon of Marines, if needed, as well as two small fighters in its extended side pod bays. 
 
   During the War, the Fleet had used them extensively to deploy Marines into hot zones, relying on the near psychic capabilities of its defensive guns. The AI that ran the guns never engaged an enemy first, but waited until engaged then unleashed a Hell storm of plasma on the unlucky combatant. Even the developers of the AI weren’t sure why it had decided not to be the first to shoot, and why it was so deadly because of that choice. 
 
   The Fleet brass could have cared less as long as the carrier did its job and dropped off the Marines where they were supposed to be dropped off without them dying before touching land.
 
   But the Grabal 31 that came through the portal was not Fleet and did not carry Marines. It was a recommissioned ship purchased by BooshGon Security to deliver its incursion squads where they were hired to be delivered. The AI was still a crack shot, but not quite as accurate once the programming had been shifted to offensive as well as defensive. 
 
   On the bridge of the carrier stood Z Gon, co-head of BooshGon Security. She was a full Jirk, which meant she was a skintaker, a species that rarely had a form of its own, preferring instead to kill and take the skins of its victims, basically becoming that other entity, no matter what race it was. To the naked eye, or even naked scanner, the Jirk would look exactly like the coopted species. Except for the teeth. Only the higher castes of the Jirk race were able to alter their teeth to match the species of whose skin was taken. The lower castes had sharp, nasty-looking teeth that were a dead giveaway. 
 
   Z Gon had perfect teeth. They looked exactly like how the teeth of a Skrang should look. Her business partner, Meeks Boosh, had scoffed at her taking a Skrang’s form, but she loved the irony of it. Being hired by a Fleet Councilman while looking like someone from the Council’s sworn enemy, despite there being a treaty in place.
 
   “A sad loss of equipment,” Z said as she watched the carrier’s pilot navigate through the wreckage of the probes and fighters. “But we had a feeling there would be a surprise waiting for us.”
 
   “Not much of a surprise,” a Leforian said from off to Z’s right. He was seated at a console, but payed zero attention to any of the readings or information streaming past on the holo. “I mean, if you knew there’d be a surprise then it ain’t a surprise, now is it?”
 
   Most Leforians were employed in assistance jobs within the Fleet. Similar to Slinghasps in their genetic need to be of help, Leforians were sometimes called Moms because they fretted and worried over their employers, partners, co-workers. It was behavior incongruent with their size and appearance. They looked like seven-foot-tall beetles mixed with a Great Dane. Many joked around and called them bug dogs.
 
   No one did to the Leforian that sat to Z’s right. Not if they wanted to keep their limbs. Or lips. Or ears.
 
   The Leforian’s carapace was battle-scared and dented, the exoskeleton showing evidence of a life of warfare and violence. He was missing one mandible of four of his quad-jaw and in its place was a shiny hunk of pure carbon steel. His left arms and lower right was gone, and there was no cyber replacement since Leforian biology was not compatible with any type of tech. Scientists had tried, but nothing would work once hooked into a Leforian’s system.
 
   “You hear what I’m saying, Z?” the Leforian asked. “Not really much of a surprise.”
 
   “I heard you, Tnort,” Z replied. “I just didn’t care to answer since you were spouting nothing but useless drivel as you always spout.”
 
   “Good thing I can shoot a Kinter fly out of the ash from a thousand paces,” Tnort said, pulling the pistol form his hip, giving it a quick whirl, then putting it back in less than the blink of an eye.
 
   “Yes, it is good you can do that,” Z said. She stepped closer to the pilot and placed a lizard hand on his shoulder. “ETA?”
 
   “We’ll be in sight of the moon within the hour,” the pilot replied.
 
   “That long?” Tnort asked. “Why so long?”
 
   “Because we’re running a stealth protocol that requires us to maintain an even speed,” Z said. She turned and glared at the Leforian. “Do you ever pay attention at briefings?”
 
   “I paid attention to how many chits will be in my account when we fetch the Keer brat,” Tnort said. “That’s all I really need to know. That’s all you really need to know that I need to know. Knowing more would be useless since I always do the job I’m paid for.”
 
   “Perhaps if you paid attention more, you’d still have all of your mandibles and arms,” Z said.
 
   Tnort shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. It’s up to the Eight Million Gods anyway, so why sweat it?”
 
   “Because I do not subscribe to the superstition of the Eight Million Gods,” Z said. No one on the bridge reacted to her declaration, despite it being the highest of galactic blasphemies. She grinned her acquired lizard grin. “I put my trust in my skills.”
 
   “And chits,” Tnort said. “I am certain you put your trust in chits. That much we have in common.”
 
   “Yes, and chits,” Z responded. 
 
   She sighed and rubbed at her face over and over until the scales were a bright red. It was a reaction Skrang facial scales had to physical stimuli. The action helped the skin integrate better with her Jirk metabolism. Rarely was there an issue with transformation, but Jirks had learned over millennia of existence to not take anything for granted, so the stimulation not only felt good, it kept the skin from rejecting its new host.
 
   “I’m heading down to get the troops ready,” Tnort said as he stood up, towering over Z’s much shorter Skrang stature. “Care to come with? It always gets them fired up when the boss lady makes an appearance.”
 
   “I trust you to have it all well in hand,” Z said. “If just the one.”
 
   “Oh, you are very funny,” Tnort said and laughed. It was a genuine laugh. “It never gets old how you can bring up my lack of ambidexterity. You always find new ways to jest. Good for you, Z, good for you.”
 
   Z couldn’t help but smile at Tnort’s earnestness. He was a stone-cold killer, but he was still Leforian which meant loyal and optimistic almost to a fault. She watched him go then returned her gaze to the wreckage and debris that still filled the carrier’s view screen.
 
   “I want all eyes on the sensors,” Z said. “If there is even a hint that the base has detected us then I want to know that second. Understood?”
 
   The bridge crew all eagerly announced that they understood and Z smiled. She liked the way the Skrang mouth stretched when smiling. From what knowledge she’d assimilated from her chosen victim, a Skrang smile meant pleasure, pain, and also deceitfulness. Z planned on keeping the form for a while and looked forward to time to practice the subtleties between the three smiles. 
 
   But, first, she had to retrieve the Keer boy and return him to his councilman father. However, that was only part of her mission. BooshGon generally didn’t take on two clients at once, but the pay offered was far higher than any job BooshGon had ever received before. She would complete the first job, and deliver the boy, then complete the second job, and kill Councilman Keer’s son right in front of him. Then kill Keer.
 
   It was supposed to be a message from the Collari Syndicate that they did not appreciate being double crossed. They were the criminals, they did the double crossing.
 
   Some might argue that Z would be double crossing Councilman Keer, but she saw it differently. She was paid to deliver the boy alive. He would be when handed over and the job would be done. Then the second job kicked in and the boy died. No double cross, no issues of professional ethics. If Councilman Keer wanted his kid safe then maybe he shouldn’t have gotten in bed with the foing Collari in the first damn place.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   “Coms are up,” Hole said as she approached the med chamber where Motherboard lay. “Does Wanders have the go ahead to call his Edger contact?”
 
   “Yes,” Motherboard said. “How secure is the signal?”
 
   “I’ll be honest and say I do not know,” Hole replied. “I scrambled it as much as I could, but we are not talking about a standard com array here, LT. This is a spit and duct tape job.”
 
   “Not like we have much choice,” Motherboard said. “Tell Wanders to make the call.”
 
   “I will,” Hole said. She tapped at the console on the side of the chamber. “Your flesh is healing perfectly.”
 
   “But my cybernetic tech isn’t,” Motherboard said. “I know. I’ve been reading the med reports myself. I’ve always said I need a specialized med chamber. The Fleet has them, but they cost more than ten Eight-Three-Eights combined.”
 
   “You’d think with the Drop Team division’s budget, they would provide one,” Hole said. 
 
   “Yes, you’d think, but the Fleet works in mysterious ways,” Motherboard said. “Maybe after this op is over, I’ll be able to convince Leguin to give it another go with the requisitions department.”
 
   “You can always try,” Hole said.
 
   “What else is there, Hole?” Motherboard asked. “You could have just called me over the internal coms from the bridge. Those still work and they work well in this med chamber. Why’d you come here in person?”
 
   “You keep saying person when you know I am not one,” Hole stated.
 
   “Your behavior right now proves otherwise,” Motherboard said. “You’re acting like a person one hundred percent. Why? What’s going on?”
 
   “This op is a mess beyond anything I have experienced,” Hole said. “There are too many unknowns, including unknown players. There are too many variables on the board and we have barely managed to escape each variable with our skins intact. My skin may be synthetic, but I do like it in place. Might we consider scrapping this op and returning to Fleet Headquarters?”
 
   “Do what now?” Motherboard exclaimed, visibly shocked at the suggestion. “Call it quits and return with our tails between our legs?”
 
   “Tails still intact, to use your metaphor,” Hole said. “Still intact because we are still alive.”
 
   “What is going on?” Motherboard asked. “Where is this all coming from?”
 
   Hole shifted uncomfortably. It was a strange movement for an android and it made Motherboard sit up on her elbows in the med chamber, which was as far as she could sit up without hitting her head on the plastiglass.
 
   “Mug,” Motherboard said.
 
   “Mug,” Hole said. “She was the best of us and—”
 
   “Is the best of us,” Motherboard interrupted. “Which is why we aren’t running from this. We’re going ahead with the op. As far as I’m concerned, the Keer boy and Sha Morgoal are secondary and tertiary concerns. Mug is our op now. We complete the op and get her home.”
 
   “I do not believe that is possible,” Hole said. “Mug must be dead by now. They’d have no reason to keep her alive. We are going to go in there and find a corpse, or record of her being atomized in their incinerator, and be left with what? Some councilman’s kid and a crime boss? Neither are worth our lives.”
 
   “Well, this is interesting,” Motherboard said. “The cold-hearted android wants to keep her teammates alive.”
 
   “Don’t be cruel,” Hole said.
 
   “I’m not,” Motherboard replied. “It is interesting. Have you voiced any of this with the rest of the Team?”
 
   “No, of course not,” Hole said. 
 
   “Of course not,” Motherboard said. “Because you know they’d disagree with you. Not one of them would entertain the thought that Mug is dead. They will believe she is alive, and rescuable, until they see proof otherwise. Which, I doubt would include records of incineration. Knowing those three on the bridge, they’d insist that if there is no corpse then there is no death.”
 
   “They’d be fools,” Hole said.
 
   “No, they wouldn’t,” Motherboard said. “They’d be who they are. That is what is really going on here, Hole. You are discovering who you are. You may be synthetic, but your feelings aren’t. I know the techs and scientists say that androids can’t fully experience emotions like us living beings, but who the fo are they to say that? It’s up to each individual to decide what they feel. You’ve had the luxury of hiding behind your synthetic self, but that luxury seems to be fading.”
 
   “Maybe,” Hole said and shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s all very confusing.”
 
   “No crud, it’s confusing,” Motherboard laughed and lay back down. “It never stops being confusing. You just have to trust your gut, listen to your heart, and hope your head falls in line. Do you hear me?”
 
   “I hear you,” Hole said. “But it’s easy for you to say. You were born with a heart and guts.”
 
   “So were you,” Motherboard said. “Just from an artificial womb instead of a flesh and blood one. But born is born, synthetic or not.”
 
   Hole stood quiet for several seconds then nodded. She straightened up and tapped on the plastiglass. 
 
   “Don’t try to leave this on your own, LT,” Hole said. “Atmosphere is back off in the ship except for the bridge. There’s no air outside your med chamber.”
 
   “Well, that’s good to know,” Motherboard said. Her eyes fluttered and she struggled to keep them open. “Damn, I’m tired. My body is struggling to provide energy to my cybernetic parts. Feels like I haven’t slept in years.”
 
   “Then close your eyes and sleep,” Hole said. “We can handle the op from here. It’s not as if we are going anywhere soon. The coms are up, but I can’t get the probes’ thrusters to integrate with flight controls. We’re stuck where we have been for hours. Unless the Fleet sends another Drop Team, or Wanders gets us a ride, then we float where we are.”
 
   “Get back to the bridge and make the latter part happen,” Motherboard said. “As much as I distrust Edgers, I’d rather Zero complete the op and not one of the other Teams. We’ll never hear the end of it if that happens.”
 
   “Roger that,” Hole said. “I’ll have Wanders make the call ASAP.”
 
   “Then report back to me,” Motherboard said and yawned. “Once I wake up…from a…short nap…”
 
   She was out like a light and Hole stood there for just a little while longer to watch the lieutenant’s breathing even out. Once satisfied the lieutenant was settled, she turned and left the med bay, making her way quickly through the airless corridors and lifts back up to the bridge.
 
   The hiss of atmosphere returning to the bridge made her synthetic ears pop, but she shook it off and gestured for her three teammates to take off their helmets.
 
   “We’re a go, Wanders,” Hole said, sitting in the pilot’s seat. She swiveled the chair around and pointed at the coms system. “But be careful. Say what you need to say as fast as possible. I don’t know how long this patch will hold.”
 
   “I won’t take long,” Wanders said. “My brother is a Gwreq of few words.”
 
   “Uh, whoa, whoa, whoa,” Cookie said.
 
   “I’m going to second all those whoas,” Geist interrupted.
 
   “Did you say brother?” Cookie asked. “You have a brother in the Edger separatist movement and the Fleet still allows you to be on a Drop Team?”
 
   “I was already on Zero when he joined the separatists,” Wanders said. “Before that, he was just a normal Edger pirate, working the outer systems, picking off freighters and tankers as they shipped supplies to the fringe planets.”
 
   “Oh, just a pirate, well that makes it better,” Cookie scoffed.
 
   “What does it matter?” Hole asked. “Pirate, separatist, same thing. Not Fleet. Wanders? Make the damn call.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Wanders said and moved to the coms console, elbowing Geist out of the way. “Before I do make the call, I just want to say that this is going to be as much of a risk for my brother as it is for us. The Edgers aren’t exactly keen on their people having ties to the Fleet, either.”
 
   “Just make the foing call,” Cookie said. “Right now, I’ll take a ride from an Edger even if the fool happens to be your brother.”
 
   “If he wasn’t my brother?” Wanders asked as he dialed in the channel code.
 
   “Then there wouldn’t be any question,” Cookie said. “It’s the being your brother part that makes him sketchy.”
 
   “Good one,” Geist said.
 
   “Fo you guys,” Wanders said.
 
   They waited for the transmission to go through. It took nearly forever, but a weak holo projection finally came up, shaky and filled with bursts of static, as a huge-looking Gwreq answered.
 
   “What? Who the hell is this?” the Gwreq demanded. “How’d you get this channel code?”
 
   “Hey Grue, it’s Woo,” Wanders said. “Your brother.”
 
   “Yeah, I know who Woo is, you numbnuts stone butt,” Grue said, a huge smile spreading across his stone face. “What the hell ya calling me for? Is Mom okay? It’s Mom, isn’t it. She fall again and chip her hip?”
 
   “No, no, Mom is fine,” Wanders said. “I think. I actually haven’t talked to her in a couple weeks. I’ve been out on an op for a while now.”
 
   “An op?” Grue asked. The smile went away instantly. “You calling me from a Fleet ship? You stupid rocks for brains idiot.”
 
   “Wait!” Wanders shouted as he saw one of his brother’s hands moving to sever the communication. “We need your help, Grue!”
 
   That stopped the other Gwreq.
 
   “My help?” Grue asked.
 
   “And the help of some of your friends,” Wanders said. He looked over his shoulder at Hole. “How much do I tell him?”
 
   “Tell him everything,” Hole said. “Screw it. We don’t have a choice.”
 
   “You sure?” Wanders asked.
 
   “No,” Hole replied honestly. “But, like I said, we have no choice.”
 
   So Wanders told his brother everything. From the op on Monia’Ja, right up to how they were using a forced-together coms array made from gun probes. Grue’s stone jaw dropped open wider and wider until it almost touched his chin.
 
   “That’s a story,” was all Grue said when Wanders was done. “Quite a story.”
 
   “Can you help us?” Wanders asked.
 
   “And you can’t get your Fleet buddies to help, why?” Grue asked, a sly smile on his face. “You ain’t exactly supposed to be where you’re at, are you little brother?”
 
   “Not exactly, no,” Wanders replied. “But we’re in too deep now to give up. And like I said, they have one of ours. Mug is family to us as much as you are family to me.”
 
   “She ain’t blood,” Grue said.
 
   “But we’ve spilled blood with each other, which makes her family,” Wanders said. “You’re Gwreq, you get that.”
 
   “Yeah, I get that,” Grue said. He rubbed his rocky chin. “Give me five and I’ll get back to you.”
 
   “He can’t call us back,” Hole said. “We’ll call him.”
 
   “You hear that?” Wanders asked.
 
   “I heard,” Grue said. “Five.”
 
   Then the communication was over and the holo blinked out.
 
   “We wait,” Wanders said. “We call in five.”
 
   “What are the odds the Edgers will take this opportunity to let us hang?” Cookie asked.
 
   “It’s Wanders’ brother, man,” Geist said. “He wouldn’t let his brother hang.”
 
   “But the other Edgers might,” Cookie said.
 
   “We’ll know in five minutes,” Hole said. “Until then we sit tight and wait. Quietly.”
 
   She gave Cookie a look and he shrugged, but didn’t say anything.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty
 
    
 
   Drop Team Three came out of the off-grid wormhole portal with full stealth engaged in their Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship. Theirs they called the SIS, not Eight-Three-Eight, but it was almost the exact same ship as the one Zero used. With a couple of differences.
 
   The main difference was that the SIS was stock all the way. No modifications, no adjustments to its systems, no changes to its wing structure or hull. In a way that made it a better ship since the stealth tech that was designed to keep it hidden was designed specifically for how it came off the line at the Fleet shipyard.
 
   That was how it avoided being blasted to all hell by the gun probes that waited just outside the wormhole portal.
 
   “Keep us steady,” Lieutenant Tom-Tom Queshor ordered. “No sudden shifts or they might pick up the change in our surroundings.”
 
   “Surprised they didn’t pick up our entry into the system,” Master Sergeant Hogan Brogan said.
 
   “Too much chaos around an off-grid portal like this,” Queshor replied.
 
   Queshor was a Groshnel, a race of eight-armed, boneless creatures that constantly gulped air to stay fully formed and solid. Except Queshor only had five arms, three having been lost at various times over his distinguished career with the Drop Teams. Or two were lost with the Drop Teams. Queshor refused to say how the first limb was severed. It was not a subject he spoke on and it was wise not to broach it in his presence.
 
   Brogan, on the other hand, or tentacle, was a Tcherian. Part of that chameleon race that not only could disguise itself, but could also see independently with both eyes. Except one of his eyes no longer existed, having been taken when his face was splattered by B’clo’no blood, a stray drop burrowing right through the orb and almost into his brain. 
 
   Brogan wore an eye patch that had the image of a middle finger prominently displayed. He didn’t mind it at all if people asked how he lost his eye.
 
   Queshor’s eyes were locked on to the gun probes as the SIS eased past them. It was sloppy placement, how spread out the gun probes were. Too easy for a ship to get by. But then Three was dealing with a criminal syndicate, not a military force. Queshor hoped that the Collari Syndicate was slip-shod in other respects. Three would need all the luck they could get now that intel was coming in that the moon base, or Hoonnaann base, as it was being called by the Syndicate, was not just manned by androids, but by enough Syndicate thugs to give a Marine platoon a run for its chits.
 
   “And we are clear,” Sergeant Lugs Hoops stated from the pilot’s seat. 
 
   Unlike Motherboard and Zero, Queshor always preferred to have another teammate be the pilot on his ship. He knew his skills were not the best at the flight controls. Sergeant Hoops’ skills were.
 
   Hoops was a human, but her skin was a deep, indigo blue. The whites of her eyes stood out in stark contrast as she turned her head to regard the lieutenant. 
 
   “I have set a course for the Hoonnaann base, sir,” Hoops said. “I am maintaining a steady speed so as not to trip any sensors with our thruster wash. We should arrive within ninety minutes if we do not encounter any obstacles.”
 
   “This is Klatu, for fo’s sake,” Sergeant Was’ta Begossian, a fully-limbed Groshnel, said from the weapons console. “There are gonna be obstacles.”
 
   “More than likely,” Queshor replied. “Sergeant Jelly?”
 
   The lieutenant looked over at the android that was plugged directly into the scanners console. Communications, as well as all ship diagnostics, were routed to his cybernetic brain, utilizing his AI mind the best way possible. Jelly’s skin was obviously synthetic and looked slightly melted, hence his name. Most AI androids would have opted for replacement skin, but Jelly liked it when folks crossed the street or moved to the other side of the corridor to avoid him. Even androids get their kicks however they can.
 
   “Yeah, we totally have some obstacles headed our way, sir,” Jelly responded. “I count four, uh, things, on an intercept course. They don’t seem to give a good Eight Million Gods damn about the gun probes, but they are hot to trot for our asses.”
 
   “Bring them up on the view screen,” Queshor ordered. “Let’s see these things.”
 
   Jelly didn’t even twitch, didn’t move a muscle, but the view screen instantly changed from the fore view to the view of the four things approaching from their port side. They were massive and all of the same exact species, or whatever classified those giant nightmares. Winged and tentacled with fanged mouths filled to overflowing. They looked like their bodies were barely capable of supporting so many massive, razor sharp teeth, but they did and those bodies rushed towards the SIS.
 
   “Begossian, I want everything we have at the ready,” Queshor said. 
 
   Most Teams used nicknames, callsigns for each other, but Queshor didn’t approve. He wanted his people to respond to their given names. It was old fashioned, but that was how he liked it. 
 
   “Everything is ready, sir,” Begossian replied. “I have plasma cannons set to rip apart these freaks on your orders. Torpedoes and fusion mines will be deployed as well, but considering how some of the gas nebulas in this system are composed, I advise we stick to plasma unless absolutely necessary.”
 
   “I totally and 100% agree with the Begossian, Lieutenant,” Jelly said. “He ain’t kidding when he says things could go boom if we use fusion mines. That nebula directly behind the things is a ticking gas bomb, if I’ve ever seen one. And, believe you me, I have seen my share of ticking gas bombs.”
 
   “Thank you for your input, Sergeant Jelly,” Queshor sighed. He had to get the one android that insisted on using slang and a free-flowing style of speech instead of the more formal and clipped syntax of his brethren. “Hoops? Can we outrun them?”
 
   “We might be able to,” Hoops responded. “But I’m not sure. I can’t get a solid reading on their propulsion method. It can’t be those wings. Wings need atmosphere.”
 
   “Looks like those don’t,” Brogan said from the co-pilot’s seat with Queshor standing directly behind him. He turned his head and swiveled his good eye to regard the lieutenant. “We run and we risk detection from the base, sir.”
 
   “We don’t run and hooey, those big bastards are gonna chew us up and spit us out!” Jelly exclaimed. “I ain’t alive like all you fine flesh and boners, but my body still don’t like being chewed on or spit out. I say we run for the hills.”
 
   “Realistically, we’re already being detected,” Hoops said. “Anyone looking this direction can see that those monsters aren’t flying towards the gun probes, but towards something else. It won’t take Hoonnaann long before they realize their scanners have a blind spot right where we are. They don’t always have to see us, they just have to realize they can’t see us.”
 
   “Damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” Queshor said. 
 
   “Not quite, sir,” Begossian said. “The gun probes don’t seem to notice the monsters at all. I don’t know if that is because they are programmed to ignore the things that fly around this system or if they actually cannot detect them.”
 
   “Seems unlikely that it is the latter,” Queshor said. “They are hard to miss.”
 
   “But they aren’t like other beings, sir,” Begossian said. “We’ve all heard that about the Klatu System. My instincts say that the gun probes don’t even see them. We can use that to our advantage.”
 
   “How?” Queshor asked.
 
   “We let the monsters get between us and the gun probes, come out of stealth, and have the probes do the dirty work for us while we run like hell to the base,” Begossian said. “We lose the advantage of surprise. But we keep the big things occupied and our ship in one piece.”
 
   “Just to be torn apart by the base’s cannons and missiles,” Jelly said. “Does not compute, yo.”
 
   “Any better ideas?” Begossian asked. Jelly only shrugged. “That’s what I thought.”
 
   “Hoops, how fast can we go and still maintain our stealth status? Can we at least get most of the way to the base before the monsters engage?” Queshor asked.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Hoops replied. “We can cover two thirds of the distance before they catch us.”
 
   “Then do it,” Queshor said. 
 
   “Nope, nope, nope, I am changing my vote,” Jelly said. “Scanners show the things increasing their speed.”
 
   Queshor looked at the images of the nightmares in the view screen.
 
   “I don’t see any change,” Queshor said.
 
   “Oh, well, then I must be wrong,” Jelly said. “Ignore my vastly superior brain matrix and trust only your eyes, sir. My bad.”
 
   Queshor sighed.
 
   “Is that a sigh of maybe you’ll consider that I’m right?” Jelly asked.
 
   “Hoops?” Queshor asked.
 
   “Jelly is right,” Hoops said reluctantly. “They are picking up speed. They’ll close on us in minutes.”
 
   “Begossian, we go with your plan,” Queshor said. “Brogan? Take us out of stealth on Begossian’s mark.”
 
   “I’d rather Jelly call the mark,” Begossian said. “I’m going to concentrate on the weapons in case the gun probes don’t send these nightmares to Hell. Not to mention the fact we’re probably going to be getting some company from the Hoonnaann base the second we reveal ourselves.”
 
   “Fine,” Queshor agreed. “Jelly, you make the call.”
 
   “Aye aye, sir,” Jelly said and gave a short salute. “Sergeant Jelly is on the job.”
 
   “Dear Eight Million Gods,” Queshor muttered. 
 
   The bridge was silent as the teammates waited for their moments. Hoops switched the view screen to include the gun probes as well as the flying nightmares. All eyes were on the intersection of the two. Barely anyone breathed, except for the Groshnels, but that was only to keep their forms.
 
   “Now!” Jelly called out and Brogan didn’t miss a beat.
 
   The SIS dropped out of stealth mode and the gun probes immediately spun about, all guns glowing and ready, their target obvious.
 
   “Aft shields at full!” Queshor shouted. “Hoops, punch it and get us the fo away from here! We are coming into the base hot! This is no longer a covert op, but a full-frontal drop into enemy territory!”
 
   “I love it when the lieutenant talks dirty!” Jelly shouted then pumped a fist in the air. “Woot woot!”
 
   The view screen split and became a view of what was behind and what was ahead. Queshor gripped the back of Brogan’s seat with two of his five tentacles, his body as rigid as a Groshnel’s could get. He looked from one view to the other, back and forth, over and over, as the gun probes began firing and the SIS raced towards the Hoonnaann base.
 
   “Three of the things are turning on the gun probes!” Jelly announced. “Oh, fo! They are getting eaten, man! Like chomped and swallowed by those foing nightmares! Holy crud!”
 
   “Hoops, put everything you have into our thrusters,” Queshor ordered. “I don’t care what defensive measures we are flying into at that base, get us away from these things STAT!”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Hoops replied and pushed the throttle to full. She gripped the flight controls with all her strength as the SIS began to tremble from the exertion despite the dampeners.
 
   “Sir, how are we going to transition from the SIS to the base?” Brogan asked. “They know we’re coming now.”
 
   “Yeah, they do,” Jelly said. “The coms have lit up with base chatter. Those Syndicate boobs aren’t even bothering scrambling their signals. I’ve heard five distinctly different conversations already where they’re placing bets on how far we’ll get before we get eaten like the probes.”
 
   “Just for reference, how far will we actually get?” Begossian asked. 
 
   “We’ll get to the base,” Jelly said. “If the base doesn’t get us first.”
 
   “Bringing us back to my question, Lieutenant,” Brogan said to Queshor. “The transition?”
 
   “We’ll have to space it,” Queshor said. “We suit up and jump. It will be close, but we’re a Drop Team. We can handle it.”
 
   “We’ll lose the SIS,” Jelly said and all trace of humor or sarcasm was gone from his voice. It was android cold and serious. “You sure, sir?”
 
   “I’m sure,” Queshor said. “We’ll obtain a new ship from the base once we have the Keer boy in custody.”
 
   “What about Sha Morgoal and Sergeant Guspo?” Brogan asked.
 
   “If we can get to Sergeant Guspo then we will,” Queshor said. “But she’s a professional and knows that the op comes first. Sha Morgoal’s retrieval is secondary, at best. Barring a rescue, he is to be eliminated with extreme prejudice.”
 
   “Sheezus,” Begossian said. “I didn’t know we were handling wet works on this op. That’s usually something Fleet Intelligence tackles.”
 
   “We eliminate who we are ordered to eliminate,” Queshor said.
 
   “Sha Morgoal must know something that the Fleet doesn’t want others to know,” Jelly said. “Intriguing.”
 
   “Nothing is intriguing about any of this,” Queshor said. “This has turned from a covert snatch and grab into a straight on break and burn. We get in, we get the kid, we try for Guspo, we kill Sha Morgoal if he can’t be rescued, then we get the fo out and back to Fleet Headquarters.”
 
   “You make it sound so easy, sir,” Jelly said. “No wonder you’re in charge.”
 
   “Hoops, what are we looking at?” Queshor asked.
 
   “I have us set for a run past the base,” Hoops said as she stood up. “It’s all auto. We should get suited up and ready for deployment. Whether the nightmares catch us or the base tries to blow us out of space, we won’t be staying on this ship for much longer.”
 
   “Hear that, people?” Queshor bellowed. “Suit up and get ready for drop!”
 
   No one hesitated. They secured their consoles then stood up and hurried from the bridge. Queshor was last to leave, giving a final glance at the two views on the screen. He used his middle tentacle to flip off the nightmares and the Hoonnaann base, which was growing larger by the second. Then he was off the bridge and right behind his Team.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-One
 
    
 
   “Grue? What’s the verdict?” Wanders asked as the image of his brother came up once again on the staticky holo projection. “Can you give us a hand or not?”
 
   “That was longer than five minutes,” Grue said.
 
   “We aren’t exactly working with reliable tech, bro,” Wanders replied. “We’re lucky we were able to call back at all.”
 
   “Which is why we need an answer right now,” Cookie snarled quietly.
 
   “Can it,” Hole ordered and Cookie rolled his eyes, but shut up.
 
   “We can help,” Grue said. “My boss is willing to come lend a hand on one condition.”
 
   “Brother, I cannot speak for the Fleet. You know that,” Wanders said. “We can agree all day long, but we are not in a position to grant wishes.”
 
   “Not a wish, just a promise,” Grue said. “From your Team to mine. Blood to blood, brother. Fleet doesn’t have to be involved at all.”
 
   “We can do that,” Hole said.
 
   “Whoa, hold on,” Geist said. “We haven’t heard what he wants yet.”
 
   “No choice, Geist,” Hole replied. “And he is saying blood to blood, I don’t think Grue here is going to screw over his own brother.”
 
   “No, I’m not,” Grue said. “All my boss asks is that if we ever get in a jam then Drop Team Zero comes and bails our asses out. No long-term commitment, just one favor for another. Then we are even and everything goes back to how it was. The Fleet on one side, the Edgers on the fringe.”
 
   Wanders laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say so many words in a row in my life,” he replied.
 
   “Never had much of a reason to,” Grue said. “Is it a deal?”
 
   “It’s a deal,” Hole said, leaning over Wanders’ shoulder so he was in Grue’s view. “Tell your boss that Master Sergeant Hole of Drop Team Zero says so.”
 
   Grue’s eyes widened. “Hole? You’re the AI android, right?”
 
   “I am,” Hole answered.
 
   “Fo, then I guess you mean it,” Grue said. “Ain’t no AI android going to run a bluff. You all have regulators and governors to keep you from lying.”
 
   “Yes, you are correct,” Hole said. “How soon can you be here?”
 
   “We have your coordinates and we’ll be to you shortly,” Grue said. 
 
   “How soon do you depart from your location?” Hole asked. “We need to know an exact time since ours is very limited.”
 
   Grue was smiling so wide that Hole took a step back. She looked down at Wanders.
 
   “Did I say something?” Hole asked. “What did I say?”
 
   “You’re already on your way, aren’t you?” Wanders asked.
 
   “We left as soon as you hung up last time,” Grue said. “My boss has a grudge with the Collari Syndicate. They foed her on a few deals back in the day when we were just pirates and not separatists. She’d like to even the score.”
 
   “So our promise is just the cherry on top,” Wanders stated. “I should have known.”
 
   “Can you blame us, bro?” Grue asked. “We’d be braindead gumps to pass up an opportunity to have a Drop Team as our ace in the hole if things get dicey down the road.”
 
   “Deal is still good,” Hole said. “ETA?”
 
   “We’re using the off-grid portals all the way,” Grue said. “You can thank the SMC for us even talking right now. We picked up some nice com tech from them a while back. Favors are the new currency. Better than chits.”
 
   “Everything is better than chits,” Cookie said. “Chits are boring.”
 
   “I wouldn’t go that far,” Geist said. 
 
   “Whatever,” Cookie replied.
 
   “ETA?” Hole snapped then sighed. “Sorry. It’s been a rough few days.”
 
   “You’re pretty emotional for an AI,” Grue said and shrugged his four shoulders. “No matter. We’ll be to you in about thirty minutes.”
 
   “What?” Wanders exclaimed. He wasn’t the only one. “How can you manage that?”
 
   “Like I said, we’re using off-grid portals the whole way,” Grue said. “My boss knows routes that the Fleet, or even the Skrang Alliance, hasn’t even come close to discovering. Plus, the Gratuity is a fast ship. Very fast.”
 
   “No crud,” Wanders said. “We’ll be ready. Use the starboard docking port. Our atmosphere is off, so we’ll be coming over suited up.”
 
   “No need for a docking port,” Grue said. The smile widened and it looked like a rocky canyon across his stone face. “We’ll be close enough to contact you on personal coms. Shoot me your suit channels and we’ll let you know when we have arrived. Just get everyone in a central location, including whatever gear you need.”
 
   “Central location?” Hole asked. Then she smiled almost as wide as Grue. The smile made her teammates less than comfortable. It was like watching a B’flo’do suddenly sprout wings and fire off glitter cannons. “You have a moltrans unit, don’t you?”
 
   “You’ll see,” Grue said. He looked off holo and nodded. “Gotta go. We’ll be in touch.”
 
   The projection cut out and Hole took a step back from the coms console. She looked about at the rest of Zero and shook her head.
 
   “We’ve now stepped into territory well outside Fleet regulations,” Hole said. “If anyone is uncomfortable with how we are proceeding, I need to know now.”
 
   “A little late for that order,” Cookie said, “don’t you think?”
 
   “Motherboard has given me command of Zero while she recuperates,” Hole said. “Her cybernetics aren’t repairing like they should. She is going to need a lot of help from Fleet techs. We can’t get her that help if we’re stuck in this foing crud can, hiding from the Syndicate, hiding from the nightmares that roam this system, hiding from every damn thing that comes our way.”
 
   She took a deep breath, which everyone knew was for show, but it still made a psychological impact.
 
   “We are Fleet, yes,” Hole said. “But in the end, like Wanders told his brother, we are family. We have to know we have each other’s backs at all times, even if it goes against Fleet regulations.”
 
   “And basic sanity,” Cookie said, but he had a sly feline grin on his face. “But fo sanity. It is highly overrated. I just have one request, though.”
 
   “What is that?” Hole asked.
 
   “When we get in that base,” Cookie said, flicking his claws from the tips of his fingers, “we get to go in without any restraint. If it isn’t Zero, then it’s dead.”
 
   “Anyone have a problem with Cookie’s request?” Hole asked.
 
   “Fo no!” Wanders shouted, clapping his four stone hands together. “Bashing skulls and breaking bones is what I need to get me out of the mite funk I’ve been in!”
 
   “I’m all for it,” Geist said, but with slightly less gusto. He extended the spikes from his knuckles and held them up. “I can cut and kill as well as Cookie, any day.”
 
   “That a challenge?” Cookie asked.
 
   “A week’s pay,” Geist said.
 
   “Damn!” Wanders said. “Now we are talking!”
 
   “You’re on,” Cookie said. “It’s just chits.”
 
   “It’s just chits,” Geist echoed and nodded.
 
   “Then we are set,” Hole said. “Wanders? You’ll help me get the lieutenant’s med chamber ready. We’re done with the Eight-Three-Eight. I’m ordering that we abandon ship as soon as the Edgers get here. We’ll miss her, but she has served her purpose. Once we’re with the Edgers, we are shipless and it’s all about the Team.”
 
   “Roger that,” Wanders said as he grabbed up his suit’s helmet. 
 
   “Cookie and Geist? You two will be on supplies,” Hole said. “Salvage what we can and we’ll bring it with us to the Edger ship. I doubt they’ll mind the extra provisions. As for weapons, get our kits ready and prep for speed. Keep us light.”
 
   “No rifles?” Wanders asked. “Because I really like my rifle.”
 
   “Bring it to the ship, yes, but not on the op,” Hole said. “Sidearms and hand to hand is how we’ll get through this. If we need something heavier then we’ll improvise and take it from the Syndicate when we get there. I want us stripped down and so fast they won’t know what hit them when we pop up in that base.”
 
   “Pop up?” Geist asked.
 
   “The Edgers have a moltrans, I intend to use it to our advantage,” Hole said. “We’re going to be transported right into the base and then out. All we have to worry about is getting Mug, getting the Keer kid, and getting Sha Morgoal.”
 
   “If the Edgers keep their word,” Cookie said. “What if they bail at the first sign of trouble?”
 
   “They won’t,” Wanders said.
 
   “But what if they do?” Cookie insisted.
 
   “They won’t,” Wanders snapped. 
 
   “You bet your life on that?” Cookie asked. “You bet all of our lives on that?”
 
   “I don’t have to,” Wanders said. “I’m betting my brother’s life on it because if the Edgers double cross us, my mom will skin the rock off of him and leave him bleeding in an empty airlock.”
 
   “Sheezus, Gwreqs don’t fo around,” Geist said.
 
   “No, we don’t,” Wanders replied.
 
   “I don’t either,” Hole said. “You have your assignments and know your jobs. Let’s get to it.”
 
   An alarm rang out and before anyone could move, all eyes turned to the scanners.
 
   “What do we have?” Hole asked. “It must be big and it must be close if our crud system is picking it up.”
 
   Geist stared at the limited information the scanners were giving him. “Fo me, it’s another Drop Team,” he said. “I’m trying to find their code so we can see which one.”
 
   Cookie crossed the bridge and leaned over Geist.
 
   “That’s Three,” Cookie said.
 
   “How can you tell?” Geist asked. “They aren’t giving out a transponder code.”
 
   “Look at the ship,” Cookie said. “You ever seen anything so plain vanilla? That’s the SIS. I did a couple tours with Lieutenant Queshor before being bumped up to Zero. I’d know that boring incursion ship anywhere.”
 
   “This is good,” Hole said. “We now have backup.”
 
   “Not so good, actually,” Geist said and pointed at the readings. “They have some company on their tail.”
 
   “Hole? We can’t let them get eaten,” Wanders said.
 
   “We can’t really help them either,” Cookie said and gestured around the bridge. “Tin can of crud, remember?”
 
   “We stick to our plan,” Hole said. “They were sent because Fleet probably thinks we are either somewhere else, as we were ordered to be, or we are dead, which to Leguin is probably the more likely scenario. Three will give us the cover we need to get to the Syndicate’s base and moltransed in so we can do our jobs.”
 
   “Makes me a little sick not to help another Team,” Wanders said.
 
   “That’s the mites talking,” Cookie said. “Hole is right, we stick to the plan.”
 
   “Yeah, Hole’s right,” Geist said.
 
   “I know, I know,” Wanders said. “It just sucks.”
 
   “No argument there,” Hole said. “Alright, Zero, let’s move our asses!”
 
   Zero moved their asses.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   “We have a Fleet ship heading to the base fast,” a bridge tech stated, her eyes watching the readings from the scanners. “It is being pursued by four of the System’s creatures. Any orders, ma’am?”
 
   “Stay the course,” Z said. “Keep us hidden. Let the Fleet ship draw the base’s fire.”
 
   “And the creatures, ma’am?” a weapons tech asked from his station. “Should I lock on and be prepared to fire?”
 
   “You should always be prepared to fire,” Z said. “But do not lock onto any target without my authorization. Those creatures are still a mystery and we do not know if they can sense a target lock or not.”
 
   The weapons tech laughed then shut up as Z turned her Skrang glare on him. “Sorry, ma’am, my apologies.”
 
   “Accepted,” Z said. “But don’t be so flippant next time. I certainly won’t be so forgiving.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am, of course,” the weapons tech replied.
 
   “Any sign of activity from the Hoonnaann base?” Z asked.
 
   “No, ma’am,” a second bridge tech replied. “They are on full alert, obviously, but they have not deployed any ships or brought weapons to bear on the approaching ship.”
 
   “Give me a full visual,” Z ordered. “I want to see this ship.”
 
   The holo in front of the second bridge tech was projected into the center of the bridge at ten times the size. Z approached it and swiped her hand left and right, checking all the angles the view provided. She pursed her lizard lips and flicked out her tongue in irritation when she saw exactly what ship it was.
 
   “Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship,” she hissed. She liked the feel of the hiss in her lizard throat and did it a couple more times, just for the fun of it. “That’s a Drop Team ship.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the first bridge tech acknowledged. “I am running its identity through the Grid to see if we can get a ping as to which Team it belongs to.”
 
   “No need,” Z said. “It’s Drop Team Three. I’ve had dealings with Lieutenant Queshor before. He’s a hard man and his Team is not one to take for granted.”
 
   “I would think none of the Drop Teams should be taken for granted,” the weapons tech said. 
 
   “You would think correctly,” Z replied. “The Galactic Fleet may be a bureaucratic nightmare half the time, but they are still a military organization, despite their political and civil protestations otherwise since the War Treaty. They bungle the administration of the systems under their protection constantly, but one thing they do not bungle is the training of their Marines and especially the Drop Teams. We tangle with these sons of gumps at our own risk.”
 
   “Should Mr. Tnort be alerted?” the first bridge tech asked. “He is down with our incursion squads right now.”
 
   “No need to tell him,” Z said. “I’ll contact him over the com once we know that the Team will actually become an issue. Right now, they are running for their lives and it does not appear they will win the race to the Hoonnaann base.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the first bridge tech said.
 
   Z studied the Drop Team ship closer and her eyes widened slightly then narrowed quickly as she noticed something. The ship was not alone. Yes, it had four massive monsters on its tail, but it also seemed to have a hitchhiker on its belly. It was almost impossible to see, but Z found her Skrang vision could be switched to multiple spectrums she normally didn’t have access to when just in simple Jirk form.
 
   Not that she was ever in simple Jirk form. For Jirks, that would be the equivalent of walking through the streets stark naked with a sign pointing to their genitalia. A Jirk always took skin. Always.
 
   Z pinched at the holo then spread her fingers wide, zooming in on the Drop Team ship’s hitchhiker.
 
   “Get me an identification on that thing,” Z ordered. She didn’t have to hear a verbal response since the sudden activity from half the techs on the bridge told her she’d have an answer in three, two, one.
 
   “No identification found, ma’am,” a tech said with some hesitancy. The man’s eyes darted from the scanner readings to Z and back. “I am sorry.”
 
   “Will everyone stop apologizing!” Z snapped. “Keep wasting them and then when you really screw up I won’t give a fo.”
 
   The bridge crew quickly acknowledged her, some even had to choke back snap apologies before nodding their understanding.
 
   “No identification, eh?” Z said. 
 
   She zoomed in for an even closer look. The resolution of the holo turned grainy, since the distance of the scan was an issue, but she could see the creature well enough. It was an ugly thing, all warts and ridges with a slimy look to it. But, surprisingly, it had a humanoid form. A head on a neck, a neck on a torso, two arms extending from the torso, as well as two legs below. No tail, which didn’t mean anything, but was just something Z noticed. What she also noticed was that the thing’s hands and feet looked webbed. 
 
   And it was much larger than most humanoid species.
 
   It had to be three meters tall, at least, with shoulders that were two meters across. Its arms were thickly muscled, giving it a top-heavy look. The legs weren’t exactly small, but they were out of proportion to the arms, for sure.
 
   “What are you doing?” Z wondered aloud. A few tech heads turned at her voice, but they returned to their tasks as soon as they saw she was lost in thought. “You are an ugly beast. Not as ugly as those hellish nightmares chasing the ship you are stuck to, but you will not be on the list of species any Jirks decide to take over anytime soon. Not that Skrangs will win beauty pageants. Except on their home planet of Skrang, maybe.”
 
   “Boss lady?” Tnort’s voice called over the com.
 
   Z pressed at her ear and cocked her head, but her eyes still remained on the hitchhiking creature. “What is it, Tnort? Problems with the troops? Don’t tell me they are arguing about who is on what incursion squad again?”
 
   “No, ma’am, I got that sorted out as soon as I stepped down here,” Tnort replied. “By the way, we’ll have to send some death pay to two families, as a result.”
 
   “The price we pay for order,” Z said. “Now, what’s the situation?”
 
   “I was going over the plan and it seems we may have overlooked something,” Tnort said, his tone telling Z instantly that she was not going to like what was overlooked.
 
   “Spit it out, man!” Z snapped. “I don’t need your Leforian reticence right now!”
 
   “Yeah, okay, here it goes,” Tnort said. “The Hoonnaann base has a scrambler shield. It’s fairly basic, but it means we can’t send all squads at once via the moltrans. We’ll have to send them squad by squad which really puts a kink in our show of force strategy. We moltrans the first squad in there and every alarm on that base is going to light up like rednecks firing blasters on Treaty Day. By the time we have the second squad set, there will be Syndicate thugs coming out of the woodwork to gum up our carefully violent plans.”
 
   “How were we not aware of this before?” Z asked.
 
   “Can’t answer that, boss lady,” Tnort said. “My guess is that Gorma Collari isn’t as dense as we thought.”
 
   “It sounds to me like the Thin Man doesn’t trust his own organization,” Z suggested. “He’s not using the scrambler shield to keep forces off the base, he’s using it to keep from being taken off the base by a moltrans unit. The Syndicate uses them all the time for snatch and grabs in their ransom division. Snatch and grabs are hard for a moltrans unit, but put the right people on it and it’s a sure fire way to get your target and get the fo out of there fast. They have some great techs running those units, according to our intel. Almost as good as our techs.”
 
   “So, what do you want me to do?” Tnort asked. “We can compare tech dicks all day long, but in the end we still can only get squads in the base one at a time.”
 
   “Reconfigure the squads then,” Z said. “You put the best of the best in the first squad and go down from there.”
 
   “Gonna make the last squads kind of weak,” Tnort said. “Not just in skill, but in leadership.”
 
   “Don’t worry about leadership,” Z said. She rubbed her hands together and small sparks crackled between her fingers. That was new. “I’ll be down soon. I’m going in with the first squad to make sure we hit as hard as we can and finish this job properly.”
 
   There was no response from Tnort.
 
   “I can almost smell your disapproval through the decks between us, Tnort,” Z said. 
 
   “That Skrang sniffer must be good then,” Tnort said. 
 
   “It is, but I know you,” Z said. “You never like it when I join a job personally.”
 
   “That is the Leforian in me,” Tnort said. “I always worry about your personal safety, boss lady.”
 
   “Well, don’t,” Z replied. “I have been pulling off jobs longer than BooshGon Security has existed. I have experience you don’t even know about.”
 
   “Yes, I am more than confident that you do,” Tnort said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that it would be more advantageous for you to stay on the carrier.”
 
   “I disagree,” Z said. “You know what that means?”
 
   “It means that’s the only disagreement allowed,” Tnort said. He let out a long Leforian sigh. Z smiled at the sound. “Fine. I will reconfigure the squads and save you a place in the first one. Would you like me by your side or with the second squad that comes in?”
 
   “What was my first order about the configuration of the squads?” Z asked.
 
   “Strongest in the lead,” Tnort said. “Then it is going to be an honor to go in and blast the fo out of some Syndicate thugs by your side, boss lady.”
 
   “Damn right it will be,” Z said. “Have my gear ready.”
 
   “It will be,” Tnort said as he cut off his com.
 
   Z kept studying the creature clinging to the underside of Drop Team Three’s ship. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
   Then she smiled as she saw the creature make its move. It was the Skrang smile of pleasure.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Three didn’t need the breach alarms to tell them that something had made it through their shields and was cracking straight through the ship’s hull. They could see it plain as day as they stood in the corridor above the belly airlock door. Not only was something coming, but it wasn’t using any cutting tools and appeared to be punching its way through the floor’s carbon steel itself.
 
   Plasma rifles were at shoulders, fingers were on triggers, and Three was set to blast whatever it was right back out the way it had come.
 
   Then the punching stopped. It just stopped.
 
   “LT?” Jelly asked. “The ship’s schematics tell me it has entered the coolant ducts.” He raised his weapon to the ceiling and started spinning in a slow, cautious circle. “It could be anywhere right now.”
 
   “Yeah, my nose tells me it’s right above us,” Brogan said. “Do you smell that? Eight Million Gods, what is it?”
 
   “Whatever it is, it can survive the vacuum,” Hoops said. “LT? What’s the call?”
 
   “We’re right where we’re supposed to be,” Queshor replied. “We sit tight, keep guns hot, and watch our asses. When Jelly gives us the signal, we pop this airlock and get the fo off the ship. If whatever it is engages before that then we rip it a new one and get the fo off the ship.”
 
   “It already ripped our ship a new one,” Jelly said, his spinning coming to a sudden stop as he aimed his plasma rifle at a spot in the corner of the corridor. “Oh, snap, I think it hears us.”
 
   “There is no way you can know that,” Brogan said. There was a massive thud against the corridor’s wall. The steel buckled slightly. “Doesn’t mean I don’t believe you.”
 
   “We go now,” Queshor ordered. “Jelly? How far off target are we?”
 
   Jelly didn’t even hesitate. “Two kilometers. We leave the ship now and we’ll expend all of our suits’ thrusters just getting to the base. We will also be exposed and have lost the cover of chaos.”
 
   “They can pick us off one by one, LT,” Brogan said. “We could sneak out when they start firing on the ship and probably wouldn’t be noticed. But Jelly is right. If we leave now then we’re either committing suicide or surrendering.”
 
   “If we stay then what?” Hoops asked. 
 
   “Then we kill the thing,” Begossian said. He took a couple steps towards the buckling wall. The stress to the metal grew as more pressure was applied. “Doesn’t look like we have much of a choice. It’s coming in whether we like it or not.”
 
   The metal continued to be warped by the thing that had made it through the hull and into the coolant ducts. Despite the fact that space was beyond freezing cold, the ship needed coolant to keep from overheating and cooking the living beings inside. The amount of raw energy produced to propel a ship through space, to navigate the wormholes, to operate shields and weapons and everything, was more energy than the vast majority of beings in the galaxy could tolerate. So coolant was needed to circulate throughout the ship.
 
   That coolant exploded out at Three as the thing finally ruptured the wall and came at them.
 
   Begossian fired. He was ready, his rifle clutched in his tentacles, one tip on the trigger while another guided his aim. The thing that came at him screeched with such a hideous noise that most of Three had to force themselves to keep from dropping their weapons to cover their ears, even with helmets on.
 
   The thing, a strange humanoid that was forced to stay hunched over as its massive bulk filled the corridor, rushed Begossian and picked the Groshnel up as if he weighed nothing. The thing screeched again, but was joined by Begossian as one of his tentacles was ripped right off.
 
   “Send it to Hell!” Queshor shouted. “Let the Seven Satans sort it out!”
 
   Three opened fire on the creature. 
 
   Its screeches grew louder and louder as it flailed under the onslaught of plasma bolts. Begossian screamed as he flopped to the floor, two tentacles clutching the empty space where one had just been. He grabbed for his rifle, which was just a meter away, and brought it up with two of his other tentacles, jammed it into the guts of the creature, and squeezed the trigger.
 
   The thing’s belly exploded outward, sending vile organs and liquids down onto Begossian. The Groshnel screamed as those liquids began to eat away at his suit. The liquids bubbled and burned their way through layer after layer until they reached his skin. His screams grew louder and louder, his tentacles flopped around, the rifle quickly forgotten, his body jerked and convulsed. 
 
   Then he was done. The life was dissolved right out of him. The liquids had won.
 
   Three stopped firing. Not because their teammate was dead, but because the thing that had killed it, the thing that had housed the vile organs and liquids, was still standing. And more than that, it was healing. Its midsection sutured itself back together. The places on its body where Three’s plasma bolts had hit it, all healed over. The pieces and chunks of bizarre flesh filled back in.
 
   The thing regenerated before Drop Team Three’s eyes. Then it came for them.
 
   “Fall back!” Queshor ordered as he stepped between the thing and his Team. “Get out a different way! Whatever way you can! Just get out!”
 
   He emptied his plasma rifle into the charging creature then made to turn it around and use it as a club, but the weapon was yanked free from his tentacles and thrown aside. The impotent weapon hit the wall with such force that it left a rifle-sized dent in the metal. Queshor never got to see the rifle-sized dent because his head was ripped right from his fleshy body before he could even react to the weapon being torn from his grasp.
 
   The lieutenant’s blood spurted high into the air, coating the ceiling. Queshor’s body was tossed aside, impacting with the wall even harder than his rifle had. The thud and squishy noise it made echoed down the corridor as the rest of Three fled as fast as they could. 
 
   The creature stepped over the two corpses and lumbered its way after them, its huge, round, fish-like eyes focused on their retreating backs. It wasn’t as fast as it had been before taking half an arsenal’s worth of plasma bolts to its body, but it wasn’t slow either. It stomped down the corridor, its webbed feet propelling it faster and faster as its wounds continued to heal.
 
   Hoops reached the corridor’s door first. She smacked the control panel with a gloved hand and the door slid away easily. She raced through, spun about, dropped to a knee, and opened fire as the rest of Three hurried past her. All of her plasma bolts hit their target, but they did little to stop the advancing creature. On it came, its many-teethed mouth wide open, that never-ending screech bellowing from its throat.
 
   “Come on!” Brogan shouted once he was past Hoops. He reached down and smacked her shoulder before he reached out with the butt of his rifle and slammed it against the door’s control panel. The door slid shut, closing just before the creature reached it. “Hoops! Get your ass up and come on!”
 
   Hoops stood and nodded to Brogan as the Tcherian spun about and followed Jelly. But Hoops never got more than a couple of steps before her forward motion was halted by a slimy, webbed hand that had shattered the plastiglass porthole window in the corridor’s door. 
 
   The hand yanked her back by the neck, its fingers wedging themselves in the seam between Hoops’ helmet and suit. The woman shouted for help and threw her rifle aside as she yanked her pistol free from its holster. The grip on her neck tightened and she felt the seam tear and crack. Hoops brought the pistol up and blindly aimed it behind her helmet. She fired three times and the grip slackened considerably.
 
   Hoops pulled herself free and stumbled a few steps down the corridor before she spun about and took aim with the pistol. The creature’s head was right there, its bulging eyes staring at her through the shattered window. She fired. She fired until the pistol powered down and became a useless hunk of metal. Then she threw the hunk of metal at the porthole window.
 
   “Sheezus,” Brogan said, suddenly at her side. “You blew its head right off.”
 
   “Did I?” Hoops asked.
 
   “You didn’t see it?” Brogan asked.
 
   “I was too busy shooting,” Hoops said. “I just aimed and kept firing. I don’t know what I saw.”
 
   “Well, I saw it,” Brogan said. “You shot the crud out of that thing.”
 
   “You think it’s dead?” Hoops asked.
 
   “You want to stick around and find out?” Brogan asked. 
 
   “Not in the foing slightest,” Hoops said. 
 
   “You two! Come on!” Jelly yelled from the door at the other end of the corridor. “We gotta make like a Lipian crotch and split!”
 
   “Sheezus,” Brogan said. “We are going to have to figure out how to reprogram his vocabulary.”
 
   “I heard that,” Jelly said as they got nearer and he hit the controls to the door. It slid open behind him. “You know, I’ve worked hard at my vocabulary over the—”
 
   He didn’t finish. The creature that stood behind him snapped his head from his body without any effort. It threw the android’s head at Brogan and Hoops then rushed them at full speed. 
 
   “No!” Hoops screamed.
 
   “Fo me!” Brogan yelled.
 
   The creature was the same as the first, but much, much, larger. Its shoulders touched the sides of the corridor and it used its arms to propel it as much as it used its legs, reaching out and grabbing fistfuls of metal, moving more like it was climbing than running.
 
   It climbed fast.
 
   The thing collided with Brogan first and the Tcherian crumpled as if he’d been hit by a Fleet cruiser. His body folded in on itself and limbs went in directions they never were meant to go. His one eye popped right from his skull and smacked against the faceplate of his helmet, leaving a bloody smear all the way down.
 
   Hoops tried to flee, tried to get past the creature, but there was nowhere to go. The thing’s bulk took up all the space around her. She tried to back up, but she collided with something solid. Or semi-solid. Hoops turned her head and started to scream as she saw the first creature, most of its head missing, but the rubbery bones and oily flesh quickly knitting together. Yet Hoops never got a chance to scream. The sound was cut short by a webbed hand wedging itself once again between the seam of her helmet and the rest of her suit.
 
   This time it was the front and her throat was crushed, obliterated as the webbed hand pierced the seam and tore into her indigo flesh. Blood spurted from the rupture and the creature opened wide to catch the bright red stream. It drank and drank until the stream became a drizzle and it let Hoops’ body fall to the floor to join Brogan’s crushed corpse.
 
   “Hey there! Uglies!” Jelly’s voice rang out.
 
   The first creature had to shove part of its larger comrade out of the way to see Jelly’s head lying on the floor, coated in synthetic fluid.
 
   “Yes, I called you ugly,” Jelly said, his voice warped and twisted. “You really are ugly, you know that? You know what else? I am so, so, so not pleased with your behavior. You done killed me peeps, yo. Killed ‘em dead in front of me.”
 
   The first creature squeezed past the bigger and rushed to Jelly’s head, picking it up with a hissing snarl.
 
   “Want to hear a joke?” Jelly said as the creature wrapped its webbed palm around the top of Jelly’s head and started to squeeze. “What do you get when you piss off an android that is still connected to his ship’s systems? You get dead. That’s what you get. Now, ain’t that funny?”
 
   Jelly’s head popped and Drop Team Three’s ship, the SIS, exploded in a fiery ball, obliterating the dead and the living on board.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Wanders hurried off the moltrans platform, his stomach rebelling the second he materialized into solid form.
 
   “Ha!” Grue laughed as he stepped forward and patted his brother on the shoulder. “You get used to it, brother! But it is harder on Gwreqs than most other beings. It is the stone nature of our bodies. Refuses to be budged without a fight!”
 
   “Yeah, not so sure about the easier on other beings part,” Geist said as he sat down quickly on the edge of the platform. “Phew, doggy, that feels funky.”
 
   “Phew doggy? You sound like Mug,” Cookie said, yawning as if the experience of the molecular transport was no different than a ride in a jet skiff. He turned and grabbed one end of the med chamber that Hole was busy shifting to the side so it could be leveraged off the platform. “I got this end.”
 
   “Thank you,” Hole said as she and Cookie moved Motherboard’s med chamber off the platform and engaged the hover motors so it floated easily a meter off the floor. “That was not as bad as the first fifty times.”
 
   “First fifty times?” a woman asked as she walked into the moltrans room. She was insanely tall, with ebony hair and deep blue skin that had an iridescent sheen to it. Human, but one of the far-fringe genetic lines. “You’ve had a lot of experience with molecular transport units?”
 
   “I have,” Hole said. “Androids are subjected to much more severe training when joining the Drop Teams. We are expected to handle the more dangerous aspects of missions since we are synthetic and therefore expendable in the Fleet’s eyes.”
 
   “Harsh,” the woman replied. “You should consider joining the Edger movement. We do not hold any life above another. All Edgers are equal.”
 
   “Yet you are in charge,” Hole said to the woman.
 
   “Am I?” the woman replied. “Of this ship, perhaps.”
 
   “This is my boss,” Grue said, pointing at the woman. “Midnight.”
 
   “A pleasure to meet you,” Hole said. “I am Master Sergeant—”
 
   “Master Sergeant Hole,” Midnight interrupted then looked at the others. “That is Sergeant Woo Calli-Fa, of course.”
 
   “Wanders,” Wanders said. “We use our callsigns.”
 
   “Very well, Wanders,” Midnight said. “And this is Sergeant Nox Schturm.”
 
   “Cookie,” Cookie said.
 
   “That name must have an interesting story to it,” Midnight chuckled.
 
   “I like cookies,” Cookie said and shrugged.
 
   “Geist,” Geist said, not waiting for the introduction. “Short for poltergeist because I’m Tcherian and am kind of like a ghost at times.”
 
   “That name makes sense,” Midnight said then looked at the med chamber. “I assume that is Lieutenant Bish Falk? Does she have a callsign as well?”
 
   “Motherboard,” Hole said. “Due to her cybernetic implants and replacement parts.”
 
   “Excellent,” Midnight said.
 
   “How close are we to the base?” Hole asked.
 
   “Close,” Midnight said. “Let’s get your lieutenant set up in our medical bay and then we can go over your plan to infiltrate the Hoonnaann base and extract your comrade.”
 
   “We will also need to extract the Keer boy as well as Sha Morgoal,” Hole said. “But Mug is our primary target at this point. The others are secondary.”
 
   “Sounds like you folks have gone off script,” Midnight said. “I like that. Sure you don’t want to join the Edgers? We live off script.”
 
   “We just want to retrieve Mug,” Hole said. “Then we’ll be on our way.”
 
   “And owe me a favor,” Midnight said.
 
   “Yes, and owe you a favor,” Hole replied. 
 
   “Grue? How about you move the med chamber into our medical bay while I speak with Master Sergeant Hole and her Team,” Midnight said.
 
   Grue nodded and moved to the med chamber. He had no problem moving its bulk around considering he had four arms and was almost literally built like a brick crudhouse. 
 
   “We’ll talk later, bro,” Grue said as he was leaving. “Catch up and stuff.”
 
   “I’ll try to live long enough so that happens,” Wanders said.
 
   “You,” Grue laughed and was gone.
 
   “Here is the deal,” Midnight said as soon as Grue was gone. “We are in stealth and the base cannot pick us up. Except when we transport you over there. During those three seconds, we will be visible and vulnerable. Our defensive shields will be down. I hope you understand the risk we are taking.”
 
   “Completely,” Hole said.
 
   “That means the favor you owe me will be as big as the risk,” Midnight said. “When I call you, I expect you to pick up that call and return the favor. No questions asked, no hesitating.”
 
   “Hole,” Cookie growled. 
 
   Hole held up a hand and Cookie went quiet.
 
   “I understand your terms and I agree,” Hole said.
 
   “Does the rest of your Team?” Midnight asked.
 
   “They do,” Hole said.
 
   “Don’t you think you should ask them?” Midnight responded.
 
   “Do you ask your crew if they are alright with your decisions?” Hole asked.
 
   “To be honest, yes, sometimes I do,” Midnight said. “We’re Edgers. Equality means a lot more to us.”
 
   “But sometimes you do not,” Hole said. “And when you do not, do they fight you or do they agree?”
 
   “They agree,” Midnight replied. “If they know what’s good for them.”
 
   “Then we have an understanding,” Hole said.
 
   “She doesn’t really threaten us,” Geist said. “We just do what she says because she outranks us and Motherboard would have our asses in a sling if we didn’t listen to Hole.”
 
   “Yes, I got the subtext,” Midnight said. She looked past the Team at the gear still piled on the platform. “That is all you are taking?”
 
   “This will be fast,” Hole said. 
 
   “You do know that your friends didn’t even make it to the base, yes?” Midnight asked.
 
   “I’m sorry, what?” Hole asked. 
 
   “I believe it was Drop Team Three,” Midnight said. “Their ship was torn apart by creatures from the system. It exploded just as you were being transported here. They never even got close to the base.”
 
   Zero let that sink in for a couple of seconds. Geist shook his head over and over. Wanders started punching two fists into two palms. Cookie hissed quietly.
 
   “Doesn’t change how we are approaching this op,” Hole said. “You transport us over to the base, we retrieve Mug, try for the Keer boy, try for Sha Morgoal, call you, you transport us back and we get out of this nightmare System.”
 
   “Sounds easy as pie,” Midnight said. “Speaking of, are you hungry? My husband makes a delicious gump meat pie. He’s in the galley right now.”
 
   “No, thank you,” Hole said. “Eating before an op is not always the best idea.”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t want to know what gump meat pie looks like coming back up,” Wanders said and burped.
 
   “We have gump stew,” Midnight said. “It’s from yesterday, but might be easier on the stomach.”
 
   “That is kind,” Hole said. “But we will pass.”
 
   “I thought all Edgers were hard as nails badasses,” Cookie said. “But you’re offering us gump pie and gump stew?”
 
   “I am a hard as nails badass, “Midnight said. “Doesn’t mean I cannot be a good host. Plus, I have had a recent experience that has given me a broader view of how everyone in the galaxy fits together.”
 
   “Good for you,” Hole said. “Now, if you do not mind, I am going to prep my Team and then we’ll be ready for transport once we are in close enough proximity to the base.”
 
   “You want me to leave?” Midnight asked.
 
   “It would be easier for us to focus,” Hole said.
 
   Midnight gave Hole a long look then nodded. “Very well. I’ll leave you to your prep. I’ll be back down to send you over myself. Be ready in about fifteen minutes.”
 
   “That close?” Wanders asked.
 
   “That close,” Midnight said. She nodded to everyone. “By the way, welcome aboard the Gratuity. I hope you are happy with your stay here.” She gave an exaggerated wink then left Zero to themselves.
 
   Hole waited a good minute then turned to address the Team.
 
   “We all understand this is a long shot at best, yes?” she asked.
 
   “At best,” Cookie said. 
 
   “Understood,” Wanders said.
 
   “It always is,” Geist sighed.
 
   “Good,” Hole said. “This is how we play it. Geist, you will be on point. It’s a camo op, so Wanders will carry your kit during transport. I need you to go chameleon the second we set foot on that base. We have no idea what will be waiting for us, so I need you hidden and scouting ahead.”
 
   “What if we encounter resistance the second we touch metal?” Wanders asked. 
 
   “Then we open fire and don’t stop firing until that resistance is cleared,” Hole said.
 
   “Cool,” Wanders said. “I can get behind that.”
 
   “This is fast and dirty, so we won’t have time to cycle through com channels to find one the base can’t lock onto,” Hole said. “We go with the standard op channel and stick to it even if you suspect we’re being listened to. That means minimal communication if we get separated.”
 
   They nodded their understanding and agreement.
 
   “Motherboard knows the base, but she won’t be with us,” Hole said. She tapped at her wrist and a small holo came up. “I did retrieve this from the Eight-Three-Eight’s system, though. It is rudimentary, but good enough so we know which wing is which. The detention wing is here.” She pointed at a red spot that popped up in the holo. “That is our first location. I assume Sha Morgoal and the Keer boy will be there as well, but we do not know for certain. If not then we do not waste time hunting for them. We grab Mug and get out ASAP.”
 
   “What if we don’t find Mug in the detention wing?” Geist asked.
 
   “Then we go find her wherever she is being held,” Hole said.
 
   “Right,” Geist said, nodding.
 
   “We tear that base apart inch by inch until we have Mug in our hands,” Hole said. “Or we die trying. Everyone good with that?”
 
   “Completely,” Cookie replied.
 
   “I don’t have a problem with it,” Wanders said.
 
   “I’m going to die naked and probably looking like a patch of the base’s walls, but hey, you only live once,” Geist said.
 
   “Good,” Hole said. “Then double check your kits and let’s get ready.”
 
   “Hooah!” the rest said.
 
   “Hooah!” Hole responded.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Sparks flew and the lights dimmed as Z, Tnort, and ten BooshGon troops materialized in the Hoonnaann base’s corridor.
 
   “Go!” Z ordered, her plasma rifle up and sweeping back and forth.
 
   Three of the troops rushed ahead to the end of the corridor while the rest followed closely behind. One trooper dropped to a knee and slung his rifle as he worked at the corridor’s door controls. 
 
   It slid open and the BooshGon squad opened fire on the four syndicate thugs that stood in the next corridor, oblivious to the threat that had landed on their base. They were torn apart by plasma bolts before they could even reach for their weapons.
 
   “Send the rest,” Z ordered.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the moltrans tech replied over the com. 
 
   Z moved forward with the squad, but pointed at two of the troops. “You and you, stay here at this junction. Wait for the rest of the squads to arrive. You send half our way and half back that way.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the two troops replied.
 
   “Go,” Z said to Tnort as she turned away from the troops left behind. “We are on the clock and it is small.”
 
   “I’ve never understood that saying of yours,” Tnort said. “It doesn’t matter how big or how small a clock is, time is still the same.”
 
   “That’s why it’s a saying and not a fact.” Z replied. “You think too much.”
 
   “That’s true,” Tnort said.
 
   They hit the next door and it slid open without any work on the controls. Eight Syndicate thugs waited for the squad, guns up and glowing. But even with those guns up, they didn’t stand a chance. The BooshGon squad cut them down with only one injury on their side.
 
   “You good?” Tnort asked the trooper that had taken a bolt to his left shoulder. 
 
   “Only need the one arm,” the trooper replied as he brandished his plasma rifle. 
 
   “Next door we’re more cautious,” Z said. “They know we’re here.”
 
   As if in response to her words, deafening klaxons blared through the corridor. Flashing red lights began to strobe throughout the ceiling, making visibility more than surreal.
 
   “Filters on,” Z said and slapped a visor down from her body armor’s combat helmet. “Watch between the strobes. It’s an old trick, but effective if these thugs know how to use it.”
 
   The squad kept moving. The next door slid open well before they reached it, but they were ready. Five troops dropped to their knees and opened fire while the rest of the squad stood behind them, firing also, creating a head-to-toe wave of plasma death. The Syndicate thugs that came at them were cut to pieces before they got barely a shot off and had moved three steps.
 
   “Go,” Z ordered.
 
   The squad kept moving.
 
   “Second squad in place,” a voice announced over the com.
 
   “Good, keep them coming,” Z said.
 
   The next corridor proved slightly harder as the thugs took cover in the open doorways of side rooms. The squad was dangerously exposed, but they were also considerably better shots. One by one the thugs were taken out and only one squad member was lost.
 
   “Double the death pay to her family,” Z said as she stepped over the trooper’s corpse. “She took out three thugs by herself before falling.”
 
   “Will do, boss lady,” Tnort said.
 
   The next corridor, the next corridor, the next, and the next. The base became a blur, a hurried maze of violence and blood. Z’s squad cut down Syndicate thugs like they were chopping weeds from the wildflower meadows of Planet C. While the squad killed and killed, more BooshGon squads were transported onto the base until a total of ten were deployed, putting the number of BooshGon personnel at over one hundred.
 
   “I want progress reports,” Z ordered. “Every five minutes, I want the status of your squads and the status of the hunt.”
 
   She received crisp, firm acknowledgements between the sounds of plasma rifle fire. Z wondered to herself why the Fleet hadn’t just hired BooshGon towards the end of the War. There wouldn’t have been a need for the Treaty with the Skrang Alliance. Then she remembered the Salvage Merc Corps interference and growled at the thought of the meddling organization and their neutral stance. Neutral made her sick. 
 
   Yes, BooshGon could be hired by anyone, even the Skrangs, but her company was hardly neutral. They had an agenda, clear as day, if the galaxy cared to take a careful study of their operations.
 
   “Where are we?” Tnort asked one of the troopers.
 
   The man brought up a holo on his wrist and spun it slightly then pointed. “We are one level above the interrogation wing,” the trooper said. “Detention wing is straight ahead and up three levels.”
 
   “Which way? Up or down?” Tnort asked Z.
 
   “Down,” Z said.
 
   “But the kid could easily be in the detention wing,” Tnort said. His tone was not argumentative, just suggestive.
 
   “I know, but if I was the Thin Man then I’d be torturing the fo out of the kid to get him to spill everything he knows,” Z said.
 
   “The kid probably doesn’t know what he knows,” Tnort said.
 
   “Doesn’t mean some good old fashioned violent motivation won’t jog some of that data loose,” Z replied. 
 
   “Are we really going to hand the kid over to the councilman?” Tnort asked.
 
   “We are,” Z said, “and we will watch the chits get transferred to the BooshGon accounts. Then we kill the pompous gumphole and take the kid for our own ends.”
 
   “Nice,” Tnort said. “Dastardly, but nice.”
 
   “Dastardly?” Z asked, shaking her head. “Leforians are foed up.”
 
   “But we’re fun to have around,” Tnort said. He sent a stream of plasma bolts at the latest wave of Syndicate thugs. Three thugs dropped, their bodies missing significant portions of their anatomy. “And we are excellent shots.”
 
   “That you are,” Z said. “Push on, squad! We’re moving down a level to the interrogation wing!”
 
   The squad pushed forward, shredding the thugs that came at them, until they reached a lift.
 
   “Not the best idea,” Tnort said.
 
   “You’re right,” Z agreed. “Gut it.”
 
   “Consider it done, boss lady,” Tnort said as the lift doors opened. 
 
   He killed the three thugs that were standing inside, tossed in an ion grenade, reached in to the control panel, set the lift to go up, then ducked back and smiled his Leforian smile as the doors slid closed. He counted down the time in a casual whisper then smiled wider when the distinct thwump of the ion grenade was heard.
 
   “Crack it and toss in lines,” Tnort ordered.
 
   Troops jimmied the lift doors apart, waving their hands at the acrid smoke that came pouring out off the lift shaft, then began securing and throwing in repelling lines. The troops started clipping the lines to their body armor then jumped into the shaft two at a time, leaving Z and Tnort last. More troops arrived from another squad and Tnort waved them into the shaft.
 
   “You’re sure the interrogation wing is where we need to go?” Tnort asked again when the last trooper was in.
 
   “Too late now,” Z said and jumped.
 
   “I guess it is,” Tnort said and followed.
 
   They reached the rest of the squad, who had stopped in place by the lower set of lift doors. Z gave a nod and two troopers levered the lift doors open. Their bodies were shredded instantly and the rest of the squad swung their lines to each side of the doors, taking cover in the small space on either side of the shaft.
 
   “Androids!” Tnort yelled.
 
   “You think?” Z yelled back. “Ion grenades! NOW!”
 
   With one hand gripping their lines and the other grabbing a grenade from their belts, the squad activated and tossed in ion grenade after ion grenade. More than half were blasted apart by the plasma fire coming from the base’s androids, but only half were really needed.
 
   The explosions were deafening and most of the squad ducked their heads low, trying to muffle the excruciating noise. 
 
   Z held up a hand and they waited. More smoke filled the lift shaft, but no one made a sound, all stifling coughs into the crooks of their elbows. Once several silent seconds passed, Z gave the signal to move. The squad swung themselves out of the shaft and into the corridor. Nine were left, including Z and Tnort.
 
   The corridor was a blackened mess of pock marks and shattered androids. Synthetic fluid bubbled everywhere and the squad walked carefully as they moved down the corridor, mindful of each and every step.
 
   “You three move down to the end,” Z ordered. “Cover that doorway. The rest are on me as we take this wing, door by stinking door.”
 
   “Gonna be more androids,” Tnort said. 
 
   “I know,” Z said. “But we’re ready.”
 
   “We have reached the detention wing,” a trooper from one of the other squads called over the com.
 
   “And?” Z asked.
 
   “Just an Urvein and some Slinghasp,” the trooper replied.
 
   “Slinghasp?” Z asked and looked at Tnort. “Open that cell and take him. That has to be Sha Morgoal.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the trooper replied. “And the Urvein?”
 
   “Could be the captured member of Drop Team Zero,” Tnort said. “Might be worth some chits to the Fleet. Maybe sow some good will?”
 
   “I could give a fo about good will, but it wouldn’t hurt,” Z said. “Might make things easier when we get back home, too. Hand off a Drop Team Marine and certain questions may not get asked.” She cleared her throat. The smoke was proving to be quite harsh on her Skrang lungs. “Take the Urvein, but be careful. If it is part of Zero then it won’t go easily. Make sure you present yourself as allies. Say you were hired to come get it and Sha Morgoal.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the trooper replied. “I’ll report as soon as we have the prisoners in our custody.”
 
   “Do that,” Z said then looked at her squad. “This door. Get it the fo open now!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   “Get these cells open!” the squad leader yelled as he pointed at the detention cells that held Sha Morgoal and Mug. “I want these prisoners out and in our custody within the minute!”
 
   Squad troopers rushed to the cell controls and started cutting with laser torches. No need to worry about codes or hacking the panels when a good laser would just sever the circuits. It took less than the ordered minute to get the cells open.
 
   “Name!” the squad leader yelled as he moved in with his plasma rifle up and pointed at Sha Morgoal. “I said name!”
 
   “Sha Morgoal, worm,” Sha Morgoal replied. “And you will do well to change your tone.”
 
   “You would do well to realize that I have your life in my hands, Slinghasp,” the squad leader replied. “So cut the holier than thou attitude and move your ass.”
 
   “You will pay for that disrespect,” Sha Morgoal said. “I have powerful friends.”
 
   “And none of them are here right now,” the squad leader said. He nodded at one of the troopers. “Cuff him.”
 
   “You must be joking!” Sha Morgoal spat. “I will not be cuffed like some low-life thief!”
 
   “If you want us to get you out of this cell then yes, you will,” the squad leader said and nodded at the trooper again. “Cuff the son of a gump!”
 
   The trooper moved in and slapped a set of gravity cuffs around Sha Morgoal’s wrists. Instantly, the Slinghasp’s arms dropped to his waist and he grunted under the weight.
 
   “They are too heavy,” Sha Morgoal said. “Lighten them or I will not be able to keep up.”
 
   “Whatever,” the squad leader replied and nodded at the trooper again.
 
   The trooper adjusted the cuffs and Sha Morgoal sighed with relief. 
 
   “There. A little courtesy was not so hard, was it?” he grumbled.
 
   “Come on,” the squad leader said and grabbed the Slinghasp by the arm, yanking him free of the cell.
 
   “Sir, we have a problem,” a trooper said as he stood in front of Mug’s cell. “This beam is holding the Urvein in place. It’s not part of the cell controls.”
 
   “Then leave it,” the squad leader said.
 
   “But, sir, our orders were to bring the Urvein with us,” the trooper said.
 
   “And we can’t do that, so I am making the call to leave it,” the squad leader barked.
 
   “I am not an it,” Mug said, her voice a threatening rumble that shook the cell walls.
 
   Every eye turned to look at her.
 
   “If you have orders to bring me then there’s probably a good reason,” Mug continued. “The controls to the beam are inside the cell. On the wall to my right.”
 
   The trooper looked at the squad leader and waited.
 
   “Do it,” the squad leader said. “But make it fast!” There was the far-off sound of explosions from deeper in the base. “You hear that? No foing time to waste!”
 
   The trooper hurried into the cell and moved to the wall. He hunted for a seam that would reveal a hidden control panel, but found nothing.
 
   “Sir, there are no controls here,” the trooper said.
 
   “Nope, there ain’t,” Mug said and with a roar that made most of the squad jump back several paces, Mug tore her right arm free of the beam and grabbed the trooper by the neck. That neck snapped and she caught the trooper’s rifle before it could fall to the floor with his body.
 
   “Kill it!” the squad leader yelled.
 
   Those were his last words.
 
   Mug opened fire, her arm with the rifle still outside the beam, sweeping left to right, right to left. She took out the squad leader then the troopers directly behind him. Four troopers were left and they dove for cover, spreading out to either side of the cell door. Sha Morgoal just stood in the space outside the cells, his eyes wide with fear and surprise, and stared at Mug.
 
   “Get down, dumbass,” Mug said and Sha Morgoal dropped to the floor.
 
   It was a struggle for Mug to take aim at the ceiling, but she managed the angle and fired until the rifle powered down. The beam sputtered, sputtered, and died. She jerked forward, her bulk once again under her control. 
 
   Without hesitating, Mug burst from the cell and dove to the left. She rolled right on top of two troopers, pinning them to the floor. Mug wrested free a plasma rifle and fired across the cell’s doorway at the two troopers on that side. One screamed as his chest was obliterated. The other jumped out of the way of the bolts and returned fire.
 
   Mug rolled again, putting one of the troopers between her and the plasma bolts. The trooper screamed then went silent as the friendly fire impacted with his body armor. Smoke sizzled up from the holes in his torso.
 
   Mug didn’t bother returning fire, she just shot through the trooper’s corpse. The body smashed into the firing trooper and sent him tumbling on top of Sha Morgoal. The Slinghasp immediately jerked his hands up and around the man’s head, using the cuffs to choke the life out of the trooper.
 
   There was a muffled shout beneath Mug and she jammed a massive elbow down as hard as she could. The distinct crunch of bone echoed in the space around the cells and the muffled shout turned to silence. Mug pushed up onto her feet and staggered over to Sha Morgoal and the choking trooper.
 
   “Here, let me,” Mug said. She reached down and snapped the trooper’s neck with a pinch of her hairy fingers. “Now, get up. We’re getting off this base.”
 
   Mug lifted the Slinghasp to his feet as if he weighed only as much as a child. Sha Morgoal began to protest, but Mug put a claw to his lips and shook her head.
 
   “No talking,” Mug said.
 
   “But can I at least have these blasted cuffs taken off?” Sha Morgoal asked.
 
   “Are you foing me, mister?” Mug asked. “Have you plum forgotten that it was my Team that captured you in the first place? There is no way I am taking those cuffs off. Now, shut the fo up or I’ll rip your snake tongue from your mouth and cram it up your butt. Got it?”
 
   Sha Morgoal started to respond, but Mug raised an eyebrow and the Slinghasp just nodded.
 
   “Good,” Mug said. “Now, walk.”
 
   Mug shoved Sha Morgoal towards the blasted open doors to that part of the detention wing. He stumbled slightly, but kept his footing and Mug followed closely behind, picking up two plasma rifles on her way past the dead troopers.
 
   Once out in the corridor, Mug looked left then right.
 
   “Fo,” she said. “Which way is the exit? I was out of it when they brought me in.”
 
   Sha Morgoal snorted.
 
   Mug rolled her eyes. “Okay, you can talk,” she said. “Which way?”
 
   Sha Morgoal’s snake lips stayed tightly closed as he looked over his shoulder and smirked up at Mug.
 
   She grabbed him by his wrists and lifted him high into the air so they were eye to eye. Sha Morgoal couldn’t help but cry out from the pain generated in his shoulders.
 
   “That way! That way!” he hissed as he nodded to the right. “Please! Let me down!”
 
   “I like how you say please,” Mug said and dropped the Slinghasp. “To the right? You sure?”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Sha Morgoal gasped. “That way.”
 
   “Okey doke,” Mug said. “You lead. I’ll cover you from behind.”
 
   Sha Morgoal glared, but didn’t argue as he took a deep breath and staggered his way down the corridor to the door at the far end.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   Kinchminch huddled in the corner of the interrogation bay, one of his arms turned at an absurd angle. He had tried to cradle the arm, but received such a vicious kick to the head that his eyes sort of swam in their sockets. So he sat there, watching the Thin Man rage and rage, and hoped he had been forgotten.
 
   He hadn’t.
 
   “You failed me!” the Thin Man roared. It was a thready roar, high and scrappy. Sounded more like heavy rain bubbling up from a drain pipe that had overflowed. “You failed me, Kinchminch! You stupid, stupid Ferg! You are a failure! Nothing but a failure! If you think my father abhors failure, wait until I show you how much it disgusts me!”
 
   Kinchminch literally tried to squeeze himself through the seams in the metal wall plates that his back rested against. He had heard of Fergs being able to escape deadly danger by making themselves incredibly small. Some had been known to slid right under doors. So he tried to escape through the wall.
 
   He failed.
 
   “What the bloody fo are you doing?” the Thin Man shouted as he crossed the space between them in only three strides. He grabbed the Ferg up and shook him over and over. “What are you trying to do? Are you trying to leave this bay? Through the wall? THROUGH THE WALL?”
 
   Kinchminch squeaked and wet himself. His mouth flapped open and closed, open and closed, until the Thin Man squeezed his lips together with narrow, pointy fingers.
 
   “Oh, for fo’s sake, stop that,” the Thin Man said and threw Kinchminch back to the floor. He kicked him hard in the ribs then stomped on one of the Ferg’s hands, crushing it under his boot. Kinchminch cried out and wet himself again. “Disgusting. Utterly disgusting.”
 
   The Thin Man regarded the Ferg for a second then turned and strode back to where the corpse of Dylan Keer was still strapped down. He smacked the boy’s cheek twice then sighed, his entire stick-skinny body deflating. 
 
   “This was it, Kinchminch,” the Thin Man said without turning to address the Ferg directly. “All of my dreams of taking the Syndicate in a new direction, making it an organization that could rival the Galactic Fleet and the Skrang Alliance combined. Not even the Salvage Merc Corps would be able to stand against me.”
 
   He traced a fingertip along the dead boy’s jaw, flicking at the chin once, twice, three times before he withdrew his hand and clasped both of them behind his back.
 
   “All I needed was the data, Kinchminch, just the data,” the Thin Man said. “It held everything. Every bank account, every vault code, every single asset my family has cultivated over centuries of business. That data held names of councilmen, councilwomen, and councilbeings. It held Fleet officers’ names, Skrang officers’ names. It held contacts in the Edger movement and contacts in the press as well as the financial systems throughout the galaxy.”
 
   He sighed heavily and took a step back from the dead boy. The Thin Man shook his head slowly back and forth.
 
   “Are you hearing me, Kinchminch?” the Thin Man asked, finally turning back around to regard the terrified, and brutalized, Ferg. “Do you comprehend anything I am saying?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Kinchminch replied. “I know how important the data is to you.”
 
   “Was, Kinchminch, was,” the Thin Man said.
 
   Kinchminch started to speak, hesitated, started again, but kept his mouth closed.
 
   “What?” the Thin Man asked. “Tell me, Kinchminch. You have something on your mind.”
 
   “It is just that, well, there might still be a way to extract the data,” Kinchminch said.
 
   “Oh, and how could that happen when the vessel holding the data has expired?” the Thin Man asked. “No brainwaves, no way to retrieve the data. I am not as technologically skilled as you, or even half the techs in this base, but I do know a thing or two about cerebral data retention and storage.”
 
   “Of course you do, sir,” Kinchminch said. “It’s just that…”
 
   “Out with it!” the Thin Man shouted. He raised his skinny arms and waved them around. “Do you not hear the klaxons? Do you not realize we have been invaded by an outside force that wants this data as well? Out with it, you worthless piece of crud!”
 
   “I have a theory,” Kinchminch said. “It is only a theory, so I hesitate to even get your hopes up, sir.”
 
   “Get my hopes up? They have been dashed to Hell and back,” the Thin Man said. “They could not even come close to getting up.”
 
   “It is just that, well, I am not sure we are dealing with a cerebral data retention and storage situation,” Kinchminch said. “It could be, and this is just theory so please do not kill me if I am wrong, but it could be that the boy contains a more mundane storage device.”
 
   The Thin Man blinked several times. There were the sounds of far-off explosions and the hint of men and women screaming as they died, but he ignored it all and stared at the Ferg. Kinchminch swallowed hard and tried to smile, but his face was too bruised to allow his cheeks to raise properly.
 
   “Do you need to use the restroom, Kinchminch?” the Thin Man asked in a very, very quiet voice. “Because you like you need to go to the restroom, Kinchminch.”
 
   “No, sir,” Kinchminch said. He coughed and ignored the blood that splattered onto his chest. “I, um, am wondering what you think of my theory?”
 
   “And I am wondering why you let me harm you as I did when you had this tidbit of information still to play,” the Thin Man replied. “Telling me this theory before I broke you might have saved us both a good deal of aggravation.”
 
   “I know, sir, I am sorry, sir,” Kinchminch said. 
 
   “A device,” the Thin Man mused. “Implanted inside the boy?”
 
   “Implanted inside the boy,” Kinchminch said. “As I said to your before, there seemed to be much more data inside him than was possible. It is why I had such trouble extracting it. As you can see by the boy’s death.”
 
   The Thin Man’s lips twitched at the side. Slowly, they raised into a grimace of a smile.
 
   “Would you care to come over here and get to work so you may prove your theory, Kinchminch?” the Thin Man asked. “I would appreciate it if you did.”
 
   “As much as I want to please you, sir, which I so want to do,” Kinchminch said then nodded at his broken limbs, “I am no longer able to perform the delicate surgery needed to remove the storage device, if it is indeed inside the boy, without possibly damaging it.”
 
   “May I be of assistance, Kinchminch?” the Thin Man asked and waggled his skinny fingers at the Ferg. “I am not a surgeon, but I do have a deft touch. Just as Vexia. She knows first, well, hand.”
 
   The Thin Man chuckled for a few seconds then let the sound just peter out.
 
   “I could instruct you, sir, yes,” Kinchminch said. “But may I ask for some help in standing up? I seem to have lost the strength in my legs.”
 
   “Oh, get up,” the Thin Man snapped. “I am not your nurse.”
 
   “Yes, sir, of course,” Kinchminch said and slowly, painfully got to his feet. He hobbled over to the Thin Man, gave a short bow, then moved past to the dead boy. “I will need to scan his corpse.”
 
   “Did you not scan him when he arrived?” the Thin Man asked.
 
   “I did, but I was not looking for an actual physical storage device then,” Kinchminch said and winced as the Thin Man moved directly behind him. “My apologies. I had him scanned for any physical ailments so I would know what his body could handle while I interrogated him.”
 
   “You seemed to have failed on that, Kinchminch,” the Thin Man said.
 
   “Yes, again, my apologies,” Kinchminch said. He nodded his head at a steel wand set on a tray of instruments next to the dead boy. “If you would be so kind, sir?”
 
   “I am nothing if not kind, Kinchminch,” the Thin Man said and picked up the wand.
 
   It glowed slightly as the Thin Man waved it slowly over the boy’s corpse, moving it up and down, back and forth. After a couple of passes, the wand dinged and a holo projected straight out of the tip.
 
   “There!” Kinchminch exclaimed with pure relief. “It is embedded behind the boy’s left orbital socket!”
 
   “Oh, goody, we get to pluck his eyeball out,” the Thin Man said. 
 
   “Uh, yes,” Kinchminch said. “We do. Now, we must be careful when removing the—”
 
   The Thin Man tossed the wand aside and dug his fingers under Dylan’s lifeless eye, he curved them and gave a quick flick. The eyeball tore free and came out with an audible popping and sucking sound. He tossed it aside, leaned over the boy’s head, and squinted into the dark, bloody socket.
 
   “I don’t see it,” the Thin Man said.
 
   “It will be very small, sir,” Kinchminch said. “And very fragile. I will instruct you on how to remove it, but I must ask you use slightly more care than you did with the boy’s eye.”
 
   “I will, I will,” the Thin Man snapped. “Do not chastise me, Kinchminch. You sound like my father. You do not want to sound like my father right now.”
 
   “No, sir, of course not, sir,” Kinchminch said.
 
   There were more explosions, more screams, but the two living occupants of the interrogation bay ignored the sounds as they set about their very delicate task.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   “Sheezus, look at this place,” Geist said as he crept down the corridor, careful not to come in contact with any of the bodies of the Syndicate thugs that were everywhere. He was too high strung to fight his body from taking on aspects of the dead men and women’s obviously useless body armor. “This is nuts.”
 
   “Foing BooshGon,” Hole said.
 
   Cookie and Wanders regarded one of the blasted corpses, its body armor distinctively different than the thugs’.
 
   “Extraction job?” Cookie asked. “You think the councilman hired them?”
 
   “More than likely,” Hole said. “Doesn’t matter. We have our own job.”
 
   Geist moved to the end of the corridor and the rest of Zero waited as the Tcherian worked the door controls. The door slid open and two Syndicate thugs stumbled into the corridor, their heads bloody, their arms draped across each other for support. They saw Zero and froze, their eyes locked onto the Marines that stood halfway down the corridor in front of them, pistols up.
 
   “Don’t do it,” Hole said as one of the thugs twitched a hand to the rifle slung across the other’s back. “You can still walk away from this.”
 
   “That a good idea, Hole?” Cookie asked. “Letting them walk away?”
 
   “They can barely walk,” Wanders said. “We don’t have to kill them. Not that I’m opposed to it. Hole?”
 
   “I’m letting them decide,” Hole said. She took a couple of steps forward. “Your call, boys.”
 
   The twitch thug calmed down and nodded at Hole. He shook his head and started to speak, his face relaxing and taking on a grateful look. Then his face exploded outward followed directly by a plasma bolt. His buddy screamed then met the exact same fate.
 
   “Down!” Hole yelled and flattened herself on the floor, using the many corpses as cover.
 
   She lifted her pistols and opened fire, sending plasma down the corridor, through the door, and into the other corridor. They were wild shots, no aim to them at all, but some of the bolts still hit their marks. Men and women screamed, but those sounds were drowned out by the shouting of the other BooshGon troopers.
 
   “Son of a gump!” Wanders yelled as he took a bolt to his lower right arm. “Ah, come on! That’s my trigger arm!”
 
   “Geist!” Cookie yelled. “Do something! I’m pinned down here!”
 
   Cookie didn’t have anywhere near the corpse cover that Hole and Wanders did. He curled himself into a tight ball, his arms covering his head, as bolt after bolt flew over him.
 
   Geist, completely concealed against the side of the door, reached out and snagged an ion grenade from a dead BooshGon trooper that lay only half a meter away. The second he revealed himself, plasma fire was turned on him, but he was much faster than the men and women of the BooshGon squad. He had the ion grenade activated and tossed into the corridor in a split-second.
 
   “Frag out!” Geist yelled.
 
   The grenade exploded as the squad tried to retreat. Bodies were vaporized instantly and those that only caught the edge of the blast started screaming their lungs out. Some of them literally, as they caught the blow back from the ionic explosion and their lungs exploded out their throats. 
 
   Geist was up and running into the corridor, his knuckle spikes stabbing over and over as he sprinted past the fallen BooshGon troopers. Stabs to temples, to throats, through body armor and into hearts, tearing open bellies, shredding arteries in legs that held arteries. Geist didn’t stop moving until every last trooper was dead or close to it. He stood in the corridor, blood and gore dripping from his spikes, his chest heaving from the excursion. 
 
   “Nice job,” Hole said calmly as she walked into the corridor. She put a bolt between the eyes of a trooper that was weakly struggling to put his intestines back inside his abdomen.
 
   “You didn’t leave any for the rest of us,” Wanders said, following right behind Hole.
 
   “Is it cool?” Cookie called out, still in a tight ball.
 
   “It’s cool, man,” Wanders said. “You can come out now.”
 
   “You’re hurt,” Geist stated as he looked at Wanders’ arm.
 
   “It’s not bad,” Wanders said. “Not like what you did to these poor fools.”
 
   “We keep moving,” Hole said, nodding for Geist to take point again.
 
   Geist obliged, wiping some bloody gunk from his face and flicking it onto the floor. He shivered slightly and most of the gore that coated him shook off and his body once again changed to match the color and texture of the corridor’s walls.
 
   Zero made it through the next two corridors before they came up against a sight they hadn’t expected.
 
   “Mug?” Hole asked.
 
   “Well, crud, there y’all are,” Mug said, shoving Sha Morgoal ahead of her. “About foing time ya got here. Did you know they’ve been keeping me in a stasis beam cell? Ain’t no fun, I can tell y’all that.”
 
   “I would assume it is not,” Hole said. She grabbed Sha Morgoal by the wrists and gave his arms a hard shake. “You. Where is the Keer boy?”
 
   “I do not know,” the Slinghasp hissed. “I have been held captive in the cell next to your bear friend this entire time. They did not ask me a thing and they did not tell me a thing.”
 
   “We were of a secondary concern,” Mug said. “But I do not believe it will be hard to find the boy, if that is our goal.”
 
   “It is,” Hole said.
 
   The base shook as something very big exploded.
 
   “You sure about that, Master Sergeant?” Mug asked. “Because way I see it, this moon ain’t gonna be fit for us much longer. My ears are hearing a lot more than just those explosions.”
 
   “They are? Like what?” Wanders asked.
 
   “We are not alone in this moon,” Mug said. “I believe I understand why this was chosen by the Syndicate. There is a natural defense that they have suppressed, kept in check, but it is now itchin’ to make itself known.”
 
   “I’m not following anything you are saying,” Cookie said. “Can you just tell us what it is, Mug?”
 
   “I don’t rightly know,” Mug said and shrugged. “But there are a lot of them and they are very angry. I can hear their rumblings like whispering mice in the walls. I believe the Collari kept them fed and happy, but all this ruckus is getting them a might stirred up.”
 
   “That’s very poetic, but it does not help us,” Hole said. “Do you know which way to the interrogation wing?”
 
   “Behind me,” Mug said. “We passed the junction a few turns ago. Two levels down by lift.”
 
   “Can’t risk the lift,” Wanders said.
 
   “Then two levels down by some other means,” Mug said. “I might know how.”
 
   “Lead on,” Hole said.
 
   “You take care of this guy,” Mug said as she nodded to Wanders, indicating that Sha Morgoal was now his responsibility.
 
   “No way!” Wanders snapped. “The guy has foing mites!”
 
   “Mites!” Mug exclaimed and rubbed her paws on her chest. “What kind of mites?”
 
   “Volgassian mites,” Cookie said. “They don’t bother me. I’ll take the Slinghasp.”
 
   “Oh, well, then I’m fine as well,” Mug said. “Volgassian mites don’t bother Urveins.”
 
   “Well, they bother Gwreqs,” Wanders snarled. “So keep the snake away from me.”
 
   “I don’t like them too much either,” Geist said. “So stay towards the back, Cookie.”
 
   “Not a problem,” Cookie said. “I’ll let you take the heat when we meet up with more BooshGon bastards.”
 
   “Your teamwork is not very sharp,” Sha Morgoal said.
 
   “Shut the fo up,” Cookie said and slapped him upside the back of the head. “You don’t know a foing thing about our teamwork. Oh, wait, yes you do. We ripped your palace apart because of it.”
 
   “Then you lost me to the Collari,” Sha Morgoal said, a smug look on his face.
 
   “And how’d that work out for them or you?” Cookie asked, his look even smugger as he leaned in and nearly touched his feline nose to the breathing slits in Sha Morgoal’s face. “Looks like we got you again and the Collari Syndicate is having a very bad day.”
 
   “Can it,” Hole said. “We’re moving. Mug, lead the way to your other option.”
 
   “Follow me, friends,” Mug said. “It ain’t gonna be a pretty ride, but it’ll get us where we need to be a lot faster than backtracking to the lift and climbing down an open shaft.”
 
   “Good,” Hole said. “But understand that if we get to the interrogation wing and there’s no Keer kid, we are out of here. We clear, Zero?”
 
   “Loud and,” Wanders said.
 
   “Totally,” Geist replied.
 
   “Not getting an argument from me,” Cookie responded. 
 
   “I say we just leave now,” Sha Morgoal added.
 
   “Shut the fo up,” Cookie said and smacked him again.
 
   “Where are we going?” Geist asked.
 
   “Trash,” Mug said, tapping at her nose. “Trash goes everywhere in this base.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   The doors to the interrogation bay slid open and the BooshGon squad hurried inside, rifles sweeping the bay. Tnort was on point, but he stepped aside for Z to see what was going on.
 
   “Hello, Gorma,” Z said.
 
   “One moment, please, and I’ll be right with you,” the Thin Man said as he held a pair of micro-tweezers steady, most of the instrument buried deep into the dead Keer boy’s eye socket. “This is very delicate, delicate work and I’d appreciate some courtesy as I finish what I am doing.”
 
   “I don’t think that is going to happen,” Z said. She made a show of ratcheting up the power on her plasma rifle. It hummed until it almost whined. “Step away from the boy, Thin Man. I won’t ask again.”
 
   The Thin Man sighed and slumped his shoulders. “That is disappointing.”
 
   “Sir, if you stop what you are doing then we risk losing it all,” Kinchminch said.
 
   “Did you hear that, Z Gon?” the Thin Man asked. “We risk losing it all. You don’t want me to risk losing it all, do you?”
 
   “To be honest? No,” Z replied. “I know what you have there and it would be so very valuable to our company. I can barely imagine what a game changer it would be. There is only one problem.”
 
   “Oh? And what is this one problem?” the Thin Man asked, the micro-tweezers still in motion. “Is it a problem that might be solved with an exorbitant amount of chits? Because if you hold on for just a moment, I will be able to make your wildest dreams come true. At least when it comes to chits. If you have some perverted fantasies then I’m afraid I can’t help you. Not right now. Give me a day and I’ll have my guy call your guy.”
 
   “The problem is that I need that boy alive and it doesn’t look like you are caring too much about his safety and well-being,” Z said. “Let me take him off your hands, return him to his father, carry out the job we’ve been hired to do by your father, and then we can talk about exorbitant amounts of chits.”
 
   The Thin Man paused and glanced over his shoulder. “The job for my father? What job is that?”
 
   “Oh, huh, looks like you aren’t in the loop,” Z said. “I’m sure the elder Collari has a reason for that, so I’m afraid I can’t break his confidence and tell you. Professional ethics. I am sure you understand.”
 
   “I do not,” the Thin Man said. “I’m afraid when it comes to my father, ethics do not apply. Sure, sure, we have a code within the Collari Syndicate, but that’s more about guidelines than actual rules.”
 
   “I do not believe your father sees it that way,” Z said. She took a few more steps, her rifle perfectly straight and still, its scope sending a tiny red dot onto the back of the Thin Man’s head. “Thin Man? Gorma? Step away from the boy before you do him anymore harm.”
 
   Kinchminch snickered.
 
   “Something funny, Ferg?” Z asked.
 
   “Boss lady? I suggest we blow them both away and be done with it,” Tnort said.
 
   “I’d like that, I really would,” Z replied. “But the elder Collari didn’t hire us to kill his son.”
 
   “He also didn’t hire us not to kill his son,” Tnort said. “Slippery slope, I know, but we are short on time.”
 
   “You see the rock and hard place I’m stuck between?” Z asked.
 
   The Thin Man looked back at her again and squinted as the laser dot hit him in the eye. “Ow. Stop that. Z Gon, dear, it looks like you are stuck between ugly right now. Why in the galaxy would you choose a Skrang skin to take? Makes me shudder just thinking about it.”
 
   “Did you just call me dear?” Z asked. Her lizard brow dropped a couple inches and her tongue darted out fast then back in. “You did not just call me dear. You have got some set of skinny balls on you, Thin Man, to call me dear.”
 
   “Ah! There we have it!” the Thin Man said, ignoring Z. He held up the micro-tweezers and squinted at the almost imperceptible thing that was held between their tiny tips. “Everything I could ask for is right here on a just a few hundred nanoparticles. How delightful!”
 
   “What is that? What do you have?” Z asked. She craned her head and looked past him. “Is the boy dead? Sheezus and the Eight Million Gods, Thin Man! Did you kill the kid to get that out of him?”
 
   “What? No,” the Thin Man said. “He was dead long before I ripped out his eye and started digging around in his bloody socket. Right, Kinchminch?”
 
   “That is true,” Kinchminch said. “He was long dead. My fault, unfortunately. I was not cautious enough in my approach to his interrogation session. That and I was mistaken on where the data was being held.”
 
   “Which was?” Z asked, taking a few more steps towards the Thin Man.
 
   “Right here,” the Thin Man said. “Dear.”
 
   The Thin Man opened his mouth and tossed the micro-tweezers into his mouth. He made an exaggerated gulp then opened his mouth wide and waggled his grey tongue.
 
   “All gone,” he said then grabbed Kinchminch up and threw the wounded Ferg at the BooshGon squad.
 
   Z tried to move out of the way, but the Thin Man was much stronger than he looked and the screeching Ferg hit her square in the chest, knocking her to the floor, and knocking her rifle right out of her hands.
 
   “Tnort!” Z yelled as she shoved Kinchminch away and watched the Thin Man sprint across the interrogation bay towards the back wall. “Catch him, but do not blast him! He swallowed the damn data!”
 
   “I’m on it!” Tnort yelled as he took off after the Thin Man. “Come back here, you skinny son of a gump!”
 
   Z started to get to her feet, but she quickly fell back to the floor as Kinchminch clamped his buckteeth down on her ankle.
 
   “Foing Ferg!” she yelled.
 
   She shook him off then lifted her boot and brought it down hard and fast. Kinchminch’s head burst open and his greenish-yellow brains oozed out under her sole.
 
   The Thin Man reached the wall, tapped at his wrist, and a panel slid open. He ducked inside and gave a quick wave before the panel closed behind him, forcing Tnort to come to a sudden stop, his face just inches from colliding with the wall.
 
   “Dammit!” he yelled and pounded a fist on the hidden panel over and over.
 
   Then it slid back open and he took a step back.
 
   “Hello,” Vexia said and aimed her pistol up at a spot dead center on his forehead. “Goodbye.”
 
   Tnort’s head exploded out the back and the Leforian crumpled. Vexia stepped fully from the wall and continued firing the pistol, aiming at anything that moved or fired back at her. She laughed the entire time, her face nothing but pure joy.
 
   When the pistol clicked empty, she tossed it at what was left of the BooshGon squad then turned to step back into the wall. Her body jolted as the plasma bolt ripped her spine in half.
 
   “Oh,” she said as she fell. “No fair.”
 
   Z hurried over to the Slinghasp and put a second bolt right between her eyes. She kicked the corpse with her boot then looked around at what was left of her squad. Her body shook with rage, but she managed to keep it under control enough to point at the Keer boy’s corpse. 
 
   “Grab him,” Z ordered. “We’ve been hired to return the kid, so we’ll return him.”
 
   “But he’s dead,” a trooper said. He quickly changed his mind at the look on Z’s face and gave a quick head nod. “Right, yes, we’ll grab him.”
 
   Three troopers were left and two of them snatched the boy’s corpse while the third took point and led the way out of the interrogation bay. Z kicked Vexia’s body once more then gave a last look at Tnort before she followed her squad out into the corridor. 
 
   She nearly collided with the two troopers that held the corpse and was about to reprimand them when she saw the reason for stopping.
 
   “Z Gon, you will order your people to drop that boy and then you will back away slowly,” Hole said from down the corridor, Mug and Wanders directly behind her with Cookie and Sha Morgoal standing off to the side. “I will not ask a second time.”
 
   “Z Gon?” Z said. “No one by that name here.”
 
   “I can detect your Jirk physiology under that skin,” Hole said.
 
   “Wow, that is some good tech you have inside that brain of yours,” Z said. “I haven’t come across anything that could detect me before.”
 
   Hole lifted her pistol an inch higher.
 
   “Alright. No need to get hostile,” Z said. “Hole, is it? Am I right? Master Sergeant Hole?”
 
   “You know who I am, Z Gon,” Hole said. “Now, order your people to let the boy go and back away.”
 
   “Of course,” Z said. “Squad? Set the boy down and back away. The Fleet Marines are here now to save us all.”
 
   The troopers did as ordered. Once the boy’s corpse was on the floor, they backed away and joined Z in the doorway to the interrogation bay.
 
   “How about all of you just step back inside that room and close the door,” Hole said. “You count to eight million and then you can come out.”
 
   “Hole, we need to hurry,” Mug whispered. Or tried. It came out as a deep rumble. “They’re getting closer.”
 
   “They? What they?” Z asked.
 
   “Not your concern,” Hole said. “Wanders? Mug? Please fetch the kid, will you?”
 
   “Just a word of warning,” Z said. “The boy is dead.”
 
   “I can see that,” Hole said.
 
   “I can smell it,” Mug said. 
 
   “I’m not surprised,” Wanders added. 
 
   “For the record, I did not kill him,” Z said. “The Thin Man did. He also has the data, if that is what you were really looking for.”
 
   Hole hesitated then nodded to Wanders and Mug. “Get the boy’s body. His father will want to handle his remains,” Hole said.
 
   “How very sentimental for an android,” Z said. “That a new emotion packet you had inserted into your personality matrix?”
 
   “Shut up, Jirk,” Hole said.
 
   “Tsk tsk,” Z said. “Not very nice.”
 
   She coughed and the three troopers instantly brought their rifles up. Two of them never got them to their shoulders as their throats were ripped open and their arterial spray blinded the third trooper. He fired off a bolt and Geist shouted then appeared by the wall, his camouflage melting away as he gripped his thigh. Blood poured from the bolt wound.
 
   “A Tcherian,” Z said, but she didn’t even attempt to raise her rifle. “Well played.”
 
   “Weapon down,” Hole said.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Z said and cocked her head. “How about all of you put your weapons down and then hand over Sha Morgoal? I’ve had a bad day and he’ll at least be something of a win.”
 
   “Is she foing kidding?” Wanders asked.
 
   “I am not,” Z said as the doors at the either end of the corridor slid open and two BooshGon squads came rushing in, rifles up and aimed at Zero. “I am sure you can guess why.”
 
   “Ah, crud,” Wanders said.
 
   “Mug, a little heads up would have been nice,” Cookie said. “Those ears of yours stop working or something?”
 
   “No, they are working just fine,” Mug said. “But they’re listening to something else entirely. Hole? We need to leave right quick. Let the BooshGon folks keep the boy’s body. Hell, let them keep Sha Morgoal. We just need to go.”
 
   Z eyed the Urvein closely.
 
   “What’s got you so spooked, bear?” Z asked.
 
   “Nothing you need to know,” Mug said.
 
   “Well, I would like you to tell me since I have no intention of letting you go,” Z said.
 
   “How about I show you instead?” Mug said and slammed a paw into the floor, tearing up the metal. She jumped back and grabbed at Wanders and Hole. “Go!”
 
   “Geist, come on!” Cookie yelled as things began to crawl up out of the broken floor.
 
   They were small, winged, and had more teeth than body. 
 
   Cookie saw Geist struggling with his wounded leg and shoved Sha Morgoal forward into the things.
 
   “Here, you take him!” Cookie yelled as he rushed past and grabbed Geist under the shoulders, dragging him the opposite direction that the rest of Zero was going. “We’ll catch up! Don’t worry!”
 
   The BooshGon squads opened fire and Cookie shoved Geist to the floor as the winged things swarmed and took off directly into the plasma bolts. They seemed to eat up the energy, absorbing the bolts with relish. And they grew. With each new bolt, they doubled in size.
 
   “Stop!” Z yelled, seeing what was happening. “Stop firing!”
 
   She looked around and saw one part of Drop Team Zero go one way and the other part crawling on the floor the other way. She lifted her rifle, realized the futility of it, and slung it back over her shoulder. 
 
   She retreated into the interrogation bay and slammed the controls as hard as she could, shutting the doors behind her. There were the sounds of plasma bolt after plasma bolt, but the sounds lessened considerably until they petered off into one every couple of seconds.
 
   Then they stopped all together.
 
   Z tapped at her com and called her carrier.
 
   “I need immediate extraction!” Z shouted into the com. “Lock onto my signal and get me the fo out of here!”
 
   She heard a garbled reply and waited for the feeling of the moltrans unit to take her over. But instead, she felt a thousand sharp teeth gnaw at the backs of her legs and arms. She whirled around and was horrified to see thousands and thousands of the winged things coming out of the wall. Straight from the hidden panel that the Thin Man had used to make his escape.
 
   She opened her mouth to scream and a hundred things swooped down her throat. Choking her to death as they began to chew their way back out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Forty
 
    
 
   Hole, Wanders, and Mug raced through corridor after corridor, but the things were everywhere.
 
   “Can we use the refuse chutes again?” Wanders yelled. “Climb up them instead of slide down them?”
 
   “Won’t matter!” Mug replied. “They’re every-damn-where! In the walls, in the floors, in the ceiling! They gotta be in the chutes by now!”
 
   “Just keep running!” Hole ordered. She tapped at her com and prayed that Midnight was listening. “This is Master Sergeant Hole! We need immediate—!”
 
   “—extraction!” Hole finished as she tumbled from the moltrans platform, her feet still running forward. She slammed into the floor and wasn’t alone. Mug and Wanders were right next to her.
 
   “Looks like you got yourself an ouchy, Woo,” Grue said from just a couple meters away. “You gonna live?”
 
   “I’m gonna live,” Wanders said as he rolled over onto his back.
 
   “We need to get Cookie and Geist!” Hole exclaimed as she pushed back up to her feet.
 
   “Not a worry,” Midnight said from the moltrans console. “They’re right there.”
 
   “Hey,” Cookie said from a spot on the floor by the platform.
 
   “Ow,” Geist said from next to Cookie.
 
   “Let’s get you to the medical bay,” Midnight said. “You too, Wanders.”
 
   “I’m fine, really,” Wanders replied.
 
   “Go,” Hole ordered. 
 
   “I see you got your man,” Midnight said, nodding to Mug.
 
   “Woman,” Mug replied. “I’m all lady bear under this uniform.”
 
   “My mistake,” Midnight said. 
 
   Alarms rang out and Midnight frowned then tapped at her ear.
 
   “Report,” she ordered. She listened for a second and her eyes went wide. “There are what coming out of the base?”
 
   “Great,” Cookie said, “more things that can handle the vacuum. Doesn’t anything die in open space in this foing system?”
 
   “You know what’s coming at us?” Midnight asked.
 
   “We have an idea,” Hole said.
 
   She got up and walked over to Geist as Grue helped his brother up. Hole knelt and lifted the Tcherian carefully then looked at Midnight. 
 
   “Where’s the medical bay?” Hole asked.
 
   “Grue, show them,” Midnight said, already running from the moltrans room. “I have to get to the bridge and fly this thing as fast as possible to the closest wormhole portal.”
 
   “I’d advise using the legitimate one,” Hole called after her, but the woman was already long gone.
 
   “She will,” Grue said. “No need to hide when we have Drop Team Zero onboard.”
 
   “Your deal is with us, not the Fleet, so I wouldn’t push your luck,” Hole said then sighed. “But I doubt we’ll get blasted out of space once I’m able to call in.”
 
   “You can use the com in the medical bay,” Grue said.
 
   “I can walk by myself,” Wanders said, yanking away from his brother. “I just fought like a ton of BooshGon troopers.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say a ton,” Cookie said, following behind them all as they made their way down a corridor and into a lift. “I wouldn’t even say half a ton.”
 
   “Geist? How are you doing?” Hole asked, looking down at the Tcherian cradled in her arms.
 
   “I’m feeling a little foolish,” Geist said. “Could you not carry me like a baby?”
 
   “You would prefer I throw you over my shoulder?” Hole asked. “I have done the calculations and there is no dignified way to be carried by me.”
 
   “Fine,” Geist said. “Just watch my head when you get off the lift. You came close to knocking me silly when you got on.”
 
   The lift came to a stop and they exited directly into the medical bay. Across the bay was the Eight-Three-Eight’s med chamber with the top popped open and Motherboard sitting upright while an Edger tech worked on the cybernetic matrix in her face.
 
   “I count all members of Zero present,” Motherboard said. “That’s a good sight to see. Mug, I’m glad you are well.”
 
   “I am too,” Mug said. 
 
   The ship jolted and everyone stumbled slightly.
 
   “Care to fill me in?” Motherboard asked. “I’m not seeing the Keer boy or Sha Morgoal, so something didn’t go right.”
 
   “A lot didn’t go right,” Hole said as she set Geist down on an exam table.
 
   “But you got Mug back,” Motherboard said. “That’s what matters. Never leave a bear behind.”
 
   The ship jolted again.
 
   “Okay, out with it,” Motherboard said. “Full report.”
 
   Hole nodded and started in, describing everything that happened from when the Edgers dropped them off at the Hoonnaann base to when they were just rescued. Motherboard listened intently, never interrupting or asking questions. When Hole was done, Motherboard sighed. She looked like she was going to nod her head, but the Edger tech tsked at her and she kept still.
 
   “So, no sign of Gorma Collari?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “No sign,” Hole said.
 
   “Well, he wasn’t our problem to begin with,” Motherboard said. “I just have to wonder if he has the data now.”
 
   “No way to know,” Hole said. “I didn’t get a chance to ask Z Gon any questions. The boy was dead when we got there and we lost Sha Morgoal in the chaos when those things came up out of the floor.”
 
   “Quick thinking, Mug,” Motherboard said.
 
   “Thank ya kindly,” Mug said.
 
   “I bet the noise of those buggers was about to drive you mad,” Motherboard said.
 
   “You have no idea,” Mug said.
 
   “I don’t get why you could hear them and I couldn’t?” Cookie asked.
 
   “Or I,” Hole added. “My ears are more finely tuned than yours.”
 
   “You didn’t know what to listen for,” Mug said. “You saw those things. Even Motherboard called them buggers. I think that’s what they were, some type of insect race that lived inside that moon. Insects are a staple of the Urvein diet. I heard them as soon as they started moving about.”
 
   “Oh, sorry I asked,” Cookie said.
 
   The ship jolted once more then Midnight’s voice came over the ship wide speakers.
 
   “Okay, folks, this is not good,” Midnight said. “We have got a three kilometer wide swarm of crazy Klatu bugs chasing our ass. I spotted two of the big nightmare monsters and as soon as they saw what was after us, they turned and blinked out of sight.”
 
   She took a deep breath and continued. “I don’t think we can outrun the swarm. This means we are going to need to do a maneuver I am not very fond of doing if we are going to make it to the wormhole portal in one piece.”
 
   “Oh no,” Grue said. “We should strap in.”
 
   “You should all strap in,” Midnight said. “Put your heads between your knees and pray to the Eight Million Gods!”
 
   “I think that position is for kissing our asses goodbye,” Cookie said as he hurried to the closest wall and popped open an emergency jump seat.
 
   Everyone else did the same except for Motherboard, who just lay back down in her med chamber and closed the lid. The Edger tech strapped the chamber to the wall then strapped himself into a jump seat.
 
   “You care to tell us what your captain is about to do?” Wanders asked his brother.
 
   “Hedge spin,” Grue said. “If you throw up, that’s fine. Everyone does their first time.”
 
   “Hedge spin?” Geist asked from where he was strapped tightly to the exam table which was in turn strapped tightly to the wall. “I’ve never heard of that.”
 
   “It’s when you initiate a diving spin while engaging the lightspeed thrusters,” Hole said. “By itself, it is not an exceedingly dangerous maneuver. But she’s going to do it as we hit the wormhole portal, isn’t she?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s kind of her signature thing,” Grue said. “That’s why she’s flying, not the co-pilot.”
 
   “Wait, if you hit lightspeed when you enter a wormhole portal, don’t you risk tearing open space and time?” Wanders asked.
 
   “Not at all,” Hole scoffed. “That’s a myth to keep hotshot pilots from trying it. What you do risk is tearing your atoms apart and instantaneous disintegration.”
 
   “Oh, well, that’s better,” Wanders said.
 
   “Don’t sweat it, bro,” Grue said. “She’s done this like a hundred and fifty times. I’ve still got all of my atoms together.”
 
   “Three! Two! One!” Midnight called over the speakers.
 
   The medical bay seemed to stretch then snap back in place. Wanders threw up immediately.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Forty-One
 
    
 
   The apartment was dark, as it should have been at three o’clock in the morning. The door slid open noiselessly and the figure entered on silent feet, a gloved hand at his belt where the Kepler knife was sheathed.
 
   The figure waited as the door slid closed behind him then listened. Not a sound. No sign he’d been detected.
 
   He moved slowly across the lush carpet, his feet not making a bit of noise. Then he stopped and waited again. Still no sign he’d been detected. He continued through the main room of the apartment like that, taking ten times longer to cross the space than anyone casually walking the same area. But he had a job to do and he refused to let a simple slip up kill his chances of success.
 
   Once he was at the hallway that led to the bedrooms, he relaxed slightly. He knew the layout of the apartment, had studied it over and over again so when it came time, he could make his move fast and be done and gone before anyone was the wiser.
 
   He eyed the second door on the left, drew the Kepler knife from its sheath, didn’t worry about the faint orange glow it put off, then rushed the door and kicked it open.
 
   He was halfway across the room, ready to kill what lay in the bed, when he realized the lights were on and the man sitting up in bed was not his target.
 
   “Hello Meeks,” Colonel Leguin said. “You didn’t knock. You should always knock before entering a room. Who knows what you could stumble upon?”
 
   Meeks Boosh froze then spun about to face the rest of the bedroom, the knife up and ready.
 
   “I’m alone, Meeks,” Leguin said. “No Drop Teams to back me up. Just you, me, that Kepler knife, and this.”
 
   He slid a particle rod out from under his leg and aimed it at Meeks.
 
   “I assume you know what this is and what it will do to you if you piss me off,” Leguin said. “You’ll be a poof of smoke before you can twitch in my direction. Yes, there will be a stink of tacos in this room for months, but even the most calibrated scanners won’t be able to pick up any trace that you were ever here.”
 
   “No need for racism,” Meeks said finally and sheathed the knife. “That taco remark wasn’t warranted.”
 
   “Sorry, couldn’t resist,” Leguin said. “Jesperians and their love for tacos. It was too easy.” He motioned with the particle rod. “Take a seat in that chair over there and let’s have a nice conversation. Just a chat amongst old friends.”
 
   “We’re not old friends,” Meeks said as he took the seat indicated, pushing some stray clothes onto the floor. He looked around the bedroom and noticed that clothes were strewn everywhere. “You ransack the place before I got here?”
 
   “What? No,” Leguin said. “Turns out that Councilman Keer was in a bit of a hurry to catch his shuttle. Can’t think why. Unless, you know, someone was going to be coming to kill him.”
 
   “What a crazy thought,” Meeks said.
 
   “Yes, just crazy,” Leguin agreed. He sighed and set the rod back down. “Okay, threats aside, how about you come clean, Meeks. You do that and I can guarantee you don’t end up on one of those prison planets in some backwater system where they don’t know the difference between filet mignon and grub shanks.”
 
   “Come clean? Don’t know what you are talking about,” Meeks said.
 
   The particle rod was back in Leguin’s hand and firing before Meeks could blink. The dresser a meter away from his side disappeared and the smell of ozone filled the room.
 
   “Okay, sheezus!” Meeks yelled. “I’m on a job! I was sent to kill Keer!”
 
   “Yes, I guessed that already,” Leguin said, waving the rod around. “You do notice I beat you here, right? Who hired you?”
 
   “The Collari Syndicate,” Meeks admitted. “We were originally hired by Keer to bring his son back, but then we got a call from the Collari and they wanted us to do them a favor. It was a favor that paid a lot more than what Keer was paying. So I said yes.”
 
   “But you didn’t bring the Keer boy back, did you?” Leguin said. “In fact, no one made it back from the Hoonnaann base, did they?”
 
   “Except your Team,” Meeks grumbled. “Except for Zero.”
 
   “Oh, you heard about that?” Leguin said. “Yes, they made it off that base and back home with only a couple of injuries. Nothing major, I can assure you. Feels good to be in charge of the ones that came out on top. How does it feel to be in charge of the ones that didn’t?”
 
   “Don’t be cruel, Ory,” Meeks said. “Z was my business partner for twenty years. She was also my friend. I lost a lot of good people on that job, but I can always hire more. I can’t hire another Z Gon.”
 
   “True, my apologies,” Leguin said.
 
   “Why are you here, Ory?” Meeks asked. “I would have expected Gerber to be here or one of his Intelligence flunkies.”
 
   “Gerber is busy making sure Councilman Keer starts his brand new life off right,” Leguin said. “He actually has no idea that I’m here. In fact, no one in the Fleet does. This is an unofficial visit.”
 
   “Really? Why?” Meeks asked.
 
   “Do I have to put it all together for you?” Leguin said. “You have quite a few of the pieces already. I know you and I’m sure that mind of yours has already been asking questions.”
 
   “Not a clue as to what you’re talking about,” Meeks said.
 
   “Don’t,” Leguin responded and his voice was ice cold. “How did Keer know where to send your squads? How did that man know his son would be at the Hoonnaann base?”
 
   “That I honestly don’t know,” Meeks replied. “Kill me if you want, but I can’t help you on that.”
 
   “Okay, you might not be lying,” Leguin said. “So answer me this, why did the Collari Syndicate want Keer dead?”
 
   “Don’t know that either,” Meeks said. “You are shooting zero for two, Ory.”
 
   “Zero for two,” Leguin said then stood up from the bed. “You sure you want that to be my score before I walk out of this room?”
 
   Meeks watched Leguin’s hand that held the particle rod closely. It was down at the man’s side, but there was a tension in the muscles that said it wouldn’t stay down for long.
 
   “Keer was on the take, you know that,” Meeks said.
 
   “I suspected,” Leguin said. “Gerber never confirmed, but I had a hunch. But for a councilman on the take, it sure is strange that he’s being whisked off to start over with a whole new life and persona, everything provided by Fleet Intelligence.”
 
   Meeks leaned back in the chair and put his arms across his chest.
 
   “Uh-oh, sounds like Intelligence has left the Drop Teams out of the intel loop,” he chuckled. “That’s gotta sting.”
 
   “There was no need for the Drop Teams to be in the loop, Meeks,” Leguin said. “Not until the op went to crud, one of my people was captured, a councilman withheld intel as to where I could find her, one of my Teams died because of it, and my best Team was nearly eaten alive by Klatu bugs. You see, Meeks, that’s when I do need to be in the loop. So put me in the loop. Why did Keer really have that data? Why did he get his son killed transporting it? What the fo is going on between Intelligence and the Collari Syndicate?”
 
   “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know,” Meeks replied, a smirk on his face. He uncrossed his arms and put his hands on the chair, ready to stand up. “Listen, Ory, you can call the cops and they can bust me for breaking and entering, but we both know attempted murder won’t stick since there was no one here to murder. I have a business to run without my partner, so I think I’ll go home, get good and drunk, and drag my hungover ass into the office in the morning and figure out what my next move is.”
 
   “You really aren’t going to tell me?” Leguin asked.
 
   “I really don’t know,” Meeks said.
 
   “Right,” Leguin said. “Because a man that doesn’t know anything, and is head of a business that is down one partner, takes the time and effort to execute a simple kill job when he could send any employee he has? Not buying it, Meeks.”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you, Ory,” Meeks said. “Can I go now or are we going to be at this all night?”
 
   “You can go now,” Leguin said and raised the particle rod. Meeks was dead and gone in a second.
 
   Leguin wiped the rod down and tossed it onto the bed then took a quick glance around the room and switched out the lights as he left.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Forty-Two
 
    
 
   The gleam off the hull of the ship was almost blinding.
 
   “Ugh, it’s disgusting,” Wanders said. “No character at all. Where are the dings and the dents? Where are the scorch marks?”
 
   “It’s brand new, Wanders,” Geist said as he limped along behind Drop Team Zero. “We’ll ding it up at some point.”
 
   “I am more than sure we will,” Hole said as she moved to the side of the new Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship. “If any of you are involved then it will be dinged, dented, and scorched before half of our next op is over.”
 
   “I love your confidence in us,” Cookie said. “Especially since you’re the pilot half the time.”
 
   “The half where we do not get dinged or dented or scorched,” Hole said.
 
   “When is the next op, LT?” Mug asked.
 
   Motherboard stood staring at the new Eight-Three-Eight for a while before responding. The Team let her take her time.
 
   “I don’t know,” Motherboard said. “Leguin doesn’t have us back in the op rotation yet.”
 
   “Op rotation?” Cookie asked. “What the fo, LT? We’re Zero. We are never in the op rotation.”
 
   “We are now,” Motherboard said. “You forget we didn’t exactly follow Fleet protocol and it almost got us killed.”
 
   “It did get Three killed,” Mug said. No one responded to that right away.
 
   “So, are we grounded?” Wanders asked.
 
   “No, you are not grounded,” Leguin said as he crossed the hangar. 
 
   “Attention!” Hole announced.
 
   Everyone snapped to attention and saluted sharply. 
 
   “At foing ease,” Leguin said. “Stop kissing ass, Zero.”
 
   “We don’t kiss ass, sir, we kick it,” Motherboard said. “Permission to ask when we will be getting our next op.”
 
   “Permission granted,” Leguin replied. “And your next op starts now. You all feel up to it?” He looked at Geist specifically. “I won’t send you out if you aren’t at 100%.”
 
   “We are ready, sir,” Motherboard said. “But I’m confused.”
 
   “About?” Leguin asked.
 
   “Why we aren’t on the op board, but you are sending us out on one now,” Motherboard said. “That goes against Fleet protocol, sir.”
 
   “So do you,” Leguin said. “Almost every time I send you out. Which is why you are going now. I need Zero to do some tracking. You may have to embed for a while. Get a little dirty and go places you don’t want to. Rub elbows with elbows you would prefer not to rub.”
 
   “Sir?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “I need all of you to infiltrate the Edgers,” Leguin said. “Officially, you are on leave. A forced suspension due to your behavior. Unofficially, I need to know why the Edgers were there on Monia’Ja. I want to know why they were interested in Sha Morgoal and the Keer kid.”
 
   “Sir, isn’t that an Intelligence job?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “It is,” Leguin said. “But let me ask you how much you trust Intelligence. You came from them, Falk. You know how they operate. Any of that last op stink just a little?”
 
   “No, sir,” Motherboard replied. Leguin raised an eyebrow. “It stank a lot.”
 
   “Good,” Leguin said and nodded at the Eight-Three-Eight. “Then it is time to start your leave and go ding up your ship. Maybe along the way you’ll happen across some Edgers and maybe they can clue you in on some things. You wouldn’t happen to know any Edgers would you, Zero?”
 
   “No, not at all, sir,” Motherboard said.
 
   “No, sir,” everyone else replied. Except Wanders.
 
   “Sir, I do have to admit something,” Wanders said.
 
   “No, you don’t, Sergeant,” Leguin ordered. “As long as you don’t admit it then it is only supposition. Your Fleet records show that your brother might, and I stress might, have an affiliation with the Edgers. Unfortunately, any rock hard evidence that was in your files seems to have accidentally been purged from the system. In fact, any record of you having a brother has been accidentally purged. You still think you have something to admit?”
 
   “No, sir,” Wanders said.
 
   “I didn’t think so,” Leguin said. He clapped his hands then pointed at the Eight-Three-Eight. “If you don’t get that thing out of this hangar within ten minutes, I will be forced to lock you all in the brig.”
 
   “Any certain way you want to be contacted if we do, perhaps, come across something, sir?” Motherboard asked.
 
   “I don’t want to be contacted at all,” Leguin said. “That would be completely against protocol.”
 
   “Understood, sir,” Motherboard said. “Zero! Load up! We are going on vacation to the outer systems and the fringe.”
 
   “Yay,” Cookie said and rolled his eyes.
 
   “Can we make a stop first?” Geist asked. “Since we are going that far out, it would be great if we could…”
 
   Zero’s voices faded off as the rear ramp descended and they boarded the Eight-Three-Eight. Leguin watched them go then moved quickly out of the way as the ship powered up and began to lift off the hangar floor. He turned and walked away, not looking back once at the best Team the galaxy had ever seen.
 
   He just hoped he’d see them again and soon. Headquarters didn’t seem as safe as it did just a few days before.
 
    
 
   The End
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   MINING UNIT 5597
 
    
 
   Basic had been hard on Samuel, as it was on every new recruit, though particularly so for the young man who had just put everything on the line for his budding family. Or at least that’s what Samuel continued to tell himself as he fought his way through the sweaty grind of physical training, the scorching heat of the salvage tool orientations, and the concussive repetition of firearms assessment and operations. 
 
   In truth, it felt somewhat like a defeat, as if he’d retreated from an unhappy life and a dismal future rather than taking an opportunity to carve out a better one. It felt selfish, and though Sura had spoken only words of encouragement and support, Samuel could see disappointment in her eyes and could sense a growing distance between them as she constructed emotional walls to protect herself. Just as Samuel trained his body for war, so did Sura harden her heart for the long haul on the home front. 
 
   Samuel knew enough about himself to know that he was more of the ‘strong, silent type’ when it came to matters of the heart and part of his personal quest during basic REAPER training was to become a better communicator. In the end, communication was all that he and Sura had left. 
 
   In the last few days of training he had been informed that the newly founded Baen REAPER fleet had already been issued marching orders. There would be no time to see their families or have shore leave. Basic training was to continue to its conclusion on board the massive tug ship that would serve as both home and base of operations for the Reapers. 
 
   Samuel and Sura were allowed video streams and audio contact as each marine quarters came equipped with a com-deck, and the spouses did the best they could through the mediums available. 
 
   It wasn’t much, but it was something. 
 
    
 
   Samuel looked ahead at his friend Ben Takeda and smiled inside his helmet. The few months between their conversation in the bar and now being deployed on their first mission had been hard, but Ben had helped Samuel through it all. 
 
   Ben had found that he was indeed well suited to the life of a soldier and showed an early aptitude for the heavy machine gun. Samuel often thought that it was the positive shift of Ben’s newfound zest for life as a REAPER that helped Samuel keep himself together. 
 
   During basic training the entry level REAPER pay rate was not only more money than either man had ever earned before, it was more than either of their parents had ever made. 
 
   Ben had run the numbers and discovered that with the base rate he would be able to clear his life-bond within five years. Ben insisted that after five years as a REAPER he had little intention of going back to being a Grotto civilian. Working for Grotto, he would still be on the waste disposal detail, so for him at least, the plan was REAPER until death or retirement. 
 
   As Samuel met other new recruits in basic, the exotic beauty, Jada Sek, and the exceptionally average, Spencer Green, for example, he discovered that Ben’s attitude was common. Samuel had little desire to be a soldier for the rest of his life, though when he calculated the life-bonds for both he and Sura on top of the expatriation fee, he was going to have to survive nearly a decade of service. 
 
   For Samuel and all of the rest of the recruits, the real game changer was the hazard pay bonuses. If a REAPER spent even just half a standard year officially “deployed” on an operation, whether it was combat or salvage or both, the pay was nearly double the standard rate. 
 
   Samuel had never wanted war, though when he compared five years of deployed hazard time to ten years of basic service to accomplish his goals and get his family away from Grotto, he found himself very willing to take up arms. So long as the paychecks kept clearing he would keep fighting. 
 
   It was this vision of his future life and future family that kept him warm in the cold of space, and though he knew it was just as much of a daydream as anything else, he clung to it. There was strength in his goals, a purpose beyond himself that he hoped would push him to excel in combat and to survive whatever the universe had in store for him. 
 
   So it was that Samuel and Ben were rolled into Tango Platoon, along with orphans Patrick Baen and Aaron Baen. Their squad leader position, known as Boss, was filled by Maggie Taggart. The marines called her Boss Taggart to her face, but thought of her as Mag when they weren’t addressing her. 
 
   Mag was a tough-as-nails veteran, as was Boss Lucinda Ulanti and Boss Wynn Marsters, assigned from other Reaper fleets to be leaders for the Baen 6 founding fleet. It was these veterans who set the standard for what it meant to be a REAPER. It was they who would not only lead the marines, but also teach them through action, how to take what the new recruits had learned in basic and execute it in the field. 
 
   Samuel’s grip tightened on his combat rifle as he looked behind him once more into the darkness of the tunnel, silently hoping that the training had been enough. 
 
   “Everybody watch your corners, just because someone already swept it doesn’t mean something hasn’t show up in the meantime,” Mag growled into her com-bead as she raised her combat rifle to point the muzzle into the darkness of the corridor in front of her. The mounted light on the rifle illuminated a small bend on the right that indicated a side passage. “We don’t want to get flanked if there really is something in here with us.”
 
   “Copy that, Boss,” said Samuel in a low voice, partly through the com-bead and partly to himself, as he’d certainly not double checked either of the last two passages they’d come through since entering the labyrinth of corridors that made up the underbelly of the compound. 
 
   His imagination threatened to conjure up any number of horrors from childhood stories, and he retreated into his firearm routine to calm his nerves. 
 
   Ever since basic, he habitually checked the safety of his weapon, and then looked at the ammunition read out on the side of the gun. He had not fired a single shot outside of training, and certainly not twenty minutes into his first salvage mission, but the young man took an obsessive comfort in the assurance that he had control of his weapon and a full magazine. 
 
   The fleet had set anchor in low orbit around a small planet with no name beyond designation M5597. In the pre-drop briefing the shift manager had informed the marines that fourteen years prior, a mining branch ship was sent to this planet in response to data returned by unmanned probes revealing large deposits of biridium and mordite gases. As both resources were labor intensive and time-consuming to extract, a ship outfitted with the ability to found a mining compound was dispatched. After several years of acceptable levels of production yields, communication with M5597 abruptly ceased. 
 
   The entire 5500 sector was considered low security space, so keeping military vessels in the area was deemed unnecessary. The transport way station, after missing two consecutive deliveries, had filed an automatic report. 
 
   Once the regional managers of the sector, who worked out of the Home Office on Grotto Prime, were made aware of the report they determined that the cost of a response effort would outweigh the projected profits of the facility. 
 
   At the time, Grotto Corp. was engaged in a bitter trade war with the Hadrian Conglomerate in several of the surrounding sectors. To re-task even one response ship to pass through the war zone and into sector 5500 would have not only resulted in the loss of the ship to one or more of the many Hadrian frigates that picketed the area, but also ran the risk of Hadrian management discovering that there were precious resources hidden on a small planet deep within the largely ignored and unmapped sector. 
 
   The report was buried and the fate of the mining compound on M5597 was unknown. 
 
   It had been ten standard years since then and the war with Hadrian had eventually ground to a halt as more lucrative ventures had presented themselves to both companies in other parts of the universe. 
 
   Two weeks ago the branch ship that had sourced the mining compound, which should have been the ship to deliver the production yields all those years ago, had been sighted several systems away and flagged as a rogue ship, no doubt being crewed by pirates or independents. 
 
   The companies that dominated the universe, though in constant conflict with one another, did ostensibly share information about independents and pirates, as both groups represented a challenge to corporate rule. 
 
   Once flagged as a rogue vessel the ship would be ‘red listed’ alongside thousands of others. They simply ceased to exist as far as being under the protection or responsibility of any company. While this certainly represented a kind of freedom, Red Listed ships, and static communities for that matter, were completely on their own. They had no allegiance to anyone, which meant they also had no rights. Most Red Listed ships and communities quickly turned to piracy in order to survive, were wiped out by a corporate interest, or were simply swallowed by the void of space and never heard from again. 
 
   A new regional manager on Grotto Prime, so far removed from the field that even the shift manager did not have their name in her briefing, had decided to classify M5597 as a REAPER objective. 
 
   Samuel had listened attentively, not once flinching at the shameless bureaucracy and adherence to the bottom line that ruled Grotto society. He had long ago accepted that such things were unchanging. It made perfect sense to him that the managers, both old and new, made their decisions based on the profit and loss projections of their actions. Such was the Grotto way, and he had been raised in that world, as had the other hundred and forty marines. 
 
   It was the logical choice now that the trade war was over and there was a new regional manager looking to boost his or her quarterly revenues and political status within the organization. 
 
   Sending a REAPER fleet was relatively inexpensive, and since the cost of the entire facility had already been tagged as a loss, any salvage or resource yield would be pure profit. The shift manager went on to say that, as per standard operational procedures, the marines were to do their best to avoid further damaging the compound should they be met with armed resistance. 
 
   It was that thought of armed resistance that hurled Samuel’s mind back into the present moment and he once more checked his safety and ammunition count. 
 
   Squad Taggart had made planetfall roughly twenty minutes prior and though their drop-pods were out-dated and uncomfortable, they were sturdy. As they’d been coming down, Samuel had found himself looking at the blast scarring on the interior of the pod, and realized that at some point in this pod’s history an incendiary device had gone off inside it. He hoped that the marines within had already exited the craft since salvage marines weren’t usually dropped into direct combat, though it was anybody’s guess what had happened.
 
   Record keeping was more concerned with resources expended and resources procured and there was little in the way of storytelling amongst the marines. They were a grim lot, being the lowest paid and most poorly equipped of the Grotto military even though they were always being sent into the unknown. 
 
   As Samuel swept his rifle through the gloom of the corridor he found himself wondering if it might have been better to be a legionnaire. At least then he would have bio-implants to make him faster and stronger, an armored dropsuit, and access to the most impressive and deadly of armaments. However, he told himself, instead of prowling the dark corridors of mysteriously abandoned mining facilities in the middle of necrospace he would be in the middle of a firefight with enemy soldiers who were just as powerful as he was. Samuel was a pragmatic young man, and had been raised Grotto from birth, so as the seconds ticked by he considered that his pay-per-minute as a marine was the better choice for a family man. 
 
   A sharp scream that could not have been human filled the corridors, and Samuel’s blood felt like it had turned to ice. Suddenly the unknown of an alien threat seemed much more intimidating than fighting other humans. 
 
   Samuel had always heard stories and rumors of inhuman creatures that stalked the forgotten corners of space, and there were always tales of ancient aliens who ruled the frontiers of necrospace. Like most people, he had ignored them, though in that moment, there was no doubt in his mind that monsters were real and that one was inside the dark compound with them. 
 
   “Tighten up people, this is what you’ve been training for,” muttered Mag as she held a fist up for the squad to stop, “This is a big place, sounds like that could carry serious distance, whatever it is could be on the other side of the compound for all we know. Aaron what’s our position?”
 
   “The rig says we’re only about two hundred meters from the central quarters, Boss,” said Aaron as he checked the data-deck affixed to his forearm which contained all of their mission specifics, including maps of the facility and last known inventory lists. “Could be that whatever it is came in through the tunnels on the far side of the compound.”
 
   “Squad Ulanti entered on that side. With all the atmospheric interference we aren’t going to hear anything from them until we’re face to face,” grumbled Mag as she lifted her rifle and continued forward, “Keep it together, people, let’s breach the compound and get out of these freaking tunnels.”
 
   The squad began to move forward again and Samuel, who was bringing up the rear, could not help but turn to peer down the corridor behind them. He was astounded that the three other marines, raw recruits just like him, seemed so unshaken by the scream. Mag, as a Reaper veteran of at least ten years, he could understand, but the certain knowledge that something was in here with them, something not human, had rattled him to the core. 
 
   Suddenly, the combat rifle in his hands provided less assurance than it had moments before and checking the ammunition read out did little to steady his mind. He stood there, looking into the darkness and could almost swear that he could see shapes moving in the black. The illumination from his mounted light seemed to be swallowed by the pitch darkness of the corridors and just beyond the edges of his sight he felt a menacing presence. 
 
   “Hyst, snap out of it, man,” said Ben, as he gently shoulder checked Samuel with his own, “Let’s get top side.”
 
   Samuel shook his head and turned to face Ben, “Just getting a little tight in here, first time jitters maybe.”
 
   “You and me both, brother,” grunted Ben as he hefted his heavy machine gun and turned to follow the rest of the squad, “I don’t know what I expected after signing up, but it certainly wasn’t this.”
 
   The squad kept moving forward, though their progress was much slower than before, as everyone, including Mag, were on edge and keenly aware that they were not alone. Everyone was exacting in their corner awareness, and Samuel observed from his vantage point at the rear of the group that the effects of their training were beginning to take shape. 
 
   During basic, it was very difficult to maintain muzzle discipline, and recruits often would find themselves in the hot box for accidentally pointing their weapons at each other during maneuvers. Here, in the dark mine shafts, with an unknown enemy lurking, the recruits had locked in. 
 
   The squad had pushed through another uneventful hundred meters when the hair on the back of Samuel’s neck stood up and his heart suddenly began inexplicably pounding in his chest. For the first time in his life, Samuel understood what it was like to be in real danger. 
 
   His mouth tasted like he’d gargled with aluminum shavings, and even though the air he was breathing was being cycled through his helmet’s respirator, it smelled suddenly sour. He reacted to the sensation by spinning on his heels, dropping to one knee and slamming his rifle to his shoulder. 
 
   For a split second his mounted light shone upon the pallid skin of a nightmare. 
 
   It was humanoid and stood upright, but he couldn’t tell if it had arms, legs or tentacles for appendages. The head was an awful oblong shape that made him want to retch. The eyes burned yellow and by the time it opened its mouth to reveal a sickening maw, Samuel had opened fire. 
 
   The marine screamed in a mixture of fear and survivalist rage as he thumbed off his safety and began pounding rounds into the corridor. The creature was blindingly fast, melting into the darkness before Samuel could confirm he’d hit it at all.
 
    
 
   Salvage Marines is available from Amazon here.
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