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They were supposed to catch the smugglers in space. That had been the plan. But sometimes plans turned out as useless as wishes, or so Cadet Major Colt Maier had learned in his nearly four years at Fulcrum Mercenary Training. 

And sometimes wishes turned out worse.

Colt forced his taut muscles to relax inside his Combat Assault System, Personal. The CASPer, an armored suit which stood more than seven feet tall, shuddered in its deployment cradle as the sound of atmosphere screaming across the dropship’s hull reverberated through its steel alloy and polymer chassis. Pinplants, a set of ports surgically installed at the base of Colt’s skull, interfaced with the suit to give him constant feedback about his surroundings, both inside and outside the CASPer. Twenty more suits like his filled the dropship’s hold, each piloted by one of his fellow cadets. Bristling with weapons from accelerator cannons and lasers to simple blades half as long as Colt was tall, they all bore the bright yellow “E” for Echo Company, except the one directly to Colt’s right. He turned his viewer in that direction, the holographic Tri-V monitors inside his suit panning to follow his gaze. That CASPer wore a gold chevron on its shoulder, meaning it held a fellow cadet member of the command staff.

“You ready, Yard?” Colt sent his voice over an encrypted channel shared only with Cadet Lieutenant Colonel Stephen Yardley, the school’s battalion commander. Yardley tended to get nervous before any mission, even guard duty during their freshman year.

“Ready as I’m going to get.” Yard’s voice, crystal clear over the digitized channel, sounded strained.

“I’m right here. Things get hairy with these guys, we’ll handle it together.”

“You mean you’ll handle it.”

Colt said nothing. He didn’t know what to say. Yard was right, but he probably didn’t want to hear that. Or maybe he did? Who could say?

At sixteen, Colt had mostly come to terms with what he thought of as his social anchor. He had Asperger’s, a condition neurological science hadn’t managed to conquer despite nearly one hundred and fifty years of study and the advent of alien tech. Having it meant Colt was on the autism spectrum. Not so far along the line he couldn’t fend for himself—he had left his parents back home in Stanford, California to join FMT after all—but far enough to make other people something of a riddle for him. Or maybe it was the other way around. He was the riddle, one few of them could solve.

Fortunately, his anxiety and fear melted away inside a CASPer, at least when it came to talking to Yardley. The big commander needed Colt’s help, and Colt was glad to give it.

“Fifty seconds to drop.” The voice, female and confident, broadcast over the common channel from the cockpit.

Colt reopened the private link with Yardley and sent a message via his pinplants.

“Ready, Kit,” Yardley said, repeating Colt’s words. “Captain Butler, Captain Onishi, prepare your people to disembark. We’re about two kilometers from the downed smuggler craft. Looks like they had to ditch because of our pursuit. Our task is recovery. You are not to fire unless given direct orders to do so. Acknowledge those orders.”

“Company Alpha, acknowledged,” Captain Terrell Butler said. 

“Echo, acknowledged.” Captain Alice Onishi’s voice rang over the common channel. 

Though FMT boasted five companies, only the first four ran at the optimal regulation strength of one hundred and fifty cadets. The fifth, Onishi’s Echo Company, also known as Shortfall, was made up of a mere ninety-two troopers. That meant Shortfall usually dropped with a mix of other companies, and today’s mission was no exception. Colt had elected to bring forty of their best people with an additional forty from Alpha as a supplement. He figured that would easily suffice should their quarry decide to fight. Yardley had signed the order without question.

Things hadn’t begun this way, with Colt feeding Yardley commands. The two had set out as freshman cadets bent on forging themselves into the best mercenaries they could. Both had hopes of hiring on with one of the bigger companies, maybe even one of the Four Horsemen, after graduation. Big, boisterous, and outgoing, Yardley made the perfect cadet officer. Granted, his Voluntary Off-World assessment scores wouldn’t set the world on fire, but he had squeaked by to land a spot on the school’s officers’ track. And once in, he was set. Everyone loved Yardley. He got on well with the cadets and the school’s staff. He seemed to know all the right buttons to press and all the right words to say to make people follow him.

Too bad he sucked as a commander.

Given a choice between an ice cream and a candy bar, Yard probably would be stumped for hours. Decision making and he got along about as well as Colt and public speaking. But if you wanted a flag planted somewhere, and you placed Stephen Yardley at the front of your unit, that flag would rise. Yard just needed someone to tell him where to put it.

And that someone was Colt.

They hadn’t discovered their unique dynamic until their sophomore year when, during a field exercise, a then-Cadet Lieutenant Yardley had nearly killed his platoon in a simulated fortress defense game. Colt had made a few simple—to him anyway—suggestions to Yard that had sent him from bumbling to winning in minutes. From that point on, Yardley had led with the quiet Colt at his side.

A resounding boom shook the dropship as it touched down. Its rear door opened to harsh daylight, causing Colt’s Tri-V monitors to darken. The clamp fitted around each CASPer split open and retracted into the wall, and Echo Company, Platoon One surged forward onto a rock-strewn, red plain covered in thick sand. The troopers’ mechanized feet threw up plumes of the stuff as they hurried to the designated rally point with Alpha Company. 

Chatter on the common band died as Yard and Colt took their places in front of the mixed companies. Only forty of them drove CASPers. They stood at the fore. The remaining forty wore powered armor affectionately known as RATs (Reactive Armor Teams when addressed individually), and carried hand weapons, mostly GenTok W80s, all-purpose rifles designed off-Earth, but meant for Humans. Like the armor, the gun had proven itself time and again in environments ranging from vacuum to the dankest jungles in the galaxy. Colt had no idea where FMT had gotten the RATs, but manufacturers everywhere were increasingly offering Human-compatible weapons as the demand from merc companies grew.

The planet they stood on was known by its colonists as Brigham, in a system they had named Zion. Brigham’s atmosphere—mostly carbon dioxide with a little nitrogen mixed in—its rust-colored landscape, and its light gravity reminded Colt of Mars. But unlike Mars, Brigham’s core was still spinning, which meant it possessed strong magnetic poles, giving the digital compass on Colt’s Tri-V something to orient on. He looked eastward and could just make out the tallest spires of New Nauvoo, the planet’s only city. Domed and exquisitely cared for by its inhabitants, the Galnet called it the “jewel of the system.” Not that any jewel would have to shine particularly brightly to outclass Brigham’s boring exterior. 

Opposite the city, a long finger of black smoke trailing up from its rear thrusters, sat a copper-colored ship, its hull baking in the sun. It rested at an odd angle, the nose decidedly lower than the massive tail section, probably a result of its captain’s hasty attempt at getting dirtside too fast.

Colt glanced at the status board on the right side of his cockpit. No malfunctions with any of their people’s equipment. A good sign. He sent a signal to Yardley, and the cadet lieutenant colonel spoke on the company channel.

“Captains, take charge of your units. Let’s get to work.”

A general cry of approval echoed over the company band, and the platoons split into ten squads with four CASPers leading each. They dashed in orderly fashion toward the downed frigate, the larger suits careful to maintain a pace the RATs could match. Though the smaller suits were capable of flight, their removable fuel cells added weight which tended to slow them down. Colt and Yard had decided to forgo the fuel for more speed. 

Chatter picked up as they neared the ship, squad leaders calling formation orders to their troops to clear their fire lanes and avoid blue-on-blue casualties. As he drew near, Colt noticed the frigate’s front landing strut had sunk so deep into the dead planet’s surface, the bottom hull was nearly touching sand. The smugglers likely wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon, not without some digging.

“Attention crew of the downed vessel, Ra’shrem Velq. This is Lieutenant Colonel Stephen Yardley of Fulcrum Mercenary Training.” Yardley read the words Colt sent him with power and authority. “You are in possession of stolen goods. We have been hired to return that property to its true owners. You will relinquish it now.” 

“Stolen goods?” The shrill voice that came over the comm, while translated into English by Colt’s pinplants, still managed to sound outraged. Smugglers always did. 

“You heard me right.” Yardley sounded disappointed, as if he had expected this set of thieves to cooperate when no others ever had in any of their previous missions, not even the simulated ones aboard ship. “My deputy is sending a manifest detailing the items in question. Check it against your ship’s stores but be quick about it. I’m giving you five minutes to start offloading, or we’ll come take it.”

Colt made a face inside his CASPer. He hated it when Yardley improvised. They weren’t supposed to give smugglers and thieves time to think or plan. But it wasn’t like he could countermand Yard, so he transmitted the manifest.

Twenty seconds passed. Then thirty. When the voice returned, it sounded even more frustrated than before. “This is ninety percent of my load! And it’s not stolen! We bought these arms on Karma two weeks ago. How did you come by this inventory?”

Colt triggered his monitors to show him a crew roster and brought up an image of the frigate’s captain. According to the database, its name was Germash, and it was an Aposo, a rodent-looking alien that despised bright light. It looked like a giant mole or, maybe, a bald rat. But despite its looks, Germash had a clean record and an exemplary reputation for on-time deliveries. Odd that he should throw all that away to smuggle weapons—or maybe not so odd. No doubt weapons smuggling paid better.

Colt dashed off a message to Yardley.

“Germash? That your name?” Yardley asked.

A long pause then, “Yes.”

“Germash, our client has evidence those goods are stolen. Maybe you had nothing to do with the theft. I’m willing to believe that—these things happen—regardless, you now have less than a minute to start your offload.”

“I don’t need a minute. Your clients, whoever they might be, are either lying or mistaken. And as for your intimidation tactics, you’ve failed. You think you’re the only mercenary crew in this system?”

A door opened high up on the frigate’s port side and disgorged a swarm of armored figures, one hundred twenty-five of them, according to Colt’s pinplants. Based on their IFF beacon, they belonged to a Zuul merc company called Resilient Marrow. 

Colt stifled a laugh at the name. Maybe it sounded better in the original Zuul? Either way, he wasn’t about to let their name lull him into underestimating them. The canine-like aliens had a reputation as smart tacticians. 

“Eighty versus one twenty-five...think we can manage this?” Yardley sounded doubtful.

“Yeah, it’s unfair,” Colt said, his smile broadening. “Maybe they’ve got a few more aboard ship they can send out once we’re done with these.” With a mental kick to his implants, he sent Yardley a quick plan of action. “Try this.”

“Onishi, move your CASPers twelve degrees to the east. Butler, hold position but stagger your suits. Both of you get your RATs filtered in close to the big guys.” No hint of hesitation or doubt colored Yardley’s voice over the common channel.

“Roger that!” Onishi got her people moving in less than three seconds.

Butler was a little slower, but quick nonetheless.

The Zuul mercs wore armor of their own, their mirrored helmets contoured to accommodate their muzzles and triangular ears. Colt could make no sense of the various markings they bore, but it appeared one of their number, a particularly short one, whose armor glistened with red, blue, and yellow designs like hieroglyphs, was their leader. Having watched Colt’s forces split into a wedge formation, it made a series of hand gestures, and the Zuul warriors around it likewise spread apart. 

Just as Colt had hoped they would. Sometimes, it astonished him how many alien races forgot CASPers could fly. He blasted a message to Yardley who relayed it with his basso voice.

“Go! Go! Go!”

All forty CASPers took to the air, the jumpjets on their backs screaming and churning up a cloud of red dust and small rocks. As one, they opened fire on the Zuul with lasers, rockets, and high velocity bullets fired from weapons mounted on their arms or on their shoulders. They could have fired guided missiles as well, but Colt had ordered them to refrain for fear of hitting the RATs, all of whom had charged the enemy’s lines the instant their larger compatriots lifted off.

Colt fired his jumpjets to get a better view of the battle. He rose a little faster than he expected in the 0.75 G environment, but compensated quickly enough to avoid overshooting the combat zone. As he had predicted, the CASPers’ dust cloud engulfed the Zuul. No doubt they had thermal imaging built into their helmets, which might have aided them against the average light infantry sort of armor, but RATs were a different story. Designed to match thermal conditions within a broad scope of environs, the powered suits became virtually indistinguishable from the dust cloud swirling about them.

They poured over the Zuul like ants. Most got off point-blank kills with their W80s within the first ten seconds of the go order, nearly evening the numbers on the two sides with their first salvo. Others let their rifles dangle from tac harnesses, preferring to take out targets with the blades set into the forearms of their suits. And, though most Zuul possessed superior dexterity compared to Humans, the mix of surprise, near blindness, and the RATs’ enhanced speed, turned the dogs’ attempts at fighting them almost laughable.

All that, combined with the unrelenting CASPer fire raining down from the red sky, made the enemy’s casualty rates soar. It was enough to break any fighting unit. The Zuul were no exception.

“Humans!” a voice cried over the common channel. “Humans, cease fire. We will retreat.”

“Do it,” Colt said to Yard.

“Cease fire! Captains, call your people back into formation.”

The Zuul with the many markings on its armor must have been barking orders to its troopers. They retreated quickly, drawing back into the lee of their employer’s ship, leaving behind a field strewn with their dead. 

Onishi and Butler got their people in hand; the CASPers landed and the RATs withdrew to their original formation points.

“What is this?” demanded the smuggler captain, Germash. “I paid you Zuul to protect my ship and stores!”

“About those stores,” Yardley cut in. “We’ll be taking the stolen portion now.”

“This is theft!”

“No, this is justice.” Yardley switched to the company’s ship-to-shore channel. “Uncanny Valley, this is FMT Ground Actual. We’ve secured the smuggler ship. I’ll inform you when we’re ready for lift.”

No answer came from Uncanny Valley, FMT’s converted long-haul freighter which served as the battalion’s home and university.

“Uncanny Valley?” Yard remained silent for a count of ten. “Colonel Belknap, do you hear me?” 

Colonel Memphis Belknap, Fulcrum Mercenary Training’s commandant and CEO, monitored all missions. Colt couldn’t remember a time when he had failed to answer a comms request.

“What do we do?” Yard asked Colt over their private channel.

Colt started to answer, but Onishi’s voice on the common channel cut him off.

“Sir, Sergeant Fielder says there are a couple of ships headed our way from orbit.”

“Locals?” Yard asked.

“No, sir. These aren’t Mormons.”

Colt checked his Tri-V, but realized immediately he didn’t need it. The ships in question were almost on top of them. He hadn’t heard them in the planet’s thin air and the heat of battle.

They landed in unison, a small sleek ship of a design Colt had never seen and a much larger frigate-sized vessel with gentle curves and gleaming metal. It didn’t escape his notice that they boxed in his forces, landing on the long, smooth plains to the east and west.

A feminine-shaped figure climbed from the smaller of the two ships. She wore an armored power suit fitted with boosters that jutted from her back. The suit’s engines flared, making little more than a soft whirr in Brigham’s thin atmosphere, and she rose into the air. She passed over the former battlefield and landed in front of the nearest set of CASPers with impeccable grace.

Port doors opened on the larger ship, and a company of armed MinSha marched out on insectile legs. Colt’s throat went dry watching the praying mantis-like aliens surge forward to take up guard positions behind the woman, some of them stepping on fallen Zuul as if they were nothing more than rocks. 

“Attention, Fulcrum Mercenary Training cadets,” a smooth female voice—it sounded Human, but there was no real way to tell over the comm—broadcast across the common channel. “My name is Casandra Brown. I am a duly appointed bounty hunter working under the authority of the Peacemaker Guild.”

Colt’s mind whirled. What would a bounty hunter be doing in the Zion system? And why would she involve herself with a smuggling operation? Didn’t she have bigger worries? Most bounty hunters worked jobs for the Peacemakers, a guild that normally concerned itself with problems on a star system or bigger scale. Something didn’t add up. Colt sent a quick message to Yardley.

“This is Cadet Lieutenant Colonel Stephen Yardley.” Yard sounded surprisingly confident repeating Colt’s words. Good. “We are acting on behalf of a client who hired us to return smuggled weapons. Why are you interfering in our contractual duties?”

Casandra Brown must have zeroed in on Yardley’s broadcast. She lit her rockets and zoomed over to stand before him in a billowing cloud of red dust. Though her powered suit surely possessed a chameleon skin to match any environment, she had left its outer surface a gleaming black that seemed to swallow sunlight. She looked up at Yard, and it was like watching a mouse face off against an elephant, except Colt had a feeling this was one dangerous mouse.

“I’m interfering, Cadet, because the people you’ve been chasing aren’t smugglers. You are.” 

* * * * *
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A contingent of armed flyers sent from New Nauvoo escorted Colt and Yardley, who had changed into their gray dress uniforms, to the city with Casandra Brown and a retinue of ten of her hired MinSha guards. The rest of the Human cadets returned to Uncanny Valley in orbit, to await further instructions. No doubt the rumor mill would be churning up some juicy gossip on what had happened dirtside. Would any of it rival the truth? Probably not.

They sat in an exquisitely appointed conference room with a roof tall enough to accommodate Brown’s MinSha guards. Said guards carried rifles, which had been a point of contention when their group first entered the city. The Mormon guards protecting the main airlock had tried to confiscate the cannon-sized weapons, but at a word from Brown, they had backed off.

That told Colt something interesting. If New Nauvoo’s officials recognized Brown’s authority to bring weapons into the city against their local ordinances, it meant she was on official business, and what she had told him and Yardley out on the plain might well be true. It was a disquieting thought, and one he had, thus far, successfully avoided considering in-depth.

A genteel-looking man in a fine, blue uniform with copper oak leaves on his lapel sat at the head of the conference room’s glossy table. He cleared his throat and turned his attention to Colt and Yardley. “My name is Bishop Major Jeffery Andersen. I’m the deputy commander of the New Nauvoo Defense Militia. You are Stephen Fleerman Yardley and Colt Luan Maier, and I have a feeling you’re wondering just what is happening here. Yes?”

Try as he might, Colt could not lift his eyes to meet the gazes focused on him. He stared at the table, and fought down his inclination to wilt under the attention.

“Yes, sir.” Yardley’s voice held firm. At a little over two meters tall, Yard looked older than his twenty-one years. With shoulders as broad across as a W80 rifle, arms like engineering pipes, and a beard he had to shave every day lest his face turn into a jungle, he could have passed for near thirty in Colt’s estimation. “We believe there’s been some sort of misunderstanding.”

Colt breathed a silent sigh of relief. Thank goodness Yard had the sense to keep from saying, “lie.” Who knew how the bounty hunter would have taken that sort of accusation?

As it was, Brown shook her head. The bounty hunter was a slim, older woman, probably in her thirties, maybe even forties, with a careworn face that spoke of hard labor. That face appeared grave. “No mistake, young man. I’ve been chasing you for seven months. You eluded me on Moorhouse, but barely. I think your commandant caught my scent and ran before I could catch up.”

From the corner of his eye, Colt saw Yard stiffen, and he did the same. The bounty hunter was speaking the truth, at least part of it. They had been on Moorhouse two months earlier to capture a delivery of stolen laser rifles. They had managed to take the shipment, but Colonel Belknap had ordered them to stop loading the weapons with the job half done. He had given no concrete reason for the order, and Colt had wondered about it often ever since.

“I’m afraid your school’s head master has been using you to commit crimes.” Bishop Major Andersen looked pained at relaying this news. “According to evidence provided by Ms. Brown, he and his deputy, Lieutenant Colonel Rudd, have been duping the students of Fulcrum Mercenary Training for almost a decade.”

“Even their ranks are a lie,” Brown said. “Your Colonel Belknap was never anything more than a sergeant with a small mercenary concern called Fowler’s Falcons.”

“No. You’re wrong.” Yardley’s tone had gone from serious to surly. “Belknap served with Tom’s Triple Terrors and reached major. Even he admits calling himself a colonel is sort of a joke, but he’s the CEO of Fulcrum, and the rank goes with the title.”

Brown shook her head. “No, son. That man was never with Triple T. He might have subcontracted for them a time or two—Fowler’s Falcons sometimes takes partial contracts the big boys don’t want to waste resources on—but he was never part of their outfit. He’s a con artist. Same goes for his supposed deputy. Rudd was never a merc. She’s been running scams since she was eight years old. The two of them have been using you to rob legitimate merchants for months. Before that, they had you fulfilling unsanctioned contracts for wanted criminals.”

Colt’s insides felt like ice. He had spent the better part of four years training under the command of Colonel Belknap, Lieutenant Colonel Rudd, and their general staff of instructors. That couldn’t all be a lie. He didn’t want to believe it.

And yet...

There were oddities about FMT, like the fact it wasn’t affiliated with any particular mercenary company. Most of the larger merc companies ran their own cadre training programs, which meant they didn’t need outside schools like FMT. To stay in business, those outside schools paid big money to serve as feeder systems for the moderate and even small merc companies without training programs. Colt had studied dozens of merc training schools when he was first looking to join. All of them advertised their ties to merc companies. All but FMT. It had none. Colonel Belknap had called that lack of sponsorship a strength—FMT wasn’t beholden to anyone. But maybe they just weren’t backed by anyone.

And then there was the matter of scholarships. Attending an academy, university, or even one of the fly-by-night diploma mills focused on merc training was expensive. Though Colt had scored high on his Voluntary Off-World assessments, called VOWs, his lack of a merc sponsor—no one in his family had ever desired such a common career—combined with his relative poverty and his dismal scores on the psych eval due to his Asperger’s, had made attending one of the big universities impossible. And yet, Fulcrum had offered him a full ride with loans to be paid back after graduation. 

Everyone knew mercs swam in galactic credits, so the idea of paying back a loan had seemed trivial at the time—not that he had understood much about money at twelve. But, if what Casandra Brown was saying held true, Belknap had pocketed all that loan money and had been paying for the school’s upkeep through nefarious means.

Yardley sat up straight in his chair, his considerable chest straining the seams of his haptic suit as he drew breath to start yelling. He obviously didn’t like Brown’s insinuation that FMT had been working for, and as, criminals. But Colt kicked his ankle under the table, and Yard subsided.

Accessing his pinplants at the speed of thought, Colt broadcast a message to him.

Though Yardley’s face blanched, he dutifully repeated Colt’s words. “If what you say is true, what happens next? What are you planning to do with us?”

“Not my business,” Brown said. “I’m here on behalf of the Merchant Guild. They wanted Belknap and his people arrested. I’ve done that. Far as I’m concerned, you all are free to go.”

“Go?” Yardley looked around the table, his aquiline jaw set, his eyes pleading. “Go where?”

“Home,” Bishop Major Andersen said. “Back to Earth or wherever you started from.” He shrugged one shoulder. “Eventually, anyway. There is some question as to the legal ownership of Belknap’s vessel. Our lawyers are pouring over the matter. In the meantime, you are welcome to stay aboard. Our port authority has docked the ship with Pratt Station.”

Colt got the feeling when the Bishop Major said Uncanny Valley was now docked with their space station, it meant locked down tight. The cadets might get to stay aboard for a few days, but the ship wasn’t going anywhere while the Bishop Major’s lawyers worked out a plan to lay claim to it without legal hassles.

“If there’s nothing more, I’d like to get back to my ship.” Brown stood, and her MinSha guards prepared to exit with her.

Colt sent a hasty message to Yardley, his heart racing at a new, frightening thought.

“Wait!” Yardley stood, his expression worried. “Did you take all the staff? The pilots, engineers, armorers?”

Brown shook her head. “No. Not all. From what I understand, most of your instructors were duped, just like you. My people arrested only Belknap’s command staff, the ones we’re certain were in on the deception.”

“And now, gentlemen, I’ll thank you to speak with the cadets back on your ship. Explain the situation and assure them my people will do everything in our power to see to their comfort during your stay in the Zion system. But, please ask them to remain aboard your ship, at least until we clear up a few matters.” Bishop Major Andersen stood to shake Yardley’s, then Colt’s hands as if they had just negotiated a deal on a used flyer.

Colt got the feeling he and Yard had gotten the raw end of the agreement.

* * *
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“It’s not good. In fact, it’s worse than we thought.” Colt sat in a large, leather-upholstered chair behind former Colonel Belknap’s stateroom desk, his eyes dashing back and forth as he took in the reams of information provided by his pinplants. He didn’t so much read the articles, news vids, school databases, and other corroborating evidence as absorb them. And what he was absorbing—had been absorbing for the better part of four hours—made him sick. 

“How could it be worse?” Yardley sat across from Colt, his eyes flicking as he read a different slice of the data. “Is the colonel wanted on sexual harassment charges somewhere too?”

“No, but it looks like he cheated at least seven investors out of millions of credits just to get FMT up and running, and he’s been tricking more and more people into sinking money into it ever since. No wonder we’ve been traveling farther and farther afield to find contracts. He’s got people gunning for him everywhere.”

“Where’d you find that?”

“His personal files. The idiot kept a portfolio of his best schemes.”

“You broke into his personal stuff?”

“It wasn’t that big of a deal. Belknap shared his files with Rudd, and she didn’t keep her stuff encrypted, so I was able to backdoor into the colonel’s private data.”

“Not colonel.” The surly tone had returned to Yardley’s voice.

“And not sergeant, either.” Colt flicked his gaze to a large flat display on the stateroom wall, and it came online, showing a twenty-seven-year-old service report and review from Fowler’s Falcons. The rating gave one Specialist Memphis Wilson Belknap a meets standards rating across every category.

Yardley, who after four years of cadet training had seen his share of troop reviews, rolled his eyes. “He didn’t get even one exceeds? What a turd.”

Colt switched off his link to the ship’s intranet and the planet’s link to the Zion system’s information network. He had seen enough. A bone-aching weariness made his entire body hurt. “We have to tell them.”

Yardley nodded, his face glum. “How do you think they’ll take the news?”

“Same as you and me. It’ll suck. But they deserve to hear it from us.”

Although Yardley had made a ship-wide announcement about the bounty hunter’s accusations against FMT’s command staff, he had also promised to launch his own investigation into their accuracy. Four hours earlier, he and Colt had still held a smidgen of hope that this entire fiasco was all a mistake. Four hours, and more research than they had done in four years as students at FMT, hadn’t exonerated Belknap and his cronies. 

Quite the opposite.

“What happens now?” Yardley sounded genuinely curious, as if he expected Colt to have an answer. And maybe he did. Colt always had an answer.

But not this time. At least, not the sort of answer Yardley wanted. Colt could tell his big counterpart wanted him to say everything would work out. They would continue as a team, graduate FMT, and go on to long and glorious careers as mercs.

Fat chance since FMT no longer existed. Who would sign their diplomas? Maybe they could sign each other’s! The thought hit him so hard, Colt laughed out loud. 

Yard looked at him quizzically. “What’s funny about this?”

“Nothing. Everything. We got tricked into thinking we were becoming mercs by a guy who was barely ever one himself. You’ve got to admit there’s something funny there.”

“Funny like stupid, yeah. I think—”

“Colonel, uh, Steven, there’s a call coming in for you,” Captain Onishi said over the office’s intercom.

Colt wondered why Onishi, who was Echo Company’s executive officer, was answering comm calls on the bridge. Where were the comm techs? They must have abandoned their posts, since the school was no longer in business.

“Who is it?” Yardley gave Colt a look that said, what now? 

“He says he represents Mountside Financial.” Onishi paused for a moment, then said in a lower voice, “I don’t know about you, Steve, but those are the guys I borrowed from to come here.”

Yardley closed his eyes and swore. The ice that had formed in Colt’s gut during their meeting with Brown threated to become a glacier.

“Can you route it to Belknap’s office, please?” Yardley gestured at Colt for help before turning his chair to face the flat display on the wall. As if Colt would leave the commander to handle things on his own.

“Yes, sir—I mean, sure thing,” Onishi said. Even without Colt and Yard’s official word that the school had gone under, she seemed to have dispensed with company customs and courtesies.

Specialist Belknap’s subpar review disappeared from the screen, replaced by the jowly visage of a sallow-faced man in a green button-up shirt with some sort of food stain on one collar. He smiled, but the expression lasted less than a second, just long enough to turn his finger-thick mustache into a wiry, upward curve before returning to its straight pipe look. “Hello. My name is Tory Howard. Am I speaking with Cadet Colonel Stephen Yardley?”

“Yes.” Yardley sat forward in his seat. Though the big cadet might get nervous before commanding a fight, face-to-face meetings didn’t faze him. In fact, he thrived on them.

Colt was glad he couldn’t be seen in the vid pickup.

“Mr. Yardley, am I to understand that you are, or more precisely were, the cadet commander for Fulcrum Mercenary Training’s student body?”

“I am.” The word, former, must have rankled Yard. His eyes had widened when he heard it.

Howard seemed not to notice. “Good, good. As your secretary—”

“Executive officer,” Yardley said, menace in his voice.

“Excuse me?” Howard’s bushy eyebrows drew down.

“You said, ‘secretary.’ Cadet Captain Onishi isn’t anyone’s secretary.”

“As you will. The captain told you I represent Mountside Financial?”

“She did.”

“I doubt it will shock you that most...” Howard’s words petered to a stop as his eyes flicked back and forth for a moment. Then that microsecond flash of grin cracked his lips a second time. “I take that back, all of your cadets, even you, Mr. Yardley, have outstanding loans with our company.”

Colt knew the instant Yardley’s thoughts froze at the overwhelming news. He hastily sent a message to Yard’s pinplants, then cleared his throat to bring him back into the moment.

“FMT went out of business today,” Yardley said, and Colt cringed at how much it sounded like he was reading someone else’s words off a slate. Yard got that way, sometimes, when things confused or frightened him.

“Indeed. It did.” The condescension in Howard’s voice could have smothered a small goat.

“That’s breach of contract. We don’t have to pay for a product that was never delivered.”

Howard tilted his head to one side as if he were inspecting some new species of mammal he would just as soon club as let live. “You a lawyer, Mr. Yardley?”

“No. But—”

“The breach of contract you’re describing is with Fulcrum Mercenary Training, not Mountside Financial. We honored our terms of agreement. You and your fellow cadets, however, haven’t.”

Colt’s eyes squeezed down to slits as he sent another furious message.

“How can we be in breach with you, when we’ve only just found out about the collapse of our school?”

“Ah!” Howard held up one finger like a professor whose student has finally made a salient point after hours of trying. “You see, you may not have been aware of it, but our loans, the very loans you used to attend FMT and buy enhancements like the nanites coursing through your blood and the pinplants in your skull, those loans require payment every month.”

Yardley, his eyes as round as twenty millimeter bullets, made a face. He looked ready to eat glass. “But those loans were deferred until graduation!”

Howard shook his head sadly, yet there was mirth in his piggy eyes. “I’m afraid that’s simply not true, Mr. Yardley. Your headmaster was making those payments in your stead until about three months ago. You, along with every former student ensconced in that ship with you, are in arrears with Mountside for three months of loan payments. And I’m here to collect.” 

Yardley looked at Colt, his face a mask of fear. They both knew what default on this sort of loan could mean. Mountside would essentially own them. No one in the Union would call the seizure of their persons slavery. Slavery wasn’t allowed in the Union. But indentured servitude for debts unpaid? That was another tune altogether.

“Mr. Yardley?” Howard asked as the moment of silence stretched into uncomfortable waiting. “Mr. Yardley, I would like to come aboard the ship to discuss options. By my estimation, there are several ways we can come to terms over—”

While the debt collector spoke, Colt scoured the GalNet, both Uncanny Valley’s copy, and the much more robust and up-to-date one offered by the planetary hub. There had to be something in Merchant or Trade Guild statutes that would protect them from being detained by a lender. But the deeper he delved into the many cases of this type, the more Colt’s heart sank. Generally, anyone who defaulted on a loan was considered at fault and subject to the repayment terms outlined by the debt holder. Since Colt lacked the credits to pay even a drop of his debt back to Mountside, he figured his fellow cadets were probably in the same predicament. They had all gambled on becoming mercs before they had to pay back one red credit to the loan company.

“Uh.” Yard glanced down, swallowed when he found no answers there, and looked up at Howard. “I guess we can—”

“Wait!” Colt shouted. He thought he had found what they needed, not in Merchant or Trade Guild law, but in Brigham’s planetary edicts. He sent a message.

“Who was that, Mr. Yardley?” Howard asked.

A triumphant smile spread across Yard’s face as Colt’s words hit home. “Yes, that’s a great idea!” 

Howard raised an eyebrow. “What is a great idea?”

Colt rolled his eyes and gestured furiously at the screen.

“Oh, right!” Yardley rose from his chair, his massive hands planted on his desk, his face a mask of angry challenge. “We demand formal arbitration negotiated by local authorities! God help us, we’re going to the Mormons!” 

* * * * *
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The first time Colt dropped to the surface of Brigham, locked as he had been inside a CASPer, he hadn’t been able to see the planet’s red face glaring up at him like some baleful demon out of a nether hell. This time, sitting up front with the pilots in a comfy chair, he watched it all the way down, mesmerized by its simple beauty. If ever there had been a desert world, this was it, though signs of ancient waterways and volcanic activity marred its rocky surface, and puffs of white clouds, thinner than those of Earth, evidenced signs of its gradual change into a habitable planet.

“There’s the city.” Alice Onishi leaned forward in the seat next to Colt to get a better view of New Nauvoo and its three main domes. Her movement inadvertently gave Colt a better view of Onishi’s ample breasts as they pushed against her coveralls. He quickly moved his gaze elsewhere.

Part of him had been more than pleased when she announced she’d be traveling with them planet-side. Colt had always liked Alice. 

He bit the inside of his cheek. 

No, that wasn’t true. He’d had the worst crush on her since the day they met. That was the truth. Not that he had said one word about it to her. In fact, Colt got the impression Onishi hardly knew he existed. If she had romantic feelings for anyone, it was Yardley, given the way she sometimes looked at him. But mostly she focused on her job and her serious desire to become a legit merc within a couple of years.

Having her along distracted Colt. He kept focusing on not staring at her, which meant he wasn’t focusing on the reason they were headed to New Nauvoo. Not that he blamed her in any way. The distraction was his problem. He needed to get over it, and he knew that. But knowing a thing and actually doing it weren’t always compatible. 

“It’s something, isn’t it?” Zorn, their K’kng pilot, filled his chair like four pounds of hairy rocks in a two-pound sack, but he made an effort to turn sideways, so his Human passengers could look past his broad shoulders.

“Of course, it is something, otherwise it would be nothing. And we would not have come here for nothing.” Benwarst, Zorn’s copilot and one of only two Jeha Colt had ever known, undulated his caterpillar-like body in a Jeha gesture that meant mild rebuke mixed with surprise.

Zorn looked balefully at his flying partner, which translated well to the Humans. His race looked like Terran gorillas with their dark fur, thickly ridged faces, and beady eyes. “Of course it’s something. You think by saying it’s something, I was saying it’s nothing?”

“Logically.”

Zorn slapped one of his beefy shoulders with an open palm in a show of frustration. He turned to the Humans. He cocked a thumb at Benwarst. “You think that’s bad, you should see me trying to tell this one a joke.” 

“Looks like they’ve got crops growing inside the dome.” Yardley had unfastened his safety harness despite the pilots’ warnings. He slipped his bulk between their chairs for a better look. “Yeah, definitely crops. Looks like corn and maybe some kind of beans. And look, they’ve even got some trees growing in there. Big ones.”

Colt barely caught a glimpse of what Yard was describing before the shuttle set down on a square pad outside New Nauvoo’s largest dome, and a thick, blue concrete wall blocked their view. 

The FMT pilots—former FMT pilots—shut down their craft while the ship’s computer extended a docking tube to the city wall’s exterior port. A bang and a series of trundling sounds like gears working sounded, then the shuttle’s side hatch popped open with a hiss of equalizing atmospheres.

“Good luck.” Zorn tipped a nonexistent hat, a Human gesture he had picked up at some point in his long life. “Call if you need us.”

Benwarst reared up on his pilot’s perch and spread thirty or so of his nimble arms/legs in a gesture of parting. “Yes. I wish you luck as well. I hope the loan masters let you keep your freedom.”

“B’cha!” Zorn thumped his own head. “What a thing to say to young people. You’ll frighten them.”

“Should they not be frightened?”

“Come on. Let’s get this over with.” Yardley led the way through the blue docking tube, which felt like plastic but was really a nanite-derived polymer not too dissimilar from the kind found in a CASPer’s armor. A two-meter-tall door loomed before them.

Though they had fought many simulated battles together, and even a couple of real ones—well, skirmishes at least—Colt felt a whisper of doubt pass through him when the port door boomed open in front of Yardley. Together, they had connived, planned, and generally thought their way through many challenges. But Colt worried this one might be the last.

Cool, clean air that smelled of good earth and plenty of moisture flowed into the tube. Colt hadn’t been aware of the shuttle’s staleness until he breathed a lungful of the fragrant stuff. Something about it made his mouth water.

Four armed guards dressed in powered armor, carrying rifles of a make Colt didn’t recognize, flanked Bishop Major Andersen. The older man had traded his business suit for a set of armor, but where his troopers’ suits, though immaculately clean, showed signs of use with the odd scratch or buff mark here or the not quite true color pixel emitter there, the bishop’s armor showed no such defects. He had keyed it to an almost eye-watering white that flowed around his body like negative space. Across his shoulders, he wore a sash of purest, verdant green that could be unfolded to become a cape.

“Hello again, gentlemen. I assume the young lady is Cadet Captain Alice Onishi?”

“Yes, sir.” Onishi braced to attention, but managed not to fire off a salute, though Colt noticed her hand twitch. Two years of indoctrination were hard to fight down.

“Welcome to New Nauvoo.” Andersen gave them a nod that bordered on a bow and gestured toward the door opposite them. “Give us a moment, and we’ll escort you inside.”

The outer door Colt and the others had just come through slid shut on a curtain of air, a buzzer sounded, and the inside door leading into the city rolled open. Andersen smiled and led the group into the dome. 

Colt, Yardley, and Onishi looked around like tourists visiting their first alien world. In some respects, that was true. Colt had heard rumors that the Mormons had leased an entire star system from the Union with the intent of terraforming one of its planets while mining the others, but he had never imagined the immensity of the project. New Nauvoo towered a hundred stories over their heads, its main dome so vast, Colt could barely see the other side from where he stood. Skyscrapers, brownstones, and cozy apartment buildings of no less than five stories defined the space without crowding the wide walkways where pedestrians meandered through every part of the city. 

And the trees. The trees left Colt staring in awe. Sycamores, oaks, pines, and weeping willows graced every open area with hedges, and other greenery filled in between. Carefully pruned rosebushes in every hue Earth had ever produced, and probably more, ran along the city’s main thoroughfare, one color slowly melting into another down the line.

“This way,” Andersen said after he had given his visitors a moment to take it all in. They joined a throng of well-dressed people headed east, and Colt felt his anxiety rise. But the crowd paid him little attention, and no one tried to speak to him, for which he was grateful. He looked around without meeting anyone’s gaze. 

They went four blocks, then Andersen turned off the street to climb a set of stone stairs leading up to a twenty-story edifice at the center of the dome. A plaque on the wall proclaimed it the Heber C. Grant building. Inside, the place felt like a five-star hotel. Marble floors, their white surface broken in the most elegant manner by strips of natural blue and glints of red, covered the entrance.

Andersen nodded to a guard posted at the front desk and led his charges around to a freight elevator at the back of the building. They rode it to the top floor, which required both a keycode and voice command from Andersen. He ushered them through a security checkpoint where another set of guards scanned them for weapons before allowing them to progress toward a vault-like door at the end of the hall. It was white, made of steel, and no less than a meter thick.

Onishi whistled as the massive thing slid open before them, electric motors whining inside the wall under the strain. “All this for us?”

Andersen’s ever-present grin stretched into a smile. “No, ma’am. All this for him.”

The vault door had opened wide enough to reveal an old man dressed in a fine suit seated at a conference table. He stood and spread his arms. “Welcome, Mr. Yardley, Ms. Onishi, Mr. Maier. My name is V. Ronald Talmason. I am the president of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and, likewise, the president of Zion.”

Colt looked the man in the eye. It wasn’t an easy feat for him, but he wanted the chance to match Talmason’s image on the GalNet to the real life person standing before them. He swallowed when his pinlink confirmed the identity with a ninety-seven percent chance.

“Mister...President,” Yardley stammered, and Colt understood his hesitancy. It wasn’t every day you met the leader of an entire star system or a major religion.

“Ronald will be fine. Won’t you three have a seat?” The president gestured to unoccupied chairs on either side of the conference table.

The cadets sat, each of them eyeing one another, then Talmason. Colt, who felt he had used up his full measure of eye contact for the day, stared out the expansive windows on the north side of the room overlooking a greenway filled with families playing soccer and flag football or spreading blankets for picnics. Beyond them a secondary dome, lower than the one Colt now occupied, was filled with row upon row of some crop he couldn’t identify. 

“Would you all care for something to eat or drink? We have lemonade, orange juice, even coffee, for our guests.”

That last must have been some sort of private joke, because Talmason and Andersen chuckled, and their armed guards smiled, but Colt didn’t get it. Either way, he couldn’t have stomached anything at the moment, so he shook his head. Yardley and Onishi both had orange juice, which was delivered almost instantly by a young woman in a dress that looked at least a century out of fashion. 

“The bishop has briefed me on your situation,” Talmason said after they had their drinks. He had ordered a hot chocolate. The scent of it filled the room. It reminded Colt of Earth. “I’m sorry you were so ill-used by your former commandant.”

“Thank you.” Yardley, who had finished his orange juice in two gulps, pushed his glass aside and switched on his slate, a signal they had long ago established to show Colt he expected help should the meeting grow too intense.

“As I understand it, you’ve asked for legal arbitration between you, including the entire student body, and this loan company. What was it called?” Talmason darted his gaze to Bishop Andersen. 

“Mountside Financial,” Andersen supplied.

“Right.” The president nodded his thanks to his aide.

“Yes, sir.” Yardley said. 

A chime sounded, and the conference room’s vault door slid open, drawing everyone’s attention. Tory Howard sauntered in with a retinue of mercenary guards at his back. Six of them wore body armor that bore the T3 symbol on the left shoulder to indicate they belonged to Tom’s Total Terrors. Though they carried no weapons, the Human mercs held something far more formidable in Colt’s estimation: pure menace. Howard’s remaining three guards seemed less impressive in their basic gray uniforms with Mountside patches stitched over their hearts.

“Mr. President,” Howard said with a formal bow as if he were meeting a king. “Thank you for overseeing this process. When the kids demanded it, I never imagined we’d be meeting the president of the church.”

“I’m pleased to help.” Talmason looked embarrassed by Howard’s brown-nosing attitude. He quickly waved him to a seat across from Yardley, Onishi, and Colt. Howard’s guards took up positions behind him.

“You’ve noticed their unit markings, have you?” Howard inclined his head toward Yardley who was indeed staring at the mercs’ T3 symbols. “I thought it only fitting I hire the company your former commandant claimed as his own to chase him down. Too bad that bounty hunter whisked him out of the system before we got our hands on him. I would have enjoyed the look on his face when a troop of real mercs showed up.”

Despite the anger and betrayal Colt had been feeling toward Belknap for the better part of a day, he could have punched Howard in the face at that moment. Who was he, some fat loan shark who had surely never served in a military or merc unit, to question anyone, even Belknap? 

And it was a battalion, or maybe a company, not a troop. The man’s audacity mingled with his sheer ignorance was almost enough to make Colt glare at him. Almost. Accessing his implants, he sent a quick message to Yard.

“Perhaps we should get down to business.” From his tone, Colt could tell Yard shared his estimation of Howard.

“Certainly.” Howard consulted his slate, and the little smirk Colt had noticed when he first contacted them appeared on his lips. “According to our records, most of FMT’s cadets are in debt to Mountside for at least seventy thousand credits. Those are the minimal figures. There are some, especially seniors and juniors, who owe considerably more. As per our contracts with each of you, if you fall behind with your repayments, you are required to immediately pay the full amount. If you can’t, Mountside Financial is authorized to seize your person and your property until such time as the debt is cleared.”

“In other words, slavery.” Talmason sneered when he said the world.

“Indentured servitude, sir,” Howard said. “A grand tradition on Earth, one that saw many families move into better circumstances than where they started out.”

Colt gritted his teeth and broadcast a message to Yard.

“What are our options for arbitration, Mr. President?” Yardley avoided looking at Howard to focus on the church leader.

“It would seem there is a legal precedent—” Talmason began but was interrupted when the vault door, once again, chimed. He gave it an annoyed look as it rolled open.

A pair of armed Mormon guards ushered a woman dressed in a Mountside uniform into the conference room, each holding one of her wrists. Frank relief softened her expression when she caught sight of Tory Howard. 

“I’m sorry to interrupt, sir,” said one of the guards. He looked between Bishop Major Andersen and President Talmason as if he couldn’t decide whom to address. At last he settled on the bishop major. “We caught this woman snooping about in the lower floors.”

“I wasn’t snooping, I swear.” The woman turned pleading eyes toward her boss. “I was running a routine security scan when you all moved out. I got lost and was trying to find my way here.”

The major considered her for a moment. “Did you check her for weapons?”

“Of course, sir,” said the guard. “She has none.”

Andersen turned to Howard. “Do you vouch for this woman, sir?”

“Yes. Vanessa is on my security team. I did order her to run a sweep—you can never be too careful—right before we came here. I’m afraid, in the hubbub of the street, I thought she was with us.”

“Very well.” One corner of Andersen’s mouth turned up in a lopsided grin. “We have no laws against getting lost. Please, join us.”

The guards released Vanessa, and she hurried around the desk to stand with her fellow Mountside employees. Something about the way she moved, her furtive air, brushed at Colt’s attention, but he didn’t have time to think about some wayward security drone. Not when Mountside was on the verge of foreclosing on his physical person and those of everyone at FMT. He sent another hectic message to Yard.

“Mr. President, we wish to ask for formal asylum.” Yardley sat forward in his seat, his blue eyes earnest. “You said it yourself, Mountside is threatening us with slavery. Surely, peace-loving people such as you won’t stand by while they commit this crime against us.”

Colt was especially proud of the peace-loving part. But his attention was diverted when Vanessa bent to whisper in her boss’s ear while Yard was still talking. At first, Howard looked annoyed by the interruption, but then his eyebrows drew down, and he pursed his waxen lips as if considering something weighty.

This byplay hadn’t gone unnoticed by President Talmason, who watched Howard with shrewd gray eyes. Colt doubted the old man had heard what Vanessa said. Colt certainly hadn’t, but the look on Talmason’s face made him wonder. At length, the president raised one finger in the air and said, “Mr. Howard, I have
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