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Chapter 1 – Blackshoals

 

Sergeant Jerry Harper's recurring nightmare began as it always did: with water, fire, and blood.

“All units,” General Stone's voice said in Jerry's helmet comm, “friendly bombardment will begin in twenty seconds. Evacuate the outer perimeter and pull back to the inner wall. Fort batteries, cease fire until friendlies have reached the wall. Snipers, continue firing. All others cease fire and wait for the go-ahead.”

It was the Claim War's third battle on the planet Blackshoals, and Jerry crouched behind the parapet of Fort Baker's inner perimeter wall. He and the rest of the Agrarian Commonwealth's forces were tasked with repelling the invasion at all costs. It was looking like the “all costs” part would happen.

Fort Baker sprawled across the south end of the oceanic planet's largest island. The rain came down in cold sheets, as it often did on Blackshoals, hammering the outcropping and drumming against his helmet. In the distance, waves crashed on the black rocks, slowly pounding them to gravel over eons. Grav engines hummed here and there, adding their whines to the noise. The vehicles themselves remained mostly hidden by the rain, clouds, and steam from the island's geologically active north side. Shouts and screams of men could be heard from all directions, both inside and outside the fort. The cacophony was topped off by the sizzle of purple-white plasma bolts streaking through the air.

Jerry and his squad didn't need to pull back; they were already at the inner wall. He fired a final shot over the parapet and tried to ignore the intermittent bacon-like smell of fried human flesh. He paused and waited for the bombardment, counting down the seconds and taking advantage of the lull to swap out for a fresh magazine. The outer courtyard was full of brown-skinned Agrarians running from the outer perimeter as fast as they could. Their forest camouflage uniforms were ill-suited for the volcanic terrain, and there was no place to hide. Some of those men were with the Homestead Volunteer Rifles, like Jerry, and he silently urged them on.

An Agrarian Commonwealth battlecruiser, the A.C.S. Sandstorm, emerged from the dark storm clouds and descended towards the island. It had already taken heavy damage in the space battle, but it wasn't out of the fight yet.

Jerry allowed himself a grim smile. Things were about to take a bad turn for the enemy's foot soldiers.

The Sandstorm's main plasma cannons—guns designed to take on frigates, not men—swiveled on their turrets and opened fire. Incredibly powerful plasma bolts pounded the island, vaporizing enemy soldiers and shattering the volcanic rock. The land glowed a dull red in spots where multiple bolts struck, and the rain flashed to steam, enveloping the island with fresh clouds of mist.

Almost as soon as it began its bombardment, the Sandstorm took fire from above. Plasma bolts from unseen vessels shot through the clouds and peppered the battlecruiser's top side. Sandstorm's shields fluctuated, threatening to fail completely. One of the enemy plasma bolts sneaked through in one of the split seconds the shields were down, and there was an explosion.

Jerry cursed under his breath.

Sandstorm tried to maneuver, but its grav engine was damaged, making it sluggish. It crept forward and fell, belching thick black smoke. There was a dull boom, as if from an internal explosion, and then the ship began to yaw. It turned over, banked, and plowed itself into the fort's outer wall. It tumbled across the rocky island for several hundred yards with the horrible screech of twisting metal. It came to a stop atop the outer wall and exploded in a ball of white fire.

Jerry watched with horror for a moment, and then a shock wave of hot wind slammed him in the face. He was blown over and landed on his back, his head bouncing off the prefabricated deck. His helmet absorbed the impact, and he lay there motionless for a stunned moment. He finally came to his senses, scrambled back to his feet, and resumed his position at the parapet. Sandstorm's crash had taken out a portion of the outer wall, and now enemy soldiers, a mix of gray-skinned Reliants and orange-skinned Felids, poured through the gap. The fourth Breed of humanity, the copper-skinned Paragons, remained in space, content to use their own Reliants as cannon fodder.

“All units,” General Stone said, “retreat inside the inner wall and repel invaders from there. Do not attempt to re-take the outer perimeter. Infantry, open fire.”

Jerry opened fire, as ordered, striking down one soldier after another. The mindless, conformist Reliants were slow and unimaginative—easy kills. The Felids, the “warrior” Breed of the galaxy, were very different. They were dressed in a variety of uniforms and civilian clothes, were quick and unorganized, and they moved in unpredictable patterns. Shooting them was a challenge. But the courtyard was now full of enemy soldiers, and hitting someone was almost a certainty. Jerry hosed them down with plasma bolts, quickly exhausting his magazine. He ejected it, inserted a fresh one, and resumed firing.

“Fort batteries,” Stone said, “prepare to open fire at my command.” Several seconds passed, presumably so the last of the Agrarians could get to the inner wall. “Fort batteries, fire.”

The fort's plasma cannons had been still while the fighting was hand-to-hand at the outer wall, but now they started pounding away. Their bolts were too powerful for personal energy shields to absorb, and any hit was an instant kill. Reliants and Felids were torn apart, and the courtyard was soon littered with severed limbs and charred torsos.

Jerry appraised the situation for a moment and decided he didn't like what he saw. The batteries were doing their part, but there were too many targets. Some enemy soldiers would reach the inner perimeter. And they were just the ones who had already landed. There were more in space waiting to descend. The Agrarians would need a miracle to hold the fort.

A pair of enemy officers, Felids, were arguing out on the rocky beach near the ruined outer wall, and they had foolishly allowed themselves to wander out from their cover. The men wore different uniforms, which meant they were from different clans, and that was no doubt the source of their disagreement. They were protected from the fort's batteries by the terrain, but Jerry's position on the wall gave him an angle between piles of rubble. He aimed at one of the men, switched to full-auto, and fired a string of shots from his plasma rifle. 

The Felid's energy armor absorbed the first three hits, but the fourth proved too much. That last plasma bolt burned through, leaving a charred hole in the man's orange face. Or woman's. Jerry couldn't tell at that distance. Before joining the Homestead Volunteer Rifles, he hadn't believed some of the crazier stories about Felid women in combat. The Claim War had opened his eyes. He switched back to single-fire and targeted the other man.

That other Felid officer crouched behind a rock, raised his own rifle, and returned fire.

Jerry ducked behind the parapet. The plasma bolts sizzled on the wall, adding a whiff of scorched metal to the wet, musty air.

An explosion from above caught his ears, and he looked up. A warship of some kind had been partially destroyed in the space battle, and what was left of it was plummeting to the surface. It emerged through the cloud cover black and smoking. There was a second explosion, and the ship broke apart, sending burning pieces of men and machinery splashing into the heaving ocean swells.

Jerry squinted. One of the exterior panels floated on the surface for a moment before sinking beneath the waves. It bore the insignia of the Agrarian Commonwealth Navy.

“Breeder's name,” he muttered. His people only had so many ships up there, and they'd been outnumbered from the beginning. If the Commonwealth lost control of space, then the other Breeds could land at will. The invading trickle would become a flood, and that would be the end of the Agrarian occupation of Blackshoals and its treasure trove of Chevenite. It would also be the end of Sergeant Jerry Harper.

As if on cue, a Reliant Mentarchy troop transport descended from orbit, no doubt squeezing through the hole left in the blockade by the destroyed Commonwealth warship. It slowed until it hovered about a hundred yards over the sea's surface. Large doors in the bow opened, and the transport vomited forth its assault craft. Reliant troop landers poured out of the transport and fell towards the water. Some were destroyed by fire from Fort Baker's batteries, but the landers were small and agile, carrying only twenty soldiers each, and most survived. They shot forward, zipping just a few feet above the waves on their grav engines. They reached the island, stopped in the shallows, and discharged their troops. The Reliants, guided telepathically by their Mentarch, splashed ashore like automatons. They assembled on the beach in their usual formations, carrying plasma rifles with Chevalloy bayonets, and looked for all the world like ancient battle squares from the age of horse and lance. Their gray skin and uniforms stood out nicely against the black beach.

Jerry remembered that the Mentarch usually didn't order troops to activate personal shields until they were in formation. Those soldiers out there were probably defenseless. It was a weakness of their enslaved minds, and he took advantage. He switched his rifle's selector back to full-auto and unloaded his magazine's seventy-five rounds on the formation. Dozens of them went down before his bolts started to be absorbed by energy shields. The Mentarch had apparently noticed their deaths. Jerry took cover again and inserted a fresh magazine. He wouldn't get a chance like that again now that they had their shields up, but he had seized the opportunity while it existed. It wasn't much—the Commonwealth would probably still lose the battle—but it was something.

“Harper!” came the voice from his helmet's comm. It was Lieutenant Boatwright. “Some Felids—” He was interrupted by an explosion from overhead.

Jerry ducked and wrapped his arms around his helmet. Shrapnel from a destroyed something-or-other showered Fort Baker from overhead. After a moment, it was clear, and he looked around. 

A man of Company D—Jerry's own company, the Stonefell Guards—lay on his back. A piece of shrapnel had sliced into his neck. His eyes were as big as saucers, and he gasped and trembled. Shaky fingers clutched at his throat, trying to stem the tide as his life's blood squirted out.

“Auxiliary!” Jerry waved a hand frantically.

A pair of women from the Ladies' Auxiliary noticed him and ran over.

“Sir, say again,” Jerry shouted into his comm. “There was an explosion. You got cut off.”

“I said some Felids broke through at Gate 7.” Boatwright's voice was tense and higher-pitched than usual. “Get your squad over there and seal the breach.”

“Yes, sir.” Jerry pulled away from the parapet and began running towards the ramp. He keyed the comm channel for his squad on his wrist control. “C squad,” he shouted into his helmet's microphone, “we're pulling back to Gate 7! Move it!”

He reached the ramp and ran down, his boots thundering on the metal. He jogged across the rocky ground, weaving his way between people and machines. Squads from a variety of Commonwealth planets ran to and fro. A number of women from the Ladies' Auxiliary raced about, their tan uniforms making them stand out among the camouflaged soldiers. Those Auxilians tended to the wounded, carried away the dead and dying, repaired equipment, and ferried ammunition to the fort's defenders. Everyone in the courtyard was soaked from the rain, and they all seemed to be going everywhere at once. 

The southern side of the inner perimeter bordered a cliff, not a beach, so it was more lightly defended than the other sides. The southern gates opened up to narrow, winding staircases that led down to small platforms near sea level. The stairs had been mostly destroyed by the Agrarian defenders before the battle. General Stone had guessed the Mentarchy's Reliants wouldn't attempt an assault there, nor would the Paragons' Reliants, and he was proven correct. The terrain was all wrong for their tactics. But the Felids were capable of anything, and it seemed they had swum in from submersibles, scaled the cliff, and finally reached the top. A dozen or so Felids had broken through Gate 7 and were now battling the Agrarian defenders.

“Brown Team,” Jerry said into his comm, “head for the gate itself and see if you can get it shut and sealed. Then take positions at the wall and fire at any climbers on the cliff. If their shields are on and they're inside minimum range, then shoot at the rock instead and try to get it to crumble away. Maybe that'll make them fall into the ocean. Green Team, Gold Team, come with me. We're going to clean house.”

“On it, Sergeant,” Corporal Brandon Woods said, though not without a note of fear in his voice. “You heard the man, you lazy sodbusters. Let's go!”

Jerry's stomach roiled. Like everyone else in the battle, the Felids wore energy shield vests. At a long enough range, a few shots from a plasma rifle would deplete the shields. Inside the minimum range, though, plasma bolts only shattered harmlessly. The Felids at Gate 7 were too close for plasma weapons. They had already engaged the Agrarians with bare blades, and now it was Jerry's turn to get nasty. He slung his rifle and drew his sword. Its pale yellow Chevalloy blade, lighter and stronger than steel, glinted in the dim light.

Eleven ocean-drenched Felids fought two dozen Agrarians, and the defenders were hard-pressed. Both sides hacked at each other in what quickly became a blood-soaked melee. Many bodies—some brown-skinned, some orange—lay on the ground already, along with parts of bodies, and the low spots in the black rock sported red puddles where rain and blood had pooled.

Jerry dashed towards the nearest Felid. The man was grappling with an Agrarian, and his back was turned at the moment. Jerry raised his sword and slashed at his neck. “For Homestead!” 

The blade ignored the Felid's energy armor and sliced through his spinal column, nearly decapitating him. The man fell towards Jerry, splattering him with blood from severed neck arteries.

Another Felid saw him, a woman this time. Her orange hair was cut short, and the normally lean, angular lines of her body were bent, coiled like a snake ready to strike. Her blade was already red with Agrarian blood. She glared at Jerry, boring into him with bright yellow predatory eyes with slitted pupils. She bared her fangs and charged, swinging her sword with a demonic fury. 

It was all Jerry could do to fend her off. He retreated, barely avoiding her blade. She whirled and lunged and stabbed, missing him by hairbreadths. Jerry slipped on the wet rock and fell over backwards. His helmet struck the ground hard, and his head rang like a bell. The Felid dashed in for the killing blow, but then she slipped, too. Her foot slid sideways, and she fell to one knee.

That was Jerry's chance. He scrambled up, lunged, and swiped his sword at her thigh. It bit deep, and she screamed and toppled over. He pounced, driving the point of his blade into her eye socket. She spasmed once, and then was still. He put his boot on her face and yanked his sword free.

Before he could turn his attention to another Felid, a Reliant frigate materialized out of the gray clouds. It dove towards the fort and opened up with its plasma cannons. 

“Hit the deck!” Jerry shouted into his comm. He threw himself down and covered his head. The plasma bolts pounded the inner courtyard around Gate 7, incinerating some unlucky defenders as well as a few Felids. He scrambled towards the wall for cover.

The Reliant vessel hovered in place, seeking out targets and methodically destroying them. Then it lurched into motion and sped away.

A Commonwealth destroyer, the A.C.S. Hacksaw, fell from the sky and chased the smaller ship. The Hacksaw pounded away with its own guns. The Reliant frigate absorbed several hits before its shields gave out, and then holes began to appear in its hull. Hacksaw kept firing mercilessly. The Reliant ship belched smoke and flame from its various wounds, tumbled and yawed, and finally smacked the ocean hard. It bobbed for a moment like a cork in the roiled sea, and then it quickly sank. Hacksaw ascended back into the clouds and disappeared.

Jerry scrambled to his feet and picked up his sword. He looked around for Felids. Some had been killed by the ship, but more were still coming in from the cliff. The men of C squad had regained their feet and were now engaging them again. Jerry saw an unopposed Felid and took a step forward. Before he could take a second step, someone collided with him from behind, knocking him back to the ground and driving the breath from his lungs. Jerry rolled over, shoved him off, and looked at him. It was an Agrarian defender, though not one from Jerry's planet. The name stitched on his uniform read “Collier,” and he was one of the Oakland Sharpshooters. Collier's eyes were wide, and his mouth was open in terror. A raspy hiss oozed from his mouth, and then he fell silent.

Jerry stared at him for a moment. He had never been to the planet Oakland before. For some strange reason—some bizarre psychological effect of war and emotional trauma, probably—he felt the sudden urge to visit it. He swallowed hard, and then pushed himself up to his hands and knees. He looked up, but the Felid he had seen before was gone. Jerry was about to stand up and look for another target, but then he saw a man vault over the parapet and attack the Agrarians.

The man was a Felid, but not like the rest. Unlike the other Felids who wore clan insignia, there was no telling this one's clan, and that was by design. His orange hair was dyed gray, and his orange skin was covered in gray camouflage paint. He wore a sleeveless black fighting tunic, black trousers, and soft doeskin boots instead of heavy combat boots. He looked more like a shadow than a man, a blur of death and destruction. He carried a Felid sword with a bright Chevalloy blade, and the skin of his left forearm bore a brand, three crossed swords inside a nine-pointed star. It was the brand of the Felid assassin-monks, the fabled Harowaith.

The sight of that brand filled Jerry with horror, and he froze. He remained on his hands and knees, unable to do anything other than watch.

The Harowaith was impossibly lithe and graceful, and he danced among the Agrarians, severing arms and legs and heads in a manner so effortless as to be almost beautiful. In a matter of seconds, half of the Agrarian defenders at Gate 7 lay dead or dying. The Harowaith, now covered in blood splatter, focused his gaze on Jerry and walked towards him. There was a euphoric look in those yellow slit-pupiled eyes, and his lips were slightly parted in what could only be ecstasy. His stride was casual and confident, arrogant even, as if he knew—correctly—that no man in the fort was his match in single combat.

Jerry wanted to run, but his body refused his brain's commands. He could only stare up at those yellow eyes, knowing his death was imminent. His bowels turned to water and let go, warming his crotch and thighs. He tried to beg for his life, but could produce only a whimper.

“Breeder's will be done,” the Harowaith said. He raised his sword.


 

 

Chapter 2 – Homestead

 

Jerry awoke and lurched up into a sitting position, soaked with sweat and gasping for breath. He jerked his head left and right, searching for those yellow eyes. His conscious mind battled with his subconscious, and the past and the present were intertwined for a few long, horrifying moments.

“You had your nightmare again, didn't you?” a woman's voice said.

Jerry blinked and turned his head in the direction of the voice. Blackshoals began to fade, retreating back into the darkest corners of his mind. His consciousness took over with a firm hand, sternly reminding him that he was in fact on Homestead, his home planet, and that it had been nine years since the battle. Fort Baker dissolved away, coalescing into Jerry's bedroom.

He laid his head back down on the pillow, put a hand to his chest, and sighed. His heart raced, thumping against his palm. A part of him wanted to cry with relief. As usual, though, he didn't. He might be a broken soldier, but he still had some pride.

His girlfriend, Laurie, was getting dressed, and he took a moment to admire the view. She was attractive by any measure, but compared to the horrible visions in his nightmare, she was absolutely beautiful. Seeing her naked body was like a balm for his tortured soul.

She pulled a dress over her head and let it drop, ending the show. She pulled her golden hair out of the back of the dress and ran her hands through it, giving it a more kempt yet still wild look.

“Are you going somewhere?” Jerry asked.

“I'm taking some things over to a friend's.” Laurie sat on the edge of the bed to put on her shoes. “I'll pick up the rest of my things later.”

“You're really leaving this time.” Jerry wasn't sure if he meant it as a question or not.

“I warned you.” She stood and began to gather her things. “Stay on your pills or I'm gone. That's what I said.”

“I have a gig tonight. I had to skip a dose. When I get back, I'll go back on the prescription, and then everything will be back to normal.”

“Until the next gig.” Laurie stopped moving around. She stared at him with big green eyes and sighed. “Look, Jerry. You're not a bad guy. And you're a good lover. We had some great times. But I can't deal with your nightmares anymore. I thought I could handle being with a man with War Strain, but I guess I was wrong. I've got a bruise on my arm where you hit me in your sleep.”

“I'm sorry.” Jerry closed his eyes and sighed. “I would never intentionally hurt you.”

“I know. But intentionally or not, you did. It's not the first time, but it will be the last.” She sat down on the edge of the bed and gave him a sympathetic look. “You know, if you would just give up your music—”

“I can't do that.” Jerry slid backwards to sit against the headboard and looked at her. “You know I can't. Picking on stage is the only thing that helps me completely forget. It's the only time I'm at peace. And the pills mess it all up. I'd do just about anything for you, but not this.”

“So there we are.” Laurie stood and walked to the door. She put her hand on the knob and turned to look at him. “I'm sorry it has to end this way. I'm sorry it has to end at all. But I've reached my limit. I can't handle a man who's not right in the head. I thought it wouldn't be so bad, but I was wrong. Maybe that makes me a bad person. I don't know. But just so we're clear: it's over, Jerry. I'm sorry. Good-bye.” She opened the door and walked out.

Jerry lay in bed for several moments. The front door opened and shut with a thump, and then all was quiet. Laurie wasn't the first one to leave him over his War Strain. Like many women, she had found his status as a war veteran exciting and attractive. But the reality of his condition always ended up souring his relationships. Nine years after the battle, Blackshoals continued to claim casualties.

He lay in bed contemplating his life for a few minutes before crawling out and getting dressed. Girlfriend or no girlfriend, War Strain or no War Strain, lawns didn't mow themselves. He had to go to work.

 

* * *

 

After a full day of landscaping work, Jerry found himself doing what he loved most in the world.

“Homestead Blues!”

“Stonefell River!”

“Brown Beauty!”

“Agrarian Breakdown!”

He grinned. The bar's patrons all had their favorite songs, and it was now late enough—which meant they were drunk enough—for them to voice their opinions loudly and often.

Bill Finch, the guitarist, turned to Jerry. “How about another fiddle tune—maybe Green-Eyed Woman, since we haven't done that one yet—and then Spin the Wheel of Fire, and then we take a break. You up for that?”

Jerry nodded. “Sounds good.”

“You sure you can handle the solos? You sure your head's on straight after Laurie—”

“I'll be fine. Laurie's gone, and that's that. It's over. I need to put her out of my mind, and picking is the best way to do that.” He gave Bill what he hoped was a confident-looking grin. “So let's let Clay show off a little, and then I'll bring the lightning.”

Clay Ackerman, the fiddler, laughed. “Sounds like a plan.”

“Then start us off, fat man,” Bill said to Clay with a grin, “and show us how it's done!”

Clay sawed the first few notes of Green-Eyed Woman on his fiddle. The bar's patrons cheered and began to clap and stomp their feet.

Jerry picked the backup rhythm on his banjo, alternating his thumb between the third and fourth strings. It was a fun tune, even though its banjo part wasn't much. It was meant to showcase the fiddler, and Jerry loved hearing the big man play.

And play he did. Clay was six feet, four inches tall, and shaped vaguely like a barrel. His yellow hair was matted with sweat, and his shirt was soaked, but his beefy hands moved just as deftly as they had two hours ago. His body swayed and bounced along with the rhythm. By the time his solo arrived about halfway through the song, he was practically dancing around the stage.

Bill strummed his guitar and sang into the microphone, his voice just barely cutting through the clamor from the patrons. The whole bar rumbled with the noise of clapping hands, stomping feet, and clanging beer bottles. Some of the couples in the audience had begun to dance between the tables. One drunk man even tried dancing on a table, though he soon lost his balance and fell off, sparking laughter among the onlookers.

Jerry chuckled and shook his head. He watched the fallen man for a moment, hoping he was all right. When a few others helped him to his feet, Jerry's gaze shifted, and that's when he noticed a familiar face. Brandon Woods was in the audience. 

He saw Jerry looking and gave a wave.

Jerry blinked, stunned for a moment, and his fingers froze. After a moment, he resumed playing and nodded at him. He hadn't seen Brandon in nine years. The last time was after returning to Homestead after the Third Battle of Blackshoals. They had both spent some time in the infirmary. By the time Jerry was discharged, Brandon had already been gone a week.

Thinking of Blackshoals gave him shivers, and he tried to put his old war buddy out of mind. He focused on his playing, fumbling his way through the rest of Green-Eyed Woman. The song ended, and he took a deep breath and exhaled, blowing out his cheeks. He'd screwed up his part a little, but it was just back-up, so it didn't matter so much. The next song would be very different. It was time for him to shine.

“And now,” Bill announced to the crowd, “let's ratchet things up a bit. This next song features our banjo picker, Mr. Jerry Harper. You all know the tune. It's the one you've been waiting for all night. It's called Spin the Wheel of Fire. Clay, start us off.”

The audience hooted and hollered for a moment, but then became abruptly quiet as soon as Clay started playing. They listened to his fiddle, but their eyes were fixed on Jerry's hands. They knew the song well, just as Bill said, and they knew what was coming.

Bill sang the first stanza. It was over quickly, and then the fun part began: the first of three banjo solos.

Jerry picked the down-the-neck break, his fingers transitioning from one roll to another, one chord to another, and hitting the accents on the melody notes. It wasn't a hard solo, but the syncopation made it sound tougher than it was. He wrapped it up, and there was some scattered applause. He played the background rhythm while Bill launched into the song's second stanza.

Jerry took the opportunity to sneak another look at Brandon. His old friend was still there, but he wasn't looking at Jerry. His face was like a storm cloud, and he was looking across the room. Jerry followed his gaze to a young couple. They had orange hair and skin, and they stood out like torches against the brown Agrarian crowd. For a moment, Jerry was back on Blackshoals, and his fingers froze again on the banjo's strings.

“Jerry!” hissed Bill. “Solo B coming up. Pay attention!”

Jerry blinked rapidly. The flashback faded, leaving him in control of his faculties once again. He admonished himself for the lapse. The Claim War was long over, and those Felids at the table certainly weren't the enemy. They were just a couple of teenagers in love, whispering to each other and stealing kisses and whatnot.

He shook his head and focused on the song and his bandmates. Clay was improvising a solo and watching him out of the corner of his eye. Bill stared at him, his face full of worry. Jerry gave them what he hoped was a confident look, nodded, and began picking the rhythm again. That seemed to mollify them, and they set him up for Solo B.

The solo began, and Jerry kept his head down and his eyes on his strings. Solo B was an up-the-neck break, and he filled the bar with high-pitched twangs. He blocked everything out of his mind, focusing on the sounds of the strings with all his might. That's when it happened: his sense of perfect pitch kicked in. It had never happened before the war, but ever since, it had happened at some point in almost every gig. He could hear the minute imperfections in his strings' tunings, and he could pinpoint their frequencies exactly, down to the smallest fraction of a cycle per second. His fingers now moved almost unconsciously, and he was “picking instinctively,” as he liked to call it. When it happened—and it did so long as he wasn't on his War Strain medication—he could sense the strings' vibrations in an ethereal, almost magical way. The instrument practically played itself. It was like being in a trance, and as he had told Laurie, it erased his hurts and doubts and worries completely, if only for a short while. The broken man was made whole for a time. It was the most joyful part of performing.

The solo ended, and the crowd applauded again, louder and with gusto. He resumed the backup pattern while Bill belted out the third stanza. Jerry turned a few tuning pegs, bringing the strings into perfect tension. He was ready for Solo C.

This one was the most difficult of all. It combined up-the-neck and down-the-neck breaks, and it featured all manner of syncopation, triplets, bends, and bell tones. The songwriter had designed it to impress, and only rare banjoists could pull it off.

Jerry pulled it off. His fingers flew, and his perfect pitch trance—lacking a more scientific explanation, that was what he called it—took him to a higher level of consciousness. It synchronized his mind with the vibrations from the banjo in a metaphysical way. He felt one with the Wheel of Fire, the ring-shaped galaxy in which all men lived, in a way that he never did otherwise. Appropriate, he supposed, since the tune was named after the galaxy.

Before his conscious mind realized it, the solo was over, and so was the song. Spin the Wheel of Fire was the stiffest test a banjoist could take, and he had passed it with room to spare. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and looked up at the audience.

They stared at him with wide eyes and open mouths. The entire bar was completely silent for a moment. Then, as one, they burst into thunderous applause. The claps were joined by whistles and hollers and foot-stomping. The clamor increased in volume until it was almost painful on the ears.

Jerry smiled and waved appreciatively. It was a little embarrassing, but flattering, too, and he eagerly soaked it up. He glanced over to Bill and Clay. They were grinning like mischievous little boys with stolen cookies.

Bill turned back to the microphone. “Thanks, folks. We're going to take a short break now, but we'll be back, so stick around.”

Jerry stood and walked off the stage. The few people who were close enough slapped him on the shoulder as he passed them. He gave them each a smile and a word of thanks. He circled around to the backstage area and returned his instrument to its case.

“What happened back there, Jerry?” Bill asked. He walked over to his guitar case. “You stopped playing in the middle of the song. You looked like you just froze up completely. I thought you were having a stroke or something.”

“Sorry,” Jerry said. “I saw a couple of Felids out there in the audience. War flashback, you know? For a minute there, I forgot where I was.”

Bill shut his guitar case and walked over to Jerry. He put a hand on his shoulder. “The Claim War's over,” he said gently. “Even the Felids' clan wars are over. The four Breeds are all learning how to get along again. I know it's tough, but you need to make the effort. There aren't many non-Agrarians in this part of Stonefell County, but you never know when some tourists might show up at a gig. Like tonight.”

“I know. And I'm usually fine. My brain only goes back to Blackshoals when I'm off my medication. I can't take the pills when I have a gig, though, because they interfere with my playing.”

“Maybe you need a different prescription. There must be something you can take that will fix you up without any negative side effects.”

“If there is, I haven't found it yet.” Jerry cleared his throat. “By the way, I saw an old friend out there, too. He was a corporal in my old unit. I thought I'd spend our break having a chat with him. Is that all right?”

“Go ahead. We'll survive a few minutes without you.” He chuckled. “Just don't be late for the next set.”


 

 

Chapter 3 – Brandon

 

“Good to see you again, Sergeant,” Brandon Woods said.

“Just 'Jerry' is fine,” Jerry said. “We're not in the Volunteer Rifles anymore.”

“Right.” Brandon took a swig from his beer and then wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “I can't believe it's been nine years.”

“It still seems like yesterday to me.”

“Yeah. I know what you mean. Just sitting here with you, it feels like nothing's changed. Except for that hairline of yours. That's definitely changed.” He grinned.

“At least my face is still pretty,” Jerry said with a lofty look. “I don't have your frown lines.”

“What? I don't have frown lines. And your face was never pretty.”

“That's not what your mother said.”

Brandon laughed. “All right. You win.”

Jerry chuckled. “Just like old times, huh?”

“Yeah. Old times.” His mood became somber. “Old times and bad old days. War's not like they make it out to be in the movies. We lost a lot of good men, especially that day on Blackshoals.” He raised his beer. “To the ones who didn't make it.”

Jerry raised his bottle and tapped it against Brandon's. “To our honored dead.”

They both drank.

Brandon's eyes darted back and forth before settling back on Jerry's face. “I haven't talked to anyone about what happened,” he said in a low voice. “About what happened in the Artifact room, I mean.”

Jerry shrugged. “I don't even remember what happened.”

“Yeah, well, me neither, I guess. Not totally. But I haven't told anyone what little I do know. That's what I'm trying to say.” He took a gulp from his beer. “It's like a part of me won't let me talk about it. I can talk to you about it, since you were there, but no one else. It's weird.”

“I haven't said anything to anyone, either. And like I said: I'm not even sure what happened.” Jerry waited, but Brandon had become lost in thought. “So, uh...” Jerry sighed. “Look... it's not that it's not good to see you again, because it is, but what are you doing here? We haven't spoken in nine years. After the infirmary, you sort of disappeared. You wouldn't have dropped by my gig like this out of the blue without a really good reason. Something's up. So what is it?”

Brandon nodded. “Yeah, I'm here for a reason. I needed to talk to you. I've been doing a little research into the history of Blackshoals.”

Jerry's brows shot up. “You? Research? When did you learn to read? Next you'll be telling me you can tie your shoelaces all by yourself.”

Brandon grinned. “Yeah, yeah. Laugh all you want.” His grin faded. “But I'm serious. I want to know the truth of that place. Of the Artifact. I need to know.”

“Bad idea. The government won't like you prying into Commonwealth secrets.”

“I'm not doing anything illegal.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I made contact with someone who might know some things. A Paragon. I'm going to meet him.”

“A Paragon?” Jerry's brow furrowed. “Please tell me you're meeting him here and not on some Paragon planet.”

“I'm meeting him on Skytower.”

Jerry threw up his hands. “Breeder's name, Brandon!”

“It won't be a big deal.” Brandon jutted out his chin. “I can handle myself. I did kill a Harowaith once, you know.”

“I know.” You got lucky, he didn't add. “And I'll always owe you for saving my life. But it's—”

“I don't want you to owe me. I just want you to go with me.”

Jerry gaped. “Go with you? To Skytower?”

“Sure. Let's meet this guy together.” Brandon's eyes sparkled, as if he was already relishing the thought of a new adventure. “It'll be like old times. Like we're Riflemen again.”

“I don't want to be a Rifleman again. I've got War Strain, remember? I'm trying to put those 'old times' behind me. The last thing I want to do is relive them.”

Brandon's face darkened. “Maybe coming here was a mistake.”

“Look...” Jerry put his forearms on the table and leaned forward. “I understand your curiosity. I really do. There's something special about that place, and not being able to go back there makes it frustrating. But some mysteries are better left buried, especially if they involve going to a hostile planet like Skytower.”

“Skytower's not that hostile...”

“It's the capital world of the Paragon Hierarchy.” Jerry looked him in the eye. “And you're an Agrarian. An outsider. I know the Ealdorman wants us to open up relations with the Paragons, but that's still a work in progress. For now, any Paragon planet is a dangerous place for people like us, and that goes double for Skytower. Please tell me you'll reconsider. Meet this man someplace else. Invite him here. Or to Oakland. Or Sandstorm. Wherever. Any Commonwealth world will do. Or communicate via cross-space. There's no good reason to actually go to Skytower.”

“He'll only talk with me there.” Brandon shrugged. “He was pretty firm about it.”

“Then that should tell you something.”

Brandon was silent for a moment. “All right. Maybe you're right. I'll see if there's another option.”

Jerry practically deflated with relief. “Thank you. You're doing the right thing. I know you want answers, but Skytower's not the place to get them.”

 

* * *

 

The next day, Jerry was back at his day job. He pushed the lawnmower across the final uncut part of his landlady's front yard. He stopped, surveyed his work, and then shut the motor off. He walked up to the front door and was about to ring the bell when movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention. 

He turned and looked. There was an unfamiliar man there, peeking out from behind a hedge. He was Agrarian, elderly, and had a wild look in his eye that suggested diminished faculties. His clothes were strange, as if from a different era. He must have noticed Jerry looking at him, because he ducked behind the hedge. Jerry jogged over to where the man had stood. He turned the corner, but no one was there. The man had disappeared.

Jerry looked around for another moment, but there was no trace of the mysterious onlooker. After a few seconds, he shrugged, returned to the porch, and rang the bell.

Miss Carpenter opened the door. She was in her sixties, and the years had wrinkled her gray skin. A Reliant by blood, she had the usual androgynous features of her Breed. Her clothes, though, were Homesteader, and always had been. The Reliants of the Mentarchy wore drab uniforms, so Miss Carpenter wore colorful dresses and skirts as a way of setting herself apart. Her gray hair fell to the middle of her back, and she had never worn it short—it was another way of separating herself from the Mentarchy. She gave Jerry a big smile. “All done?”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“Come on in, then. I've got some fresh lemonade waiting for you.” She turned and walked towards the living room.

“Aw, Miss Carpenter,” Jerry said, trailing behind her. “You didn't have to go to any trouble.”

“No trouble at all.” She sat on the sofa and poured herself a glass of lemonade.

Jerry sat in the chair on the other side of the coffee table and poured his own glass.

“So how's Laurie?” she asked. “That's her name, right? I can't remember things the way I used to. But from what you've told me she sounds like a nice girl.”

“She is a nice girl,” Jerry said with a nod. He took a sip of lemonade. “Unfortunately, she left me.”

“She what?”

“She couldn't handle my War Strain anymore.”

“Oh, Jerry. I'm so sorry.” She looked pained for a moment, but then perked up. “Well, you can do better anyway.”

Jerry smiled, but didn't say anything. He couldn't do better, and they both knew it. Miss Carpenter was just being polite. His mind drifted back to the man he had seen. “By the way...” He set his glass on the coffee table. “I saw a man outside, but I didn't recognize him. Do you have any new neighbors or tenants I don't know about?”

“I don't think so. What did this man look like?”

“Agrarian. At least your age, I think, though he might have been older.”

“That's not much to go on.”

“I know. But this fellow wasn't from around here. His clothes were weird. Nothing like what we wear. He might have been from another Commonwealth planet. Or maybe even an independent settlement.”

“That's possible. The Agrarians on the frontier worlds have some strange customs.” She pursed her lips. “Don't know what one of them would be doing on Homestead, though, and especially in an out-of-the-way place like east Stonefell County.” She grinned and shook a finger at him. “And I've been here long enough to know just about everyone in the county. Half of them have been my tenants at one time or another.” She gave him a kindly smile. “I was never prouder of a tenant, though, than on the day you joined the Volunteer Rifles. In some ways, you're like the son I could never have.”

Jerry felt his cheeks warm, and he smiled at the compliment. “That's kind of you to say.” He lowered his head and sighed. “I just wish things had turned out differently. I wish...”

“You wish Blackshoals had never happened. You wish your life hadn't been derailed.”

He nodded.

She gave him a sympathetic look. “Everything happens for a reason. You just have to believe that and do the best you can with your life. The Breeder made the Breeds for a reason, and we're happiest when we use our distinctive gifts in positive ways. Have faith in the Breeder's plan.”

Jerry kept his face politely impassive. She was a believer and a church-goer, but he was more of an agnostic, and he was never quite sure how to respond to stuff like that. He stood. “Well, I need to be going. Thanks for the lemonade. If you find out anything about that stranger, please let me know. And keep your eyes open while coming and going from the house. Something about that fellow rubbed me the wrong way, and I wouldn't want anything to happen to you.”

“I will. And don't worry about me. I can take care of myself.” She stood and walked him to the door.

“And I want to see you at one of my gigs one of these days.”

She laughed. “I'll try to make it. Managing my properties takes a lot of time, though. No promises.”


 

 

Chapter 4 – Colonel Glover

 

A week later, Jerry was back on stage. The pain of his breakup still hurt, but he'd been dumped before, and he was starting to get over it. Playing his banjo helped, even if just for a little while.

It was a smaller crowd this time, and a different venue, but that didn't matter. He appreciated audiences of all kinds, even audiences of one. It was the music that was important. Not just for his own joy of performing, but for the joy in the listener's eyes. Playing for an audience was a symbiotic thing, and each gig was like a new creature being born.

Halfway through Timberland Mountain, he looked up at the crowd. Just like the week before, someone caught his eye. But this was no Felid couple, and there was no war-related flashback. It was the man from the hedgerow at Miss Carpenter's house.

Jerry squinted, trying to memorize his features. He was dark of skin and blond of hair, just like every other Agrarian. He was a little short, though, and something about his mannerisms seemed foreign, though Jerry couldn't put his finger on it. The man's hair was lanky and unkempt, and his face sported a day or two's worth of stubble. There was a shifty look in his eyes that Jerry didn't like at all. The man was Agrarian, but definitely not a Homesteader. Probably some rambunctious frontier sort who got into trouble and had to planet-hop to avoid the law. Wouldn't be the first one. 

After a moment, the man stepped to the side and was hidden behind a taller fellow. Jerry waited for him to reappear, but he never did. After a few moments, he put thoughts of the man aside and focused on his playing. By the end of the show, he had forgotten all about him.

When the gig was over, he went backstage to pack his banjo away. He had just snapped the clasps shut when someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned.

“Sergeant Jerry Harper?” a man asked. It wasn't the man from Miss Carpenter's. This man was tall, with close-cropped hair in the military style. He wore civilian clothes, but carried himself with the rigid posture of a career soldier.

“That's right,” Jerry said. “Can I help you?”

“I'm Colonel Paul Glover, Rifle Intelligence. I'd like to have a word with you.”

“What for? I'm not a Rifleman anymore. I've been out for nine years.”

“I'll explain everything in private.” Glover cast a glance at Bill and Clay.

Jerry turned to look at his bandmates, and then turned back to Glover. “Maybe another time. I'm tired and I want to go home. Excuse me.” He grabbed his banjo and walked past the man.

“It's about Corporal Brandon Woods.”

Jerry stopped and turned.

“He's gone missing.” Glover gestured to an empty table. “Please?”

Jerry sighed. “All right.”

 

* * *

 

“I thought I had talked him out of it,” Jerry said, shaking his head. “I told him not to go, to find another way, and he agreed. Or I thought he did.” He ran his hands through his hair.

“He must have had a change of heart,” Glover said. “Or maybe he simply lied to you.”

“Brandon? Lie to me? No way. We were squadmates. Brothers in arms. He saved my life.”

“I'm sure that's all true. Nevertheless, Corporal Woods left for Skytower the day after you spoke with him. Three days of cross-space travel later, he was in the capital city of Seagate. The same day he arrived, he sent a message to Ealdorman Brewer. The Ealdorman has not seen fit to share with Rifle Intelligence the exact contents of that message.” Glover's mouth twisted. “What we do know, however, is that upon reading that message, Brewer requested an immediate audience with Ambassador Turecius of the Paragon Hierarchy. According to my sources, Turecius informed the Ealdorman that Brandon Woods had been assailed by members of a Tier 3 crime syndicate on Skytower and was presumed dead.”

“He's dead?” Jerry's heart sank.

“That's the official word from the Paragons,” Glover said, raising an eyebrow. “Ealdorman Brewer doesn't buy it, nor does Rifle Intelligence, and neither do I. We believe Woods is being held captive on Skytower for reasons relating to the Third Battle of Blackshoals.”

“But why?” Jerry's brow furrowed. “That was nine years ago. What do they think Brandon can give them? Or tell them? Or whatever it is they want from him?”

“I'll answer that, but first I need you to swear not to tell any unauthorized personnel about this conversation until after Mr. Woods is rescued or found dead.”

“I swear.”

“Land oath, please.”

Jerry was offended, but he tried to keep a lid on his anger. “Land oath? Seriously?”

“Completely serious.”

“You've got a lot of nerve asking for that. I haven't sworn one of those since I was sixteen.”

“It's necessary. To protect us both. And Corporal Woods.”

“Fine. I'll do it for Brandon.” Jerry took a deep breath. “I swear on the land of my birth that I will not reveal any of this conversation to any unauthorized personnel until Brandon Woods is rescued or found dead.” It was only the second land oath he had ever sworn. The first was his oath of enlistment. He could almost feel the words melting into his blood and imprinting themselves on his bones. It was a quirk of the Agrarian genetic code, and the most trustworthy thing in the Wheel of Fire. He couldn't break a land oath even if his life depended on it. It was a potentially deadly limitation, and Agrarians tended to only swear on the land for very good reasons.

Glover gave him a formal smile. “Thank you. As to your question... it probably has something to do with the Artifact.”

Jerry folded his arms across his chest and shivered.

Glover watched him closely. “We know something happened to the two of you that day. We know the Artifact was involved. And we know that Blackshoals was never the same afterwards.”

“I don't know anything.” Jerry glared at him. “I don't know, all right? Ask the doctors. They did a full psychological workup on me after I got back to Homestead. They'll tell you everything I know. One minute, the battle was raging all around us, and we were getting our heads handed to us by the other Breeds, and the next minute—”

“—the next, the battle was over. Blackshoals was ours, but every grav engine on the planet was suddenly controlled by the Artifact. Ships could leave, but they couldn't descend. Everyone was forced off-world because there wasn't enough food to stay for any length of time. The Artifact kicked us all off the planet, and Blackshoals remains uninhabited to this day.”

Jerry scowled, but didn't say anything.

“I think the Paragons think Brandon knows something... something that can help them, uh, subdue the Artifact, I suppose, and allow them to settle the planet and exploit its Chevenite resources.” Glover leaned back in his chair. “That's why I want you to come with me. I want you to help me rescue him.”

Jerry blinked. “Sir, say again?”

“You heard me correctly. I want you to go with me to Skytower.”

“Sir, I'm not a Rifleman anymore. I'm just a landscaper now. Also, I'm twenty-nine years old, and I haven't exactly been keeping in top shape. I doubt I could sprint to the other side of this bar without getting out of breath. Wouldn't active-duty personnel be more—”

“Active-duty personnel don't know Brandon Woods. They didn't serve with him, and they're not his friends. He knows you, and he trusts you. That might mean the difference between success and failure. Besides, it won't be just the two of us. I'm assembling a team, not a duo. I can't say who all the team members are at this time, but I can guarantee you'll be well-protected. That's a promise. And I doubt your physical fitness level is as bad as you say. You're young, and you work outside. You're in better shape than you think, and you'll quickly adapt to military rigors.” Glover's face softened. “Corporal Woods has had a rough go of it. You two drifted apart after the war, correct?”

Jerry stared at the table. “It was... a difficult time for both of us. The war—”

“You don't have to explain. I've seen it many times among combat veterans. Woods's behavior was common—almost typical. After receiving his medical discharge, he bounced around from one Commonwealth planet to another. He took odd jobs, but nothing seemed to stick. He probably has War Strain like you, but for some reason, his was never diagnosed. If he has fallen into the hands of malicious Paragons, then he's probably frightened right now. He may be paranoid. He may even be insane. There's no way to know what sort of condition he's in. All we know is that if he trusts anyone at



cover.jpeg
WHEEL OF FIRE @ BOOK 1

HOSTILE
PLANET






