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Two expanding interstellar powers are about to meet in battle.After the collapse of the
Cephalopod Kingdom, Humanity claimed the three hundred rebellious worlds they left behind.
But many light years away on the far side of the disputed region, a rival power has begun to
move. They're stealing our planets, one at a time.Earth Command decides to invade the center
of the frontier to set up an advanced base. The mission to DARK WORLD is highly classified and
deadly. Legion Varus spearhead’s the effort, and James McGill journeys to the stars again.How
many ships do they have? How advanced is their tech? No one knows, but the campaign takes
an unexpected turn immediately. What was supposed to be a snatch-and-grab turns into a
bloodbath. McGill dies over and over again, but some battles must be won, even if it means
perma-death.DARK WORLD is the ninth book in the Undying Mercenaries Series.

About the AuthorB. V. Larson is the bestselling author of over twenty novels, two of which have
reached the Ebook Tops/Kindle Top 100 bestseller lists. Writing in several genres, most of his
work is Fantastic in nature, and spans from Military Science Fiction to Epic Fantasy to
Paranormal Romance. As a California native, B. V. Larson's stories often take place on sunny
beaches and in cities such as Las Vegas. He has three kids living at home and currently teaches
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this title.
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SF Books by B. V. Larson:Rebel Fleet Series:Star Force Series:(Novella)Lost Colonies
Trilogy:Visit for more information.DARK WORLD (Undying Mercenaries Series #9)byB. V.
LarsonThe Undying Mercenaries Series:Illustration © Tom
EdwardsTomEdwardsDesign.comCopyright © 2018 by Iron Tower Press, Inc.This book is a
work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s
imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or
dead, is entirely coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced
or transmitted in any form or by any means, without permission in writing from the author.Top
Secret:Executive Brief #866Author: Equestrian William DrususThis document and all its
supporting materials are to be considered highly classified. No portion of the information
revealed herein can be legally revealed, nor can any of the sources or source documentation be
leaked or copied without the express permission of the Second Directorate. Penalties for anyone
convicted of losing, or forfeiting control of access to such documents, whether through
purposeful or negligent behavior, include severe physical reprimand and mandatory life
imprisonment. There is even legal precedent for permanent execution in extreme
cases.Unauthorized personnel who discover this document are hereby ordered to report the
incident and destroy it under penalty of Hegemony Law.Report Introduction:This report
summarizes Earth’s evolving political situation. It was written exclusively for Hegemony
Intelligence Committee members. If you are not a member of that august body, stop reading
immediately!This is your final warning!Section I: The Growing Terran Influence:Earth has been
politically united since 2054, when the last nationalists were rooted-out and either exiled,
imprisoned or terminated. For approximately seventy years, a period considered by most
historians to be Humanity’s Golden Era, our role was secure within the Empire. We reliably
provided ground troops for hire to any other star system who wanted them. In exchange, we
were given access to alien trade goods and were protected by our provincial defense force:
Battle Fleet 921.All of that has changed over the last few decades. Starting with the rediscovery
of a lost colony expedition to Zeta Herculis, Earth began to expand. Dust World, as it’s more
commonly known, became our second governed planet.The third was arguably Gamma Pavonis
—Machine World. Although no large independent colony exists on that planet, it remains a
critical metals mining outpost today. Most of the titanium used to build our fledgling fleet was
mined on the rocky slopes of Gamma Pavonis.After these first two, our possessions and
territories exploded. With the defeat of the Cephalopod Kingdom, Earth was able to boast
theoretical possession of three hundred and twelve inhabited star systems.Alas, this happy
windfall came with two grave caveats: First, we lack the military power to enforce our will upon so
many remote stars. Second, the Galactics have become alarmed by our rapid growth, and
they’re actively seeking to curtail it.In reality, Earth legitimately manages no more than nine star
systems. These now include Epsilon Leporis, once colonized by the Cephalopods and more
commonly known as Blood World. But beyond this handful of relatively obscure worlds, the other
three hundred inhabited planets qualify either as independent rebel states, or they roil in



perpetual anarchy.In short, Earth’s growth as an interstellar power is still very much in its
infancy.Section II: Political Rivals in 2147:We’ve come a long way, but the natural outgrowth of
any success is the rise of competitors. We’ve managed to maintain an uneasy alliance with the
Mogwa, our patron Galactics. Unfortunately, they can’t be trusted to defend us as their charter
promises. In general, our strategy in regard to the Mogwa has been that of the kitchen mouse:
we stay out of sight and pick up crumbs. To that end, we’re gathering strength quietly, but taking
great pains to avoid direct confrontations with the Empire. The situation is obviously intolerable,
but it’s the best we can do at the moment as their strength is a million times greater than our
own.With the Galactics brooding on the sidelines, our more direct rivals come to the foreground.
We’re slowly establishing dominance over choice star systems of the former Cephalopod
Kingdom, but we’re not alone in playing that game. The Rigellians occupy an unknown number
of star systems on the far side of the lawless Cephalopod region. They’re busy snapping up new
possessions at a rate that exceeds our own.Last, but far from least, are the Wur. They cannot be
discounted. They dominated the Cephalopods behind the scenes until we attacked. They’ve
seemingly vanished, but all our intelligence points to the fact they’re still here, still with us.An
odd, plant-based life form, the Wur are something like an interstellar disease. They don’t
colonize but rather infect worlds, growing strange megaflora in a green carpet that overwhelms
one globe at a time.Like any disease in dormancy, they’re always with us, but they evade
detection. The Wur are always ready to flourish and sicken the host at the first sign of weakness.
It is this author’s opinion that in the long run the Wur might represent a greater threat to humanity
than the Rigellians.Section III: Policy for the Future:Caution is the watch-word. From the point of
view of the Mogwa, we’re like a species of useful microflora in the gut: we provide a service, but
our existence is hardly a priority.Escalating warfare and gradual expansion are the only clear
paths forward. We must be seen as a bulwark against the destructive influences of the Wur and
the Rigellians. To that end, we must identify and establish military control over the most useful of
the nonaligned worlds.Unfortunately, our rivals are practicing a similar strategy, but without
needing to worry about the opinions of the Galactics.Section IV: Immediate Strategic Goals:Over
recent years, we’ve secured an excellent source of mineral wealth from Machine World. Rogue
World provided a tech team that has begun to produce miracles, and Blood World is a planet full
of eager ground troops.What’s needed next, in this author’s opinion, is an advanced base. An
industrial center to serve as an outpost capable of mass starship production. This base must be
established and fortified quietly. Then, when we’re ready, we’ll use this base to stage operations
deep inside the disputed region.The exact star system to be targeted will be provided in next
week’s strategic brief.End Report“The gods conceal from men the happiness of death, so that
they might quietly endure life.”— Lucanus, at his execution, 65 AD-1-Today I was at Central, that
ziggurat of a building squatting in Central City.Central was a man-made mountain of puff-crete
and ballistic glass with bones of crystallized steel. Earth’s defense forces were commanded from
this single structure.Deep inside the massive pyramid, I had been summoned to witness an
ascendancy. The event promised to be a promotion among the brass rarely witnessed in Earth’s



history.Everyone present was an officer, and we all knew the details of the main event. Drusus, a
longtime mentor and confidant of mine—if not exactly a friend—was being elevated from the
rank of equestrian to that of praetor. These ancient Roman ranks might not mean much to
people outside of Earth’s military, but to those of us on the inside, it was a big deal.Equestrians
had three sunbursts on their shoulders. Praetors had four. That might induce an eye-roll and an
urge to switch news streams among those who were viewing the event live on Hegemony’s
government servers.But for a lowly centurion like me, the promotion was earth-shaking. There
were about fifty commissioned equestrians running around on Earth, but only a handful of
praetors. They were real brass. The top of the top.For my own part, I was happy with the
advancement. It gave me a connection among the military leadership that could be good for a
man’s career. Even better, these sorts of ceremonies and banquets served free food and booze
that couldn’t be beat. That was the main reason I’d bothered to accept the invitation and join a
hundred others here in Central to witness the ceremony.Some fat guy with four stars of his own—
Wurtenberger, I thought his name was—stood up and began making a speech. Essentially, he
talked for a long time about how great Drusus was. He reminded us of when Drusus had led the
defensive effort on Earth, and when he’d sponsored our successful capturing of Epsilon Leporis
—Blood World—just last year.That was all fine and dandy, but like any member of the brass,
Wurtenberger couldn’t seem to cut it short. After listing Drusus’ accomplishments in glowing
terms, he kept right on going. He talked about honor, and responsibility, and six other kinds of
crap I didn’t need to listen to.My mind and eyes soon began to wander, as they tended to do at
moments like this. There were many familiar faces in the crowd. I found their expressions
interesting.I eyeballed Primus Graves first. He looked like he actually cared about what
Wurtenberger was saying. His eyes had seen the worst of the worst, but he still liked pep
talks.Next to him was another primus, a man I liked a lot less than Graves: Winslade. He was a
whisper-thin, weasel of a man.Winslade’s reaction to the speech was entirely different than
Graves. He looked suspicious. His arms were crossed, his eyes narrowed. What did he have to
fear by the elevation of Drusus? I didn’t know, but I suspected a paranoid officer like him rarely
cheered for any kind of random change in the status quo.My eyes shifted again. Up front, sitting
behind Wurtenberger and Drusus himself, were two women I knew well. One was Imperator
Galina Turov. She had a look on her face that I recognized in an instant: glowing happiness.Did
she know something? Did she dare to hope she’d move up from her current rank as a two-star
imperator to a three-star equestrian, taking Drusus’ spot? It was my honest impression that she
expected as much.On the other side of the stage sat Tribune Deech. She was the current
commander of Legion Varus, my outfit. She’d never been an approachable woman, but I didn’t
hate her. Her arms were crossed, as were her legs. But that expression she was wearing—what
was it? Smug confidence?Could she know something as well? It was hard to imagine these two
women, who essentially hated one another, could both turn out to be happy with today’s events.
That would be a rare day, if it actually happened. Once in a blue moon, as they used to say.With
an effort of will, I forced myself to tune back into Wurtenberger’s speech. Fortunately, it looked



like he was wrapping it up.“…the trinity therefore remains whole: honesty, integrity and
innovation. These things are more than goals for Equestrian Drusus. They are realized
simultaneously, all in a single fleshly being.”Wurtenberger stepped back, indicating Drusus with
a flourish.Scattered applause broke out, and I joined in. Using a technique I’d developed as a
noncom, I slammed my big hands together while cupping each palm. This created an
explosively-loud popping sound. I was pleased to see a few of the men around me—notably
Winslade—wince and glance in my direction with evident irritation.I took no notice of this
response. I continued to slam my hands together and even whistled once.“DRUSUS!” I
roared.More glances came my way. More quick up-down appraisals. I didn’t care. I ignored them
all, and I kept on clapping until the applause died down, and then I still kept it up for five long
seconds after that.“Yes…” Wurtenberger said when I’d quieted at last. “So good to see
enthusiasm for this pride filled day. And now, without further delay, I will present to the world our
first new praetor in a decade’s time. Praetor Drusus!”More cheering and clapping. I wasn’t the
only one making noise now. Amid the din, Drusus stood at attention while fat-boy Wurtenberger
placed his new rank insignia on his shoulders. A fourth gleaming sunburst was added to the
three he already had.I knew Drusus was really feeling it, despite his calm and confident exterior.
He was beaming, just a little. I hooted and hollered like it was a high school graduation.I liked
Drusus, I always had. He was what everyone hoped to get in a superior officer: confidence,
competence and honesty all wrapped into one—just like the fat-boy had said.When the crowd
had settled down, Drusus made a small acceptance speech. It was mercifully short, but I didn’t
listen to it anyway. I’d had about enough speeching for one day.My eyes were already crawling
over the buffet. A gang of service people and robots had been laying out a fine spread for the
last several minutes. The delicate smells of roast pork, sweetbreads and gravy were gripping my
mind.There was a little more clapping when Drusus stopped talking—but there was some
confusion as well. What had he said at the end? My brain could almost remember…“Well, this is
odd,” Graves said at my side. “Do you know why we’re being singled out?”Graves was looking at
me.Winslade was eyeing me now, too. His face was full of suspicion.I realized they both thought
I knew all the behind-the-scenes intrigue, even though I hadn’t even been listening. This kind of
thing happened to me all the time. People always thought I knew more than I did about secretive
goings-on.Sure, I was often involved in events that seemed unexpected, undesirable or even
alarming. But sometimes, like today, I was just as much in the dark as to the nature of events as
the next guy.“Uh…” I said. My face went slack and stupid—and it wasn’t even an act.“That’s what
I thought,” Winslade said bitterly, eyeing me with fantastic suspicion. “I knew something was up
today. Clearly, a reshuffle has been coming.”“I don’t even know what he said,” I objected. “I was
looking at the food.”Winslade made a pffing sound of disgust. He turned to Graves. “McGill must
have gone over your head again, Graves. He’s playing dumb, but I’m never fooled by that
ruse.”Glancing at Winslade, then back to Graves, I asked the question that was really burning in
my mind at the moment. “Does this mean we can’t eat yet?”Graves shook his head slowly in
disbelief.“All right, McGill,” he said. “You hold onto your dirty secrets. I’m sure it will all be made



clear to us soon enough.”Around me, I noticed most of the crowd was filtering out. Some of them
were casting soulful glances toward the growing spread of food as well. Since Winslade and
Graves didn’t budge, I didn’t either.Damn, sometimes I wished I could listen to a speech for
more than two minutes without tuning out, but it just wasn’t in me. As a result, all my life everyone
around me seemed to know what was going on, while I was in the dark.This was just one more
day in that lifelong story, I supposed.After a few minutes, the hall had emptied down to maybe a
quarter of the previous crowd. Even Praetor Wurtenberger had ducked out.Counting heads, I
noticed that everyone who’d been left behind was an officer from Varus.Could that be it? Had
Drusus ordered everyone who wasn’t in my legion to leave? What the hell for?“Why just Varus
people?” I asked.“Still playing the dummy, are we?” Winslade demanded angrily. “I’m in the dark
as to the details, but if you look up there at the stage, there are two women who seem to be in
the know.”I looked, and sure enough, Turov and Deech had remained. They were both looking
smug.These two women didn’t like each another. Arguably, that didn’t count for much, as I
suspected there weren’t too many souls on the planet who liked them, either.But the point was:
how could they both be looking happy? I could only think of one reason: Turov was moving up to
equestrian, and Deech was moving up into her spot, becoming an imperator.Damnation.That
would be an unpleasant result from my point of view. Deech hadn’t been half-bad as our tribune,
and moving her up would mean a new tribune was running Varus. That could be good or bad—it
was a roll of the dice.But what really troubled me was the concept of Turov getting Drusus’ old
spot. She was far above her level of competence already, and in my opinion, she’d been a traitor
to Earth on a number of occasions. Were they really going to give her more rank?Holy shit.“What
about you?” I asked Winslade. “Do you think you’ll be promoted to take over the
legion?”Winslade was a primus, one step below a tribune. He was junior to just about everyone,
but when promotions were handed out, they didn’t always go by seniority. In fact, it was my
impression Hegemony actively avoided that traditional approach.Winslade looked at me sourly. I
could tell that he suspected I was teasing him.“Don’t you think, McGill,” he said in an acidic tone,
“that if I were involved in this shuffle toward the top, I’d be up there on stage smirking with the
rest of those ingrates?”“Hmm…” I said, having to concede his point.“Let us come back to order,”
Drusus announced.We all instantly fell silent. The hall had been buzzing with speculation, and
we all wanted to know what this was about.“I’ve held back only the members of Varus because
my first decisions as a newly-minted praetor directly affect you.”I nudged Winslade and gave him
a half-smile. He scowled back. He was no optimist.Deciding to stop bothering him, I took a step
back. Maybe he was right. Maybe he was being left without a chair when the music stopped
today.“To that end,” Drusus continued, “I wish to make two announcements. These decisions
have been carefully considered by myself, and others. But since you are all personally involved,
I’m going to call for motions of support from the body of officers who run this legion.”Graves
frowned at that. I knew he didn’t like anything that smacked of a decision made by a committee.
To his mind, when you were in command, you ordered people around and that was
that.Winslade, on the other hand, perked up and took a step forward. He looked like a dog that



had spotted a pork chop.Why? I wasn’t quite certain yet, but I was on my guard.“The first change
will involve Tribune Deech,” Drusus announced. “By all accounts, she’s performed admirably in
service of Varus. Accordingly, I’m planning to promote her to the rank of imperator. Who here
supports this promotion?”Winslade went berserk. It wasn’t like him, but that small body of his
cheered and waved. A few others raised their hands. Graves frowned, disapproving of the entire
affair. He stood as motionless as a stone.But Winslade—what was on that weasel’s mind?It
struck me what was really going on. Oftentimes, management in any organization made tough
decisions and desired support from those affected. Disapproval wasn’t going to change anything
in such a situation, other than getting the brass to dislike you.Loud approval, on the other hand,
was an opportunity for bottom-feeders like Winslade and I.That’s why Winslade was acting like a
dog in heat, he was cheering in hopes of gaining favor.Two could play at that game. My support
could only make Drusus and Deech happier with me. Lord knew that I could use some support
from the brass now and then. I usually spent my life pissing them off.My own hand shot up. My
mouth opened as well. “I support the motion, Praetor!” I shouted. “Deech deserves it!”Drusus
smiled briefly. He nodded to me, then to Winslade and a few others. Deech smiled at us as well.
How could they not like vocal support for decisions they’d already made?It did occur to me that I
was following Winslade’s slippery example, but it was hard to fault his tactics. To me, cheering
on a decision that was a done deal couldn’t hurt, especially as I didn’t disagree with it on
principle. Deech should make a decent Hegemony Imperator.“Excellent,” Drusus said. “I’ll accept
this response as a motion carried. Thank you for your support.”Deech stepped up to center
stage, and she beamed down at us. I could tell she was really, really happy. She’d never enjoyed
commanding our legion of misfits. Now, she had finally moved up into the ranks of Hegemony
brass.“I feel like she’s stamped our foreheads with her boot heel,” Graves complained.This made
me laugh quietly. It wasn’t like Graves to talk like that—but he was right, of course. She’d started
out in Iron Eagles originally. She’d taken the post as the leader of Varus so she could get some
creds in the battlefield.After dirtying her hands on Blood World, she’d gotten the valor she’d
wanted. Now, she was advancing right back out of Varus, which was lovingly referred to as a
“shit-outfit” by members of the more prestigious legions.“My next decision took more
deliberation,” Drusus went on. “I’ll again ask for support from those affected.”We all fell silent,
curious. Most people had their eyes on Imperator Turov.For her own part, Galina was playing it
cool. She had on her usual too-tight uniform and non-regulation boots to give her a few
centimeters of needed height. Was her make-up a little heavier than usual today? I thought that it
was.“Legion Varus needs a new tribune,” Drusus said.Galina’s eyes flicked to him in surprise.
She recovered quickly, but I knew then she’d been expecting to be given the rank of equestrian
next.Everybody got quiet in the room, as we all wanted to hear who our next tribune would
be.Galina didn’t much care. I could see that right off. She was worried about her own rank. I
watched as her gaze moved to land on Deech. There, her expression soured.She’d clapped
politely when Drusus had moved up Deech, but now things had shifted. If Galina herself wasn’t
moving up, these two women would have the same rank and both be left serving in Central



together. That could get sticky.Suddenly, the whole crowd gasped collectively. I realized Drusus
was talking again, and I’d missed it. Sometimes, it seems like I can’t listen and think at the same
time.“What did he say?” I asked.“Sweet Jesus,” Graves mouthed.“I don’t believe it,” Winslade
hissed. “That prick!”Looking around, I spotted Galina again. She was on her feet.Her face was
white. She looked like her execution had just been announced.My mouth fell open, and I began
to catch on.“Step up, Turov,” Drusus ordered. “Join me, please.”She did so, swaying only slightly.
She had to be in shock.“Legion Varus, I present to you your new leader: Galina Turov.”A few
people tapped their hands together, but it was less than half-hearted. Everyone was in a flat-out
state of shock.“Now, I know this decision might seem to be an odd one,” Drusus said. “But these
are unusual times. Turov has served for years here, flying a desk in Central. We’ve decided to
give her a chance to gain more field experience. Her command skills will no longer be wasted in
an office.”It was still crickets. A few dared to mutter comments, but these weren’t audible to me.
No one seemed happy.“Legion Varus is our best,” Drusus said firmly. “No matter what others say
about this organization, you take on the hard jobs. The work that no one else wants to do. That,
in my mind, makes Varus a legion of heroes.”There was scattered applause at that. Graves and I
joined in, but Winslade stood with his shoulders slumping, the very picture of dejection.“Who
here,” Drusus asked, “who support’s your new leader?”For a long time—maybe two whole
seconds—no one moved. No one clapped. No one cheered. In fact, the only person in the whole
room who appeared to be happy was Imperator Deech. She was smiling quietly from the back of
the stage. Today was her day, that was for sure.Then, perhaps feeling the pressure, a scattered
group began to bang their hands together. This went on for a few seconds, but it died
quickly.“Excellent,” Drusus said, as if we’d all roared approval, “I thank you for your support.
Finally, before we eat, there is a last parliamentary requirement.”He looked at Turov. She looked
like a drowned cat. If I hadn’t known how many plots, murders, and general acts of skullduggery
she’d been involved in, I’d have felt sorry for her. As it was, I felt a pang. An honest pang.“Galina
Turov,” Drusus said in a stern tone, “according to the military bylaws written by the Ruling
Council, the highest rank that can serve as a legion commander is that of tribune. Accordingly,
I’m going to have to temporarily demote you to that rank. Do you understand?”“Yes,” she said,
her voice sibilant and little bit hissy. “I understand perfectly, Drusus.”Drusus cleared his throat.
She’d neglected to use his rank or call him sir. That was a public slight—but I could tell he’d
decided to let it go.“Very well then. Legion Varus, let me introduce to you someone you know
very well. A true champion of the downtrodden: Tribune Galina Turov!”Again, his words were met
with mediocre applause.“That’s it, troops!” he shouted. “Let’s eat!”That was the cue I’d been
waiting for. Sensing things were wrapping up, I’d used these final moments to maneuver closer
to the buffet. I already had two plates in fact, one in each hand.If I have one singular talent in this
world, it’s being first in line for chow. Accordingly, I was duel-wielding my plates before the brass
could even get their butts off the stage.-2-Someone cleared her throat behind me. I didn’t even
look to see who it was. There was a flu bug going around, and it might have been
anyone.“McGill!” Turov barked a moment later.I glanced back. A delegation of brass stood with



her.Suddenly, the light went on inside my fridge. The brass was supposed to eat first, as they
were the honored guests.My suspicion was confirmed by the congo-line of respectful others
who stood off to my right, at the end of the long table of food. They each held a plate. A single,
empty plate.“Uh… here you are, sirs,” I said, handing one of my plates to Turov and one to
Deech. “Ladies first!”Neither one of them looked too impressed, but they took the plates.“A nice
gesture, McGill,” Drusus said. “Perhaps you’d like to join us at our table?”My eyes flicked to
Deech, then Turov. Neither one of them gave me a shake of the head, so I shrugged.“Sure!” I
said, and I followed Drusus closely. A moment later, I was scooping again at the buffet.Every
other officer politely waited behind us in that long, long line, but not me. I was stuck to Drusus
like glue. It gave me the perfect excuse to glom two additional plates of fresh chow.Drusus
watched me shovel and scoop with alarm.“Are you filling two plates for someone else again,
McGill?”“Uh…” I said. “That is my usual excuse,” I admitted. “But the truth is, when a man
reaches two meters in height… well sir, he gets kind of hungry.”Drusus laughed. He was in a
great mood.“Fair enough,” he said. “Carry on!”We soon found ourselves back at the head table,
just the four of us. Deech was smug, Drusus was beaming—but Turov? She looked like we’d all
taken turns running over her puppies.“What we need here is a fine bottle of wine,” Drusus said,
and he signaled the waiters.Soon we had full glasses, and soon after that, full bellies.Drusus
and I did, that is. Deech ate sparingly, and Turov barely touched her roast duck.Now, as a matter
of public record, I’m a big fan of duck.“Uh… Tribune?” I asked.It took a second for Galina to
realize I was addressing her. Less than an hour earlier, she’d been an imperator, and Deech had
been the lowly tribune. Now, the roles were reversed. It occurred to me that I might be the first
person to address her at her new rank.She gave me a venomous glance. “What, McGill?”“Uh… I
was just wondering if you were going to finish that fine plate of duck, sir. I really like duck, see
—”She didn’t throw it at me. I’ll give her that much. But she did shove her plate in my direction
with a forceful gesture that could only be called rude.I took this good-naturedly, chalking it up to
a bad day on her part, and wolfed it all down.Satisfied at last, I tuned into the quiet talk the three
of them were having. It’s hard to listen-in when you’re hungry, I always say. But at this point I was
three plates into dinner. I’d stuffed myself.“I can’t thank you enough for the confidence you’ve
placed in me, Praetor,” Deech said. “I hope I don’t let you down.”“You won’t,” Drusus replied. “I’ve
reviewed your record carefully. You’re an officer who gets things done by the book. I need that,
especially here at Central.”Turov crossed her arms. She was giving Deech the death-stare, but
Deech seemed immune.“Shall we talk policy?” Deech asked brightly. “I feel I shouldn’t waste this
opportunity to talk in a casual setting.”“Excuse me, Praetor,” Turov interrupted. “Perhaps it would
be best that I withdraw. I’ve got an entire legion to manage… suddenly.”Drusus looked at her.
“That’s why I wanted you all here. There must be some planning sessions. Personnel
discussions. For example, who’s been on your watch-list for promotion within Varus, Imperator?
The new tribune taking your place needs to know.”The two women glanced at each other. Turov’s
expression left no room for misinterpretation. She was filled with seething hate right now.Deech
sniffed. “I must confess, I’ve been blindsided by this change. I haven’t worked up a detailed



transition plan. Perhaps over the following days—”“Good idea,” Turov interrupted. “We’ll meet
later when you’re ready. Now, if you don’t mind, sir? I’d like to go meet with my top people. Many
of them are here right now.”“All right,” Drusus said.Turov stood up like her butt was on fire, but
Drusus lifted a hand to stop her from running off.“Before you go, I think you should know that a
new mission contract has been signed for Legion Varus.”Turov’s eyes widened. Instantly, she
flicked her gaze toward Deech. If it was possible—which I doubted—she looked even more
pissed than before.“A new mission? Let me guess, I’m flying off to some hellish rock to watch my
troops die in pits of steaming offal. Am I close?”“Something like that, I’m afraid,” Drusus admitted.
“The target planet is… well… unpleasant.”“What else would it be?” Turov said with a small, bitter
laugh.“Yes, well...” Deech said, finally joining the talk. She showed some emotion herself. “Be
assured, Tribune, that Legion Varus is up to the task. I’ve come to admire these soldiers. They’re
far from elite—they’re not even regulation troops. But what they lack in self-control, they more
than make up for in toughness of mind and spirit.”This surprised me. Never, in all my years of
experience under Deech’s thumb, had I heard words of praise for my beloved legion. It had taken
this promotion, I guess, for her to see the bright side of the outfit she was leaving behind.“Don’t
forget that I’ve served with Varus in the past,” Turov growled. “I know all about them. May I retire
now, Praetor?”Drusus sighed, and he nodded. He appeared to have given up on smoothing
things over. I could have told him you couldn’t put two cats in a bag with one mouse and hope
everyone would come out happy. It just didn’t work that way.“McGill,” he said, turning to me, “are
you finished as well?”“Uh…” I said, glancing wistfully at the dessert trays. “Sure, Praetor. I’m full
enough. Do you want to discuss things in private with Imperator Deech? I’d understand.”“Not just
that. I’d like you to go talk to Galina, if you would. I didn’t want this to seem like a demotion. Like
an insult. I sense she might have taken it that way.”“You don’t say?” I asked, blinking. “Um… what
am I supposed to tell her, sir?”“You two have known one another for decades. Welcome her back
to her home.Tell her Varus is glad to have her. Let her know she’ll do well commanding a field
unit again.”I didn’t know any such thing. Deech was better than Turov in every way except for
appearance. On the personality side, they were about even. As far as knowing how to lead a
legion to victory—Turov was a disaster.The rest of the troops in Varus would all agree with me, I
was certain. They were going to be horrified when they learned about this change at the top.But
none of that was what Drusus wanted to hear, so I forced a smile.“I’ll talk to her, sir,” I said. “She’ll
be full of sunshine by morning!”Deech snorted a little, but Drusus nodded, dismissing me with a
wave.Walking out of the hall, I paused only long enough to snag a half-dozen pastries. Popping
them in my mouth rapidly, I followed Galina’s trail.Along the passages, noncom hogs had been
posted as guards. I asked them where she’d gone, and every one of them was able to point the
way.That wasn’t a surprise. Galina looked like a college cheerleader due to her insistence on not
updating her body-scans. Whenever she died, she reverted back to the state that she’d stored
carefully on the day she’d signed up with the legions.Sometimes, she grew to be mid-twenties,
but then she’d manage to get herself killed again somehow—not a hard thing to do in the
legions. Then, she’d pop back out looking like she belonged in a freshman dorm somewhere.I



caught up to her in an elevator lobby. She heard me coming, and she glowered with a mix of
suspicion and paranoia.“Come to gloat?” she asked.“Uh… no sir. Quite the opposite! I’m here to
tell you that all Legion Varus—”“Stick it up your ass, McGill,” she said. “Go back to Drusus and
tell him I’m fine. I’m as happy as a pig in shit—Varus, that is.”“Uh…”Next, a thought seemed to
occur to her. She narrowed her eyes and tilted her head. It was a calculating look. One I’ve seen
far too often.“Wait a moment…” she said. “I’m sensing a connection here. I was taken by surprise
today—that almost never happens. It takes more than Drusus, more than the straight-laced likes
of Deech to pull off something like this. It takes a coordinated team.”“Um… sir?” I said, having no
clue where she was going with this particular paranoid delusion, but I was already sensing she
was on a dark path. “Let me assure you, there was no conspiracy. At least, if there was, it was
only between Deech and Drusus.”She took a sudden, aggressive step toward me. Her head was
forward, jaw set and working, eyes glaring in rage. Her finger came up and pointed in my
face.“So!” she said. “You do know something! You were in on this!”She spun away on her heel
before I could respond, and she began doing a strutting, wildly gesturing walk around the
elevator lobby.I was too alarmed to even stare at her butt. The woman was going off—
seriously.“I’ve got to think!” she declared loudly. “I won’t take this lying down. I won’t! Not
again!”“Uh…”An elevator arrived and dinged. The doors opened, but she ignored
them.“You!”She spun around again, focusing all that rage and hate on the only handy
target.“You’re always around, aren’t you?” she demanded. “Always pecking at the sorest of sore
spots. Playing the fool, but hidden in plain sight. I’ve underestimated you for years, McGill. What I
want to know is this: why didn’t you demand the rank of primus as part of this grand bargain?
Why not press for that as your blood-price?”“Galina, I didn’t—”“Too obvious, hey? Too clear-cut?
No, no, you like to get your revenge in the coldest way. You play the long game, McGill. Don’t
you?”The elevator gave up, closed its doors and whisked away to another floor. I reached out
and pressed the call button again for her.“Imperator—I mean Tribune,” I stopped and sighed.She
snarled at me, stung by my accidental reminder of her demotion.“Listen,” I said, “I didn’t do this
to you. Someone did, I’ll give you that, but Winslade and I were as surprised as anyone when the
announcement was made.”Galina heard me, but she didn’t take my words to heart. She seemed
to be listening to some internal demon instead.“It was that business last year with Thompson,
wasn’t it?” she demanded. “You didn’t like me putting an agent on your tail. At least now you
know how it feels to be spied on.”It was my turn to frown.“I will say that was rude on your part, sir.
I liked Evelyn a lot. I think she even began to care for me some at the end.”Galina snorted. “The
great lover McGill, crying over a girlfriend who played him for a fool? I’m supposed to believe
that?”She was starting to piss me off. I can take a lot of abuse, but eventually, it lights my fire as
well.“You’re downright crazy tonight,” I told her, “and that’s not going to get your rank back for
you.”Again, she gave me that calculating tilt of the head. She nodded to herself, as if hearing a
voice I couldn’t.“All right,” she said, quieting down. “I see now how this game is to be played.
Tomorrow morning, I want to see you, Winslade—and that little slut you just professed your love
for: Thompson. All of you, in my office.”An elevator arrived and dinged again. This time, she



stepped inside.“In my office by six!” she repeated.Then the doors shut, and she was gone.When
she vanished, I shrugged. Sometimes, it seemed like there was a long list of women who were
angry with me. Tonight’s example had been both unfair and unusually vehement—but it wasn’t
anything I hadn’t heard before.I headed back toward the buffet, planning to eat my fill of those
pastries—but I didn’t quite make it there.“James?” a soft voice hissed.I turned to see Specialist
Evelyn Thompson. She was the bio girl I’d had a lot of trouble with over the years.Evelyn was still
pretty, in a too-skinny way. In the past, she’d looked at me with a sour expression, but ever since
last year, when she’d seduced me and spied on me, her eyes had held a different light.“What is
it, Specialist?”She looked pained. “Look, James… I never got to talk to you after last
—?”“Seriously?” I asked. “You’re going to make another play? Turov just left moments ago.
Maybe you’d like to call her back up here to have her judge your performance.”She sighed. “I
know, I know, I deserve all of that. But I’ve got something—I found something. I don’t want to give
it back to Turov, and I don’t want to have it in my possession. Will you take it?”She had me
confused now. “Take what?”“This,” she said, sliding a paper-wrapped object out of her purse.
“They thought it was destroyed—but it wasn’t. It survived the year Central was bombed to
ruins.”Evelyn was talking about a day long ago when the Cephalopods had invaded Earth and
almost taken out Humanity. In those dark times, we’d almost lost a war for extinction. Fortunately,
it had been the squids that had paid the bigger price.“What is it?” I repeated, beginning to tear at
the packaging.“Don’t!” she said. “Not here. Do it in private, where no cameras can see. Make
sure nothing is watching—not even your tapper.”Frowning at the package, I nodded. Something
about her urgent words had sunk in. She was full of fear, and I figured she probably had good
reason to be.“What the hell should I do with it?”“You’ll think of something,” she said, stepping
onto an elevator. “Just don’t tell anyone where you got it. Not even if I’m dead—not even if we’re
both dead.”She wasn’t making any sense, but before I could press her for more, the elevator’s
doors snicked shut, and she vanished.I turned the package over and over in my hands,
frowning.Then I went back to my hotel room in the city and tossed it onto the couch. By morning,
I’d forgotten all about it.-3-At six a.m. I was yawning and slouching outside Turov’s office
door.Her secretary was in there, ignoring the three of us. Winslade was looking paranoid, and
Adjunct Thompson appeared downright scared.“She’s in a really bad mood this time,” Evelyn
said for the eighth time.“When is she in a good mood?” Winslade asked sourly.“She’s late,” I
said, yawning again and rubbing my face.I wasn’t used to military mornings yet. I’d received my
summons, of course, just like the rest of the legion. I’d planned to go back home after this
awards ceremony and spend the week with my folks—but that wasn’t likely to happen now.If the
brass didn’t put us on deployment and shove our butts onto a lifter bound for space, then Turov
would probably assign us something punishing to do. Either way, the week was turning out
bad.“Hey, Adjunct?” I called out to the man who played her office-boy. “Any word from the imper
—tribune?”“Nope, Centurion,” he said loudly. “She’s not in yet.”I eyed the secretary narrowly. He
was big fellow, blondish hair, wide shoulders. Suddenly, it struck home that he was a little bit like
me. Could it be that Turov had chosen him for his looks?Shrugging, I lost interest. Galina was a



puzzle with a few pieces missing on the best of days.It was almost seven in the morning when
she finally strolled into the office. I was slouching on her couch by then, and she kicked my foot
hard. I woke up with a jerk.“Oh… good morning, sir!”“In my office,” she said, jerking a thumb
toward the door. “All three of you.”Exchanging worried glances, Thompson and Winslade
scuttled inside. I brought up the rear, yawning and looking bored.When we were inside and the
door was shut, Turov circled her desk in front of us.“Sit down,” she ordered, and we did.She
looked at each of us in turn, squinting hard into our faces. I felt I was being judged—or maybe
sized up by a butcher for a good skinning. It was hard to care much. I’d taken a lot of punishment
in my years of service, and I doubted this would be any different.“We had quite a quaint little
ceremony yesterday, didn’t we?” Turov said. “Did you all enjoy it?”“The food was good,” I
said.The others were stone-silent.“Right… but what I really want to know, is what went on before
that fateful evening. Who knew about these changes in ranks—and who didn’t?”“Took me by
surprise,” I said without hesitation.The other two were a pair of mutes, fixed in their chairs.She
nodded at all three of us, but she lifted a finger and directed it at me.“You see this?” she said, as
if I were a slab of meat. “That’s genius at work. He responds when he shouldn’t. He plays the
part of the bored simpleton when in actuality, he’s scheming all the while.”At this, Winslade and
Thompson dared to toss me a glance. It was my impression they disagreed with her paranoid
delusion, but they were too smart to say so.“You two, on the other hand,” Galina continued, “are
playing it safe. Staying quiet, and low, and mouse-like. Well, it won’t work. None of this will. Not
for any of you. Not today.”“But sir!” Thompson protested. “This isn’t fair! I’ve been loyal. If I’d
known anything about Deech’s power-play, I would have warned you.”Galina stared at her, and
Thompson dared to stare back.Finally, Galina nodded. “I believe you. That’s why you’re here. It’s
the other two I’m still contemplating.”“Excuse me, Tribune,” I said, having stayed quiet through
this drama for long enough. “What exactly are we all doing here at six—no, make that seven in
the morning?”“Your fates are being decided. I’ve been thinking about this all night long.”I saw the
dark smudges around her eyes then—and I believed her. Could she have cried last night? Make-
up could only cover so much.“Sir,” Winslade said, speaking up for the first time, “I’m the one who
shouldn’t be here. I’ve always supported you from the very beginning.”“As long as it suited your
purposes, yes. But you sucked-up to Deech just as hard when she was your commander. Don’t
think I don’t know that. Loyalty is thin in this room. Very thin indeed.”I yawned again. I didn’t mean
to, as it was a rude thing to do, but I was sleepy and bored. I just couldn’t get myself to care
about her little show.“So,” I said, “what next?”Galina smiled then. It was a tight, nasty thing to see.
I didn’t like it at all.She dug a small box out of her drawer, then two more. She handed one of
them to each of us.I stared at mine. I knew what was most likely contained in that box: New rank
insignia.In just such a lofty office in Central I’d been given the rank of adjunct. More recently I’d
been promoted to centurion, the equivalent of a captain in days gone by.What did this box hold?
I wasn’t sure.“Open yours, Thompson,” Galina said.“I don’t want to,” she said stiffly.“I order you to
open it!”Thompson looked traumatized. I knew why. She’d been demoted before, having reached
the lofty rank of centurion among the bio teams, she’d been busted down to specialist years ago.



Now, she was fearful of another demotion. Would she become a regular? Or even, God forbid, a
lowly recruit again?Trembling a little, she opened her box.Her face lit up, and she showed off
what was inside: the red crest of a centurion.“Congratulations, girl,” I told her.She looked so
happy. She sighed and thanked us all.“Now gentlemen,” Galina said, “it’s time to open your
boxes.”Winslade went first, and I could tell by the look on his face he’d begun to hope—but those
hopes were instantly dashed.“I’m a centurion again?” he demanded.“Technically, it’s for the first
time,” she reminded him. “You jumped from adjunct directly to primus years ago.”“This is… I must
protest in the strongest terms, Tribune!”“Would you like to file a grievance with Legion Varus?”
she asked in a sly voice.“I will!”“Fine. You can leave it with my secretary in the outer office. I’m the
final voice in this legion now—an absolute dictator.”“I’ll go to Hegemony then!” he declared. “This
is unjust, and unwarranted!”“Go, go! By all means, go! Tattle to whoever you want in all of
Central. Trust me, no one will give the slightest shit what you say.”Winslade got up and slunk out
of the office, shoulders hunched in rage and defeat. Evelyn stayed, however, watching Galina
and I with a frown.Galina’s eyes turned to me next.“So,” I said with a smile. “You made me a
primus, didn’t you sir? To replace Winslade?”“An excellent guess,” she said, gesturing toward the
small box in my big hand. “Open it, James. I insist.”I did so, and my heart sank. A single bar
gleamed back at me. The rank of adjunct—I’d been demoted.A grin sprang up onto my
face.“This is a surprise, sir!” I said in false excitement. “Truth is, I never really felt comfortable in
command of so many men.”“Good,” Galina said, not fooled at all by my bullshit. “You’ll be happy
to hear that Winslade will be your new centurion, relieving you of all that stress. Follow him well
and die at his side, like the loyal hound that you are.”Thompson frowned at me, then Galina.
“Why are you busting McGill, sir?”“Did you witness the ceremony yesterday?” Turov said
softly.“Yes, of course—on video.”“Who cheered the hardest when Deech was advanced to the
rank of imperator?”Thompson glanced over at me, but she didn’t say anything.“That’s right.
McGill and Winslade were practically doing handstands for that cold bitch. And then, when it
was my turn, they were as silent as mice.”“You think they knew?”“Yes. I’m sure of it.”Thompson
shook her head, and she looked down at the rank in her box. She closed it, and stood up.“May I
be excused, sir?” she asked, not looking at either of us.“Dismissed.”Thompson left, and I was
alone with the Tribune again. At least this morning she didn’t have that crazed look in her eye. I
think tossing around ranks had made her feel better.“I’ve been thinking about what you said,
McGill,” she told me.“Huh?”“About Thompson. That she might have had actual feelings for you.
Normally, I’d dismiss such nonsense as masculine bravado on your part—but that display just
now. She cared about your fate. I could see that.”“Maybe she just doesn’t like to see someone
done wrong. It happened to her, years back.”“Yes. And on that occasion, it was in no small part
due to your actions.”My mind cast back to those days. On Steel World, when I was a fresh recruit
and new to the legions, Centurion Thompson and I hadn’t gotten along. She had, in fact, tried to
kill me—but ended up dead herself.As a result of this and her allegiance to Turov through some
very bad decisions years later, Thompson had been demoted.“Tell me,” Galina said, walking
around her desk and standing alarmingly near. “Are you still interested in me—physically?”“Uh…



sure. I guess so.”“Good. I’d like to have you service me now.”“Um… what, sir?”“You heard me.”I
stared at her. She had jutting young breasts, a lovely swell to her hips and an ass to die
for.“Truly,” I said, “this isn’t a fair thing to do to a man, standing over him like this and offering up
—”“Are you interested or not?” she snapped, putting her hands on her hips.I sighed. I thought I
knew why she was turned on. She liked feeling she was back in charge. She liked the idea of me
being dominated by her—punished.Now, I’ll be the first to admit that if I had an ounce of self-
respect I’d have gently scooted her fine posterior out of my face and beat a hasty
retreat.Unfortunately, I’m a man of simple tastes. One of them involved beautiful
women.Accordingly, I put my hands on her, and I gave it my all. She hissed and she squirmed,
but she didn’t tell me to stop. She liked everything I could give.We didn’t quite get to finish,
however.Suddenly, the door popped open.Galina’s face was down on her desk, and most of her
uniform was off.When she looked over her shoulder at the open door, she pulled away from me,
instantly raging. One moment she’d been purring with pleasure, the next she was hissing like an
alley cat.“What is this—?” she shouted.Two hogs crowded into the doorway. Hegemony men.
Military police, according to their uniforms. Stern-faced veterans, they were heavyset guys who
looked like they’d played a lot of football back in the day.“You’re under arrest—” began the lead
hog, but that was as far as he got.Now, in order to understand what happened next, certain facts
have to be made clear. I’m not your ordinary man when I’m rudely surprised. In fact, I have to
confess a propensity to extreme violence in unexpected situations.Accordingly, the lead hog
making his arrest-speech caught my fist under his chin. His eyes bulged in shock. I’d popped his
larynx. He staggered, grabbing his throat, and made wheezing sounds.The second man went for
his pistol, but I grabbed his wrist and jammed the gun back down into the holster at his hip. The
gun went off, and it burned a neat hole in his brown leather boots. A gray wisp of steam and
smoke told me the beam had gone right through to the floor, searing a hole the width of a pencil
straight through his foot.Roaring, he punched me with the other hand. That was a good play—for
a hog. They normally went down without much of a fight when you surprised one of them.My
face was bleeding, and the two of us were struggling in a clinch. The first hog was on his knees
now, then he rolled over on his back. His face was turning blue.“McGill!” a familiar voice shouted.
“McGill? Damn you, man!”It was Winslade’s voice.My eyes slid for a fraction of a second over
the shoulder of the hog who was giving me a good fight. There, in the outer office, stood Galina’s
office boy-toy and Winslade. The secretary looked horrified, and he was calling for backup.It was
Winslade who caught my attention, however.I was in a blood-rage, but sometimes I can still be
reached, even in such a primal state. Fortunately for everyone, I managed to hear Winslade, and
to comprehend what he was saying.“They’re not here to arrest you, you mad ape! There here to
arrest Turov!”I froze. The hog I was wrestling with backed off, putting his hand to his chest and
gasping for air. I hoped he didn’t have a heart attack. He didn’t deserve that.The other guy—well,
his tongue was protruding and blue. He was pretty much dead and gone.-4-I found myself
standing half-nude in Turov’s office, with a crowd staring at me in shock. Now that my initial
anger at having been attacked in the middle of… shall we say… an indiscretion with Galina was



gone, I wasn’t sure what to do.“You might want to cover yourself,” Winslade suggested to me in a
sneering tone.“Oh… yeah.” I reached down and pulled up my pants. Behind me, Galina was
already dressed. Smart clothes were wonderful at moments like this. Straps were knitting
themselves into place and cinching up tight all over her body.She pushed past me and the hog
I’d been wrestling with, who was trying to revive his partner. I could have told him that was
hopeless—but I didn’t like delivering bad news.Turov strode into her outer office. Her hands were
on her hips. “What is this intrusion, Centurion Winslade?”“I’m sorry, Tribune,” he said primly. “My
hand was forced. I can’t condone this kind of harassment.”“What the fuck are you talking about,
you rodent?”“Here’s the evidence, sir. I did my duty and reported it. Nothing else.”On his tapper,
a vid was playing. It was only a few minutes old. First, we watched Galina demote me. Moments
later, I was approached and practically commanded to have sex with her.“I’m afraid this sort of
sexual aggression is frowned upon these days,” Winslade said, clucking his tongue.Turov’s
hands formed into claws. Her nails were blood red, and I could tell you from personal experience
they were pretty sharp.She swung her head around wildly, looking at high corners. “You put a
buzzer in here? You spied on your superior officer?”“I merely tapped into the security grid. These
offices are recorded periodically—you know that, don’t you, sir?”Her eyes swung to meet his,
and there was a mutual moment of hatred exchanged. “I had those things turned off months
ago.”Winslade shrugged. “Perhaps there was some kind of error in the processing of that
request. I’ll reprimand the technical department for the oversight.”The second-banana hog had
finished reporting his partner’s state, and he’d regained some of his composure. More hog MPs
had arrived in the meantime, trotting through the door and surrounding me. They pointed guns in
my direction, so I surrendered and let them handcuff me.“You’re both under arrest,” the second-
banana hog told Galina and I. “Come with me, please.”“Sorry about your buddy,” I told him. “You
surprised me, that’s all. It’s a Varus thing.”The hog set his jaw in anger for a second, but then he
nodded. “We should have identified ourselves before busting in. But Centurion Winslade here
insisted—”Winslade cleared his throat loudly. “Veteran, don’t you think you ought to explain all
that to a military court, not to the defendants? Hmm?”“Right… Okay, let’s move out.”We were
marched out of Galina’s office like a pair of felons—which I supposed we were, technically
speaking.The tribune was spitting mad, but she was quiet. That was a bad sign. If she’d been
throwing a fit, I would have felt better. She was at her most dangerous when she was quietly
plotting.Glancing back, I saw her working her tapper. Her hands were cuffed, but she was doing
it anyway, behind her back. That was a nice trick. She was a pro.Before we made it into the
elevator to go down to the brig, the lead hog stopped the march and gazed down at his tapper,
frowning.“What’s wrong, sir?” asked one of his minions.“We’ve got new orders… we’re
supposed to go back and arrest Centurion Winslade, too.”They looked at one another in
confusion. Then the lead hog, an adjunct with a beer-gut, turned suspicious eyes on his
prisoners.“How did you two pull that off?” he asked.I shrugged and looked as dumb as hog’s fat.
That worked, and his eyes slid right off me.“Tribune?” he asked Galina. “Is this some kind of
trick? You’re not getting out of my custody.”“That thought would never occur to me, Adjunct. Who



sent these new orders to you?”“Imperator Deech, looks like.”“Well then, it’s up to you to decide
whether they’re legitimate or not. Perhaps you’ll be joining us in the brig within the hour.”The
hogs didn’t like that idea. They were rule-followers, through and through. Not like Legion Varus
people—sort of the opposite, really.It occurred to me as I watched Galina’s magic work on their
minds that she really did belong with us in Varus. She was just too much of a loose cannon to be
Hegemony brass. No wonder they’d voted to kick her out.“All right,” the adjunct said at last.
“Squad, about-face! We’re not splitting up. We’ve got six men, we can arrest one more crazy
Varus legionnaire today.”When we arrived back at Galina’s office, we found Winslade with his
boots up on her desk, swiping at her private tablets. He jumped to his feet in alarm.“Centurion,”
the lead hog said, “you’re coming with us.”“You can’t be serious,” he said. “Did our tribune talk
you into this? You do know that by regulations she can’t order you around while she’s under
official—”“No sir,” the adjunct said. “The orders come from Imperator Deech.”This confounded
Winslade. After another thirty seconds of squawking, they had him in cuffs. All three of us were
marched to the brig and placed in separate cells.The door to my cell opened about an hour later,
and I snorted awake.“McGill…?”I climbed to my feet and saluted. My visitor was none other than
Imperator Deech.“Good morning, sir.”“Sleeping? It’s ten am.”“Well… I haven’t quite adjusted to
military mornings yet. Besides, this brig is like a second home to me.”“I see.”“Uh… am I in
trouble, sir?”“Always…” she said. “But before we get to your violent outburst, let’s discuss the
first string of crimes that preceded it on this fine morning.”“I’m not following you, sir.”She looked
down at her tapper and shook her head in bemusement. “Let me see if I can summarize. As I
understand it, your rank was removed at approximately seven a.m. Shortly after that, you were
pressured for intimate contact by your superior officer.”“Uh… sort of. But it wasn’t quite the way it
sounds.”“How do you mean?”I squirmed a little. “Is there any way I could talk to Drusus about
this?”“No. He’s gone back to Geneva.”“So… that makes you the head hog around here, doesn’t
it?”Her eyes were glittering and black for a moment. I figured she didn’t like being called a hog,
but that wasn’t unusual. Most of them hated it.“Right…” I said in the face of her silence. “Well sir,
Galina—I mean, Tribune Turov, did demote me. But she didn’t threaten me or offer to restore my
rank in return for any kind of favor.”Deech frowned fractionally then tilted her head. “Then why did
she do it?”“Well, uh, sometimes a young lady gets certain impure ideas, you see, sir. Can
happen to anyone.”“No, fool. I mean why did she demote you?”I shrugged.“She didn’t pressure
you? She didn’t threaten you? She didn’t demand anything you didn’t want to give?”“She might
have…” I admitted. “I don’t really recall. She says things all the time, but unless we’re deployed in
the field, I rarely listen to them.”Deech nodded again and pursed her lips tightly. “Do you have
anger issues with women, McGill?”I looked startled. “Uh… no sir! I like women just fine. Ask
anyone.”Deech heaved a sigh, and she stood up rapidly. “Fine. Just fine. I get it. You aren’t going
to help me. Either Turov’s threats are so frightening you can’t move against her, or she’s
managed to buy you off somehow. Keep in mind, Adjunct, that a patron outside your cliquish
legion could be a nice thing to have. You’re throwing that opportunity away.”It was my turn to look
confused. She seemed to be suggesting I should help rat out Turov to further my own career.She



might be right, of course. Galina had lots of enemies, and only a few well-placed friends. Signing
on with Deech’s faction might just be the wisest course—but I’d rarely taken the smart man’s
path in life.Deech began to walk out, but I called her back.“Imperator, what about Winslade?
What was he arrested for?”“Apparently, he hacked into the interoffice security system.”“Oh…” I
said, figuring that was probably true. “Am I free to go?”She nodded. “Yes. I’m releasing all of you.
Not as an act of mercy, mind you, but of practicality. Your legion is due to deploy within weeks.
There’s no time for the prison sentences you all richly deserve. But McGill?”“Yes sir?”“Try not to
kill anyone else until you reach your new target world, all right?”“Sure thing, sir. I’ll do my
best.”Sighing, she left. A pair of disgruntled hogs released me, glaring as they did so. I figured
they were sore about me offing one of their buddies. I understood that, so I didn’t tease them or
anything.Soon, Winslade and I were standing outside the brig, eyeing one another with
suspicion.“You didn’t turn on her, did you?” Winslade asked.“I told the truth, that’s all.”Winslade
winced. “Now? After all these years? Whatever possessed you to turn into a boy scout at this
late date?”“You set this up, didn’t you? It’s your fault that hog died, and we’re all in the shit with
the brass. All because you couldn’t stand a demotion.”Winslade looked up at me with hooded
eyes. “We could have gotten our ranks back if you’d just played along.”“Listen, before you include
me in any of your future schemes, you’d better check with me first.”“Fine,” he said, spitting the
word.His tapper beeped, and he looked at it. New orders had just come in—mine beeped a
moment later.We both looked at them and then at each other in dismay.“Both of us?” Winslade
asked. “Working the booth together?”I laughed. “It’ll be just like the old days! We’re going to have
a good time!”Winslade wasn’t laughing. We’d been ordered to report to the Mustering Hall in
Newark for recruitment duty.For most Legion Varus people, that assignment was a vacation. You
got to sit in a chair and talk dumb kids into signing up. But for Winslade especially, this felt like a
real slap in the face.“She’s back in her office already,” he lamented. “Handing down shit-work
from on-high. If you’d only claimed harassment—”“Well, I didn’t,” I told him. “See you tomorrow,
bright and early. Listen, the good news is we’ve only got a few weeks of this to serve out before
we’re shipped off to God-knows-where.”“Weeks…” he echoed, and I could tell his dreams of
glory and vengeance were evaporating.I had to hand it to Turov, she was the slipperiest of the
slippery. That woman made snakes seem rough to the touch.She’d gotten herself out of the brig
pronto—probably the moment Deech had figured out she couldn’t get me to file charges.Still
smiling and giving my head little shakes of bemusement, I headed for the ground floor. It was
midday, and I was already late for any bar and grill I could find.-5-After a hearty lunch, I went
back to my rented hotel room. I really was sleepy, and my grand plan for the afternoon included a
lengthy nap.I was just stretching out on the couch when I felt something pressing into my back.
Grunting and probing, I found the brown paper package Evelyn had given me the night before.
I’d forgotten all about it.Opening the package carefully, just in case it was a bomb with a trigger-
wire, I stared in bafflement for a moment.It was a book. An old book, made out of paper. To me,
that was like holding a scroll from ancient Egypt in my hands.I read the cover out loud: “The
Eaters of Lotus.”Suddenly, I was struck by a memory. Claver had been seeking this book years



ago. We’d found it, at more or less the same time, in the library in Central.Before that, a
Cephalopod commando in a teleport suit had sought the same book. After Central had been
badly damaged in the war, everyone had assumed the book was gone forever. Frankly, after all
these long years, I’d forgotten about it.But here it was, in my hands again.With a jolt, I recalled
what Evelyn had said: don’t open it with any cameras around—not even your tapper.Clumsily, I
covered the title back up again with the ripped up paper. Then I found a bag, and I stuck it deep
inside.Who could I take this to? There were only a few trustworthy people I knew of who might
be smart enough to explain its significance. Taking the bag, I headed out into the streets and
began a long walk south.For about two kilometers around Central—which was a big area,
because the building by itself was more than a kilometer wide at the base—the city was pretty
safe and orderly. Hogs patrolled the streets, and people with money and jobs hustled this way
and that in every direction.But further out, where the residential areas began, things changed.
Oh, if you stuck to the nicest neighborhoods with auto gun-turrets and face-recognition systems
on the gates, you didn’t have a problem. But if you strayed all the way out into the tenement
housing districts, it could get a little rough.The worst neighborhood of all was the Old City. In this
region the buildings were made of worn out bricks, and the streets were narrow and dark. The
area wasn’t without charm, as there were some good bars down there, but mostly there were
lots of aliens—and a few very friendly women.People called it the gray zone. I’m not sure why—
probably because it was where the rules were blurred. Some of the aliens who lived here from
off-world had their own ideas about cultural conduct. One being’s tradition was another’s crime,
as they say—but not down here. The laws were lax, and most of the aliens liked it that way.Not
all of them were happy residents, however. Some lived here just because they couldn’t get
housing permits anywhere else. It was unfair, but that’s how it was.Today, I wanted to talk to
someone special who lived down here. Smuggling the book in my bag like it was a million credits
worth of contraband, I walked up a half dozen flights of stairs before I arrived at a painted door
made of actual wood fiber.When I tapped on her apartment door the first time, Floramel didn’t
answer. I decided to wait in the hallway, suspecting she must still be at work.Sure enough, after a
few hours she showed up.“McGill?” Floramel asked in surprise.“That’s me.”She froze in the
hallway, and she looked a little scared. That made me feel bad. Our past was checkered at best.
We’d seen a lot of events together, some good and some bad.Floramel was a near-human. She
was tall, with a long slim neck and a runway-model’s body. Her face was distinctive, exotic. It was
her brain she was best known for, however. She’d run the alien research labs on Rogue World,
back in the day, before the Mogwa fleet had bombed it out of existence.“Am I under arrest
again?” she asked finally.“No, no, nothing like that. I’m just here to visit.”“Oh… I see,” she said,
touching her tapper to her door and watching it slide open. “I’m sorry, James. I’m not sexually
active at this time.”“Can I come in anyway?” I asked. “I ship out soon.”She thought about it for a
moment. “All right.”She stepped inside, and I moved to follow her—but I didn’t make it.A thick,
scaly arm shot across the doorway in front of me. It was attached to a saurian—one of those
raptor types.Now, you have to understand that I’ve fought to the death with this kind of alien on



many occasions. My first death, in point of fact, involved a swarm of these guys tearing my guts
out with their wide snouts full of teeth that looked like yellowy nails.As a result, my hands came
up and grabbed the arm. I figured this lizard was trying to perform a home-invasion.Then the
dino went for me with his other clawed fist, and it was on.“Stop!” Floramel shouted. “Both of you!
What are you doing? There’s no cause for violence!”We both froze and looked at her.The
translator around the dino’s neck flickered as he grunted and hissed.“This being is an invader,”
the saurian said. “I’ve watched him for hours, standing in this hallway. He stalks you. You are his
prey.”“No… he’s not exactly a predator, Raash. And James, please don’t break his arm or
anything.”“Sorry,” I said, letting go. “Is this your friend? You should teach him some
manners.”“The density of my bones is too great for human strength,” the alien bragged.
“Breaking any of them would prove impossible.”“You want me to prove you wrong?” I
demanded.“Gentlemen,” Floramel interrupted again. “You’ve got to stop. Come inside, both of
you.”We both eyed each other, and then we tried to walk into her apartment at the same time.
The doorway was nowhere near wide enough for the two of us, and we almost got into it
again.“James, you first,” Floramel directed.“Why this one? Why not me first?” the lizard
demanded.“He’s my guest, Raash. You’re just a neighbor.”“I’m your guardian. I am indebted for
the gift of this device.”Raash touched the translator, and I began catching on. Apparently,
Floramel had given him a compact translator. It was only about the size of a hundred-credit
piece. They were usually much larger and harder to use. She’d probably helped develop these
things at Central, where she worked in the labs.How had she brought it home? It was hard to
say. Her people were geniuses, but they didn’t totally get the idea of secret projects—or
government property.I sat warily on her only couch. The lizard hulked in the doorway,
malingering.“This male is aggressive,” he complained. “He’ll abuse you.”“Raash…” Floramel
said. “He’s not that bad. I’ve known him for years. This is James McGill. He’s an officer in the
legions.”Raash looked at me with sudden intensity. “A legionnaire? A paid killer? How can you
trust such an individual? If he had a tail, I’d cut it off.”“Your tail is looking kind of limp to me, dino,”
I said. “Maybe I should take it off your hands.”Raash took two steps into the apartment, and he
loomed over us. His kind were big, as tall as I was and heavier built. They generally weren’t as
fast as humans, but their musculature was denser.“What legion do you serve?” he demanded,
looking down at me.Before I could answer, Floramel shut him down. “Raash, you’re being rude.
By human rules of conduct, you haven’t been invited into my home. You must retreat.”Raash
stood there, his tail floating behind him. It was as thick and rough as an alligator’s, but it moved
more like a cat’s tail. I could tell he was using it to balance on two feet, which his kind often
did.After a pause, Raash’s translator flashed again. “I will withdraw. If you are found dead in the
morning, I will mourn.”“See you then, Raash,” Floramel said.The lizard retreated with poor grace.
Floramel had to get up and close the door herself, as he’d left it hanging open.“You’ve got a dino
for a boyfriend?” I asked.“Hardly,” she laughed. “He’s more like a house pet. He thinks he’s caring
for me.”“That’s odd…”“He’s the only saurian in this building. He hasn’t adjusted well. By showing
kindness, I suppose I’ve gotten him to imprint on me.”“Strange…” I said. “The saurians of Steel



World living among us here in Central City. Imagine that… I didn’t know there were any of them
on the planet! Except for a few stuffed heads mounted on walls, that is.”Floramel wrinkled her
nose at me in disgust. “Don’t talk like that.”I shut up, but I could have told her I wasn’t joking. I
knew a few officers who had such trophies on their walls.“Okay,” she said. “You can tell me
now.”“Tell you what?”“Why you’ve come here tonight. The real reason—if you’re not still hoping
for a sexual encounter.”She was right, of course, about my secondary motives. What man didn’t
hope for the favors of a lovely lady in the evening?But that wasn’t the whole story. I dug out the
torn up brown paper package I’d brought with me. I made sure there were no cameras watching,
even covering my tapper with my sleeve, before I showed her the book.At first, she wasn’t
impressed.“This is an antique,” she said. “How do you adjust the font?”“You don’t,” I
admitted.“How disappointing… The Eaters of Lotus. What’s to be gained by reading this?”“I’m
not sure,” I admitted, then I provided her with the long list of people who’d sought this book with
deadly intensity.“The Cephalopods wanted it? So badly, that they sent a commando to
Central?”“Yes,” I said. “It might even have kicked-off the invasion of Earth. Their first move was to
attempt to capture this artifact. That was all years ago, and I thought it was lost, but it’s been
found.”
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Foxdrake, “A morsel of goodness.... Any series can get long in the tooth after a while. This one is
no exception. Blood World advanced the story but seemed to drag at times. Dark World was on
point, fun and quick paced. I read the whole thing in less than two days. It was great. That said,
it's not perfect and highlights future concerns more than anything else; Insofar as certain
aspects are clearly formulaic which in some respects is both this story's superpower and super-
weakness. It's similar to reading a video game where the main character can just "re-spawn"
after screwing up. It is my belief this hurts rather than helps at times as it can be a "god in the
box" crutch. Death should be avoided, unexpected and absolutely necessary, in this adventure it
was. His sacrifice at the space station had meaning, well done. With further regards to character
development, I'm glad to see McGill got his rank back. However, at this point in the series, one
would think he'd be moving up not the other "less" competent or rather incompetent ones
around or above him. He was a King in the last novel, by now you'd think he'd be a general or
lieutenant colonel or such but he seems stuck as a captain or it's Roman equivalent. In many
respects this is the essence of the problem, it's time for this series to grow and perhaps stopping
the "rinse and repeat" aspect that's been successful so far but is beginning to wear a bit thin.
That said Death World is like a cupcake sweet satisfying and even mildly nutritious but a diet of
cupcakes would be nauseating over time. It's time to go to the "next level" to maintain my video
game analogy. The threat needs to be greater, the consequences harsher, the losses more
painful and end result more substantial. I'm interested in "the eaters of lotus" thread. I want to
see a human stellar empire emerge. I want to know Etta's ok or at least, what's happened. I
might even like to see McGill find the "right" girl for him, though I love his strong male
independence. I don't want to keep going in circles though. It's time to grow strong, build a navy,
control the 300 worlds outright and trim some character fat (i.e. deaths). I like Carlos but he
needs to grow or die and the same can be said for a host of other ancillary characters as well.
End the Cleaver threat already. I don't so much care what world McGill goes to next, a water
world, an ice one, heck an terrain one would be fine as long as there's substantive growth and
development. I'd pay double or triple for a novel twice or three times as long that addresses
these concerns or needs. Cheers.”

CC, “Larson has done it again. I have thoroughly enjoyed this series from the beginning. I have
noticed that series tend to get stale as they go on and on with successive books. Not so with
B.V. Larson's Undying Mercenaries Series. Dark world keeps the story flowing and fresh. Past
stories have focused mainly on James McGill and his interactions with lower ranked soldiers.
The first half of Dark world takes a new angle and looks at James McGill mainly through his
interactions with the upper echelons of Legion Varus. Don't worry, though. If you crave more of
McGill's normal interactions, you will get your fix in the second half of the book. Larson's sense
of humor comes through repeatedly. While the book isn't comedy, I found myself laughing out



loud on multiple occasions. The characters are extremely well developed through the series,
even the second level characters. B.V. Larson has once again written a very entertaining story.
As long as he keeps writing this series, I plan to  keep buying each new addition.”

Paul Cassel, “A Lark in Space. I've been with this series since volume one. I strongly suggest if
you're new to them that you do start with the first book to learn the foundation of how Larson's
'World' universe behaves. After then, the books are best if read in order but it's not necessary for
you to do so to enjoy them. There's one caveat to that though. Reading the books out of order
will introduce some small spoilers.Weirdly and uniquely to my mind, the key in these books isn't
the sci-fi angle but a legalistic one. In that, it's similar to the Daniel Faust series by Schaefer
where the hero gets himself out of peril through cleverness rather than heroics.If I had to
characterize the series, I'd call it a lark in space. The hero tends to always find a love interest
even in the most unlikely situations such as an alien fort. The way the hero gets himself and all of
humanity out of danger always satisfies. By now in V7, each new book is like a reunion between
the reader and the well-known characters which comprise the ensemble at the core of each
book.A truly enjoyable series.”

TheCat, “Another great entry in this series. Another great entry in this series! Once again McGill
is caught up in the political machinations of his superiors and of course thrown into another meat
grinder of a mission along with the rest of Varus legion. As usual, McGill has to pull some crazy
stunts to get out of some tight situations. The quality of these stories continue to to be very high
and you can't help but want more. The overall story of the Empire and is pushed forward some
as there is a surprising reveal. The ending of this one is a bit different as there is somewhat of a
cliffhanger.  No spoilers, but I really want to know what happens next.”

Steven M Johnson, “Totally readable. Spend those 6 bucks on your kindle.. This book is a great
continuation of the series. Perhaps it is a little lighter on the action and gory details than the first
eight but for me it still is good, a 5.B. V. Larson writes completely fun, readable, enjoyable stories.
They are not deep complex tortured stories where you may never quite figure out what is going
on and have to wade through miles of knee deep muddy prose to get to some indeterminate
point. If you want that, read Harlan Ellison. Larson writes fun enjoyable stories about
disreputable rogues who you have to love despite their ridiculous flaws. I would make a movie
comparison. Blade Runner, 1 and 2 versus Guardians of the Galaxy. Larson is Guardians of the
Galaxy. Both good but holy crap, was Harrison Ford a replicant or not? That's not Larson. And I
know Ellison did not write Blade Runner, Philip Dick, Do androids dream of electric sheep?The
point is that Larson is fun start to finish and you don't have to agonize over what is going on.”

Eric Whitmore, “Great series. Love The Undying mercenary series, you can believe in the main
character McGill and the scrapes he gets in. How he gets out of the scrapes he gets into is



usually a surprise and you wonder what will come next.All I can say really is MORE PLEASE!”

Mike Wi-Fi Guy-Prime Reader., “Always a fun read. So take a pot, into it put measures ofThe
stainless steel rat By Harry harrisonBill the Galactic heroDirk Pit by Clive CusslerLazarus Long
by R HeinekenCasanovaBuck RogersJack Reacher by Lee ChildJohn Winger (Bill Murry) film
StripesThe list goes on.Give it a big stur, then you have James McGill .If you want a fun read,
with humour, fighting, intrigue, aliens, Sci - fi, spaceships, all rolled up with adventure, and bad
guys, then this is for you..”

GH, “Brilliant. Just love this series. Well written with lots of new ideas and new alien races.Also
raises the issues of reviving and not between the different armies.Looking forward to the next
world Varius tackles.”

Paul Bobe, “Great read. This is a great read, just as entertaining as the first 8.The whole thing is
held together by the most excellent character of Mcgill. Cant wait to find out what scrapes he
gets into next.”

Probably, “Another great. Another great one, if not quite as smooth as the previous versions. BVL
should give the (excellent) series a minor reboot. Other than that please continue writing as fast
as you can !”

The book by B. V. Larson has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 799 people have provided feedback.

“ The gods conceal from men the happiness of death , so that they might quietly endure life . ”
— Lucanus , at his execution , 65 AD - 1 -
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