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  At 97 JJ Owns thought he would take one last trip to pay his respects to fallen comrades. He didn’t see that the fates had other plans.



Introduction
For James J. Owens a return trip to the planet of Hades in the Death Gates System was to be his final farewell. At ninety seven, his doctors had told him his chances of surviving the trip were small. This did not deter him in the slightest. It would be his last great adventure and a chance to say goodbye to fallen comrades. What he did not know at the time he left the planet that had been his home for the last thirty years what lay ahead of him.
Nor did the old Death Dealer know that deep within him lying dormant was an old friend just waiting a signal to reawaken. A wakening that would begin not only a second chance in life, but what would become his greatest, and most rewarding adventure. He will face off against assassins, rogue military units, hostile planetary governments, and an all-out revolt against the Empire he swore to protect. All of these things are nothing compared to his greatest challenge.
No that pleasure belongs to dealing with first learning how to be a teenage girl, the Head of House for one of the most prominent High Families in the Empire, and having not one but two very different Artificial Intelligence computers in her head. One is the original Death Dealer AI that all Death Dealers have, this was ‘Dee De’ a Mark one Omega/ Assault class Death Dealer AI with a hidden secret. One that will lead to James greatest adventure and second chance in life.
They say Death Dealers never retreat and never surrender. Their battle cry has been heard on thousands of worlds for over four hundred years. Can one of the most respected and feared of them, the man they called Death walk away? Or will the granddaughter he never had, rise up to claim the name of Death’s own Daughter?



Chapter 1
When Dee De calls Vicky a ‘Hello Kitty doll’ I realize where the paint schemes of the Patton’s came from. Each one is painted like one of the Hello Kitty characters. There’s My Melody, Pochacco, and Chococat. If there is something that will make you a target on the battlefield this is it. In great big bold letters. If we step out with these paint jobs everyone and their brother-in-laws will target us. We might as will paint a bull’s-eye on our backs. To say that I’m shocked is the understatement of the year.
Before I can say or do something, like blow my top, I hear a giggle from Vicky. “Hi, Maiha. What do you think of our plan to get the rebels to come after us?”
“You asked to be painted like this, Vicky?”
“Yup, we sure did.”
“You do realize that all of you just turned yourselves into the biggest, and I mean THE BIGGEST, targets on the battlefield?”
Giggling like a teenager Vicky proudly says. “We sure do.”
Face palming I ask. “Can someone please tell me what this crazy plan is? Before I lose what little of my mind I have left.”
“It’s simple.” Vicky spouts out. “This afternoon your mama is going to send out a wedding invitation to all the High Family Houses, in which they will hear that she plans to marry a ‘lowly’ commoner like the First Sergeant. When they hear about this, they will literally flip their lids. The very thought that the Great Lady Nakatoma Dai Etsu is marrying a commoner will drive them crazy. They’ll have to stop it before it can happen. Well the only way they can even get close enough to the Main House without being seen is by coming over the back ridge of the practice range. Once they are inside of the range we turn on the hologram projectors to confuse their targeting computers. Meanwhile we have all of our House troops, with us in the middle and at the end of it out in the open. We place the Death Dealers and any mercenaries on the outside edges. As they charge us we open fire drawing them in deeper and deeper. When they can’t turn around the Death Dealers and mercenaries open fire from the rear and sides. At that point in time we become the anvil and the rest become the hammer.”
Thinking about how she laid out the battle plan I could not find fault with it. The more I thought about it I realized it was one of the oldest plans in history. It dated back to one of the bloodiest times in human history. The American Civil War. They say it was one of the bloodiest wars in all of history. What they were proposing was a variation of the Battle of Antietam. Only with us holding the ‘bloody lane’ and the rebels charging into our guns and reinforcements. It will be a blood bath. No House military inside of the kill zone will stand a chance of survival as a unit by the time all is said and done.
“Um… Vicky dear which one of you came up with this battle plan?”
“Oh that was Snow Mountain Guardian. He is really into all that ancient history stuff. He’s really smart about that kind of thing. Why?”
“I want to know which one of you four decided to repeat history is all.”
“Well, to be truthful he gave us the basics, but we each put in our own little bit. Like it was Harbinger’s idea to put the House troops all in the middle, Dawn suggested that the Death Dealers work on the outside edges with the mercenaries, and Warrior pointed out that the range hologram system could be used to confuse the enemies.”
“Who suggested the paint jobs?”
“Oh I don’t know.” From the sounds of her voice I know exactly who.
“Tell the truth, Vicky. You did it. Didn’t you?”
“Yes ma’am. I suggested the paint jobs.”
“Why?”
“Um… I thought it would be a good way to get the enemy to come straight at us.”
“AND.”
“Well…um… well… because it’s cute.” She mumbled the last part.
“Speak up, please Vicky.”
“Because it makes us look cute.”
“That’s what I thought.” 
“Please don’t tell the others. They already make fun of me as is.”
“Why is that, baby girl?”
“They say that I’m the biggest girly-girl in the Universe.” I can hear the whine in her voice. She doesn’t understand why she is the way she is. She can’t understand how they get to be all business like and grown up will she’s stuck with being all girly-girl.
“Vicky, I think that part of the problem is my fault.”
“Your fault, how?”
“When I first linked up to you do you remember how you got smarter the longer and longer I was connected?”
“Well yes. That was the day I became self-aware.”
“I think your personality was influenced by me. Trust me baby girl, I’m one of the biggest girly-girls out there.”
“So, you don’t mind me being so girly?”
“Not at all. It just caught me off guard when I saw your new look. Say are they going to give you a bow for the top of your ears?” I really wanted to know. “Because if they do you’ll look even cuter.”
“Do you really think so? Because if they can make me cuter, I want it.”
“Hold on a minute, and I’ll check.” Looking around for the senior maintenance tech I wave for him to come over.
“Maiha, you really aren’t going to do this are you? Alice asked me.
“Yup, if I can get it done. Hopefully they can.” Looking over at her I can’t help but giggle. The look on her face is one of total amazement and shock. “I know, won’t it be too cool.” (Giggle)
“Oh My God! You’re serious!” looking around for my mama she yells out at the top of her lungs. “Mom! Help! Maiha has lost her mind!”
Before mama can show up the lead maintenance tech shows up. “Can I help you with something Lady Maiha?”
“You sure…mmmummmummm.” Before I can say much more Alice has her hand over my mouth. 
“Excuse us for a minute Sergeant.” She asks sweetly. “I think that her Ladyship’s mother needs to see this before going any further.”
As I start to wiggle out her arms mama shows up. “Allison dear, why are you trying to gag Maiha? Not that don’t feel that way at times and you do have that right as her fiancé.”
Before I can stop her Alice tells mama what I want to do to Vicky. “My Lady, she wants to put a giant bow on top of Vicky’s head.”
The chuckle that comes from Top and the giggle from mama just gets us all going. There are something’s that no matter how stupid they sound are just too funny when said out loud. The fact that it was not me, but the woman that I love who said it, made it all the more funny. Of course once I started to giggle so did Alice. The stupidity of the whole idea was priceless. 
Turning around in Alice’s arms I give her a quick kiss. After breaking the kiss I turn back to mama and Top. “Sorry about that, I just wanted to see the look on Alice’s face. However I don’t think that it would be a good idea. Am I right Master Sergeant?” I asked of the maintenance tech that I had called over earlier.
“No, ma’am. If we were to try that it would interfere with your Suit’s targeting system. Those ‘ears’ are in fact the accusation and targeting sensors. So they have to stay free and clear. Also most of your com-gear is stored up there.” He told us.
Looking back up at Vicky. “Sorry baby girl; it looks like I can’t put a bow on you.”
“That’s ok. It would have been nice to have, but I can understand why.” I can hear the disappointment in her voice, but at least she understands. Her next question though caught me off guard. “Are you and Sergeant Pilot Alice Wendell having sex?”
Now of all the questions that could be asked that one was not one I expected her to ask. “Um… Vicky why did you ask that?”
“Oh I just wanted to know if I get to have another big sister or is that sister-in-law.”
Mama and all the others start laughing at the look on my face. There are times, no make that whole weeks that I wish I could go back and start over. Before I can answer her though Alice steps up and says. “Yes Vicky we’re going to get married. So yes, in a way I’ll be your sister-in-law. Will this upset you?”
“Nope, not at all. In fact I’m happy for you both. Are you going to let Puss-in-Boots get the upgrades like me and the rest of us?”
“I haven’t thought about that really.”
“Well why not; are you ashamed of her?”
“Not at all Vicky. I actually love her, but I don’t own Puss. She belongs to House Nakatoma. I’m just her pilot.” Alice tells Vicky in a sad voice.
When I hear this I make up my mind right then and there. “Alice if you want her, she’s yours.” The look on her face was priceless. 
“But Puss-in-Boots is worth over forty thousand credits. You just can’t give something like that away.” She tells me in shock. “Wait a minute, that didn’t come out right. What I mean to say is…”
She doesn’t get the chance to finish as mama interrupts her. “Oh but she can. Allison. As the Head of House Nakatoma and its military commander it is well within her power to do so. Why if she wanted to she could give every one of the House APS’ to their pilots if she wanted to. The only APS that she cannot give away is the Great Sword.”
What mama just told me was something that I had not thought about. Almost all of the APS’ around here are owned by House Nakatoma. “Mama, just how many APS’ do we own?”
It takes her a few moments before answering me. “I believe somewhere around eight full lances of every type, except the assault class, of those there are only sixteen in total. Why?”
“Oh, I believe I know of a way to get every one of our house troops into an APS of their own.” When everyone looks at me I explain my idea. “It’s simple. For every APS that we can capture it becomes the property of House Nakatoma. Then we tell our troops if they want one for their own all they have to do is capture one on the battle field and it is theirs. Then all we have to do is repair it for them and bingo we now have twice the number of APS’. The same will apply to the mercenaries.”
“Maiha, that’s brilliant. Why if you give every pilot their own APS not only will you gain their undying loyalty, but you will give them what they have always wanted.” At my look of confusion Alice went on to explain what she meant. “Every soldier dreams of being able to pack-up and move on to another House with their own gear. If you’re a pilot with your own APS then you have a better chance at higher paying slots.”
“If that is true, wouldn’t they just pick up and leave House Nakatoma?”
“No, baby. Like I told you. Every one of them will be more loyal to this House and Family than ever before. To be able to own your own APS is one of the biggest dreams of every APS pilot that I know. The cost of buying one is what keeps most pilots employed with the High Family Houses.” she tells me.
The more I thought about it the more I realized how so many of the House’s kept their military under service. It was only the mercenaries that had any true freedom for who they fought. I think it’s time to change things up around here. Turning to a young private “Private I need you to do me a favor. I want you to go find the commanding officers for the Mountain Wolves, Hell Hounds, and the House units. You are to tell them that I want them to meet me for lunch. Do you understand?”
“Yes ma’am.” And with that he turns and runs off to carry out his orders. 
“Maiha what are you up to?” mama asked me.
“I’m getting ready to give my fiancé her bridal price, mama.”
“And just what might that be, child?”
“Oh I figure if she has her own APS then everyone else should have their own as well.” The gasps of shock that run throughout the hangar were deafening. “What? Did you think I was joking about what I said earlier? Well let me tell you all right here and now. When I say I’m going to do something like that you can bet that I’ll do everything in my power to get it done.”
“Well, seeing as how you feel that way about it, daughter. I think it is time for your fiancé to get a new APS. The one she has now is just too small to stand with the Storm Dancers. If you’ll follow me Allison.”
Alice interrupts mama. “Excuse me, Lady Dai Etsu, but my name is Alice not Allison.” 
“Child, I know exactly what your birth certificate reads and it is not Alice, but Allison Ann Wendell. Which by the way will be how your letter of patent will read. Now, as I was saying, if you’ll follow me I’ll introduce you to your new and improved Puss-in-Boots.” With that she leads us around Vicky through a door on the other side and into a different hanger. Standing there was a brand new B1-7B Panther. A seventy ton fast attack heavy APS that is painted to look just like her W8-3A Wild Cat. Next to it is her Puss-in-Boots with its cockpit standing wide open and a swarm people climbing all over it.
“Lady Dai Etsu what are they doing to my APS?”
“They are transferring the AI out of your old APS and into your new one. This was going to be my surprise to you when we went out for training this afternoon with you as part of the Storm Dancers.”
“But ma’am I already have a lance that I belong to.”
Placing my hand on her shoulder I look her in the eye. “Alice, honey, I hate to tell you this, but your old team is no longer a viable unit. Three out of four of its APS’ were destroyed and two of your teammates are dead and one is in the hospital.” Pointing up at the damaged left arm and the backside of her APS “And baby, you and I both know there is no way they can repair that kind of damage without completely rebuilding the top half of your Puss.” When she starts to argue with me I quickly point out how she barely got her home to begin with. I can see the tears starting to form in her eyes. “I know she means a lot to you. That’s why we’re having them put Puss’ AI into a virgin APS. Your new Suit will feel just like your old one.”
“But it won’t have any of Puss-in-Boots quirks. It won’t feel the same, hell it probably won’t even need me.” she was crying now. She had a full on blubber going. “Why didn’t you ask me before hand?”
I think mama felt a little guilty for not asking. She wrapped Alice up in a monster hug and let her cry it out. “Shhh little one, I’m sorry. Yes I should have asked you first, but when the maintenance chief told me that they couldn’t repair your Puss I thought about this beautiful Panther sitting here with no one to pilot it. I figured that you could handle her, after all you already pilot one cat.”
“Uh?”
“Each one of the feline APS units all has one thing in common. Do you know what that is, child?”
“No ma’am.”
“Only the best of pilots can control them. The Wild Cat, Hell Cat, Puma, Panther, Tiger, and the Mountain Lion are piloted by the best pilots in the known universe.” I tell her. When she looks at me like I was crazy I proceed to give her a few examples. As I name off the top ten ace APS pilots in the last two hundred years and their APS models I see her eyes light up. “Oh and by the way, why didn’t you tell me you’re a three time ace working on your fourth ace?”
“Well, to be honest I never thought about it. Sure I have beaten nineteen APS pilots, but I have always figured that it was part of the teams win. Not my own individual wins.” She has the good grace to blush.
I see mama waving over the leas technician. He comes over she asks him about the time line for the swap over. “Well, ma’am, barring any unseen problems we should be done no later than fourteen hundred this afternoon. Will that be good?”
“Oh yes. That’ll be just fine. I believe that will give everyone enough time to get over last night and be ready to make a practice run on the range.” Mama says. Looking over at me “I believe that we should try and get your sisters and Allison used to working together. Do you agree, Maiha?”
“Yes, I do, mama. Speaking of which we need to have a talk in private, mama. Shall we return to the House and your rooms? I believe that what we have to discuss is best done in the privacy of our rooms.” I say to her.
“Very well, gentlemen, Allison, we’ll see you at lunch time.” And with that she turns and heads back to the main house.
Alice grabs my hand and stops me for a second. “Maiha, please keep your temper. I don’t know what you’re going to say, but I know what it’s about. Please remember she has never had a true daughter before you came along.”
Smiling at her “Yes I know and I’ll remember it, but she has to understand that when I give her an order on the battle field she needs to obey it. I and I alone am the Supreme Commander on Hades. If something goes wrong I get blamed and I won’t put her, you or anyone else in a no win situation without me being there. I have to make her understand that. And every time she disobeys my orders, she undermines my authority. I can’t let that happen. I barley have control over have half of these units as is.”
“Ok, love. I believe you. Just remember what I told you. She gives me a quick kiss and a swat on the butt. “You better hurry and catch up. I’m going to stay here and see if they need a hand.”
“Love, I hate to tell you this, but you’re not exactly dressed for this type of work.” Pointing to her kimono. “Why don’t you come with me and help explain things to mama?”
When she looks down at how she’s dresses she realizes what I’m saying. Looking back up at me she nods her head yes, and the two of us head back to the main house. As we pass the people that live inside of the House compound we are greeted as Lady Maiha and Lady Allison. I have gotten used to the way people treat me as the Head of House, but for Alice it was a new experience. “Honey, you need to quit blushing whenever someone calls you Lady Allison.”
“But I hate that name. It’s not me. I’m Alice, not Allison.”
“Ok love, truth time. Why do you hate being called Allison?”
Sighing heavily she begins to tell me. “That was my mother’s name. When she died everyone from her family told me I could never live up to her name. Some of them went so far as to disown me, because they blamed me for her death.”
“To hell with them. You were not responsible for her death. Did you point a gun at her and pull the trigger? No. did you put poison in her food? No. nothing that you did caused her death. I don’t care what they say. So hold your head up high, you are now a High Families Lady and the spouse to be for the Head of House for one of the most powerful Family’s in the universe. And as far as everyone else goes to Hell with them.”
“Do you always know what to say?” she asked me with a little giggle.
“No, not always, but most of the time. It comes from a having a long and varied life, my dear.”
“You know most of the time all I see is the cute, spunky, fiery teenager, but then you go and say something like that. It is like a bolt of lightning out of the blue that reminds me behind that cute exterior is a very old and cynical man.”
Hearing that I try to look offended, but the giggle that escapes me ruins it. “Hey, I resemble that remark.”
Goddess bless her, she joins in with me as I laugh over the situation. Yes she knows there is the mind of a ninety-seven year old behind my eyes, but she just accepts it as the way things are. I know that with anyone else this might be a messed up situation, but not with her. It just doesn’t matter to her. “Thank you, Allison.” And I give a quick kiss on the check.
“Not that I am complaining, but what was that for?”
“For you being you. No questions, no accusations, just acceptance.”
“You’re welcome, love.” She says with a smile. “Come on we have kept your mama waiting long enough.”
“You mean our mama. Don’t you realize she has already taken to you like a daughter?”
“Love, I highly doubt that.”
“No love, as far as she is concerned we are already married.”
Alice’s eyes bug out in her head as she realizes that what I just said was true. “Oh sugar!” I can tell she really wants to use something stronger, but she’s doing her best to watch what she says. The fight to behave like a Lady is driving her crazy.
“Love, when we go into battle I want you to take all this frustration out on those who are in your crosshairs. If you can do that for me no one will stand a chance against you.”
“Trust me, the first time I get out there on the range with the new Puss-in-Boots I plan to set a course record.”
Looking up I see that we are almost back to the main house. “Well, we’re almost there. Do me a favor please?”
“Sure love, what is it?”
“Help me keep my temper in check. I have known mama for a very long time. If there is one thing she knows it is how to push my buttons.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“That is all I can ask for.”
Removing our sandals at the backdoor, we are met by our Lady’s maids. The look on my face lets them know that right now is not the time to correct me on anything concerning my appearance. We head straight for mama’s room. Once there I knock and wait for her to answer. When I don’t hear anything after a few seconds I knock again. When I still don’t hear an answer I look over at Gin. “Is my mother here?”
“Yes, my Lady, I believe so.”
When I knock a third time and still don’t get an answer I begin to panic. When I try the doors handle I find it locked. Now I really panic. Turning to my maids. “Go get Col. Fujiyama and the House body guard. Now!” turning back to the door I put all my strength into it and break the door down. 
For the second time in a week I fear that someone has tried to kill mama. What I find instead is not someone holding a gun to her head, but just as shocking. First Sergeant Bailey has mama over his knee delivering a very sound spanking. At seeing this I quickly close the door. When Alice sees the shocked look on my face she gives me a questioning look. When I shake my head no to let her know not to ask right now she gets a real look of curiosity on her face. Thankfully I’m saved from answering her questions at that point in time by the arrival of the on duty House guard. “Thank you gentleman but it seems that I um… um… I jumped to conclusions. My mother is perfectly safe she is just… um… preoccupied. You can go back to your duty.”
“Are you sure ma’ Lady?”
Blushing “I’m very sure, gentlemen” seeing the look on my face they bow and head back to their duties. Kina gives me a ‘What the Hell?’ look. “Oh and gentlemen please contact the Col. and let him know that he doesn’t have to come.”
“Yes, ma’am. We’ll take care of it and calling off the alarm.”
“Thank you so much gentlemen.” Once they were out of ear shot I look over at Kina and Nia. “I need you two to go find Gin and when you do find mama’s maids as well. Once you have done that, you are to take everyone to the staff dining hall and wait until we call for you. Do you understand?” they both nod their heads yes then bow to me and Alice then head off to fulfill their task. 
Once we are alone in the hallway Alice asks me what is going on. Giggling I tell her. “Mama is getting her backside lighted up by Top Bailey.” At her shocked look I continue. “When I opened the door I saw her bent over his knee, with her kimono skits up around her waist and her panties around her feet. From the looks of it Top was just getting going.” Before I can say more mama opens the door blushing something fierce. “Um… can we come in now mama? Trust me mama, no one saw what I did. I also made sure we won’t be interrupted by anyone short of a full blown emergency.” At the nod of her head we step inside her room. Once inside I set a chair against the door seeing as how I broke the lock when in forced my way in just a few moments ago.
Top looked up at the two of us with some embarrassment. Being the smart ass that I am I just can’t let this chance go. “So Top, staking your claim?” the blush that comes to both of their faces is bright enough to light the way for a star cruiser across the Milky Way. I start to giggle at this. “Hey, what you do in the privacy behind closed doors is your business. So long as it is consensual by both parties.”
“Speaking of closed doors young lady.” Mama begins. “Just what do you think you’re doing breaking in on us like that?”
Now it is my turn to be embarrassed. “Well… um… I… um… thought that you were in trouble when you didn’t answer the door when I knocked.”
“So you panicked and just charged in?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Instead of getting mad at me and yelling mama just starts laughing. “I’m sorry for worrying you children. I should have answered when you first knocked, but well I was a little tied up at the time.”
Now of all the things she could have said at that time she had to say she was tied up. When I heard this I couldn’t help it; I started to laugh. The fact that mama just got her ass tanned was priceless. “Mama what I saw was more than just a ‘little tied up’. That was a full on spanking. What I would like to know was what brought it on?”
Top Bailey answered this one. “I figured that your mama needed to understand that there are consequences for disobeying orders. I figured that, that was what you wanted to discuss with her. Am I wrong, my Lady Maiha?”
“No, Top. You’re right on the money. Mama I need you to understand something. Just like here in the House, out on the battle field I’m the one in charge. When I give an order you need to follow it.”
“I know, Maiha, I know.” She says.
“Then, explain to me please. Why don’t you do it?” I ask.
Looking down at the floor mama answers me in a very, quiet voice. “I can’t stand the thought of you or your sisters getting hurt. I have waited so, oh so; long to have a family that I’m not thinking clearly. I know that it is your job to handle these matters, I just don’t want you to fall is all.”
Sighing I walk over and give her a hug. I can understand exactly where she is coming from. “Oh mama. I know that you mean well, but you have to follow orders just like everyone else on the battle field. I can’t have you disobeying me like you have been. I know that it is hard to watch those you care about put themselves in harm’s way, but you have to do it. That is what a soldier does. We put ourselves in harm’s way so others don’t have to.”
Mama starts to cry on my shoulder. I can tell she doesn’t want to lose me or my sisters, now that she finally has what she has always wanted. She’s afraid of one of us getting hurt or being killed. This is a very real fear, but I can’t let her undermine my authority or get hurt doing it. “Please, mama, just do what I tell you and I’ll bring them home. I promise you.”
Mama leans back looking me in the eye. “You cannot make that promise, Maiha. I know that young men and women die in combat. No matter what you do, chance always plays a part in war, you know that.”
Sighing I nod my head. “Yes, ma’am; I know that, but I’ll do my best to make sure it happens.”
“Very well, daughter. I’ll obey your orders on the battle field and I’ll make sure your sisters do as well.” She says.
“Thank you mama. Even though I don’t know the political climate on Hades, I do know how to wage war. I have but one mission now. That is to bring down the wrath of the Goddess on those who believe that they are our betters.”
“That child is why I know you’ll do your best.”
“I’ll make sure she and your sisters follow orders, my Lady.” Top put in. “And if she don’t, I promise she won’t sit down for a week.”
When I hear that I bust out laughing as mama turns a bright red. Now that I know how much he loves her and she loves him I decide to ask a very straight forward question of them both. “So, are the two of you really going to get married?”
Mama looks over at Top, then smiles when he nods his head yes. “Yes Maiha. It was supposed to be just a way to bring them in, but after last night I know that I will marry this man. Does it upset you that he is only an enlisted man and not an officer?”
The look on my face must have confused her, along with my giggling. “Mama, if you remember right sixty-five years go Matsu married a lowly enlisted man, a corporal at that. So no, it doesn’t bother me. Besides your daughter-in-law is a dumbass buck Sergeant. OAW!”
The smack on the butt from Alice was just the thing to get everyone laughing. 
“I’m not a dumbass! The next time I’ll take you over my knee you brat.” Alice says before sticking her tongue out at me. Now normally I would have retaliated but instead I took the higher ground and stuck my own out at her.
“Girls!” we both turned to look over at Top. “That is no way for two young Ladies to behave.” At our looks of contriteness he merely laughs. “Sorry, girls those looks will do you no good. I’m immune to those types of looks after so many years of dealing with young privates that have screwed up.” Now unfortunately for me I haven’t been a girl long enough to learn that most powerful of weapons in every young girls arsenals. Alice on the other hand did know it and used it to her full advantage. The dreaded ‘puppy-dog eyes’ with the words no man can resist. 
“Please daddy. She started it.” She said with a little pout.
We all started to laugh at her antics. It was just too funny for words. Here is a battle hardened veteran acting like a little girl about seven or eight years old trying to get her daddy to buy her a new doll or some candy. Once we all get ourselves under control again we get back down to the business at hand. For the next hour we lay out how we will deal with each one of the Houses that are in rebellion. About half way through there was a knock on mama’s door. Getting up to answer it I wonder who it could be. I had left orders not to be disturbed unless it was a full out emergency. Opening the door I find Fuyuko, Nanase and Nanami. 
“Oh I see that you three finally decided to wake-up. So, little sisters, how do you feel this morning?” all three of them look as if they had been run over by a heavy transport with a full load.
Nanami looks at me and groans, Nanase just glairs, and Fuyuko has the ‘I want to kill you’ look in her eyes. “I take it you aren’t feeling too good? How about a nice juicy steak with greasy gravy and soy sauce? That should make you feel all better.” I barely get out of their way as all three turn green and run for mama’s bathroom. A few moments later we can all hear the sounds of regret coming from her bathroom.
“You know they’re going to kill you for that, right?” Alice asks of me.
I just shrug my shoulders. “Hey, if they want to hoot with the owls, then they need to be ready to soar with the eagles in the mornings.” I look over as first Fuyuko steps back into to be followed by the twins who are holding on to each other as if the world had turned on its side. “So little sisters, are you going to sneak alcoholic drinks again?” All three slowly shake their heads no. Taking pity on them I decide to tell them how to clear out their systems. “Ok, here what you do. Activate your anti biohazard removal system. It’ll clean out the alcohol in your blood system and deliver a high oxygen count to help with your head ack. You should start to feel better in about a half hour or so.”
The looks of gratitude the three of them gave me were worth everything in the world to me. Fuyuko was the first to say anything. “Thank you sissy. I don’t know about the twins, but it will be a long, long, long time before I ever do that again.”
Both Nanase and Nanami nodded their heads in unison. Then they started that twin speak.
“You can…”
“… Be sure”
“That we won’t”
“…be doing that again.”
Before I can say a word mama steps in. “Girls I have an announcement to make.” Walking over she takes Tops hand in hers. “Top Bailey asked me to marry him last night and I said yes. Now before you go all crazy congratulating us you need to know one other thing. Your big sister has something she needs to tell you as well.” Looking over at me. “Well Maiha, just don’t stand there say something or I will.”
Looking over at their surprised faces. “This morning I asked Alice to marry me and she said yes.” That was all I got out before both mama and I were mug hugged by the three of them. They were going a mile a minute asking us questions about everything from when we were going to do the ceremony to what can of dress and everything in between. When they heard that mama was getting married tomorrow morning they were shocked.
“But mama, we don’t have any dresses or anything else like that. Who is going to be your brides maids?” asked Fuyuko.
“You four will be my bride’s maids, but you won’t be wearing dress. Instead you’ll be wearing your armor and ready to mount your AP Suits.”
“Why mama? Are you ashamed of us? Asked Nanami.
“No child. I’m very proud of you and want the world to see you as the beautiful young ladies that you are. However your sister and I believe that the rebel Houses will attack us during the ceremony. So I need you to be ready to fight if that happens.” The looks of shock on their faces were ones that I hope to never see again.
“Listen, baby sisters. You were not told of the threats made against us or mama. The Head of House Light has made it very clear that he plans to destroy House Nakatoma and force mama to marry him while you three will be either killed or sold into slavery as sex toys.” I tell them.
“What of you, big sister?” asks Nanase.
“That is not your problem, baby girl. You just make sure they don’t get to mama.” I was not about to tell them want they wanted to do to me.
“They said that Maiha is nothing but a whore who is impersonating a High Families Lady, and when they get done with her she’ll know her place. Which is on her knees or her back servicing real men.” Mama tells.
The looks of rage that cross their faces told me a great deal about my sisters. For Fuyuko I can see a long standing hatred for House Light for some reason. With the twins there is a cold look of wanting to kill every last man in that House. What am I missing here, what is it that I don’t know about their past. Turning to mama “What don’t I know about House Light and my sisters mama?”
When mama looks over at me I see nothing but sorrow in her eyes for my sisters’. I was expecting her to answer me, but it was Fuyuko who tells me. “Before we came to House Nakatoma our parents tried living under House Light’s protection. We had been there a little over two weeks when the Head of House and his body guards came to our home. They didn’t ask they just took everything mama and papa had saved up. Then when papa tried to stop them they beat him saying it was taxes for protection. The next week they came back and took the money they had earned at the market selling the vegetables from mama’s garden. When they came back the following week and they didn’t have the same amount of money they took mama in the bedroom and raped her while our papa was tied up in the living room. A week later, while we were planning to leave House Light, they came and beat up papa again then raped mama and me. They said that since we didn’t want their protection then we had no rights to be protected and that was how it was everywhere on Hades. That night mama and papa packed up what we still had and ran from that place. Maiha the people who live in that compound are nothing more than slaves. If they come here and take over the same will happen here.”
As I listen to Fuyuko tell me of their time under House Light the madder I became. It is well and truly time for that Family to become extinct. Before now I was only planning on removing them as a House, but now, now every last son-of-a-bitch who participated in the terrorizing of its own people and those they’re supposed to protect will face a death sentence.
Maiha you need to calm down girl. (Dee De)
She is correct commander. You need to calm down. (Charley)
“Just what are you two talking about?”
Honey, you’re in full combat mode! (Dee De)
“I am not!”
Yes you are commander. (Charley)
At their insistence I walk over to a mirror to prove them wrong. What I see shocks me to my core. I was so infuriated that I didn’t even realize I had engaged my armor or my combat mode. When I turn to look at the rest of those gathered here I see for the first time that they are all afraid of me, even Top. I try to calm down enough to disengage my armor, but fail. I am able to get a hold on my emotions though. Taking deep calm breaths I fight to find my center once again. Again I fail. I just cannot get out of my head what the men of House Lights military have done to my sisters’ and their original family. Mama comes over and stands in front of me. “Maiha, remember your training. Slow down your thoughts, look within your heart, and find your peace. You cannot win this war if you let your emotions rule your actions. Think child, this is what they wanted from you when they sent that message yesterday. They want you mad and out of control. They know if they can get you to react in an emotional manner you will make a mistake. Then they can tear apart our House and Family in the public eye.”
“Oh no, mama. I may have been angry before, but now. Now I’m beyond that. What I am now is what they should have tried to avoid at all coasts.”
“And what is that sissy?” Nanami asks in a frightened voice.
It was Alice who answered her not me. “What they have done my future little sister is awakened a sleeping giant.”
“What are you talking about Alice?” asked Nanase.
“Back in the days before any of us were born there was a Death Dealer who was known as Death himself. He had two children both of whom joined the military. His son died on the battle field on some forgotten planet as one of the few Death Dealers that were assigned there. His daughter and her husband died buying time for their unit to escape from a no win situation. Up to a week ago he was all set to die here on Hades as an old worn out man. Now he stands in front of you as your sister, but there is one major difference this time.”
“What is that difference Alice?” asked Fuyuko.
The smile that crosses her face is one of pride and love. “That is very simple my dear sister-to-be. There stands their greatest nightmare.”
“And what is that Sergeant?” asked Top.
“Death’s own Daughter.”
At that simple statement everyone looks at me. As if wondering if I was going to deny it. But how can you fight the truth.
“Yes, I am Death’s own Daughter and now it is time for me to bring that power into play.”
 



Chapter 2
As all eyes turn to me there is a knock at the door. Waving for Fuyuko to answer it I step back out of the line of sight of the door. I didn’t want whoever it is to see me the way I currently was. After Fuyuko opens the door I hear a very young girl ask to come in. Looking over at mama, she nods her head yes and three young girls enter her room. When I hear the door close I step back into the room. Looking at the newcomers I see that all three are wearing the robes of a novice. What really gets my attention though is the radio signal that I pick up on my combat sensor sweep. From what I can tell it’s a tracking signal. As I walk over to them they flinch back from me. Not really caring I reach down and grab the hem of one of their robes. Wrapped around her ankle was a tracking bracelet. 
“So you’re one of the juvenile delinquents at our temple. I take it you’re here to learn how to be a proper young lady along with you other two.” At their shocked looks I knew exactly who they were. “What you didn’t think that I knew about the High Families sending their problem daughters to the Temple? Let’s see if I can figure out who each of you are?”
“Dee De, give me a full run down on each of these girls please?”
Coming right up, Maiha. (Dee De)
A few minutes later I get a print out on displayed on my H.U.D.; the first girls name was Susann White Horse. She was here because her Family, the White Horse clan, had found out about her smuggling operation on Little Big Horn. The next one was Lisa Van Perce; her family was the owner of an inter system construction company that built public works for planetary governments. She was here because of her problem with forging illegal IDs. Made a pretty good bit of credit at it too. The last one was the surprise though. Daniella Sophia Sha Dan his Imperial majesty’s youngest daughter, here because of her refusal to give up her desire to become an APS pilot. Now normally this would be no big deal, but the fact that she used forged papers supplied by the Van Perce girl to try and gain entry into the military was.
The thing that got me though was that all three of these girls have been here for the past three years. More than enough time to be allowed to return to their homes and to get the ankle bracelets, something wasn’t adding up here. “How long were you girls supposed to be here?”
“That depends on who you ask, my Lady.” answered Susann.
“Just what do you mean by that, young lady?” demanded mama.
“It’s simple, Lady Dai Etsu. If you ask our families then we would be here until we turned twenty-one. If you ask the Emperor then we would be going home tomorrow. However according to His Lord High Chamberlain we can only leave here when we wed one of the current Heads of House for the Light, Daniels, or Moore Families.” answered the Lady Daniella.
“You mean the former High Chamberlain, your Majesty. Yes I know who you really are, just like I know who your friends are. Starting with the brunette on your right we have the Lady Susann White Horse of the White horse clan from the planet Little Big Horn. On your right that cute little red head is Lisa Van Perce. All three of you were sent here for trying to get you into the Imperial Military.” The looks of shock that cross their faces is priceless. “Oh yes, princess; I know exactly who you are. Along with your two friends, now please tell why you are here?”
“You already know why. Our families are ashamed of us. Just because we don’t want to be their prim and proper Ladies, so what if we went outside the box to try and be what we want to be.” Lisa put in.
Now I’m already pissed off at certain High Family ass holes as is. For this little bitch to give me that type of an attitude was not one of her brightest moments. As the targeting cross hairs form around her I feel my combat blades extend. I watch as the color drains from her face, and realize just how close I am to losing control. Stepping back from the three girls I turn around and walk to the far side of the room. Not that this small distance will keep me from killing them if I wanted, but to give me time to collect my thoughts and gain some small amount of control.
Mama, seeing me do the move steps in to prevent what might be a very messy situation. “Young ladies, I believe what my daughter wants to know is why you’re here in my rooms.”
A very frightened Susann answered for them. “Sister Mary Elise sent us, my Lady. We’re to be your new hand maidens, Reverend Mother.”
“I am no longer the Reverend Mother, child.” Mama told her.
“That is not what Sister Mary Elise said, Reverend Mother.” Lisa told her. “According to her you are a Reverend Mother until the day you die.”
The giggle that escapes me is out before I even have a chance to stop it. “Is there something funny about that statement, Maiha?” mama’s very hard tone lets me know I just might have screwed up.
“No, mama. It’s just that no matter what you or I do we cannot escape our past.”
“What, pray tell; do you mean by that, Maiha?”
“Mama, it’s simple. Just as I will always be the one who is known as Death himself, you will always be known as a Reverend Mother.” At the look on her face I can’t help but giggle.
Everyone one in the room starts to laugh at my statement, even Top. Mama’s new hand maidens, though, are at a loss as to what they’re supposed to do. They have no idea of what is going on. However it is just the thing to help me finally get in control of my emotions. Looking over at the three of them “Alright ladies, seeing as how you are to be mamas new hand maidens let’s get you into something better to wear than those Temple robes. If, and this is a big if; you can show us that you can be trusted I’ll see about getting those tracking bracelets off of you. However if we find that we can’t trust you, you will find that you will never get them off. Do we understand each other?”
The Lady Daniela looks at me as if I have lost my mind. “Who do you think you are to tell me I have to earn your trust little girl?”
Before I can say a word Fuyuko jumps right in her majesty’s face. “She is the Head of House Nakatoma, the first First High Lady of the Death Dealers, and the only person on this god forsaken rock who can release you from those ankle bracelets, bitch. If you want to get that damned thing off your leg before you turn twenty-one and get off this rock. You’ll shut your hole, and do as you’re told. If not be my guest and piss her off some more. I’m sure she would be glad to turn your sorry ass over to House Light, and let them show you what their idea of respect for women is. Trust me, little Girl! That is not something you want to face. I know, because I have!” she was screaming by the time she got done. My little sister was so enraged she was shaking. “Of all the people on this planet, she is the only one who is trying to keep your throne in your family’s hands. The rest of the Houses here want to take it from you.”
I move over and pull her into a much needed hug. Where she proceeds to cry. At first lightly then with great soul wracking sobs. “Let it out baby girl, let it all out.” I whisper in her ear. Looking over at the princess I can tell she is shocked. I guess no one has ever talked to her in that manner before. I can tell that for the first time in her young life she understands that she has to earn the respect for her title. She can’t demand it, and the fact that she is the one people will hold responsible for the actions of the Lords and Ladies that she will appoint in the future. Maybe there is hope for her after all. “I see you now know what it means to ‘earn the respect of your people’, your Majesty. Are you now ready to learn what it means to be a Royal?”
When she looks at me all I see is defeat in her eyes. This girl has been put through hell in her quest for the respect she so desperately wants. “Yes, ma’am. I’m…um…sorry for the way I have acted toward you and your family. I’ll do whatever it takes.”
Mama takes over at that point. “Then it is time for your first lesson. Nanase, Nanami take them out to the central courtyard and show them the proper way to walk. For a set of two year novices they move like cows on roller skates.”
“Yes mama.” The twins bow and turn to lead her new hand maidens outside.
“And girls.” When they look back at mama she tells them. “You are not to return until they can.”
Swallowing, the twins say ‘yes mama’ and nod their heads, taking the girls outside. Once we are alone again mama takes Fuyuko from my arms and leads her over to her bed. Where she lays my younger sister down and climbs in bed with her to keep her company. Top looks up at both me and Alice. “Lady Maiha, can you and Lady Allison handle the meeting this afternoon without the Lady Dai Etsu?”
I just nod my head yes. “Top, I need you to do me a favor. Go over there and help mama with Fuyuko. I don’t know what all the House of Light troops did to her, but I know this much if she gets any of them in her sights, they’re dead men.”
“No, Lady Maiha that is where you’re wrong. They’ll be lucky if she just kills them or if your mama doesn’t get a hold of them. For that matter, they better pray that none of the House troops find out about what they did to their little ghost here.” He says.
“Their little ghost? What do you mean Top?”
Sighing he looks over at Fuyuko who has cried herself to sleep. “Before she became your little sister, even before she first went to the Temple, she would take little gifts of food or drink; sometimes she would even repair a uniform or some other piece of clothing for them. She would always sneak into the barracks to do these things when she thought no one ever saw her. Of course she didn’t know about the security cameras. At first no one knew who was doing these things so the troopers started to call her their friendly little ghost. When they found out they just called her their little ghost. She’s sort of an unofficial mascot.”
“Oh holy hell! Top are you telling me that Fuyuko is ‘little ghost’?” Alice breathed.
“Yes, Sergeant. That is exactly what I’m saying.”
“Oh my Goddess. Maiha, we cannot let any, and I mean any; of the House military find out. That means both the House troops and the bodyguards.”
Understanding how most military minds work especially when it comes to superstitions. If there is one thing you don’t mess with is a unit’s mascot. Those things are more sacred than a unit’s battle banner. The fact that Fuyuko was adopted by my House military means I have a real problem on my hands. Because if they find out about Fuyuko’s past, I might not be able to hold them in check when the time comes for the trap. “Top, we can’t let this get out. Every last man or woman in our House military will go on a killing spree when it comes to House Light.”
“That is only the tip of the ice berg. Your baby sisters have stolen the hearts of the younger troops. They all, and I do mean all; look on them as their kid or baby sisters. I afraid that when it comes to the Storm Dancers, if something happens to one of them, all hell is going to break lose.” Top was actually smiling when he said that.
If the House military has taken that strong a liking to my sisters I definitely have a problem on my hands. Then again that just might be something that I can use to my advantage. With the Storm Dancers in the middle of the battle line every one of our troops will see that we truly value their lives by taking the most dangerous position there is. Then again that might backfire on me. I just don’t know, but that is the nature of warfare. It is always a gamble. Hopefully all of our preparations will turn the tide in our favor. All I can do now is make sure I have done all that I can to win.
“Thank you, Top, for all of your insight. Please, look after mama and Fuyuko for me.”
“Go ahead, and handle your business, Lady Maiha. I’ll make sure that they are taken care of. I must admit that I have come to love your little family as my own.”
“First Sergeant, my family has taken to you as one of their own. I for one look forward to the day you can call me your daughter, but until then I’ll take what the Goddess will give me.” walking up to him I stand on tip-toe, and kiss him on his check. With that done I head for the door and out into the hallway before he can say a word.
Once in the hallway I find my lady’s maids waiting for me and Alice. Gin begins to say something about how I’m dressed, but I cut her off. “Not one word, Gin. Not one word, you do not know what I have heard this morning. Right now I highly doubt anything will help me get my emotions under control enough to disengage my armor except total exhaustion. Now tell me if the commanders for all of the military units are here yet?”
A very shocked Gin looks at me like I have suddenly grown a second head. it’s the fact that I have never snapped at any of them in the manner that I just had was more than enough for them to understand just how angry I was. As Gin bows to me “My Lady, all of those who are here have gathered in the main dining room.”
“Thank you, Gin. Kina did you get their names and units for me?”
“Yes, my Lady. I wrote them down as they arrived. There are a total of fifteen commanders waiting your pleasure.” She tells me while handing me the list of names and units. As I look down the list I see that there are more mercenary units than I had hoped for. Where I had only expected six mercenary units there were eight. Two more than Col. Fujiyama had originally told me we could get. Then there were the two Death Dealer heavy divisions that I had not counted on. I had only expected the two light divisions to show up. Instead I had two heavy and two light. Added to all of that were the three House Nakatoma units. Thank the Goddess the House compound covers more than eighty square hectares. If it wasn’t as large as it was there would be no way for us to hold all of these men and women. My biggest concern was how I was going to feed and care for them all.
As I look down at the names of the mercenaries I see some of the finest units ever known. McCall’s Raiders, Hogan’s Heroes, Kelly’s Outlaws, the Green Hornets, Hawkeye’s heartbreakers, Benjamin’s Bastards, F Troop Scouts, and Bilko’s Bandits. To say that I was surprised by the caliber of troops that have shown up was amazing. Every one of these units was in the top ten percent of combat units. Some of the most hunted for mercenaries out there. Add to that the four Death Dealer divisions and I have a combat force with which I could storm the very Gates of Haven its self.
Between the eight mercenary units, the four Death Dealer divisions and my own House units I have the equivalent of a full Army Task Force. All that against three Regimental Combat Teams, this literally gives me a six to one advantage over the three rebel Houses. If I can make sure their air power is taken care of then the battle is mine. Looking back down at the units listed there I realize that there are four full squadrons of helo fast attack craft. There is my air power. One hundred of the finest aircraft piloted by some of the best pilots in the known universe. 
Now I just have to get the rebels to come at us the way I wanted them to. If what mama proposed worked then they will have no choice, but to do exactly that. To make sure they come in from the open end of the range I need to place the four Death Dealer divisions along the walled edge of the compound. From that position once the battle is joined they can easily move to support those of us lining the range. It’s perfect.
Handing the list back to Kina. “Thank you, Kina. If you ladies will excuse me, I have work to do.” I head into the main dining room to be greeted by the assembled leaders of the military force that now surrounded my home. Fifteen of the finest leaders. Every last one of them a battle proven asset. Men that I know I would be able to count on when the shit hit the fan. Clearing my throat “Gentlemen, thank you for coming. I would like to extend the thanks of House Nakatoma to each and every one of you. Some of you are here by the order of the Emperor to put down what has become an out and out rebellion. While the rest of you have come here of your own accord. So before we get to the business at hand please take your seats and enjoy what will most likely be one the last few meals we’ll enjoy that doesn’t come with unwanted sand, bugs, and all the other usual pleasantries that come with being on campaign.” The chuckles that come for these men at the way I described what goes with most meals that go along with a soldiers lot in life, especially while on campaign.
There was one surprise amongst them, one General Michael Star. Seeing him brightened my day. However I still had to keep my cover story. There is too much old hatred for cyborgs to chance losing even one of these men to an unrealistic phobia. “Uncle Mike, man am I glad to see you here. Grandpa always said that if there was a shit storm about to happen you would be there.” I say out loud so he would know who I was as I walked up to him. 
Not one to miss a beat. “Ah, my beautiful flower, Maiha Owens. I’m sorry, I mean Lady Nakatoma Maiha Mana. I forgot that you have taken on the position of Head of house for the Nakatoma family. Not to mention inheriting your grandfather’s position as the First High Lord of Death Dealers or I should say First High Lady.” Turning the other commanders in the room “Gentlemen, allow me to introduce our Commanding Officer. The very first of her kind. The granddaughter of J.J. Owens the First High Lord of Death Dealers for the Delta sector, Maiha Owens-Nakatoma second generation Death Dealer. Yes gentlemen you heard correctly, she is the first of a new generation of new Death Dealers. Hopefully once we have dealt with the rebels we will be able to begin training the next generation of Death Dealers. I have heard from His Imperial Majesty himself on this matter.” Turning to look me in the eye. “Lady Nakatoma, I know that your grandfather gave you the secret of your configuration. Is there any way you would consent to giving that secret to our scientists?”
Now this was one question I didn’t have to think about. The type of fire power that is inherent with the second configuration was not for everyone. The thought of just handing it over to the Empire was not one I was ready to make. “When this conflict is over I’ll think about it. There are still a few bugs that need to be worked out. For now, Uncle Mike, let us sit down to launch. I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.” I turn around and head for my seat. Alice is standing next to the seat besides mine. Taking my seat I wait for everyone else to sit before waving to the servers to begin. Once everyone was served I began to tell them of the battle plan. Over the next hour we went over the pros and cons of the plan. The biggest one had been how to get the rebels to attack at the time and place we want them to. The second one was for some reason most of the commanders here did not wish to place the lives of their men in my hands. Most only saw me as an untried, snot nosed, unqualified, and untrained kid. Not someone you would usually trust in a combat situation. However this idea was quickly crushed by Col. Fujiyama, and Maj. Howard. It was Maj. Howard who truly put the slam on their objections by playing a recording’s of my first solo run through the practice range, to be followed by the one of me and my family. To say that everyone here was floored would be an understatement. First there was the fact that they all saw the amount of firepower that I possess, then that every one of my family were just as powerful as I am. The very idea that there were five second gen Death Dealers in one family and they were all women was for some too much to grasp.
The four Death Dealer Generals were amazed by the display of firepower that a secondary configuration Death Dealer can bring to a fight. Even these battle hardened men were shocked. The rest were simply astounded by what they had just seen. After that no one raised any questions about my ability to lead men and women into combat. 
Toward the end of lunch mama and Top showed up. Coming to the head of the table she leans down and whispers in my ear. “I just got through sending out the wedding invitations.” Looking up at her she has a very faint smile. When she nods her head yes to my unspoken question I begin to giggle. At the questioning looks of the commanders I decide to let them in on the bait.
“Gentleman, as of a half hour ago the Grand Lady Nakatoma Dai Etsu announced her wedding to First Sergeant James Bailey to take place tomorrow morning.” I tell them. I watch as each one grasps the significance of what had just been said. The clamoring to congratulate them was infectious. Along with the congratulations also came the promises to destroy any who would try to stop their happy event. “That! Gentlemen this is how we’ll get them to attack where and when we want them to. They have to stop their marriage or lose all hope of controlling this planet.” 
Once things settled down again I went on to explain how House Light, Moore, and Daniels needed to stop the marriage. After a few more questions and ironing out how I wanted them to place their troops before morning I called an end to the meeting. After saying good bye to the mercenary commanders I wanted for the Death Dealer Generals to corner me about the secondary configuration up grades that mama and my sisters have. Waving for them to follow me back to mine and Alice’s rooms I head that way. 
As I pass our maids in the hallway I tell Nia and Kina to bring coffee and tea to our rooms. Taking Alice by the hand I led the way. Gin sensing something big was going on rushed ahead of us to make sure the rooms were set up for receiving guests. 
Once inside our rooms I had Alice take a seat in one of the two chairs that were set out for our normal seating while I took the other. This simple act let the Generals know where she now stood in the hierarchy of the House hold. It should be clear as day to everyone that Alice was now my equal and not to be ignored. 
“So gentlemen, you want the secret of how a secondary configuration Omega/assault class Death Dealer survived without going crazy?” I saw the looks of shock cross all but Mike’s face at this revelation. “I hate to tell you this, but I’m not a secondary configuration. What I am is a proto type that was illegally assumed by my grandfather. As you all know after he left the service of our Emperor he went into weapons research. You see I am a Gift-of-Life child. My mother was Captain Ohmei Owens-Steel Heart and my father Captain Richard Steel Heart. A while back my grandfather made a search of the Gift-of-Life data banks looking for a Life-take from my mother and father. What he found was that they had made illegal deposits in a non-military bank on Atlas Prime. When he found this out he naturally had me made to replace him in the event of his death. Three years ago he made the breakthrough in the new nanite technology that allowed him to give me the new second generation Death Dealer configuration. He did so in direct violation of Empyreal Military Law that states no woman shall be allowed to become a Death Dealer.”
“Well he obviously didn’t believe in in that little piece of legality. What I want to know is why he did it?” asked one of the three Generals that I did not know. 
“Excuse me General, but would you mind introducing yourself?” I asked him.
“Sorry, my Lady Maiha, I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m General Johnathan Fitz of the one hundred and first light Division.” 
“Thank you General Fitz. To answer your question it was quite simple. He knew he was going to die soon, and could no longer protect me. There was more than one death threat made against me. So to give me what protection he could he devised the second gen Death Dealer package. This way no matter what happened to him I would always be able to protect myself.”
“Thank you, Lady Nakatoma, for explaining why he did it. As you know I knew your grandfather better than the others. I would like to offer my condolences for the loss of your grandfather. He was a near and dear friend, almost like a brother to me. I once told him if he needed anything just call, I now make that same offer to you now.” Mike was making me uncomfortable with all this talk of the past. Thankfully he changed the topic and put the other three in their place. “As I said earlier you are First High Lady of the Death Dealers for the Delta sector. This has been approved by His Imperial Majesty yesterday morning by Imperial Courier. I have been waiting for a chance to deliver this in private.” He reached inside of his uniform jacket and pulled out a folded and sealed piece of paper. 
Once he had handed it over to me I looked down to see that it was an Imperial letter. I could tell by the seals that adorned the outside of the letter. Breaking open the seals I found a letter from the Emperor Himself. What I read was enough to scare the crap out of me.
To: Her Ladyship Nakatoma Maiha Mana, First High Lady of the Death Dealer for Delta Sector, Head of House Nakatoma and its Rightful Defender.
It has come to my attention young Lady that you are really the once right honorable Commander J.J. Owens First High Lord of the Death Dealers. In recognition for your long years of service to me and mine I hereby reward you. For this moment forward you shall be known as the First Lady of the Death Dealers. 
Also the provision against women serving in the Death Dealers has been lifted. You have shown that women are just as capable as men when it comes to being a Death Dealer. Also I request of you to share the amazing new technology you have pioneered with the second generation Death Dealer configuration. 
 Yes I know of your illegal use of nanites to give your new family the power of a second gen Death Dealer. I don’t care how this came about or why. What I do care about is that only Death Dealers be allowed access to this technology. We have not always done what is right by our subjects, but I do try.
I would ask one more thing of you before bidding you farewell. As you undoubtedly know by now my youngest daughter is in the care of your family. If you can, please show her what it means to first be a citizen of the Universe, and then what it takes to be a truly great leader. I know that I have asked a lot of you and your family. More than any Emperor has a right to ask. As your family already defends my throne against all who would try to take it from me. However I must once again ask the impossible of your family.
To insure your success I have already issued arrest warrants for the High Families who are in rebellion on Hades to be carried out across the Empire. As you read this Imperial agents are moving to carry out their orders. The only place where these rebels have any hope of succeeding is now on Hades. Good luck First High Lady Nakatoma.
His Imperial Majesty Sha Dan the IV
With shaking hands I pass the letter over to Alice. “Babe, read this and tell me if I’m dreaming.” None of the generals knew what was in that letter. Turning to Mike I ask him point blank about it. “Mike, I’m going to ask you only one time about that letter. Do you know what it is about or what it says?”
“Yes ma’am. I was given something similar, but its exact contents no.”
“What do you know?”
“Just that by Imperial Command you’re now the Head of House for the Nakatoma Family and the new Planetary Head for Hades and the Death Gates system. Also the ban on women joining the Death Dealers has been lifted. Also you are to form and train the next generation of Death Dealers here on Hades. More than that I haven’t a clue other than we are to give you whatever you need to put down this rebellion.”
The look of shock that crossed the other Generals’ faces at hearing this was all I needed to see. “Do you gentlemen have a problem with following an Imperial Command?” I had to know now if these ass hats were going to give me any kind of grief. 
It was General Fritz who spook first. “None at all, First Lady.”
The other two said pretty much the same thing. After which I asked if they had forgotten their manners. Realizing what I was hinting at they quickly introduced themselves. The older of the two was one Robert ‘Red’ McFeeters from the Emerald Isle system. The youngest of them all was C.W. McCall from the old Earth Republic of North America. 
Now that I knew who they all were Dee De gave me their full service record backgrounds. All three had come up through the ranks. Each had earned the loyalty of their respective troops. While Star and McCall were ‘light’ officers they knew how to command the heavy units under their commands. The same could be said for Fritz and McFeeters who had spent their careers in the heavy units, predominantly the APS units. All in all some of the finest leaders you could find.
When Alice looks up at me after reading the letter I shake my head to let her know not to say a word. She quickly realizes something is up and doesn’t say a word. Meanwhile I decide to end the meeting with the Death Dealer Generals. “Thank you, Generals for your time this afternoon. However I still have some training to take care of before my family is ready to go into battle. We have a training run scheduled for this afternoon.”
“Very well, my Lady, we’ll take our leave of you and wish you good hunting.” Mike says as they turn to leave. Once at the door though he turned and asked. “By chance my Lady Maiha, may we observe your family on the range?”
“Of course, General Star. Why, I invite your whole command staff to come out and watch the Storm Dancers. I believe that we shall give you a very entertaining experience.” Mama tells the man.
“Are you sure that is alright with her Ladyship Maiha?”
Once again mama steps in and answers for me. “General Star, this is a team training run for the Storm Dancers. While my daughter maybe the overall commander, I am the lance commander for the Storm Dancers. Please bring your command staff out to the range tower to observe our run. I believe that what you see from the Storm Dancers will put all your fears to rest.” The look mama gave me let me know that there was reasoning for her invitation. So I let it slide until we were alone.
“Thank you Lady Dai Etsu, it is not often that one has the chance to watch another command lance perform outside of the battle field.” And with a bow to all of us they left.
“Ok mama what’s up with the invitation to watch us train in our APS’ this afternoon?”
Sighing mama sat down in the chair I had just left. “As we were leaving the dining room I overheard more than a few questioning the abilities of you and your sisters, not to mention my own. I want those MEN to know that we have earned the right to be on that battle line as much as any of them have. I will not let some gaijin disrespect our family traditions. We maybe all female, but there is no one who is better than we are as a unit.”
The fire in her eyes told me all I need to know. My family may be new as pilots, but no one was going to tell them they can’t do something. “Ok mama, let’s go get the rest of the Storm Dancers and show the world just how deadly we truly are.” And with that I head over to my closet pulling out a bio-feedback pilot’s suit for Alice that I had the quartermaster send over earlier. Before I could stop them Dee De and Charley load the suit up with enough nanites to change Alice into a second gen Death Dealer and upgrade her Puss-in-boots. Thinking about how much my family had gained from the same thing I decide to let it go.
Aren’t you going to say something, Maiha? (Dee De)
“Why? You’ll just figure out another way to give her the Death Dealer upgrade. So why fight it? This way everything will get done at one time.”
Oh I get it. You want her to be the same as the rest of your family. (Charley)
“No Charley, that ain’t it either.”
Then what is it? Demanded Dee De.
“She earned it a long time ago. Didn’t you two see where she had applied to be a Death Dealer? Hell she even took the entrance exam and passed it with a ninety-seven. That should have gotten her into the program alone, but for that stupid ban on women in the Death Dealers.”
Oh so this is correcting an injustice. (Charley)
“You got it in one, Charley.”
I call out to Alice “Hay baby, can you come here for a moment?”
“Sure I’ll be right there.” As she steps around the corner she sees me holding her the bio-feedback suit.
Smiling from ear to ear I yell “Surprise baby. Look what I got you?”
“Um… Maiha that is worth several hundred credits. I can’t accept that. Beside don’t you need it?” her look of confusion is perfect.
“Nope. I hook directly into Vicky’s control systems. This is yours. Now come over here so I can help you get changed.” Once she is in the changing room it doesn’t take long to get her changed into the new suit. Once I activate it the nanites go to work. Over the next four hours they will do what they were designed to do. I decide to surprise her with the full extent of the changes after all is said and done.
“Come on love, time for you to meet your new Puss-in-Boots.” At her look of excitement and the nod of her head we head out for the family hanger. “How are you handling your new suit love?”
“It’s taking a little getting used to, but no worse than any other new piece of gear. The fact that it is so… um… revealing that is hardest to get used to.”
“Hey, you’re no more exposed than I am.”
“That’s true, I’ll quit complaining.”
“Good, because I have a surprise for you.”
“What else do you have hidden from me?”
“Well… um… ah…”
“Spit it out love. What did you or your mama do now?”
“Welcome to the sister hood of second generation Death Dealers.” I say as I throw out my arms in a silly manner.
When Alice hears this she stops dead in her tracks. “What do you mean by that? Everyone knows you have to go through weeks of surgeries and then there is the recovery time and all that training.”
“Well not exactly. You see it’s like this.” I went on to explain how the nanites will slowly change her over the next few hours. The more I told her, the more excited she became. The fact that I had just given her, her fondest dream more than she could ever have expected. The kiss she gives me curled my toes and held the promise of more to come that night. “So now that you know let’s go wake up Puss.” With a giggle and a nod of her head she starts to run for the hanger.
“Catch me if you can.” She yells over her shoulder. Naturally I took off after her. We were laughing by the time we reached the hangar. Before we enter I give her a quick kiss. Inside we find mama and all three of my sisters waiting along with mama’s new hand maidens. “Ok, Storm Dancers lets mount up and head over to the range. You three go back to the house and get robes for all of us. Be here waiting for us by the time we get back.” All three bow and head for the house as they walk away I can tell that my sisters have been working with them. They all are starting to move with that graceful glide that all the Ladies of House Nakatoma are known for. “Good work you two. Fuyuko, honey, I’m going to ask you here and now if you really feel up to making this run? You don’t have to. I only want you to do this if you're sure you can give it your all.”
The smile Fuyuko gives me worth all the pain in the world to see. “Yes, sissy, I want to do this. No, I have to do this. If for no one else then myself. Do you understand?”
Nodding my head yes. “Trust me, little sister, I understand more than most. Ok, Ladies mount up and prepare to move out.” I take Alice over to her new Puss-in-Boots. “Alright baby, you know how to set her up for a bio-suit. Just go through the normal sequence and the nanites will do the rest. Oh by the way what’s your call sign?”
With a giggle she gives another quick kiss and mounts the steps to her cockpit. “You’ll know when you hear it.” And with that she was inside her cockpit. Shaking my head, I head back to Vicky and mount up. Vicky greeted me as I climbed into the cockpit. Within a few minutes I was hooked up and Vicky was at full power. 
“Ok Vicky lets perform roll call.”
“Coming right up Maiha, I still need a few more seconds to synch-up the link with everyone.”
“Why is that baby girl? Shouldn’t you already have the links with the others?”
“Oh I have the ones for the rest of the Storm Dancers, but it is our newest member that we are waiting for to come on line. Ah here they are now. Hello Puss-in-Boots welcome to the family.”
The voice that comes out of Vicky’s speaker is not Alice’s. It has an almost feline quality to it. “Thank you, Victory Maiden; I look forward to working with all of you. I know it’ll be just purrrfect.” 
“You’re welcome. Is your pilot ready to go?”
“Oh yes. We are ready and raring to go.” Was all Puss said.
“Maiha, everyone has checked in shall we lead them out?” Vicky asked me.
“Sounds good to me. Open a channel, Vicky” I hear the click as Vicky opens the lance link. “Storm Dancers report in and the move out.”
“Tempest Maiden on the move.”
“Typhoon Maiden right behind you sis.”
“Monsoon Maiden stepping out.”
“Mountain Mistress is on the way”
“Wave Dancer ready to dance.”
“Koneko Mistress is ready to play.” This was followed by a very familiar giggle.
Before I can say word mama comes across the link with the question we all want to ask. “Allison did you just call yourself Kitten Mistress?”
“Sure did. Why not I have already tamed two of the biggest kitties on the battle field.”
I am so glad that no one can see me right now. Because I swear I blushed clear down to me toes. Talk about embarrassment.
 



Chapter 3
“Ahhhh! Ain’t that cute. Wave Dancer has a girlfriend that is more girly than she is.” Someone outside of the Storm Dancers says over our link.
Now normally I would immediately jump down whoever’s throat that is for being on our lance’s link, but Alice is way ahead of me and besides I think she knows who it is. “Blackthorn! You will get off this net now, or you can spend the next six weeks scrubbing Puss-in-Boots ass with a toothbrush. Over”
“Ain’t going to happen, Koneko Mistress. I get to have the pleasure of scoring you all on this run. Over”
“Koneko Mistress to all Storm Dancers. Drop down to private com-link. Over”
A few seconds later Vicky and the rest give us private and totally secure com-link. “I’m sorry about all of this…” Alice starts to say, but I interrupt her.
“Alice, baby, who is this ass hat?”
“Hey! What’s his deal?” asks Nanami.
“No joke! Talk about being a rude s.o.b.” says Fuyuko.
“Can we just skip the training run and shoot him instead?” comes from Nanase.
It takes mama to restore order to are little unit. “Quiet! All of you, now Allison, you were just about to tell us who has the gall to insult one of the Storm Dancers? Plus what his problem is with my new daughter-in-law?”
The sigh that comes over the link is one filled with anger and frustration. “His call sign is Blackthorn and he has had it out for me ever since I broke his course record for a scout class APS. He also doesn’t like the fact that I’m not into guys.” As I think about what she says I realize that the way each one of my family’s Suits move begins to change just slightly. They almost have a more aggressive stance and sway to their walk. Almost as if they are taking on the emotions of their pilots. “To top it all off the last three times I or my team made a run on the range he found some way to screw with our run scores. I don’t know how, but he did. So now you know, if you want me to make the run solo I won’t be upset.”
Mama answers for all of us. “Like hell you will, child you are part of this team now. If that… man… has a problem with you then he has a real problem with me!” oh boy! Mama is pissed off now. “Girls, I forgive all of you for your earlier language and any you will use on the training run. I have had enough of this bullshit of having to prove ourselves to these arrogant cock suckers to last me a life time. Tear this course apart.”
Yup she’s pissed. Oh well nothing to do now, but follow orders. “Bring all weapons on line, Storm Dancers. Increase speed to maximum without losing each other. We hit the range as a team or not at all. I want a clean sweep ladies, so take your time to mark your targets, and leave nothing standing.”
They all give me a load ‘roger that’ and then switch back over to the open link. Once there I look at our e.t.a. for the range. In less than two minutes we will cross the start line. More than enough time for that ass hole to change the settings for the range course. Time for a little fun. ‘Storm Dancers feel up to seeing how good we really are? Over”
“What you got in mind, Dancer? Over” mama asks. I can tell she is more than ready to show everyone what her girls can do now that their pissed off.
“Ten gold credits to the top shot plus five for every individual kill. How does that sound? Over”
“This is Tempest and I’m up for it. How about you Typhoon? Over”
“Count me in and make ten per individual kill. You game, Monsoon? Over”
“More than game. I just want to know if Koneko can cover her end. Over”
“Don’t worry about me. Little sister I can handle my end. So how about it Mistress can that beast you’re driving stand up to the heat? Over”
“Oh, children. I think it’s time to show you all what a Lady can do with a man like this. You’re all on. Tower set the range to maximum difficulty. Over”
Perfect I know they would set it up for that little ass hat to sink himself. Now there will be no way for him to change the settings without making it easier for us.
“Are you sure you want me to do that Storm Dancers? Over”
“This is Mountain Mistress. I just gave you an order to increase the difficulty level of the range to maximum for a team run of APS. Over”
“Ok Storm Dancer lead. It’s set to max. You are cleared to begin your run in T minus ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one, Go! Go! Go!” 
We crossed the line at just over eighty-eight miles per hour and we saw some serious shit. The first set of targets was an AI tank company our weapons flashed and only twisted melted hunks of steel remained. We each destroyed two apiece. We fell into a line-o-breast. The two big cats were in the center with the Highlander, one of the Patton’s on the right and the other two Patton’s on the left. This effectively spread our fire power out evenly. We moved down the range in a steady manner each covering the other. As the further down the range we went the harder and more numerous the targets became soon I had to drop back to provide air cover to take out the ground attack craft that had started to harass us. 
It wasn’t long before the Panther joined me in taking them on we left the ground forces to the rest of the Storm Dancers. It wasn’t long before we were facing off against assault class APS units. At first it was only a single lance. Mama and the girls used their superior speed and handling to tear them apart. But they were replaced by two more lances of assault APS and both me and Alice had to surrender the air battle to take on the new ground threat. We were each able to take down one assault apiece before having to resume our roll in air defense. Before I know it the run is complete. We actually won our training exercise. 
“Well, ladies, it looks like we did it. Anyone keep track of their individual kills? Over”
“Sorry, Wave Dancer, but it looks like we’ll have to get with the tower to confirm who won top shot and got the most kills. Over”, mama put out.
“Sounds good to me Mistress. Alright Storm Dancers, form up and let’s head back. Over” when they all acknowledge the order I lead out with mama bring up the rear. I keep the pace down to a slow easy pace of no more that forty-five miles per hour. As we move back down range I start getting faint bleeps on my sensor sweeps. “Koneko, are you picking up those ghost bleeps? Over”
“Wave Dancer I was just about to contact you about that. Over”
“Wave Dancer this is Typhoon. You don’t think our friend decided to give us a little surprise do you? Over”
“Storm Dancers, heads up. It looks like we aren’t done with the run just yet. Over”
“Roger that Wave Dancer. Monsoon, Tempest, and Typhoon swing wide off the trail. Koneko, Dancer, you’re with me. Over” mama was truly acting like a born leader. She had just put the three big guns of our team in direct attack formation while moving the faster and more maneuverable portion into position for a fast attack run against an ambush site. 
“Mountain Mistress I have lead. Koneko drop back for tail. Over”
Just as we get into position the ambush is sprung. Three full lances of fast attack scouts hit the three of us. Normally on a training run our beam weapons are powered down to bare minimum straight and all kinetic weapons only dry fire. This is done as a safety measure. So when the first rounds hit my chest from an auto cannon are real I realize this ain’t an exercise. The growl that comes from Vicky’s speaker lets me know she’s pissed. And she ain’t the only one.
“Storm Dancers this is real. Go live on all weapons; we have real boogies in the wire. Over”
“Roger that Wave Dancer. Koneko move to engage. Over”
“Mountain Mistress coming around save some for me. Maidens hit them hard and fast. These shit heads belong to House Light. Over”
The scream of rage that comes from Monsoon Maiden is all I need to hear to know that none of these men will be going home. I target the shit head that had first fired at me. I hit him dead center with both of my PPCs’. It was as if the lightning god himself rained down the destruction on the poor bastard. A twenty ton Willington is no match for the kind of firepower that just hit it. Alice cut loss with twin beams of high powered death on a twenty ton Wentworth sending it to the scrap pile. Mama’s Highlander poured high speed titanium watermelons into the cockpit of a Firefly killing its pilot.  
From the left flank the Patton’s make themselves’ known. I can’t tell who is who, but by the amount of violence that one is raining down on the ones in front of it I would say the one in the middle is Fuyuko. She literally poured three full barrages into a thirty ton Wild Cat’s cockpit. The twenty-five ton Hell Cat that tried to help it did no better. She hit it with everything she had. In short she blew the top half of it to pieces.
Her sisters were right behind her, and they were only marginally holding back. Between the two of them they sent a Free Rider, Sportster, and another Wild Cat to the scrap yard and their pilots to the happy hunting grounds. Oh yes, my family was pissed. Not that I blame them, they had some of their tormenters right in front of them, and the power to take their revenge. Out of sixteen enemy APS’ we have destroyed half of them in the first few seconds. There would be no mercy shown for these men. They were rapists and murderers of the worst sort. 
I target the largest of the enemy. A fifty-ton War Panther. Of the entire enemy APS’ this one was the deadliest. With a top speed of one hundred and ten, twin one hundred millimeter auto cannons, with two ninety millimeter pulse lasers and four forty-five millimeter plasma lasers that are mounted in sets of three in its chest. In other words, a lighter version of my Mountain Lion. I can tell the pilot is one of the best by the way it moves. I’m up against a real ace here. 
I forget all about the rest of the battle and concentrate on just him. He has to be their leader. If I take him out then the rest should break and run. I hope anyway. I cut loose with all four of my main guns and hit with only two. The right arm PPC slams into his left leg, while the PPL hits the right side of his chest melting the armor over the chest mounted pulse laser there. 
His return fire confirms my suspicion of him being an ace pilot. Both of his auto cannons hit along with two of the pulse lasers. The damage done to my right leg is minor, but the auto cannons both hit my right arm PPC. Effectively taking it out of the fight. I need to finish this fight, and now. I don’t know how many more targeted hits like that Vicky can take. So running the risk of overheating, I target all of my remaining weapons on his torso.  Once I have a confirmed targeting lock I fire everything I have. My lone PPC hammers his center chest plate turning it into scrap. The PPLs hit almost right on top of the same spot causing even more damage. Between the three they leave his chest wide open for all six of my chest mounted lasers to rip out his power core. Between the loss of control over its reactor and the ammunition for the auto cannons the War Panther goes up like a super nova. 
Turning my attention back to the fire fight I find that there are only two enemy APS’ left. Both of them are highly damaged and surrounded by the rest of the Storm Dancers. Quickly scanning them all I find that most of the damage is superficial. Things like burned paint or cracked armor plate. It seems that only Vicky took any real damage. To say that I was even more pissed off than before is an understatement. I would love to splatter these yahoo’s all over the range, but I need information that only they can give me.
“Storm Dancers. Don’t kill them. We need to get some information from them. Over”
“So long as I get them when you’re done, Wave Dancer. Over”
Fuyuko’s reply worries me. From the sounds of things her need for revenge just might drive her do to something stupid. When we get back to the house I think I’ll have a long, long talk with her. However it was mama who put things into perspective for her.
“Monsoon Maiden, we do not kill defeated foes. These men will face justice, but in a court of law. Over”
“But Mistress they’ll just get off again. You know that. No all-male jury will convict them. Over”
“Have faith in the real justice system, daughter. Over”
“Yes, ma’am I’ll try. Over”
Stepping in I decide to reassure her. “Monsoon honey, they won’t be facing an all-male jury. I promise you that. It also won’t be one from House Light. Over”
“You mean that, Wave Dancer?”
“If she doesn’t I do, Monsoon Maiden. I’ll make sure they face a military tribunal. Over” Alice puts in.
“Alright Storm Dancers we need to get these two back to headquarters. Over” I tell them. 
Once we have our prisoners headed toward the end of the range and headquarters I send a signal for mama and Alice to join me in on a secured frequency. “Mama, I think we have a traitor in our midst.”
“I agree daughter, but who do you think it is?”
“I think I know who Lady Dai Etsu.” Alice tells us. 
“Well speak up child, who is it?” mama demanded.
“I hate to point fingers at one of our own House troops, but I believe it is Captain David Rockwood of the support troop.”
“Allison, why do you believe it is him?”
“It’s simple ma’am. He is the only one who knew of our route into town; also he is in the perfect position to filter all communications to and from units in the field. Secondly he is also in charge of all training schedules, so he would know when we were on the range. Lastly he was one of the former Head Captains most loyal supporters. Plus before he came to work for House Nakatoma he was an officer in House Daniels military.”
“Question love. Is Blackthorn one of his troops?” I ask her.
After a few moments she answers me. I can only figure is she was collecting her thoughts. “Yes, I believe so, Maiha. Why do you ask?”
“Who is in charge of the security for the practice range?”
“Captain Rockwood’s troop. Why?”
“Just one more question and I’ll answer you. How is the practice range secured and do the patrol sweeps cover the backside of the range?”
“The range is monitored twenty-four seven from the tower, but the regular patrol sweeps do not cover that area. There are too many unexploded ordnances out there; it’s just too dangerous.”
Oh shit! That is a thirty hectare long hole in the compound’s security. However if you want to sneak in an enemy force that was the perfect place to do it “Alice I need you to contact Top and tell him not to let that ass hole Blackthorn leave the tower. Mama get a hold of Col. Fujiyama and let him know that he is to detain all of the troops under Captain Rockwood. While you two take care of that I’ll get a hold of Sergeant Major Miller and have him round up a place to question these two.”
It takes me a few minutes to get a hold of the CSM, but when I do he tells me he is already working on an interrogation room. Looking out of Vicky’s windscreen I see Top and three other men dragging another man out of the range tower. They aren’t being too nice about it either. From the looks of things he may have ‘fallen down’ a few times. The real surprise though is the lance of assault class APS’ in Death Dealer black. Now I’ve seen this display of power before, but what makes this one so impressive is the fact that they are all the same model. Never have I seen four one hundred ton UH-1D Iroquois’ standing side-by-side. To see four of the second rarest assault APS that there is tells me just how far the Emperor is willing to go when it comes to putting down this revolt. These Suits pack more firepower than just about every APS out there. Hell, just one of them matches the firepower of all three of my sisters Patton’s put together. 
As we approach them I see all of their main guns track and bear down on the two prisoner Suits. The message is clear. If they try something stupid then they’re dead meat. I led the Storm Dancers around behind them letting the Iroquois’ take charge of the prisoners. Once over by the tower, I pop Vicky’s canopy and climb down. I’m met by all of the unit Commanders that I had, had lunch with just a short while ago. “Gentlemen, if you’ll hold your questions until the rest of my lance mates join us, I would greatly appreciate it.”
One by one my family joins us after climbing out of their Suits. As I am waiting for them to join us First Sergeant Bailey walks over. “I see that the Storm Dancers have once again gotten into trouble.”
“Hey, wait a minute here, Top. All we were doing was a team training run. It wasn’t our idea to step up a live fire exercise.” I complain.
“Don’t go trying that ‘it’s not my fault’ bit with me young lady.” When I start to pout my lower lip at him. “And don’t try that either, you may not be my daughter legally yet, but I’ll still tan your backside, missy.” 
When I hear that I can’t help but to burst out laughing. The fact that Top Bailey just threatened to give me a spanking for trying the number one weapon in every young girl’s arsenal for getting her way was priceless. Even my family who were all there by that time were laughing.
Top Bailey takes over at that point. Turning to the assembled Commanders. “Gentlemen, allow me to introduce six of the meanest APS pilots on all of Hades. First we have the pilots of the three Patton’s that so readily handed the enemy scouts their asses.” Pointing to Fuyuko “This young lady is the Lady Fuyuko, pilot of Monsoon Warrior, next are the twins Ladies Nanase and Nanami the pilots for Tempest Dawn and Typhoon Harbinger.” Pointing to Alice “Next up is the four time ace with a grand total of twenty-three confirmed kills, the Lady Allison who is the pilot for the Panther Puss-in-Boots. She is also one of the few pilots to truly master a B1-7B Panther.” Stepping over next to mama “Next up is the very lovely Grand Lady Nakatoma Dai Etsu pilot of the Highlander Snow Mountain Guardian.” Then placing his hand on my shoulder. “And last but not least, the Lady Nakatoma Maiha, Head of House Nakatoma, First Lady of the Death Dealer, and pilot for Victory Maiden, one of the few Mountain Lions on Hades. Gentlemen I give you the Storm Dancers.”
 When Top finishes we receive a round of applause. To say we were embarrassed is like asking if bears shit in the woods. Clearing my throat, “Thank you, Gentlemen. I hope that our little demonstration on the range has relieved your fears about our ability to hold up our positions on the battle field?”
Major Bob Crain of Hogan’s Hero’s’ was the first to speak. “Ladies, if you ever get tired of living the soft life, please come look me up. I have seen seasoned combat teams that could not work that well together.”
“Hear, hear. Robert. I totally agree. That was extremely impressive Ladies. Your team work was flawless. The way that your two fire support suits fell back to engage in anti-aircraft fire was perfect. Had you rehearsed that?” asked Captain Ernest Borgnine of McHale’s Raiders.
Smiling mama gives him an answer no one expects. “That Captain, was totally unrehearsed. My girls saw what had to be done, and did it. Wave Dancer and Koneko Mistress were merely the best suited to the job. Any of us would have dropped back to perform the job.”
Captain Eileen Brennan of Benjamin’s Bastards was the next to say something. “So what we just saw was a fluke?”
Before I or any of us could comment, Captain Allen Alda of Hawkeyes Heartbreakers made his presence known. “I highly doubt that, Eileen. That my dear was a family coming together as a team to tear apart a threat, both real and imagined. Very well done, Ladies. I salute you.”
“What I would like to know is, who first spotted the ambush, and who set the order of battle for engaging them? I have never seen such a quick response to an ambush before.” It was the commander for F Troop Scouts, Captain Forrest Tucker. 
This time Alice was the one to answer. “It was Wave Dancer who spotted the first signs of a possible ambush, but Mountain Mistress was the one to lay out how we engaged it.”
While I had not said anything up to this point. Being happy to let my family show that they knew what they’re doing. It was not to last. Thanks to Captain Van Williams of the Green Hornets. “Lady Maiha of all the AP Suits you could choose from, why do you pilot one of the most temperamental Suits there is? Surely you can do better than a Mountain Lion.”
If mama had not had a hold of me I might have pounded the man into the ground for insulting Vicky that way. So instead I just looked up at her. “Ignore him Vicky, he just doesn’t know a perfect AP Suit when he sees one.” The laughs from the other commanders at my actions caused Captain Williams to blush. “Sorry, about that Captain I didn’t mean to embarrass you. But to answer your question, when Victory Maiden was first captured no one else was certified to be her pilot, but me. At the time we needed as many APS’ to insure our safe return home, so I volunteered. Once I climbed in her cockpit it was love at first sight.”
“And that Van is why you can never get your Panther to perform the way this young Lady can her Mountain Lion. You just don’t love it enough.” Comments Captain Phil Silvers from Bilko’s Bandits. “Young Lady I to would like to offer you a place in my unit if you ever tire of the soft life.”
“As much as I am honored by your offers, I doubt that I or my mama will ever be able to take you up on them. Now when it comes to my baby sisters that is a totally different matter. You only have one competitor to woo them away from.”
“And just who that might be, Lady Maiha?” asked Captain Williams.
“The Death Dealers.”
When they start to laugh General Star speaks out. “I’ll have the enlistment papers to your mama by seventeen hundred, Lady Maiha.” You could have heard a pin drop at that announcement. “That’s correct folks the ban on women in the Death Dealers has been lifted by the Emperor Himself.” Turning back to me. “So Lady Maiha, to what field do you want them trained in?”
“Sorry, General Star, but my daughters have to finish school first.” Mama tells him with a smile on her face.
“Ahhhh! Mama! Can’t we just enlist now?” the twins say at the same time in that freaky twin speak of theirs. This caused even more laughter from the gathered commanders. They may have been immune to the horrors of war, but not to the antics of little girls. 
“Sorry girls, you’ll have to wait till you finish school. Until then I’ll send over a couple of our best instructors to help with your private training.” General McCall tells them. “However, there is one thing that needs to be addressed, and that folks is how did three full lances of scout class APS’ get on the range and no one noticed.”
Leave it to a true Death Dealer to bring the point home. “A traitor is how, General McCall.” I state without preamble. 
“Excuse me, Lady Maiha, but I was led to believe that the troops of House Nakatoma are some of the most loyal on all of Hades.” Captain Tucker put in.
“Normally sir that would be true, but there are a few of our House troops that placed their loyalty with the former Head Captain.” 
“How does that effect the situation, my Lady?”
“At the time of my appointment to Head of House the former Head Captain challenged me for the full leadership of House Nakatoma. He lost. Now those few who were his strongest supporters have continued to wage a quiet rebellion against me. I had thought I had taken care of this, but it seems I still have a few rats in the house.”
General Star made a very unusual offer “I have six of the finest interrogation expert Intelligence Officers in all of His Majesty’s service. I would be more than happy to loan them to you. May be they can find out just how far this rats nest goes.”
Thinking about some of the interrogation methods that Death Dealer Intelligence Officers are known to employ; I eagerly accept. Looking over at Top Bailey “First Sergeant Bailey have you secured an area for questioning the suspects?”
“Yes ma’am, I have. I figure the old fallout shelter behind the troop barracks should do nicely.” He tells me.
“Sounds good. Command Sergeant Major Miller if you would be so kind as to make sure the ‘rats’ show up for our new friends, please?”
Laughing at my comment he nods his head, and heads for the troop barracks. “General Star, I’ll meet your people in the day room on the first floor to show the way.”
“Thank you Sergeant Major. I’ll have my people there within a half hour.”
Looking over at Fuyuko I see her rubbing her fingers together. “Hey sis, what’s bugging you?”
“Just the matter of who was ‘Top Shot’ before all Hell broke loose out there. If I remember right there is still the little matter of ten gold credits to the winner plus another ten per individual kill.” Leave it to one of my sisters to bring up our bet. I know I should have not made that damned bet. Out of all of us I know that I only dropped a total of seven APS’ and that everyone else had to score even more except may be Alice. If it wasn’t for those damned helo-attack craft we could have kept up with the others.
“Now that little lady is something we all want to know.” Said Captain Brennen. Of all the mercenary unit commanders she was the only female. The fact that she has earned the respect of her troops was evident by the fact she was their commander. This was a woman to be both respect and feared. 
“Well Captain that is a little confusing. Before we decide who is the ‘Top Shot’ I need to know the terms of the bet.” Major Howard put in.
“Oh, well that’s easy. The terms were as follows. Ten gold credits to the top shot plus ten for every individual kill.” Mama tells him.
“In that case we have a three way tie for the ‘Top Shot’. You see until you hit the section with the helo-attack craft all six of you were going neck-n-neck. That is until Lady Maiha dropped back and started taking out the helo-attack craft, at that point in time she surged ahead to take the lead with an average of two kills for each one that the rest of you had. However when the Lady Allison joined her that dropped back down to a one and a half to one. However this forced the Lady Dai Etsu to pick up her rate of fire along with the rest bringing it down even further. It wasn’t until you engaged the assault class that our three winners emerged. With an average of one and a quarter to one our winners are the three Patton’s. The Ladies Fuyuko, Nanase and Nanami.” Major Howard informs us. To say that I’m proud of my little sisters is an understatement.
“Way to go little sisters. That means you’re buying tonight.” I say only to have mama step in.
“I don’t think so. I will not have my bride’s maids hung-over at my wedding, do I make myself clear?” the laughter that greats her pronouncement is infectious. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll join us in the range ready room we will meet you there once we have put up our team mates.”
“Excuse me, Lady Dai Etsu, did you say your team mates?” asked Captain Silvers.
“Yes, I said, team mates. Do you not practice the philosophy of ‘the horse, the saddle, and the man’ when it comes to your equipment and personnel?” mama asks of them all.
“Well, yes ma’am. That has been the core philosophy of modern warfare since the early part of the fourteenth century. If not before. No one knows when it really started, but it is from that century we have the first reference of it.” Stated General McFeeters. I could tell he was one of the few classically educated military men still serving. One of the things that has disappointed me in the past was the way our younger officers were educated. With more and more emphasis being placed on technology over using your head and training it has reduced the human element of warfare. 
“And so do we, but my family takes things a bit further. You see in our eyes’, our APS’ are part of our team. They may need us to pilot them, but we can’t do what we do without them.” Fuyuko proudly states.
Not to be out done by their older sister the twins make similar comments. You can tell that they truly have embraced the idea of ‘the horse, the saddle, and the man’. When it comes time for them to have their own commands they will be some of the most formidable leaders out there. These three girls will definitely make a truly fearsome force to be reckoned with. 
I decided that if we were going to join them in the ready room for drinks or whatever mama had planned we needed to get a move on. “Ok, Storm Dancers let’s get them home. All I need is to get Vicky in for some repairs.” When my family hears this they all run to mount up. “Gentleman and Lady, until we meet again.” I bow to them all and climb up to Vicky’s cockpit. As I’m settling in I contact mama and the rest. “Mama, what is up your sleeve?”
“Really, Maiha. Why would you think that I am up to something?” 
“Mama, I have known you for a long, long, time. You are just like your sister in a lot of ways, so what are you up to?”
The giggle that comes before her answer confirms my suspicions of her being up to something. “I figure that if we can keep our friends busy enough that you and Allison can slip out and get the information we need out of the traitors. I fear that General Star’s men will be unable to gather enough from them to help with our rat problem. They will be too soft on them I fear. Remember Maiha these are men who were raised to the traditions of Bushido. They will not break easily.”
As we move toward the family’s hangar I think about what mama said. The more I think about it the more I realize that she is right. Those men will not betray their leaders. It goes against everything they were taught. If we were to get any helpful information out of them it would have to be in the next few hours. What mama was giving me was the time to do that, by any means necessary. 
“Ok, mama, Alice and I will get it done. Little sisters I need you to help mama. Whatever you do, do not let the commanders leave without me or Alice knowing about it.” When Fuyuko asks how they were supposed to do that I remind them of their secure communications link in their AIs. Once they’re reminded of this they all quickly promise to keep them busy.
Once we were back at the hanger and we had maneuvered our APS’ into their work stations Vicky asked me a question. “Maiha, do you think they’ll be able to repair me in time for tomorrow?” she sounded like a little girl who was sick and was going to miss out on a family trip.
I had to be honest with her. “I don’t know, baby girl. I know that the others only have cosmetic damage, but the armor over your right leg can be replaced in a matter of a few hours. It’s the damage to your right arm PPC that might take a while. They’re going to have to replace it completely, and I don’t know if they have one here.”
“Can you find out for me? I really want to be out there with everyone else.”
“Ok honey I’ll find out if they have a replacement, but I’m not taking you out unless you’re one hundred percent. I will not put you in danger just to show them you’re not afraid. Do you understand?”
“No I don’t. I’m your partner; I should be out there with you. I don’t need all my weapons to fight.” She pouted.
Sighing “Vicky, please understand. Look I love you, you understand that right?”
“Yes”
“I know that you can fight with only part of your weapons, but I will not let you go into a fight without everything at your full disposal. I won’t handicap you like that.”
“Ok, if I have to sit it out I will. I won’t like it, but I will.”
“Good now let me go see what I can do about getting you repaired.”
Once I have disconnected and climbed out of the cockpit Dee De displays the total hours needed to repair Vicky and the on hand list of spare parts. What I see brings me up short.
“Dee De is this right?”
Yes it is. When I heard what you said to Vicky both me and Charley went digging. Well I should say I went digging and he started listing the needed repairs in maintenance log. (Dee De)
“But how can you be sure it will only take nine hours to get it all done?”
I placed her at the top of the list for repairs. As you pointed out the other only sustained cosmetic damage. When you placed yourself at the head of the charge the enemy pilots instinctively targeted you first. There for you received the most damage. (Charley)
“Ok I’ll buy that, but how can you be so sure that they won’t take care of the others first? I mean it’ll take less time to repair them than it will Vicky.”
If you promise not to tell I’ll let you in on a secret. (Charley)
“Ok, I won’t say a word to anyone. Now give, I want to know how Vicky will get taken care of first.”
Chief Donnelly has a soft spot for Vicky. (Charley)
“Just how ‘soft’?”
If Vicky was a human, he’d be doing his best to court her. (Dee De)
Holy shit! My senior maintenance tech was in love with my APS. I had only gone a few feet before fifteen techs rushed past me to start climbing all over Vicky. Chief Donnelly’s voice cut through the bay “Get a move on you lot. Get you’re asses in gear you sorry excuses for humanity. I want my baby girl up and running before dinner.” I watch as he kicks one young tech in the butt. “Don’t make me repeat myself. I said move it.”  Coming up to me the old chief gave me a smile. “Don’t worry Lady Maiha; I’ll have Miss Vicky good as new and just as pretty by tonight as she was this morning.”
“Chief, please don’t let the others get neglected.”
“Don’t you worry about that, my Lady. I’ll have all of the Storm Dancers up and running in top form before long.” He was smiling up at Vicky as he’s telling me this.
I just have to know why he feels the way he does about her. “Tell me something Chief. What’s so special about Vicky?”
The chuckle lets me know he’s not mad about me busting him. “When I first came to House Nakatoma, as a young and inexperienced technician, the very first APS I was assigned to take care of was one of the very first Mountain Lions to ever be produced. I bet you didn’t know that there have only been two thousand and forty-one of these beauties produced or that they all have a female personality. Anyway Freedoms Widow was a true beauty, but she was temperamental as an unbroken filly. She had this little sensor glitch that used to drive her pilots crazy.” The look in his eyes was of one remembering a loved one from long ago. “Her last pilot was, Eiji Nakatoma, he was Lady Dai Etsu’s older brother. They both fought to the end when Hades was attacked by the ‘Union of the Soviet Socialist United Planets’ seventy-one years ago.”
When he tells me he knew Eiji, Matsu’s and Dai Etsu’s older brother; my head snaps up in shock. “Just how old are you Chief?” I ask in pure shock.
“Now that is not a nice thing to ask of one’s elders, my lady.” He says with a chuckle. “But since I kind of brought it on myself by mentioning that long ago battle. I will be celebrating my one hundred and ninth birthday at the end of the year. Yes I know I don’t look that old, but then I’m not totally human. My mother is Riegallian and they live to be close to three hundred on average.” To prove his point he pulled the hair back form over his ears. I could see the tell-tail points of his Riegallian heritage.
“Uh, Chief just how long have you been in the service of House Nakatoma?”
“Almost eighty-five years now. They gave me a chance when no one else would. Your family, Lady Maiha, is my home. I’ll tell you here and now, there are none of those fool traitors among my men. If there is I’ll personally rip them apart with my own hands.” The anger in his voice over the actions of some of the House troops was palatable. There was no question to his loyalty or that of his men. If there was they’d be dead.
“Thank you, Chief Donnelly. Now if you’ll excuse me I have some rats to take care of, and you have work to do.”
“Break one of their legs for me, my Lady.”
Smiling at his parting request I head for the bunker. It was time to get to the bottom of this ‘rats nest’ starting with Blackthorn. Alice caught up with me as I exited the hanger. “Do you have any idea how you’re going to question Blackthorn and the others? Oh by the way his real name is William Hazes.”
“Well I figured I’d start by breaking the fingers in his left hand, before I asked him any questions. Then once I had his attention I’d see just how much he knows. Why?”
“Maiha, you just can’t go all psycho bitch, on him right off the bat. Look let me try to talk to him first, then if he doesn’t want to talk you can break his fingers.”
“But my way is much quicker.” 
“It may be quicker, but all it will get us is his immediate supervisor. My way we just might get him to give up the whole ring.”
As I thought about what she said I realize that the dark side of my behavioral programing was showing its ugly head. Damn it! I thought I had a hold on that part of the new me. Stopping in the middle of the yard behind the barracks I begin a simple exercise to calm and center myself. I can’t go in there and rip this man apart, like some feral animal. I need to be the Head of House of Nakatoma. I must present the face of calm cool reason, and not barely controlled rage. 
Alice looks over at me as I try to find the inner peace I need to do this. “Kitten, are you ok?” at her calling me kitten my eyes bug out.
“Did you just call me, kitten?”
“Yup, sure did and that is what I’ll call you in private from now on. Now will you answer me, are you alright?”
“Um… yes I’m fine. I just needed to get a hold of my emotions before we go inside. If I don’t I think I just might skin the bastard alive.”
“Well, in that case let me confront him first. After a few minutes I want you to come in, but I want you to have your combat blades out.”
“Ok, but why?”
“Oh trust me. By the time you come in he’ll shit his pants at the sight of you with your blades out and spill his guts.”
“What are you going to tell him?”
“Oh nothing much, just that you’re waiting to turn him into a freak of nature, just like the former Head Captains sons.” The cold smile that crosses her face that she would gladly do that herself. There is more to the story behind her problems with this man. It was time for truth here.
“Alice, I know the sound of revenge when I hear it. What else did William Hazes do to you?” At my blunt confrontation of her past I see the pain in her eyes. I pull her to me in a hug. I whisper in her ear “Please love tell what he has done? I can’t help if I don’t know.”
 She started to cry into my shoulder, and then in a very small voice she told me. “Two years ago he and three others raped me after they got me drunk at a party in the barracks.” She tried to pull away from me, but that wasn’t going to happen. Not with the rage of what they had done to her filling me. “I went to the Head Captain and he said that it was my fault for getting drunk and if I had sex with them because I was drunk it wasn’t rape.” The more she told me the madder I became. Not at her, but the old Head Captain. I had killed that son-of-a-bitch too quickly.
I must have said that out last thought out loud, because Alice pulled back enough to look me in the eye. “You’re not mad or ashamed of me?”
“No, my love. I am not. However I am at myself for killing that pig too quickly. Who were the other two pieces of shit that attacked you?”
“One is my former platoon Sergeant. Unfortunately he died in the attack on the house. I made sure of that. I know I should have let you handle it in the Grand Hall but I was afraid he would get away before seeing justice. The other is one of Hazes best friends and lance mates PFC Laurence Taylor.”
“Well he won’t be getting away, my love. Trust me on that. Now dry your eyes. I need you to be a cold hearted bitch when we go in there. I want you to scare the living shit out of that useless fuck. Because when I enter he’s going to wish for death.”
 



Chapter 4
As we walk down the halls of the old bunker I fight to keep control of my anger. I realize that I’m a hair’s breadth away from a killing rage. It would not be good for me to lose control right now. Even though my family and Alice do not have the CORBRA system in their makeup I do. Charley and Dee De have been doing everything they can to help me keep control. Unfortunately I’m failing at it. The reason I know this my HUD keeps painting everyone we pass with a targeting cross hair and a friend-foe designation.
If I don’t get a better control over my emotions before I go into the interrogation room I’ll really lose it and kill the son-of-a-bitch rapist. I promised the people of my House that I would not be some blood thirsty dictator. That I would rule with a sense of justice and fairness. But I just can’t help it right now. I want to rip his so called manhood from him and shove it down his throat. “Alice, I’ll wait out here for now. Whatever you do don’t let that piece of shit goad you into doing something stupid. That is what he’ll want or try to intimidate you. If he tries that just remember you have all the backup you need inside of you.”
“Yes, I know, Marry has been giving me all kinds of advice on how to get what we want from him. She also said that my own combat blades are ready.”
“Show me.”
As her blades extend from between the knuckles of her hands a small mischievous smile crosses her face. Yes, her confidence is growing and Marry, her AI, is showing the way. Now all she has to do is face the man who tried to destroy her without killing him outright. 
“Ok baby, go get him. Signal for when you want me to come in.” I give her a quick kiss on the check and a pat on the butt. As she turns to enter the room I send a quick prayer up to the Goddess to give her strength.
She with draws her blades and enters the interrogation room. The first thing she does when enters is to look over at the two Death Dealers. “You two! Get out!” when they don’t move she decides that they didn’t understand her. “I said get out! Now! Don’t make me repeat myself!” 
This time one of them decided to challenge her. “Just who do you think you are to order a pair of His Majesty’s Death Dealer anywhere?”
“I am the Lady Allison Wellington, consort to the First High Lady of the Death Dealers, the Lady Nakatoma Maiha, and your worst fracking nightmare. Now get out of my interrogation room before I have you doing time on the backside of frozen Hoth in nothing but your underwear.” Now that is something I never thought about. 
Talk about making a person wishing for a super nova just to warm up. The very thought of doing time on Hoth was enough to make most diehard miscreants think twice. That planet had such a slow rotation that only one side of it ever got any sunlight. Not that it mattered; the place was so far from its sun that it never warmed up enough to melt the ice and snow.
The looks of fear as they realized that Alice held their immediate futures in her hands, to the two men practically ran for the door. Once outside the room they see me standing there. I decide to put them at ease. “Gentlemen, relax you’re quite safe, and so are your careers.”
“Lady Nakatoma, we did not realize, please try to understand, we had no idea of who the Lady Allison was.” they were both in a near panic. I had to settle them down.
“Gentlemen, I understand. I sent her in there unannounced for a reason. Also I haven’t made the official announcement yet. I still wouldn’t piss her off though, that young lady has a mean temper.”
Meanwhile I can hear Alice really going after Hazes through the door. “You miserable excuse for a man! For over two years you have gotten away with rape! No longer! Your only chance for redemption is to tell us who all are involved with your betrayal of House Nakatoma.”
What I hear next almost was me ripping the door off its hinges to get to him. “Like I’ll tell you anything you slut, don’t you know it’s not rape if you’re drunk?” his laughter at that is almost more than I can stand. “Anyway there is nothing you or your little cunt girlfriend can do to me. I’m protected by double jeopardy. Nether you or she can try me again.”
Holy shit if he was tried and found innocent then there wasn’t anything I can do even if it was a corrupt court. At the sound of Alice’s laugh I wonder what is going on. “That is where you’re wrong, William. There never was a trial, not even an investigation. The old Head Captain never started one, so guess what, dipshit. All of your past sins are coming home to roost.”
“I want a lawyer. I have rights. You just can’t accuse of me of something like that or even of treason without proof!” he screamed.
“Oh. I don’t have to. You have already incriminated yourself with your own words. Lady Maiha will you please come in?” she calls out.
“Excuse me, gentlemen, but that’s my cue.” Letting all of the anger I have felt for the past few days show on my face. I let the golden cross hairs form in my eyes; I extended the combat blades in my right arm. When I walk into the room there is nothing of the cultured young lady that has been around lately. What walked through that door was Death.
Oh yes, my dear friends, the Daughter of Death was open for business. And she was looking at her next customer. In a voice as cold as the arctic winds of Hoth. “You have one chance, and one chance only, to tell me the names of all the traitors to House Nakatoma. Those here in the compound and the ones outside it.”
“What do I get out of it?” he demanded. “I don’t see any reason to give up any information.”
“That will depend on you. If you cooperate I’ll show you mercy. If not then you’re a dead man.”
“That’s not good enough. I want immunity for what you think I did.” He said with a very smug attitude. 
I had noticed that he was very securely tied to the chair he was in. “Lady Allison, be a dear and break the pinky of his left hand?”
Alice didn’t even question me. She just reached over and grabbed his left hand pinky. Then twisted it to a very painful angle. “You just can’t ...YAHAAA!” he was screaming before he finished his sentence.
“Allow me to explain a few things, Willie. You know those two kind gentlemen who were in here before; well they are Imperial investigators with the Death Dealers. As such they are required to follow the rules of war, I am not. They are bound by a certain code of ethics that I am not. They must answer to their superiors, I do not. They only person I answer to is His Imperial Majesty who as commanded me to end this war and corruption on Hades. Do you understand your position now?”
When he nods his head yes I continue. “Now, this is how it is going to go. When I ask you a question you will answer me. If you tell me the truth I won’t let the Lady Allison hurt you, but if you lie you will know how it is.” To drive the point home Alice breaks the ring finger on the same hand. As he screams I look over at Alice and in a fake sad voice “Why Lady Allison, he hasn’t had a chance to lie yet.”
“I just wanted to be sure we had his undivided attention.” The look of mock innocence was priceless.
“Oh, then I highly agree then. Now Willie, how many traitors are there in my House military?”
“Fifteen” he screams again as Alice breaks his middle finger. “Twenty-three. I swear there’s only twenty-three.”
“So you can tell the truth. Who is the ring leader?”
He hesitates for all of three seconds as Alice reaches for the first finger on his left hand. “Captain Rockwood of the support troop. After him is First Sergeant Kinsley.”
“Why would they wish to betray House Nakatoma?”
When he doesn’t answer right away Alice breaks both the first finger and his thumb of his left hand. “Oh ain’t that a real bitch all the fingers on his left hand are broken, I guess I’ll have to start on his right hand.”
“No Lady Allison start in on his toes. Only this time cut them off one joint at a time starting with the left foot.” When Alice hears me say this she realizes that I going to let her get her revenge on this animal. Before hearing of her rape by this pig and his accomplice I was prepared to do the dirty myself. Then when he had the gall to sit there and admit to raping her believing that he was untouchable, well I knew that if I started in on him he would be dead before I got the information I needed.
With quick strokes of her combat blades she removes his boots and socks. Looking up at me she cuts off the little toe on each foot. As he screams “I believe he’ll be more motivated to answer your questions now, Lady Maiha.” Then places her blades next to the next ones in line.
“Well Willie, are you going to answer me?”
This time he doesn’t hesitate. “They were promised fifteen hectares a piece to betray House Nakatoma by the rebels.”
“What else?” my patience was wearing out. “WHAT ELSE?!”
“They would also get their picks of the women in the compound as slaves.” The man pissed himself at this point. “They even promised that for every man they could get to work with them forty thousand gold credits.”
When Alice hears this she doesn’t even wait for me to tell her, she just cuts off his feet at the ankles. Her rage is understandable. Taking the laces from his boots she makes a tourniquet around each leg to stop the blood flow. Looking up at me. “Sorry about that I don’t know what came over me.”
“Don’t worry about it, love. He’s still alive, unconscious, but alive. Come on we still have work to do.” I turn and head out of the room. Outside I find Top waiting for us. With him is a young man in hand cuffs.
“Ladies may introduce Private First Class David Arnold. This fine young man believes that it is better to talk now than face you later. I believe he’s looking for a chance at leniency.”
“If what he has to say is worth it, then he’ll have it. So start talking, PFC Arnold.” 
The young man, really just a boy starts talking as fast as he can. He tells me everything. It seems he was Captain Rockwell’s company runner. As such he had heard a great deal of what Rockwell and Kinsley had planned. How they had tried to sabotage the House’s ammunition dump to explode during the next attack. To trying to delay supplies. The young man told me everything about the traitors in the House military. 
“So young man how did you get roped into this?” I really wanted to know.
“I…I… uh… I… uh…” he stuttered.
“Well speak up. I won’t hurt you if you tell the truth.”
“I was told that if I didn’t go along they would kill my parents and enslave my younger brother and sister, my Lady. I’m ready for your judgment now. I only ask that you not harm my family.” He may be little more than a boy in age, but he has acted like a man of honor who is three times his age. 
“Release him, Top. He is just as much a victim of these criminals as anyone else. You have done the best you can in an impossible situation Private. You will not be punished for your actions. However you will be punished for not bringing this to your Head Captain or one of the other House military commanders. For that you will spend the next forty-five days confined to your barracks room and you shall also have extra duty during that time. You will forfeit two months’ pay and loss of one stripe. "Top, see to his punishment.”
“Yes ma’am, Lady Maiha.” The little smile on his face lets me know that I did the right thing. As they’re walking away I hear Top talking to the young soldier. “Now you know what to do the next time something like this happens. Remember no matter what, your first duty is to the House, then to the unit. If we had known sooner we could have acted sooner to protect your family.” Their voices fade away into the distance, and I don’t hear the rest of the conversation.
“You know, you were a bit harsh on that boy.” Alice states.
“No, I wasn’t.”
“Yes you were. The extra duty and restriction to barracks I can see, but two months’ pay and a stripe. Come on that is a little on the over kill side aint it?”
Giggling at her telling me that Private Arnold’s punishment was a little harsh I just look at her. “This coming from the woman who just cut the feet off of a man?”
When she hears me say that she can’t help but giggle herself. “Yah, your right that does seem a little wonky doesn’t it?”
“Hey. It does. Now we have one more jackass to deal with.” We stepped out of the way as the medics from the Temple hospital came rushing by to help the unfortunate Willie. “Say did you have to cut his feet off? Look I know he hurt you and was an all-round piece of shit but now we’re going to have to give him a pair of fake feet?”
“Oh, I didn’t think of that. Sorry.” Alice tilts her head and shrugs her shoulders. She’s just so cute when she tries to act all innocent. 
“Forget about it, as a matter of fact you know what; to hell with him, he ain’t getting replacements for his feet. He doesn’t deserve any mercy.” As the medics bring him out on the stretcher I stop them. “Tell the doctors he is a convicted rapist, he is to be treated the same as the other two. Do you understand?”
The head medic bowed form his waist. “It shall be done, my Lady Maiha. We all know the penalty for rapists at the hospital. I have only one question my Lady. Is he to be muted as well?”
Looking down at Willie, I look over at Alice and realize how much her voice had been muted after her rape. No, this dog was not going to have a voice ever again. “Yes.” 
At that simple word they bowed to me and left with what was left of Willie. Sighing “Come on love; let’s go have a word with Rockwood. I figure that the Death Dealers have been able to get him tell them his names by now, but not much else. What do you think?”
With a total lack of respect for her contemporaries in the Death Dealers. “If they have gotten that much I’ll be surprised.” I can tell that Alice has almost no respect for these men. I wonder what could be her problem with them. Seeing my distress over her comments. “Maiha, I know they’re good at their jobs, but they’re out of their depth here. They don’t have any idea of the culture on Hades. If they had put Death Dealers here two or three generations, hell, even one generation ago then I would sit back and let them handle things. But they have no point of reference for what works on Hades. The only thing these men understand is brute force.”
As much as I hated to admit it, she was right. The biggest mistake the Emperor made in this system was not placing a Death Dealer division here. Without the knowledge of the local customs and peoples they were severely handicapped. The only way we were going to get the information we needed in time was to do things ‘the Hades way’. It’s really simple. They pull a knife you pull a gun. They hurt one of your people; you put one of theirs in the morgue. That’s the Hades way.
“Alright love, let’s do this.” Then thinking about all of the men in Captain Rockwood’s unit I remember a certain PFC Laurence Taylor. “You know something I think I know how to kill two birds with one stone.” The cold smile that plays across my face makes Alice take a step back. “I believe that PFC Laurence Taylor can help us with getting Rockwood to talk.”
When she hears me say this she turns around to a private standing guard to one of the doors. “Private, which room is PFC Taylor in?”
The young man pulled out a piece of paper and looked up where Taylor was being held. “He’s in room 2D ma’am.”
“Thank you, Private. Come on Maiha let’s go get us a rat.” She headed down the hall to an intersection and turned right. I had to almost run to keep up with her. When she stopped at the door to 2D, I saw that her hand was shaking.
Stepping quickly to her side I placed my hand over hers on the door handle. “Relax, babe. He can no longer hurt you. You know that I will always have your back. Come on love, let’s use this rat as cheese for the king rat.” when she hears this from me she gives me a brave smile. Goddess how I love this young woman. Here she is facing her own personal demons just to help me get the information to put an end to the rebellion inside of our House military.
Opening the door she steps inside with what I can tell was boarder line false bravado. “Well, well. If it ain’t the low life everyone loves to hate. How’s it going there Laurence?”
“Frack off you cunt. I want my lawyer.” When neither, me or Alice made a move, he screamed. “I said; I want my lawyer, cunt. Now!”
Alice just looked at the stupid ass hole. I could see the rage starting to rise in her. Taylor must have been her main tormentor. If I let her handle this I might just have a dead man before he did me any good. Even though I was madder than a wet cat I had to keep control of things here. What I did was the one thing I really didn’t feel like doing. I started to laugh. “Alice, I do believe this dip shit has lost his mind. He actually believes he has rights like some common criminal.”
When Alice hears me start laughing she looks at me first like I had gone mad, but when she hears this she joins in. “Oh! My! Goddess! He has to be kidding.” She looks down at the helplessly secured man with nothing but contempt. “A lawyer? Really? You’re demanding a lawyer. I hate to tell you this Taylor the only thing you can ask for, and maybe get is a quick death. Other than that you have absolutely no fracking rights, you animal.”
“Now, now Alice, let’s see if he has any redeeming qualities first.” Looking down at Taylor I can see why Willie wanted him for backing him up. Tayler was an easy six foot five to six foot six and weighed around two hundred and twenty pounds. In short he was a monster. “So, Laurence, this is what I want to know. Just how much of Captain Rockwood’s scams do you know?”
“What’s in it for me?”
“That depends on what you have to say?” I tell him. Not that it is going to be much. This man has terrorized and bullied far too many people. The best he’ll get is the same treatment as the rest of the rapists. 
He sat there thinking over his options. I decided to give him a few moments before pushing the issue. “I can give you the names of all the people in his organization.”
I look over at Alice and she nods her head. “Start talking and I’ll know if you’re lying.”
“How?” I could see that he was scared for some reason. I think he was going to give me some false information.
“Oh that simple, your rape buddy Hazes gave up a whole lot during his interrogation. Why he even gave you up when asked about the Lady Allison’s rape.” I watch as the color drains from his face. “Oh, yes, he told us everything about how you planned the assault. From how you planned to get her drunk, slipping her the ‘Mickey Finn’, and in what order you all would go in.” I had made up that last bit. I figured if he believed we were looking at him as being the master mind he just might get mad and give up some more info. I was right about one thing he did get mad. 
“That lying sack of shit! That’s not what happened at all. I’ll not take the fall for his and First Sergeant Kinsley’s bullshit.” He was ready. Time to get all the info from him I can before I take him down to Rockwood’s’ room.
“What do you mean? I have his written statement telling how it was all your idea.”
“Look, I know what they’re telling you, but that’s not how it went down.”
Alice looked down at Tayler and growled. “I was there, remember. You, Haze, and Sergeant Lyle, all got me drunk at my promotion party. Then the three of you took turns raping me. Don’t lie!” she was screaming and near tears by the time she stopped talking.
“Alice, listen to me, please. It wasn’t me. I couldn’t have raped you. I couldn’t do that to you or anyone!” the big man started to cry at that point. For some reason I believed him. Everything about him told me he just might be innocent of rape. 
“Tayler, you better start making sense here. Why can’t you do what they say and how you weren’t involved.” I tell him in a softer tone of voice. At Alice’s shocked look I stop her from interrupting. “Just a moment Alice. I want to hear his side of the story. There might be more to it than you realize. Trust me if he’s lying you can cut off his manhood and shove it down his throat.”
The laugh that comes from Tayler makes both of us look at him strangely. “Too late for that, Lady Maiha. I lost that when I turned nineteen.”
“What do you mean?” Alice demanded.
“The reason I’m so big is because of the steroids I have to take.” The big man is crying at this point. I can tell he is in real pain as he lays out for us his biggest shame. “I was castrated to save my life when I turned nineteen.” When neither of us looked like we understood he explained. “One out of every three young men on my home planet suffers from Bowden’s Syndrome. I’m from Doreen V. the only cure for Bowden’s is full castration and a life time of steroid use. Most of us never live to our fortieth birthday if we stay on Doreen, so we do whatever it takes to get off planet. Most of us sign away our lives for ten years as indentured servants to some rich ass hole or like me stow away on a drop ship praying we don’t get caught. When I got here I joined the first House military that would take me.”
“If that is the case then why did you throw in with Rockwood? House Nakatoma gave you a home.” I demanded.
“Because I’m a wanted man back on Doreen. It’s a felony to stow away like I did. If Rockwood turned me in I have to go back.”
I was starting to see a pattern here. Alice however wanted proof. “If what you say is true, standup and prove it. Drop your pants and underwear.” Damn that girl just won’t give up, but that’s one of the things I love about her. To mine and hers surprise he did just that.
With his pants and underwear around his ankles. “There, are you happy now? Go ahead and call me a freak now, you hateful cunt. Why don’t you go ahead and turn me over to immigration for the reward. The last I heard it’s worth ten grand for runaway servants so you so get at least fifteen for me!” he was screaming at this point. I have a real strong feeling about something but Alice beat me to it.
“Haze knew about you and the reward didn’t he?” when Tayler just nodded his head yes. “I bet he used that to get you to do his dirty work right? Let me guess, he said that all you had to do was his enforcer work and he wouldn’t turn you into immigration.”
“How did you know? That was almost word for word what he said. Only he throws in Captain Rockwood and Top Kinsley. I was supposed to be their enforcer.” The man was literally giving me the entire network on a silver platter. He truly didn’t want any part of this mess. It was Alice who put it all into perspective for me.
“Holy hell! You really are a big teddy bear.” She whispered. 
“Ah! Come on Boots give me a break here. Don’t call me that, you know how much I hate it.” He was practically whining like a little kid.
“Ok you two, what am I missing?”
“That’s his unofficial call sign. The one Haze saddled him with.” She tells me before looking back over at Tayler. I can see the anger in her eyes is gone. In fact what I see is forgiveness. This is a good sign; she is no longer letting her emotions make her decisions for her. “Sorry about that, Stalker. Go ahead and get dressed. I believe you about their blackmailing of you. What I want to know is why didn’t you go to the new Head Captain when he took over about all this?”
“Who do you think they would believe Alice?”
“That’s Lady Allison to you, Mr. Taylor.” I say.
He looks over at me and then Alice after a few seconds a smile crosses his face. The first one I believe anyone has seen on his face in a long time. “Congrats Lady Allison, you too Lady Maiha but there is one other fact you forgot about, Lady Allison. That I’m here illegally. The new Head Captain would have to turn me in, so would anyone else in the chain of command.” Turning back to me. “Well, Lady Maiha; there you go. My sad pathetic story all laid out for you. As for the rest well, I have nothing left to lose.” For the next fifty minutes he told how Rockwood had either blackmailed, coerced or bribed all of the men in his rebellion. He left nothing out; he even told how it was Kinsley who had planned out Alice’s rape to discredit her, all because she had refused to sleep with him.
 When he got to Kinsley he really opened a can of worms. It seems First Sergeant Kinsley had his fingers in every illegal operation there was. Everything from drugs to prostitution to gambling. It didn’t matter what it was. He even had a connection to white slavery. The man was the real connection to House Light. The more I hear the madder I become. I can forgive certain things, like the illegal trading of parts, and black market alcohol sales. Those are sometimes needed to keep a military unit going. However, what Tayler was telling me went far beyond that. So far beyond that I would have no choice, but to send that man to prison for life if he was caught by the civilian police. When I point this out to Taylor, he laughs at our blank looks he says. “What? Didn’t you know his brother-in-law is the local police chief and part of his little crime syndicate. Hell, over half, no make that three quarters of the local human cops are on the take.”
Hearing this I realize just how big of a mess I had on my hands. “Will you help us to bring them down?”
“I don’t see why not. If I have go to prison for trying to have a better life than that of a servant, then they can get life for all they did. Sure I’ll help.’ He says fatalistically. I can see that the young man feels like his life as a freeman is over. 
“You made one mistake in that statement, Taylor.”
“What do mean ma’am?”
“You’re not going to prison, or back to Doreen V.” At his look of confusion I tell him why. “I can’t, nor can anyone else deport you for being an illegal immigrant. You see the moment you became part of House Nakatoma’s military you also gained membership in the Temple. As such you became a citizen of Hades.”
“You… you… you… you mean that for the last four years I have been living in fear for nothing?!” The realization that he has been used and tortured for nothing must have caused something to snap inside him. “AAAHHHGGGAAA! I”LL KILL HAZE AND THE REST OF THEM!”
I slap him across the face. It has the desired effect. He calms down. “Now Corporal, this is what we’re going to do. Lady Allison is going to release you, and then you’re going to pull your head out of your ass and prove to me, and no one else, that you’re worth a second chance. Do you understand?”
Taking a few calming breath’s he looks up at me. “How do I do that? By the way Lady Maiha I’m not a Corporal, just a Private.”
“Wrong. You’re what I say you are Corporal. You have all the makings to be a first class NCO. Now all you have to do is prove me right. Don’t you agree, Lady Allison?”
“Yes I do, Lady Maiha. I will have to admit that Corporal Taylor has always been one of the best squad leaders around. He never once had to use force to get his squad to get the job done. His men are all highly motivated and extremely professional. Also I notice that all of the men in his team are loyal to House Nakatoma. I wonder why?”
“Lady Allison, the answer to that is simple. If they couldn’t bribe, blackmail, or coerce someone they put them into the enforcer squads. Jacobs, Morehouse, Combs, and me were given orders to keep them in line or else.” He says.
“Do you mean that those three were coerced into being enforcers?” Alice asks him.
“Exactly, Lady Allison. All four of us are wanted men on our home planets, and here illegally for one reason or another.” He tells us.
“What are they wanted for? I won’t have killers, rapists, or anything like that here. If they broke the law along those lines then they’re going back.” I state very bluntly.
“No ma’am, nothing like that. I don’t know the whole story with Jacobs; you’ll have to ask him. Morehouse is a run-a-way male bride from Hellos Prime. He ran when he found out he was to be married at sixteen in an arranged marriage to an older man. Lady Maiha he’s straight.” Everyone knew what it meant for a male. 
A life time of forced feminization and no rights. They were little more than slaves. Ever since Reclamation in the late twenty-first century arranged marriages became the norm. On some planets that was the only way you could be married. Everyone knew of Hellos Prime’s laws. This was one of the things the Emperor has been trying to put an end to for years. This was one of the reasons House Light so desperately wanted to destroy House Nakatoma, as Hellos Prime was their home planet. 
The fact that House Nakatoma did not practice arranged marriages was considered an insult. “Combs’ story is a little harder to understand. You see he’s a full blooded member of the Walkatonie, and some kind of big wig. Anyway if he goes back home to Freedoms Landing he will be forced to be some kind of High Priest. Like I said it don’t make sense to me, it sounds like he would have it made. I know I wouldn’t have minded being in that kind of gig.” I almost lost it when he said that, poor Alice does. When a look of confusion crossed his face I decided to enlighten him.
“Corporal, trust me, not even your worst enemy would want that. The High Priest of Freedoms Landing is encased in bio-steel from the top of their head to their toes. After that they are latterly plugged into the planets internet by use of surgically implanted Ethernet ports. After that they are encased in a metal shell. They spend the rest of their lives acting as living AIs with absolutely no human contact.”
“Sweet Holy Mother of God! No wonder he ran. That kind of isolation would drive anyone insane. How can the Emperor allow that to happen?” he was truly shocked. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that some of the indentured servants from his home planet were sometimes used in that capacity. 
“Unfortunately it’s called Freedom of Religion. That is why they are called ‘High Priest’s’. Try as he might the Emperor’s hands are tied. If it wasn’t for the following three Houses’ and their influence in the Grand Parliament He could change a great many things. Houses’ Light, Moore, and Daniels have done everything they can to keep things the way they are.” I go on to tell him of all they have done here on Hades to cripple first House Nakatoma, and the Emperor himself. As I lay everything out for this young man I see something I have only seen a few times in my life. The birth of a legion. I didn’t realize it at the time, but this young man was about to become one of the most legendary heroes of the people. 
“If you give me the chance ma’am, I’ll make them pay for everything they have done. I won’t tell my team what you have told me here. I suggest that you also keep this from the rest of the House troops as well.”
“Why is that?” I was truly curious as to why he would suggest this. “I would think that everyone should know what they are fighting for.”
“That’s just it, my Lady. If you tell them what you have me, well you’ll be unable to control them on the battle field. You may not know this, and I doubt anyone else will tell you. Almost every last man and woman, with the exception of a few, have fallen in love with their new Head of House, and her sisters. What has endeared you to them Lady Maiha was the simple act of adopting ‘little ghost’ and her two ‘elves’.” At the look of shock on my face he explains. “All of the NCO’s plus a few select others know who they are. I bet not even Lady Allison knew who they were or our names for them.” he was grinning by this time.
“Very well, I won’t say a word. However I do need to know why Jacobs is a wanted man. Is he in one of the holding rooms?”
“Yes, ma’am, I heard they put him in the room next to mine.”
“Alice, honey, release him please?”
Alice quickly released Taylor from his bonds. Once he was released he stood to his full height. Before I thought he was around six foot six at most. Boy was I wrong. The hand cuff and torso shackles had kept him bent over further than I thought. “Um… Tayler just how big are you? Wait that didn’t come out right. What I…” his laughing stops me.
“It’s alright my Lady. I know what you meant. It’s one of the things they teach us after we start our HRT back home. We learn how to make ourselves look smaller than we really are. I’m actually seven foot one and weigh in at two fifty five.”
I can’t help it I have to ask. “Do all of the young men turn out like you?”
A very sad look comes across his face. “No ma’am. Some, well most, become extremely feminine in appearance. Most of them become indentured servants as maids or some such thing. I was one of the lucky ones in away. No one wants us giants. Sure we can work as miners back home, but they won’t let us out migrate.”
“Who is the House for Doreen V?” I asked him.
It takes him a few seconds to remember who the House for his home planet was. “That would be Moore, my Lady.”
“Alice, add another House to the scrap heap. No one that forces its people to make a choice between slavery at home or off planet does not deserve to exist.”
“Yes, love. I’ll make sure the commanders know.” She says.
“Taylor how would you like to help me with getting Jacobs to talk. I need to get him to tell me about his past. I need to know why he’s on the run.”
“I’ll do what I can, my Lady, but I don’t know if he’ll open up to you.”
“That’s all I can ask. Come on lets go talk to him.”
When we walk in into the room next door I come to a dead stop. I don’t have to ask why Jacobs is on the run. His solid white hair, coal black skin, white within white eyes, and pointed ears tell me everything I need to know. Switching to his native language of the High Elves, “Welcome to Hades Prince Raygel. Your mother is not too happy with you right now. Would you care to explain why you have decided to hide under my roof?”
I will give him this much he did try to play dumb and keep his cover. “Excuse me, my Lady; I didn’t understand what you just said.”
Staying with High Elfish, even though no one else but him understood me. “Please, your Highness, don’t try to play dumb with me. I know exactly who you are. If you doubt me I will call your mother Queen of High Winds, her Royal Majesty Tatianna Ravenswood. I have no desire to go to war with the Elves. Would you care to start over?”
The young elven warrior prince smiled “I see you, Daughter of Death.”
Returning the proper greeting “I see you Brother of War.” Switching back to Standard so everyone can follow what is being said I introduce them to the young man. “Lady Allison Ann Wendell, Corporal Laurence Taylor, allow me to introduce his Royal Highness, the First Duce of Mylar, the Earl of Isle, Prince Raygel Ravenswood.” Then with a small smile “The War Prince for the Elves.”
Tayler was the first to react. “Holy shit! Dude you’re a fracking prince. What the hell man?! Why are you even here?!”
Since I was the one to blow his cover I felt that I should explain. Then again it was more a point of honor. “He’s here so his older brother doesn’t have to fight him for the crown when his mother dies.” At Alice and Taylor’s blank look of confusion I explain. “In their society there can be only one true heir for the throne. To decide who should rule all of the children of a king or queen must defeat the others in one on one combat. Raygel here is the greatest Elvin APS pilot of his generation. When he disappeared seven years ago from High Winds he was a seven time ace.”
“No wonder I could never beat him in the sims. He is just too damned good. My god I’ve been going up against a world record ace.” The smile on her face says she isn’t upset at being deceived.
“I am sorry, Lady Allison; if I have deceived you in anyway. That was not my intention. I just want to serve the people and not put up with the bullshit of having to fight to do it.” I could tell he didn’t have the heart to fight his family. The man just didn’t want to be a ruler. “Please, Lady Nakatoma Maiha, don’t send me home.”
“Well, your Highness, you have put me in a very uncomfortable position. You see I know that Captain Rockwood was blackmailing you to be one of his enforcers with the fact that you’re here under a false identity. Because of that I can’t have you in my House military, but I do have a solution. It’s the same one I’m going to give to all four of you who acted as enforcers. However in your case there will be a slight change. You game?”
After a few minutes he nods his head. “Sure let’s hear your deal. If it allows me to stay here I’ll sign. How about you Taylor, you in or out?”
“Buddy, I’m in either way. But if you think I’m going to call you, your Highness; after puttin’ up with those sinking ass feet of your’s for the past four years you’re crazy.” We all get a much needed laugh at Taylor’s playful comment. For me it was what I needed the most, a return to my roots. This was the type of slap stick, grab ass, bull shitting jokes of true brothers in arms. Alice was not to be left out of it either. “Boots don’t you got getting it in your head that you can be some ‘High Lady of Culture’ around me, I know better. I’ve cleaned up enough of your leg hair to know you only shave them once a year.”
“I know you just didn’t go there Teddy Bear. You have no room to talk. Leaving your unwashed underwear in the showers like that.” Alice retorted. I could tell that she had forgiven this young man, but there was still some animosity there. It’ll take a while and a lot of hard work on Taylor’s part before he is fully forgiven.
“So Lady Maiha, what’s this deal you have in mind?” Raygel brought us all back to the matter at hand.
“It seems that I’m shorthanded a Troop Captain. Seeing as how you not only have the training, but the experience as well, do you want the job?”
“How will me being one of your House Captains keep me here?”
“Oh that’s simple. You sign a Military Contract with House Nakatoma and you’re here until it runs out. This does two things, first it fills the open slot in my officer corps, and the second is it keeps you out of the game.”
“Ok, I buy the part about filling the hole, but how does it keep me here and out of the game?” he really wanted to know.
“We make it an open ended contract that can be broken when you are ready to leave. In short no one will be able to make you leave until you’re ready.” 
“What about the others? Taylor, Combs, and Morehouse. If they don’t get the same deal it’s all off and I’ll deal with mother and her watch dogs.”
“They won’t get the same exact same deal, but it’ll be similar. Does that meet your needs?” I was trying to get the prince on my side of things. I really didn’t need a war with the Elves.
“I have one more condition, Lady Maiha. Sorry make that two.”
“What would they be, your Highness?” I really needed to get this taken care of, or send this man home. This was not a head ache I need right now.
“First no one outside of this room knows who I really am. What I mean is no one knows I am a prince.”
“That’s acceptable Captain Ravenswood, and the second?”
The growl that comes from him is not one I would have expected. “I want ten minutes alone with that sorry mother of a whore Captain Rockwood.”
I needed to know what was going on here before I let this man into that room alone. “Why?” He answered me in Elfish what I hear is not something I can let go. This was a matter of honor. “You’ll get your ten plus another ten my brother. I have seen this, now let it be done.” My very formal reply let him know it was now a matter of honor for me as well. I turn to Taylor “I need you to wait here with Captain Ravenswood, until Major Howard comes back with your enlistment contracts. Please don’t leave this room until then. I’ll make sure everyone knows you’re in the clear. Come on Alice, we still have work to do.”
Once back in the hallway Alice asks me what Ravenswood said there at the end. Knowing she would understand I tell her. “You’re not the only one Kinsley and Rockwood had raped to try and break them.” I watch as the color drains out of her face. “Ravenswood has claimed a ‘Blood Debt’ against Rockwood for someone named Elizabeth Grant.”
 



Chapter 5
Alice’s’ look of horror is one that I will always remember. “You mean to tell me Beth was raped?” when I nodded my head yes I thought she was going to come unglued. “My God! That’s what she meant in her note.” She was shaking so hard from her rage I was afraid she might have a stroke. 
“Alice, baby, I need you to calm down and tell me about this Elizabeth Grant.”
Taking a few breaths and closing her eyes Alice slowly calms down enough to tell what had happened. Grant was a young maintenance tech who joined the House troops a year ago. From what I could understand she was one of the best. Anyway, one morning she wandered into the compound beaten and bruised. She couldn’t remember what had happened to her. A few days later she was found hanging from one of the APS gantries in the maintenance hangar with a suicide note in one of her pockets.
When she finished I asked her who lead the investigation into Elizabeth’s’ death. “It was First Sergeant Kinsley by orders of Captain Rockwood.” I could see she didn’t understand the importance of this piece of information. For me, well I know a cover up when I heard one.
“Alice, those two worthless pieces of shit covered up the real cause of her death.” When she still didn’t understand. “Women don’t hang themselves as a rule. Normally they overdose or cut their wrists open. Anything to keep from presenting an ugly corpse. They try to keep from causing their loved ones undue stress. For her to hang herself is way outside of the norm. Someone else hung that poor girl and Ravenswood believes it was Rockwood or Kinsley. For some reason he feels responsible for her. Would you know why?”
“Honestly no. I do know that he always looked out for her and made sure that no one hit on her. It was like he was her big brother or something.”
“Oh shit! Dee De get me all the information on Elizabeth Grant and now”
Coming right up, Maiha. Oh sweet holy Hanna! You’re not going to like this Maiha. (Dee De)
  Instead of telling me what has her so upset Dee De just puts up a picture of Elizabeth Grant on my HUD. She was right I didn’t like it. As a matter of fact I knew that without a doubt that she was murdered. High Elves do not commit suicide no matter what is going on in their lives. For them there is no greater sin. The really fracked up part is I know who this girl really is. “Alice, where is her body?”
“Kitten, what wrong? You look like a ghost just walked over your grave.” Alice had a really worried look on her face. She was right to be worried, only she was worried for the wrong reason. 
“Alice, please just tell me where her body is?”
“It’s over in the House troop cemetery. Why is that so important? And don’t tell me it’s nothing.”
“How long has she been there?”
“About three months now. Now why is that so important and what aren’t you telling me?”
“Do me a favor and go find Col. Fujiyama. Tell him I need her dug up and taken to the morgue ASAP.”
“Again why is this so important?”
“Alice, please just do as I have asked. I’m trying to prevent an all-out war with the Elves here.” When she didn’t move I sighed and decided to explain. “Alice, Elizabeth Grant was not her real name. She was a runaway from High Winds just like Raygel in there. Only she’s not a royal. Look have Marry pull up a picture of her.” I wait a few seconds. “Ok, have you got it?” she nods her head. “What do you see?”
“So she’s an Elf, what’s so special about that?”
“Alice, she’s a Sylvan or High Elf. They’re the rarest of Elves; all of the Elven Royalty have a sworn duty to protect them. Normally you’ll never see a Sylvan outside of one of the Holy Temples, or places. For her to be here means she had ran from one of those. Don’t you see; the Elves could turn this into a Holy War against the human race if this got out?”
“Oh Shit! I’ll get the Col. and take care of everything else. You keep Ravenswood under control.” With a quick kiss she takes off running to find Col. Fujiyama. With Alice taking care of Elizabeth, I head back into the room with Ravenswood and Taylor. “Gentlemen, if you would come with me, please?”
“Excuse me, Lady Maiha, didn’t you just tell us not to leave this room?” Raygel asked.
“Hey, you said for us to stay here.” Taylor put in. “No offence ma’am, but I don’t want to get in trouble the first time I get made an NCO.”
I almost laugh at Taylor. Here he is, newly cleared of all charges, and made Corporal, worried about losing his rank. “None taken, Corporal Taylor. What I need from you and Captain Ravenswood is help in the interrogation of Kinsley. I believe he knows more than he is letting on.”
“I already said I’d do whatever it takes, ma’am. All I need to know is, where, when, what, and how. After that just stand back and let me handle it.” Was Taylor’s very blunt reply. Oh, yes this man is wasted as a junior NCO. He’s the type of man that can motivate the troops to walk into the very Gates of Hell. He may be rude, crude, and socially unacceptable, but he gets the job done.
“Lead the way, my Lady Maiha. I’ll gladly wring the information from his neck.” Commented Raygel.
“Very well, gentlemen. Right this way.” I step back out into the hallway and led them to Kinsley’s room. Once there I stop before heading inside. I need to let Ravenswood know what’s going concerning Elizabeth. “Captain, before we go in I would like for you to know I have ordered that Elizabeth Grant is to be exhumed. Her body will be held over at the Temple morgue until she can be prepared for the correct funeral rights. I hope I have not over stepped my grounds?”
Ravenswood looks at me for a moment, and then bows very deeply from the waist. In his native language “May the blessings of the Moon Goddess and all her Daughters fall upon you Daughter of Death. From this day forward Clan Ravenswood shall forever be in your debt.” Straightening up he gives me a smile. Switching back to Standard, “Lady Maiha, you are truly one in a million. Thank you, I tried to explain the funeral rights for a Sylvan, but Rockwood just over ruled me. Saying suicides don’t deserve a funeral. He wouldn’t listen when I tried to explain that Elves, especially Sylvan Elves, don’t commit suicide. But he had that note and refused to let anyone, but Kinsley investigate.”
“I believe that was done to cover-up the fact she was murdered, and that it was Kinsley who really killed her.” I watch as all the color drains from his face, only to be replaced by rage. “Captain, I need you to keep control over your anger. The same goes for you as well, Taylor.” I said that more for myself than theirs. I was not too worried about my own anger, but these two men was another story. The fact that both of them were walking around free right now had more than a few of the guards on edge. Not that I blame them. Standing with me were two of the biggest and deadliest men in the House troops. Taylor’s sheer size now that he was standing up was enough to make most men think twice. Ravenswood was just as intimidating. No one in their right minds wanted to tangle with a Dark Elf, their combat prowess was well known. “Now, gentlemen we have to get Kinsley to tell us what he knows about Rockwood’s involvement with the rebels. If he should tell us about his criminal activities so much the better. Shall we?” When they nod their heads I open the door and lead them in.
As we step inside I find the two Death Dealers from earlier. The older of the two turns to me. “Lady Maiha, those two are under arrest for complicity in an open revolt against His Majesty the Emperor. The very rebellion you were ordered to put down. Why aren’t they in restraints?”
“Oh, I’m sorry, but I thought that I was the one in charge here. Was I mistaken, Officer?” I let my voice go cold as the arctic winds that blow across Hades northern pole. I think it’s time they remember who they’re dealing with. “You know, I think Lady Allison had the right idea.” Both men turned white as sheets and fled from the room. “Mr. Taylor be so kind as to close the door. Captain Ravenswood please turn off the recorder?”
Once they had done as I had asked, I turned to look at Kinsley. “Now sir, you and I are going to have little chat. You see you have knowledge of the rebellion that I need. Personally I don’t care one way or another how I get it, but I will get it. Do you understand?”
“Go screw yourself, bitch. You’ll be spreading your legs for me or one of the true Heads of House before long. So you can just forget it. You don’t scare me and neither do the two freaks you brought in with you.” Kinsley was as arrogant as they come.
“Prince Raygel, be so kind to break this scums hand for me starting with his fingers.” Raygel at first scowled at my use of his title, but it quickly became a smile. He reached over Kinsley’s shoulder grabbing his right hand. Then proceeded to break each of his fingers one at a time, and then the rest of his hand. Once Kinsley had stopped screaming “You see Mister Kinsley I don’t care if you live or die. All I want is what you have already heard. Give me the information.”
“I’ll tell you nothing. You arrogant cunts of House Nakatoma have stood in the way of House Light for long enough. You and that self-righteous ass that calls himself Emperor. The House of Light is the true Imperial Family. You and your so called ‘Social Duty’ bull shit. Only the strong have the right to rule. Being willing to cut down your enemies no matter who they are. The weak only live to serve the strong. Just like that neutered freak behind you. It doesn’t matter he’ll be going back to the mines where he belongs just as soon as I tell those nice Imperial Death Dealers what he is. And as for this pointy eared shithead behind me, well I’m sure they’ll be more than happy to pack his ass off to High Winds to avoid a war with Fairies. Oh yes, I know how to get around your little laws and regulations.” When he started to laugh I just let him. Taylor was really pissed at this point and so was Ravenswood. 
I guess it’s time to bust his little bulb. “I hate to tell you this, no I don’t. They aren’t the ones in charge. Oh, far from it, really. You see, you are right now dealing with the First High Lady of the Death Dealers. The final stop on the chain of command of all of the Death Gates system. So ratting them out to the Death Dealers won’t help you out at all; besides both men have a legal standing as contract employees of House Nakatoma. Oh and Corporal Taylor is a member of the Temple, and therefore a full citizen of planet Hades. You on the other hand are a spy in the employ of a known rebel House and therefore not subject to the rules of war or civilian law. In short you’re a man without a home. Corporal be so kind as to break his left foot and don’t miss one bone.”
I wait for Taylor to pull off his boots. Meanwhile he is still running his mouth. “You have no right to do this. I am a citizen of House Light and planet Doreen V. I am…..AAAHHH!” he never got to finish as Taylor begins to break each one of his toes and the bones in his foot. I look over at Taylor, what I see in his eyes tells me that I made the right choice in pardoning him. All the pain and misery that has been part of his life is represented by the man in front of me. The entire time Kinsley is screaming Taylor never stops. When he finishes Kinsley is a quivering mass of misery. 
“Are you ready to talk yet, Kinsley?” when he nods his head I continue. “Who is your handler?”
“First Officer Wise of House Light’s Light Infantry. We meet in town at the police station. My brother-in-law is the police chief. Other than that I know nothing.” The man was trying his best not to piss his pants.
“What is Rockwood’s involvement in all of this?” When he doesn’t answer. “Captain Ravenswood, break his left hand, please?”
Before Raygel can start he yells. “Wait! Just wait a minute here.” I nod my head for Raygel to back off. “Jesus, I’ll talk already. Rockwood’s job is to keep control of the House troops and a lid on any intel that comes in. making sure only the info we want you to have is all that you get.” When he stops I look up at Raygel who doesn’t wait this time, he just starts breaking the man’s hand. As he screams in pain I gesture for Taylor to get ready on his other foot. “He also was to help me with any illegal scam I come up with discrediting House Nakatoma!” he screamed. By this time Raygel was done with his hand.
“How many women were raped at his command?” I ask in the coldest voice I have ever used; even Taylor and Raygel flinched at hearing this. As for Kinsley he lost control over his bodily functions, pissing and shitting himself. “Tell me what I want to know, you fuck!”
“N…nine women on his orders.” I could tell there was more to this, than just the women.
“How many men?” When he hesitated. I yelled “How many?!!”
“Seven men, three little girls and two boys. That’s all I swear.” He was damn near having a heart attack.
It takes every ounce of control I have to keep form killing the man then and there. “Who, no when did you approach Rockwood?” when he didn’t answer me Taylor broke the small toe of his right foot. “When?!”
“Six years ago. I swear it was six years ago. Back when High Chancellor Warren was appointed. That was when the Head of House Light ordered me to start corrupting as many as possible of House Nakatoma’s Military. I was to report to Captain Rockwood and do whatever he told me.”
“Why, Rockwood?” I screamed.
“His real name is David Robert Daniels.”
“What were you supposed get out of the deal?” I demanded.
“Twenty hectares of land, fifteen thousand gold credits, and pick of the women inside of the Nakatoma compound.”
“Why did you try to cover-up the murder of Elizabeth Grant?”
“It’s not murder to kill vermin.”
I don’t get a chance to stop Raygel. “You sack of shit!” he screams as he reaches over and breaks both of his forearms’. “I’ll show you Vermin!”
“Prince Raygel! Control yourself!” Hearing my voice Raygel stops before he loses control and kills Kinsley.
“Now, listen carefully Kinsley; the only way for you to continue living right now is to tell me who raped Grant and then ordered her death? Oh and if you call her vermin one more time or any other derogatory name, I’ll cut off your dick and shove it down your throat till you choke. Am I perfectly clear?”
“Hay, clear as a bell, just get these freaks away from me. Rockwood ordered her rape. I had my brother-in-law send a few of his peace-keepers to do the job. When she wouldn’t give up on her request for an investigation Captain Rockwood ordered her death. I was told to make it look like a suicide. I left orders for her to get the old Centurion up and running before she knocked off. When she was alone in the hanger I went in and strangled her then tied a rope around her neck then threw her off the top off the gantry to make it look like she hung herself. Captain Rockwood made me the investigating officer and I ruled it a suicide. Just like he wanted.”
“Why? What was his reason for all of this?”
“It was to keep her from going to the Embassy in Haifa or Star Port. He said something about keeping the Fa…um Elves out of this for now.”
“That explains why you had her buried like that. To disgrace her Clan and bring the Elves in on the side of House Light in some Holy war against House Nakatoma.” Raygel quickly understood the consequences of what they had done, or hoped to do. “You stupid son-of-a-bitch. Don’t you understand that if my people find out that a Sylvan was buried like that they would go to war with everyone on Hades, not just House Nakatoma?”
Kinsley looked up at him in disbelief. “He said they would only go after Nakatoma and will leave everyone else alone. He said it was some kind of honor thing with them.”
“No, that is where you and he are wrong. If it had been any other Elf then yes, but not with a Sylvan. Sylvan’s are held in the highest regard, above all others including the Royal Family. They are divine beings. You don’t just bury one in the ground; it is also why I knew she didn’t commit suicide. It goes against their very nature and all of their teachings. Sure she was a run away, but every Elf on High Winds knew where she was, including those of us outside of High Winds. It was our duty to protect her until she returned home. Don’t you understand what you’ve done?” Kinsley shock his head no. “Well you just brought down the entire Elven Military on the House of Light and all its allies. They will leave nothing but ash and dust when they’re done. It will be a war of extinction.” Looking back up at me. “Lady Maiha, we have to end this before the Council of Elders find out. They will kill or enslave everyone on Doreen V. men, women, and children alike. No one will be spared.”
“I agree, Captain Ravenswood, I agree whole heartily. There are too many innocents on Doreen V. Well gentlemen I do believe we have learned all we can out of this rat. Shall we go?” I stand up and head for the door. When, Raygel stops me with a question.
“Lady Maiha, may I ask what will become of Kinsley?” he truly wanted to tear this man apart.
“Taylor, you said that he was blackmailing Combs with the knowledge of his whereabouts?” they both look at me strangely, but Taylor nods his head yes. “Good, we’ll turn him over to the Freedoms Landing Embassy in Haifa as a replacement for Combs.” Taylor turns white as a sheet, while Raygel just looks on in confusion. “Captain Ravenswood, Combs was to be a High Priest on his home planet.”
“I don’t see how handing over this piece of shit to become a High Priest is a punishment?”
Kinsley hearing this begins to beg. “No, dear god, no. Not that, anything else, but not that. Send me to the Temple hospital to become like the old Head Captain’s sons. Please anything, but becoming a Freedom’s Landing High Priest.” The poor man was crying by this time. It seems he knows what it means to be a High Priest on Freedoms Landing.
“Sorry, but I have already passed judgment on you. Can’t go back on it now. It’ll set a bad precedent.” And with that I left the room. Ravenswood and Taylor rushed to catch up to me. As I pass the two Death Dealer interrogators. “Gentlemen, mister Kinsley is an escaped High Priest from Freedoms Landing, from what I have gathered he has been on the run for the last fifteen years, and hiding here on Hades. I do not wish to cause problems with their planetary Government. Would you be so kind as to make sure he is delivered to their Embassy?”
“At once Lady Maiha. I wish I had known of this beforehand.” The older one said.
“And why is that, sir?”
“Ma’am, I’m from Freedoms Landing. I do not hold with the practice, nor do I support it. However I will up hold their freedom of religion. If I may suggest a way to smooth over some of the tensions with them.”
“Go ahead, I am all ears.”
“It’s simple really. We hand him over already prepped for integration. I’m sure that the hospital can perform the needed modifications.”
I think about it for one point two seconds. “I’ll have the Temple medics deliver him to the surgeons. Can you tell them what must be done?”
“Sure ma’am. As a matter of fact I’ll deliver him myself.” I can see a small grin form on his face. Why do I feel this man knew what I was doing?
“Lieutenant, tell me something why are you so happy to deliver this man into hell?”
My question stops him in his tracks. He knows he’s busted. “It was a piece of scum like that in there that sent my sister to the Temple of Eternal Bless. If I’m not mistaken he is a member of House Light. They have a nasty habit of turning over women who don’t want to be their little ‘toys’. This is just my way of getting a little payback.”
“Well, in that case. Stick around because I’m going to send another sorry excuse for a human being to that ‘reward’.”
“Thank you, my Lady. I just might do that. If you have any more who rate the same treatment just let me know. I’ll act as your rep. to the Embassy.”
“As a matter of fact there just might be a few more.” The feral grin that crosses my face lets him know that I’m not playing. I watch as they step back into Kinsley room. Before the door closes we hear. “So mister Kinsley, I understand you’re a wanted man on Freedoms Landing. Didn’t you know we don’t harbor High Priests?” The closing of the door cuts off the rest of their conversation.
Ravenswood stops me before we go any further down the hallway. “Lady Maiha, can you please explain to me why you’re rewarding these men by making them become a High Priest on Freedoms Landing?”
“I think it is better I show you. We’ll use the com-set in your old holding room.” We head back to Ravenswood’s old holding cell. Once there I boot up the com-set and start a search on Freedoms Landing’s High Priests. A few minutes later a series of pictures appear. They’re in the order of what is done to them. I watch as the horror of what is about to happen to Kinsley and then Rockwood is shown to the two men with me.
Ravenswood was the first to speak. “May the Goddess have mercy. You’re sending them into a living hell. It would be better to have killed them out right. To be forced to live in total isolation, no contact with the outer world. They’ll go mad in days. Lady Maiha, you have a very fine sense of justice.”
“You told me what they did, but it does not prepare someone for the reality of what is done. I can’t imagine going through it. I would have to kill myself, before going through that.” Taylor said from where he was watching the screen.
“Truly, that is the most horrible thing I have ever seen. How can they get away with that?” Raygel wants to know.
“It was origenially a form of punishment for criminals, but when the Free Peoples Rights movement pushed for it to be banned they made it a Religious Order. That was the birth of the Temple of Eternal Bless. Ever since then they look for certain people who they figure will become problems in the future. One of the problems with this is the fact that most of their so called High Priests go insane and sooner or later dies from suicide by over load. What they do is push the systems they’re connected to, to over-load their brains. This in turn destroys the brain killing them. Only problem is it takes ten to fifteen years to do that.”
As they listen to me as I describe the futures for Kinsley and Rockwood; they become sickened at how they will sooner or later die. With no relief from the constant sensory deprivation. For them there will be no time, or space, just emptiness. Of all the punishments that I could hand out, this one while the most humane in appearance was the most ghastly. For some reason I could not bring myself to feel sorry for the fate that awaited Kinsley and Rockwood. This was what they had held over the head of one young man and possibly others. It was time for their comeuppance. 
“Gentlemen, now that you have seen what their fate is I have to ask, do you find my actions excessive?”
The two share a look that I can’t read. Finally Raygel answers my question. “To most, Lady Maiha, yes they would be extreme, even barbaric. Unfortunately they would be wrong. Here on Hades the only way to fight this corruption is with brute force and questionable tactics.” Looking down at his hands “My own ancestors fought such a war with the Human race centuries ago. They did not use the same tactics and lost. They went underground for eons, when the chance to leave the Home Planet came, we took it. If you remember the Elves were the first to colonize a new planet. We built up our armies and navies to become the strongest force in the known universe. You are now faced with the same choices that my ancestors were. This is not a war of politics’, but survival. The survival of not just House Nakatoma, but I feel the Empire.”
At his comment I realize that it was time for a quick lesson in Imperial politics. “Captain, you just summed up this whole fracking mess. As we speak the Emperor has dispatched Hunter Teams throughout the Empire with orders to arrest the direct members of all the Houses here on Hades that are in open revolt. The problem is that if these High Family’s succeed here then all those arrests will be worthless. You see gentlemen House Nakatoma is the protector of a lot more than just the Imperial War complex here on Hades. That is not our main reason for holding this planet, and only this planet. Far from it, you see there are two families that have direct line ascension to the Imperial Throne. One you know of is the Emperor’s family; the other is the Nakatoma family. However we will only assume the throne if the current family is wiped out. Our main goal is to protect and teach the Emperors heir. Who is at this very moment acting as one of Lady Dai Etsu’s hand maids. If Houses Light, Moore, and Daniels win they can force the princess to marry one of their Heads of House. So you see this war can be the end of the corruption across the Empire or just the beginning of an all-out pan-galactic war of oppression lead by those House’s. To top it all off they’ll have a legitimate claim to the throne.”
“Holy Sweet Mother of God! You mean to tell me that all of this is to force the Emperor to give up his crown?” ask Taylor. “What the hell is their problem?! Don’t they understand that he has done nothing, but try to improve the lives of the people? How can they be so selfish?”
“Peace, my friend, peace. I have lived among you humans for the past seven years. In that time I have traveled a great deal. I have worked and lived alongside you. What I have found during that time is that the human race is capable of great good and compassion.” Raygel was doing his best to calm his friend down. “This is contrary to what I was taught. Yes, some of the High Families believe that those who are entrusted to their care are nothing more than slaves. Not all of them are like that, thank the Goddess, it is only a small handful of the twenty-five Great Houses that feel that way. In fact the seven worst offenders are the very ones we now fight.” Looking up at me. “Lady Maiha, in her search for justice has brought them into the light. Now it’s our turn to stand and deliver. We must my friend become the sword she shall wield in this war. There can be no quarter asked or given.”
I don’t say a word as these young men fight to come to terms with their new place in the great schema of things. For one it is a return to his rightful place as a member of the Royal Class. The other to become one of humanity’s greatest heroes. Where before I was questioning my actions in this war, I now know that I have but one course. The people that I fight must be stopped at all costs. Even if that cost is my eternal soul. 
Then the both of them do something I was not prepared for. As one they stand up and bow to me. As if they were a pair of Samurai straight out of ancient Japan. As if by some unseen or heard agreement Taylor let Ravenswood do the talking for them. “We are at your service, Lady Nakatoma. Both here and in the Great Beyond. Our blood is your blood, our shields are your shields, and our honor is your honor. This we swear to the Head of House Nakatoma.”
Oh Shit! He just did not do that. I have to correct this before it goes any further. “Your Highness, you and I both know you cannot give that oath. Taylor, do you understand what’s going on here? Please Prince Raygel; don’t put me in this position.”
Taylor is the first one to speak. “Lady Nakatoma, I understand that I have just sworn to do all in my power to protect you and your family till the day I die and beyond. I have no problem with this. What about you Raygel?”
“I know exactly what I am doing, Taylor. The problem is so does our lovely Head of House. Oh yes my Lady, I know what my oath means.” Ravenswood says with a very satisfied look on his face.
Of all the no good, underhanded, sneaky, and lousy tactics to pull. If I wasn’t already engaged I’d have to ask for his hand in marriage. I can’t believe he just gave his ‘life oath’ to me. The Elves never give that to anyone not an Elf. I can’t believe he did this to me. This is just great now I have to keep him here whether I like it or not. Shit! At least he’s cute looking. About a nine to nine and a half on the C.F.M. scale. Oh hell I don’t believe I just thought that!
(GIGGLE) You sure did sweetie. (GIGGLE) (Dee De)
“Oh! Shut up you! I’m already engaged.”
Oh poor you! Don’t know if you’re left handed, right handed, or both. (Dee De)
“That’s not it. Damn it Dee De I’m trying to be faithful to Alice here.”
Honey child, what did you used to say ‘I can look at the menu, I just can’t order.’ (Dee De)
“You know your mother is going to be pissed about this right?” I ask of Ravenswood.
“I do not doubt that, my Lady.”
“And just what am I supposed to tell her when she asks me why we have not married? Did you think about that? Did you think I might not want to marry a man? Or the fact that I already have a fiancée?”
The smile that crosses his face is one I did not want to see. This man was plotting something. “There will be no need for any of that I assure you, my Lady Maiha.”
“Oh really! And how is that? Did you or did you not just give me your life oath?”
“Neither, I gave my oath to the Head of House Nakatoma. You may be the current Head of House, but in who will be the Head of House in fifty to two hundred years from now? Remember Lady Maiha, my race is extremely long lived. Why my own mother was just a babe at two hundred when she ascended to the throne ninety years ago.”
To say I was shocked at this revelation is an understatement. “How long do your people live to be?”
“That is hard to say. Some of our elders are over five hundred and still going. If we live past our first hundred or so years most of us live to be quite old.” The more Ravenswood tells me the more I want to know, but right now I just don’t have the time.
“Captain Ravenswood, I would love to sit down with you sometime and learn more about your people. However right now I just don’t have time. I still have to deal with Rockwood and the rest of the rats in his little plot to help bring down House Nakatoma.” I tell him.
Taylor looks down at me with a smile on his face. “Lady Maiha, if you’ll allow both myself and the Captain here to handle the ones we know were forced to participate I believe we can speed things up.”
“Which ones are you talking about?”
“There are a total of nine others that were being blackmail or coerced. Between Me and the Captain we know who they are and why they were forced to help.”
“I only have one condition on you two handling this.”
Before I can finish Taylor lays out the conditions for me. “Trust me ma’am there are no rapists, murderers, or such among them. The worst offence is smuggling alcohol to dry planets. That belongs to Karl Müller. He has a twenty year sentence waiting for him in the Casper System. You know those Methody flocks. All prim and proper on the outside, but just as loose behind closed doors.” As he says this last bit he puts on this pose of an elderly statesman and mimes straightening out his neck tie.
I can’t help it I start to giggle then laugh out loud. The sight of this giant of a man putting on airs is just too ridiculous to not be funny. Once I have myself under control again I give his proposal some thought. “Very well, gentlemen, I accept your offer. If anyone gives you any grief let me know. As for those who you will be dealing with offer them the following choices. First they can leave House Nakatoma and never return to Hades, second they can sign a new contract with us to serve in our House military, or third they can leave our House military and join the Temple as monks or nuns. That’s their choices, do you understand, gentlemen? There will be no deviation from this.”
They both bow to me saying “It shall be done as you say, my Lady.”
“Right now though, gentlemen. I need your assistance in dealing with one David Rockwood. As much as I am loath to admit this, I doubt he’ll talk to me or anyone for that matter.” The looks the two of them give me tells I might be wrong. “Ok, you two. What is it?”
Ravenswood answers for them. “Ma’am, I believe he’ll spill his guts without one hand ever being laid on him.”
“It’s simple, ma’am. Just tell him that he is being sent to Freedoms Landing to be one of their High Preists. The son-of-bitch used that threat against Combs on regular bases. Trust me he knows what that is.” Ravenswood tells me. “At the time I didn’t understand, but Combs would turn white and all must lose his lunch every time he said that.”
“I wasn’t going to tell him that till I was through with him. I figure if he hears his sentence as we leave it’ll have a much more effect.”
“No ma’am. That man is from Freedoms Landing originally. He knows all about their civil works system and the High Priests. Trust me; he’ll sell out his own mother to avoid what you just showed us. The man is a gutless pig and deserves far worse.” Taylor tells me. “Believe me, my Lady, when I say that he has no honor and is nothing more than a bully that needs to be put down for good.”
The smile that I show these two young men, is one that could light the Great White Way. Their solution to getting Rockwood to talk was perfect and I would not lose another piece of my soul by torturing that scum. Oh I have no problems with what I have already done, far from it really. It just doesn’t sit right with me at times. I’m supposed to be fighting for the freedom of the people by removing a corrupt and useless government. Not replacing it with one that might be just as ruthless in their eyes. “Thank you, gentlemen, oh thank you.” In my excitement I jump up and give them both a hug. At their startled looks I just have to laugh. 
“No offence, ma’am, but has your cheese fallen off its cracker?” leave it to the country gentleman that is Taylor to put thing into perspective. Even Ravenswood is laughing now.
“No, Corporal Taylor, I haven’t lost my cheese. I’m just very happy right now, and I have you two fine gentlemen to thank for it. Your idea of using the very threat they had used to bully or coerce so many others against them is priceless. I wish I had known this earlier. Oh well it’s water under the bridge.”
“Is ya’ sure, ma’am? I knows I ain’ts one of the most educated of men, but why did ya’ hugs me likes dat?” I could see that my hug had really upset Taylor. For most of the time I have been around him he has controlled his accent remarkably well. The big man was really worried about my state of mind. 
“Trust me, my big friend, I am quite alright. I have not lost my mind. As a matter of fact you have helped me to put things into perspective.” I give the big man another hug to show him I’m not upset. “Come on, let’s go tell our ‘dear friend’ David Rockwood he gets to be a High Priest on his home planet.”
“Ok, ma’am. I’s realies’ gona’s ta’ enjoys dis. That no good piece of slag mire, needs ta’ be puts in his place. He’s been terrorizing the people in our unit for the better part of three years now. I really want to see his face when he finds out about his new job.” The more he talked the more he calmed down. Towards the end he was able to get control over his accent again.
“Taylor, can I ask you a question, and you not get too mad at me?”
“Yes ma’am”
“Well, I notice that when you’re upset or mad, anything like that, you have a very unusual accent. What I would like to know is who taught you how to hide it?”
“Oh, well…um…I don’t know if I should be telling on him, but since you are the Head of House you deserve to know. It was Morehouse who taught me how to speak correctly. He may be the youngest and smallest of all of us, but he is the smartest. He even has a full college education.”
“He’s right, my Lady. Morehouse is the most educated of us. From what I could get out of him, he had graduated from primary school when he was only twelve. He’s some kind of genetically enhanced super genius.” Ravenswood was telling me. “I won’t let his size fool you though, that kid knows more kinds of martial arts than you can shake a stick at. Hell he could give anyone of these Death Dealers a run for their money, except for maybe you and your family. You are a bunch of scary ass mothers.”
“Ok. I think I’ll talk with him once we’re done with Rockwood. Shall we be going, gentlemen?” I head off for Rockwood’s holding cell. This is going to be my last interrogation for the day. I don’t think I can deal with another one after this. Much more and I doubt I’ll be able to keep control of my temper.
By the time we got there I was once again border line in control of my temper. If I went in there right now in this frame of mind I just might kill this man before I can get any useful information out of him. Thankfully both Taylor and Ravenswood could see how upset I was.
“Lady Maiha, let us handle this, you just stand over by the wall.” Ravenswood whispered to me. I just nod my head and open the door. I move to the wall farthest away from Rockwood. Here is the man who has been the cause of so much grief within the walls of my family’s home. Right there, no more than five feet away from me. Just sitting there with this smug look on his face. As if he didn’t have a care in the world and there was nothing I could do to him.
“So you finally decided to come to your senses, you little whore, and want to negotiate a peace treaty?” was Rockwood’s opening remarks. What he says next is priceless. “I see that my dogs have finally got around to bringing you to heel. Taylor get these cuffs off of me before I send your sorry ass back to Doreen where you belong.” When Taylor doesn’t move to carry out his command he starts to get loud. “I told you to get these cuffs off of me, you neutered freak!”
Instead of following Rockwood’s order he just sits down on the other side of the table from him. “I don’t think so, you sick piece of shit. In fact I’m here on behalf of Lady Maiha. So is Captain Ravenswood. Yes she knows all about us, and no, none of it matters. Oh, and by the way we know all about your involvement in the rebellion, Mr. David Daniels.” I watch as his face turns white from blood loss and fright. He’s about to become even more frightened. “So all we really need from you is nothing. Captain Ravenswood, would you like the honor of telling him his fate?”
Ravenswood just smiles “Corporal, you have no idea how much I’d love that honor.” Looking over at Rockwood with a smile that would make a Yar’taingen fire lizard run. “I hope you enjoy your time as the next High Priest of the Temple of Eternal Bless, Daniels. I’m sure you’ll enjoy your trip home. Lady Maiha, Corporal Taylor, shall we go? I believe our work here is done.”
As they standup to leave Daniels/Rockwood breaks down and starts begging. “You can’t do that to me! I’m a member of the Daniels High Family. I have rights; I’m protected by birth from that. Look I can negotiate a peace treaty that allows you to keep your freedom. Wait, damn it, wait!” We all turn to look at him. “I’ll tell you everything, so long as you don’t do that to me. I know what their final goals are, what planets they plan to hit next, how many troops under their control, where their getting their supplies, I know absolutely everything.”
I only ask one question. “How do you know?”
“I want a deal first.”
“Not until you tell me how you know so much.”
“I was one of the people to come up with our contingency plan of open rebellion if the political method fell through.”
When I hear that I have one of the engineers of this war in front of me I almost lose control and kill him then and there. If it had not been for Ravenswood grabbing the man by the neck and squeezing “You have two seconds to start talking or you’re a dead man.”
“I want a deal first.” Rockwood squeaks out.
“Talk! If I like what I hear you’ll get a deal.” Rockwood nods his head. “Captain, let him go.” Ravenswood lets go and back away. I wait for Rockwood to get his breath back. “Now start talking.”
And boy does he. Rockwood/Daniels tells me everything.
 



Chapter 6
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. The fool laid it all out for me. How starting thirty years ago certain High Families felt a need to change what Family should rule. First they had to discredit the loyal Families. They did this mostly through simple acts like taking over the industry on the different Home planets of the lesser Houses, and then they would seize control of the local government through turning their economy to shit. Once they had control of that planet they would then return economic balance to the region. It had worked in just about every system they had tried it in, only on Hades did they run into a problem. Here most of the economic base was in the military complex that was owned solely by House Nakatoma. If not for Dai Etsu’s ability to keep the manufacture of military goods and supplies off the open market they would have succeeded here as well.
My unexpected arrival had forced them to change their plans. From those of political gain through commerce to open warfare. The reason for this is, as the Head of House, I could legally challenge the High Families reps to a one on one battle to settle the matter. So to avoid this and the possible consequences they decided on war. All to be headed by Lincoln Light. They figured that once they have conquered House Nakatoma then with the manufacturing abilities they could just march across the Galaxy destroying which ever House that dared to stand in their way. Rockwood even went so far as to give me their next target planet now that open rebellion had begun.
The planet of High Winds. When I asked if he had lost his mind he merely stated ‘It’ll be like squashing a bug or some other vermin. After all that is what they are; vermin.’ It took both me and Taylor to hold Ravenswood back from killing him for that comment. About the time he was done he dropped one more little bomb shell. “I know that I have told you a great deal, but it was worth it to see the look of disbelief on your face. It won’t matter anyway because this time tomorrow night you and your family will either be dead or in chains waiting to be sold off to the highest bidder.”
“Why do you say that, even if all three Houses strike at the same time I still outnumber them.”
“No, you don’t Nakatoma. And it won’t be just the three, but all seven of the rightful Houses that come at you. Yes, you heard me correctly. Your whore of a Great Aunt saw to that with her little stunt this afternoon. So you see you won’t be facing three Regimental Combat Teams, but all seven at one time plus the AI tanks we stole. I look forward to seeing you in chains the next time we talk. Why I might just bid on you, myself. Who knows you just might make a half way decent sex toy.” When he starts to laugh I stop him cold with two words.
“Death Dealers.”
“What does that have to do with anything? They’re all over protecting the space ports.”
“Nope, not even close. By now all four of the divisions I had requested earlier to be sent here have arrived. Then there are the eight free mercenary units who came of their own free will. So let me sum it all up for you. Right now with in the compound wall there is a total of twelve RCTs’ plus we own the skies. Your fellow rebels are still walking into a trap that will leave every last one of them dead or dying on the battle field tomorrow. So in closing I hope you enjoy your new life as a Freedoms Landing High Priest.”
“What?! No! We had a deal! I tell you everything I know and you take that off the table!” the poor man was shitting his pants by this time. “Where’s your so called honor?!”
“Oh, I still have my honor. As for our ‘deal’ I never said that I won’t sentence you to being a High Priest. What I said was and I quote ‘Talk! If I like what I hear you’ll get a deal.’ End quote. I never once said anything about what the deal was only the conditions. And you know what, I didn’t like what I heard one bit, not one stinking bit. So I guess you don’t get a deal. Have a nice day.” I give him a finger wave and head out the door. Taylor and Ravenswood are right behind me. Once the door is closed they both break out laughing.
“My Lady Maiha, that was priceless. In all my years at my mother’s court, I have never heard of someone wishing a condemned man a nice day.” Ravenswood was trying his best to gain control of his laughter. “Thank you so much for allowing me to be part of his interrogation.”
“Same goes for me, my Lady Maiha, the same. That piece of slag mayor in there will finally get what’s coming to him” at Taylor’s use of slag mayor I become curious. It’s a term I have never heard before and it piques my interest. 
“Excuse me, Corporal Taylor, but what does that phrase ‘slag mayor’ mean?”
“Oh sorry, about that ma’am. I know I shouldn’t use foul language around a lady.” The big man was actually blushing. It was rather cute if you asked me. Damn that behavioral program. I did it again. Oh well no help for it, I’ll just have to get used to it. 
“That’s quite all right, Corporal. I just want to know what it means. Now, please will you explain that phrase?” I gave the big man my best ‘little girl’ pout. When the two of them see this they both break out laughing. 
Taylor just shakes his head “Very well, ma’am, I’ll tell you, but you have to promise me you won’t tell your mama.” 
When I heard this I decide to have a little fun with the big man, so I started to clap my hands in front of me like a little girl and bounce up and down on the balls of my feet. All the time saying in my best little girls voice. “Oh Goodie! It’s a secret and a naughty one too!” my little act just made them laugh all the more. I know it was in bad taste at the moment, but what the hell I needed a laugh and so did they.
“Ok, my Lady, ok. Please don’t bounce around like that. It just ain’t right.” When I stop I have to smile up at this truly gentle giant. Here was a young man who had been forced to make some very hard decisions in his young life, and he could still laugh and find the joy in this cruel world. “That phrase comes from my home planet ma’am. It is what they call the worthless ore that comes out of the mines. It’s what’s left over after the raw ore is sorted and processed. Most of it is so worthless that the only thing it’s good for is land fill. When we call a person slag mayor what we’re really saying is they need to be put down and buried.”
“I take it that you don’t use that comment in front of polite company?”
“Ma’am, if my mama heard me using that around a woman, or someone of the feminine appearance, she’d tan my hide with a horse whip.” By this time he had turned a bright red from embarrassment.
“Corporal, trust me, I have used far worse language than that, and had it used towards me. Another thing if you don’t think my mama hasn’t used worse language; just go ask to hear a tape of her inside of her APS on a training run or in combat. That woman could peel paint at fifty yards with some of her language. Believe you me, there isn’t a ‘Lady’ out there, that doesn’t have a foul mouth when they have too. And I’m no exception.”
“It still ain’t right, ma’am. I may be from a backwoods area of Doreen V, but my mama still tried to teach me proper manners.” I could tell the big man missed his family. I wonder how long it’s been since he last saw them.
“Taylor, when was the last time you were home?”
“A little more than five years now, my Lady.”
“Have you heard from your family at all during that time?”
“Lady Maiha, if I contact them, they’ll be arrested for harboring a fugitive. I can’t even write them as all mail going to the outlands is monitored. When I ran-away I knew there was no going back for me. So I just cut all ties, and prayed that someday House Moore would be taken down for the way they treat the people.” From the sound of his voice I could tell that not being able to even talk with his family really hurt him.
Looking up at him I smile and place my hand on his massive chest. “I promise you here and now, House Moore is going down and you’ll be able to go home and visit your family as a freeman. After all of this is said and done there will be nothing left of House Moore and Doreen V will be a free system.”
As he looks down at me I see something I thought I would never see in the eyes of a soldier. Love and hope. The two things all soldiers want, and here he is showing them to me. “Lady Maiha, I don’t know about the rest of the House troops, but for me, all I can say is, I’ll walk through the very fires of Hell and come out the other side for you. I can see in your eyes that nothing short of death will stop you from putting things right.”
As I look up at this big man, I realize that more than just putting down this rebellion must be done. If I truly wish to change the world and the galaxy to, I must destroy the current system of government. I must remove from power the seven Houses that have caused the most harm to their people. Starting with House Moore and the others. 
Looking over at Ravenswood “Prince Raygel Ravenswood, I have a favor to ask.”
At the sound of my very formal request Ravenswood stood straighter and then bowed. Switching to High Court Elfish “What may the Clan Ravenswood do for the House of Nakatoma, which they cannot do themselves?”
Seeing as how he has made his request in his native tongue, thereby making this a matter of honor I reply in the same manner. “I Nakatoma Maiha Mana, Head of House Nakatoma, First High Lady of the Death Dealers, and Protector of the Nakatoma Family request the assistance of the High Winds Royal Military in freeing the people of Doreen V from an illegal regime. One that has for untold years sought to oppress its people to the point that they are little more than slaves.”
With a very formal bow and a small smile upon his lips. “Lady Maiha, I can have at least fifteen heavy divisions on planet Doreen V within three days hence, without asking for the Elder’s permission, of the finest Elven warriors to ever grace the battle field. Do you believe that to be enough?” never once did he change to Standard. Something was up and I needed to know what. Thankfully he supplied the answer. “I owe a ‘life debt’ to Laurence Taylor, if I can repay it by freeing his home, then may the very Gods themselves quake in fear. My own personal division shall rain down on House Moore. For far too long they have been a thorn in the side of the Empire. It is time to remove it.”
“Use my personal code to get through to your units Prince Raygel. Bring down the House of Moore and those who would profit by their excesses.” I know with that simple command I just sentenced an enter High Family, every man, woman, and child to death; but for far too long this Family has profited off the hardship of its people. Most especially its young men. Bowden’s Syndrome can be cured though the use of antibiotics and a different diet. There is no need for castration. I was willing to bet that they knew this and was using it as an excuse to produce feminine slaves. I dare not tell this to Taylor, but I can give him the credit for saving future generations.
When he switches back to Standard I know he has done it for the benefit of his friend. “Lady Maiha, I’ll make sure it gets done. One way or the other there shall be fifteen Divisions on Doreen V in the name of my brother. I hope to see you and the Lady Allison at dinner tonight.” At my quizzical look he explains. “We must celebrate the passing of Ni’ola Ne’ Great Oak. As well as the coming freedom of Doreen V.” with a quick bow he heads off to make the call that will bring down one of the seven Houses in open rebellion.
Taylor looks down at me from his great height and asks. “Lady Maiha, who is Ni’ola Ne’ Great Oak and what did he mean about the coming freedom of Doreen V?” I know he is confused by how thick his accent is starting to get and the fact he’s slipping back into his deprecating ways. “I’s might’s not bes’ the most intelligent of peoples, buts’ evens I’sa knows’ ya’s needs nine ta’s ten division’s to takes a Home Planets’.”
“Your friend there has gone to call down what would be his personal command on Doreen V. It seems he owes you a life debt. Care to explain that?” I ask of him with a smile. “There seems to be a story there that I would love to hear.”
As he scratches the back of his head a little lopsided smile plays at the corner of his mouth. “Will, it’s like this, my Lady. Me, Ravenswood, Combs, and Morehouse were all downtown at a local bar when this fight broke out. Anyway for once the four of us took one look at this and headed for the door. There was this one joker though that tried to knife Ravenswood in the back. Well I couldn’t let that happen he’s my friend, so I step between them and took the knife in the gut. I broke the bastards arm for that, but I got him and the rest out of there in one piece. They didn’t find out I was even hurt until we got back to the compound. Well I wound up in the Temple hospital for a few days. When I got out Ravenswood tells me that Combs told him what I did and he owes me a life debt. Whatever that is, I never really thought about it. I just did what anyone else would have.”
“And that’s why, my big friend, you’ll make one of the finest NCO’s there ever will be. To you, you were just doing what was right to protect a fellow soldier. To him and your friends you are a hero. That is why Ravenswood called it a life debt. He feels that you saved his life. To the Elves if someone saves your life you owe them your life. That is a life debt, my young Corporal. However the one owed to you is more than a little special. Yours is owed by a member of the Royal Family, to be accurate, the War Prince for the Elves of High Winds.”
“Ok, I think I understand. But that still doesn’t explain how he can get that many heavy divisions to attack House Moore and Doreen V.” I could see that he was having problems with the concept. Hell I would too if wasn’t for the seventy plus years of experience hidden behind my youthful looks.
“Taylor, believe me when I say that he can not only put fifteen heavy divisions on Doreen V but a whole lot more if needs be. That man has more military fire power at his beck and call than most planetary governors.”
“If you say so, ma’am. I’m just happy being a grunt. You always know where you stand in the trenches, there you take care of your buddies and they take care of you. If you’re warm, dry, fed, and got something to smoke by the end of the day then you’re doing just fine.”
As I stand there listening to him I can’t help, but to admire his simple point of view on the world. It took me back to a time when Galactic Politics and High Family B.S. were outside of my own world view. This young man reminded me of an old Drill Sergeant I had. How I wished I could go back to that time, and be a simple grunt again. However I know that is not to be. I am now the Head of House, First High Lady to the Death Dealers, and the Commander and Chief of the only military force that stands in the way of an all-out galactic war of oppression by rebel Houses. Goddess how in the name of the nine Hells did I get mixed up in this?!
“Come on, Corporal, we still have work to do.”
“What’s next, my Lady?”
“For starters we need to bail out Combs and Morehouse. Then I have to get all of the commanders together, and let them know what we have learned.”
“Sounds good to me, ma’am. For such a youngster you sure know what you’re doing.” Realizing what he had just said the big man blushed. “Sorry for being so familiar there my Lady. I meant no disrespect.”
With a giggle I wave for him to follow me. “Don’t worry about it, Corporal. The fact that you would say that to me means more than all the fancy medals and decorations in the world. So tell me more about your friend Morehouse. You said he’s some kind of genetically enhanced genius?”
“Oh yes ma’am. I don’t understand it all, but it seems that before he was even conceived his mother and father had entered into one of those marriage contracts. The other family paid for him to be altered in the ways that would make him more appealing to his future husband. Like I said earlier he is the smartest of all of us, even though he is the smallest. You’ll see what I mean here in a minute.”
When we get to the room that was holding Morehouse I was surprised to see two fully armored guards. Before I can say anything. “I see you morons found out the hard way about Short Stop. How many times have I told you not to go pissing him off?”
“Piss off Taylor. What the hell? Why aren’t you in restraints?” the guard on the left asked.
“Because I pardoned him, Private. Oh and by the way, that’s Corporal Taylor. Now answer his question.” I really wanted to know why they had two guards on this door.
“Sorry, my Lady, we didn’t know. As for Corporal Taylor’s question I don’t really know, maybe twice a month.” The young Private said.
“How many of you did he send to the Temple hospital?” Taylor asked next.
“Three, Corporal.” The young man mumbled.
“You damned idiots! What you thought that just because he’s on the small side you could just go bullying him around? Gods be damned! That man knows at least a hundred different ways to kill somebody. If he wasn’t so damned pretty and petite he could have been a Death Dealer or even an Imperil Hunter! Fools!” by the time he was done Taylor was practically screaming. “Time and again I told you fool’s to leave him alone, that he could kill any of you with his bare hands. What did you think I was joking?” he just pushed them out of the way and barged into the interrogation room. “Stills get your ass out of here you no good sum-bitch before I rip your head off!”
I quickly follow him into the room. What I find damned near causes me to lose my own temper. The petite young man was stripped naked and strapped down to the top of the table spread eagle. “Who the hell ordered this treatment? Start talking Sergeant Stills or you will be on your way to the guardhouse as a prisoner.” I demanded at the top of my voice. “We do not use rape as an interrogation technique!”
“It’s not what it looks like, my Lady. Believe me this is not what it looks like.” Sergeant Stills starts talking very fast, but I interrupt him.
“Corporal Taylor, if this man tells one lie, you can tear him apart. Make sure he doesn’t leave this room while I release Morehouse.” It takes me no more than a few seconds to cut away the ropes holding him down to the table. As I help him off the table I see several fresh burn marks all over his body. With a little further examination they appear to be stun stick burns. What starts my blood boiling is the places where they are. They’re all over his inner thigh, rectum area, arm pits, and between his shoulder blades on his upper back. As I turn him over to face me I finally see the gag. “Stills, you better start talking and it better be good. Because form the looks of things right now, you’re about to join Hazes and the former Head Captains sons.” I had let my voice go cold as the artic winds again. I may use torture with to get the information I need, but I don’t do it for the fun of it ether. This was cruelty for cruelties sake.
“When we went to arrest him we found him in the showers. That little she male freak fought back and put three of my men in the hospital before we subdued it.” The sickening bigotry that flows from the mouth of this man makes me want to tear him apart limb by limb. “When we got it here I was told to put it in here and to wait for those Death Dealers or you, my Lady, to perform the interrogation.”
At that point Taylor interrupts with “Then why didn’t you, Stills?”
“Shut up, you freak of nature. Just because you’re sweet on the she-freak doesn’t mean you can say anything to me. I am still your supervisor.” When I heard this I move faster than Taylor or Stills can see. Before he knows what’s going on I have Stills by the neck with one hand.
“Listen carefully Stills, one Corporal Taylor is not a freak, two you are not the one in charge here, and three if you call Morehouse a she-male freak or any other derogatory term again I’ll let Corporal Taylor rip your head off got it? I said got it?!” when he nods his head yes I let him go. “Now tell me why you decided to use a stun stick on Morehouse?”
After coughing for a few seconds he answers me. “That’s the only way to treat these gen-aults. You have to use pain to get them to do as they’re told. Everyone from Hellos Prime knows that. To be honest I always had my suspicions about it. I should have turned Morehouse over to the Port authorities for the reward. It should be worth at least ten to fifteen grand.”
“How do you know all of this?” Taylor growls.
“I’m from Hellos. It’s not my fault he’s the way he is. Besides that person has no rights, outside of what its husband allows it to have. That’s the law. So guess what, if I want to fuck it in the ass, I can fuck it in the ass. Gen-aults are property, and nothing else. Shit, this one even has tits, and a built in chastity harness.”
The more I hear the madder I get. For my entire life I have heard of the barbaric treatment of the male brides on Hellos Prime, but I never knew it went this far. I look over at Morehouse who is doing his level best to cover himself up. Stepping back around the table so I can get a better look, I see what Stills is talking about. The cold, naked, and shivering person on the floor was more female than male. It’s only claim to being a male lay between its legs. Even that was pulled back between its legs in an unnatural fashion held in place by a pocket of very tight skin.
Bending down I lift Morehouse’s face to look at me. “How do you want to be called Morehouse?”
“Wh… wh… What do y…y…you mean?” the poor creature was scared out of its mind.
“Do you want to be called he and him or she and her?”
“I… I… I can decide?”
“Yes, honey, you get to decide, but can I make a suggestion?” when Morehouse nods his head. “You are very pretty and it might be better to go with the female pronouns.”
With a nod of her head she starts to shake violently and then burst out crying. Not just a little bit, but great soul wrenching sobs. “Taylor, do me a favor.”
“Whatever you need, Lady Maiha, just ask. I owe you my life, just ask and I’ll do it.” The big man states with pride.
“Please take this young lady over to the main house. When you get there I want you to find Lady Dai Etsu’s hand maids. Tell them they are to clean her up and get her dressed and fed. Then they are to take her to one of the spare rooms to rest. I’ll talk with her later this evening.”
“At once, my Lady.” Taylor says with a bow.
“Wait one damned minute here; I claim rights to that escaped bride. You just can’t take it from me without payment!” Stills hollers. “I know my rights to that property.”
“That! Is where you are wrong! You have no rights of ownership! You are not on Hellos Prime! You are on Hades! And here we do not practice the forced marriage of our children. Nor do we relegate them to the status of slaves. If you open your mouth one more time before she is out of here I’ll rip out your tongue.” I was screaming with rage by this time. I truly wanted to kill this man.
I watched as Taylor bent down and picked up the petite girl. I stop him before he leaves. “Morehouse, I’m sorry for the way you were treated, but there is one thing I need to know before you go. I need to know your real age.”
She looks at me for a few seconds “I’m twenty-one” when I cock my eye brow at her. “Ok, eighteen.” At my still disbelieving look “Ok already I’m seventeen; alright are you happy now. You can send me back to that hell. I’m sure Lord Steven will reward you for your trouble.”
At that name I realize just who was to be her husband, and what had happened to her family. “Hellos prime is a House Daniels holding isn’t it? You were to be his second wife correct?” Looking down she answers yes in a very small voice. “Well guess what you aren’t going back. Go on Taylor take her out of here. I have to deal with a rat before I can leave.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll make sure she gets to where you want her to be, and taken care of.” The big man walks out the door cradling the petite young girl in his arms as if she was a baby. As they are going through the door I hear her start to cry again, only this time it doesn’t sound like the soul wracking sobs of before, but a slow release of the tension of years of hiding.
Once the door is closed again, I turn on Stills. “You do know the penalty for rape, don’t you Stills?” I ask in a voice harder and colder than I have ever used. He nods his head yes and swallows. “I will give you one chance to gain lenience. To gain that you only have to answer one question. Were you the one who informed Rockwood of Morehouse’s status as a runaway male bride?”
Swallowing hard Stills gathers his courage and answers me. “No, my Lady, I was not the one to tell Rockwood about Morehouse. I wasn’t positive about Morehouse until we caught him coming out of his; I mean her shower naked like that.”
“Why were you torturing her like that?”
“I needed her to tell me, who is her owner-husband. Without that I couldn’t collect the full reward for her return.”
“How did you know she was a gen-ault?”
“The bar code on the back of her neck. All gen-ault male brides have them. It’s required by law.”
“What bar code?” by now the more I heard the more I wanted to destroy House Daniels. Arranged marriages may have become the norm across the Empire, but what Stills was describing was out and out sexual slavery in the guise of marriage through contract. 
“It’s under her hair, just below the base of her skull. I didn’t find it until we got her in here.”
“So, you weren’t going to rape her? If you lie to me you’ll wish I had killed you. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Lady Nakatoma, I understand.” Taking a very deep breath and looking me in the eyes. “I was not going to rape her, my Lady. I was using the threat of rape to get her to tell me what I wanted to know.”
Before I lose my temper Dee De pops up her bio scans of Stills. From what I see I have to accept that he is telling the truth. That doesn’t mean I have to like it. “Very, well. I’ll accept that you’re telling me the truth, but I want to know why you used the shock stick the way you had.”
“Lady Nakatoma, you have to understand that one of the things they give to all gen-ault male brides is an extremely high threshold for pain. They have to have it to survive the training before they are married off.”
“What do you mean training?”
“All male brides are sent to a special school ran by House Daniels where they can do whatever they want to them short of leaving a scar. At the school they do whatever it takes to break them for their husbands, to make them behave as meekly as possible, and do whatever they are told. The male brides from Hellos Prime are the most obedient of wives. That is why they are so often the second wife to some rich ass hole.” The man was telling me everything I need to know for tearing down House Daniels.
“Thank you for telling the truth Stills.”
“Does that mean you’ll show lenience, my Lady?”
“Yes, it does. I am a woman of my word.” I stood there for moment thinking. “You said you’re from Hellos Prime correct?” After he nodded he head yes. “Well, seeing as how you were so eager to turn over one of your fellow soldiers to become a male bride, and sexual slave. I think that you should take his place. How does that sound?”
“No! You can’t do that to me! I don’t have the gen-mods to survive. I’ll be dead within a week!” the man was pissing his pants at the thought of becoming what Morehouse had been fated for.
“Oh! You’ll have the gen-mods, why they’ll even reset the clock for you. Gene-therapy is one of the most common things now days. Oh. Sure you’ll be sick as a dog for a few days and you’ll feel like you’re walking through Hell, but it’s no more than you deserve.”
When Stills hears this he charges me screaming at the top of his lungs. Bad move on his part. With two well-placed strikes I knock him out. At five foot eleven and two hundred pounds the gen-mods will have a lot to work with. As I stand there my eyes fall on the underwear that was used to gag Morehouse while this piece of shit tortured her. I think of all the emotional abuse that young girl has gone through. All her life she was told that she was someone else’s property and had no say in what she was to become. Sure she probably had everything she could ever want, but the one thing she craved the most. The freedom to be herself.
For too long she has had her voice muted by those who only saw her as a piece of property. To have her screams of pain muted here as she was tortured by one of my House troops so he could turn her over for a reward made me sick. I barely get to the trash can before heaving up my lunch. I have done some terrible things in my life and even in the last week I have crossed a line I would never have in the past. In the last few hours I have maimed, tortured, and terrorized three men, all in the hope for a quick way to end this war and save the Empire I have spent the last seventy years serving. I heaved until I had nothing left in my stomach. I get up and wipe my mouth and leave. 
In the hallway I find a pair of Med. Techs waiting to go in. I know that I must tell them of his punishment, but what I really want to do is run away and hide. I can’t do that though, I am the Head of House and it’s my job to sentence this man. “He is to be taken back to the temple and given the Gen-modes for him to become a Hellos Prime male bride with one change. You are to make sure he has no voice what so ever. After that you’re to put him on the first drop ship to Hellos Prime in a deep sleep tank with orders not to be opened until the school signs for it. Am I clear on this?”
As one they bow saying “It shall be done, Lady Maiha.” When I return their bow and turn to walk away one of them stops me and hands me a small packet. “It’ll help ease your stomach, my Lady. Those of us who are part of the Temple have been watching you closely. We know what you do goes against your very nature. The fact that you have lasted this long shows you to be one of the finest Head of House in a very long time. Your adopted mother, The Lady Dai Etsu, could not have done this. Yes she was a great Reverend Mother, but she doesn’t have it in her to fight a war like this. Her heart sees only the good in people; this is a good thing for a Reverend Mother, but a bad thing in the Head of House. Should you have need, Lady Maiha, come to the Temple any time of the day and the Reverend Father and Mother will meet with you.” When the man finished, he turned to his partner and proceeded to do their jobs.
I suddenly feel the need for the restroom. Hurrying to the first one I see, I almost take the door off its hinges as I enter. I make it to the toilet just in time. I was wrong about there being nothing left in my stomach. That’s where Alice found me. Down on my hands and knees with my head in the toilet. “Oh my God! Maiha, are you ok baby. Come on please talk to me!” it must have been the panic in her voice that finally got through the fog that was clouding my mind.
“I’m fine baby, I’m fine. I just needed to throw up. Give me a hand please. I need to wash out my mouth.” Alice helps me stand up and walk over to the sinks. Turning on the water I take a few seeps to rinse out the foul taste before using the packet the Med. Tech. had given me in the hallway. Within a few moments my stomach was settled down and I was feeling better.
Once I have myself back under control I give Alice a hug. “Baby, I need a break, a long one on some quiet little beach where no one knows us. That ain’t going to happen though is it? I have to go back out there and deal with one more man that I know is unjustly accused. Come on let’s get this done.”
“Maiha, kitten, this one will be over quickly. Combs is right across the hall. There is no one in there with him, and he is waiting for us to come in.” the sound of her voice, so calm and peaceful, restores my resolve to see this through. As we leave the bathroom we are stopped by the two Med. Techs. I had sent into the room with Stills as they rolled him past us on a gurney. “Maiha, where are they taking Sergeant Stills? He’s a pretty good NCO. We could use him on the battle field.”
I could tell that she admired this man that he might even be a decent man in her eyes, but she has to know the truth. I may lie to protect the people of this world, hell I’ll do it with a smile on my face, but I will never lie to her, no matter how much it hurts me. “He is being sent back to his home planet of Hellos Prime to become a male bride.” At the look of shock in her eyes I tell her why. “I found that piece of scum torturing Morehouse, to find out who was her owner/husband. Just so he could claim the reward for returning her. Trust me on this, Morehouse may be male, but she is very feminine in every way possible. I figure that her cup size to be about a B plus with a thirty inch chest. She has to have been binding them for the past two years. By the way she lied about her age she’s only just now seventeen. As for Stills, honey I know I have done some terrible things; and it sickens me, but that pig was torturing that poor girl for profit. I could have killed him for what he was threating to do to her, but I didn’t. Look can we finish this later tonight when we’re alone please?”
“Sure kitten. Let’s go talk to Combs.” I let her led the way as she opens the door across the hall form the restroom. It’s only after I step away from it that I realize it’s the men’s restroom. Talk about your OMG moments. 
Stepping into the room that Combs was in, I had a very healthy blush going on. So not what I needed just then, especially in front of a full blooded Walkatonie. In all of my years in the service to the Emperor I have only met two others, and Combs was the third. There is a reason why the Temple of Eternal Bless tries to keep certain members of these people from causing trouble. And right now it’s starring me right in the face. Combs was what they call a ‘true blood’. Twenty generations of gene manipulation and select breeding had produced this young man. He was the picture perfect Aryan superman, over six feet tall blond hair and blue eyes. What an ancient dictator dreamed of creating during one of humanities darkest hours. This puts things in a whole new light.
When Taylor said he was a pure blood Walkatonie I thought he was like most of them, not a true blood. This is not what I needed. These people have a bad habit of going berserk on the battle field, hell in any kind of fight.
“Combs, I’ll come right to the point. I know what you truly are, and I really don’t need that kind of a headache. However I’m willing to give you a chance. Just like the others except for Morehouse. So are you on board or do you want me to buy you a ticket off planet?”
“Before I say yes or no what do you plan for Morehouse? What kind of deal is she getting?” he asked of me. I could tell that he really cared for her. 
“For right now I plan on discharging her from the House Military and moving her into the main house.”
“As what, your pet freak?” he growled at me. Oh yes he definitely cared for her. Time to see how much he cared.
“No, just until she is well enough to be returned to her rightful owner.”
“You can’t do that to her! They’ll destroy her! You’re no better than that pig son-of-a-bitch Rockwood! If I wasn’t still in cuffs I’d fight you for her! Release me and face me one on one!”
I stop his ranting with one word. “ENOUGH!” when he settles down so I can speak in a calmer tone. “Combs do you love her?” when he doesn’t answer me “I said do you love her, because if you do you can visit with her in her new quarters in the main house. Oh by the way I decided to make her the new Head of Intelligence and Communications for the House military.”
I wait for a few moments to let what I just said sink in and what it meant for his friend. “Wait you’re not sending her back?”
“Nope.”
“But you are moving her to the main house?”
“Yup.”
“Why”
I start to giggle and so does Alice. “She is going to need all the help she can get if she is to be our new Intel-Com. Department Head. I can’t have her trying to pass herself off as a man when she looks the way she does.”
“So you’re moving her to the main house to help her, not to be your servant?”
“Alice are all men this slow on the uptake?”
“No. Maiha, they’re not. Then again you did kind of throw the poor boy a curveball there.” She tells me in a very smart-al-lick way.
“I don’t understand, why would you do that? It would be easier for you to just send her back?” Combs, was truly confused by now. “And why did you try to get me mad like that?”
“It’s simple; I needed to know if you can control your anger and if you were in love with Morehouse. You see I know you’re a true blood Walkatonie and that you have all the markings of a berserker. That makes you two things. First extremely loyal to the ones you love, and secondly very dangerous until you find someone to love.” I tell him very bluntly. “If you could not have controlled your temper the way you just did I would have known you were not in love with someone. I took a guess that it was Morehouse. So tell me, how long have you been in love with the young lady?”
Now that he had full control over his anger “Don’t you mean young man?”
“Nope I mean young lady. I talked with Morehouse and convinced her to stop trying to hide how she looks. Now do you want the deal or not. I can just as easily buy you a ticket off planet to whatever system you want?” I know he’ll take the deal. He can’t leave Morehouse.
“I’ll take your deal. So long as I can see Dana every now and then I’ll walk through Hell for you.”
“Is that her female name, Dana?”
“Ah, yes ma’am, will that’s what I call her when we’re alone. Look, I know that relationships between team mates are against regs and she’s sort of straight. Things just kind of, well, just happen.” I could tell that he was in love with the young girl.
“Corporal Combs, what you and Lieutenant Morehouse do behind closed doors is not mine or anybody else’s business. So long as it’s consenting you can do or be whoever you want. Now, what do you know about tactical Infantry Armor?”
“You mean the Land Warrior suits? Well there are four of them over in supply that are unassigned. Not that it’ll do anybody but me and Taylor any good. We’re the only ones that can wear the danged things.” He told me the very thing I needed to know.
“Good haul ass over to supply and draw your new battle kit, Corporal.”
“Um… ma’am I don’t mean to correct to you, but I’m only a PFC not a Corporal.”
“You are what I say you are Corporal. Now move out.” I order him. 
With that he stands up salutes and walked out the door. When I see how big the man is I damned near piss myself. I had originally thought he was only around six foot, boy was I wrong. He must be close to seven foot. Dee De flashed his stats on my HUD and was floored. He was seven foot even and two hundred and twenty pounds. In short he was another monster like Taylor, if it takes men like this to operate the Land Warrior suits I need to find a way to make them smaller.
“Kitten, just what are you up to?” Alice is looking at me with some curiosity.
“Nothing.”
“Bull! What are you up to?”
“Well, it’s like this. I just can’t send Taylor, Combs, and Morehouse back to their old troop. So I’m going to use them elsewhere. Morehouse is going to replace the Intel-Coms. Officer and to make sure she stays safe and uncompromised those two giants are going to be her bodyguards. This way I kill two birds with one stone.”
“And just what is the other bird?”
“I get to make three people very, very happy and play Cupid at the same time.”
 



Chapter 7
“Wait a minute, here. Are you telling me that you’re setting the three biggest bad asses up to fall in love?” Alice said in total disbelief.
“No, just two of them. Not that I really have to. Combs and Morehouse already love each other, they’re just afraid to show it. This way they don’t have to hide and can finally be themselves. As for Taylor, well that big man looks at Morehouse like she is a little sister who is just a little smarter than him. One who needs to be protected from all the big bad men out there.” I start to giggle at that thought. Morehouse can put just about any man in the hospital by herself, and Taylor still thinks she needs to be protected. When Alice hears this she starts to giggle herself.
After a few minutes we get control of ourselves again. “Come on, kitten. It’s almost dinner time.”
“Alice, would you be upset with me if I said I don’t feel like eating?”
“Yes, now come on. Remember we have to meet with the new commanding officer for the Support troop, Captain Ravenswood.” From the look on her face I could tell she wasn’t going to let me just slip away to find some place to sulk. No matter how much I wanted to run away, and let someone else deal with all of this I can’t.
Seeing the look on my face Alice pulls me into a very much needed hug. She whispered in my ear. “You have spent the day dealing with far too much darkness. Trust me my love; I know this more than anyone. Even though you had shown mercy and light to some, you still have dealt with far too much of the darkness of man. You need to see the good you have done this day.” Wiping the tears I hadn’t realized I had shed from my face she took me by the hand and led me out of the bunker.
As we returned to the main house I could not look in the faces of the men and women who had come at my call to arms. I knew that in just a few short hours a good many of them will be dead. All because I refused to let a pack of greedy, self-righteous, arrogant, men who believed they had the right to do whatever they wanted and were above the law get away with rebellion against what they believed to be an impotent Government. 
Their offences here on Hades were enough to bring down an Imperial investigation, but with what I had learned over the past few hours it was enough for the Imperial Hunters to get involved. Anyone in their right mind didn’t want those psychos after them. Yes to the galaxy at large the Death Dealers were the Emperor’s peace keeping force, but it was the Hunters that brought down His justice and punishments on people. They were the ones who investigate, then pass judgment, and finally executed that judgment. They were literally judge, jury, and executioner.
As we approach the main house one of mama’s new hand maids meets us at the door. It is Princess Daniela and from the looks of things she was very upset over something. What that was I didn’t really care so long as I could pass it off on someone else or tell her to suck it up and deal. “What do you want Princess? Make it quick I really don’t have a whole lot of patience right now.”
In a stuttering voice. “Please, Lady Maiha, can you talk to the young girl you sent to me and the others. She won’t let us do our jobs. She has locked herself in the bathroom and has threatened to beat the living shit of anyone who dares to enter. Please, we don’t want to get into trouble for not doing our jobs, but she scares all of us.”
Oh shit! I didn’t think about Dana not wanting anyone to find out about her, or the lengths to which she would go to keep that from happening. Taking off at a dead run I get half way down the hall way when I realize I don’t know which room the new girl is in. sliding to a stop I turn around only to be knocked down by Alice who was hot on my heels. As we lay there in a tangle of arms and legs Daniela caught up to us. Seeing us lying there in such an undignified heap the princess starts to giggle. 
Looking up at her I really want to just tear her a new one, but I can’t I would be laughing too. So instead I help Alice get up and then myself. “If you’re quite through with your giggle fit princess.” Suitably chastised she nods her head yes. “Thank you, now where is my new I.C. department head?”
“Miss Morehouse is over in the guest wing, in the second room on the right, my Lady Maiha.” The entire time she was talking the girl never once lost the smile on her face. If it wasn’t for the fact that I had brought it on myself I would give her such a pinch. Instead I take the high ground and just walk away leaving her standing there. Once Alice and I were about half way down the hallway I hear her break out in uncontrolled laughter. We look at each other and speed up our pace so we can do the same out of sight. As we round the corner to the guest wing though we are brought up short by what we see and hear.
“I said get out! Go away! Why won’t you just let me kill myself?!” standing outside of the room where this is coming from are mama’s two other hand maids, look scared for their very lives. We forget about our earlier tumble as we rush forward.
“Dana, it’s me Lady Maiha! Please open the door? Let us help you! Come on honey! You don’t want to kill yourself! Please just open the door?” I start yelling to her through the door. What I hear back is not a good sign of her frame of mind.
“You don’t really want to help me! You just want the fracking reward like everyone else! I won’t let you send me back to that Hell! I’ll kill myself first and anyone who tries to stop me!” 
The girl was truly terrified of being returned to Hellos Prime. Turning to the two girls who were supposed to be helping her. “Where is the trooper who brought her here?”
Lisa quickly answered me. “I know where he went, my Lady, I’ll go get him.” She takes off at a dead run for the back of the house. Damn that girl can move when she has to. I won’t say anything about her running in the house as this is an emergency.
“Alice, step back and keep the others out of my way.”
“What are you going to do, kitten?”
Sighing I tell her. “I’m going to cut the lock out.” When she sees me aim my fore finger at the lock she quickly moves everyone back. Firing off my anti-personnel laser and cut away the bolt on the door.
Dana screams out at the top of her lungs. “NO! I won’t let you send me back! You come through that door and I start filling body bags!” I can tell she is not in a talkative frame of mind. I will need to move as fast as I can to keep from hurting her. The poor girl was just too scared to reason with right now. Not that I blame her after what Stills had done. She probably thought we were just getting her cleaned up to send her home.
With that in mind I shove the door open as hard as I can and tackle her. I don’t even try to talk with her. Once I have her under control. “Listen to me, Dana just listen. No one is going to send you back to Hellos Prime. Trust me, please.” When she sees it's me she stops struggling.
“You’re the one who stopped Stills from raping me.” looking around she realizes that I am the only one in the room with her. Seeing this she starts to calm down. “Do you really mean what you say?”
“About you not going back to Hellos Prime?” she nods in reply. “Yes, I do. You have my word on that.”
“Then why did you have Taylor bring me here instead of letting me go back to the barracks?” she really wanted to know. I can see how her thinking was going now.
“It’s so we can help you become the young lady that you are.” At her confused look. “Listen honey, I hate to tell you this, but you do not look like a boy let alone a man. Yes you may be a male, but you look and move like a woman. That is just the way things are. Sure you can put any ten men in the hospital, but if you continue to try and look like a man sooner or later you’re going to get hurt, and hurt bad.” As I let her absorb this I let her go and sit back against the door. With me sitting in front of the door nobody was getting in. 
“I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s the truth and no amount of crying, screaming or head breaking is going to change that fact. Yes you’re good at what you do, but you can’t stay awake forever. Sooner or later you’ll let down your guard, or fall asleep and that’s when they’ll strike. If you try to do things my way you won’t have to be on guard all the time and you just might find happiness while you’re at it.”
“Hey, right. What woman would want me or for that matter what man? I’m neither a man nor a woman. The only people who want a freak like me are the perverts.” She turned her head and spit in the toilet. I could tell she had a really low opinion of herself. That is the first thing I need to fix, and now.
“Well, for starters, if you go around looking like some little girl who raided her brothers closet that’s all you’ll attract, but if you let Lisa, Susan, and Daniela help you. Then who knows, you just might catch yourself a true-blood Walkatonie.” At my sly smile she just looks at me like I have grown a second head. “Trust me, honey, I know of what I speak. Come on let’s get you cleaned up.” I help her stand up and realize just how petite she really is. At most she is four foot eleven and may be ninety pounds. The girl is smaller than me. That’s when I see something that grabs my full attention. Her ears are pointed and her eyes are purple. “Are you an Elf?” I need to know before we went any further. Because if she was than I had a real shit storm on my hands.
“No ma’am. It’s one of the gen-mods that, that bastard wanted me to have. One of his fantasies was to have an Elven male bride. So they made it to where I would look like one. The man is a really sick and twisted freak.” I manage to not breathe a sigh of relief when I hear this. I know that if I did she would never trust me.
“Dana, may I call you that?” she give me a quick nod. “Dana, how have you been able to hide in plain sight?”
“Well I usually keep my hair down over my ears. As for my eyes, I normally wear a pair of contacts to hide their color. I take them out when I shower in case I get soap in them. As for my size I put lifts in my boots. With the one inch heel I look to be about five three, short for a man, but not too far outside of the norm. If anyone asked I just told them that everyone from Top Sail was on the short side because of the higher gravity.”
For her to use one of the highest gravity planes to ever be settled as her home planet as small as she is was too funny. I start laughing and shortly she joins me. “Ok, I can see how you did it now. Of course you bound your chest and padded the waist right?” she just nodded her head. “Ok, young lady. As of this moment forward there will be no more hide your natural beauty.” When she goes to object I hold up my hand and stop her. “No more. That is an order. Do you understand?” she just nods her head and looks down with an air of defeat. “Hey, here now. None of that. Just because you can’t hide doesn’t mean your life is over. Why it’s just beginning. However we do have one problem. Because of your age I can’t let you serve in the House military. Before you say anything about my sisters and I being younger that you are, remember that we are not part of the House military.” At her look of disappointment I tell her what she will be doing. “However as part of the household staff, you can be the department head for Intel and Comms. You’ll even have a staff plus two fully trained military bodyguards. How does that sound?”
“You mean that instead of working for the House troops I’ll be working directly for you?” when I nod my head she starts to smile. “Do I have to report to them directly or do I report to you?” again I nod. “Do I have to live in the barracks?” I shake my head no. “One last question before I give you my answer. Am I to be some kind of pet freak servant?”
When I hear this last one I almost blow my top, but I can understand her concern. In a lot of the High Families that type of disdain was rampant. I decide to tell her the truth. “Yes, Dana, you’ll be basically a servant. However no one will treat you like a freak or anything less than a human being. If you treat them with respect they will treat you with respect. Do you understand?”
“Yes ma’am, I have to treat people the way I want to be treated. I can do that.”
“Good. Now for the bad news. Do you remember when I suggested that you present yourself as a woman?” at her slow nod. “I hate to tell you this, but you can no long hide the way you look. And honey child, you have no reason to be ashamed. You are very pretty, and with just a little help you’ll be beautiful. Now I know that you want to be a man, but that’s just not possible. If you continue down this path you’ll just make yourself miserable, but if you follow the path I have laid out for you, you can have a very happy life. You just have to try. Can you do that for me?”
The sigh that escapes her lets me know that I have got through to her. She’ll have a rough few weeks ahead of her, but she is no longer a danger to herself or anyone else. I’ll still have someone keep an eye on her, but it’ll be discreet. “I’ll give it my best shot, ma’am. Oops, I mean, my Lady. I guess I should get used to that and people calling me ma’am.”
“That and a whole lot of other things like young lady, miss, and the one I hate the most missy or little girl. Every time I hear someone call me that last one, I just want to gut the shithead. Oh, one other thing, unless you like the taste for soap don’t use foul language around the Lady Dai Etsu. She’ll make you wash your own mouth out with it.” When she hears this she just burst out laughing. “Ok, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“Yes, my Lady. So what do I do now?”
“For starters, I’m going to let mama’s hand maids come in and get you cleaned up. Please don’t fight them. After that they’ll help you get dressed for the first time as a young lady of the Nakatoma household. Then later on I’ll see you at dinner. Think you can handle that?”
“Yes, my Lady, And I won’t fight with your mama’s Hand maids. I just hope they don’t make fun of me.”
“Girl if they’re stupid enough to make fun of you after the Hell you just raised. Then they deserve what they get.” At my smile she just giggles. “Now I have to go get cleaned up myself. See you at dinner. Daniela you can come in now, it’s safe for you.”
“No offence my Lady, but I’m not stepping through that door until I get the young lady’s word that she won’t gut me just for washing her hair.” Daniela yelled through the door. When I look at Dana, she has the good sense to be embarrassed.
“You did not tell them that?” she just nods her head, then in a very small voice.
“That and a whole lot more. I’m sorry, really I’m, but I was scared and they had run Taylor off threatening to turn him over to the House MPs if he came back before they were done. I didn’t know what was going on and they had just sent the only person I trusted away. I’m sorry, I just sort of freaked out.”
That explain what had happened and why. I can’t blame her or mama’s maids. They were just being young women who saw another one in trouble and went into that typical overprotective mother hen mode all women have. All they saw was some brute carrying in a naked and beaten girl and thought the worst of him. The sad part is that half of this mess was my fault. I didn’t think it through all the way. I just sent Taylor with Dana to the main house with instructions to find mama’s hand maids and turn her over to them. I didn’t think of how it would look or to notify them he was on the way with a very scared and confused young lady. I just face palmed over my own stupidity.
When Dana sees me do this, I think she realizes what I did, and proceeds to giggle. Soon I’m joining her. Before long we are both laughing our asses off. The whole situation it just so stupid it’s funny. “Well, just don’t sit there, say something.”
“Miss Daniela I promise to behave. I won’t do or say anything to hurt you. Is that better?” when I hear her promise not to hurt them I start giggling. I don’t tell her why, because I know she’ll change her mind.
I turn to look when I hear the door creaks open real slowly. Daniela sticks her head in so just her eyes are seen. Then I hear “You promise right?” Dana just nods her head in reply. I think she doesn’t trust herself not to giggle or laugh. “Ok, then we’re coming in. Lady Maiha, your maids are waiting for you and the Lady Allison in your quarters, so you best get a move on.”
“Thank you Daniela. Oh, by the way; who is taking care of Lady Dai Etsu?”
“We have already seen to her needs, my Lady. Now you best be hurrying along, you know how Gin, Kina and Nia hate to be kept waiting.”
“Yes, Daniela, I know that all too well how my lady maids can be. I see that you’re getting to be just like them. They can teach you three a great deal about life and how to be more than just a Lady.” As I’m heading for the door the princess stops me.
“Lady Maiha, what did you mean by that?”
Looking over at the Imperial Princess I can tell she truly wishes to learn. “I’ll tell you the first thing every Lady should know ‘Beware of the maids and trust only your Lady maids.’ When you understand that riddle you’ll have the basis for learning everything that goes on in a High Family household. It also applies to most households that don’t have the money for servants.” What I tell her seems to have left her in a very confused state. “When you get the chance go ask one of the house maids if she had heard any juicy gossip, and then go ask one of my Lady’s maids the same question. That will explain your first lesson as a Lady’s maid and about being a High Families Lady.” With that simple piece of advice I walk out and join Alice in the hallway.
About that time Lisa returns with Taylor hot on her heels. Now there is a real mutt and Jeff team up. Lisa may be at most five two or five three, next to Taylor she is absolutely tiny in comparison. Looking up at the big man “Corporal Taylor, may I ask why you left Miss Morehouse alone with these young ladies?”
The blush that covers his face is as red as a fire truck. The big man is actuly embarrassed about what happened. “Well, um… ya’ sees ma’am its likes’ dis’ them little girls wouldns’ lets’ me stay. Theys’ said its’ wasn’ts’ propors’ fers me’s ta’s be’s here. At’s less’ untils’ she was diers’d.” the poor man was so upset he couldn’t control his accent. I needed to calm him down so I can understand him.
Before I say one word though Morehouse yells from the bathroom “Stalker if you don’t slow down and start talking like you have a brain in that melon you call a head I won’t talk to you for a month of Sundays!”
“Damn it! Short Stop! Give me a fracking break here. You know how I get around pretty girls. Now shut the hell up and let me deal with Lady Maiha.”
“Then pull your head out of your ass and act like the trained Jump Infantry Soldier that you are. You big goof ball.”
“All right already! I swear she hasn’t been this bitchy with me since she first started tutoring me. Oh, sorry about that my Lady. I kind of have a little problem around pretty girls.” When he sees the look on my face, he realizes what he just said. “That didn’t come out right. What I meant to” I stop him by waving for him to get on with it. “Right, yes ma’am. The Lady Dai Etsu’s hand maids said that its wasn’t proper for me to be in the room while they took care of Short Stop and ran me off say not to come back tell they said I could. I didn’t know what to do, I mean they are Lady Dai Etsu’s personal maids, and they seemed to know what they’re doing. So I told them I would go wait until they were done in the kitchen.”
I could see how it all went down now. And a good portion of what went wrong was my fault. First I didn’t take into account how the girls would react, second I didn’t think about how Dana would react and third I never thought that Taylor would be out of his depth not knowing how to deal with women. Talk about your classical S.N.A.F.U. 
“Don’t worry about it Taylor, I’m just as much at fault as anyone else. Right now I need to you make sure no one, and I mean no one; bothers or gives Morehouse any shit for the next few days. She is going to have a hard enough time getting used to her new status as first a girl and second as the youngest department head in my household. Oh, before I forget; you and Combs are her new bodyguards. Have a good day.” With a smile on my face I turn around and taking Alice by the hand head for my own rooms.
As we’re walking down the hallway Alice looks over at me with this silly look on her face. “You know that was just mean, right?”
“What on earth are you talking about?”
“With Taylor and Combs acting as her bodyguards no one in their right mind will go near her. Those two would tear them apart just for looking at her wrong.”
“And that is exactly what I want them do to. Look, I know this is going to sound crazy, but that little girl in there is going to feel extremely vulnerable for a while. She has been able to hide who she is for two and a half years. Before that she was kept sheltered from the world and her only contact with it was through her tutors. Don’t you understand when she comes out of that room those three High Families brats are going to have her looking like a runway model and every single man or woman will be on her like a bear to honey. She never learned how to be a young woman around people. Until she can get used to it, she’ll need those two giants at her back.”
“Holy shit! You mean until Morehouse came here that she never knew what the outside world was like? She never went out and just had fun? No friends just to play or hang out with? No real childhood?”
“That is exactly what I’m saying. Look for starters she is a gen-ault bride. When those rich ass pigs pay out that kind of money for a custom bride for their sons, they do whatever they have to, to protect their investments. When I heard that Dana was a gen-ault I know we had a real problem on our hands. I’m just surprised she has been able to last this long without blowing her cover. Come on love, you and I need to get cleaned up and ready for dinner.” Entering our rooms I find that the household engineers have worked their magic. As I look around the room you can’t tell that there was ever a fire fight in here. Every bullet hole, laser burn, and shrapnel pit has been painted plastered, covered over or replaced. 
Heading over to the bedroom I find all three of our maids waiting for us. Seeing their looks of concern I quickly put them at ease. “Relax ladies, I’m fine. I’ve just had a trying day. Let us get a quick shower then you can help us get ready.”
Gin just gives a look of disbelief. “Lady Maiha, if I may use your own words, bullshit! You are not fine. What did we tell you about lying to us, your lady’s maids? You need more than just a quick shower. Lady Allison if you’d be so kind as to take your love and wash her back we’ll get the tub set up for a relaxing soak.” With that they just went about doing what they figured needed to be done.
We spend the better part of an hour soaking before getting out and to get dressed for dinner. As we were soaking a messenger delivered an invitation for us to join the House troops for a celebration dinner. I ask Kina if mama was expecting us for dinner. “No, my Lady. In fact she is dining with the House troops this evening. I believe your sisters are to be there as well.” As I think about the reason for this celebration I begin to get depressed. Within a matter of days fifteen heavy assault divisions will land on Doreen V with the sole purpose of destroying the High Family House of Moore. At one time they were one of the most respected of the High Families, now they have let their greed turn them into one of the most hated. 
Seeing the change in my mood, Nia pulls me into a hug. “I know you do not feel like celebrating, Lady Maiha. Yes, I know what is happening out there in the galaxy, we all do. We also know what will happen tomorrow, so do the men and women who have gathered in the main hall of the troop barracks. They wish to eat, drink, and be merry tonight; and believe that they will live forever. Let them have their dream, do not let on that some will be dead at the end of the fight tomorrow. You have a very important task this evening.”
“What? Lie to them and say that only the enemy will die.” I said bitterly. I always hated the pep talks some commanders always gave just before we hit the shit.
“No, my Lady. Your job is to show them what they are fighting for.”
“And just what is that?”
“Beauty, love, and a hope for a day when they will no longer be needed. Do you understand?”
Looking into Nia’s eyes I can see exactly what she means. Hell it’s what all soldiers have prayed and hoped for throughout history, peace in their time. “Thank you Nia, I needed that. Do you know if there is any special dress code for tonight?”
Letting me go she steps back and gives me a sly grin. I follow her into the dressing area. I see two identical kimonos that are a solid black with only one decoration. Sown into the left breast is what looks like a dancer with a storm cloud overhead. They were beautiful in their simplicity. Before I can ask where they came from Kina gives the answer. “Your mother ordered that these be made for all of you. They have been ready since yesterday, we had to rush to get Lady Allison’s done in time for tonight. Come along let’s get you two beautiful.”
Twenty minutes later both Alice and I were dressed, made up, and heading for the troop barracks for dinner. Our maids had out done themselves, we were beautiful. I could tell by the looks we received from the people around us as walked the pathway to the troop barracks. They weren’t the only ones looking, Alice and I were looking right back. I saw the different uniforms for just about every unit there was inside of the compound’s walls. I saw the red jacket and black paints of the Hell Hounds mixing with the solid black of Death Dealers. The blue and gray of F Troop with the dress whites of McHale’s Raiders, all around us the members of the different units were coming together to talk shop, share stories, and just relaxing having a good time. 
As we enter the barracks hall I’m greeted by Captain Ravenswood. “My Lady Maiha, I have great news.”
“Well, Captain, I could really use some good news about now.”
“While I was in C and C I found all of Rockwood/Daniels private communications codes.”
Not thinking I blurted out loud. “Holy Shit! You have got to be kidding me?!” when the people around turned and looked at me for my sudden outburst, I blushed in embarrassment. “Sorry about that.” Turning back to Ravenswood “Are you sure you got them all?”
The smile on his face is one of true joy. “Yes my Lady Nakatoma. Not only are they all there, but they’re the real deal. The arrogant bastard had them stored in the commanding officers log under his personal authorization codes.”
What Ravenswood just told me was that we have full access to the enemy’s communications. We know exactly where they are, where they’re going and when they expect to get there, and a whole lot more. Before I can comment on this we are interrupted by a very odd trio. Out front was a petite young elven girl who was flanked by two humanoid giants.
Morehouse was the picture of High Families elegance. Even though she was by far the smallest of the three, she was the one that stood out the most. I can tell that mama’s hand maids had scrambled to find clothes that would fit her. She was positively tinny. Looking hard at the kimono she is wearing I can tell it was most likely one of my baby sisters. They were the only people in the house that was close to her size. Her hair had been pulled back from her ears and braided exposing her ears that are newly pierced. A pair of small gold studs adorns them. Her make-up was under stated and highlighted the classical beauty of her face. The eye shadow and liner made her purple color eyes stand out. In short the enter look made her one of the most beautiful women around.
“Good evening, my Lady. Do I look presentable?” even her voice sounds more in line with her appearance. In other words she sounds like the young girl she looks like. I wanted to say ‘Hell yes’, but I didn’t get the chance.
Captain Ravenswood beats me to the punch though he uses High Elf. “May I, inquire to which clan you belong to Sprite Child?” I can tell that Morehouse is confused by her friend’s question. 
“Captain Ravenswood, I’m stunned that you do not recognize one of your longtime friends? Surely she has not changed that much?” I ask teasingly.
Switching back to Standard. “Lady Maiha, what are you talking about? There were only two Elves here at House Nakatoma. Myself and Ni’alo Great Oak. As for this beauty standing before me, we have yet to be introduced.” Turning back to Morehouse once again he switches back to his native tongue. “Allow me to introduce myself, Sprite Child, I am Prince Raygel Ravenswood. May I please know your name?” then the damned fool takes her hand and kisses it.
The smack to the back of his head as he is bent over was a shock to more than a few, but not to me. I knew the moment he did that, that Morehouse would do something. “Damn it! Reggie pull your head out of your ass. If you ever do that again I’ll kick your bloody ass up between your shoulders, and then wring your fool neck!” Yup, Dana was pissed.
Standing up rubbing the back of his head with a very confused look on his face, and wondering what he did wrong my new Captain finally took a good hard look at the young lady before him. Taking in everything and then doing a double take he finally puts the voice to a face he remembers, or thinks he does. “Morehouse?”
“Yes it’s me you big dummy. Don’t ever pull a stunt like that again.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you were an Elf? If I had known I could have gotten your family and you out of that contract marriage.” Before he can say more Morehouse holds up her hand to stop him. When he does she sets him straight.
“Captain Ravenswood, I am not an elf. What you see is the result of every specific gen-mods made before I was born. I am and always have been a gen-ault human.” When she finishes she drops her head and looks down at the ground in what could only be described as shame.
“You are no more a gen-ault than I am.” Ravenswood statement makes her look up in defiance. She was all set to argue with him when he continues. “I have seen many gen-ault male brides, but to get your appearance they had to have the genetic codes for an elf. They would have to alter your gene pattern to that of an elf. You my dear whether you like it or not, are an elf. Now what do you call yourself?”
I step in at this time to make introductions and act as mediator. “Prince Raygel Ravenswood may I introduce Mistress Dana Morehouse. Dana Morehouse his royal Highness Prince Raygel Ravenswood of High Winds.”
“Excuse me, my Lady, but that isn’t my name.” at Dana’s statement I look her in the eye, something is up. 
“What is your real name Dana? I need to know if I’m to help.”
Swallowing hard the young girl lifts her head in defiance and looks me in the eye. “My real name is Dana Raina Saint Johns.”
Oh hell! I didn’t need this. An outlawed High Families member, and one that has an automatic prison sentence if found off of Hellos Prime. “You mean to tell me you’re from the High Family of Saint Johns?”
“Former High Family, my Lady Maiha. We were disgraced and declared outlaw by Parliamentary Decree forty years ago. I was to be my family’s redemption by marriage.” The look on her face tells me that there was more to this than she was willing to say in front of others.
“My I ask why you used the name of Morehouse.”
The poor girl gets this sheepish look on her face. “It was part of the drop ships name that brought me here. It was called the Morehouse Express. I figured if I used it, it would bring me good luck.”
“So, what should we call you? You obviously have a dislike for your family name and you can’t use Morehouse anymore as that name is a falsehood as well.”
My question actually caught the young girl off guard. “What do you mean, my Lady?”
Thankfully Captain Ravenswood answers for me. “Dana, you cannot use your family name as it carries a prison sentence if you’re found off Hellos Prime. Yes I know that you had nothing to do with what happened to your family, but you would still be considered an outlaw. Then there is the fact you have been using a false identity. Yes you have your reasons for doing so, but we need a new name for the new person you have become.”
“Excuse me for a moment, Captain Ravenswood, but there is something I would like to know. Before you realized who Dana was you called something I have never heard before. Just what did you mean, when you called her Sprite Child?” I asked.
“Oh, that is what we Elves call all Silver Elves. That’s what Dana is, a Silver Elf. If I had to make a guess as to how this came about, I would have to say that whoever was in charge of her gen-mods used a Silver Elf as her arch type.” He explained.
“But why would a human world have that in their gene records?”
“Well, to be honest it is in every human world gene records. It’s there in case a pair of elves has a child on a human world. The reason for this is that Silver is the rarest of all elves, only one in one thousand is born and only one in every four hundred ever live to be older than a year old. The reason for this is they have a very poor immune system, a simple cold can turn deadly before anything can be done.” As he tells us about the Silver Elves he becomes depressed. “Most of the Silver Elves that are born are on human worlds, and have the highest mortality rate. Even the ones born on High Winds don’t always survive, the ones that do are considered to be blessed by all of the Great Sprites and we call them a Sprite Child.”
With that in mind I turned to Dana. “If you don’t I would like to make a suggestion. In light of the fact that you are a Silver Elf, why don’t you go with the name of Dana Raina Silver Leaf? How does that sound?”
“Hay, I like it. It keeps part of the old me and defines the new Me.” the smile on her face was one of pure joy. “Alright people, enough of this for now. There’s a party we’re supposed to be at let’s get a move on.” She just smiles and heads on into the barrack hall.
Captain Ravenswood falls in beside me and Alice as we follow the trio inside. Once inside we join in with the merriment. I saw mama dancing with the House Captains and commanders, Fuyuko helped out with the mercenary commanders who didn’t have their wives or husbands with them. Alice and I were in high demand by the younger House and mercenary troops. The twins were having fun dancing with the enlisted Death Dealers that could be there. All in all everyone was having a grand old time. 
Every now and then I saw a young man or woman would come in and talk with Dana then leave. She still tried to dance with a few young men, but she was having problems as she had never danced as a girl with a partner before tonight at least she tried. I was proud of her. Taylor and Combs made sure no one got out of hand with her allowing her the chance to learn to be a young girl first.
After about two hours later Ravenswood called out for everyone’s attention once he had it he stood up on a chair. “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we have gathered with several reasons to celebrate. The first is to congratulate the Lady Dai Etsu’s upcoming wedding to First Sergeant James Bailey. May their lives be filled with happiness and their bedroom with the sounds of ecstasy.” After a round of cheers and well wishes for mama and Top he continued. 
“The second reason is that the Elves of High Winds have announced that they shall join us in our fight against the rebels. In five days, by Royal Decree the First Battle Group of High Winds shall land on the planet Doreen V to free the people that live there from the rule of House Moore!” a round of cheers went up at this. Many of the men and women here had long held scores with that House, and had been unable to settle them. 
“Our next reason is a personal one I am afraid. We are here to mark the passing of one of the Moon Goddess Shiva Nor Vay. The Sylvan Elf known to those of House Nakatoma as Elizabeth Grant, but to the Elves of High Winds she was known as Ni’ola Ne’ Great Oak. May her light shine on in her passing.” At this he up ends the drink in his hand. There was no cheers only solemn silence. More than a few of House Nakatoma’s troops drank to the silent salute to their fallen friend.
“Finally my friends, tonight we celebrate the beginning of a new life for one of our own, to Dana Rania Silver Leaf.” A round of cheers went up to this announcement. “Oh, and just a friendly warning folks, those two giant humanoids standing behind her would not take too kindly to overly adventurous advances towards the young lady.” Everyone laughed at Ravenswood’s little joke; only problem was that they should worry more about the young lady.
The party continued for a few more hours before breaking up. As Alice and I returned to the house we were greeted by soldiers from all of the different units, who wished us good luck for tomorrow, and thank us for the wonderful party. Some even went so far as to say they have never had a more entertaining pre-battle briefing. I had to laugh at that, because at no time was the upcoming battle discussed. Yet everyone knew what they were there for. 
When we walked into our rooms we were met by our maids. Nia walks up and hugs us both. Smiling she gives us both a few words of wisdom. “You have done two beautiful things this night.”
“And what might that be Nia? All we did was go to a party and dance with a few of them.” I said rather tersely.
“You know for being one of the greatest Samurais to ever live, you aren’t very smart when it comes to people.” She says with a small smile. “First you have given those wonderful people out there the courage to face tomorrow with the hope they shall survive.”
“And the second thing I have done?”
“You have given them the knowledge that they will be remembered if they don’t.”
 



Chapter 8
Just before dawn the next morning…
I wake up to an uneasy feeling. I feel it down to my bones, in my guts, to my very soul. I may be warm and comfortable lying here in Alice’s arms, but I still feel IT. That deep soul cringing fear that comes to all people just before a great uncertainty in their life. I slip quietly from our bed, and remove my nightgown in the predawn darkness. Moving quickly to the balcony door I activate my armor.
With a quick stride and a small hop I’m up and over the rail and into the courtyard. The predawn mist is hanging lower to the ground giving the court yard an eerie feeling of false peace. It’s the calm you find in a graveyard. Off in the distance I can see the first rays of the sun just breaking over the horizon. I know it’s going to be a long and bloody day. It’s been almost forty years since I last felt this way. 
The last time I felt this way was on New George IV just before the Battle of Atlanta. I can still smell the burning buildings and dead bodies. I know that all of this started thirty years ago and I didn’t start it. I still can’t, but feel guilty. As I walk through the courtyard towards the family shrine I feel that cold presence I had thought I would never feel again. He’s there, right beside me. 
“Hello old friend, it’s been a long time, no? How many do you plan to claim as your own today?” I wait a few seconds to hear his answer. Hoping that for once he’ll give me one. “I see you’re your usual talkative self. Then again you never have been one to give anyone answers. How many before me have you come to on the dawn of battle to have these one sided talks? Or do you only answer those you plan to claim before all is said and done?”
Maiha you’re talking to yourself again. (Dee De)
“No I’m not Dee De. I’m merrily having my usual talk with Death, and he’s refusing to answer me as usual.”
Maiha, how many times do I have to tell you it’s all in your imagination? (Dee De)
I hate to disagree with you Dee De. I too can feel an unnatural force here with us. (Charley)
Will you two get a grip! All our sensors show that we are alone! (Dee De)
“Dee De! Shut up for once! Not everything can be measured by scientific means! Some… things are just unexplainable and have to be taken on faith. How many times do I have to tell you this? As a matter of fact how many times have I told you that?”
One hundred and forty-three times if I only count the pre-battle talks. If I add in all the other times when you got all mystical and shit four hundred and ninety-one. (Dee De)
Dee De if Maiha has told you that, that many times why do you continue to insist on arguing with her on this? (Charley)
Because it’s unscientific and illogical. All things, I should say real things, can be measured using the scientific method. (Dee De)
“Charley, give it up my brother. Dee De and you may be two of the most advanced AIs known to man, and have something close to a soul; but she will never admit to there being something more there than just the here and now.”
They both fall silent at this last comment. It is an uncomfortable truth for them. The fact that when I die they don’t know what will be waiting for them beyond that point. No one knows just how close to being a living being the AIs are.
As I head for the shrine I stop one more time and look to the east at the rising sun. I see different colors washing away the night a little at a time. I notice that the early morning mist is fast becoming a heavy fog. If it gets much thicker it will reduce visibility down to less than ten yards. If that happens all of my plans may just be endangered.
It’ll help us at the start of the fight by hiding my troops and their positions, but after that it’ll remove the numerical advantage we have. Because you have to be able to see what you’re shooting at. Firing blindly into the fog you could very well hit one of your own people. Damn this ain’t good.
Maiha, I have run an analysis of the local weather conditions. If, And this is a big if, the rebels hold their attack until after eleven hundred the fog will be thick enough to hide our positions, but thin enough that once combat operations begin to not be a hindrance. (Dee De)
“Thank you, Dee De. As much as I would love for them to do exactly that you know the old saying. ‘No battle plan survives first contact with the real world.’”
I step inside the Nakatoma family shrine. As I look round I see all of Dai Etsu’s and Matsu’s ancestors. For the first time I truly understand how the two women could have such a strong tie to the past. There are close to five hundred generation’s here, going all the way back to when the family was still on Earth Prime. There is a lot of history on these walls. I’m stopped dead in my tracks by one of the paintings. 
You can tell it’s recently been done. I know for a fact that it’s new. It’s also highly idealized. I know for a fact that I never wore the armor of a Samurai and carried the traditional Family Blades of House Nakatoma. “I see you have found the new addition to our history.” Mama’s quiet voice scares the crap out of me so bad I actually jump at the sound of it.
“Mama, no I must ask this as James. Dai Etsu, why have you made me, the old me I mean, look like a Samurai?”
When she first hears me change the way I’m asking her a small frown appears on her face. Only to be replaced by a look of understanding. “It was done to show all future generations your true place within this family. James, of all the samurai that have been a part of this family, only a very few have shown what it truly means to be a samurai, let alone to be a Shogun. And for the record that is the armor of a Shogun. To be precise the Nakatoma Shogun.” As she explains why she has done this I realize what it truly means to be part of this family.
A family with this type of history is one that will not go quietly into the night. No they will rage against the dying of the light. They will not go quietly into the night. In other words ‘We don’t take shit from no one!’
“Domo arigatou, haha. I shall never forget the lesson in family honor you have just shown me.” I give her the deepest and most respectful of bows.
“Maiha, I know that you were never interested in your adopted family’s history.” I start to object, but she stops me by raising her hand. “Please, let me finish. Matsu, told me of your own family background. You were the oldest child of two orphans who was orphaned himself at a young age. Left to care for your younger siblings. You never truly had a family history to draw on. Yet, you forged a personal code of honor that is without equal, even amongst the samurai’s of old. Matsu told me how you envied her family history, but did not wish to be told of it. You felt that you would be shamed by the fact you could not share the same with her. Yes, my dear brother and now daughter I know all about your desire to build what you never had with your own family, a history worthy of any High Family member.” Then with a bow of respect “Of all the Death Dealers, only you were ever raised above all others by the Emperor Himself, James.” At my look of confusion she quickly explained. “Did you not know that you were the first, First High Lord of the Death Dealers, and now their first, First High Lady; to come from outside of the High Families?”
“To be honest, it never occurred to me. Of all the titles and honors that were heaped on me as a reward none of them ever meant anything to me. The one reward I truly wanted no one can give.” By the time I’m done my voice goes quiet, almost as whisper. “I want my friends and loved ones back.”
Dai Etsu doesn’t say a word she merrily pulls me into a much needed hug. “This I know all too well, reijou. Now, please tell me who were you talking to before coming in here?”
“Death”
“I do not understand, Maiha. Why would you be talking to yourself?”
The giggle that escapes me is one of both joy and sadness. “Do you know how I got my nickname?”
“No. I thought it had to do with the fact that no one has ever been able to defeat you?”
“Nope. Not by a long shot.” At her look of confusion I go on to explain. “Back before I became an officer of the Death Dealers, when I was just an everyday soldier, I would always be the first one awake before a battle. Well I couldn’t get back to sleep one time so I got up and left the tent I shared with three others and went for a walk. I couldn’t shake this feeling of someone walking besides me and I began to talk to them. When one of the sentries stopped me, he asked who I was talking to. I didn’t know how to answer him so I just said ‘the man I plan to kill today.’ Well the sentry asked ‘Who is that?’ I looked at him, and in all honesty, said ‘I plan to kill Death himself.’ He laughed at me thinking it was a joke. Any way he waved me on and I continued my walk and talk with Death. The battle that afternoon became known as the Battle for Red River Heights. It was on a nowhere backwater planet almost eighty years ago called Prim. We were at war with the Holder Conclave. I must have sent several hundreds of them to meet their ancestors when I turned the guns of my anti-aircraft team on the battle field. When they didn’t break at first I charged out at them. Here I was this skinny buck forty-five kid charging these eight foot monsters with nothing more than a pulse rifle just firing away. They dropped everything but the kitchen sink on me and I just kept coming. When they finally broke I was within ten meters of their lines. When all was said and done we had won the day and held our position. When our captain asked who led the charge on the enemy position everyone pointed at me. He said he was putting me in for the Blue Max and then walked away. Later that night at chow time the sentry from that morning saw me walk in stood up and yield out ‘Here’s to the man who killed Death. Raise your glasses to the New Death. Long may he reign!’ from that day on they just called me Death.” Looking over at her I hadn’t realized I had walked away from her in my telling, I was that lost in the past.
“Now, you are known as his daughter. To be correct Deaths own Daughter, who is just as powerful and honorable as he was. The House units do not talk around you or me, but they do around your little sisters. To the man or woman, they all respect, fear, and love you.” There is a smile pulling at the corners of her mouth. Not that it stands a chance of showing against that inner peaceful calm on her face. 
The face that I first saw all those many years ago and when I first returned to House Nakatoma. I can deal with the respect and love, but I’m not too hip about the feared part. When I comment on it mama is quick with an answer. “They fear what you’ll do when too many of them fail. Child, don’t you see, their love and respect is so great they fear your wrath and you losing control. Your call sign may be Wave Dancer, but your nick-name Shinigami himesama. Yes my dear they truly call you, the Daughter of the God of Death.”
When she tells me this I damn near blow my top in shock. I have tried to control some of my more murderous impulses, and mostly succeeded. I have only killed the ass hats that tried to ambush me or my family. The rest of them may be messed up a little, ok a lot, but they’re still alive. For them to be calling me that at my new age is going to be hard to live up too.
I decide to change the topic. “When do you think they’ll hit, mama?”
Mama looks out at the rising morning fog, and dawn sky. By this time the fog has become thicker than pea soup and the sun is just breaking the horizon turning the sky blood red in color. “I fear, child, that I won’t make my wedding on time. I do not know why, but I feel that they will be here before the sun is fully up.”
“That’s what I thought as well.” With a heavy, almost pitiful, sigh. “I guess I need to get everyone up and into their positions and check in with my new IC department head.”
Mama walks over to me and gives me a big hug. “I know that this is not what you wanted, Maiha. However, what we want and what we get is rarely one in the same.” With a very sad smile “Go see what your new department head has for you. I’ll start getting everyone else up and moving. Remember, Maiha, we have the edge all the way around.”
“Not if they come before this fog burns off we don’t.”
“What do you mean, Maiha?”
“The fog will cut down our advantage in numbers by forcing us into knife fighting range. As long as you can see your target you can hit it, all this fog will force us to use radar and thermal sights for targeting. If we have to do that, then all the numbers in the world won’t matter. It’ll all come down to who sees who first and gets the shot off.”
“Then, if that is the case I shall send up a prayer for a quick reprieve from this fog, and if not that, then a blessing of luck for all those who fight for us and the Empire.”
Smiling I give her a hug and head over to the house communications room. When I get there I find a very tired Dana going over reports and messages that look like they have come in during the night. She is dressed in the same kimono from last night. There are empty coffee cups all over the desk she is using. The ash tray is full and there are two empty cigarette packs lying next to it. The girl looks like she hasn’t slept a wink in the past thirty hours. I hear her mumbling to herself about false id’s and misplaced units.
“Dana, have you been here all night?” my question brought her out of her daze. 
“What? Oh sorry, my Lady. Would you repeat your question?”
“I asked if you had been here all night. You look like you haven’t slept since yesterday.”
“Yes, ma’am. I been here since I left the party last night.”
“Would you like to tell me why?”
“One of the com-techs found an inconsistency in the call signs and unit id’s of the rebels just after the party started. When they told me about it I figured I should look into it.” She was looking at me to see if I was upset with her for what she had done.
“Well, don’t keep me in suspense what did you find?”
The smile that lit up her face at not being yelled at made it worth the wait. “I believe they are using their unit ids to actually maneuver their units to pre-assigned positions. If I have this figured right, they are putting the AI tanks along with all of the combat LEO’s they could get their hands on in an arch that will hit the front gates in about two hours.”
“Oh Shit! How big of a force are we talking about?”
“Around a hundred and fifty AI tanks and two hundred LEO’s.”
“Do you know what type’s we’re looking at?”
“Yes, my Lady. We’re looking at forty Mark nineteen and fifty-eight Mark seventeen AI tanks. It’s the LEO’s we’re having problems with. It’s like they stole them from all over and just put them in one big unit. There’s CHP’s, SLED, RANGER’s, ADAM12’s, and SWAT units. In short just about every type of LEO there is out there.”
My God! What a mess. No wonder she’s have problems figuring out what we’re facing. With that many different unit types and all of them AI controlled it would take a genius to sort it all out. The fact that Dana had figured out this much was nothing short of amazing. “What else have you got for me, Miss Silver Leaf?” I had noticed the techs were eaves dropping on our conversation. I figure if I use her title they’ll get the hint that she was their boss.
“Well, my Lady, let me show you something on the map. Higgins, bring up the latest satellite photos please. Put them on the big screen.” The tech she was talking to quickly put the information she had requested up on the C and C broad. An eight foot wide and seven foot tall electronic screen. What I see makes my stomach turn. My forces may outnumber the rebels, but none of that matters. By placing the AI tanks and LEO’s to attack the front of the compound the rebels have effectively surrounded me. Now instead of worrying about an attack from one direction, I have to deal with multiple directions at once. “I see that you have already figured out what our ‘friends’ are up to.”
“This is not good. They have us almost completely surrounded.”
“That they have, my Lady, but we still have the advantage.” When I look at her smiling face I realize she has found a hole in their plans. “We have their com codes.”
Holy Shit! I had forgotten all about that. “What did you hear?”
“If we move the two light Death Dealer divisions to the forward wall with just two extra Infantry Support APS companies they can handle the tanks and LEO’s. That will leave the rest to handle the seven House CRT’s that are coming straight at us from the backside of the compound. I also have found out that they are not alone in this.”
That gets my full attention. “Who else is involved?”
“There are five other Houses who have been supplying the rebels with arms, men, munitions, and funds.” The look on her face tells me that she is pissed about this. She hands me a list of the family that are involved in with supplying the rebels. One of the names is a shock as they have always been a strong supporter of the Empire. “Before you ask, my Lady, I double checked those names. Even though House Steinbeck has been a supporter of the Empire in the past, however it’s the Family rep here on Hades that is doing this.”
“You’re saying that little Johnny doesn’t follow what his father believes.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“How did you find all this out?”
“I know it’s illegal, but I had the night crew hack their computers and email accounts.” She looked down in shame. I could tell she was not proud of this, that I might become upset with her for breaking the law. “I take full responsibility for the actions of my personnel, my Lady; everything they did was by my orders.” 
I couldn’t help but to feel proud of her. If this was not a time of war I would chew her ass out big time, but we are at war so all bets are off. “You and your staff did nothing wrong, Miss Silver Leaf. We are at war, and these people are supporting a rebel force. That makes them the enemy. Good work, now hold your head high you did the right thing.” The next order I give is one that I had wished to avoid for the rest of my life. “Sound the call to stand to for combat. I want everyone in their position and ready in thirty minutes. Where are your bodyguards Miss Silver Leaf?”
“I sent them to suit up and get ready for battle, my Lady.”
“When will they return?”
“They’re not returning, my Lady. I will be joining them at the mobile three C. I may not be allowed to operate my old IFV, but I won’t sit back in an armored bunker while my friends are out there putting it all on the line.” Her definite stance let me know I wasn’t going to talk her out of what is probably a very dumb idea. “I can still do my job from the Mobile Command Post. It has everything that I have here.” I can tell that she is not happy about being removed from the House military. 
She wants to be out there fighting alongside of her friends. If it wasn’t for the fact that she is under the legal age I would let her, but she is and I can’t ignore that. Yes I know that my sisters will be out there with me, but they are not part of the military. They are part of the family everyone is fighting for. Once this rebellion is over they will go back to being regular teenagers and to school. Dana is not part of my family, but she is our responsibility until she is of age. 
“I’m sorry you cannot be out there on the line with your friends Dana, but until your eighteenth birthday you are underage for military service. I know my sisters are younger than you, and they will be out there beside me. The difference is I have no say in their being there; they are fighting with us to stay out of those people’s hands and would rather die than become their captives. We can’t run away you can. For us it is win, or die trying. There is no escaping that, you don’t have to die. If this goes bad for us you are to get as many of our troops out of here and survive. Do you understand me?”
She looks up at me as she realizes what that order means. “If we fail here today we will avenge you Lady Nakatoma. That I swear.”
“Thank you, now send the order and get to your post.” I give the young girl a hug, and leave. As I’m exiting the room I hear her giving orders to the techs that were in the room. I can tell she will become a damned fine officer when the time comes. I’m not surprised that the men and women of I and C already respect her.
Heading over to the hangar I’m met half way by Alice. I give her a hug and a kiss. “You ready for this baby?”
“To be honest, kitten, no. With all this heavy fog it’s going to make this a knife fight out there.”
“Hey, I know. With what Dana just told me it’s going to get real dicey out there. From what she has been able to find out the rebels are going to hit us from all sides at once. She is already moving to rearrange our troops to counter this. We won’t have the numerical advantage on the main field I thought we did. It’s going to be closer to one and a half to one.”
“Shit, that ain’t good.”
“Nothing we can do about it, but deal with it. Come on let’s get mounted up. From what I saw in I.C. they should be here in about an hour.”
“Damn they’re closer than we thought. Do you think they’ll hit before full sun up?”
“No, the terrain will force them to cut down to one at a time in certain areas. That’ll force them to waste time regrouping before they can attack us.”
She looks over at me with this strange and curious look on her face. “Does this area have an over look?” when she asks me this I know what she is thinking. 
“Sorry, babe, but as good as it sounds it’s wide enough that a Thermopile Stand won’t work.”
“Damn, it would have been nice to force them into that kind of a fight. We could have bled them badly before they ever got close to the main compound.”
“Just stick to the plan. Their own arrogance is our greatest weapon. This time they’re coming to us. We’ll be fighting on our turf. We know every inch of the battle field. They don’t. We know where they are, they don’t know we do. We know how they’re coming. Everything is to our advantage but the weather. Now we just have to wait.”
As we were talking my family walks up to us. Fuyuko has a very strange look in her eyes, so do the twins. “What’s with the look little sisters?”
Fuyuko answers for them all. What I hear is not something I would have expected from someone as young as her. “It is time to repay old debts. Not one member of House Light’s military will live to see the sun set on this day. Either they will be dead or we will be.”
“Wrong, little sister. If things go wrong you all are to get the hell out of here and save your selves. Do you hear me? Don’t go throwing your lives away in some stupid gesture of defiance. Do I make myself clear on this?”
They all three look at me, and see the determination in my eyes for them to survive. After a few minutes they bow too saying they understood. “Good, now as far as the members of House Light go, that’s a whole other story. Those pigs get what they get, and if any survive then I’ll be adding to the population of Orion VII’s ice colony.”
We all head inside to mount our APS’. As I pass the Katana I realize that if they get to it they can lay claim to the throne by a different route. Looking around I see Chief Donnelly and wave him over. “Chief, I need you to do me a favor. I want you to fine as many explosives as possible and plant them on the Katana. I want you to rig that beast to blow sky high if we lose. I don’t want the APS to fall into the hands of the rebels. Do you understand?”
“Turn the Great Sword into scraps if we fail to carry the day. Aye ma’am, I understand and will make it happen. I doubt that we’ll need to though. Those Houses don’t take care of their Suits, so most of them have massive weak points. Even if they can get more Houses to join them it won’t matter. I make sure that our Suits don’t fall behind in their maintenance up keep. We have better equipment and better personnel. Now, Lady Maiha, go out there and ram it down their greedy throats.”
“With pleasure, Master Chief, with great pleasure. Is Vicky ready to rock and roll?”
“That little lady is set to romp and stomp leaving nothing in her wake, but smoking ruins.” The smile that crossed his face was one of total pride. “I did change one thing though, she now has a set of claws to go with her teeth.” At the confused look on my face he just smiled. “I slip in a few more heat sinks to help with the heat buildup. She should run a whole lot cooler for you.”
“Does that mean she can fire her main guns more often?”
“At almost twice the normal rate of any other Mountain Lion out there. Trust me Lady Maiha, Vicky will make you proud.”
“Thank you, Chief, for all that you and your team have done. You all have gone above and beyond what you have to.” I go up on tippy toe and kiss him on the check. “I’ll do my best to bring your little girl home in one piece.”
“I doubt that you will be able to, so just bring her home. She can take a pounding as well as give one out.” He steps back and throws me a quick salute. “Good hunting ma’am.”
I return the salute and start up the side of Vicky to her cockpit. Once inside I began to hook in to her controls. “Are we really going to be standing out in the open, Maiha?” Vicky’s voice is filled with some concern.
“Yes, we are baby girl. We’re going to be dead center front row.”
“Um… why?”
“Because I want those sorry sons-of-bitch’s to concentrate solely on us. I want them so mad that they don’t see the trap until it’s too fracking late, and they can get out. That’s why, Vicky. Do you have a problem with this?” I really needed to know, because if she did it could be a real problem for me.
“No, I just wanted to understand why we were doing this.” She sounded upset. I needed to calm her down.
“Vicky, I need you to calm down baby girl. I’m not mad at you. I’m just wishing this war wasn’t necessary. Do you understand?”
“Oh… Ok. If that’s the case, let’s tear these fools apart.”
“Good girl. You ready now?”
“I am now.”
“Good, because it’s time to take our position on the line.” She didn’t say another word; she just put up the HUD and relayed the information from her sensors to give me a full view of the battle field. Her sensors give me everything from the temperature to where all of our units are placed. I see that the two light divisions of the Death Dealers along with their two Support APS companies are already moving into place.
As we step toward the practice range, Alice in Puss-In-Boots steps up beside us on the left, followed shortly by mama and Snow Mountain Guardian on the right. My three sisters fall in behind us. As we move through the compound I began to feel myself slipping into that mindset I need for combat. It’s a cold dark place that I go to in my mind. There will be no stopping this fight and I plan to make sure that the war ends here and today. 
Dana begins to send out text updates to the battle field commanders. The first one tells me that the rebel Houses have begun their advance on the compound. Just like Dana figured they’re sending the tanks and LEO’s at the front wall and gate for the compound first. That’s fine with me; I know where the real attack will come from. And I plan to be dead smack in the middle of it. I can hear the main guns of the AI tanks firing, the rattle from chain guns as the LEO’s open up, and finally report of heavy cannons. After ten minutes the Death Dealers return fire. The roar of their guns, the thunder of their PPC’s, the crack of their PPL’s and the snap of their pulse rifles fills the air. 
I’m half tempted to switch over to their com link to find out how their fight is going. Thankfully my training keeps my mind on the job at hand. If they win or need help Dana will let me know. That’s her job, control the flow of information and control the movement of troops. The reports start to roll in finally. We were wrong about the number of LEO’s and AI tanks. There was almost twice the number of LEO’s and at least fifteen more AI tanks. The AI tanks were the real problem as those fifteen were Mark twenty BOLOs'. It’s going to take everything those light divisions have to stop them. Thankfully Dana is on the ball. 
I hear them before I see them. Two full flights of A-110B1 Wart Hugs come screaming overhead. They’re low, slow, and ugly; but there is no better ground attack aircraft known to man. More than enough to send those tin cans to the scrap heap. Way to go Dana. I want to send her an at-a-boy for being so on the ball, but I don’t because she has her hands full just doing her job without me bugging her.
As we settle into our positions I realize the fog is going to be the problem I feared it would be. It’s become so thick I can barely see the outline of Alice’s Puss-In-Boots lest then ten meters away. It’s going to be a knife fight. All the preparations were for nothing. No one can see a thing in this shit. I make a quick command decision and have Vicky open up a link to all our troops that are to take part in the trap. “All stations this net. All stations this net. When the boogies enter the kill zone activate your IFF and set them to blue twelve. I repeat set all IFF to blue twelve once the trap has been sprung. This is Wave Dancer, out”
It’s a gamble but it just might save a few lives from friendly fire. It goes against all conventional tactics, but hopefully it won’t come back to bight me in the ass.
For the next forty-five minutes the only action is at the front wall of the compound. I'm beginning to believe that the rebel’s main attack is there when I receive a text from Dana.
WAVE DANCER: SEVEN HEAVY CRT’S IN BOUND YOUR POSITIONS ETA FIVE MINUTES. 
Well it looks like we were right. I wonder why they didn’t hit us at the same time as the tanks and LEO’s. I’ll figure it out later, if I have a later. Vicky starts picking up random bleeps on her ground radar at the far end of the range. The fog is still too thick to see more than ten meters. Within a few minutes I count twelve unknown targets headed straight at me. Then it was twenty-four, then thirty-six. I quit counting at that point. They rebels have arrived. Switching over to the targeting radar I try for a target lock one the one closes to me. As I wait for the lock my target gets closer, and closer. At twenty-nine hundred meters I finally get a hard lock. I waste no more time and fire all four out my main guns.
This was the pre-arranged signal to start the ambush. The fact that I hit with all four of my weapons did not go unnoticed or the fact that I just gave away my position by lighting up the morning sky and burning away a good chunk of the fog. That tends to happen when you fire four extremely high powered beam weapons at one time. To say that I had their undivided attention would be a gross understatement. The rebel APS that I hit didn’t last long enough to return fire though. I must have hit him square in the chest with all four because he went up like a miniature sun. His explosion burned off even more of the fog.
When the rest of the Storm Dancers fired three more of the rebel APS’ found their way to the scrap heap as well. By this time over half of the rebels have reached the ambush area. Time to let the rest of our troops in on the party. Keying up the command link I call out the prearranged signal for the House troops to engage. “Wave Dancer to all Mountain Rangers open fire. Good hunting boys!” they come up out of their camouflaged positions and open fire. It was a truly awe inspiring sight. For the next few minutes we trade shots with the rebels. I know that just staying in one spot is more than likely to make us targets. The rebels return fire with surprising accuracy. We lose three of the APS’ from our House scout lances, two from the support lances and two more from the heavy lances, but we have achieved our goal. We have managed to pull all seven of the rebel House units into the trap.
I key up my command link one last time. “All stations this net. This is Wave Dancer; take them down. Mark your targets and open fire. Out” all eight of the mercenary units came out of their hidden positions on the sides of the range almost at the same time. As they came up it was like watching the dead rise up out of their graves. I had had the House engineers, along with the CBs of the four Death Dealers divisions, dig pits for them to hide in. Once they had placed their APS’ and IFVs’ inside the pits they were covered by a tarp that was then covered with lose dirt and soil. It looked as if the dead was returning to reclaim vengeance on the rebel Houses.
Fuyuko put my thoughts into words. “By the Goddess! It looks like Shinigami has opened His vaults to let the dead reclaim their honor.”
“No big sister, they are not reclaiming their honor. They are claiming vengeance for all the wrong the rebels have done.” It was Nanase who made the correction.
Before I could say a word mama came up on the net. “Keep your mind on the business at hand children. Typhoon Maiden quit playing around with that Bull Dog and put it down. Monsoon check right and nail that Hell Spawn IFV before it gets any closer. Tempest bring down that Fire Star now!” she has become a true combat leader. I follow her orders and get back to the business at hand.
Up until now we have only been getting the four Houses that had originally planned to face us on the tundra plains. Then I see them I get my first good look at the crest of a one hundred ton Stone Rhino. It’s a House of Light APS and they’re less than fifty meters from me. I feel my blood boil, and my heart start to race. All the pain, all the stress, all the misery comes rolling up out of me. I let loose a scream of pure primal rage. I vault Vicky over the protective berm I had stayed behind for the last half hour. I’m out in the open and don’t care. I have just thrown hours of planning, hours of blood, sweat, and tears out the door. I still don’t care. I’m the Head of a major House and Family; and I don’t care. I’m the overall commander, and I just don’t care.
All I care about is that I have one of the assholes responsible for all of this in front of me. He outweighs me by twenty tons and has a few more weapons at his disposal. I just don’t care. This is the personal APS for the Head of House Light. The man who said that I would be on my back or knees before the day was out. This was the man that allowed his men to blackmail, abuse, and rape the people of his House hold as if it was their right. This was the man who would be an Emperor over a third of the known Galaxy. One who would take, and take, from the people, but give nothing but pain and misery in return. He would rule through violence and fear.
I key up a wide band wave link. “Victor Light your time has come! You wanted me all to yourself, well now you got it! You will die you worthless shack of shit!” As the stone Rhino turns to face me I fire all ten of my weapons at once. The PPC’s slam into the chest area within three feet of each other. The PPL’s slice across almost the same spot. All six of my medium Lasers’ pound into the right arm auto-cannon rendering it useless by destroying its breach mechanism and auto-feed. 
“You arrogant little cunt! Who do you think you are to defy your betters?! I was going to show mercy by allowing you to marry my son! Now you’ll just be dead and the Imperial throne will belong to its rightful Rulers.” The top mounted auto-cannon and the one in the left arm open up spraying out two hundred millimeter high velocity armor piercing rounds. I feel the impact from the top mounted AC as its rounds make hash of the armor on the left side of Vicky’s chest. Warning lights appear over the three lasers mounted there. The other AC hit the right side of her chest destroying one of the lasers mounted there and damaging the others.
Oh Shit! There go half of my up close weapons. Not good. Not good at all. Those hits are going to force me to back off some and stay in his optimum range for his weapons. Damn I need to finish this before he can really hurt Vicky. If I don’t we’re both dead.
 



Chapter 9
This just got a whole lot more personal. I move Vicky as fast as I can into the right arms firing arch taking away the use of his left arm AC. That’s the Stone Rhino’s biggest weakness. They’re slow and have almost no maneuverability. He may have the biggest AC’s ever put on an APS, but shit for maneuverability. He literally has to turn his whole Suit to bring all that firepower to bear on a single target. Like the ancient blue water wooden warships he has to maneuver his whole Suit to be able to use all of his firepower. My speed is my greatest advantage in this fight. I should never have tried to fight that monster head on; he’s just too big for that.
As I maneuver into his right hand arch I come under fire from two Hell Spawn IFVs’. In response to this six different AC rounds slam into the Stone Rhinos’ legs, a pair of titanium basketballs hammer home into its left side, and twin beams of chain lighting rip across its torso. I don’t stop to think about it I just keep moving towards his back. I have to get into his blind spot and hit him with everything I have left. I was a fool trying to take on this monster head-on. For two centuries the assault class APS’ have ruled the battle fields without challenge. There is good reason for this, when you’re the biggest and baddest of the big and bad not too many want to take you on. At least not in a fair fight.
Finally I get into his blind spot. As I bring my weapons to bear I get hit in the back myself. “Vicky what the hell was that?! It feels like you just lost half the armor on your back.”
“Just about that, Maiha. We took a hit from a rail gun. There’s a sixty ton Jackal in our rear firing arch. Maiha, we can’t take another hit like that, you have to turn and face him or we’re dead.”
“NO! Damn it all to Hell! I have Victor Light in my sights! I won’t let him get away!” I fire my remaining six weapons into the back of the Stone Rhino, only to see nothing but armor and paint slag off. Damn it! I just don’t have enough time to hit him again without getting hit myself by the Jackal. I need to take care of him first then come back for Victor. As I wheel away from the Stone Rhino I’m barely in time. As three PPC blots, a rail gun and an AC burst just passed right through where I was. Either Victor is truly hated by his troops or there is true justice. While I might not have caused enough damage to take him out of the fight, that volley of fire did. Only one of the PPC’s hit but it didn’t matter. The rail gun and AC tore through what was left of the back armor. I know he’s hurt, but I don’t have time to take advantage of it.
“Oh shit! Vicky are those what I think they are?”
“If you think that they’re three Victory’s, a Hell Cat, and a Jackal then yes.”
“You know that was a rhetorical question right?”
“What’s that mean?”
“AAAHHH! Vicky not now! We need more speed if we’re going to survive this.” I drop my crosshairs on the Jackal and fire my main guns. Both of the PPL’s burn into the cockpit killing its pilot instantly. The PPC’s turn its chest armor into melted slag.
Alice screams over the lance com-link at me. “Wave Dancer, jog left now!” long dead reflex’s kick in and I follow her orders. Mere seconds later the twin beams of high powered death that is her signature slice through one of the Victory’s. In a blinding flash its reactor overloaded and blew. I never slowed down and just kept moving to the left across their fields of fire. I targeted Hell Cat firing all six of my weapons before it could bring its AC to bear. My left arm PPC and PPL hit it in the right shoulder join vaporizing the armor there and destroying the ammo feed for its AC rendering it useless. My two remaining medium pulse lasers stitched parallel lines across its chest to be joined by the PPL of my right arm. For some reason the PPC in that arm went wide of the target.
“Vicky why did the right arm PPC miss?”
“Í need to recalibrate it before you fire it again. That hit we took to the back nocked it out of alignment.”
Damn not good. I need that bad boy if I’m going to survive this. Damn this just keeps getting more and more FUBAR. I need to end this fight and I need to do it now. About that time I heard the unmistakable scream of A-110 Wart Hogs. Oh hell they’re going to strafe the battle field and we’re in the middle of it all. Taking a quick look at the battle clock I see that the Hogs are right on time for the next part of their mission. Damn, this is all my fault, if I hadn’t lost my temper we would still be behind the berm. “All Storm Dancers return to your position now. Over”
“Sorry Dancer, no can do. I’m tied up with a fifty ton Grizzly right now. What about you, Typhoon? Over”
“Same boat as you are, Monsoon. Dealing with a Sherman and two Hell Spawn IFV’s. Tempest how you doing? Over”
“SOL sis. I’m neck deep in Mad Dog IFVs with a Hell Cat in support. Can anyone give a hand? Over” 
“On my way, Tempest. I just finished off that asshole Victor Light. Mountain Mistress moving to help now. Over”
“Vicky, get me a link to the mobile command post.” while Vicky is getting the link set I target the last of the Victory’s and fire everything I got one more time. I hope she got the right arm PPC realigned. I must have done something very good in a past life because all four of my main weapons all hit within feet of each other while the pulse lasers hit just below them on the legs. It doesn’t matter however as the PPC’s and PPL’s cut the Victory in half at the waist.
“Got you your link, Maiha.”
“Thanks, Vicky.” Taking a few seconds to make sure I don’t screw up this message I call Dana. “Short Stop this is Wave Dancer. Come in Short Stop. Over”
“Go for Short Stop. Over”
“Short Stop we have friendlies on the battle field mixed in with the bogies call of the Hogs. Over”
“Oh shit, copy that; Wave Dancer calling off the Hogs now. Will redirect them to cut off the bogies retreat. Over”
“Sounds good Short Stop. You’re doing good kid keep it up. Koneko swing right and lay down suppression fire on those damned IFV. Mountain Mistress, Tempest help’s on the way. Out” that’s when my worst fears come true. 
I watch in horror as two full flights of long range missiles slam home on one of my sisters Patton’s. I can tell by the paint scheme it belongs to Fuyuko. Within seconds her cockpit is erupting outward I send a prayer of thanks up to every God and Goddess as her ejection module rockets skyward. 
“Vicky! Get me a location for that son-of-bitch! NOW!” the anger that over takes me at the sight of my sister having to eject finally pushes me over the edge. I feel the COBRA o.s. take over. Gone was any control that I had. I was now on auto-pilot and the killing machine was in control. Vicky doesn’t bother to tell me what fired that missile volley, I didn’t need her to. There are only so many AP Suites that are equipped to fire long range missiles. I had two of them on my HUD both were over two thousand meters away, and I don’t care. They both out gun me packing two twenty missile rack launchers apiece. It didn’t matter what they had, they could have been loaded down with nukes for all that I cared. I was going to kill them both. 
I pushed Vicky to her top end speed and charged them. I got inside of their minimal engagement range before they had a chance to fire, hell I was there before they even saw me. I got hard target locks on both and fired. I was may be fifty meters from them at this range the power of my main weapons would hit with their full force. Taking on two targets at once is dangerous at the best of times, in the middle of an all-out battle like this, it’s just plain crazy. There just too many things that can go wrong, but I was beyond reason. I wanted vengeance, and was going to have it. I watch as my left arm PPL hits the Long Bow APS in the upper left shoulder melting away the armor plate there. Its twin PPC hammers home on the missile launcher. The results were spectacular. Its own missiles cocked off destroying the Long Bow in seconds. 
The other Long Bow faired far better as both of my weapons only damaged the armor over its chest. It was able to return fire with the medium lasers that are mounted in its forearms. At this range he was able to hit me in the legs doing little more than burning away the paint. The s.o.b. wouldn’t last to see a third round. All four of my main weapons slam home dead center of his chest and destroying everything in their path, to blow out his back. 
I didn’t stick around to savor my win. I was in the heart of the enemy and a target rich environment. Everywhere I looked I saw Light, Daniels, and Moor. Before me was the full embodiment of all that I had come to hate, all the evil of man, everything I had tried to put a stop to in my life. I became at that moment the Angel of Death, and Vicky was my sword of vengeance. 
I pushed Vicky to the limits of her design. Every time that her heat spiked towards the red line shutdown I kept hitting the override. Her cockpit was like an oven on broil. The barrels of her PPC’s and PPL’s started to glow from the heat buildup from repeated firing. Her armor was pitted and cracked from repeated hits from everything from auto-cannons to PPCs’. In some places it was gone, leaving gaping holes to her insides. I hear my family screaming for me to pull back, but I’m too far gone. The COBRA is in full control and I’m just a passenger.
Everything is just a blur for me now. I quit feeling a while ago. All I have is this need to destroy those that would dare harm my family and House. This driving need comes to a head when three assault class APS’ come into view. All of them have the personal crest’s for the Head of House for the three main rebel Houses. This fact is like a slap in the face, and brings me back to my senses. Vicky is beaten and battered, but not broken. However she is in no shape to take on these three monsters alone.
Over the broad band wave link I hear the voice of what should be a dead man. Victor Light. “Well, well if it isn’t the upstart cunt. What did you honestly think that I would endanger myself by actually leading a charge against an entrenched enemy position? Please, I’m not a total fool, Nakatoma!” his laughter fuels my rage once again, but this time I keep control. The fighting around us has stopped. At my unsaid command Vicky shows me a tactical map of the battle field. The rebel Houses are completely surrounded. Over seventy percent of them have been destroyed or rendered useless.
“I had hoped you would be a man, Victor. I guess I was wrong. I see you brought your playmates with you.”
“Well, it just wouldn’t be right to leave them out of the fight now.”
“Hello, Charles. The same to you, David. So glad you two decided to join the fight. It’ll save me the time of having to hunt you down and kill you. I can do it here and now.” The fact that I didn’t use their titles was a deliberate insult. 
Always the gentleman Charles actually makes his ninety ton Tyr bow. The man was a true master pilot. He is going to be a bitch to fight. “Why, thank you, Maiha. I look forward to you trying. However, your Mountain Lion is in no shape to take us on. Surrender now and we’ll show you mercy.” When I hear this I start to giggle. I just can’t help it. Shortly it becomes a full blown belly laugh.
“Oh, thank you Charles. I truly needed that. I’m so happy that you have not lost your sense of humor. Don’t you fools realize that you are surrounded and over seventy percent of your forces are dead, dying, or have been rendered useless? David, you are no warrior, you’re a politician but even you should be able to see the futility of continuing this fight?”
“I see nothing! You are the one who is surrounded. We have you here in front of us! You’re all alone! Before your troops and mercenaries can come to your aid you’ll be dead! And we will have the keys to the Imperial throne! Give up you ignorant, foolish, little girl before we have to kill you!”
“That is where you are wrong, David Moor!” out of nowhere a one hundred ton Highlander appears. Holy shit! Where did mama come from? “My daughter is no fool nor is she ignorant. She may be small in size, but she is no girl. She is a grown woman. One to be feared and respected.”
“You three fools have no idea of what you started. If she doesn’t kill you Charles Daniels I will.” Alice states as she walks Puss-in-Boots into view. “Oh, yes I claim the right to face you, you murdering piece of scum! I, Alison Ann Wendell, last child of Captain Steven Wendell who you left to die on Cold Foot, will be your executioner.” Oh hey! My baby was right here with me, she had made it through to stand beside me at the end.
Something isn’t right though I don’t see Fuyuko or the twins. On the lances com-link I get a hold of mama. “Mama, are Fuyuko and the twins alright?” please oh please let them be ok.
“Yes, Maiha, they’re fine. We’ll have to replace their Patton’s, but they are all safe and sound. Members of the Hell Hounds picked them up after they ejected from their Suits.”
“You mean they all lost their Suits?” I was floored.
“Unfortunately yes. They fought until they ran out of ammunition or overheated to the point they would explode. You can be proud of your little sisters. All three of them made ace two times.” I could hear the pride in her voice over my sisters’ accomplishments. For all three of them to make their second ace was fantastic, but the fact they were safe, sound, and out of the fight was better.
“Will gentlemen it looks like we have our selves a little standoff here. Now that is a problem. See the way I see it you can pop your hatches and surrender saving us a whole lot of heart burn. You can tell us to go to hell, and try to fight it out. Then there is what’s behind door number three. Let’s make a deal!”
It was goofy, adolescent, and downright silly I know, but I just couldn’t help myself. Here we are facing off against three almost pristine assault class APS’ and all us look like something not even a dog would drag in. I mean any sane preson would run when facing off against them. I know all of their weak points, so it should be an easy fight, but when you’re going up against a ninety ton Tyr, a hundred ton Mars, and a ninety-five ton Ares all bets are off. They didn’t name these three AP Suits all God of War for any reason. At almost three hundred tons combined with each one packing both the largest rail guns and PPCs’ ever put on an APS their fracking deadly. Of the three of us only mama’s Highlander would truly stand a chance in a fair fight.
Time to play dirty. Flipping through my com links I get a hold of Dana. “Short Stop this is Wave Dancer. Over”
“Go ahead, Wave Dancer. Over”
“Short Stop do you have contact with the Hogs? Over”
“That’s a roger, Dancer. What do you need them to do? Over”
I hope like hell this works. “Short Stop I have three, I repeat three assault APS that I need a hit and run on. Can you arrange that? Over”
“Can do. What’s the mission danger level? Over”
Now normally I wouldn’t even think of making this call, but these are not normal times. “Danger Stupid Short Stop. They’ll only get one pass so tell them to make it count here are the positions.” As I give out our position and the position of the three traitors Dana gives out a soft whistle. 
“Dancer, that’s not Danger stupid, its Danger you’re out of your Fracking mind. You sure you want this? Over”
“As much as I hate it, do it. Over”
“Roger Wave Dancer. Good luck and God bless. Five minutes to the strike. Out”
While I was talking to Dana mama and Alice had lined up with their chosen targets. This left me to face off against the true Victor Light and his Ares. At ninety-five tons it out weighed Vicky by fifteen tons and armed with one two hundred millimeter rail gun, a one hundred eighty millimeter PPC, four ninety millimeter plasma lasers, and a fifty millimeter Gatling gun I was in for the fight of my life. All I had left to fight with was Vicky’s two PPCs’ and PPLs’. 
Of her six medium lasers none were functional. Either destroyed or burned out by my overuse during my reckless run through the enemy. In other words I had lost over half of my weapons by being stupid and losing control. “Vicky, baby I’m sorry for losing control and putting you in danger like this. I’m sorry for getting you hurt in my reckless need for revenge. Can you forgive me?”
“Maiha, you have nothing to be sorry for, did you forget I am a weapon of war. You were the first pilot I ever had that truly pushed me to the limit. I know that our chance of surviving a fight with an Ares is slim, but I believe you’ll do your best to bring us through in one piece.”
“Ok baby girl, it’s going to get crazy here in about three minutes.”
“Oh I know. Calling in an airstrike at this close range is without a doubt crazy. I think you need to let your mama and Alice in on what you’re up to though.”
“Hay, you’re right. Open the link.” Seconds later I hear mama and Alice on the link. Both want to know why I keep stalling. “Because we have an airstrike due in two minutes so don’t move until it’s over.”
Alice comes back first. “Are you out of your mind?! An airstrike with us this close? Do you know how deadly that is?!”
“Yes Alice I do, now just do what I asked. I know what I’m doing here.”
I switch back over to the broad band link. “What’s the matter, Victor? Afraid of a little girl? Come on make your decision already. I gave you your choices, what will it be?”
“I fear no woman!” he roared. “You will be either dead or my slave you little bitch! When all is said and done House Nakatoma will be history and the Imperial throne will belong to House Light!” as he was screaming over the link I heard them. There were only two but it would be enough to even the score board. 
The A-110’s came in low over the battle field. The rebels first indication they were even there was the arrival of laser guided missiles slamming home on their chests’. Next came the auto-cannon fire as it stitched two lines across the tops of them. The heavy pulse plasma lasers were right behind the ACs’. The Hog’s kept up their attack run right into the rest of the rebel force that surrounded us. How they missed us I’ll never know, but if I survive this fight I’m buying those two pilots a drink. Right now though I need to hit Victor before he can recover from the attack.
As the Hogs go screaming overhead I get a hard target lock on Victors Ares and fire all four of my main weapons. Both of my PPCs’ hit Victor in the waist joint. My PPLs core into the chest area burning away paint and melting armor. I don’t waste any time and kick Vicky into an all-out sprint I need to get into Victor’s rear. If I let that beast get a shot off we’re dead.
Seeing me nail Victor, mama and Alice attack their chosen targets with everything they have. I don’t have time to worry right then though I have my own hands full dealing with Victor and his Ares. He may be a sycophant and a back stabbing piece of shit, but he knows how to pilot that beast. He fires his PPC but misses wide of me burning a ten to fifteen foot long path in the ground behind me. Two of his lasers hit Vicky in the right side of her chest. The other two also go wide, but I hear nothing from the rail gun or Gatling gun. A quick scan shows that both of them were knocked out in the airstrike by the A-110’s. Talk about a stroke of luck. I need to capitalize somehow on this.
I push Vicky once more to her limits. I get a hard lock again I fire with everything I have. Once again the PPCs’ hit the Ares in the waist, melting the armor plating there even more. As it melts it runs down into the hip joints and waist turret ring. If enough gets in to those joints it’ll lock them up making it even harder to maneuver. The PPL’s hit half away up the arm with the PPC vaporizing the armor there. Damn all I’m doing is damage to his armor. I really need to get around to his rear and hit his back where the armor is thinnest. I keep moving but Victor is still turning with me trying to get his bearing on me, but I’m just too fast for that. 
I watch as his PPC begins to glow as it powers up to fire. At this range if he hits me with that thing my worn out armor won’t stop it. It’ll just bore through to my insides as if my armor was paper. That’s when I get a real surprise. His PPC blows up taking his left arm with it. Holy shit, either my PPLs did more damage than I thought or it was hit during the airstrike and then my PPLs’ finished it off. I didn’t care it was gone and it gave me the breathing space I needed. The explosion of his PPC Victor stumbles to the right I can tell he’s fighting to keep it up right.
I change course and head straight for his left side firing only my PPCs’. They pack more than just heat when they hit. The kinetic energy of the accelerated projectiles just might knock the Ares over in its unstable condition. They both hit it in the shoulder pushing it further off balance. It’s still not enough Victor is just too good a pilot. I drop Vicky’s shoulder, increase my speed and rammed into him. The impact is enough to topple the behemoth. As it falls Victor tries his best to keep it from falling on its face. In doing so he damn near trips Vicky, if not for the fact I was fighting the rebound from the impact Vicky would have gone down too.
I slow down and make a quick turnaround. Once I am facing Victor again I see his APS is face down. With its left arm gone and the right damaged beyond use there is no way he‘ll get it upright anytime soon. In that position he can’t even get out of the cockpit. With Victor Light out of the fight I turn my attention to seeing how mama and Alice are doing. What I see lets me know the fight ain’t over yet. Mama has her hands full with David Moor and his one hundred ton Mars. Alice is faring better with Charles Daniels in the ninety ton Tyr. Her speed and greater skill along with knowing every inch of her Panther more than evens up the odds. So it looks like I’m going after the Mars and give mama a hand.
I put a blast from all four of my weapons into the Ares’ legs destroying them from the knees down and take off to help mama. As I pass the Tyr though I just can’t pass up the chance to add insult to injury. I fire both of my PPLs’ into its legs. You can imagine my surprise when the left leg collapses out from under the Tyr. As it falls backwards I hear Alice over our lance com link. “Thanks, kitten, I needed a break. Now I can get in close and finish this.”
“You’re welcome, baby girl. Now put the fracking pig down for good, and give me and mama a hand with that Mars.”
“On my way. Good bye Daniels see you in Hell!” I watch as she pours pure death into the cockpit of the Tyr. All ten of her lasers burn through it as if the armor plating and glass was paper. We never hear the final scream of Charles Daniels nor will anyone. When it comes time to claim his remains all the grave diggers will find is burned plasma and melted plastic. Yes it was wrong to kill a downed and crippled enemy like that, but this was one of the seven architects of this war; and there will be no mercy or quarter for them.
As I move to give mama a hand with More, I get hit in the back by what feels like the hand of God. The heat in my cockpit spikes, the lights flicker, and Vicky stumbles I caught my balance just barely keeping her up right. Before I can ask Vicky display’s where the shot came from, along with who fired it. A group of two Hell Spawn IFVs’ had moved into to try and rescue Light and Daniels. Seeing Alice just burn Daniels to ash must have pissed them off. Well their act of defiance just cost them their lives. I turn Vicky around and fire both of my weapons in my right arm. The thin armor of the IFV doesn’t stand a chance. When it blows the blast almost knocked me down. Something is wrong here, something bad. “Vicky, why are you stumbling around, baby girl?”
“I didn’t want to tell you this, Maiha, but my gyro-stabilizer is damaged.”
“How bad is it, Vicky?”
“At the rate it is going, I won’t be able to stand in five minutes, but that is not our biggest problem.”
“And just what is that?”
“The shielding for my reactor has been damaged. I can’t take another hit in the back. One more and I’ll lose control over the reactor, and you know what that means.”
“Yeah we go boom.” What Vicky just told me was not good news. Hell it wasn’t even bad news. It was shitty, kitty news. “Alright Vicky, I’ll do what I can to keep that from happening. Right now we need to give mama a hand with that Mars.” I turn back to my original target only to see both mama and Alice driving the Mars to its knees. I watch as they hit it from both its left and right sides. They literally cut or blast its arms from the shoulder rendering it helpless. Then over the board band link I hear. “Enough, I surrender. I yield already.” 
“Mama, Alice, back off and hold your fire, but if he even farts wrong blast his ass.” I tell them over the lance link, and then switch over to the board band. “Moor, if you want to live you’ll follow my orders to the letter. First order your men to cease fire, and then stand down. Next you’ll pop your hatch, power down, and exit your APS. If you try anything you’re a dead man.”
I watch as the remaining enemy troops cease firing and lay down their arms or abandon their AP Suits. All over the field I hear them calling out ‘I surrender don’t shoot’ or something along those lines. Moor pops his cockpit hatch and begins to climb out slowly. Finally it’s all over but rounding up the survivors and hauling them to face justice.
“Maiha, now that the fighting is done I think you should dismount.”
“What’s the matter Vicky?”
“I need to shut down my stabilizer before it becomes so unstable that it blows up.” Oh shit that ain’t good. If her stabilizer is that far gone it would gut her if it blew. With that in mind I slowly settle her into a knee position with her left arm supporting her in this position. Once down I quickly disconnect saying. 
“Do you think you’ll be alright here until I can get the recovery truck out here to pick you up, Vicky?”
(GIGGLE) “Do you honestly think anybody will be able to steal me with all of the friendly troops around here?” (GIGGLE) I couldn’t help it I had to laugh right along with her. I forgot that almost no one but me could get her to do anything than what she wanted to.
“I’ll see you later baby girl. Right now I still have a lot of work to do.” I push her hatch closed and climb down her front. It was slow going. Her normal smooth orderly surface was pitted and warped; some of her built in hand holds were missing. All of this was complicated as there were still some areas that were hot to the touch. Once on the ground I got my first real look at the damage done to her. 
Whole sections of armor plate were gone, over half of her paint was burned away or blackened by near misses. One of her two sensor dishes or ‘ears’ had a hole that was a foot wide clean through it. Looking around to make sure no one was going to stab me in the back as I walked around to look at the damage to her backside. What I saw damn near caused me to shit myself. No wonder why her gyro was hit, there was a four foot hole in her armor right where it would be. It was a miracle that it wasn’t hit sooner.
A young soldier in the uniform of McHale’s Pirates comes running up to me with a mobile link set. “Excuse ma’am, but are you the Lady Maiha?”
“Yes I’m Maiha Nakatoma. Can I help you?”
“Yes ma’am you have a call form General Star on the battle link. I had it transferred to this mobile.” He handed the mobile to me as he was talking not bothering to give me his name. For once I find his total lack of indifference to be welcome.
Taking the handset for the mobile link I key up the mike. “Go for Wave Dancer. Over”
“This is Black Star Six Wave Dancer. It’s good to hear your voice old friend. Over”
“Same here, Black Star, how’s the clean up going? Over”
“We have rounded up all of the rebel Head of House’s except for the big three. Do you have any idea of their location? Over”
“Sure do Six. Though it’s going to be a little hard to clean up one of them. Over”
“Why’s that Dancer? Over”
“Daniels is a crispy critter thanks to Koneko Mistress dumping about fifty million jolts of high powered light into his cockpit. Over”
“Damn that’ll do it. What did she do stand on top of him and fire all her weapons at once? Over”
I think of how to answer that question, do I lie or tell the truth. I mean what she did could be considered a war crime, then again if Daniels had the chance he would’ve done the same to her. “Just about Star Six. We are going to need all of the heavy left recovery vehicles you cans get your hands on. None of us are in any shape to walk back. Over”
“Your IC is already working on that Dancer and a whole lot more. If you don’t need her we’re done here I’d like to talk to her about joining the Death Dealers. Over”
“OH Hell No! You're not poaching my people you old dog. Besides, Short Stop is underage for imperial service. Over”
I hear Mike laughing over the link and I just have to join in. The old dodger was going to try to do just that. “Ok Dancer, I’ll leave your people alone. Your House Commander is sending out a hover car to pick up you and your team. He said something about you most likely needing a lift after that run. Over”
“Sounds good to me, we’ll see you in about fifteen to twenty minutes. Out” I hand the handset back to the young man from McHale’s Pirates thanking him for bring it out to me. While I was on the link to Mike mama and Alice had moved their APS’ beside Vicky and dismounted to join me on the ground. 
I grab mama and pull her into the biggest hug I can manage while screaming at the top of my lungs. “We did it! We actually did it! We won!” I had no sooner put her down than it was Alice’s turn. “Way to go Koneko! We beat the sons-of-bitches. We did it! By God, we did it!” as I put her down mama just looks at me then starts to giggle, then laugh. I can see the stress of years and years of fighting these fools finally leaving her. For the past twenty years she has done everything in her power to control their greed. Now that it is all over and she no longer has to fight them she can relax. 
The smile on her face is one of pure joy. “Yes, child, we have done it. We actually won. Against all odds you have won the war, but I fear our fight is not over.”
“What, do you mean mama? All we have to do now is round up the traitors and turn them over to an imperial Judge and it’s out of our hands. What more do we have to do?” I was truly confused by her statement.
“We now must win the peace, Maiha. That battle must be done in the Halls of Parliament I’m afraid. A battle field that you are ill-equipped for.”
“What do mean ill-equipped for? I know how to behave in polite society.”
Mama is interrupted by the sounds of a high speed cutting saw. I look over to where the noise is coming from. On top of the back of Lights Ares is a recovery crew with heavy rescue tools. As I look at them I see that their dressed in the field uniforms of Hogan’s Hero’s mercenary unit. Beside the fallen Ares was a MK-90 Heavy Recovery Transport. Ever since Light fell something was bugging me. “Mama, if you’ll excuse me, but I need to go check on something.”
“What is it, Maiha? What’s wrong?”
I started walking toward the Ares. “We have not heard one word out of Victor since he was taken down. I think if he was able to, he would not have let Moor surrender the fight. I think he is either dead or unconscious. At least I hope so.” At the worried look on my face mama realizes what I truly fear.
“You don’t think the pilot was another double do you?”
“To tell you the truth, I wouldn’t put it past that gutless piece of shit to pull that little trick a second time. It wouldn’t take much for him to substitute a trained pilot for himself and make look like he was the pilot. All he would need is a secure video link that over road the cockpit link. If you remember we only communicated by an open board band link.”
“Oh Shit! You’re right, Maiha. We used to do that just to mess with the Opfor (Opposing Force) during training excises.” Alice was almost in a panic as she said this. With that in mind we all took off at a dead run for the fallen Ares. We quickly climbed up the side and over its back. When we reached the area for the cockpit the recovery crew was still hard at work. Seeing a Sergeant who appeared to be in charge Alice waved for him to join us. Once he was close enough to talk without yelling. “Sergeant, have you hear anything from inside?”
“From what we can tell there is someone that’s still alive in there ma’am. We can’t tell who it is though.”
I quickly ask “How can you tell?”
Pointing over to where a tech had a diagnostics terminal plugged into a service jack. “We’re getting life sign readings from the cockpit. From everything we can down load the pilot is out cold, but alive.”
“How soon till you’re in?”
“Maybe fifteen to twenty minutes, ma’am. Why do you ask is there someone important in there?” the man had no idea who was the pilot for the Ares.
“You could say that, Sergeant. The pilot is none other than Victor Light, one of the rebel leaders.”
With a shocked look the Sergeant turns and yells at the rescue crew. “Oy! Get a move on you useless pugs! We need that cockpit cracked open and now!” turning back to us “I’ll have that bastard out of there in just a minute, ma’am.” Turning back to his crew he really gets into motivating them. “I say to get a move on you slugs! I don’t care about salvage now. We just might have Victor Light in there. That’s right you slugs, you heard me correctly. The pilot for this APS is Victor Light. Now get that cockpit open, now!”
The recovery/rescue crew doubled their efforts to crack open the cockpit. The three of us have stayed out of the way and let the experts work. No matter how much I wanted to make sure that it was Victor Light in there I know to let the real experts do their jobs. The wait was driving me crazy. I see a private smoking what looks like an Empire Gold. I’ve been good about not smoking, but right now I needed a smoke to calm my nerves. Walking over to him “Excuse me Private can I get one of those cigarettes and a light off of you?”
He looks at me for a few seconds “I don’t know ma’am. You look a little young; I don’t want to get in trouble for corrupting a minor.”
“Don’t worry about that, as the Head of House Nakatoma I’ll take the blame.”
“Ok then here you go.” He hands me his pack and lighter. After fishing one out and lighting it, I take one more for later.
“Thanks, I needed this.” I walk back over to where mama and Alice are waiting. When they both give me strange looks I ask. “What? Can’t a girl enjoy a smoke after a hard day’s work?”
Mama, who has a look of disapproval, says. “Maiha, I know that you’re older than you look and you feel you have more than earned that cigarette, but smoking is not a very ladylike behavior.”
Alice is quick to agree. “Kitten, you know I love you, but you’re not kissing me with that mouth until you brush your teeth and use mouthwash. I’m not kissing an ashtray.”
“Ok, already you disapprove of my smoking I get it. I’ll quit once all this is cleared up. For now I’ll keep it to a minimum. Will that make you happy?” They both say ‘yes’ at the same time. “Boy; talk about your spoil sports. A girl can’t have any fun around here.” When I start to pout the two of them just giggle.
While we were waiting a medical evac team had arrived. Within fifteen minutes they have the back access hatch cut open and out of the way. They were summoned by the Sergeant when they had determined that the pilot was alive. Once the cockpit access was opened one of them side inside. After a few seconds later he yells out. “I need a back board and neck brace. This poor bastard is in a terrible way. From the looks of it he broke his back when he hit the ground face first. He also has what looks like a broken arm.” I watch as another medic scrambles inside the cockpit with the requested materials. Five minutes later they call out that they’re ready to lift the pilot out.
The tension was thick enough to cut with a chain saw. I kept shifting from one foot to the other. The fact that this might not be Victor Light but a double was eating me alive. I had to know. If it was him it was over, if not I don’t even want to think about it. 
The medics slowly left the pilot out of the cockpit on a backboard. At first I can’t see the pilots face because it is faced away from me. When the medics finally get it out in the open and lying flat on the back of the Suit I finally see the pilots face.



Chapter 10
All my fears, and those of my family, were put to rest. There on the backboard was none other than Victor Light. He was severely injured; you could see the head wound and broken arm. What was most telling though was the way the medics had him braced on the backboard. From the looks of things he won’t be causing too much trouble. Looking over at the young medical officer who was in charge “Excuse me, lieutenant, but do you think he’ll survive?” I really wanted to know if this asshole that has plagued my family for so long was going to live.
“We won’t know till we get him to the field hospital for sure, but most likely he’ll live.” I could tell by the way he worked that he was all professional. “Whether or not he’ll walk is up to the surgeons. I’m just an Emergency Medical Technician I don’t have the medical skill or know-how to say otherwise.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant, you’ve been most helpful.” After taking one more look at Victor Light, I head over to where mama and Alice are waiting. “It’s him alright. I would know that pig’s face anywhere. Come on let’s get off this scrap heap, and head back to the rear. I don’t know about you two, but I could use a drink, a strong one at that.”
Mama gave me a worried look “Are you alright, Maiha? I know that you didn’t want this war.” Here she was surrounded by a field covered in the reams of an army, thousands of dead, dying, or wounded young men and women, and she was worried about me. “I know that you feel that all of this is your fault. Are you going to be alright?”
I look out across the battle field. From the recesses of my mind I recall all the places I have fought. One more time I have survived when I should have died. Once again I have cheated Death and denied him his due. With a heavy sigh I look at her and Alice “I just need a drink, ok?” I fail to put their concerns to rest. “I’ll be fine, but right now I want to go and get a big bottle of Scotch, get drunk, and forget what took place out here for a little while.” With that I turn and jump down from the Are’s back.
When I hit the ground I take off running. I push myself to the limit and I’m at the top end of my speed. I weave in, and around all the damaged, or destroyed, vehicles and APS. I know that there are unexploded ordnances out here, but I don’t slow down. I finally stop when I get to the range tower, or what’s left of it. From the looks of things it took a direct hit from more than one weapon. I see scorch marks from lasers, holes from auto cannon and rail gun rounds, and whole areas of metal which was twisted by PPC blasts. Only the observation hut remained. When I walk inside I find the ready room in total disarray. That’s when I see the two holes in the back wall. Looking around I find a rail gun round lying in a corner. I guess the ready room wasn’t as safe as everyone thought.
Walking over to the bar I find what I was looking for, an intact bottle of Home World Scotch. I also find a pack of Black Jake cigarettes. Just what I need to put the day behind me. I hear mama and Alice calling out my name. I really want to be alone right now. Thirty years ago I swore I would never take part in another war that I was done with being a Death Dealer. Taking the bottle, cigarettes, and some matches I put them in a bag that I found behind the bar. I go over to where the rail gun punched the hole in the wall. I pass the bag through and then lift myself up to its edge. After wiggling through I drop to the ground and head for the far side of the estate. 
“Dee De, full stealth mode.” I order.
Maiha, are you sure you want to do this? There are people who care about you, who are looking for you. (Dee De)
“Damn it! I said full stealth mode. Now do it!” I was pissed and I needed to be alone. I know what I did today all too well. Right now I need a break from it all. Dee De did as I asked and I slipped away into the woods that bordered the practice range. Even here I could see the evidence of today’s battle. When I get to the far wall I find a nice little spot that is out of the way where no one will find me. Once there I sit down next to an old tree and take out the cigs’ and bottle. After opening the cigs and lighting one up, I open the Scotch and take a drink. For the next hour I just sat there chain smoking cigarettes and drinking from the bottle. I try not to think of the battle and all the death. 
Her voice caught me off guard. “Can I get one of those?” I turn and see Fuyuko standing next to the tree I’m using as a backrest. There she was still in her armor with a look on her face that I haven’t seen in a long time. The last time I saw that look was on the face of a young man right after the Battle of Higgins Road over thirty years. Back in the day we called it the ‘thousand yard stare’. I know what she’s thinking and what she’s feeling. I hand her the pack along with the matches. After she’s lit one up I hand her the Scotch.
“Go ahead, it’ll help deaden the pain.” I tell her knowing it’s a lie.
She looks at the bottle for a few seconds then takes a long pull off it. She starts to cough after she swallows. “God. How can you drink that stuff? It tastes like battery acid.”
Taking the bottle back from her I smile and take a drink. “You sip it. You don’t chug good Scotch like you just did. Hey wait a minute. How did you find me? When I left I was in full stealth mode.”
The look of embarrassment tells me she’s not too proud of what she did. “I was hiding behind the ready room when I saw you climb out through the hole in its wall. I waited for a few minutes then followed you. I figured you needed some time to yourself, so I waited until I thought it was safe to come near you before I did. I’m sorry sissy, but I didn’t think you should be all alone right now.”
 
“It’s alright, kiddo. I just needed some time to think and put things into prospective.” I smile up at her then pat the ground next to me. “Now tell why you were hiding like you were.”
“I didn’t know what to do after I was ejected from Monsoon Warrior. When the Hell Hounds picked me up they brought me back here behind the lines. I waited around in the mobile command unit for Nanase and Nanami. When they showed up safe and sound I needed to find someplace that was quiet to think. That’s when I found the spot behind the ready room. I didn’t want to be in the MCU if you or mama got hurt so I decided to wait out the battle there. Nanase and Nanami are still there.”
“No, we’re not, sis, we followed you and sissy.” We both turn and see the two of them peeking out from behind one of the other trees. It was Nanase who had spoken first. 
“Hey, we figured that if you two were going to sneak off, we could too. So we just decided to follow you, since you were following Maiha.” They may be the youngest of the Storm Dancers but they too had the ‘stare’.
I wave them over to us and pat the ground for them to sit down. Like I did with Fuyuko I pass them the cigarettes and Scotch. Just like their sister they followed my example. After we all had a smoke and a drink. We just sat there and let the stress of the day go. I know that I have more work to do and there’s mama’s wedding to consider, but right now I need to help them with what they have done today and yesterday. All three of them are too young for this shit. They have had too much violence in their young lives. They should be worrying about school, clothes, and boys. Not piloting multi ton war machines across a battle field. 
“So, I heard that each of you made Ace twice. How do you feel about that?” I really needed to know what was on their minds. I take a drink from the bottle and pass it to Fuyuko.
After taking a sip Fuyuko gets this faraway look in her eyes. “I know that some of those men died out there, but I can’t say that I’m sorry they did. Those people were going to hurt us if they had a chance.” Taking another sip and a draw off her cigarette “I know what the soldiers of House Light would do to us. I would never take the life of an innocent but those pigs are not innocent. They have stolen, killed, and raped their way to power. They have no honor, and therefore undeserving of mercy on my part.” She takes one more sip and passes the battle to Nanase. The bottle has become the token symbol for whoever’s turn it is to talk.
Nanase reaches over and gets another cigarette and light before she begins to talk. “I know that I should feel upset for killing those men, but I remember what they did to our mother and Fuyuko. When they told us what they planned to do to us. I knew that I might have to kill to protect my new family. That it would be the only way to stop them. So I don’t feel as if I did anything wrong. I’m just upset that I lost Typhoon Harbinger. He ejected me right before his auto-cannon rounds cooked off from the heat buildup.” When she finished she passed the bottle to Nanami. Following her twins’ example Nanami got a fresh cig and a light before talking.
“I thought that I would be upset by killing those people, even the ones from yesterday; but all I see when I start to get upset is the look on our mother’s face the night she died. I still remember how I felt then. I was powerless to stop those men. I never want to feel that way again. That’s why I wanted to be a soldier so much. To bring those men to justice or to kill them.” I watch as she takes a drink from the bottle. From what I can tell the killing of the soldiers isn’t bothering her too much. In fact it may have done her and Nanase some good. When she hands me the bottle of Scotch I notice that they’re all looking at me.
Take a drag off my cig and a pull from the bottle as I collect my thoughts. “I know that you’re all a little worried about me. Understand something; I’ve a life time of this. I have fought wars on over thirty different planets and faced death on countless battle fields.” I take another drink from the bottle. “No matter what someone says, no matter what they do, when it comes to fighting a war it’s the young men and women who make up the military that always pay the price. Sure some of those men and women out there deserved to die, but not all. They should be held accountable in a court of law, not the battle field. That’s why I will always try to avoid all-out war. That’s why I needed to get away for a while before dealing with anymore of this mess.”
A hand reaches down over my shoulder and takes the bottle from my hand. Looking up over my shoulder I see mama standing there with a small smile on her face. “While I don’t normally condone the unlady like behavior going on here I’ll overlook it for now.” With that she tips the bottle up and takes a big drink from it. “That’s some good Scotch. You’ll forgive me if I pass on the smokes, nasty habit in my opinion. Before you ask, Maiha, I simply followed your sisters’ trail. You do realize that you upset quit a few people when you took off like that?”
“Frankly, I don’t give a damn. Last time I looked I was the one whose tits were on the line. If this all went pear shaped it would have been my ass that would have had to face the Emperor not them.” Yah my temper was up and I didn’t care. “If I want to take some time to be alone then that is what I’m going to do.”
“Calm down child. I know that you would do something like this sooner or later. I know how much this whole mess bothered you and was prepared for it.” Mama handed the bottle back to me. There was just a swallow left so I tip the bottle up and finished it off. I drank half of that bottle and was just now starting to feel the alcohol. “However, I do believe that you need to return to the house and get cleaned up. I’ll have Gin and the rest waiting for you. I expect to see you clean, dressed, and somewhat sober in time for dinner in my rooms.” With that mama turned and headed back toward the main house.
Looking over at my sisters I decided that it would be best to head back now, than later. “Come on you three, let’s head home. Sitting around here ain’t going to get anything done, and I have way too much work to do, yet.” I ground out the cigarette I was smoking then stood up. They all followed my example and joined me as I started to walk back towards the house.
We had gone only a few yards when Alice stepped from behind a tree. “I take it you’re ready to get back to work?”
“Yah, I guess I am. I just have to figure out how I’m going to explain my disappearing like I did.” I started to scratch the back of my head. All the sweating I did during combat had started to dry. 
Alice gets a silly look on her face, and then starts to laugh. When I don’t join her she just laughs all the harder. I wait for her to get control of herself, and ask what’s so funny. “Kitten, your mama has already handled the matter.”
“And just how did she do that?”
“Didn’t you know that you’re out here ‘performing’ a ‘perfection ritual’ and were not to be disturbed?”
“What the hell are you talking about, Alice?”
Her giggle lets me know I might not like this. “Well, it seems that as the Head of House Nakatoma you are also the ‘top dog’ for the Temple. As such you can’t reenter the main area of the compound until you purify yourself of the evil of violence.” When she starts to giggle again I get a sneaky feeling I’m not going to like what she says next. “It had to be… (Snigger) in the (snigger)…I’m sorry, but this is funny. You had to do it in the nude.” Yup, I was right; but you know something it was funny. I just start laughing right along with her. We’re joined by my sisters. It was just too funny for words. Mama used the mysticism of the Temple to give me an excuse to be alone. The fact that I would be ‘naked’ and performing a secret, an ancient religious act was more than enough to keep people away while I got my act together.
There was one thing that was bugging me though. “Um, Alice how did mama explain the absence of the girls?”
“Oh, that was even better. They’re your wittiness’ and the Temple’s representatives. They’re here to make sure you do it right.” 
When I hear this I can’t help, but to admire mama’s ability to baffle them with bullshit. The woman was a true artist at misdirection and disinformation. If I ever need someone to run a deception operation I’ll ask her. The fact that she came up with such a plausible excuse on such a short notice was amazing.
“Ok, even I would believe that one. Alright Temple witnesses’ let’s get home, cleaned up, and something to eat. I have a feeling that today ain’t over, yet.” I started walking before I could be talked into spending more time out here. It took us about half an hour to get back to the house. We were greeted by mama at the entrance of the courtyard. The fact that she was still in her armor told me that something was up. “Is something wrong mama?”
“No, child, everything is being handled those who are in command of the individual units. I just thought it would be best if we all entered the house at the same time. It would lend credence to your purification.” Like I said the woman was a master at bullshit. We all started to laugh at her explanation. 
“Mama, you are a true master of the art of verbal deception.” I place my hands together at my waist and give her a very formal bow. “I bow to your wisdom in this matter.”
When she returns my bow it is with a simple nod of her head. “You are wise beyond your years, young one.” Oh no, she did not just go there, but then again I was in the presence of a true master of the art! Should I grovel and ask her forgiveness, or perhaps counter with one of my more lethal jabs, or … oh, I know.
I palmed my hands together and bent deeply at the waist. "I am at your mercy, Madame Vengeance. Can this unworthy girl be found moderately talented enough to study the ancient art of verbal swordplay at your side?" Hopefully I can disarm her by playing the ‘wounded duck ploy’.
Mama gives me a strange look, then bends down and picks up a pebble off the ground. “If you can snatch the pebble from my hand, young one. Only then will you be found worthy.” Damn I just knew she wouldn’t go for it. Then again she did give me an out. Eyeing the pebble in her hand I pull up my HUD and get the exact distance from my hand to hers. Even using her Death Dealer boosted reflexes I still have the advantage. 
As fast as I am she still pulls the pebble out of my reach. “Gotcha!”
“AAAGGGHHH, no fair! You set me up!” I know it couldn’t be that easy. Why damn it, do I always fall for the simple tricks. Our little by play had my sisters and Alice giggling. “Oh well. I guess you can’t win the all.”
“That, my dear, is an essential truth in life.” Mama was smiling at us all. “Now, girls it’s time, past time really; for us to get cleaned up. Maiha, Allison, your maids are awaiting you in your rooms. The same goes for you three as well.” Mama turns and leads us in to the house. Once inside we all split up and head for our individual rooms.
As usual Gin, Kina, and Nia were waiting for us. “Hi, ladies, did you miss us?” once again my joke fell on deaf ears, as usual. I just head for the bathroom with Alice in tow. Once there we both deactivate our armor and climb into the shower. We have a few minutes of hot steamy shower sex before getting down to the business of actually cleaning up. After the shower we climbed into the hot bath that our maids had drawn. For the next half hour we just relaxed, and let the stress of the day just melt away. Ah, Calgon take me away! There’s nothing like a nice relaxing bath to put the world into perspective.
When we finally get out we’re close to being prunes. After drying off, we head for the dressing area. Gin and Kina meet us there to help us get dressed. I notice our kimonos are the Storm Dancers ones we had worn the other day. “Your mother left orders for you and the Lady Allison to be dressed as you were yesterday, my Lady. She said it had something to do with what you must do this afternoon.” Was all the explanation Nia gave. The others only backed her up on this. When I asked what I was supposed to be doing this afternoon they only said they did not know.
For whatever reason mama was being all mysterious. I hate it when I don’t know what is going on. “If I find out that the three of you are b.s.ing me you’ll find yourselves on the unemployment line.” All three of my maids turn white as sheets when they hear the threat. Um they do know something. “Alright ladies, last chance, what is going on?”
After looking at each other, Nia nods her head to Gin. “Lady Maiha, please understand that you have put us in a difficult position.” I nod my head to let her know that I do. “We know that you can and will fire us if we don’t answer you, but we’re more afraid of your mother, the Lady Dai Etsu.” Now this was not what I was expecting to happen. If mama had told them to keep quiet then they will. There is nothing I could do to override their loyalty to mama, so I just dropped it and changed the topic.
“So, ladies, what’s for lunch?”
The look of relief that washed across their faces lets me know I did the right thing. Both Alice and I headed over to the table in suite area and sat down to lunch. For some reason I was ravenous. Both Alice, and I, cleared our plates and drank two full glasses of tea. For some reason we were not interrupted. When I ask Kina about this she merrily smiled and said that they had left word that we were not to be disturbed. With a giggle she said that the only fool who would dare to disturb us was currently in the Temple hospital under armed guard, who had orders to shoot to kill if he made any move other than to rollover.
That was rather enlightening piece of information. After we had eaten I heard a knock on our room door. I waved for Gin to go answer it. She let in all three of my sisters who were dressed the same as us, in their Storm Dancer kimonos. “Hi, kiddies. Do you three have any idea of what mama is up to?”
All three of them answered in the negative. They couldn’t even get their maids to spill the info. Now we have five very confused young ladies and nine personal maids who have clammed up. Talk about frustrating. A quarter of an hour later there was another knock on my door. When Nia answered it she found, and then quickly ushered in four very confused individuals. 
All four were led by Prince Raygel, or I should say Captain Ravenswood. But it was little Dana Silver Leaf that made me smile. The young lady was dressed in what appeared to be the dress uniform for the House military. She appeared to be far more comfortable in her lady’s dress uniform then one would expect. However there was a problem with this and I needed to address it now. “Dana, I know for a fact that I told you that you’re too young to join the House Military. Why are you wearing the uniform of one of my House troops?”
When she blushed I knew there was something wrong. “I know that my Lady, but well I don’t have anything else to wear.” When she said that I did a fast rethink, but before I could come up with an answer she explained. “Yesterday, when your mama’s maids brought me the clothes that they did, they only had one kimono with them. The rest of my clothes were all House uniforms’. This is the only dress uniform in the bunch all the others are BDU’s. I didn’t think it was proper to be wearing BDU’s for your mama’s wedding so I put on the dress uniform. I hope that’s alright?”
I felt like an ass. Here I was all set to chew her out for wearing a uniform when that was all she had. “No problem Dana, but please understand that until you turn eighteen I can’t let you join the House military. I know that sounds harsh, but I have to follow the law.” I get interrupted by Captain Ravenswood.
“Excuse me, my Lady, but that is not exactly true.”
“And just how is that Captain. I know for a solid fact that is what the law reads. I’m trying my best here to change things, but that is one law I will not change.”
“No offence, my Lady, but that is not all that the law reads. It is in place to keep unqualified people from entering the Military of both the Houses’ and PDF’s. There is a provision however that you are overlooking.”
Now this was news to me, let me tell you now. I remember when that law was written. Hell I was one of the original authors of that law. So you can imagine my surprise finding out there is a loop hole. I mean we spent months going over that damned thing to make sure there were no loop holes. “Captain, I would really, no make that dearly, love to know what you’re talking about.”
“The Educational waiver.” Holy shit! I had forgotten all about that, but then again that waiver was only there for someone who had already completed Primary School and had their Diploma, but had not yet turned eighteen. 
“You’ll have to forgive me here, Captain Ravenswood, but for that to be the case Dana would have to have already passed Primary Schooling and also be within six months of her eighteenth birthday.”
“Oh, but I can make an even stronger case than that. Dana Silver Leaf is not only has her PSD, but a Masters’ degree in Linguistics, and two Bachelors’ degrees, one in Business and the other in Modern Letters. I believe that should be more than enough to grant her a full Officer’s commission in the House military or any Military force in the Empire.”
I have Dee De pull up the full law for me. It takes her a few minutes to find it and then display it on my HUD. There it was in glowing black and white.
  Empyreal Command 1967
Neither man nor woman shall enter into Military service prior to their eighteenth birthday. No man or woman can be conscripted prior to their eighteenth birthday. Only individuals who have reached their eighteenth birthday may serve in any Military unit be it PDF or House.
1)     Exceptions can only be made to individuals who are seventeen and nine months that have completed their Primary Education with a full diploma.
2)   Exceptions can be made for individuals who have more than Standard Education and not yet of the age of consent. Requirements for said waver are as follows.
a)   Associates degree and seventeen yrs. six months.
b)   Bachelor’s degree and seventeen yrs. four months.
c)   Master’s degree and seventeen yrs.
3)   All exceptions listed in paragraph two can only enlist in the officer’s core and must complete a minimum of three yrs. service. They can only hold positions within the Officers Support cadre.
“Dee De, how long have these revisions been on the book?”
Just a sec hon. After what felt like hours. They have been on the books for the last twenty yrs. (Dee De)
Looking up at Captain Ravenswood “Ok, I’ll buy that, but we have another problem. Dana Silver Leaf does not have legal id as herself. How do you plan to handle that, sir?” I really wanted to know this, because if he can this will solve one major pain in the ass for me.
“Oh, well… umm… I think I might be able to handle that.”
“Captain, I suggest that you come clean on how you’re going to make this all work.” I was looking at Dana and I can tell that even she is wondering how Ravenswood is going to pull this off. “I believe that Dana would also like to know what you’re up to.”
With a heavy sigh the man comes clean. “As a member of the Royal Family of High Winds I can grant her full Citizenship. Also I can make her an Officer of the Royal Guards thus giving her all the rights and privileges as member of the High Winds Royal Military.” Now there are a few things in this world that are mostly likely to throw me for a loop. What Raygel just said was one of them. In the last four hundred years there have only been six non Elf born people to be granted full citizenship to High Winds. If he does that it will put me in a very delicate position politically.
“Prince Raygel, I’m a little fuzzy on the part about her having a commission in the High Winds military being a help?”
“It works like” I interrupt him before he can go much further.
“Tell her, not me. It’ll be Dana’s decision not mine if this happens.”
Looking over at Dana he has the good sense to blush. “I’m sorry Dana. I should have come to you first with this idea. Like I was explaining to her Ladyship, if you become a citizen of High Winds I can commission you as an officer of the Royal High Winds Military. As such you can serve in either our military or in one of the House military units despite your age.”
Dana looks up at him and a small smile crosses her face. “You mean I can legally be a member of House Nakatoma’s Military?”
“Well, yes, but it is more than just that. You’ll also be protected against someone coming along and forcing you to return to Helos Prime.”
“What if I don’t want to serve in the High Winds Military?”
“Not a problem. I’ll just state that you’re serving your time in an approved House Military unit. Oh and by the way you only have to do five years, so if you want after your time is up you can do something else.” The man was practically bursting at the seams when he told her this. Not that I blame him. The smile on Dana’s face could be used for a nav beacon in deep space it was so bright.
The petite young lady jumped up and hugged the big man as hard as she could. All the while chanting over and over ‘yes oh yes.’ When I finally got her to calm down again. “Well, Dana, I take it that you would like to become a member of the Nakatoma House military by the way of High Winds officers’ commission and term of service?”
“OH yes ma’am. More than anything else.” She was truly happy. I believe it is the first time in her young life she has ever felt this way. I look up at Combs and Taylor to see smiles on their faces as well. Faced by this united front of friendship and love I can’t say no to her.
“Alright, I’ll let it happen on two conditions.”
Dana quickly calms down and looks at me. “What is that my Lady?”
“You remain in the main house until you can present yourself as a young lady and you don’t go anywhere without either Corporals Taylor or Combs. Do you agree?”
It took her a few seconds before she said anything. “I would like to know why first?”
“Ok I can understand that. As before you still need to learn how to be a young lady and the best way to do that is around people who understand and can help you. Now as far as the corporals go I don’t want you without a bodyguard until you can move about comfortably as a woman.”
After a few moments a careful thought she nods her head. “Ok my Lady, I can live with that.”
“Good, and by the way you’re out of uniform young lady. Corporals if you’ll escort her over to supply so she can correct this matter.”
“At once my Lady, what rank is Dana to draw?” Combs ask.
“First Lieutenant, should do nicely I think. How about it, Captain that sound about right?”
“Yes ma’am it sure does. Carry out your orders L.T.” Ravenswood tells Dana. She smiles up at us both then salutes Ravenswood and leaves us with Taylor and Combs right behind her. When they are gone Ravenswood turns back to “My Lady, I know that you didn’t want to do that but it is for the best. Dana will never really fit in as a regular girl.”
Sighing I look up at Ravenswood “Trust me I know all too well. She never really had too much of a real childhood, I can tell. She is like a lot of gen-alt male brides. I have met a few of the over the years. I’m just glad that she got away before they sent her to that school.” I just shook my head in sadness knowing that even though I won the war here on Hades it’ll take a lot more to put a stop to that practice. The only way for me to truly end it is to attack Helos Prime and destroy everything that belongs to House Daniels. Looking up at the big man I could see that he had some more news. “So, Captain, what else do you have for me?”
Pulling a few sheets of paper from his inside his uniform jacket. “I have the butcher’s bill, my Lady.” When he hands the papers to me I know what it was. The listing of our dead and wounded along with the total of lost equipment. I was shocked to see that except for Captain Ravenswood, no one in the House military above the rank of first Lieutenant was alive. My God I thought over one third of my House troops were dead. Seeing the shock on my face Ravenswood tried to ease my guilt. “My Lady, please, understand this was not your fault. We placed the House troops in the center of the line making them the anvil to everyone else’s hammer.”
“I know full well who to blame Captain. I will look her in the face every time I look in a mirror.” Waving the sheets of paper at him. “What these are is a reminder that when all is said and done I, and I alone, am the one to blame for what happened here today. So please, don’t try to place the blame on anyone else, unless it is on the rebel Houses. By the way do we have a tally on their losses yet?”
“We’re working on it that as we speak, my Lady.”
“Very well then, let me know as soon as you have it.” He nodded his head to let me know he understood. “I do have a question though. How it is that almost everyone our House and Body guard officers above the rank of Captain are dead? Except for you, the only officers we have above that rank are Col. Fujiyama, Maj. Howard, and Captain Bell. What, did you guys lead a full on assault on the rebel lines or something?”
He looked down at the floor before he answered. “Well, to be honest ma’am yes. When the troops saw little ghost get shot out of her APS the troops came close to losing control, but when her little elves got taken down they just charged over the bearers and into the rebels. Seeing as how we no longer had direct control over our units we threw caution to the wind and joined them. The paint schemes we had made us the first targets they took out, but it did them no good. Our troops were in a full on killing frenzy.”
Damn it happened anyway. All that planning down the tubes because I led my team over the wall and let my emotions get the better of me. If I had held my ground then maybe just maybe there would be more of my troops and officers alive. Alice comes up behind me and gives me a hug. While whispering in my ear. “Kitten, no matter what happened you could not have stopped this. Once the battle was started all of your planning was bound to get thrown out the window. You know that no plan survives contact with the enemy whole.” I nod my head letting her know, I knew. I didn’t have to like it, but I still knew.
“Thank you Captain. I hope you can provide me with the names of reliable men and women to replace our losses. Do you know how many the other units lost?”
He shakes his head no. “I’m still trying to compound all of that. The mercenaries are working on their losses as we speak and the Death Dealers have said that they’ll see to their own dead.”
“I’ll deal with the Death Dealers.” With far more understanding in the matter than I liked. No Death Dealer commander ever wanted to let out how many men they lost in a battle. Their losses were and still are a closely guarded secret. It was a matter of pride that they left no one behind. “They won’t give up that type of information without direct orders from their overall command. As it is I’ll mostly likely be the only one to ever know how many they truly lost. Thank you Captain for all that you have done today.”
“It was my honor and duty, my Lady.”
“I understand that you personally led a troop of Jump Infantry in taking out the enemy command post.”
“That’s not exactly true, my Lady.” The man had a strange look on his face, like he had just swallowed a bug. “I only led the relief team. It was Silver Leaf, Combs and Taylor who attacked and destroyed the enemy’s command post.”
I feel my blood pressure spike to dangerous levels. “What do you mean Silver Leaf, Combs, and Taylor took out the enemy command post? They were all supposed to be in our own mobile command post far behind our lines.”
“Well, when everything broke down to an all-out brawl and there wasn’t much more they could do from there. That’s when Silver Leaf pointed out where the enemy CP was. Well between her and Combs they convinced Taylor that between the three of they could sneak around and hit it from behind.”
The more I hear the madder I get. Here I am trying to keep the little shit out of the fight and avoid a political nightmare she goes behind my back and pulls a commando raid in the middle of an all or nothing battle. “When I get my hands on that girl I’ll skin her alive. What the hell was she thinking?!”
“Um… My Lady…um… Well that is what those three are actually trained to do.”
“What do you mean by that Captain Ravenswood?” it must have been the sound of my voice, but it was Alice who answered not Raygel.
“Maiha, all the members of the old enforcer squads were trained for this type of operation. They specialize in taking out things like command post’s, landing zones, resupply and refuel points, or anything else like that.” When I look over at her I can tell she is telling me the truth. “If I had to guess I would say that Silver Leaf used her T9-A3 Jump Infantry gear, while the guys used their new Land Warrior assault armor. Between the three of them they can cause more havoc than an entire platoon of regular infantry.” As Alice laid out her reasons and explained just how those three were trained I realized that putting them where I had was not one of my better moments. Then again Dana had provided to be one hell of a coordinator. “I’ll be very honest with you; if you were to move those three plus a few more of the old enforcer platoon members over to the Intelligence Troop they would make one hell of a recon platoon. With the way they are trained they can do all of the sneak and peak stuff a recon platoon, plus smash and dash as well.”
As she explains how she would form a recon platoon out of the old enforcer platoon I find myself liking it more and more. “I’ll announce the changes this evening after dinner.” Looking around I see that everyone agrees with me. That’s when I realized there was a reason we were all dressed up in our good clothes. It hits me like a ton of bricks, hell Dana even told me what it was.
“OH SHIT! Alice when are we supposed to meet mama for her wedding?!”
 



Chapter 11
The O.M.G. looks on the faces of my sisters and Allison mirrored my own. Looking over at Gin, Kina, and Nia I can tell that this was what they were being so closed lip about. Even Captain Ravenswood had the good graces to keep his mouth shut over our lack of knowledge. Thankfully there is a knock on my sitting room door. Waving for one of my sisters’ maids to open it, I sit back and began to think and plan. First I need to get a representative from the individual units that are here. Second I need to figure out how to broadcast the wedding so everyone can see it. Third, there are all those POWs to deal with. Fourth, I need to try and figure out what my role as the Head of House is in mama’s wedding. Then there is what my sister’s roles in all this are. They haven’t been adopted officially yet. Damn it; I need more time.
“Excuse me, Lady Maiha, but I was sent by your mother to remind you and your sisters that you are expected to be at the Temple in three hours.” I was so lost in thought that I didn’t notice Susan White Horse enter the room. The fact that she said I had to be there in three hours would put it at sixteen hundred. “Oh, and your mother said to remember your Family’s swords. She said something about you needed to be present as the Defender of House Nakatoma.”
I can tell by the look of confusion she didn’t have a clue about my needing a set of swords at a wedding. Thankfully I remembered how Matsu’s and Dai Etsu’s father wore them at my marriage to Matsu all those long years ago. Back then he carried the honor of the House and Family. Now it is my turn to perform this duty.
Turning to Susan “Thank you, Susan, you can return to your mistress now. Please inform her that I shall have my sisters there in time and ready for her marriage.” I watch as she bows to me and heads for the door to leave.
“Ok, sisters we have two and a half hours to get everything in order for mama’s wedding. Nanase and Nanami, I need you two to go to each of the mercenary units and invite their commanding officer and XO’s to the wedding.” They both give me a quick bow and head out to do as I have asked. “Fuyuko, I need you to get a hold of the com-techs and have them set up to broadcast the wedding over the net.” With a smile she bows to me and follows her sisters. “Captain Ravenswood if you can make sure that the POWs are secured in a safe and secure location I would greatly appreciate it.” He gives me a quick bow and heads off to take care of his assignment. With those tasks taken care of I turn to the gathered maids. There is a total of nine that I can use as runners to deliver orders for getting things set up for the reception. 
“Ok, listen up ladies. You nine have exactly three hours to get the Great Hall set up for a celebration banquet. There needs to be enough seating for two hundred. Because I plan to invite all the department heads, officers of House military, and their next in charge plus their supports or S.O.s. I don’t care how you get it done, just do it.” Turning to Alice I smile. “Love, I need you to do me a big favor. I need you to go over to the estates gardener and see if he can supply enough flowers to decorate the place settings.”
“Um… Maiha, I don’t mean to be rude, but just what are you going to be doing while all of us are running around taking care of getting the wedding ready?” Alice was looking at me with a look of awe in her face.
“I need to take care of seeing to the dead and wounded. That is my responsibility and I will not pass it off to anyone else. Besides I doubt that the Death Dealers will give out that info to anyone else.” I tell her grimly. I know too well how my brothers in the Death Dealers look on outsiders trying to find out that bit of information. 
“I made a promise to them and it is one I will keep. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to carry out that promise.” I turn away from them and picked up the Family swords. As I begin to settle them at my waist Gin, Kina, and Nia quickly move to give me a hand. Their expert eyes placed the Family swords where they need to be. “Thank you ladies, now if you’ll excuse me, I have to take care of a pressing matter.”
With that I head out for the Death Dealers MCU alone. This was something that I had to do on my own. No one else had made the promise that I had and I was going to keep it. As I walk through the compound I look around at the damage that was done. Everywhere I look I see the signs of the battle form this morning. 
I can see were auto-cannon rounds that had missed their targets had landed carelessly in the inner compound area, craters from missiles, and whole buildings flattened by lasers and PPC’s. Yes, we had won the battle, but we had paid a high cost. The more I see the madder I become. I stop in the worst area and my heart feels heavy.
I can tell that Light, Daniels, and Moor had given orders for their fire support APS units to target this area on purpose. A little more than half of the houses for the civilians had been hit by either long range heavy gun fire or missiles. This was a deliberate act of wanton destruction. My anger for Light, Daniels and Moor just became more and more incandescent. When it comes time to pass judgment on these men there will be no mercy. They are monsters pure and simple. They were blinded by greed and a desire for power. 
It is with a heavy heart as I enter the Death Dealers area. All around me I see the signs of the heavy fighting they had been in. Where once there was a neat and orderly compound, now there was make shift work areas for the repair of their equipment. A field hospital had been setup over on the far side of the MCU, and a vehicle recovery and repair area was setup on the other side. Once again I am reminded of the price we had paid for this victory. As I come close to the MCU I am stopped by a young Private on guard duty. “Excuse me, young lady, but this is a restricted area.”
“Private, I’m Lady Maiha Nakatoma; I need to see the Group Commander.” I tell him.
As he looks me up and down, he sees the swords at my waist. “You’ll have to leave the swords out here, ma’am.”
Now this was something I was not prepared for. I was not going to give up my Family’s swords for anyone. “Sorry, Private but that ain’t going to happen. Now step aside before you piss me off even more.”
“Ma’am, I’m sorry, but I have my orders from General Stevens himself. No one is to enter the MCU armed.”
When I heard that someone else has given this order I realize that I might not have any friends inside of the MCU. Time for a little investigation. “Where is General Star, Private?”
“He’s over in the hospital, ma’am.”
“Ok, now where is General McCall?”
“Dead, ma’am.”
“General McFeeters?”
“Also dead ma’am.”
“Generals Fritz?”
“He is in the hospital undergoing surgery as we speak, ma’am.”
This was not a good sign. If the top four commanders for the Death Dealers have been put out of commission then I just might have a fight on my hands in that MCU. “Very well, Private. If you’ll be so kind as to let whoever is in charge know that I’m here to see them I would appreciate it.” When he didn’t move to carry out my request I know I have a problem. Taking a deep breath “Command override code Hellfire Delta seven nine Delta Omega one.” The look one this poor man’s face was priceless. He quickly turns and runs into the MCU. The very fact I had just used the First High Lord’s command codes was enough for him to realize he was not dealing with some kid.
As I stand there waiting for whoever was in charge I noticed some very unsettling things. Off to one side there were four men from House of Light. The fact that they were not in custody was more than enough reason for me to be on guard. Before I can ask someone about them the Private returns with one of the acting commanders. “Are you Lady Nakatoma?” he asks.
“Yes, I’m Lady Maiha Nakatoma. Who might you be, sir?”
“Oh, I’m sorry, my Lady. I’m General David Stevens, General Star’s XO.” He was a good looking man in his mid-forty’s form the looks of it. He was a little tall for a Death Dealer at about six foot six, but other than that he was the perfect example of a Death Dealer.
“Thank you, General Stevens, now if we can head inside we have things to discuss.”
“I’m afraid that is not going to happen.” At my look of confusion he elaborated. “You see, Lady Nakatoma, I have no way of confirming your identity. You may claim to be the First High Lady of the Death Dealers, but I know for a fact that there has never been a woman in the Death Dealers. You maybe the Head of House Nakatoma, but you have no standing here. I don’t know how you got the command codes for the First High Lord, but I will not let you fool me the way you did General Star.”
This stupid son-of-bitch just pushed me past my point of pissativity. “Empirical command override Beta six Tango seven.” Normally I would never invoke the loyalty override that is implanted in all Death Dealers, but this fool was trying to stage a coup. I watch as his eyes go wide in fright. No one in the past one hundred years has ever used this command. For me to be using it means that not only do I have the authority of life and death over him, I was really the First High Lady of the Death Dealers, but the H.B.I.C. for the whole system.
“Please, forgive me, Lady Nakatoma, I have not had the pleasure of meeting you as of yet.” I could tell he was honest in his reply and truly had no idea of what I looked like. I need to get to the bottom of this.
“Can I ask why you doubted who I was? I mean I gave your guard the proper codes for identifying myself.”
Stevens looks over at the four men from House of Light. “I was informed by members of House Light that there was an imposter in the House of Nakatoma who had stolen the codes who was passing herself off as the granddaughter of J.J. Owens in an attempt to replace the rightful leadership for this planet. I know that we just got through putting down a rebellion here by certain Houses, but I didn’t know the full extent of the rebellion. I didn’t want to place the Emperor or the Death Dealers in a position of interfering with the rightful succession of a planetary rule.”
That was all I needed to hear. The man was following s.o.p. for any planet in open rebellion if there was even a little question as to the rightful leadership. As I look over at the four men form House Light I recognize that each of them is just First Lieutenants. Low men on the pole. They would not have been in on the full extent of what the Heads of House were actually doing. “General, I suggest that we continue this inside the MCU.”
“Yes, ma’am, right this way.” He leads me inside the MCU. Once inside I find that instead of there being four generals I’m greeted by two Colonels and one Brigadier General. I take a quick look over at Stevens and see he is only a Lieutenant General. My God! What had happened on their front for them to have lost almost all of their upper command structure? As if reading my mind Stevens “This is our reserve MCU, my Lady. The primary took a direct hit from a guided missile. Only those that you see here now were not in or around it at the time. If I didn’t know better I would have said the enemy knew exactly where we had our CMCU when that missile hit.”
“How do you know they didn’t Stevens? I know for a fact that I have had traitors in my own House Military.”
He just hangs his head before looking at me. “It was my own antiaircraft battery that let the enemy helo get through. The bastard fired six self-guided missiles before the secondary battery brought him down.” The anger over that failure was clear in his voice, along with his disgust over it. “We just didn’t take the air threat as seriously as we should have, ma’am. It was my fault and no one else’s. My unit was assigned the task of making sure we had air superiority. I failed to take in to account how low those Raiders could fly.”
“General Stevens, if there is one thing I learned from my grandfather it is this. No plan ever survives contact with the enemy. I had it all figured out on how they were going to come at us from the sea side of the estate compound. They did everything the way they should have and I still lost over a third of my House troops and almost half of the mercenary troops as well, not to mention putting my family in danger. All because I lost control of my temper and jumped the brim and attacked the enemy head on instead of staying in my fighting position. Trust me, we all make mistakes, now we must learn from them and move on. Now, please tell me how bad the butcher’s bill is.”
“Outside of taking in the fact we almost lost all of the senior command our losses were rather low. Between the four divisions we only lost a total of ten percent of the APS, fifteen percent of the jump infantry, and ten percent of our armor. To be honest my Lady, most of those are in the hospital. Our actual dead is only around five percent across the board. I don’t know how we got so lucky, but I’ll take it any time.”
As he hands me the read out of the dead and wounded I almost cry. A grand total of seven hundred and eighty six dead, may the Goddess forgive me, but to have such a low number of dead among the Death Dealers is a blessing in disguise. My House military maybe wrecked but I still had a Military force I can use if I need to defend this planet or the system. Looking up at what is for now my command staff I realize that except for Stevens the majority of my commanders have not truly ever handled these many troops before. Time to take some drastic measures. “General Stevens, please contact the commanders of the other five divisions, and make arrangements for them to meet with me tomorrow morning. Also I need to know who is in command of those divisions and what their make is.”
A young Colonel interrupts me. “Excuse me, my Lady, but the next senior commander would be General Lassitor of the four nineteenth Light Division in Star Port city.”
“Thank you, Colonel?” I leave it hanging so he can supply his own name.
“Oh, sorry ma’am. I’m Colonel Johnny Recco of the tenth Jump Infantry Regiment, one hundred and first Light Division, Screaming Eagles.”
“Thank you Colonel Recco, please send my compliments and request General Lassitor to join me here. Now I know that it is not our standard policy to give out the names of our dead, but I made a promise that all those who died here today would be remembered I need those names, please.” At their confused looks as to why I would need those names I realize I had to explain what I was going to do. “Gentlemen I plan to erect a monument to all of the fallen here at the beginning of a graveyard for them.” the looks of shock that crosses their faces is one that will stay with me to my final days. “That’s right, you heard me correctly. I have at my disposal more than eighty hectares of land. I plan to turn ten of those hectares into a graveyard for our dead. At the front of it will be a monument to all those who have died here today in the defense of the Empire. Yes I know that in the past we have always placed the names of our dead in the Valley of Hero’s, but this is one time they will be in two places because they bought their place of honor amongst the Nakatoma Family. So please, be so kind as to send the list of our dead to my House engineer. I will make sure that their remains will be treated with utmost respect.” When I finish I bow as deeply as I can to these men. Yes, I know I can just order them to do as I want, but there is a long standing tradition to bury Death Dealers in deep space. They are citizens of the Galaxy and as such have no home. I plan to change that today.
The first to speak is a young Colonel with pilots’ wings. “Ma’am, allow me to introduce myself first. I am Colonel Manfred von Richthofen of the two ninety-second fast attack wing. While I did not lose anyone I find your offer one that should not be passed up. To have just a small piece of land to call our own to bury our dead is something the Death Dealers have never had. Thank you.”
The next up is the Brigadier General is the next to speak. “Brigadier General Karl Shultz ma’am. I agree with Colonel von Richthofen.” He turned to face the other Colonel. “How about it Colonel Klink, what do you think?”
“My Lady, as you have no doubt surmised I’m Colonel Wilhelm Klink of the thirteenth Heavy Assault APS Battalion. I too wish to thank you for your very generous offer. It is not often that the people who we fight for wish to honor us the way you have here today.”
“Trust me Colonel Klink, if there is one person who knows what it means to be a Death Dealer it is me. I was raised on the stories of the Death Dealers and the sacrifices they make for our freedom. My grandfather made sure I would always respect those who wore the Imperial Black of a Death Dealer.” I tell them. Yes I know it was somewhat a lie, but my grandfather did tell me those stories as James J. Owens. They didn’t need to know that though.
“I guess that I’m the last one to speak, ma’am. And give my thanks. Far too often we only have the names in the Valley of Hero’s to remember our fallen brothers and from what I hear soon our sisters as well. I would be greatly honored to place our dead in this cemetery you have proposed.”
I can tell by the look in his eyes there have been far too many friends buried in deep space or the heart of some sun. I know all too well the sorrow these men feel. On more than one planet in more than one system I have lost friends, brothers, and comrades in arms. I have cheated Death on countless battle fields and back alley brawls. To have a place to finally call home was what all Death Dealers dream of, and I was in position to give it to them. And by all that’s holy I was going to give it to them.
“Gentleman, I am also here for another reason. It would be a great honor to House Nakatoma if you would please join us at the Temple for the marriage of my mother the Grand Lady Dai Etsu Nakatoma to First Sergeant James Malcom Bailey of the House Nakatoma military at sixteen hundred.” I could tell that they were not expecting that. “Gentlemen, please remember it was my mother’s own wedding announcement that brought the rebels down on top of us this morning. It is her firm belief that if she does not hold her wedding today that they will still have won. To be truthful I feel the same way.”
“I can guarantee that we’ll be there my Lady. I for one will not let the rebels win; we have paid too high a debt as is. I will not let them have this win I will have all senior commanders in full dress uniform there and on time.” I could tell that General Stevens was a dedicated man. The fact he was giving his personal word to have all senior officers there in dress uniform was a true honor.
“Thank you General Stevens, but they don’t have to be in dress uniform, they just have to be there.” I say.
“That is where you are wrong, my Lady.” At my questioning look he explains. “I was just a boy of three when your grandfather married the Lady Matsu Nakatoma. My father had me there to show me that even Death Dealers can have the dream of home and family.”
I searched my memories for a Stevens and come up with nothing. I even have Dee De pull a search of Death dealer records for any Death Dealer named Stevens and nothing comes up. I decide to find out if he was from here. “Were you originally from here, General?”
“Yes ma’am. My father was a Death Dealer in your grandfather’s unit. But I doubt you’ll find any records of it though. You see I’m a bastard child of Sergeant Robert York and Lisa Stevens a maid here in the Nakatoma household.” When he told me his mother was Lisa Stevens Dee De is able to track down everything about this young man I needed to know.
“Welcome home, Davidson.” I bow to him which startles the young man. “I see that you have brought great honor to not only your mother, but also House Nakatoma by following in your father’s footsteps. I know he would be very proud of you. Now that I know this you and I need to have a little talk in private before you show up at the wedding. Is there somewhere we can go?”
He takes a few moments then nods his head yes. Before we leave he turns to the rest. “Gentlemen I need you to make sure that everything is taken care of.” He gets a round of ‘yes sir’s and leads me outside and over to his tent. Once there he clears off his field chair for me to sit on. “Ok, Lady Nakatoma, why did we need privacy?”
“Straight to the point, I like that General. Very well, I’ll get straight to the point as well. Where is your father’s saber?” I can see that my question has caught him off guard. “I know for a fact that Sergeant York was awarded a knighthood by the Emperor. Why do you not have his sword and title?”
He hangs his head in what can only be describe as shame. “My father was one of the lost regiment on Telis Three, my Lady. Because he never married my mother we never got any of his death benefits.” When I hear Telis Three my heart stops. The blackest day in all of Death Dealer history happened on that planet. A whole regiment of Death Dealers was destroyed to the last man by the Valkanas. One of the most vicious races in the known universe. I remember that place all too well. It was one of my last commands before I retired. I never thought I would run into one of their children, least of all here on Hades. 
“I’m sorry for your loss, General. I know that my grandfather regretted that campaign more than any other.” I know that what I’m telling him is the truth, in its own way. I mean I do regret that campaign. However I would do it all over again as it allowed us to force the Valkanas to sue for peace. We may have lost a full regiment to the man, but they lost six for everyone we lost that day. Sometimes a loss is as good as a win. Its cold hard logic, but it is the plain truth of the matter.
He looks up at me with a strange look on his face. One that I have seen in the past on the faces of men who have seen the harshness of war. We sat there for a few moments just looking at each other. Finally he reaches under his bunk and pulls out a bottle of scotch. He pours us both a shot of the alcohol then hands me a glass. He raises his glass “To the fallen.” Is all he says. I return his toast.
“Thanks for the drink, General. I really needed that. Now I’ll let you get ready for the wedding. Oh, and by the way I want you to meet me in two hours over at the House supply room.”
“Um…yes ma’am I’ll be there. Can I ask why?”
I look back at him. “I plan to correct an injustice.” That is all I tell him and head back to the house. I take my time. As I walk around I see the four trouble makers being hauled back to the POW area under armed guard. It seems that House Lights little ploy to discredit me failed in a very big way. Those four look as if they fell down a few times.
One of the things I find in my wandering is a large piece of APS armor plate. It’s an easy six feet wide and ten high. From the looks of it; it was part of an APS’ chest armor on a Warhammer II. Now there is a scary APS. Ninety-five tons of walking siege engine. Of all the assault class APS’ out there it is one of the most feared. With two, two hundred and twenty millimeter auto-cannons, four one hundred and eighty heavy pulse lasers, two one hundred and eighty PPC’s, and two eighty-five millimeter Gatling cannons, it is truly a fearsome weapon. I noticed a recovery crew cleaning up the area. As I watch them work I had an idea to come to me like a bolt of lightning out of the blue. Quickly going over to them I wave down a young tech sergeant. “Excuse me sergeant, but can I see you for a moment?”
“Yes, of course, Lady Nakatoma. What can I do for you today?”
“I need you to do me a favor. Do you see that piece of armor plate over there?” I point out the Warhammer II plate to him. When he nods his head yes I continue. “I need for you to take that over to the House fabricators for me. Can you arrange that?”
“Yes ma’am, but can I ask why?”
“That hunk of armor is going to become something special, sergeant. Something that will stand for a long time to remind people of what happened here today.” And with that I turned and headed for the House engineer planning office. I need to make sure everything happens the way I want it. I now have a mission and a plan. I know how and where I’ll put the new cemetery. I just have to make sure I can put it there.
Ten minutes later I enter the estate engineers planning office. It’s a whirlwind of activity. Master engineers pouring over blue prints, journeyman redrafting mistakes to correct them, apprentices running off to deliver work orders, and in the middle of all this acting as conductor the estate master engineer. The man who has the final say in anything being built, repaired, or changed on the estate grounds. Oh I may be the Head of House and the one to commission his projects, but he is the one who has the final say on how it gets done. Walking over to him I smile up at the big man. 
“Master Forest, may I have a moment of your time, please?”
“Of course, my Lady. Why don’t we head over to my study?” he waved towards a small office off to one side. Once inside I found that his office was neat and orderly instead of the cluttered mess I was expecting. Moving over to one of the chairs he had I sat down and waited for him to take his seat behind his desk before asking him about why I came here. I would let him start first showing him the respect he had earned. “So, what brings you here, my Lady?”
“Master Forest, I shall come straight to the point as you have your hands full with repairing the estate and it buildings. I would like to know if there are any plans for the south eastern track along the coast line.”
He turns to the wall behind him and the map of the entire estate hanging there. “Do you mean the old mill area, my Lady?”
“I guess so; I’m not too sure. Is there something out there?”
“No not at this time. Back during your great, great, grandfather’s time they were going to put a saw mill there, but they found that the ground would not support the type of foundation that would be needed. To be honest that area is not really good for anything other than a park. Why?”
“Could it may be used for a cemetery?”
The big man leaned back in his chair in thought. After a few minutes he starts to nod his yes. “Yes, as a matter fact it would be just about perfect for that. Most of the area is already cleared there are maybe twenty odd trees there, but other than that it is just open land.”
“Good, this is what I want to do. I want you to get with the carpenters and start turning that area into a military cemetery.” Over the next half hour I laid out how I wanted everything to be done. He would occasionally correct me about something or put in some fundamentally necessary detail, but all in all he found my idea of a cemetery for our military dead intriguing. “So it can be done the way I want?”
“Very easily, my Lady. I’ll get right on it. I know that we paid a high price today and I want to do my best for you and those men and women. I do have one question though about the entrance. I see that you have blocked out an area for what looks like a monument. I take it that you have someone else working on that?”
“Very, good Master Forest. Yes that is exactly what will be there. I plan to place a six by ten piece of APS plate armor with all of the names of the units that fought here today along with a dedication to all of the fallen. It will be set in on a twenty foot round volcanic glass base. I want it to be a reminder to future generations of the price of freedom.”
“May I make a suggestion then?” at my nod he told me his idea. “Do not put the unit names on the armor plate but in the base of the monument itself. Instead of using volcanic glass over on the far side of the practice range is a large deposit of black granite. I can have a thirty foot slab by four foot thick quarried in two days.”
“My Goddess! How on earth can you do that? Are you even sure you have the tools to do it?” I was flabbergasted by the man’s statement.
“I am quite certain it can be done, my Lady. As for the equipment to do the work, we have everything we need right here inside the compound. We have everything needed to dig it out, transport it, shape it to need, and to put it in place. Long before it became the practice range that area was a granite quarry, we used to be one of the largest suppliers on Hades. That is until the advent of freeform blast crates.”
“Thank you Master Forest, I shall never doubt you again when it comes to your field.”
“No need, my Lady, you had no idea of what we have for building material. That is my job to know.” He had a small smile that showed he did not find my lack of knowledge a draw back. “There is one more change I would like to suggest if I may?” at my nod he smiled. “If we can I would like to move the far eastern wall out to the far edge of the estate proper and increase the size of the cemetery area.”
Now this was news to me. I had thought that the estate walls had already enclosed the total estate area. “Um… doesn’t the estate wall already enclose the total area?”
“Oh no, my Lady, why it only encloses a quarter of the estate grounds.” He tells me. He gets up and goes over to a file cabinet to pull out a survey map. Laying it out on his desk he shows me just how big the estate really is. “As you can see the actual size of the estate is close to two hundred and fifty hectares; most of it is undeveloped land. Now the area you wish to convert into a cemetery is on the far edge of the enclosed area, what we can do is move the estate wall outward by forty hectares to the far southeastern edge and give it room to expand.” As I looked down at what he was telling me I realized that it would be perfect for what I wanted to do.
“Do it. Now I do have question for you. Do you have enough men and material for repairing the compound buildings and the homes of our families?”
“To tell you the truth, my Lady, I have too much help and not enough work.”
“How is that? I mean one out every four of the family homes were damaged or destroyed.”
The big man starts to chuckle. “It seems that the Death Dealers combat engineers are bored and wanted to help us rebuild. With everything they can do we’ll have ninety percent of the damage repaired by the week end. At this rate everything will be back to normal around here inside of two weeks. If I pull them off to handle the cemetery and moving the estate wall it’ll actually allow my people to handle the repairs on the rest of the compound and still be ahead of schedule.”
“Very well then, Master Forest. I’ll leave you to your duties. Oh will you be able to attend my mama’s wedding at sixteen hundred?”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world. As a matter of fact my entire staff will be there. It has been a long time coming. All of us here at House Nakatoma have prayed for the day she would marry, but had lost hope that she ever would. Now that she has a second chance at life we hope she wouldn’t let it go.” When he sees the look on my face he stops dead. Realizing what he just said the big man starts to back track. “I meant no disrespect my Lady. It is just that, well when your grandmother married your grandfather.” I interrupted to save him from having to explain what he meant.
“Don’t worry Master Forest, I know what you mean. I wish the Grand Lady had married when she was younger. However I understand her reasons. It is now my turn to make sure the Family Nakatoma is prosperous.” Turning to leave his office I stop at the door. Looking over at the master engineer I smile. “I expect you to be on time and in a clean set of clothes Master Forest.” With that I give him a small bow and leave.
As I am walking out of his workshop I have no idea of what the man was thinking and if I did I would have blushed clear down to my toes. Back in Master Forest’s office he stood there looking at the young woman who moved with tattle tale walk of all Nakatoma women. ‘If I was thirty years younger I would do my best to court that girl. She is everything that a man could want in a woman. Brains, beauty, breeding, all combine with an outgoing friendly attitude. My Goddess! What a woman.’
As I move across the compound to the main house I am once again reminded of how strong people really are. Everywhere I looked the people who made their homes here were already cleaning up and rebuilding. I change my course and head for the House Military Supply room. I need to make sure that a certain General is in the correct uniform from now on. I also have to pick up a few things for Alice and my sisters. They have earned the right to carry their ‘badges of office’.
As I enter the Supply room I’m met by a very unusual sight. Row upon row of swords, each one a work of art. I walk along the rows looking for the just the right ones. I know that this is not your normal Supply room. Then again the Nakatoma’s have been known for the swords they produce for more than seven centuries. So it’s no wonder that this room is filled with swords. “Excuse me, young lady, but just what do you think you’re doing in here?” I turn to face the voice and find a man bent with age and gray from years of life at a forge. When the old man sees the family swords at my waist he bows to me. “How may I help you Mistress Maiha?”
Returning his bow “I hope that you can, Master Yoshi. I need to find four sets of blades for my sisters and the Lady Allison. Plus I need to find a saber for one of the Death Dealer Generals. Can you help, please?”
“It would be my pleasure. As a matter of fact I have just the swords for your sisters and the lovely Lady Allison. If you’ll follow me?” The old man turned and walked over to the far wall then headed towards the back of the building. 
As we walked along the rows I could almost feel the energy of the swords. Some are in sets of two and others in sets of three. However I can tell that all of them are works of art and love. I stop as I come to one such set it is a set of only two blades but I can tell that this set was made for a warrior. 
The katana in a black saya, or scabbard as the English call them. I carefully drew the sword, which looked to be of good craftsmanship, and examined it. The blade was three feet long and of a steel alloy and almost white in color as was the tsuba (guard), a work of art in itself, which was in the shape of a starburst. The foot long tsuka, or handle, was in that same deep black as the saya, the ito (braid) in a deep purple was soft to the touch and fit comfortably in my hands. On the end of the tsuba was a tassel of the same deep purple color and material as the ito. 
“Her name is Airi and she would be a good fit for one of the Death Dealers. Her sister is next to her, her name is Anju.” I look down at the matching wakizashi. I pick them both up before I go any further. The old man seeing this, waves for one of his assistances to come and take the blades from me. “Take those the front desk for the Lady Maiha, please. Now if you’ll please follow me into the back room, my Lady.”
Inside the back room I am shocked by what I see. There must be over a hundred sets of full Dragons. Everywhere I look I see beautiful works of deadly art. “I see that you now see why I brought you back here, my Lady. All of these blades were fashioned by the grand master himself, Eiichi Nakatoma. Your five times great grandfather was more than just a warrior; he was also a sword smith without equal. The blades at your waist were forged by him. As were all of these in this room. I believe you’ll find what you’re looking for in here.” He turned around and left me alone in the room. 
I take my time running my hands over each set trying to get a feel for them. I quickly find the sets that I will give to my sisters. For Fuyuko I find a set that is as pale as the wind driven snows. For Nanami I find a set in a light purple that looks as if they came from the very core of a volcano. For Nanase I find a set that match her sunny disposition in a bright yellow. Before I can even begin to look for Alice’s blades I find two sets that area identical in every way. I can tell that they were crafted for a married couple, perfect for mama and Top. 
As I continue to look for Alice I just can’t seem to find the perfect set, oh I can find ones that are close. As I began to think I’ll have to settle for second best I find them. Hidden all the way in back behind all the others I see them. If I didn’t know any better I would swear they were the mates of the ones at my waist. They are almost identical in every way. For some reason I know that they are meant for her to wear. I call up front for some help.
Once I have all the blades out front I ask for them to be wrapped up so that no one will see them. Master Yoshi notices the one set I chose for Alice “I see you found the matched set to your own, my Lady. Your ancestor made the two pairs to be worn by man and wife, like the other pair you found.”
“Thank you, Master Yoshi, I wasn’t sure if they were the mates to mine or not, but I felt that I must give them to the Lady Allison. She is after all soon to be my wife.” When the old man hears me say this he smiles from ear to ear.
“Then allow me to be the first to congratulate you, my Lady. The Lady Allison is highly respected by a great many of us here in the compound. She will make a fitting mate for a warrior of your standing.”
“Thank you sir. Now has a General David Stevens showed up yet?”
“Yes, my Lady, he has. I remember him as a little boy playing in the courtyard. He has brought great honor to our House and to his family.”
“That he has, good sir that he has. Now if you’ll hand me those two blades I had first picked out?”
“Those blades are for him? Why didn’t you say so, my Lady?” turning to one of his assistances’. “Get me an obi of the House colors hurry. If I had known that you had planned to present them to one of our own Death Dealers, my Lady, I would already have the obi here. I am so sorry.”
“Master Yoshi no need to apologize. I did not tell you so you are not at fault. I do appreciate the obi. I had not thought of that.”
“Very well then, my Lady, if you say so; as for the obi well how else will he be able to carry his blades?” the assistant returned in a matter of moments with the obi. Taking it from him I head out to the front of the shop. I find General Stevens standing there looking at all of the swords.
“General Stevens, right on time and dressed in your dress uniform too, I must say that Imperial Black suits you.”
“Thank you, Lady Nakatoma; I have always tried my best to bring honor to both my family and House Nakatoma by being a Death Dealer like your grandfather.”
“Well you have and now it is time for that sacrifice to be recognized.” Taking the obi I wrap it around his waist. Then reaching over I take the two swords from Master Yoshi. “Your father was a man of honor as are you. When he died he took his blade with him to the grave. For the last twenty years your family have brought honor to my House with your service to the Emperor. Now it is our turn to honor you.” I place the swords at his waist marking him a samurai of House Nakatoma. “Welcome samurai, you and all those of your line are now members of the House Samurai. With all the rights and privileges.” I step back and bow to him. 
Even in his shock he returns my bow. “I don’t know what to say, my Lady. Thank you doesn’t seem to be enough.”
“Then don’t say anything. Just remember the words of the Master. ‘Do nothing that has no value, but find value in everything.’ Now if you’ll come with me I have need of a true samurai for the next few hours or so.”
“What of your mother’s wedding, my Lady?”
 
“Oh don’t worry about that.” At his very confused look I tell him. “You are going to partake in the wedding as part of the ceremony.” As he, Master Yoshi, and a few of his apprentices follow me out the door I explain what his part in the ceremony will be.
 



Chapter 12
Once back at the house I head straight for my rooms. When I arrive I find that my sisters and Alice have returned. Smiling, I invite Master Yoshi and his apprentices in along with General Stevens. My sisters and Alice all give me a W.T.F. look as they see the bundles that they are carrying. “Ok, little sisters, time for you to get finished dressing for mama’s wedding.” I walk over to Fuyuko first. “Fuyuko, your name means ‘child of winter’ as such you deserve this set of swords.” I take the set that were pale as the wind driven snow. The saya’s were white and the tsuba’s were in the shape of snowflakes. Each tsuka was wrapped in a pale blue ito with matching tassel. “Master Yoshi tells me that these blades are called the Three Sisters of Winter. Wear them with honor, because you have earned that right.”
“Thank you sissy, I don’t know what to say.” Fuyuko blushes all the way down to her chest. She quickly bows to me then says. “I shall always remember the cost that was paid for me to be able to wear them.”
“I know you will, little sister.” Turning to the twins I can’t decide who to give their swords to first. So leaving it up to chance I take the first bundle of swords and unwrap it in front of them before deciding. When I see the light purple of the ito I know who gets this set. Like their predecessors the tsuba’s are shaped to look like the waves of the sea. As I place them at Nanami’s waist I smile. “For you, baby girl, because you are as beautiful and deadly as your name implies I give you the Three Seas of Japan. Master Yoshi tells me that when these blades were forged the metal came from the very volcanos the formed our ancient home land.”
“I’ll make you proud, sissy. I shall always remember their cost and their purpose.” She bowed to me then gave me a hug. The smile on her face says all I need to know. Taking the next bundle I turn to her sister.
“Nanase, your sunny disposition is why I chose this set for you.” As I unwrap the swords the yellow of their saya’s become visible and her smile grows. Just like her sister’s swords the tsuba’s are shaped as well, only these are sun shaped. “Master Yoshi tells me that these blades are called the Rays of the Rising Sun. as such they, like your sisters blades, harken back to the land of our ancestors. Carry them well, baby sister.”
“I shall do my best to make you proud, sissy. I too shall remember their cost and purpose.” With a deep bow of respect and hug she steps back and joins her sisters. As I look at them I can see a new sense of pride and duty in their eyes. Yes, giving them their swords was the right thing to do. If I should ever fail then they will take my place and avenge my death. The protection of our Family and House is well taken care of in these three young girls.
Finally turning to face Alice, I smile as she gives me a look of pure love and understanding. With a quick nod of her head to let me know she is ready. Taking the matching set to my own from Master Yoshi I move over to her “Lady Allison Wellington, a few days ago you agreed to be my wife. Since then you have faced your demons, helped me forge a military force without equal, and then this morning you joined me on the battlefield to protect not only my family but the Empire as well. When my ancestor forged the swords at my waist he also crafted a second set as well. A pair for a husband and wife, a yin and yang, a matched set for those who would be the Heads of the Family. I have the pair that was forged for the husband; I would have you carry the set for the wife. Will you do this for me?” I feel my heart bound against my rib cage, I hear the blood flow in my ears, and my breath is held as I wait for her answer. It has been over sixty years since I last felt this way. The last time was when I married my beloved wife Matsu, if she says yes I will marry her today.
“I will gladly be your wife; you know that already, love. What is it are you asking?” she smiles down at me. I hate being so short. “Do you want to get married today as well?”
“Yes, Alice that is exactly what I want.”
“Then yes, I’ll marry you right alongside of your mama. I will do it this afternoon.” Her smile tells me everything I need to know. With trembling hands I place the matched set at her waist then give her a hug and kiss. 
Fuyuko shouts “Way to go sis!”
“Get a room you two!” I hear from Nanase. While Nanami puts in “Uhga can you two be any more gross?”
As I step back from her I hear Master Yoshi cough. I look over at him and he has this little smile on his face. “Thank you, Lady Maiha, for fulfilling a long held dream of mine.”
“You’ll have to explain that to me sir. All I have done is reward my sisters and future wife as they should have been.”
The old man chuckles a little then points to the swords at mine and Alice’s waists. “It has been almost four hundred years since those Dragons were worn at the same time. It was my great, great grandfather who placed the mated pair to your swords in the armory. There have been five generations waiting for the day they would be reunited.”
When I hear of how long Alice’s swords were in storage I’m shocked to say the least. “Who was the last person to wear them, sir?”
“That would be your great, great, great, great, Grandmother Lady Namiko Atsuko Nakatoma. She was the last Lady of your family to carry those blades. Legend has it she was as fierce a warrior as her husband Lord Fumito Eri Nakatoma. It was said that when the two of them stepped onto the battlefield those with any common sense would flee before them.” this was something I had never heard before. Back when I was married to Matsu she would often tell me of her family’s history. She could spend hours telling the tales of her ancestors to me. I looked forward to the times when I could spend listening to her when on leave. “It is said that they died holding each other on the battlefield.” 
“Thank you, Master Yoshi, for telling me the history behind the family blades.” I say as I bow to him.
“But before I leave, do you know the names of your family’s swords?” when I shake my head no the old man smiles. “Then it is truly my great pleasure to tell you. The ones at your waist Lady Maiha are the Three Pillars of Honor. The Lady Allison wears their mates the Three Pillars of Wisdom. To be a true samurai one must have both. It was my pleasure, my Lady, now if you’ll excuse me. I need to go get cleaned up for your mother’s wedding.”
“Of course, good sir. I look forward to seeing you there.” I watch as he leaves. There is a feeling I have seen that old man in my past, but I just can’t place where. I shrug it off and get down to business at hand. Turning to my younger sisters. “Nanami, Nanase, did you get a hold of all the mercenary commanders?”
“Yes, sissy, we split up who would go where to make sure we didn’t miss anyone.” Nanase tells me. “As far as we know every one of them will be there, except for the Death Dealers. But we didn’t go see them.”
“That’s ok, Nanase, I took care of them myself. Fuyuko, are the com techs going to be ready on time?”
“They will be, sissy. They promised me that all will be in readiness if it’s the last thing they do. Those men and women were working like there was no tomorrow when I left.”
“Alice, was the gardener able to take care of the place settings?”
“There will be a full bouquet at each table before the end of the ceremony. He gave me his word on it.” The smile on Alice’s face lets me know she also did a little more than that. “I also stopped and checked on the preparations in the Great Hall and on the cook staff. From the looks of it everything will be done and with a half hour to spare.”
Damn, at this rate everything will be done and in record time. What is motivating everyone to push themselves so hard? Seeing the look on my face it is Gin who comes to my rescue. “My Lady, while you have brought justice to our planet and system, it has always been your adoptive mother who protected House Nakatoma against those who would exploit it. She has been loved and respected for so long that all those who call House Nakatoma home wish to see her happy once more. So much so that they will move the very pillars of Heaven to make it happen.”
I have always known that Dai Etsu Nakatoma was loved by the people of House Nakatoma, but I never really grasped how much. At least three times today I have had people tell me how happy they are to see her finally getting married. As I look back at how I took her sister as my wife and then went on to live our lives never thinking of her I begin to feel I have done her a true injustice. She deserved to finally have someone in her life.
Looking up at the clock in my room I see it is almost time for us to head over to the Temple. “Thank you, Gin, for all that you have done for mama over the years. Now it is almost time for mama to be heading over to the Temple. I need to go and escort her over so I’ll see you all there. Nanase, Nanami, please make sure that those two sets of swords are there please.”
“Um… sissy, we’ll make sure they’re there, but who do they belong to?” Nanami asks.
“They belong to our mama and new father. They are the only other marital match sets that were ever forged by our ancestor.” At their looks of surprise I quickly tell them the story of our ancestor who was more than just a samurai, but an artist as well. When I am done I give each of them a kiss and head off to find mama.
It doesn’t take me long. I know exactly where she’ll be. As I step into the family shrine I see her. She looks beautiful and every inch the High Families Lady she is. I can see why so many of the High Families send their daughters here to learn to be ladies. Her back is to me, but I can tell she is nervous as a long tailed cat in a dog show. I hear her talking to someone, but I don’t see anyone else in the shrine. 
“I just know that he loves me. The first time I walked out in that scandalous body armor I thought his eyes were going to pop out of his head. I swear the way he looked at me made me feel like a schoolgirl again, Mattie. I know that your beloved James was as coarse, roughhewn, and unrefined as they come, but I know that my own James is just as bad. I finally see what drew you to that brash young man so many years ago. I never knew what such a man was truly like. He’s sweet, kind, gentle, and even highly educated. Was your James the same way?” I realize she is talking to her sister and my beloved Matsu.
“To tell you the truth, mama, I was nowhere near as refined as Top Bailey.” Mama jumps at the sound of my voice. I grin at her letting her know I have been here awhile. “Trust me, back then I was the most unrefined fool in the known universe. If it had not been for Matsu pushing me to learn more about the world and the universe around me I would never have reached the goals I did.” I tell her as I slowly step into the shrine to stand in front of her. “May I ask you how often you come and talk to our ancestors?”
Mama gives me a small grin of her own before answering. “Oh at least twice a week. Trust me; child even though they do not answer it helps to put things into perspective. Now, what do you think you’re doing sneaking up on me like that?”
“I did not sneak up on you, mama. You were just not paying attention.” I started to pout, but gave it up as soon as I started to giggle. The whole situation was too funny for words. Here we are just thirty minutes from her wedding arguing over my former self and me sneaking up on the very nervous bride. “I take it that you’re a little scared about marrying Top Bailey?”
For just a moment I see the first cracks in her perfect face of serenity. “Oh, Goddess, Maiha I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing or not.” I can see she is damn near tears in her fright. I move quickly to pull her into a very tight hug.
Whispering into her ear “Trust me, mama; you’re doing the right thing. If you weren’t scared about this I would be worried.”
She leans back and looks me in the eyes. “Are you sure about that, daughter? I have to think about more than just myself. There you and your sisters, that I have to think of as well. I mean will he be a good father to you girls? Will he be harsh in his punishment of you? There are a million things that can go wrong.” she stops whatever she was going to say next when she hears my giggling. As she stands there looking at me she finally starts to giggle as well. I mean here she is worried about someone hurting her little girls.
Quickly gaining control of myself I tell her. “Mama, do you really think you would fall in love with someone who would be that way?” After a few minutes she starts to giggle herself. “Now, let’s get you over to the Temple so you can get married.” As I lead her away from the shrine I notice that once again I feel that peaceful calm I always do when I come out here.
As we approach the Temple entrance we get stopped by two of the Temple Nuns. The older of the two speaks first. “Lady Dai Etsu, we need for you to enter through the side entrance.”
“Why? I mean she just has to walk up the steps and we’ll be inside.” I say.
The old bat just glairs at me before explaining why we have to use the side entrance. “The groom is just inside the main entrance. If we wish to keep bad luck at bay, Lady Dai Etsu must come in from the side entrance.” Now that was not something I had taken in to account. Of course Top Bailey would be early. He is after all a military man, he’ll be early or on time to every appointment he has, except for his own death. For that he’ll be late on purpose just to piss off the Grim Reaper.
“Ok, change of plans, the side entrance it is. Let’s go, mama.” I quickly lead her over to the side entrance. As we’re walking around to the side mama looks over at me with a very upset look on her face. I can tell that I’m about to get a quick ass chewing.
“Maiha, you do know that as the Head of House you’re also the Head of the Temple right?”
“Um… no?” I really didn’t know. “I just thought that you told everyone that to give me an out when I disappeared earlier.”
“No child, I just didn’t tell them that to cover for you. You are the Temple Head. Now before you go thinking that you have to become a nun or anything like that, it just means that the Reverend Father and Mother will bring any problems to you that deal with the outside world.” She explains to me further what my role is the Head of the Temple. I never realized how much was really involved with being the Temple’s Head. Over the next ten minutes I get a fast education on Temple life. I also learn more about my role in the wedding ceremony.
Once inside we are greeted by my sisters and Alice. After giving Alice a quick hug and kiss, plus making sure they had the swords, I head into the Temple sanctuary to take up my place for the ceremony. Once I was where I was supposed to be the Reverend Father began the ceremony.
I watched as Top was brought in; in a wheel chair. He is being pushed by his best man Master Sergeant Mallory from the House Jump Infantry. To say I was surprised would be an understatement. I had no idea he had been hurt during the fighting. From what I can see his left arm and leg were in casts. Most likely they were broken. 
“Dee De how bad are Top Bailey’s injuries?”
The left arm is broken in two places, while the left leg is broken in three along with a piece of shrapnel in his right shoulder. (Dee De)
“Wow! The old boy must really love mama.”
He truly does, Maiha. He also loves your family with a fierceness that is quite powerful. He sustained his injuries while rescuing Fuyuko when she was ejected. His Jump Infantry armor took seven hits from the antipersonnel gun of a M9-A7 Mustang scout class APS. (Charley)
“Damn, it’s a miracle he’s even alive.”
I step over to him and ask before mama can enter the sanctuary. “Top, are you up to doing this now?”
“It’ll take more than a few broken bones and some shrapnel to keep me from marrying your mama.” The smile he gives me lets me know he understands my worry. “Trust me, honey, I’ll be fine. Now quit stalling the ceremony and get your mama in here.”
I can’t help but to admire this man. Not only does he love my mama, but he loves and respects her children too. I step back and signal the Reverend Father to continue. I look to the back of the sanctuary and see first Nanase, and then Nanami, to be followed by Fuyuko enter the sanctuary. All three of them are dressed in the formal kimonos that we all were as members of the Storm Dancers. Next up is my beautiful Alice dressed like my sisters, but she is carrying both bundles of swords. 
As they walk down the aisle almost everyone notices the swords at their waists, but it is the ones that Alice is wearing that causes the most buzz of excitement. However, before things get out of hand mama starts her walk down the aisle. When people see her in her pure white and pale blue wedding kimono a hush settles across the entire Temple. 
Before my family reaches us the Reverend Father leans over to me. “I take it that I am marrying more than just your mother today, my Lady?”
Keeping my voice just as low “Yes, Reverend Father, is this a problem?”
He chuckles quietly before answering. “No, child, there is no problem. I just wish you had given me a little warning.”
“I hate to tell you this, but it’s a surprise for my family as well.”
“Oh, how I love the impatience of youth. By the way, the Lady Allison will make a beautiful balance to your brashness, my Lady.” Before I can say something in my defense my family was in front of us. As mama moves to stand by Top, I move to stand by Alice surprising everyone present. I take one of the bundles from her and give her a smile. Before anyone can say something the Reverend Father calls out in a firm voice. 
“Let it be known that on this day these two couples have come before the Goddess Inari Ōkami to proclaim their love for one another. If anyone finds fault with this let them speak now or forever hold their peace.” After a wait of a few moments, but what felt like years he continued. “Lady Dai Etsu, you have been a Reverend Mother for more than forty years you know your duties to your husband. Will you follow the teaching of our Goddess?”
Mama merrily smiles up at the old man. “I shall to the best of my abilities.”
When he turns to me I realize I had no idea what my duties were in the eyes of the Temple. Thankfully the old man decided to give me a hint. “Will you, Lady Maiha Mana, protect, love, and honor the Lady Allison. Forsaking all others? Will you love and cherish the children you two shall have and raise together? Will you honor her all the days of your lives?”
“I shall to the best of my abilities.” I tell him.
He turns to Top “James Bailey, as a man of war and honor, will you also follow the teachings of the Goddess Inari Ōkami?”
Top looks up from his chair at the old man and in a clear voice says. “I shall to the best of my abilities; I shall also love the daughters of Dai Etsu Nakatoma as my own. I will not hold them separate of the children that she shall give me as we grow old together.”
When I hear this last part I realize that mama can get pregnant. When I gave her that first round of nanites it reset her biological clock. Holy Hell she ain’t the only one either. I can get pregnant as well. Before I can say anything to stop the proceedings the Reverend Father has already ask Alice to give her vows. They were the same ones he had asked of me. She must have felt my own cold feet because she quickly said. “I shall to the best of my abilities.” 
Turning back to me he says. “Lady Maiha, are you ready?”
Knowing what I have to do now I nod my head yes and then step up beside him. Clearing my voice “Let it be known from this day forward the husband of Dai Etsu Nakatoma shall be as blood to me and mine. From this day forward he shall have all the rights and privileges as one of my Family and House. Let it be known this man is my father. As such he is now until his last days on earth a protector of House Nakatoma. He shall be marked by the blades he shall carry. So that no one can forget this the Lady Dai Etsu shall have their equal.”
I unwrapped the set in my hands and see that they are the ones meant for the husband. I step down in front of Top and began to place them at his waist. Once done I turn to Alice and take the next set and place them in the obi around mama’s waist. They’re truly a matched set. I see that the saya’s were a dark blue with gold flake. The tsuka’s are drake blue wrapped in golden ito with tassels. The tsuba’s are in the shape of one half of yin-yang. There are almost the same as the swords that Alice and I are wearing; only the colors are different. 
When I am done I move to stand beside Alice again. The Reverend Father then takes over. “It has been seventy years since the last time a member of this House was married in this Temple. I was but a young priest then with no knowledge of the world. I watched as the Lady Matsu Nakatoma married the revered James J. Owens, another warrior who was as respected as James Bailey. For many a long year all of us here prayed for the day when the Lady Dai Etsu would find the happiness that her sister had. Finally she has, may the curses of the Goddess fall on those who wish to harm her pursuit of happiness. However I believe that before the Goddess intervenes that the Ladies Maiha and Allison will most likely rain down the fury of the Goddess themselves. In all my years I have never seen such a loving or loyal couple such as these two young ladies. Their love has already been tried by fire and sorrow and come out on the other side stronger than before it went in. The love of these two couples is what fairytales are written about. Only the Goddess could have foreseen such a union. Therefor it is with greatest pleasure that I bestow Her blessings upon these two couples. All rise and greet the happy couples as they begin their journey in life together.”
When he finishes we all turn and walk back down the aisle to the main entrance. As we are leaving everyone who was there stood up and applauded as we left. Alice and I let mama and Top go first. I know that mine and Alice’s wedding was a spur of the moment thing and a total surprise to Alice but I felt that if I gave her a chance she would hold out for something smaller. That’s why I did what I did. This way we both get what we want and don’t have to take credit for planning it.
Once outside my sisters move quickly to give their new father a hand in getting down the Temple steps. They literally pick him and the wheel chair up and carry it down the steps. Mama just shakes her head at this very blatant display of power by the girls. They must be using their Death Dealer boosted strength to pull this off. Once we’re at the foot of the steps mama decides to remind my sisters to behave like ladies.
“Girls that was very unlady like. You will not behave in such a manner again. I will not punish you this time, but remember that you are ladies and you will act like it from now on.”  I can tell that she just doesn’t have the heart right now to correct my little sisters. It’s so funny hearing her trying to admonish my sisters for their behavior that I almost giggle. Alice unfortunately can’t hold it in. Mama gives her one of those ‘mother looks’ you know the ‘don’t push it you’re already in enough trouble’ looks. “And I’ll have none of that from you missy. Now that you’re a part of this family I’ll expect you to start behaving as a Lady as well. I don’t put up with it from your wife I won’t put up with it from you. Do I make myself clear?”
I watch as Alice turns white as she realizes that she is now a true member of the aristocracy. I give her a hug and kiss. “Welcome to the family, love. Now you get to learn all about being a High Families Lady. You know one of those ‘stuck up high class bitches for the wealthy and politically powerful’.”
“You know dear, you can use a little of that learning yourself.” She replies. “From the looks of it more than me.”
Before I can say anything to her about that mama steps in. “Oh she’ll get that when she starts school in a few weeks at the Joan Eunice Smith School for Young Ladies.”
“Oh, I can’t wait to see you in your school uniform.” Alice purrs in my ear.
“Mama, do I really have to go? I mean I have all this work to take care of now that I’m the Planetary Governor. Plus trying to straighten out all the legal mess of who to charge and not charge with treason. I mean surely my time would be better spent handling those matters than learning about what fork goes where?” I know I’m trying to get out of the whole repeating of high school.
“I’m afraid that is out of your hands and mine child.”
“What do you mean, mama?”
With a sigh mama looks over at me before reaching inside her kimono and pulls out an imperial dispatch and handing it to me. I can tell that it is from the Emperor himself just by the seals on the outside of the dispatch. When I open it up I felt my heart start to sink. “I received this shortly after you sent the victory notification to the Emperor. I know it was addressed to you as the Head of House, but I felt it should be read as soon as possible. I know that the final decision should be yours. However I believe we should do as the Emperor asks. Not only will it give you a chance to learn how to be a lady, it will also give you the time to learn how to be a girl by interacting with girls of your new age.” I look at the dispatch as if it was a live hand grenade with the pin pulled. If there is an imperial order in there I know I will follow it, no matter how much I hate it.
 
Imperial dispatch 9878143
From: His Imperial Majesty Sha Dan the IV
To:    Her Ladyship Nakatoma Maiha Mana, First High Lady of the Death Dealer for Delta Sector, Head of House Nakatoma and its Rightful Defender.
 
My dearest Lady Maiha, you and your family have saved Our Empire and served Us once again as a shield. I wish that I could be there to congratulate you in person however security concerns prevent this.
If it were up to me, I would allow you to slip quietly into your much deserved retirement and live out your life as you choose to. But as recent events have shown there are those who would strip us of our most basic of rights. It is therefore with a heavy heart that I must ask of you a very distasteful duty. One that is far beneath your station, but one that I have no one else can perform.
As you know my only daughter is currently residing in your household. She is there to learn what it means to be first a servant of the people and then to be a member of the Royal Family. However she is due to attend the Joan Eunice Smith School for young Ladies. 
I would ask of you to be her bodyguard and mentor while she attends this school. You are to use whatever is necessary to insure my daughter’s safety, and that of her friends. Send all expenses to the imperial treasurers.
His Imperial Majesty Sha Dan the IV
****
As I reread the dispatch I realize that I’m going to have to do this. I may need to appoint someone to be the Planetary Governor while I’m in school, but I know just the man to hold the position while I learn to be first a girl, then a young Lady of breeding. He is going to raise unholy hell with me but it’s going to be fun while he does it.
“Well, it looks like I’m going to school weather I like it or not.” I say out loud.
“Are you sure you want to do this daughter?” mama asks of me.
“Yes. I know that there is more than one reason for this, but there is one good thing about all this.”
“Oh, cool I get to see you in a cute little schoolgirl uniform.” Alice asks.
“I won’t be alone. I’ll have my sisters there and my wife to make sure the Princess is nice and safe.” I tell her.
Commercial break.
Dress perfect
One hour for hair and make up
Thirty minutes for a wedding
One Imperial command
Look on supposes face: Priceless
“Yup, you heard me correctly, dear. You’re going back to school.” I just smile at her as I watch the realization of what I just said sinks in.
“Like bloody hell I’m. I got my E.D. a month before I dropped out on my sixteenth birthday. No way am I going back to school and dealing with a bunch of suck up, self-centered, prima donna, teenage girls!” I almost laugh when I hear this, but I can see that there is something bugging her about her going back to school.
I need to find out what it is, but it’ll have to wait we are almost back to the main house and the reception is waiting for us. “Look we can discuss this later. Right now we have a reception to attend.”
“Ok, but this ain’t over, not by a long shot.” I can tell this whole thing really has her upset.
When we enter the Great Hall a cheer goes up that would have lifted the roof off if it was not bolted down. At the far end is a table with enough seats for me and my family. As we walk down the aisle between the table’s mama and Top not to mention Alice and me receive congratulations from everyone we pass. Once we are seated I notice that there is way more than the two hundred I had planned for.
To be exact Maiha there are three hundred and ninety-six not counting you and your family. (Charley)
“Thanks Charley, I really didn’t need to know that.”
I guess there were more people at the wedding than I thought. As I look around I see people from every walk of life here at the compound plus each of the different military units. Men and women who all love and respect my mama. This is truly a great day. As the evening progresses dinner is served by what must be the entire household maid staff. I have no idea where all the food came from but it was delicious. The cooks out did themselves. I will have to remember to thank them and everyone else who made this night so special.
Around twenty-two hundred or so I hear Top doing that spoon on glass thing to get people’s attention. When he does this for about five minutes and still doesn’t have it I stand up and whistle. When everyone looks up at me I turn to Top. “It’s all yours, Dad.” I say with a smile. The look of disapproval I get from mama vanishes like smoke before the wind when I call Top dad. I just know that when she gets the chance she is going to chew me out for whistling like that, but it was worth it to get everyone’s attention for my new father.
“Ladies and gentlemen, it has been a long standing tradition to offer up toasts to the happy couples. I would like to be the first to offer one to my new daughters, the Ladies Maiha and Allison.” Looking over at us from his wheel chair he has this crooked little smile on his face. “When I first met the Lady Allison she was this fresh out of APS basic training kid with no idea of what her Suit could really do. Unlike most though she had this uncanny knack of listening to those who have far more experience than she did. I looked on her as a daughter. I often felt sorry for whoever would try and date her. The young lady loves her Power Suit more than anything else. More than once I thought she was going to ask if she could marry it.” That little bit brought a round of laughter from the guests. “Then she met the very unlady like Lady Maiha Nakatoma. The first time I laid eyes on this very unique young lady she was blasting holes in our practice course and setting an all-time record high score for individual runs. I can find no finer a mate for these two young ladies than each other. So girls I salute you and wish you all the happiness in the world.” When he had finished he received a round of applause.
When everything calms back down mama was the next to offer up a toast. “It has been a long time since the last Head of House was married in our Temple. James and Matsu Owens were the last couple to hold that distinction. Though they never held sway here they were the true Heads of House. Now after almost seventy years their granddaughter has come home and taken up her rightful place with a young lady who is everything one could hope for in a spouse. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Ladies Allison Ann Wendell-Nakatoma and Maiha Mana Wendell-Nakatoma! May the blessings of the Goddess surround them all the days of their lives!” once again the cheers go up and the toast is drunk. 
When calm once again returns I realize it is my turn, and for once I don’t know what to say. When Alice starts to nudge me with her elbow I stand up to give my toast. Thinking fast I know just what to say.
“I don’t know where to start, but here goes. Mama, when I first came here I was the biggest tomboy there ever was.” that got a lot of people laughing. “But you have taught me how to be a lady. You have shown me that there is more to being the Head of House than I ever believed there was. The day you met Top Bailey I thought I would lose you to him, but I was wrong. You gave me something I have been missing in my life; a father. As you have asked the Goddess to bless Allison and me, I would return the same for you and Top.” As I raise my glass of wine I hear a round of cheers and applause that is just as loud as the ones for mama and Top. 
I sat back down and smiled at Alice. The look on her face let me know that she was in the same boat I was in. as she stands up I hear her whisper to me. “I’ll get you for this.” It was quiet and through clenched teeth, but just loud enough for me to hear. I giggle at her being the one in the hot seat for a change. “Like a lot of you the first time I ever saw the Lady Maiha was on the practice range tearing it up. It was not until a few days later that I really got to know her and all I can say is it was love at first sight. Then just a few days ago this goofy little girl with a smile a mile wide and three little rug rats walks up to me in front of the house. All of the herd was there to escort them into town to shop for school clothes. You can imagine my surprise as she stands there and tells me all about my Puss-in-Boots and what she can do. From that point on I was bound and determined to find some way to date this firecracker. When I first asked her to have dinner with me I was scared out of my mind. At that point in time I would have rather taken on a whole lance of assault APS’ with a water gun and a butter knife.” This brought a rousing laugh from the military that were there plus a few of the civilians who knew her. 
It seems that a lot of people know of Alice’s fearlessness in the face of enemy fire for her to be afraid of asking someone out to dinner was just too funny for words. “Over the next few days I found that the love I felt for her was returned. Because of that I now have a beautiful wife and the family I had lost. I do not know what would have become of me, but now I have more to look for in my future than I did just a few days ago. My new mother-in-law not to be out done by her eldest child went out and found her true love right here among our own House military. She is a woman that many of us have respected for a great many years on more than one occasion she has been there for those of us in need of guidance. As far as Top Bailey goes though I believe that she will be coming to us for guidance now when dealing with that crusty old fart.” Once again the crowd breaks out laughing. “I think I have said enough now. So raise your glasses one last time. To Top and his Lady, may they find happiness for all the days of their lives.” The roar that goes up when she is done is the loudest of them all.
I can tell that my wife is well loved and respected by all those here. After a few more drinks I see my sisters being led away by their maids. From the looks of things they’re more than a little drunk. When I point this out to mama she just frowns. But it’s Top who surprises me. “While I hope they know that I’ll have their little butts up at the crack of dawn. We still have a lot of work to do around here and I’m going to need them to be my runners.”
Both Alice and I start to giggle at the thought of my sisters hung-over and running around doing errands for Top. “You two aren’t excused either. Your mama and I will need all the help we can get if we’re going to have the compound back in order before you five head off to school.” When Alice hears this she starts to tell Top flat out that she isn’t going but Top puts a stop to it before she can even get started. “Alice, you need to go back to school, honey. Yes I know you have your E.D. but that’s not enough anymore. You lack certain social skills you’ll need now that you’re a High Families Lady. Don’t you see that, honey? Please, this is for your own good. Besides, I can’t find anyone else who can keep that hellcat you’re married to in line.”
This starts her thinking then giggling as she hears me called a hellcat. “Ok Top, I’ll do it. Just to keep my wife in line for you.”
“Thank you pussycat.”
Alice does a double take then looks dead in his eyes. When all she sees is love there she begins to cry. “No one has called me that in a very long time. Thank you …daddy.” She puts the ‘daddy’ in there like she is afraid she’ll get yelled at for some reason.
“Give me a hug pussycat you too, kitten.” It takes me a minute to realize that he just called me kitten. It strikes a chord deep inside of me. I know it’s the behavioral programing, but I just can help it. It makes me feel loved by this bear of a man. 
I wait for Alice to step out of the way before I give him a hug as well. “Thank you, daddy, I know that must be a little weird coming from me.” Before I can finish he just smiles up at me and says.
“You’re no longer that person, Maiha. You have a chance at a new life and a new future. Now take your wife and go to bed. We have a lot of work ahead of us and it starts tomorrow morning.”
 



Chapter 12
The next morning….
“Oh my aching head.” As I wake up the next morning I can feel my hair growing. I hurt in more ways than I want to even think about. When I look over at Alice I can tell she ain’t feeling too good either. “I take it, love that you can hear the grass growing, love?”
“Oh, not so loud. Yes, I can hear the grass growing. I haven’t been this hung-over in a long, long time.” I watch as she slowly gets up and heads for the bathroom. It is at this time that I notice our maids are nowhere to be found. That’s strange; they normally wake me up long before I want to. I wonder where they could be, and then I came to my senses. Getting up, I follow Alice into the bathroom and the shower. After a quick shower we climb into the tub of hot water that I had started before joining her in the shower. After about a half hour of soaking we climb out and dry off.
As we enter the changing room our maids finally show up. Gin hands me and Alice a tall glass of something. When neither of us takes a drink she explains what it is. “My Lady’s, that is an old family recipe hang-over cure. It may not smell too good, but it’ll take care of what ails you.” Not knowing what else to do and really wanting to get rid of my hangover I trust her and down the smelly stuff. I almost gag on it, but get it all down in one go.
“MY GODDESS! Gin, that stuff can remove grease off an APS hip joint! Uhga! Talk about nasty.” I began to shake my head and body as the nasty stuff works its way down to my gut. Now in my time I have tried more than one hangover cure, but most never really worked. This one however just might, because it has to be the nastiest one I have ever tried.
Alice is in full agreement with me on how nasty it tastes. “OH MY GODDESS! Gin, that is truly awful. Where on earth did your family come up with that concoction?” she is also doing the whole body shimmy. “If my hangover wasn’t killing me before that stuff sure will. Uhga. I don’t think I’ll ever need that stuff again.”
“No joke, love. That is some nasty stuff.” However the nasty stuff seems to be working. My head ache is easing up, the nausea is slowly going away, and my aching joints are slowly starting to feel like they’re not being ripped from my body. “However, I must say that it might be working.”
“Yah, I have to agree with you, love. On both accounts.” Alice puts in.
As our maids help us get dressed I can’t help but feel a little disappointed. In a few short weeks it’ll be stupid school uniforms and teenage bullshit. Man I can’t even believe I said I would do this. Why can’t I just fade away and enjoy a niece quiet retirement?
The answer to that my dear is simple (Dee De)
“Oh, really? And what pray tell is that, oh great and wise one?”
You’re a sucker for the Emperor. That and you have an over inflated sense of honor, and duty. (Dee De)
“I do not have an over inflated sense of duty, or honor.”
Yes you do, Maiha. (Charley)
“Now wait one damned minute here you two. All I have ever done is follow what I felt what was right. Sure, there have been times when I have done what was best for the Emperor and the Empire, but it has never been against my better judgment.”
Keep telling yourself that, hon. But we know better. It is your sense of duty that will always drive you more than anything else. (Dee De)
She speaks nothing more than the truth, Maiha. It is that core trait of yours that will always be your defining characteristic. (Charley)
When I hear them go quite I am left with a great deal to think about. Have I always been so duty driven that I never thought of doing something else? Sure I became a Death Dealer when I was only a kid, and served for over fifty years. I became one of the most respected of men in the Dealers. I was both feared and respected. I rose to the rank of First High Lord of the Death Dealers, one of the first ever in over two hundred years. But I was a husband and a father for more than fifty years. I raised two fine children. Both of whom went on to join the military against my desires. I never wanted that life for them, but they chose it anyway.
Now I have a whole new life in front of me and I don’t know what to do with it. Sure I can continue to be the First High Lady of the Death Dealers, but do I really want to? Isn’t there more to me than just being the Daughter of Death? Can I be more than that? I mean the Emperor did appoint me as the System Governor for the Death Gates System. But I lack the social or political skills to be one. Maybe if I go to this finishing school I can learn the skills I need.
Alice must have sensed my mood changing. “What’s wrong, kitten?”
“Uh… oh it’s nothing, love.” I try my best to lie to her, but I fail miserably.
“Maiha, in your own words, Bullshit! Don’t try that line with me.” she turns and looks over at our maids. “Before you say something, ladies, I know that was unlady like, and right now I don’t care. Leave us!” I watch as all three bow to her and head out the door.
Kina is the last one to leave, but stops at the door. “Lady Allison, please just ring the servants quarters to let us know when we can return?”
“Of course, Kina, thank you for understanding.”
“No need, my Lady. We understand the need for spouses to talk privately. You’ll find that when it comes to our discretion we will be far more willing to disappear now that you two are married.” With that she stepped out the door, closed and locked it so we would not be disturbed.
Turning to face me, Alice looks me dead in the eye. “Ok, spill.”
I can tell by her stance she is not letting this go. To buy me some time I walk over to our table and sit down and collect my thoughts. “Alright, love, you want to know what’s eating me I’ll tell you.” For the next fifteen minutes I lay out before her everything I was thinking of. How I felt I didn’t have the skills to do the job now that peace had been won. How I felt like I wasn’t going to be anything, but a weapon. How I feared failing all the people who put their trust in me. I told her everything.
When I finish she just looks at me for a moment then leans over and smacks me in the back of the head. “Wake up! Kitten, if there is one thing I know it is this. You are not just a weapon or anything like that. Sure you have all the social graces of a pissed off bull in a china shop. Yes, you’re the biggest tomboy to ever come down the highway. All of this can be overcome. You my dear, are first and foremost one of the greatest things to ever happen to me. Now as for the rest, well you just need a little help and training.” When she stops and takes a very deep breath I look into her eyes. “And so help me I’ll be right there beside you all the way. Even if it means having to go back to that gods be damned, pain in my ass, good for nothing, school filled with all its stuck up, egotistical, little prima donna, rich bitches again.”
“Ok, time for you to come clean. What’s up with you and J.E.S. School for Young Ladies?” now I really want to know why she has such a hard on hate for that school.
She looks down at her hands in my lap for a few minutes. When she finally begins to talk I start to understand. “It’s more than just a finishing school for the rich and powerful families’ daughters. It is also a corrections department school.”
“Ok, I can see that, because mama’s three little project children will be going there. How is it you know this? It’s not exactly something they would advertise?”
“I broke the law when I turned fourteen; it wasn’t bad enough to be sent to juvey, but bad enough to require confinement. So the judge sent me there. I was sentenced to be there until I turned eighteen or I earned my E.D.” I could tell this was hard for her, but she needed to get it out if she was going to move past it. “Anyway, I spent the next two years there, until I couldn’t take it anymore. So I talked the administration into letting me take the Equivalence Exam and drop out on my sixteenth birthday. I had met all the requirements the judge had put on my release so they couldn’t keep me. I figured I had it made I was free. But the judge who had sent me there figured out what I was up to. The only way I could stay free was to join the military. The bastard was doing everything to keep me and my family under his thumb.”
“Love, I have two questions I need you to answer before you go any further. First what did you do to break the law? Second who was the judge who sentenced you?”
“Oh, I thought Dee De would have told you?”
“Honey, if you have a juve record it will be sealed. No one can access those records. Not even a Death Dealer AI, those records are not kept on the net. They are paper only and kept in a secured vault that only one person has access codes for.”
“Oh, I didn’t know that. Anyway I got caught stealing food from the local grocery store. My dad lost his job when the planet was closed and money was real tight. When I was brought in for the theft I saw a Judge Jacob Wendell. Anyway I was there for a total of fifteen minutes before I was being taken out and fitted for an ankle moniter and shipped off to J.E.S. for the next four years.”
“Wait a minute did you say his name was Wendell?”
“Yes. What about it. Sure it the same last name as mine, but it is a common enough name around here.”
“Alice you said your dad came from a big family when we first met. What do you want to bet that judge is a relation?”
She gets this faraway look in her eyes. From the looks of it she is having a quiet conversation with her AI Mary. When she looks back at me again I see real surprise. “He is related to me. The good for nothing s.o.b. is my uncle.”
“Now, before you go running off to gut the man. I want you to think about something. If he acknowledges you in the courtroom as his niece he would have had to pass your case off to someone else. Someone who might not have taken in to account that you were stealing food to survive. Now if he sends you to say one of the finest finishing schools that also happens to be a correction facility as well, why not? You get one of the finest educations while serving out your sentence all at the expense of the tax payers. When you pull an end run and graduate early he makes sure that you join the military which keeps you off the streets and puts you in position to help out your family.”
It takes her a few minutes, but when she starts to put two and two together and comes up with four instead of five I smile. She had never thought past what was in front of her. Great trait in a pilot for an APS, but a handicap in anything else. When she starts to cry I get worried. “Alice what’s wrong?”
“Nothing, these are happy tears. Everything I have done has not been for nothing. I always thought that judge was trying to punish my family for not keeping me in line. Instead he was trying to help us, me really, by sending me to that school.”
“Now, that you have that part figured out. Tell me about your time at the school. What was so bad that you just couldn’t stand being there for two more years?”
She takes a deep breath then looks me in the face. Whatever it is must really be bad. Did they beat her or abuse her in some manner? “The Heathers.” She says that with so much hate in her voice, whatever these ‘Heathers’ are it must be terrifying. Not seeing understanding in my face she tells me. “They are the alpha bitches for the whole school. If you don’t cow tow to them they make your life a living hell. They’re the most popular, beautiful, and rich bunch of girls in the school. If they find out you’re a ‘detainee’ they go out of their way to make sure you know where you stand. If you try to improve your place in life they find some way to smack you back down.”
I can’t help it I start to giggle. Here she is a six time APS ace, proven warrior, and an actual war hero; and she’s afraid of a bunch of teenage girls. The girl who would take on APS opponents who out gunned her so many times it’s funny, is afraid of a bunch of little girls. When Alice hears my giggle she just glares at me. “If you think that’s funny, you’ll just love this. As a ‘detainee’ if you break the rules in anyway it’s straight to juvey. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred credits, you go straight to jail. No appeal, just an orange jumpsuit with silver bracelets. Oh, and the administration always takes the side of the Heathers’ because they’re such ‘fine upstanding examples’ of how a student should behave. Just wait until we get there you’ll see.” Oh boy is she pissed. These girls must have really pushed her to her limits.
“Do you think they’re even still there? I mean it’s been what four years since you left. Surely they would have graduated and moved on by now?”
The look Alice gives me is one of pity. As if to say you poor deluded fool. “Maiha, the ‘Heathers’ are like a club. They may graduate, but there is always someone there to replace them. As a matter of fact each member who graduates must appoint their replacement. So you see their numbers never fall, and with the status of being ‘Heather’ they always have plenty of replacements waiting to get in.”
The more she tells me the more I begin to see how these ‘Heathers’ were able to terrify a fourteen year old girl who just avoided going to jail. I wonder how many other young girls like Alice were being taken advantage of by these bitches. If they were that bad four years ago, and no one has stood up to them, they’ll be even worse now. I wonder why no one has ever put a stop to their bullying. When I ask Alice about this she is more than willing to tell me.
“They are all members of one of the High Families. If you’re not a High Families ‘princess’ you have no chance of getting in. that goes for the ‘detainee’s’ as well. Those bitches practically run the school.” The more I hear the more I find myself wanting to gut these little princesses.
“I think I need to talk to mama about us going to that school.” I tell her. That’s when Alice decides to remind me of my duty to the Emperor.
“Um… kitten, I don’t think we have much choice. Remember Princess Daniella is going to that school along with Susan, and Lisa. You did say you would do your best to look after them. Also if I’m not mistaken your, I mean our, family has a duty to insure her safety.”
“Damn, you’re right, I forgot all about that.” I start thinking fast and furiously. I will need a plan on how I’m going to deal with the ‘Heathers’ before we set foot in that school. “Alright, pussycat, I’ll have a plan on dealing with the ‘Heathers’ by the time we get there. You just leave them to me.” there must have been something in my voice or eyes. Because she gets this worried look on her face.
“Kitten, you realize you can’t use violence to solve this right?”
“Oh, my sweet, but misguided, pussycat. There is more than one way to skin a rat. You just have to trust me, ok?”
“Alright, I trust you, but I want you to promise me that you’ll not lose control and blast them with your PPC or PPL. For that matter I want your promise not to use any of your combat weapons on the ‘Heathers’. I know you; you’ll try and find a way to turn them into steaming piles of mush if I give you half a chance.” I swear the woman knows me all too well. 
Sighing I raise my right hand. “I promise that I will not use any secondary configuration Death Dealer weaponry on the ‘Heathers’. There are you happy?” just because I had my fingers crossed behind my back, was not a sign I was going to break my promise. Besides there are still the original Death Dealer weapons at my disposal. I just want to keep my options open.
Alice gives me a hug and kiss, and then leans back. “Now, let’s go see if mama and Top are up?”
Smiling I point over to the in house com system. “Why don’t you ring them first? I wouldn’t want to interrupt them in an embarrassing position.”
“Good idea. I remember the last time we didn’t check first.” She tosses back at me as she heads for the com system. After making sure it was in audio mode only she dials mama’s rooms. After a few moments mama picks up.
“Yes, how can I help you?”
I can tell by the sound of her voice she has only been up for a short time. “Mama, it’s me, Alice, we just wanted to make sure you were receiving visitors before we came knocking on your door?”
“Thank you, child, I see that you’re already being a good influence on Maiha. Please come over and join me for breakfast.” After inviting us to breakfast she disconnected.
After making sure that our swords were secure in their display racks we head over to mama’s rooms. As we walk down the hallway I hear the household staff going about their daily routine. If I didn’t know better I would have sworn that there hadn’t been a major battle fought no more than half a mile from here just yesterday or that there had been a wedding reception held  in the Great Hall just fourteen hours earlier. 
When we get to the door to mama’s rooms we find it open. So knocking on the frame we wait for mama to say it’s ok to enter. “Come on in girls. I’ll be out in a second.” Looking at each other I just shrug my shoulders and go on in. once inside we see why she said what she did. Over by the changing room door is Top’s wheelchair. We watch as she helps him out of the changing room and into his wheelchair. When he sees us the smile that crosses his face was from ear to ear.
“Well look who’s up already and dressed too. Maiha, don’t you know you’re not to let your bride out of the bedroom for the first week?”
Mama just smacks him in his good arm saying “James, don’t give the girl any ideas. She has enough on her own without you helping her.”
Me and Alice just giggle at their little play acting. I can tell that he’s going to be good for her. Just as she is going to be good for him. The love I see between the two of them is truly one for the books. We all sit down at her; I mean their table and have breakfast. Over the next half hour we make small talk about everything under the sun. Close to the end my three very hung-over sisters finally show up. Now normally I would give them a hard time, but I know that Top had something up his sleeves.
I watch as they do their best to eat what was put in front of them. For the next half hour they did their best to look upbeat and ready for whatever the day held. However I could tell they were some hurting puppies. Once breakfast was done and everyone had eaten their fill mama and Top got down to business. Top started off the family meeting. “Ok, girls, we have a lot to get done today.”
Fuyuko was the first to say anything. “Um… daddy, what all do we have to do?” oh no she just did not go there.
Yup, Top set her up. I can tell by the gleam in his eyes. I know he had something up his sleeves when they came in and now he is going to play it. “Well, seeing as how you three thought it would be ok to sneak more drinks than we had allowed I figure you can be my runners today. You three are going to join me as I supervise the House troops in repairing the homes that were damaged in the attack.” Now, being the military experienced person that I am I know better than to complain. Unfortunately my dear little sisters have yet to learn this lesson. Too bad for them as they’re about to.
“But, daddy it’s going to be hotter out there today than in the last four weeks.” Nanase says to him.
Nanami even goes so far as to try the number ten puppy dog pout and eyes with her plea. “You really don’t want us out there getting in the way do you daddy?”
Oh boy! This is going to be good. I can just see Top’s mind working in a way that my sisters have never dealt with before. I also don’t think the puppy dog eyes and pout are going to sway him one bit. His return fire takes them all by surprise.
“But baby girls, what do I tell all those handsome young men from over in the House military barracks. They all said that they would be there if you three were.”
Oh man! This is getting good. I lean over and whisper in Alice’s ear. “Remind me never to play poker with our new daddy.”
“You and me both, but I already knew that.” The giggle that almost escapes her tells me that Top has just begun to twist my little sisters round and round. I don’t have to wait long for his next shot and boy is it a daisy.
“Why those poor boys will be out there in just their t-shirts and fatigue pants. I’ll just have to find someone to make sure they stay well supplied with water. I was hoping you girls would do that for me. But if you’re too tired or sick, then I guess I can get your maids to do it.” When my sisters hear this they look at each other with these looks of ‘Oh shit, we’re going to miss out’. I watch as my three younger sisters all huddle together for a quick private conference. After a few moments I hear a very quiet “Ok, break.” I almost burst out laughing at this. It was too cute for words.
Fuyuko from the looks of things has been made the defacto spokesman for the three of them; I guess they did it by age. “Um… daddy can we go change our clothes. We’re going to be running around helping you, and passing out water to everyone out there. Well we really don’t won’t to do it in our good kimonos.” All three of them have somehow found the drive to be out there helping out their new daddy. I wonder what it could be. “We have some of our old clothes still. They’ll make great work clothes.” Yup just as I thought. However mama is one step ahead of them as usual.
“No, I don’t think so, girls. Those old clothes of your’s were given to charity. However there might be some that you can use in the ones we bought on our last shopping trip. I believe the shorts outfits would be best. Now run along and get changed. You need to be back here in forty-five minutes.”
My sisters bounce up and almost run out of her rooms to go get changed. I’m surprised that mama doesn’t scold them for the way they’re acting. When they are out of the room she just smiles. “They have been looking for a reason to wear those cute little outfits since we got them. As a matter of fact I think I’ll join them. I believe I have more than one of those outfits around here.” Looking over at Top. “Would you like to see me in something like that, dear?” she purrs in his ear.
The look on Top’s face was one of pure lust. I think mama just hit one of his buttons big time. I watch as she gets up and heads for their changing room. When Top looks over at me and Alice we just shrug our shoulders. As if to say ‘hey what do we know?’
“Um… Maiha, kitten, do you know what she means by that?” he asks me.
Thinking about the outfit she is talking about I decide to give him some advice. “Top, do you still have access to your personal weapons?”
“Yes. Why are you asking that?”
“Well, as one of my old friends would say. Get a bat, a gun, and keep an eye on the barracks.”
“Oh shit!” looking over at Alice. “Pussycat, I need you to do me a favor.”
When we hear this both Alice and I burst out laughing. If there is one thing I know it’s this. Anybody in their right mind will think twice at making a pass at mama any more. First they have to deal with not one daughter but five who have more firepower hidden on their bodies than most Jump Infantry Platoons. Second there is the fact that mama herself has the same amount of firepower herself. And then there is the really scary factor, she’s Top Bailey’s wife.
“Ok you two knock it off and pull yourselves together. I need to talk to you about something.” We quickly get ourselves under control. “Thank you, now listen up I need you two girls to go get changed yourselves. The reason for this is I need someone to head over to the far southeastern side of the compound to map out where the new cemetery is going to be laid out. Yes, Maiha I know all about your little project. The Master Engineer called me yesterday afternoon to tell me about it. The man was beside himself with excitement. In all the years I have known him he has never had such a grand project before. I would do it myself, but as you can see I’m not in any shape to go trooping about in that kind of terrain right now.”
I look over at Alice to see her smile. Yup we’re going for a little walk in the woods. “You know how big it’s going to be, Top? Master Forest didn’t give me the full details of how much more land was going to be included.”
He got a strange look on his face, and then chuckled. “I take it he got all excited and forgot to give the details on how much more land he wants to enclose by moving the southern wall didn’t he?”
“Yup, got it in one. I just figured if we moved the southern and eastern walls out to the estate boundary we would pick up maybe twenty to thirty acres at most.”
When Top and Alice hear this they both roar with laughter. Now I don’t mind being the butt of a joke every now and then, but I want to know what the joke is. Alice seeing my confusion comes to my rescue. “Kitten, if you do that you’ll enclose another full one hundred hectares. Didn’t you know that the Family Nakatoma owns over four hundred hectares?”
About this time mama comes walking out of the changing groom and I think Top’s head damn near came off his neck when it wiped around to get a better look. “It is four hundred and seventy-three hectares, Allison. And as for your dear wife knowing this, please understand she hasn’t really had a chance to walk the family holdings yet. She has had her hands full dealing with a war after all.”
Mama’s outfit is perfect for escorting Top around the grounds for the day. Hell I think I might get two of the same for me and Alice to wear as we do the survey of the area for the cemetery. “Well, seeing as how we have a lot to do today, Alice and I will go get changed and then head out.” I get up and go over to Top. I bend down and give him a kiss and then do the same with mama. Alice follows my example.
As we leave I hear mama calls out to us. “Be careful you two. There are still a few rebels out there.”
I call back to her. “We will, mama. I plan on taking at least one squad of our Jump Infantry with us.” Our maids met us at the door to our rooms. I wave for them to go on in. once inside Alice and I head straight for the changing rooms. “Gin, we need to make a quick change into something we can wear for hiking around in the woods, please.”
Gin, Kina, and Nia all look at each other for a moment. It is Nia who comes up with the perfect solution. “Why, don’t you use your B.D.U.s, my Lady?” I give her a look as if I was just hit in the face with a fish. It’s perfect, I mean both Alice and me have a full set of House military uniforms after all. Why not use them for what they were intended for. Until now they have just been hanging in my closet collecting dust.
“Thank you Nia, that will do just fine, but do I have a pair that’ll fit Allison?”
When my maids began to giggle I realize something’s up. My suspicions are confirmed when we enter the changing room. Alice is the first to speak up. “Hay, how did all of my clothes get over here? I haven’t had a chance to go get them yet.”
“Lady Allison, it would be improper for the wife of the Head of House to have a room in the barracks. So while you were getting married yesterday we went over and cleaned out your room in the barracks for you.” Gin is telling her. “You’ll find; all of your lingerie is in the drawers next to Lady Maiha’s. Also we have had all your uniforms cleaned and pressed. Now let’s get you Ladies, changed for your little scouting trip, shall we?”
With that Gin and Kina step over to give us a hand in changing out of our kimonos and into our B.D.U.s. looking over at Nia “Nia can you please contact the House charge of quarters and let them know I need a squad of Jump Infantry for escort duty, please?”
“I get right on it, my Lady. Do they know what you’re doing this morning?” Nia asks me.
“Um… I don’t think so. Tell them they need to pack a lunch and survey equipment.” After a few minutes both of us were down to our undies and putting on our B.D.U.s. While we were getting changed I heard Nia talking to the barracks C.Q., but I couldn’t quite make out what she was saying. Oh well, just so long as she gets it done I don’t care. We were just lacing up our combat boots when there was a knock on the main room door. I heard Nia answer it and then a few seconds later she was stepping into the doorway to the changing room.
“My Ladies, Colonel Fujiyama, Major Howard, and Captain Ravenswood are here to speak with you about something. Should I show them in? They also have what looks like all the commanders for the mercenary companies with them.” the look on her face let me know that I really should take this meeting.
“Yes please, Nia. But only let them into the receiving room.”
“It’ll be done as you ask, my Lady.” I watch as she hurries to take care of my unexpected guests. Looking over at Alice I see she is almost ready. Both she and I need to put our hair up so it is out of the way. I step over and began to braid hers. Once that is done I turn around and let her do mine. 
In a few minutes we were both ready for a long day in the field. So grabbing our hats we head out to great our guests and find out what they want. When we enter my receiving room I am surprised to see not only the three senior commanders of my House military but what looks like the entire mercenary force commanders. As I enter the room they turn and bow to me and Alice. We quickly return their bows and wave for them to take a seat.
“Ladies and gentleman, to what do I owe this very unexpected visit this morning? I hope it is not due to any trouble.” I say as I take a seat besides Alice at our table.
Colonel Fujiyama speaks up first. “My Lady Maiha, as you know our House troops took a real beating yesterday.” I nod my head for him to continue. “Well, last night after the celebrations were done, Captain Ravenswood came to me with a very unusual idea on how to replenish our ranks. Since it is your idea, Captain, I think it would be best if you explained it for our Ladyship.”
After the Colonel turned it over to him Captain Ravenswood hands me a thick print out of his plan. Before I start to read it he begins. “In your hand, Lady Maiha is what I’m calling operation Rebirth. In short it is this. After getting the numbers for dead and wounded plus equipment losses I found that the only way to be able to replenish our House military ranks was to recruit for the mercenary units. They had unusually high losses as well. What we had not taken into account was how effective the rebel air support would be.”
“Trust me Captain, when I say that we were not the only ones to underestimate them. What I’m about to tell you all doesn’t leave this room.” When I received assurances that it would not I continued. “Our brothers over in the Death Dealers had their main M.C.U. hit by a self-guided missile that was fired by one of the rebel Raiders. It damn near killed their entire command staff.” I can see the shock in their faces at this news. To have lost something like that is a blow that most units cannot recover from in the heat of battle. The fact that the Death Dealers had, just went on to show why they are some of the most feared units in the Galaxy. “If you would continue Captain?”
“Of course, my Lady. As I was saying with our heavy losses all around the only way that I could figure out how to replenish our ranks is to recruit from the mercenaries. When I approached them last night I found that a lot of them would be more than willing to join our House Military. The next thing I know their commanders are asking if they can join as whole units. Well, I didn’t know what to do so I went to Major Howard for advice. He in turn didn’t know either so he kicked it up to Colonel Fujiyama. Now at this point I have all of the mercenary commanders wanting to disband their units only to have them join our House military. When Colonel Fujiyama pointed out that for this to happen we needed your permission to consolidate all these different units under House Nakatoma I asked for permission to come see you this morning. So there you have it, my Lady.” When he finished he sat down like the rest.
As I sat there thinking over what he had told me I realized this would not only bring the House Military back up to full strength, but increase it by almost a full third. I would wind up with a House Military the size of a full Heavy Cavalry Regiment. Sure the House has the means to support a unit of that size, but it would also be the largest on all of Hades. The only military force that would be able to match it would be the Planetary Defense Force. Even then the P.D.F. would be woefully ill prepared to face off against us. 
Looking over at the mercenary commanders. “Ladies and gentlemen, before I grant permission to carry out this action I want to know why you’re willing to give up your freedom to tell an employer ‘We quit’.”
Captain Eileen Brennan stood up and addressed my question. “Lady Maiha, the answer to that question is simple. As you know most of our units were one or two companies strong. The largest of us was Hogan Hero’s at a full battalion. With our losses none of us can field more than half to one and half company. Of us all Hogan’s Hero’s suffered the most casualties. Even if we all band together and form a new unit no one will be willing to hire an untried mercenary unit. This way we gain permanent employment and a place to call home. Also we know that no matter what happens here we will always be remembered.”
Her last few words grab my full attention. “May I ask why you would say that?”
She looks at me for a minute then giggles like a school girl, while the men all chuckle. “Lady Maiha, everyone in the entire compound has heard of your plans for a memorial cemetery for the Death Dealers. We don’t think you will leave your own people out of there or those who fought beside you yesterday. Why even the size of it suggests that you plan for it to be more than just the Death Dealers. Are we wrong in assuming this?”
There are times when trying to keep a secret can be a real pain in the ass. “Would you mind telling me how you came by this information?”
“I merely asked your Master Engineer yesterday after you left what you had been discussing.” At my look of W.T.F. she explains why she was there. “I had just entered as you were leaving out the other door. I had wanted to see if my troops could help out in anyway. Well, he said that he didn’t have anything right then, but in a few days he would need it with the cemetery. That’s when I asked him if that was what you two had been discussing and he said yes.”
There are times when having such a large staff can be a real pain in the ass. Looking over at Alice for some kind of help she gives this look of go for it. “Very well, it seems I need to have a talk with my head Master Engineer, but yes everything you have deduced is true. Was this the deciding factor in your decisions?”
“No, my Lady, in fact it had just sweetened the deal for us. The fact is none us can afford the coast of rebuilding our units. As such we really have no other choice.” This very blunt statement of fact came from someone I was not expecting, Major Cain. He of all those here had the most advantage for holding out for an independent contract.
Looking around the room I could see the truth of the matter clear as day. These units had been savaged in the fighting and were now no longer viable entities. “Very well, you have my permission to proceed with Operation Rebirth. There is only one condition on this. All enlistment contracts must be for a minimum of three years. After that if you want to leave you can, but you won’t be crippling my House Military while we rebuild it. Is this acceptable?”
I waited for someone to disagree but it never came. “Very well then, ladies and gentlemen. I’ll leave it to you to hammer out the details.” They all stand up and shake my hand on the deal. Then as one they bow to me and Alice and head for the door. Before Colonel Fujiyama leaves though he comes over to Alice and hands her a piece of paper.
“Lady Allison, here are your discharge orders. I’m sorry but I can’t have a member of the House Family serving in its Military. Now when you come back with your diploma I’ll be more than be willing to give you a full commission in my command.” I can see the hurt look in her face when she hears of her discharge.
“Hay, don’t look so sad, pussycat. In two short years you’ll have that. Besides you’re a member of the Wave Dancers, remember. Hell, I’m not even a member of the House military.” When Alice hears this she looks to Colonel Fujiyama for confirmations. He nods his head yes and smiles.
“I look forward to the day when I can pin those Captains bars on your shoulders. Now, I believe there is a squad of Jump Infantry waiting to escort you ladies on your trip so I won’t keep any longer.” With that he bows and leaves us.
“Sorry about your discharge, honey.” I pull Alice into a very tight hug. 
“I knew things would change when we got married, but I thought I would be able to stay in the House Military, at least.” She was almost in tears. “Now, I don’t even have that. If I want to be a soldier I have to go back to school. It’s not fair.”
“Pussycat, listen to me, please?” when she nods her head I tell her. “As my wife the only position that you could hold is as an officer. You no longer have the qualifications so you have to go back and get them. Even then the only unit you can serve in is the Wave Dancers. But there are ways around everything; we just need to figure them out. Because if you think I’m going to be some kind of figurehead you need your head examined.” When she hears this she starts to giggle. She realizes that I’m way too much of a Hellcat to just sit back and be some figurehead.
“Now. Dry your eyes. We need to get moving, we still have a lot to do today.” I watch as she pulls herself together. Once I’m sure she is ready we head to the front of the house. To go meet our escort for the day.
You can imagine our surprise when we find three light transports and a hover car waiting for us. When I look around for the officer in charge I get an even bigger surprise. “Lieutenant Silver Leaf, I thought I had assigned you to the House Com Unit?”
The giggle she gives me plus the smile says that she is happy to be where she is now. “My Lady that was true until you told Captain Ravenswood to form the new recon team. It seems no one else had the needed skills to be their commanding officer, but me. So when they asked if I would be its O.I.C. I just couldn’t pass it up.” She was so happy with this new assignment that she was practically bouncing. I know she had manipulated it so she would get this assignment. But she was just so happy I didn’t have it in my heart to take it away from her.
“Ok, then Lieutenant, let’s get this show on the road. We have a lot of land to survey, and not a whole lot of time to get it done in.”
 



Chapter 13
Later that evening…
It had been a long, hot day in the field. It had taken almost fifteen hours to survey and lay out the final plans for the cemetery. Sure they had taken a break around noon local time for lunch, but it was still a trying day. As the convoy pulled back into the compound, both Alice and I were worn out. I was surprised when Dana also disembarked from the lead vehicle. She turned to the driver with a smile. “Thank you, Marks, I’ll let you know if we need you and the rest of the recon team in the morning at P.T.”
“Yes ma’am. I’ll let the sergeant know.” He then put the hover car in gear and headed for the motor pool. 
When she turns and sees me standing there she just smiles. “I may be the recon platoon leader now, but I remember the deal I made with you, my Lady. I won’t back out of it. I know that with one word you can kick me out of your House military. So until you say I can move back in with the regular single officers I’ll stand by our deal.”
“Ok, Dana, I just want to give you a choice in what you do with your life. Remember, you are no one’s property. I don’t care if you’re a citizen of High Winds now or not.”
Her smile is one of the brightest I have ever seen her have at the moment. “Lady Maiha, you have given me back my life, my freedom, and my soul. The least I can do is give my loyalty to House Nakatoma. If I have to stay in the main house to learn how to be a girl at the hands of those demons you call maids, so I can do that then so be it.” She then steps in close and gives me a hug. I can feel her bra through her shirts. Yup she is adjusting to her new role in life just fine. When she releases me I smile at her. With that she bounds up the steps and into the house.
“You did a good thing, kitten. I can tell you were worried about her, but Dana belongs with the recon platoon.” When I look at Alice I can tell she is telling me the truth. “Besides, did you see the way Combs and Tyler were watching her back. We may need to promote them to sergeant just to keep the other recon members from giving them a hard time.”
I think back to the way they had been right there with her the entire day. “You’re right; I need to take care of that tonight. I’ll send the order over to Colonel Fujiyama before we go to dinner. That way they’ll get their promotion at P.T. in the morning. Come on let’s go get cleaned up and changed. I don’t know about you but I’ve been sweeting like a pig all day and now I stink.”
Alice throws her nose in the air and acts like some stuck up prima donna. “I’ll have you know that Ladies, do not sweat, we glow and we do not stink, we are aromatic.” She tries to hold her pose, but fails totally. She just starts to giggle, and then I start to giggle until we are both laughing at the silliness of it all.
Aping her and wave my hand in front of my face. “Oh of course. I do hate to be so aromatic.” This of course gets her to laughing even harder. I grab her hand and pull her on into the house. No sense in standing around outside acting like a pair of loons, the Household staff already think I’m nuts, no need to give them any more ammunition. 
As we enter the main entry way we run into Kina. The look she gives us is one of those ‘you’ve been misbehaving and I know it.’ We both look down at the floor and try to get control over our laughter. When Kina doesn’t say anything we just walk away struggling to keep a straight face. Once we are around the corner and out of her sight we take off running down the hallway to our room. Once inside and with the door closed we both burst out laughing uncontrollably. After a while we finally settle down and notify our maids that we’re home. Gin told us that we were expected to have dinner with our family.
An hour later we were sitting down to dinner. As we eat we discussed what we had done that day. My sisters talked about how they had helped with the repairs and rebuilding. While Alice and I told everyone of our trip out to the cemetery site. After dinner we returned to our rooms and went to bed. After a round of hot and steamy love making we fell asleep.
When we woke up the next morning it was basically a repeat of yesterday, except this time we just went ahead and dressed in our B.D.U.s. this would be our daily routine for the next two weeks. With just one change. Instead of doing survey work, we actually started work on interring the dead. I had the compounds artists working on headstones for the dead. With the help from the Death Dealer Combat Engineers Battalions we were able to get all of the dead interred. The Master Engineer was able to get the compound wall extended to where it followed the property line and enclosed the cemetery the way I wanted. 
In the center of the cemetery was the monument to the battle that was fought. The armor plate was placed in the center of a slab of solid black granite. Around the outside edge were the names of the units that had fought here on that terrible day. I don’t know how they did it but someone had engraved the armor plate.
Let it be known that on the 10th day of the 5th month in the 741st year of the Empire. That on the grounds of the Nakatoma Family estates their House Military plus nine mercenary companies along with four Divisions of the Imperial Death Dealers stood in the face of treachery. As Seven High Family Houses rose up in revolt against the Empire for the soul purpose of subjugating the people of the Empire.
There are times when men must stand for the ideals of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. In these times it becomes self-evident that to do nothing is to condemn all mankind to darkness. These men and women entombed here on this hallowed ground paid the highest price for our freedom. We as their benefactors’ must insure that their sacrifice was not in vain. We are entrusted with a most sacred duty. Let us not fail them as we move forward through time.
The day of the dedication ceremony there were over three thousand people there. They had come from all over Hades to be there. I had mama and Top preside over it, I couldn’t face all those people. I knew that it was because of my orders and my mistakes that most of them were buried here. As I walked along the pathways I found myself thinking back to that terrible day and wondering if I could have done something different. 
“I see that you still second guess yourself, Death.” I have not heard his voice in person in almost twenty years. I turn around to confirm my suspicions. The fact that He is here, tells me He has a job for me. One that He doesn’t trust normal channels to deliver.
“Your Majesty, I assume that you’re referring to my grandfather.” I quickly perform a clumsy curtsy. I’ll admit that I’m still working on some of the finer points of being a lady.
The Emperor chuckles at my statement before looking around as if to point out that we are alone. “I know exactly who I’m talking to, Lady Maiha. Of all my Death Dealers you are one of the finest to have ever worn the Imperial Black. You may look, move and sound different now, but I can still see that commanding presence that always defined you old friend.”
“I never could fool you, your Majesty. As for second guessing myself, well I’ll always do that. I have to find where things went wrong and make sure they don’t happen again.” Turn to look out over the rows of head stones. They’re nothing fancy just a simple pillar with the name, unit id, and date on them. Each row has twenty five headstones. Everyone behind another to form a Column, in turn forming a square twenty-five by twenty-five. A perfect formation of headstones reminiscent of how they lived their lives. All brothers in arms, both in life and now death. “I owe that much to them. I owe these men and women more than I can ever repay. It is because of them that you still have your throne and I my family.” I reach up and wipe a tear from my cheek. I don’t know when I started crying, but I was not ashamed of it.
“And that, James, is why you are the first among my Death Dealers. What you have done here this day is something a long time in coming. It is why I am here. That and to thank you for everything your family has done in its service to the Empire. I wish that did not have to lean so hard on the Families like yours, but thanks to what you have done here on Hades I have been able to ferret out the cancer that has plagued my reign for the past forty years. I have been able to arrest and try all those who have been using our laws to get away with crimes against their own people, in the disguise of protecting the rights of the individual Systems. Thanks to you and your new family I will finally be able to return the Empire to the ideals of our founding fathers.”
I spin around and face him. I’m pissed but I know that lashing out will do me no good, and more harm. For years I have been pushing for him to make the reforms he is now talking about. Before I say one word though I stop and preform the centering exercises Matsu and mama had taught me. When I finally look back up at him I can see remorse in his eye. It doesn’t stop me though. I raise my arm and point out towards the row upon row of grave marks. “Before you thank me and my family, your Majesty, you need to thank them. They paid the price for your opportunity. You want to reward me. Don’t waste it. Make them proud of you, not me.” I start to walk past him to go join my family. I stop beside him before I leave him standing there.
“I’ll protect your daughter sir, but remember if you fail them, I will come for you. I have far more supporters than you would like, many who would like nothing more than to place my family on the throne. That is not a threat, your Majesty, it is fact. I have always been a loyal soldier and citizen of the Empire, but I will no longer stand by while you do nothing to improve the lives of its citizens. Hear me now Emperor, I was but a single life from joining them. I would have been more than willing to topple your reign if it would have improved the lives of the people. You have this one chance old friend, don’t waste it,” I tell him this through clenched teeth.
I know my anger is close to the surface. He has to know I am not bluffing. When he looks at me I can tell he understands. It is pure and simple, he either gets the job done or I will remove him. With that I move to leave him standing there looking out at all the graves of those who died protecting his Empire.
“You always were an uncompromising son-of-bitch, Star Jumper.” he says.
“No more than you, King Snake, no more than you.” I tossed back at him over my shoulder as I walk away.
“Do you even have a name for the cemetery?” he calls out to me.
I stop and look back at him, then decide to tell him. “Fiddlers Green”
I quickly move to go find my family after that. I don’t want him to see the tears in my eyes. I get my emotions under control by the time I find them by the monument at the entrance of the cemetery. I stand back as mama, Top, plus a few others all give speeches of how and why this cemetery was built. Toward the end though the Emperor shows up with his bodyguards. I watch as he steps in front all those gathered here.
When he finally begins I am surprised by what he says. “I came here today to thank the members of House Nakatoma and all they have done for the Empire. However just a little while ago I was reminded of something by one of those family members. The young lady is as stubborn as her grandfather and just as blunt and honest. She reminded me that I should be thanking the fallen who we are here to honor today. For it is they who paid the ultimate price for our freedom. When I asked her what she had named this cemetery she only said Fiddlers Green, and walked off. Far too often the men and women of our armed forces go unthanked for their sacrifices. That will no longer be the case here. I will never again forget what was gained here today or take it for granted. Now that the Death Dealers have a place to rest in peace I will never again fail in my duty to them and all those who paid the price for our peace.” When he finished he merely walked over to the monument. One of his bodyguards handed him a bouquet of flowers that he placed at the base of the armor plate.
I stood there with mama, Top, and my family for a short time after he walked away. “Do you think he’ll follow through?” I asked of no one in particular.
“Yes, my dear, I believe he will.” I turn and look at daddy as a smile across’ his face. “I doubt he’ll forget the ever so blunt threat you gave him. He knows that of all those who would challenge him for the throne, you are the one with the greatest chance to succeed.”
“No that is where you’re wrong daddy. I will never seek the throne for myself. However I will place someone who is able to get the job done right on it in place of him.” I said with all of the conviction I could muster. “I have no desire to rule, hell I don’t even want to be the System Governor for The Death Gates. I do it because I have been asked to, but I will not enjoy it.”
“Sometimes child, we have to be that which we most hate. Remember the words of the Master Tomasuko Nakatomie. ‘In all things great and small forge your finest steel.’” Mama told me as she placed her arm around my shoulders. “Come, it is time for us to tour the grounds and give our respects.”
For the next hour we walked through the cemetery paying our respects to the fallen. As we moved through the grounds the members of the Death Dealers and mercenary companies would come up to us and thank us for what we had done here. The best one came from General Star. “When I first became a Dealer I gave up on having a place like this to rest when the time came. Now I couldn’t think of any other place for my final resting than Fiddlers Green.” Later that evening at dinner Alice and the others talked about how beautifully it was laid out and how peaceful it was. After dinner Alice and I retired to our rooms.
The Next morning…
We had an unexpected guest at breakfast, the Emperor. For the next half hour we discussed his daughter and her two friends. We went over her security and theirs. Even though the very obvious threat was past she was still in danger from the other Houses. There was still a good amount of political infighting going on. 
While Alice and I were not too happy about going back to school, it was pointed out to us that my sisters would need help in protecting the princess. So to make it interesting for us Alice and I sat down and laid out our courses that we would study. We wound up picking all the advanced courses they offered. The more we looked at what we were studying we realized that Fuyuko and the twins were picking the same ones.
“Fuyuko, you do know that you don’t have to pick the same courses that we are, don’t you?”
“Oh sure, sissy, but if I don’t my AI gives me the answer before I realize it.” She actually blushed as she told me this. “I don’t want to cheat, but I can’t help it. Sophie just gives the correct answer to what is on the regular school work. Please don’t be mad at me.”
“Don’t worry about it sis. I know you don’t cheat, I just didn’t think about your AI giving you such a huge advantage.” I looked over at the twins. “How about you two, are your AIs supplying you with the answers as well?”
“Yes, sissy, we didn’t want to tell you, but we figured if we took the same type of courses as you and Allison we could hide it.” Nanase said while Nanami just looked down at the floor. I could tell that all three of them felt ashamed of what their AIs did for them.
“Hey, no pouting now, just because you used the information and resources' at your disposal is nothing to be ashamed of. We just have to make sure that any class you take doesn’t have its source materials on-line is all.” after that quick discussion we sat down with mama and pointed out what we had all over looked. I should say what we girls had over looked. It seems that daddy and she had already thought about what the AIs would do for my little sisters. Needless to say they had already changed their classes before they had.
On the day we took Alice down to get her school uniforms it was just her and me. When we got to the shop we were waited on by the same young lady that had helped us out before. It didn’t take long to get Alice fitted for her uniforms as they still had her measurements on file from when she had attended JES before. From there it was a quick stop in the one store where we had gotten my other clothes. Once again it didn’t take long to get her, her new wardrobe, only two hours. She must have tried on over a three dozen different outfits. We had a blast. We stopped for a short break around noon local time to get something to eat. That was to be my first encounter with the ‘Heathers’.
“Oh, look girls; someone let jailbait out of her cell.” The giggling and snide attitude had my full attention. That and the look of fury in Alice’s eyes. “Oh, wow, they even let her out without her pretty little anklet.”
“Shut the frack up, Bethany. You have no idea of who you’re dealing with.” I turned to look at the girls behind me. For a minute I thought I was looking at triples, and then I realized that they were in fact three different people. All three had blond hair, and were about the same size. However it was the eyes and over all shape that let me know the differences. 
“You are nothing more than a convict out on parole, Alice.” The one that I guessed was Bethany said. I heard Alice begin to growl. “What, are you afraid your little friend here will drop you like the trailer trash that you are when she finds out?”
Before I can correct the little bitch Alice spoke up again, this time I know she was pissed. “If I was you three, I would just walk away before I cut you in half.” Yup, my lovely wife was pissed. Time to step in before things get ugly and I have to bail her out of jail.
As I turn and look at this girl Bethany she decides to inform me of Alice’s past in a very unfaltering way. “You do know that Alice here is a petty thief, and parolee don’t you? I hope you at least have the cash to pay for her meal, because if you don’t she’ll just walk away while you do the time. Oh, and I know for a fact that she ain’t nothing but a low class soldier now. Why the judge had to make sure she would be accepted as a lowly House guard before he signed her release.”
Alice just looked up at her and smiled. “Bethany, if I was you I would just walk away before you get hurt.” She can already see the crosshairs in my eyes. Oh hey; I’m getting mad now.
“What’s the matter, Alice, doesn’t your ‘friend’ know about your past?” Bethany had a very smug look on her face. The girl truly had no idea of what she was letting herself in for. “Don’t you want her to know about you spreading your legs and sticking your tongue out for every piece of Lizzy tail you could find?”
Now normally I would have just talked to the girl and corrected her misguided impression of Alice. Not this time though. My hand snapped out faster than anyone could react, slapping the dog piss out of her. I stood up to my full height and looked her in the eyes. “Listen up, you spoiled little brat. I know all about her past and before you go spreading rumors about her I think you should find out the facts first.”
“Just who do you think you are, bitch?! How dare you lay a hand on me?! I’ll have you and this gutter trash behind bars for assaulting me!” poor Bethany is screaming in my face. The girl is in a royal tizzy of a fit. “Do you have any idea of who I am?! I happen to be the daughter of Lord David Hightower the First Speaker of the House of Parliament. When I get done with you and this carpet munching slut you’ll be begging me to kiss my ass!”
“Um, Bethany, I won’t make those kinds of threats to the young lady in front of you.” Alice smiled sweetly at her. I can tell she is going to enjoy what happens next no matter how it goes down. She must have seen something I hadn’t. I was too busy dealing with Bethany.
“I don’t care who this gutter snipe is. I know all I need to know. She is after all hanging around with you.” Bethany spit out at her.
“Excuse me, Lady Allison, but have you seen Lady Maiha by any chance?” I turn to see who is interrupting my fun. “Oh, there you are, Lady Maiha. Your mother, Lady Dai Etsu, said that you would be able to direct me, Susan and Lisa; where we can find our school uniforms.”
“Of course, your Majesty, I will be more than happy to show you.” I tell Princess Daniella, as I bow to her. Yes, I know that she is currently serving as a maid to mama, but we are in public and she is the Emperor’s daughter. I should show her some respect for her station, and rank.
Smiling, she looks over at Bethany, “Why, Lady Bethany, so nice to see you again. I hope you haven’t been harassing my friends, the Ladies Maiha and Allison?” I can tell she is about to drop a real big hammer blow to Bethany’s ego. “You do know that my daddy owes a great debt to these two young ladies and their family, right? Why he even went so far as to appoint the Lady Maiha, here to be the System Governor. Not that she really needs that head ache, she is first and foremost, the First High Lady of the Death Dealers after all. Oh, I almost forgot about Lady Allison’s own achievements while in the service of House Nakatoma, did you know that she has over thirty-five confirmed victories as an Armor Power Suit pilot. Why that makes her the youngest as well as highest scoring ace in all the Empire. Just think we get to go to school with not just two bona fide war hero’s but five when you count in the Ladies Fuyuko, Nanase, and Nanami. They’re the Lady Maiha’s younger sisters don’t you know.”
I just stood there and watched as the color drained from Bethany’s face as Princess Daniella told her who she had just insulted. I almost giggle as she tells Bethany that not only will she be attending school with someone she despised, but her significant other and her sisters. Then to go so far as to sing our praises as war heroes and tell how Alice was more than just a simple soldier was priceless. Here I was all set to pound this arrogant bitch in to the ground, and she just comes along and puts her in her place with simple words. The more I watch the more I learn. I finally see how being diplomatic just might be a better option than my tried and true method of ‘pound into submission’ approach to things.
I wonder if she learned how to hit someone like this at JES. I think I need to find out a little more about the Princess’ education. When she turns back to me and Alice there is a cat that ate the canary grin on her face. “Lady Maiha, would you be willing to help me and my friends find our new school uniforms? You see I have never really shopped in an area or shopping center like this before.”
Oh, I really need to get with Gin, Kina, and Nia when I get back home. “It would be our pleasure, your Majesty.”
“Please, Lady Maiha, its Daniela between us. My family owes yours far too much for us to be so formal.” The sweetness of her reply is designed for pure torture of Bethany and her friends. The girl even got a major dig in for Alice. “Oh, of course that goes for you as well, Lady Allison.”
The look of total shock and hatred in Bethany’s eyes is one I just have to capitalize on. “Only if you call me Maiha, Daniela.”
“It’s Alice, Daniela, please. I have never been one for the more formal form of my name.” leave it to my sweet wife to get in a dig at the ones who tortured her in the past. Oh yes I can tell that these stuck up bitches are just a few of her tormenters from her past. 
As if she had forgotten all about them the Princess looks back at Bethany and her cronies. “Oh, Lady Bethany, are you still here? You can leave now. Go on now, run along; before I allow Lady Maiha to gut your worthless ass right in public.” She waved her hand as if shooing away a bug.
I watch as the three of them curtsey to her Majesty, and practically run as fast as they can to get away from us. Once they are far enough away Alice and I bust out giggling only seconds before the Princess and her two friends. “Oh My God! I have wanted to see the bitch put in her place for so long. Thank you, your Majesty, I owe you one for that.” Alice tells Daniella.
“No, you don’t, Lady Allison. It is I who owe you and your lovely bride. If helping to keep her from gutting that bitch I am more than happy to help out.” Looking over at me she smiles. “Lady Maiha, your mama, told me to remind you that you can sometimes get more done with a kind word than a ball bat. Um… we were on our way to get our new uniforms when I was you and Lady Allison facing off with the ‘Heathers’.” She looked down and shuffled her feet. “I thought it would be better to show you your mama’s advice than tell you. I’m sorry if I overstepped my place as a Lady’s Maid.”
When I hear her apologize for what she thought was inappropriate behavior for a Lady’s Maid I just laugh out loud. “Majesty that is the exact way a true Lady’s Maid would have acted. Not only did you show me the errors of my ways but did so in a manner that has left a lasting impression. What I would like to know is where did you learn how to do that? That was awesome. You put that skank in her place and never once stooped to her level.”
This time she was the one to giggle. “I…kind of… well its sort of… aw hell… I learned it from watching Miss Gin and Miss Kina back at the compound.”
I could not believe what she just said. “Watching her do what?” The giggle that came from Susan told me that Daniella didn’t want me to know. “Let me guess, from getting your own lectures on how to behave?” the blush that comes to the princess’ face tells me I’m right.
“Um…Maiha I think we need to take this out of the eyes of the public. Why don’t we head over and get the Princess and the rest their school uniforms?” Alice says quietly. I quickly agree and show the trio where to get their uniforms. Once inside the shop I notice for the first time that my sisters are following us.
“I take it that you’re here with my sisters as bodyguards?” ask the princess.
“Yes, Lady Maiha, your mother said that they were more than adequate. I’ll be very honest with you I know your sisters are all outstanding APS pilots, but I don’t see how they could be more effective than a full platoon of infantry as your mother suggests?”
Both Alice and I start to laugh when we hear this. At the girl’s look of confusion I decide to let her in on the secret. “That’s because Alice, me, and my family are all second generation Death Dealers. Believe me when I say those three little girls out there are just as deadly outside of their AP Suits as in them.” the looks of astonishment on their faces tells me all I need to know. “That’s correct, your Highness, we are the first ever female Death Dealers, plus we are the first ever second generation Death Dealers. So trust me when I say you’re in very good hands I mean it. Besides if they were to run into something they couldn’t handle help is just moments away.”
I watch as realization crosses their faces. As one they bow to me. “We shall never question you or your family again, Lady Maiha. Shall we invite your sisters to join us?” Daniella asks. I think about it for a minute before nodding my head yes. Lisa goes over to the door and waves for my sisters to come inside. Once they have joined us we spend the next two hours helping the three of them get their uniforms and then another two going through the other shops helping them pick out clothes for after school hours.
Once all of their shopping is done I notice that they are all climbing into one of the compound’s hover craft. I notice that the princess is the one who climbs into the driver’s seat. Smiling as she does so. “I take it Daniella that you have fallen in love with driving?” Nanase looks over at me with this look of help us please. When the princess just giggles before she answers.
“It’s like flying. I just have to push the edge, you know what I mean? I just feel so free when I get the chance to drive one of these.” I can see for the first time why she so wanted to join the Military service. She wanted to be a pilot, not just any pilot either. She wanted to be a fighter pilot. I can see her need for speed.
I decide to give a little piece of advice before sending them home. “Remember, your Highness, sometimes speed kills.”
“As always, Lady Maiha, you give words of wisdom that are beyond your years. I shall be careful, promise.” I can tell my simple warning will be remembered. I watch as they pull out and head for home. Turning to Alice I smile and pull her into a hug. I take her hand and we head to the dinner to have a quiet dinner to ourselves.
We were only a half a block away from the dinner when our happy moment came to a crashing halt in the form of a four very large young men. Now normally I won’t even think twice about these morons, but they were with Bethany and friends. “Bethany, these them?” She merrily nods her head yes. The largest of the four steps in front of me pulling out a combat knife. Looking over at Alice I can tell she knows these jug heads. “Make one sound and you’re both dead. Now head over to that alley way.” Tall, dark, and stupid orders us. As I look up at him I began to giggle, and Alice isn’t far behind me. “What didn’t you hear me, bitch? I told you to get your asses over to the alley way, or do you think you’re tough enough to stop eight inches of steel?” he sneers down at me wave the combat knife in my face.
Looking around I notice more than a few people just looking the other way. Alice lets me know what’s up with her next few words. “I see your daddy still has everyone in town cowed, Longfellow. Is he still the local Head of the Yakuza?”
“Yah, he is, and now you two sluts are going to find out why I’m the next in line. I don’t care if you have a High Families title; no one disses my girlfriend and gets away with it. Now move it, bitches.” Once again he waves his knife in my face as if that is going to scare me. However I need to make sure no one sees what happens next. So I led Alice and the rest over into the alley like he wants. As I start moving I bring up my combat communications net. 
“Alice, just follow my lead.”
“Ok, baby. I take it you want to handle this out of sight?”
“Got it in one, pussy cat.”
“Oh thank god, for a minute there I thought you were giving in to these crackers.”
“Not by a long shot, I just don’t want everyone seeing us beat the shit out of these meatheads.”
“Sounds good to me.”
As we enter the ally way I hear a very smug Bethany say. “Now you two dikes are going to learn your place. Your precious little princess isn’t here to stop us from beating the dog shit out of you. You’ll learn not to be laying your hands on your betters.” The giggles from her and her two friends tells me all I need to know along with the fact that Longfellow stops half way down the alley behind us and rounds on her.
“Did you just say they’re friends with the princess?” he growls.
“What of it? They won’t say a word to anyone after you put them in their place. Now just get it over with. Besides do you see any bodyguards? If they were as important as they say they are they would have bodyguards?”
“You got a point there. Ok I’ll take care of your little problem, but you are going to make sure you take care of me when I get done. You hear?”
“Sure, no problem baby, I’ll make sure you’re nice and taken care of when you’re done teaching these whores a lesson.” Bethany purrs.
I look over at Alice and smile. “You want to tell him before we tear them apart, or not?” I look back at Longfellow and his three stooges. I figure that between the four of them they have all the brains of a snail. When I look back at Alice there is this look of contempt for the lot of them.
“Personally, love, I just want to gut the whole lot of them and let the police inform them.” Alice says through clenched teeth.
“What you two bitches talking about? Never mind, I think we’ll just beat you down, then my boys here are going to show you what a real man is like.” Now up until now I was just going to beat them down and forget about it. But the threat of rape changed everything.
“Alice, you can have the ‘Heathers’. These four shit heads just signed the warrants.”
“With pleasure, love, with great pleasure. Just don’t kill them.” as tells me.
“The same goes for you my dear.” With that I step forward to face the four thugs as Alice using her boosted strength to jump over their heads to land behind the Heathers. I grab the one closest to me and slam him into the other two. While stepping inside of Longfellow’s reach and grabbing his forearm. I break the wrist that is holding the knife. I hear him scream at the top of his lungs. “AAAAAGGGGGHHHH!! YOU BITCH YOU BROKE MY ARM!” I don’t stop with just that. I drive my left hand into his right hip. I feel the joint pop out of the socket. Next I bring my right knee into his crotch. As he doubles over I move away to deal with his friends who are starting to get up.
Stooge one and two grab weapons of opportunity. A broken bottle and a piece of old two by four. Now in this kind of a fight those are two very nasty weapons, normally, but I’m not your normal street fighter. I’ve been in my fair share over the years, plus I have more training than everyone here. Only Alice has anything close to my training, and she would lose against me, I just have more experience.
Time to end this little dust up before it gets out of hand; I get a hard lock on both weapons for my anti-personnel lasers and fire. The twin beams of ruby death destroy their weapons before they can even register what happen. “Boy’s if I were you I’d run for your lives, because I’m done playing around.” All three stooges look at me as if I just stepped out of the very gates of Hell. Needless to say they took off the moment I gave them the chance. When I turn around Alice has Bethany by the hair lifting her off the ground slapping her in the face, repeatedly, all the while saying.
“Don’t you ever think you’re better than me again, you little bitch. The next time I see you, you better be calling me and my wife “My Lady’. Do you hear me? Do you understand me?” Oh man she is mad as all hell. I mean she is wet cat mad and no way was I going to interfere. I figure she is just beginning to work out a few of her demons. I think by the time we get to school on Morgaday that word will have gotten around not to push her buttons or pick on those she cares for. At least I hope so, if not this is going to be a very interesting year.
When she finally calmed down and quit smacking Bethany she let go of her hair. Looking over at me she just smiled and said. “Well, kitten, are you ready to go home?” looking around at four out cold bodies I make a quick decision.
“Yes, love, let’s go home.” I walk over take her hand and lead out of the alley. Once back on the main street I grin as we head for our hover car. “You do know that your beating the crap out of Bethany is going to reach epic proportions right?’
“Oh hell, I didn’t think of that. What if she calls the cops?” Alice was starting to become afraid of that fact.
“Oh, those, four won’t be going to the police. However if you don’t control that temper of yours we just might get kicked out of school.”
“Oh, yah, you’re right. Sorry about that. I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll do better, I promise.”
“Don’t worry; I have a feeling that we’ll both have to do that. If not this is going to be a very interesting year.” As we head for home I had no idea of just how prophetic that last statement would be.
-----To Be Continued in the new series ‘School for Death’ -----
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